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A BRIEF WORD ABOUT TIME… 



Of all the strange attitudes human beings adopt when struggling to comprehend the world around them, perhaps the strangest of all is their attitude toward time.  They call it a dimension, as though it had the same substance as length, breadth or width, when in truth, it is nothing more than an accident of perception that allows humankind to proceed smoothly inside of their linear lives. 

Every other intelligence in all the Realms understands this.  Humans alone have felt the need to break time down, to number years, to name days, to invent a need for seconds and milliseconds and even nanoseconds.  It is a need so powerful that they acknowledge the invention of the calendar as higher among their criteria for civilization than written language. 

And yet the respect that humans show towards time is of a fearful sort. 

Time flies, they say, but only when you’re having fun.    Time is the cruel thief that robs us of youth and beauty.  Time has no mercy.  Time traps us each day betwixt worry and remorse.  We chase time, we run from it, we waste it and we kill it.  It is as though mankind has endowed time not only with an intelligence of its own, but a malevolent one. 

But to Taryn MacTavish, time has always been a friend.  From this unusual perspective, she believes she has enjoyed a long and golden childhood, forgetting the sadistically elastic hours of schoolrooms and yardwork, the swiftly flying summers, all the birthdays and Christmas mornings that zipped out the windows after centuries of painful anticipation.  Since coming to Arcadia, she has experienced lifetimes of pleasure in the company of friends, and she has largely forgotten those early days of pain and exhaustion and loneliness.  She remembers the wizard, of course, but the bad times that seemed to stretch out so menacingly have since been reduced in her memory to mere moments here and there, harmlessly bound in the stillness of her thoughts like poisonous wasps encased in amber.  Now her thoughts of him are fleeting ones, frozen snapshots of the past, never as important in her mind as the memories of hearth and home and loved ones. 

No, it is not the eye of a spurned and resentful Time-god that fixes itself upon her as her second summer in Arcadia gently passes, but someone is surely watching all the same.  Someone for whom love is a concept that can only be grasped as the distorted reflection from another’s mind, and Time has no meaning at all.  It is no god, perhaps, and no dimension, but upon one point, humans are very correct: Time waits for no one, and for Taryn MacTavish, the days of peace have already been numbered. 



 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.  Surrender  



The chief of the horsemen stared out past the ruins of his defenses and into the eyes of his enemy.  They were dark eyes, the same blue-black as the skin of gedan fruit, but shining now with silent laughter.  Conqueror’s eyes, he thought, and felt his own heart burn. 

“Oh come now,” the enemy said.  “You can’t be surprised.  Not after a year of battles.”  One scarred hand rose, displaying all the fallen armies motionless before them on the field.  “You knew this would happen, Tonka. 

Your defeat was inevitable from the moment you accepted my challenge.” 

“Challenge,” the horseman echoed, and stamped one hind hoof with ground-quaking force.  “I recall no challenge.”  His eyes raked the silent field and his voice hardened.  “Your first act was invasion, and that is not challenge.” 

“No.”  Unrepentant, the enemy smiled.  “This was a slaughter.” 

Tonka raised his chin, hating the words, yet acknowledging the truth in them fairly.  He was still Farasai, still chieftain.  He still possessed the dignity of his kind, even if there were none here to witness it.  “So,” he said. 

“So.”  The enemy echoed his tone of neutrality perfectly.  “And now you will surrender.” 

Tonka reared, his hands balling into empty fists.  “Never will I!” 

“Oh yes.”  Unimpressed, the enemy smiled at him.  “Surrender and your defeat will be a painless one.  If you don’t, I’ll hunt out and destroy every last remnant of your army before I bother to come for you again.  So we can make 1

 

this quick, Tonka, or I can take my time, but it will happen, never doubt that for one moment.” 

Despite every effort to remain stoic, Tonka felt himself bristling.  He dropped his gaze, choosing to survey again his broken forces rather than show the turning of his thoughts to the enemy who stood with such mocking patience before him.  Days and nights of combat left him numbed to pride.  The speed with which he had been reduced to this…this straggling point of defiance on a battlefield in ruins…the completeness and the ruthlessness he could bring himself to face, but great gods, the  speed of it! 

Surrender. 

No.  He had stood as chieftain some fifteen years before taking the injury that had cost him his name, had nearly cost him his life.  He had come back from death itself, and he had been Tonka again now for a year and half again, and such a one, such a chieftain, did not surrender. 

But what choice was there? 

“To think that I once called you friend,” he said, bitterness staining every word. 

Laughter was his enemy’s indulgent reply.  “Are you playing for my sympathies?  Ha!  This is war!” 

“Indeed.” 

“Surrender, my friend.” 

Time itself seemed to pause.  A trail of smoke drifted to him on a stray breeze, heavy with the smell of roasting flesh.  There was no sound. 

Slowly, as though pressed down by some invisible, divine hand, Tonka bent before the victor of the field.  He raised his arm, took up the carved stone piece of his castle, and threw it across the table to come to a clattering stop before Taryn’s left hand.  “I should have never taught you this game,” he grumbled. 

“Probably not,” she said good-naturedly.  Her eyes were still shining. 

“It’s really just a more complicated version of chess, and I learned that from my dad.  Now he could really throw you a whuppin’, friend.  Checkmate every time.” 

Tonka’s lips twitched up even before humor rose to lighten his mood. 

“Mate,” he said.  He glanced at her, his smile broadening, and winked. 

Her laughter now was a dry thing.  She stood away from the table, shaking her head.  “I’m in no shape for that sort of thing,” she said.  Her hands rose, seeking the hard swell of her belly and resting there, mutely giving him her reason.  Her expression changed minutely, showing surprise.  The child must be moving. 

Tonka waited until the look of mothering faded.  It was a look very like to any mare’s of his experience, save that its wistfulness was so horribly stained by dread.  He did not think she was aware of how clearly her uncertainties 2

 

showed on her face.  She may not even be aware of worry in her feelings when she touched her swimming unborn, but they were there true enough to be read by one with a father’s eyes and it was a hard thing for him to witness.  He moved a step toward the door to distract her from them, holding back his hand in invitation as he said, “Shall we eat?” 

“Is it time already?” 

“Aye, Taryn, nearly so.  And thee is foaling, so there shall be foods made for thee at any hour.” 

“I’m not really as underfed as you all seem to think I am.” 

He did not reply to that.  She knew, and did not need to hear him say, that she had no way of knowing whether she were underfed or not, just as she had no true way of knowing how much longer to expect the child within her to grow, or what it would look like when it emerged…or whether it would draw breath at all.  Even his Ven, who had taken every opportunity over the past year to examine the human, had no way of truly knowing.  It was a foaling of wizard’s making, the child a blend of human and Cerosan that would never be of natural happenstance.  My miracle, Taryn called it, sometimes with heartbreaking desperation to believe, and there was not a night that passed that Tonka did not beg the goddess Pacha Ven to let the birth be kind to her.  He was not so naïve as to pray for normalcy, but whatever came, great mother among the gods, let it be kind to Taryn. 

Taryn, who was even now walking swiftly ahead of him to his kraal’s cooking lodge, moving in that rolling gait at once so labored and so light.  She was still smiling, still celebrating her victory, and her words were as easy and carefree as they had ever been.  “However, under the excuse of eating for two, I’d be happy to go steal a few of Ven’s sticky-pies.” 

“Aye?”  Tonka flicked his tail at his darker thoughts and adopted that distracted and literally-minded attitude that he knew Taryn found so utterly maddening.  “Thee need not resort to thievery, for I am certain our mother has saved some out for thee.” 

“Oh, for crying out loud!  I didn’t mean ‘steal’ as in…But thanks anyway,” she finished with a sigh, rolling her eyes heavenward as Tonka savored his hidden smile.  “And since you’re making so free with the foodstuffs, I could probably bring myself to choke down a couple of—oh hell.  Er, hello, that is.” 

“Nicely recovered,” Tonka said dryly and took a covert elbow to his fore-thigh for reply. 

The lord of the Valley of Hoof and Horn stood before them on the path to the Jiko lodge, his powerful arms folded over his broad chest and his eyes smoldering as they glared out from his lowered head.  He pulled in a mighty breath, let it out as a rolling sigh, then snarled, “Can you  never stay where you are bid?!” 
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“Sure  Bid me to stay in a bookstore some day and just see how good I can be.”  Unapologetic, Taryn resumed her easy step and the last Cerosan of the Valley, her mate, the father of the unknown thing growing inside her, came in long strides to meet her.  His hooves, capped in traveler’s bronze, left hollow moons in summer’s dry soil.  Steel glinted over the sweeping horns; one merely a cap, the other a fully-forged thing bolted to the sawn-off stump of bone that twinned it, a lasting scar to mark his capture by the murderous wizard. 

Nay, but those days were done and did not deserve remembering.  He was Tonka and his was indeed the House of Histories, but he would not give a tribute of immortality to that evil creature’s memory.  The wizard deserved to pass into obscurity—one more wicked thing come to Arcadia and defeated there—and those he had left behind deserved, surely, to heal from their wounds outside of that shadow.  Tonka watched the embrace of the wizard’s last victims. 

In the lengthening shadows cast by his lodge, their two bodies seemed to become one, a physical reflection of their shared souls, and this was what he would remember. 

“Bid you stay among books,” Antilles grumbled.  “What reason have I to reward you when you cannot bring yourself to show obedience?” 

“I’m sure you could find something among all my many talents to reward me for.” 

Antilles shook his head, surrendering.  “Ah, my maiden,” he sighed. 

“My Menelajis.”  Taryn reached up (and Antilles, for all his outward show of sufferance, bent to allow her easy reach) to strike her fingers off his metal horn and hear the hollow ringing of it. 

Old rituals.  Familiar and loving.  So difficult to witness.  So wonderful to see. 

But now Taryn was stepping away, although she still leaned on her lord’s arm, letting him lead her on as she aimed herself back at the Jiko.  “Actually, I came here only because I knew you’d look for me here first,” she said.  “I was trying to be helpful.” 

“Nay, lady, for if that were so, thee would have remained at home,” 

Antilles countered.  “There did I go to find thee first.” 

Taryn looked to Tonka as though for aid.  He laughed in her hopeful, upturned face. 

“There  should thee have stayed!” he declared. 

“Aw, it was too empty there, what with you off lording it up God-knows-where, and Aisling gone.”  Her voice faltered, and she glanced away, far to the west, and the mountains that bordered the Aerie Domain, and where storms of griffins were known to gather under the Great Dragon’s rule.  But only for a moment.  Taryn forced a smile and an air of unconcern.  “And then Romany came, and it seemed like such a perfect time.” 
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Antilles and Tonka both halted in unspoken unison to stare at the human who walked between them. 

“Romany?” Antilles echoed.  His mistrust of the Dragon’s brood, though tempered somewhat by the truce of this past year, edged his tone. 

Tonka seized on the rest of her words, innocuous though they might appear to be.  “A perfect time for what?” he demanded, the chieftain in him adding thunder to his voice sufficient to stop her at last. 

Taryn stood with her head bent for a short time, gazing at her hands where they framed her belly.  Her hair caught the warming sun, a river of deep flame to hide her expression and the betraying windows of her eyes.  At last, she stirred and turned to face them.  There was no deception in her, no apology, and no fear. 

There was never any fear, Tonka thought, his love for her heavily mingled with despair. 

“I took my book back,” she said. 

Silence.  Not one of incomprehension, but of thunderstruck shock.  She explained anyway, speaking gently and with that sweet, sad smile that showed so clearly that their reactions were not unexpected ones.  “I went back to Earth.” 





5

 

































2.  Taryn’s Travels 



The house really was too empty without Aisling, and too big, also.  Who would have imagined that a one-room house with maybe six hundred square feet of living space would ever be considered too much?  But it was, and being trapped in it made time itself into something oppressive. 

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if she had someone to pass the time with, but her Tilly was off getting ready for his summer rounds, so that he could make sure all of his people were fed and that the little pockets of human invaders that had settled against his will in his Valley were still more or less in check.  She could suffer these absences pretty well with Aisling to occupy her, but her fierce prince was somewhere off in the Aerie Domain, visiting the griffins who nested in the peaks overlooking kraal-Tiyu.  They’d come for him.  She didn’t know how they knew, although she hadn’t exactly been surprised when she’d answered the polite three-tap knock at her door and found a griffin staring her in the face. 

A gryphon, to be exact, although it was a picky point further confused by the fact that all four species commonly called griffins were pronounced almost exactly the same way.  But gryphons, now, gryphons were among the most impressive of them.  The wings were half-fanned, adding imagined size to the already-intimidating bulk of the creature.  The feathers were metallic and almost blinding in their brilliance; the tawny fur of its leonine half well-groomed and shiny with health.  But it was the eyes that caught and held her, eyes as gold and piercing as sunlight itself.  There was assessment there, a measuring disapproval and tightly-reined fury that only raptors and certain cats could be fully capable of expressing.  But the voice that issued from the hooked and polished beak was a 6

 

woman’s, refined, melodious, and tinged by some unfamiliar accent:  “I understand your foundling is fledging.” 

He was, and like everything he did, he was a little bit early for it. 

Aisling’s wing feathers had finally thickened, the pinions emerged, and although he made a point of appearing nonchalant about it all, Taryn had caught him several times on the rocky slopes around her house, leaning into the wind with his eyes shut tight and new wings outstretched, trembling.  Just standing there. 

Imagining, perhaps.  Soaring. 

It was a small Valley, really.  And in the end, it didn’t matter whether a horseman had also seen him and reported it to Tiyu, whose chief had dealings with the griffins in the Dragon’s empire (and who might also hold hopes of someday winning Taryn for his Ven), or if Antilles had sent the word himself. 

This day had always been inevitable.  It just…felt so soon. 

“Is it so?” the gryphon pressed, her eyes narrowing. 

“Yes, he’s starting to,” Taryn had said, struggling to keep her own voice low and even, to meet the gryphon’s exacting stare without flinching. 

“And how is it you mean to teach him flight?”  Still polite.  But pointed, oh yes. 

Aisling had chosen that moment to creep around from behind Taryn’s legs.  She could feel his body trembling as he stared at this stranger who wore his own shape.  Taryn dropped a hand to rest on his spiky feathers and he leaned into her slightly, seeking calm. 

The gryphon’s gaze fell on him.  It did not soften, but she ducked her head and uttered a hen-like chirring sound before crisply addressing Taryn once more.  “You have had fair intentions and I imagine you’ve not done poorly by your own standards, but now he needs a proper education.  We have had a clutch hatched some little time past.  Our lord wishes to extend an invitation for my monarch’s storm to foster your foundling until such time as our own young are fledged.” 

“Mom?”  Aisling’s voice was sharp with alarm.  “What is she talking about?  Is she taking me away?” 

The effect on the gryphon was dynamic.  She leapt, feathers puffed and wings snapping, to gape at Aisling in open shock.  Griffins, as a rule, found spoken language a difficult concept to master.  Although Bancha Sorefoot’s book had emphatically declared that griffins eventually became excellent conversationalists, crude vocalizations and parroted phrases were all that most of them could manage for many, many years.  As a result, the inhabitants of the Valley (who had access neither to griffins, nor to Bancha’s superlative book) had considered them to be mindless beasts, until Taryn’s own fierce prince proved them wrong.  But he was young for it. 

“She can’t make me!” Aisling said now, tensing into what almost could be called a pouncing posture. 
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“No, honey,” Taryn said, petting him while the gryphon recovered herself.  “She’s just offering a little extra help.  No one’s taking you.  It’s your choice.”  And to the gryphon, who was fighting to smooth down her shock-ruffled feathers, “Would you like to come in and have a cup of tea?” 

By the end of tea-time, Aisling had agreed to a few nights away, and agreed with a blend of guilt and excitement that made Taryn feel ashamed of his seclusion.  He’d gone to pack, a thing Taryn found a little silly, even though she knew he was only copying her own habits when undertaking a trip.  The gold gryphon had retreated tactfully, if a little impatiently, from the house to give them privacy.  Taryn had continued to sit quietly at the table, drinking her tea and trying very hard not to look like she was being abandoned. 

“I’m…I’m taking the book we’re reading.”  Aisling approached the table with her illustrated copy of Tolkien’s  The Two Towers in his claws—a great Tolkien fan was her prince—and his eyes were anguished.  “Is that okay?” 

“Of course, honey.” 

He hesitated there, then said in a shaky rush, “I won’t go if you don’t want me to.” 

She’d laughed.  It was even honest laughter, which surely helped.  “Oh, how can you even think that?” she’d asked, hugging him as close as she could, and never mind the gryphon watching them from the doorway.  He was the size of a St. Bernard now, much too big to pick up and cuddle, but he wrapped his scaly forelegs around her neck and that was just as good.  “Shouldn’t I want to see my baby flying?  If our places were reversed, I’d be out in that wild blue yonder before you could finish saying goodbye.” 

“Don’t say goodbye,” he whispered, and preened at her hair.  “Please, don’t.” 

So she didn’t, even though the word was a choking lump in her throat as she watched him head out the door with her backpack in his beak.  She let his hoarse, “Thanks, Mom,” be the last words between them.  She watched from the doorway as this golden stranger inspected his feathers and lectured him in a brittle and high-handed fashion on the mechanics of wind and wings.  There was one froggish leap, one shaky circle over her roof, and then they were two shallow m’s in an overcast sky, headed west.  She waved for as long as she could see them, and kept waving in case his eyes were better than hers, but eventually her arm got tired and it started raining and she had to go inside where there was nothing to do but sit alone and wait for Antilles to come back from his day’s work, whereupon her first words had been, “Aisling can fly,” followed by a storm of tears. 

He had comforted her, but he hadn’t seemed surprised and he hadn’t offered to take her with him when he’d left to begin his long circuit of his Valley. 

Not that she expected him to, really, not with her ten months pregnant (or fourteen months, if one went by Earth’s calendar, a thing she found more and 8

 

more difficult to do these days), and she knew better than to even wish he’d cancel his trip and stay.  But she was lonely.  Every hour of every day, she was lonely. 

And then Romany came. 

“Hail, thee.” 

The same greeting, or at least, the same words.  But it was never the same tone, the same distracted good cheer, the same sly and winking spirit.  She had been given no other name for this Pathfinder, this ageless gypsy who served the Great Dragon, but he was not Romany, not really, and it hurt her heart a little every time to have to say he was.  However much she tried to move on, to forgive, Taryn didn’t think she’d ever see ‘Romany’ when she looked at him. 

She would always see the man who had come for her when the real Romany was killed, the man who had taken her away in chains with an iron bridle cutting the grief out of her mouth. 

Taryn rose from her chair and opened the door to admit him, readying a smile of greeting she knew he would not return.  He passed over her threshold without comment, and stood tense and expectant in the center of her house, not looking at his surroundings or even at her.  Focusing instead, perhaps, on the very molecules of the air, or invisible ley lines, or remnants of old Roads, or whatever unknowable things the dragon-born Pathfinders preferred to see rather than humans like her. 

She told him what she wanted.  He bent his head once in stone-faced agreement.  She sat down again at the table, ignoring him.  She brought out a sheet of the thick, so-smooth paper they produced here in Arcadia and readied a quill.  There were already words written on the top of the page:   This is the hardest letter I’ve ever had to write. 

She’d written it the day after the wizard’s death, a year and a half ago now, and she still remembered doing it.  The firelight had made the paper seem golden.  She could still remember the labored sound of Tonka breathing in his sick-berth as Ven tended him (not Tonka then, but Valthi, a name so foreign to her understanding that she could never remember it right away) and the feel of Antilles in his own place of recovery beside her, his hand threaded through hers. 

It all still felt close, mere minutes behind her, when she read those ten little words.  Awful memories, and an awful letter.  She had never been able to finish it and never been able to improve on the opening, but now she had to try again. 

 A lot of things have changed since I got here— 

And she’d written about some of them.  Abridged versions gentled to the point of pure fabrication, coupled with omissions large enough to drive the proverbial truck through.  She couldn’t remember now just what lies she’d told them to explain away Antilles being hurt, or Tonka losing his chieftainship, although she knew she had said something at the time.  She didn’t try now to pick up the threads of the lie anyway.  It was time for truth. 
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— but the one thing that’s never changed is how much I love you all, and how much I miss you.  Especially now, because after all this time, I could really use a good dose of your reality.  Real voices.  Real faces.  Real hugs. 

Her pen faltered, and quickly, before she could lose her nerve, she wrote: Antilles asked me to marry him. 

The enormity of that welled up and struck her.  Taryn put the pen down and pushed it away, staring at the page and remembering. 

Only three nights ago, this had been, in that first evening after Aisling had gone, and it happened as they lay together after love.  She was dozing her way toward sleep to the feel of his hand stroking steadily through her hair when his low, rumbling voice roused her, speaking her name.  At her sleepy hum of acknowledgement, he’d said, “In my few centuries of life, I have been fortunate enough to count many moments that gladly I would live in for all eternity. 

Many, aye, and all of them I share with thee.  I would have them all, lady, all there are in every future day.” 

She’d smiled, her eyes still shut.  “You sound like you’re proposing.” 

“I am.” 

It had surprised her.  Surprise like a comet crashing to Earth on a sunny day, surprise like the tree that comes through your safe living room window. 

Unlooked-for and explosive, the joy of it utterly eclipsed for those first swollen seconds by sheer disbelief, the proposal lay between them like a wedge.  He was the lord of the Valley, and there were certain realities.  Realities like the one she was carrying even now below her heart. 

But he’d still asked her. 

 And I said yes, Taryn wrote now, her heart sinking.  And I wish I could go on to tell you when and where and how you’re all invited, but there are things I haven’t told you about this place, things I still can’t. 

 I’m not coming home. 

She couldn’t look at the words.  She looked instead at Romany, who had stood silent all this time, unmoved and unmoving.  Nothing in his sentinel’s stance suggested impatience, but all the same, Taryn bent to renew her efforts while the will in her was strong enough to move the pen. 

 I’ll be home someday to see you.  This isn’t forever, it’s just for now. 

 There’s more I have to tell you— 

Her hand shifted down to stroke the hard lump of new life and she felt a little fist (or perhaps a little hoof) push back at her. 

Over the past year, she had tried to tell her family of her pregnancy a hundred times, but the words never came.  She and Antilles never even spoke of it.  In the beginning, she had tried to believe she wasn’t even pregnant at all. 

Sure, the wizard’s mark had made her receptive, but Antilles hadn’t worn one, so who could say for sure? 
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Ha.  She’d known it for a lie even then.  And at night, thoughts came stealing into her heart, memories of the Standing Stones and the ghostly Nameless who were bound to them.  She had fled there that awful night, to ask for their help and to pay for it with the coin of her body.  She had let herself be inhabited by the female, and she could still hear the words that creature had spoken with her own lips, in her own voice:  “Life!  Oh, life in me!” 

No, there was never any true doubt.  But as time passed and Taryn’s body remained unchanged, it was easy to pretend.  The fact that she’d had no monthly blood since before her abduction by the wizard, she would not allow to enter her mind.  She stayed at kraal-Rucombe, hardly leaving Ven’s House of Tears and doing what she could to keep Antilles and Tonka (he  would be Tonka again, he  had to be, there was no Valthi) comfortable.  As long as her belly was flat, she didn’t have to be pregnant. 

One month passed.  Antilles took himself back to his cavern in the middle of the night, leaving her the jagged half of his broken horn and a short note that told her to wait for him.  Two months.  Tonka left the Vyengo Machozi. 

Antilles returned with his prosthetic horn in place and then left again to pass an official announcement of the wizard’s death on to the residents of his Valley. 

The lunar courses of Arcadia followed a forty-day cycle.  Three months here equaled four back home, and Taryn allowed herself to feel a hollow security when that milestone passed and her breeches cinched as tight as ever.  She had the flu, yes, she would admit that much, and it was a lot worse in the mornings, but Ven gave her a little candied ginger to suck on and that helped, that made it better.  She wasn’t pregnant. 

Five months.  Antilles returned from his long travels and immediately dispatched some of Rucombe’s scouts to send word to the distant Cerosan that it was now safe to return to the Valley.  He stayed at the kraal until Ven declared that Tanu, the stallion that had been chieftain all this while, was Tonka no longer, and took the hunter Valthi again as her mate, making him Tonka to everyone and not just to stubborn Taryn.  There was a feast to celebrate.  The wine and bloodberry juice flowed heavily, and Taryn had only herb tea, but only because she liked tea.  She wasn’t pregnant.  On the following morning, she and Antilles left Rucombe for her little stone house at the foot of the mountain. 

Six months.  She would be eight months gone if she were back on Earth. 

She’d be swollen, if she were really pregnant.  She’d be nearly due.  And it was here, at last, that something finally changed. 

She’d rolled over in the night and felt a lump, nothing distinct, like the feel of a stone buried under layers of blankets.  ‘That’s him,’ she’d thought, instantly wide awake.  And suddenly, she was pregnant. 

Still, she and Antilles didn’t talk about it.  They didn’t prepare cradles. 

They didn’t pick out names. 
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Seven months and it began to show.  His hand caressed the rising curve of her belly one night when they made love and she cried but they still didn’t discuss it.  Eight months.  The time of the Farasai’s Gathering came and Antilles attended, as the lord of the Valley should do.  She went with him and everyone saw.  Everyone knew.  And no one said anything. 

Nine months.  She’d been pregnant for a full year and she could no longer force her breeches to accommodate her changing body.  Antilles brought her a bolt of soft weave back from somewhere in his winter travels and she made a few clumsy maternity dresses in a fog of unhappiness and jubilation. 

And now.  A little more than ten months along, which was to say a year and a half back on Earth.  Now he asked her to marry him.  And she’d said yes. 

And again, he touched the crowning shape of his child in her, a father’s touch, caressing, protective.  And they did not speak of it. 

When it was born, yes.  Then she was sure there would be unrestrained joy.  Excitement.  A parent’s share of cheer and rapture. 

Or grief beyond her imagination. 

Taryn looked down at her letter.  There is so much I have to tell you, it said.  She shook her head, heartsick, and finished,  but I don’t know how.  I’ll write again soon, I promise.  Love always, T. 

Romany still did not look at her, but he held out his hand as she folded the paper into an envelope and addressed it.  “Is thee prepared?” he asked. 

“Just one thing more.” 

From the cluttered surface of her desk, she drew a thick sheath of paper, tied together with hand-woven string.  The Care and Feeding of Young Griffins, it said.  By T.mT.  With apologies to Bancha Sorefoot.  She stood up.  “Now I’m ready.” 

He led her from the house, his voice rising in song almost the instant his dusty boot crossed her threshold.  Taryn walked behind him, her eyes on what she could see of her feet as he bent the world around them, seeking out the ancient Roads which had forged the link between so many worlds, worlds conquered, settled, and then forgotten before the humans on Earth had even thought of leaving the caves.  Under her feet, rock became sand became grass became rock again.  The ground was grey, then gold, then black, then once briefly purple and alive with beetle-like things no human eye should ever have to see, and then it was brown blades of trampled grass.  There were sounds of nearby music and shouting, birds chirping and dogs barking, and the rush of traffic uniquely Earth’s. 

She turned all the way around and saw the Cascades, still imminently recognizable as the mountains of her childhood, but no longer the mountains she expected to see.  She was home, and the realization made her staggeringly homesick for Arcadia.  She turned again and saw an empty field, unremarkable, 12

 

in a valley flanked by forest and by buildings.  Earth buildings, now alien to her eyes.  Garish colors, impossibly tall. 

And one, small and squat and grey.  A forgotten concrete building in an empty parking lot with weeds poking through the asphalt.  There were black glass windows, dull and unwashed.  There were shallow stone stairs and a wide stone ramp.  This was the library of Redmond, Washington.  The sleeping library. 

Taryn started walking.  Romany followed. 

Across the weed-choked field where old Roads ended and where gypsies sometimes came to camp.  Up the steps where the real Romany had once sat folding her paper into dragons.  Up to the dungeon-thick wooden doors that had so impressed a young Taryn in the years before the egg. 

They were locked.  Taryn stood aside, her book in her hands, and watched as this Romany slipped his strong hands over the clunky wooden blocks that were the door’s handles.  His muscles flexed once and then he pulled, straining with more than just his body.  Music without words, without even breath, flowed from him.  He pulled; the doors shuddered.  He pulled again; the air bent.  His voice groaned a harrowing harmony as his melody played on unbroken.  He locked his body into place and heaved backwards and finally, the library opened to them. 

Inside, it was cool and dark and welcoming.  The air was dense, but not musty.  Lived-in.  Awake. 

Taryn moved (her child-forged habits asserting themselves effortlessly even after all the time in Arcadia) to the glass case where, once upon a time, the nameless librarian of her youth had displayed books and things in a theme to attract young readers.  Whoever kept the library now must be a kindred soul. 

When she’d come here before with the real Romany, there had been relics of the travels of a mysterious “J”.  Now there were other things: a crumbled bit of brick, a goblet made predominately from the topmost portion of a skull, elaborately-crafted hinges, a scattering of worn-edged and alien coins, a braid of honey-gold hair, maps.  She moved on, glancing once to the community bulletin board beside the inner doors.  A wooden shingle hung there in place of sewing circle notices and lost dog alerts, and it had only two words deeply carved into its surface:   She Stirs. 

Romany was at the inner doors already, singing them open for her to pass.  The effort seemed substantial.  Sweat popped on his brow.  His hands trembled where they gripped the handles.  His eyes flickered between gypsy-black and molten flame, spilling light in a seizure of flashes and shadows onto the ceiling.  He was flagging, but he was still Romany.  The doors opened and Taryn passed. 

“Hurry,” he gasped as she ducked beneath his bracing arms. 
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She didn’t.  Neither did she make her way to the shelves where she had found the original  Care and Feeding.  Instead, she went directly to the front desk and struck the little bell sitting there firmly with one hand. 

“Hai!  Fool!”  The hiss and muted thud of a closing door signaled her guide’s flight. 

‘The real Romany would never have abandoned me here,’ thought Taryn, but there was no rancor in her.  She waited.  After a moment, she rang again. 

Before the metal tremble of the disturbed air had quite died away, she saw it. 

It began as a wisp of white mist growing around the doorless entry to the librarian’s back room.  It thickened, flowed out and up and downward, and eventually took on the distinct appearance of a wooden door.  Before Taryn’s eyes, color began to fade into it.  A glint of brass became a tarnished latch and it moved as someone on the other side gave it an experimental jiggle. 

“Patience, patience,” someone grumbled in a vaporous sort of voice.  “It takes some time, you see.  I’m not at home.” 

Taryn waited.  The door finished filling in and then swung open. 

Through this door came, not a distinguished old elf or a good wizard in a cone-shaped cap, but an elderly and very human woman, still handsome despite her years, wearing thin wire-frame spectacles and a rather musty-smelling red robe. 

The old woman started to speak, but cut herself off sharply the instant she saw Taryn.  Her pale eyes crawled up and down Taryn’s body over the rims of her glasses.  Her lips pursed.  After a moment, she finished crossing the short distance to the counter and folded her hands atop it.  “So then,” she said, and waited. 

“I borrowed a book here last year,” Taryn said.  She set her version of Care and Feeding on the dusty desk. 

The librarian turned the stack of bound paper toward her and studied the topmost sheet.  “Aha.”  She looked at Taryn again, longer this time and with less disapproval, before bending laboriously down.  She heard the creak of an unused drawer opening and closing, and when the old woman straightened up, she was pinching Taryn’s library card between her fingers. 

“I was warned you’d never return it,” she remarked, adjusting her glasses so that she could study the card.  “That this was nothing but a ploy for time while you hied yourself away.  I was urged to pursue you.”  She gave Taryn a stern look over the bridge of her nose before returning her attention to the library card. 

She was reading whole histories there, it seemed, ones every bit as engrossing as a volume from these shadowed shelves.  “You stole your way in like a thief, after all.” 

Taryn said nothing.  Her expression remained mild and at last the librarian set the card down on top of her book.  Her name stared up at her in a six-year-old’s best and most careful printing.  It really had been the best birthday ever. 
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“But it would have been such a foolish thing to steal,” the librarian concluded.  “So I gave you the benefit of the doubt.  And here you are.” 

“Here I am,” she agreed. 

“And here is this.”  She looked down at the book and drummed the fingers of one hand on the countertop.  “And it is not how I remember it.  How curious.” 

She sounded anything but curious.  Again Taryn refused to fill the silence with explanations.  Eventually, the librarian looked at her. 

“Where is the original manuscript?” 

“Destroyed in a flood.  I’m sorry.” 

“Hmm.”  The librarian’s crooked finger traced a line under Taryn’s name on her worn card, and then tapped her initials where they appeared above Bancha’s name on the book.  She raised his eyes without raising her head. 

“What qualifies you to author a copy?” she demanded. 

“I’ve spent the last year raising a young griffin.” 

The white peaks of her brows climbed sharply.  “No kidding,” she said, and coughed suddenly into her fist a few times.  “I see.”  Her next sniff was more thoughtful.  She inspected the top sheet of the book for a long time without speaking, and suddenly produced a stamp from her right sleeve and pounded a red mark authoritatively over the back of her library card where ‘Care and Feeding of Griffins’ had been written (she could still remember writing it under Romany’s amused and watchful eye).  She did not recognize the language of the symbols now inked on her card and the librarian did not explain them.  She supposed, really, the fewer questions asked here, the better. 

“It is,” the librarian said as she thumbed through the book, “an acceptable replacement.  Good day to you.”  She scooped the thing up under one arm and turned around. 

“The doors are locked,” Taryn said. 

The old woman muttered something and fixed her with a disdainful eye over one hunched shoulder.  “Realm of origin?” 

“Earth.” 

The librarian’s brow wrinkled.  Her eyes were icy blue, Taryn saw, very clear despite her great age, and she didn’t think there was much those old eyes missed.  The librarian gave her homemade maternity linens a hard stare, then hefted her rustic little book and flipped a few thick pages with her thumb.  Those bright eyes stayed on her the whole time, showing Taryn the intelligence against which she was pitting herself.  “Earth, did you say?  Curiouser and curiouser.” 

She didn’t argue and she didn’t explain. 

The librarian’s mouth twisted in what might have been a smile.  She turned around.  “Go on then,” she said brusquely, and flapped one hand at her. 

So she went.  The handles of the doors were hot under her hands, but they opened easily. 
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“Young lady.” 

She stopped and looked around. 

Her newly-stamped library card jutted into the air between two gnarled fingers.  Taryn went back for it, but the old woman didn’t release it right away when she tried to take it, and when she finally did, it was with a judicial sort of grunt.  She could feel that speculative stare boring into her back as she left, but the librarian didn’t stop her again.  She walked through the dark and empty foyer to the heavy outer doors and went out from there into the covered overhang of the steps of the Redmond library. 

Romany was there, pacing in the sunlight at the bottom of the steps, and for one brief instant, she got to see naked shock on his face.  Then it was gone, covered by the hard eyes and impatience with which he customarily dealt with her.  “And is thy business here done?” he asked. 

She took one last look at this, the castle of her childhood, the meeting place of dragons, the birthday gift of six-year-old youth and the saving grace of foundling griffins.  She would never see it again, she realized, and the thought carried its own cloak of grief. 

“Yes,” she said.  “That’s that.” 

And she walked away. 
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3.  Thin Places 



“And this was all you did?” Tonka asked.  Beside him, sharing his misgivings, the lord of the Valley awaited her answer with narrow eyes. 

“More or less.  I sent off my letter and picked up my mail, and then he took me back here.”  Taryn’s gaze wandered toward the Jiko.  They were no longer early for the mid-day meal.  Indeed, in a very short time, they would be late. 

“And why is it that thee could not be content after thy travels to tend to hearth and home in my absence?” Antilles asked. 

“I would have,” Taryn answered, “if he’d taken me all the way home. 

But Romany isn’t…well, Romany.  The business at the library took a lot out of him.  There isn’t a Road straight to my door, you know, and he was too tired to make one.  He just came through in a thin place and I walked here from there.” 

“He left thee?” Antilles demanded, loudly enough that several horsemen going in to eat paused and looked around.  “He abandoned thee on crossing, and thee so laden?  Has he not been sworn by the lord who fathered him to attend thee?  Misbegotten!  Soulless spawn!” 

Taryn looked away, ignoring the raging of her mate to toy with the sleeve of her shift.  It was not a look of guilt, but of idle distraction.  It was, Tonka reflected with wry amusement, a Farasai’s expression when embarrassed by the untoward behavior of another.  He glanced at Antilles, and by the thin, hard humor he saw in his lord’s face, knew that he was not alone in recognizing it. 

“He didn’t just leave me,” Taryn said, since Antilles had quieted.  “I knew where I was.  I told him to go.” 
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“And he went,” Antilles said scornfully.  “Aye, he went.  Wretch.” 

“Where were you left off?” Tonka asked, a thing he felt more vital to voice. 

Now Taryn’s attitude became truly evasive.  She indicated a westerly direction and started walking toward the Jiko again. 

“The Wizard’s Wood?” Tonka guessed, following her.  And so he supposed it would be named from now until the end of memory, even though the trees were nothing but straggling shards of black in a field of ash-thick soil. 

“Still a thin place.” 

“As I suspect it shall remain for some time.”  Antilles came in on Taryn’s far side, his head lowered and hands clasped behind him, brooding. 

“And still it is a lengthy walk for thee.” 

“Yeah, but not as far as walking home,” she pointed out.  “I knew you’d come look for me here and I stayed put.  See how good I am?  I didn’t have to, you know.  I could have easily walked home and you’d have been none the wiser.” 

“Oh, aye,” Antilles said sourly.  “I would have known.  Because thee would have stopped to wrestle wyverns on thy way.” 

“There are no wyverns in the Valley,” Tonka remarked. 

“Ah, but she would have found one.”  Antilles glared down into his mate’s smiling face.  “And I would have had to hear of it at afters,” he told her, 

“with thee passing unconcerned and dead wyvern strewn from Idle’s Peak to Lover’s Rest.” 

“Mmm, wyvern burgers.” 

“Look at thee!” the Cerosan burst, flinging out his open hands.  “Thee cannot even pretend at remorse!” 

“I haven’t actually done anything wrong,” she reminded him. 

“But thee would.”  He glared at her.  “And thee would do it without remorse.  Because thee is—” 

“Irish.” 

“Over-arrogant.” 

“And you love me for it.” 

Tonka watched that well-aimed arrow hit and soften his lord’s irritation. 

One attempt was made to rally—”I would love thee well-behaved, also”—but whatever bite it had was ruined by the caress of her smooth brow.  “Thee would do well to remember that I ultimately hear of all thee does and act accordingly. 

Thee is as well-known in this Valley as I myself.  Nothing thee does escapes my notice.” 

Taryn looked concerned.  “Nothing?” 

“Nay.  I am lord of this Valley, and you are—” 

Taryn rolled her eyes, raised one bent hand and flapped her fingers in an oddly-evocative and utterly alien gesture that nevertheless well-represented the 18

 

quacking of a swan.  She then went in to eat, leaving Antilles to stare after her, speechless.  After a moment, the great lord looked at Tonka. 

Tonka expressionlessly quacked his own hand at him and soon was obliged to go at full gallop the final lengths to the lodge, laughing heartily all the way. 
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4.  If 



Taryn had, if she only knew it, a real talent for truth-telling.  The Pathfinder who let himself be known to her as Romany was indeed no equal to she who had first worn the name, and the charred site of the Wizard’s Wood was indeed a very thin place.  These two facts were intersected, for if this Romany had even half the power and discipline of the Romany who had first brought Taryn to Arcadia, he would have known at once that he was not the first to pierce that thin veil that kept Arcadia hidden from and yet connected to every other world.  No, not even the first since the wizard’s death.  That Romany, she of the library steps and all the little dragons that had so captured a child-Taryn’s heart, would have known at once that others had come through before her in the past month or two. 

Many others. 

She would have felt the dark slick of the mind that had thinned that bridge to make it passable, perhaps would have even heard its crazed and hungry laughter.  If nothing else, she would have known of the wakening of that awesome intelligence, and felt its lunatic eyes focus in on the two who traveled there without its blessing. 

Oh yes, that Romany would have known. 

This Romany, far diminished in power and purpose, however strong he believed himself to be when weighed against the others of his human-born kind, knew only the strain of the work he had done already that day.  For him, there was no open eye and press of will, only the irritation he felt for the human his lord commanded to be served and the exhaustion of making Roads merely to carry post (a task as offensive to his mind as raising the sacred sword Azimuthius 20

 

from the Sobbing Seas and then using it to carve mutton at the table).  In his heart, beneath the simmering resentment at the baseness of his task, lay only the simplest desires—to be back among his own kind before the close of this day and to wash his mind of human staining by seeking communion of thought with others who shared his blood.  And perhaps a communion of flesh as well, for as despicable and demeaning his service to the human might be, still the nearness of her aroused the senses.  The Great Dragon’s desire still clung indelibly to her human soul, coloring all his perception of her, and though this Romany disdained the labors he worked on her behalf, he always parted from her in a fire that knew its quench only in flesh.  He would lie awake tonight, he knew, sweating and trembling and knowing a vague dissatisfaction as he lay beside whomever he took for a partner, and think of her, this human.  He would think of her in the radiance of her mortality, her life-bringing, and feel the vast mind of his lord tasting his thoughts, and then feel the pulse and yearning of the Great Dragon’s desire echoing unanswered in the night.  These were his thoughts.  These were his attentions. 

They were read, tasted, discolored, discarded.  And Romany did not know, and so Taryn did not know.  And whatever warning they might have had, whatever disaster and grief might have been averted…that chance was lost forever. 
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5.  Home is the Hunter  



Taryn pushed open the heavy door of her little stone house and flung out her arms, crying, “Home is the hunter, home from the hills, and the sailor is home from the sea!”  It was not the first time she’d said such a thing.  One of these days, he would have to ask her its meaning, but he feared to make her self-conscious of it.  The charm of it lay in its spontaneity and the heartfelt way in which she gave the words voice.  He would not risk the ending of this ritual by making her mindful of it. 

There was enough he was ending. 

Antilles crossed her threshold, touching the iron plate set above her door in a ritual of his own (one she had surely noted, wondered about, but had never questioned).  He saw the stillness of the stone-crafted cabin, felt its lifeless air, then turned and looked outward at the isolation in which it had been set. 

Here, in the foothills of the Isauren Mountains, above the wood and across the river from the plains, she was as safe as he could make her from mortal dangers.  Wrapped ‘round in stone and iron, with sigils of safety hidden at every crack and crossing, she was well-defended against magical snares.  And at an easy walk from the cavern he had made his own during this long age of exile, he had preserved his own peace of mind by ensuring she was never far from reach. 

His people’s slow return and his duties elsewhere in the Valley had too often forced him from her side in recent days.  This had not been the first time he’d come here only to find her door unbarred and she gone missing.  And looking at her, her and her unborn both, he knew it could not continue. 
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“Taryn,” he said.  “My maiden.  We must speak.” 

“Oh God.”  Taryn left off at once the homecoming tasks of lighting candles and purifying water, and sat down instead.  Her expression was properly contrite on its surface, indulgently amused beneath.  He knew he must go carefully, or she would not hear him.  Aye, more carefully still, else she would argue. 

Antilles pulled a second chair around and seated himself, bending to put their eyes more or less on a level.  When he loomed, as he could not help but do, she tended to become defensive.  Taking her hand in his, he said, “My people are returning.” 

The smile she did not quite show him faded and a look of apprehension took its place.  She waited. 

“There  is  much  that  I  must  do  to  make  ready  for  them.    I  know  that  I have seen far less of thee than I should like—” 

“And now you’re going to see even less,” she concluded.  Her shoulders, braced for emotional impact, fell.  She sighed and sent her eyes away, staring in dejection into the ashes of her hearth instead.  “I understand,” she muttered. 

Antilles could feel a glow of pleasure deep in his heart for the mutinous manner in which she voiced understanding, and he was glad yet again that his kind could not smile, for he doubted he could have restrained the thing if the ability were there and this was not the time. 

“When I returned here and found thee missing,” he began. 

“Oh,” said Taryn, and rolled her eyes.  “This is a lecture.” 

“—I knew thee had gone to Rucombe,” he continued, deliberately lowering his ears to show her his disapproval. 

She rolled one shoulder, blatantly unapologetic. 

“And I feared for thee, that in that journey, thee might have fallen to some danger—” 

“Tilly,” she said, in a tone that was half-indulgence and half-threat. 

“—that ordinarily I might trust thee to outrun,” Antilles finished, obliged to raise his voice. 

She dropped her eyes, then flinched as this brought her gaze to the curve of her belly, and looked at their bed instead. 

“And still I cannot stay with thee, for mine is all this Valley, and thee, however so much thee is beloved, thee is only one.  Nay, I may not stay,” he said, now gently.  “No more than I would ask thee to contain thyself here, for we may neither of us go against our natures.  Mine is to rule.  And thine is to be froward and Irish,” he added. 

She burst out laughing, which steeled him some. 

“Lady, this is among the last of thy nights in this house,” he said. 
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Her laughter died away in a slow, knowing sigh.  She looked at the walls of her home, still smiling, and nodded.  “Where are you sending me now?” she asked. 

“Ah, my maiden.”  He pulled her out of her chair to settle her again in his arms.  “Wheresoever thee wills,” he said, nuzzling her.  “So long as thee is no more alone.” 

“I love this house,” she said softly. 

“Aye.”  He brushed the hair from her smooth brow, letting her look and see all there was here for her.  “There are things I shall greatly grieve to leave behind me when at last I return to the palace-keep of Dis, and greatest of all must be the cavern I built for my days of displacement.  But I cannot rule my people from a cave.” 

“No, I suppose not.” 

“And thee cannot dwell here alone.  Not…”  His eyes traveled down, rested briefly and heavily upon his son or daughter.  “Not now.” 

Mute, her eyes too bright, Taryn shook her head.  Antilles nuzzled her once more, but she was stiff in his arms.  He sighed, pressing his brow to her slumped shoulder.  “I make no law that must be obeyed tonight,” he said.  “But hear me, maiden, and know ‘tis law thee must obey.” 

“I’ll go to Rucombe,” she said.  There were tears in her voice, if not yet on her face.  She still would not look at him. 

“My brave maiden.” 

“Do I have to leave it all?” she asked, so plaintively. 

“It shall all be sent for,” he promised.  “Lady, if you wish it, I shall have it moved, stone by stone, and rebuilt within thy own courtyard in Dis.” 

That won a smile from her at last, and she leaned into him, patting at his cheek.  “I know you would, but that really isn’t necessary.” 

He stroked her arm, grazing that sweet slope from shoulder to elbow with the backs of his fingers, because he knew this light touch tickled her.  She did smile, but it was a distracted thing.  Her eyes kept moving, looking at everything but him.  “Lady,” he sighed.  “Taryn, please.” 

“Will I ever be home?” she whispered.  “Will I ever get to just relax and be safe?  I swore I’d never regret it, I swore I never would, but dammit, I want to be home!” 

“I promise, lady.”  He touched her cheek, then pressed his muzzle to her neck when she refused to face him.  “We will go home together and it shall be the last time for both of us.  But let these places remain, aye, thine and mine, and we shall make a little time now and again to return and pretend for howsoever long we may that we are alone in all the world.” 

She nodded, turning to him at last.  There was grief in her eyes, but it gladdened him, for she did not try to hide even that.  “I’ll start packing tomorrow,” she said. 
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He stood, lifting her with him, and tasted the undercurve of her jaw. 

“My brave maiden.” 

She reached up her hand and struck her fingertips against his metal horn. 

The sound hung in the air like the tolling of a festival bell, and it stayed with him long after every other sound died away. 
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6.  Aisling 



Taryn woke up alone.  It surprised her.  She’d always been a fairly sound sleeper, but a minotaur clopping over a stone floor, even one partially-covered by nyati-pelt, was a whole lot of alarm clock.  Nevertheless, Antilles was gone. 

He’d left her a couple of nut-bread cakes in a conspicuous spot.  It was thoughtful of him, but it was also mildly irritating.  He didn’t think she was eating enough.  No one on this planet would be happy until she was fat and tan. 

Sometimes she had a sense of humor about that.  Today, looking around at a cabin she had been (ever so gently) ordered to leave, was definitely not one of those times.  She decided she’d eat them anyway.  It’d be one less thing she’d have to pack. 

A heavy whump on her roof put a halt to those thoughts.  Taryn stood frozen, staring at the thatch over her head and hugging her breakfast in both hands.  She heard claws scratching at the slate as something big walked to the edge of the roof, and then there was a second whump, that of a large body leaping to the ground. 

Her first fractured thought was of fellcats—the giant, brutal beasts of prey that terrorized the Valley—but another moment’s consideration put a stop to that idea.  Fellcats had great horizontal reach, but they didn’t do a lot of up-jumping and they weren’t tree climbers.  The smoke from her hearth had kept her house clear of the beasts all this time, and while smoke was no guarantee against one intent on eating her, a real fellcat was hardly likely to leap up to investigate the chimney head-on.  And that left just one thing it could be. 

Taryn opened the door.  “Aisling?” 
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He was sitting a few meters away.  Slumping was perhaps a better word. 

His wings, his shoulders, even his tail—everything about him was bowed with depression.  His backpack with the few possessions he’d packed so excitedly just days before sat discarded beside him, the weathered straps still loosely looping one taloned foreleg.  He sighed. 

Taryn’s heart went out ahead of her mouth.  “Oh baby, what happened?” 

He looked at her over one crumpled shoulder, then looked back at his forefeet.  He picked at the ground with his talons, waiting as she came out to kneel beside him.  “I’m okay,” he said listlessly. 

Taryn put her arms around him, rubbing the sleek feathers above his beak in the same gentle circles she’d used since the day he’d hatched in her closet.  Usually, it brought his feathers puffing out.  This time, he merely turned and pressed his head to her shoulder.  She hugged him, wondering how bad this was.  “Um, honey?  Do the other griffins know where you are?” 

“Probably,” he muttered.  He drew back, clutching at her hand with his scaly talon.  “Are you going to make me go back?” 

“I’m not going to make you do anything,” she promised.  “Can you tell me what happened?” 

“Aww, nothing happened.”  He let go of her and heaved himself onto his feet.  Aisling headed out on the path, not down to the woods and the Valley beyond, but up into the mountains, towards the cavern Antilles used for home when he wasn’t staying with her.  His tail drooped in the dirt and he dragged his backpack behind him.  “It was just stupid.  Is Dad home?” 

“No.  I’m not sure where he’s at, actually.” 

“Oh.”  Aisling sat down again, pulling his backpack in front of him and then slumping over it.  He played with one of the straps, then sighed and rubbed at his eyes.  That was a sure play for sympathy.  Griffins couldn’t cry. 

Taryn went to him, pulling his head against her (not as easy as it once was, now that Baby was so big), so that she could stroke his feathers.  “What did they do, Aisling?” she asked, bracing herself for schoolyard horror-stories. 

“Nothing,” he said.  The word was muffled against her body, but he clarified it by pulling back and crying, “They didn’t do anything!  All day long, every single stupid day!  Nothing!” 

“Oh, honey.” 

He reared up awkwardly to hug her, pushing his beak against her neck and fluttering his wings for balance.  He was heavy and left Taryn feeling dangerously unstable on her feet, but she couldn’t bring herself to push him back. 

His sides were heaving and his forelegs were trembling, and just because griffins couldn’t make tears didn’t make him any less miserable. 

“I thought I was going to be the smallest one there, or the biggest, but they were all just my size and I thought it was going to be great, but it wasn’t! 
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We all had to sit there in a big group and every day, the grown-ups flew off to go hunting and we had to just sit there!  Just sit there!  Staring at each other!” 

She wanted to ask if that was so bad, but clearly it was, so she said nothing. 

“None of them could talk!  All of them just sat there!  Everything I did made them nervous!  I couldn’t talk or read or run around or anything!  And every single stupid night, everyone else’s mom came home and took them into their den and I had to sit there in the bowl all night by myself!” 

Taryn frowned, rubbing Aisling’s shoulders. 

“The cobs took us flying, and I thought that was going to be okay, but we had to fly in formation, we couldn’t just get out there and swoop around!  I tried to practice on my own when the other kids were sitting around and the guardian made me stop.  She didn’t even ask me to stop, she just bit me on the wing!” 

Taryn pulled back to look and sure enough, all along his left wing were deep, blood-lined dimples.  Outrage swiftly grew into good, old-fashioned Irish anger. 

“I’m okay,” he muttered, folding his wings away from sight.  All the tension fell out of him at once and he dropped to the ground and sat, staring away from her.  “It didn’t really hurt, but…they didn’t want me there.  The only reason they said they did was so I could grow up there and make babies for them.  They never would have come to get me if I was a girl.” 

Taryn bit her lip, still simmering, but trying to think past it to a little reason.  “Oh, Aisling, I’m sure they would have.” 

He looked at her, then away.  “There were a hundred fledglings,” he said dully.  “There were only three boys besides me, and I was the only boy-gryphen.” 

Taryn hunted for something to say, and all the unspoken anger that she couldn’t let out found its way into Aisling all at once. 

“Well, I’m not going to make their stupid babies!” he shouted.  “And I’m not going back and I’m not going to live with them and…and I’m never going to make babies with them!” 

Taryn’s heart sank.  She petted him for a few minutes, listening to his rapid, angry breathing.  There was a wheezy quality to some of it that could have been a peep with a little extra effort.  Her poor little prince. 

“I thought they missed me,” he whispered suddenly.  His forelegs slid out and he dropped onto his belly, resting his chin in the dirt.  He stared into space, then squeezed his eyes shut.  “I thought they were going to be happy to see me.  I thought…” 

“Aisling.”  Taryn sighed, forcing herself to her knees again so that she could pull his head onto her lap.  He rolled over obediently, but still wouldn’t look at her.  “I’m sorry, baby.  Oh, I did everything wrong.” 

“It’s not your fault, Mom.  They’re the stupid ones.” 
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“They aren’t stupid, honey, they’re griffins.  They have rules I didn’t follow when I was raising you.”  She stroked his feathers.  “But please don’t give up on them.” 

“I’m not going back.  Ever.” 

“That’s your decision.”  She heard flapping and looked up to see a griffin circling her house.  And how ugly was this going to get?  She wished Antilles were here. 

Aisling was watching too, although he moved nothing but one gold eye. 

Every other part of him lay still, limp in the dirt.  He pressed his head into Taryn’s side and ignored the griffin who landed and stalked toward them.  Taryn thought it might be the same one who had come to collect him initially.  Whoever it was, she made that same maternal chirring sound as she approached, fluffing her feathers. 

“Go away,” Aisling said bluntly. 

The griffin stopped.  Her feathers slicked back.  She looked at Taryn, who looked back at her.  The griffin rubbed at her beak and then sat down where she was. 

“Um.”  Very tactfully, Taryn adjusted her voice to betray none of what she felt about neglect in general and wing-biting in particular, and adopted a merely interested tone.  “I was under the impression that an education was involved here.” 

The griffin glanced skyward, managing somehow to sneer despite not having flexible lips.  But her voice was calm, if clipped, when she said, “Young one, you have much to learn about the way things are done.” 

“Then I’ll learn it here.” 

“Aisling,” Taryn began. 

“Don’t be ridiculous.”  The griffin shot Taryn a raptor’s stare.  “You’ve been human long enough.  It is time you learned how to be a griffin.” 

Aisling sprang up, shaking off Taryn’s hands to shout, “I already know how to lie around doing nothing all day!” 

Now the other griffin bristled. 

“Let’s try to calm down here,” Taryn ventured. 

“What is it you expect?” the griffin demanded.  “Are we to treat you differently from every other fledgling for that you have been so grossly mis-reared?  She may not know how better to keep you alive, but our young are precious to us!  We do not risk them!” 

“You don’t do anything with them!” Aisling snorted.  “You’re the worst parents in the world.  I wish I was human!  I’d rather be the worst human ever born than a good griffin like you!” 

Oh gods and grief. 

“Aisling, go inside,” Taryn said, and she used her ‘right now’ voice. 
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Aisling flattened his feathers and went, snatching up his backpack and folding his wings in a series of angry snaps.  A second later, the door slammed. 

The other griffin was lightly trembling, and if Taryn didn’t know better, she might think she was looking at fear.  She did know better.  She knew she wasn’t.  Those raptor eyes were sparking and those talons dug divots into the stone beneath her feet.  The griffin that faced her was nine hundred pounds of pure rage and there was less than an arm’s reach between them. 

“So,” said the griffin, her voice scarcely audible. 

“I am trying harder than I expect you will ever believe to keep him open-minded, but you are going to ruin any possibility you have at making friends with him,” Taryn said. 

“Friends!”  Those talons clenched, gouging out shards of solid rock.  “I am not interested in making  friends!  He belongs with his own kind!” 

“No, he belongs with his family, and you are destroying your only chance to be a part of that family.” 

“You—” 

The door swung open.  “I’m not making babies for you!” Aisling shouted, and slammed it shut again. 

If it were possible for a griffin to pale, she would have.  Taryn’s heart sank and burned at the same time as she saw that Aisling was probably right after all, that they never would have come to get him, if only he’d been female. 

“You need to go now,” Taryn said.  “I’ll talk to him and I’ll try to get him to give you another chance.  But it may take a while, thanks to you, and in the meantime, you might want to think about showing him that you want him as much as you need him.” 

The griffin looked at her. 

“And if you can’t,” Taryn said, her voice hardening.  “Then you leave him alone.  I may have done a lot of things wrong, but I always loved him, and when I see him hurting, I lose all my sense of perspective and it’s easy for me to do things that I might otherwise regret.” 

“Is that a threat?” the griffin scoffed. 

“You’re goddamn right it is.” 

The griffin drew back, blinking. 

“If my boy comes home with another bite mark on his wing, you will never see him again.  That’s a fact.” 

The griffin ducked her head.  It was more a twitch than a true show of remorse, but she had trouble meeting Taryn’s steady gaze afterwards.  After a few long seconds of silence, she quietly said, “Do you know how few gryphen this world has left?” 

“I know there’s going to be a damn sight fewer if you succeed in making him hate his own kind.”  Taryn glanced back at the house and glimpsed a blur of gold at the window as Aisling ducked away.  She sighed and shook her head.  “If 30

 

it makes the other children nervous, I’m sure Aisling can restrain himself to normal activities during the day, but you find him someone who’ll take him in at night and talk to him.  Give him a place to go where he can read, if it’s so upsetting for the others to have to see it.  And let him go hunting sometimes.  He needs to feel useful.” 

“Our fledges do not hunt until their talons and beaks have fully hardened.” 

“Life is about compromise,” Taryn said.  “I’m making one now.  You’d better meet me halfway, because I may have to talk all night to get him to agree to go back, but it’ll take just two words out of me and he’ll never see you again.” 

The griffin held her stare for a moment more, and then looked away. 

“I…will see what I can do.” 

“Good.  So will I.”  Taryn turned around and headed for her home.  The griffin flapped off without another word. 

Aisling was curled up in his den when she opened the door.  It had been hugely oversized for him when the house was built, but now it was too small. 

He’d backed his lion-half into it and pulled his baby blanket over his head, and if he knew how hulking and ridiculous he looked, he sure wouldn’t appreciate being told.  “I wish Dad were here,” he muttered. 

“No, you don’t.”  Taryn put the kettle on and sat down, massaging at her back.  “Tilly’s spent way too much time doing things he’s hated because it was expected of him to have much sympathy for you.  Plus, there’s a certain diplomatic angle to consider.  Technically, the griffins fall under the Dragon’s rule.  We’re trying to be nice to each other.” 

Aisling heaved a sigh and dragged his blanket off, watching her rub at her various Baby-aches.  “I’m sorry,” he said. 

“Honestly, honey, I don’t think you did anything wrong.” 

“I guess I could have been nicer.”  He squeezed out of his den and crawled over to rest his chin on her foot.  “I just…I always thought it would be so different.  I thought they’d be proud of me and have so much stuff to teach me. 

And I thought…I thought I’d get to fall in love someday.  Not just…” 

“I know.”  Taryn reached around the mountain of her midsection to rub his beak.  This time, his feathers puffed, just a little bit.  “Honey, no one knows what the future will bring.  I sure didn’t know I’d end up here.  But even the worst moments—”  She brought her hand up to rest on her belly.  “—have led to some of the best ones.” 

“What do you think I should do?” 

Taryn sighed.  “Gosh, it would be so easy to tell you to do what makes you happy.  Aisling, these are your people.  You can’t ignore that.” 

He hung his head.  “I know.” 

“It doesn’t help that I’m human.  Our track record here has been pretty terrible.” 
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“Yeah.” 

“The other griffins may not know quite how to react to you, baby, but they are trying.  And I think you need to try, too.” 

“Kay,” he said dissolutely. 

The kettle was steaming.  Taryn glanced at it, but didn’t get up.  “Sleep on it,” she urged.  “Don’t do anything until you’ve had the chance to think about it.  You should never make big decisions when you’re still upset.” 

“Kay,” he said again, but he did look marginally better.  “Can I have one of these?  Along with everything else they don’t do, griffins don’t eat cake.” 

“Go ahead,” said Taryn, ruffling his feathers.  “There are very few problems in this world or any other that can’t be made at least a little better with the right cake.” 
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7.  Lordly Concern 



Antilles returned during the golden hours of the afternoon, pushing open the door after a perfunctory thump to announce himself.  He paused there at the threshold, his ears rotating into an I-see position as he looked at Aisling.  But, 

“Hail, lad, how fare thee?” was all he said, God bless him. 

“Well, I’m here.  What does that tell you?”  Aisling stuck his head back into his outgrown den, but Taryn noticed the glint of one open eye peeking back over her young griffin’s shoulder. 

“It tells me more than you mean to say, perhaps.”  Antilles hung up his axe and went to Aisling, sharing a wry glance with Taryn as they passed.  It struck her as a very fatherly look, and that in turn made the little life she carried seem suddenly much heavier.  Antilles sat down on the floor and clasped his hands comfortably, regarding the griffin in watchful silence.  At last, he said, 

“No one has the right or the authority to command your fate, lad.  You will never hear your mother tell you to return and stay and be gryphen forever in the Aerie Domain.” 

Slowly, Aisling raised his head, but didn’t look at Antilles.  He pecked at his talons instead. 

“Nor shall I tell you what path to forge into your own future.  But I shall tell you one thing, lad, one thing which my own father told me, and know that it is a true thing.” 

Aisling visibly braced himself. 

Antilles said, “Tis far more important to do the right thing than to obey even the law of a lord.  It matters not what ten thousand others may see in your 33

 

actions nor hear in your words, so long as you know you acted with honor. 

Aisling, my lad,” he said quietly, “did you act this day with honor?” 

Taryn bit her lip to keep from a rush of defensive or comforting words. 

She focused on her clothes, shaking them out, folding them, packing them into a basket for the move.  The rustle and snap of the fabric seemed very loud, but she could hear it when Aisling’s breath began to heave in and out of him with a breathy ghost-peep. 

“No,” Aisling whispered.  “I just…I just left.  And when she came after me, I…” 

Taryn ran out of the clothes and started packing books.  She didn’t even look at them.  Her ears throbbed with the strain of listening and not explaining. 

“Leave if you must, lad, but not like that.”  Antilles stroked a hand down Aisling’s feathers, patted the leonine flanks, and then stood.  “Not for the relations of this land and that.  Not for the storm that fosters thee and not for thy mother’s peace of mind, but for thee.  We are all the architects of our own honor. 

Watch well what you build.” 

Aisling stood up, tail drooping.  “Mom was right,” he sighed. 

“Oh aye?  In what regard?” 

“She said you’d been a lord too long to let me sulk around over this.  I was kind of enjoying the sulk, too.” 

Antilles rolled a laughing eye back at her and stroked Aisling’s feathers again.  “Wisdom is one of thy mother’s many virtues.” 

Aisling stood for it, puffing his feathers under each pass of the Cerosan’s hand, but his eyes were on his backpack.  At last, he groaned and shook himself. 

“I guess I’d better go back.” 

“What, tonight?”  Taryn turned, dismayed.  “You only just got here!” 

“Mom, I have to.”  Aisling lifted his head high, looking very resolute as he retrieved his backpack and double-checked its contents.  “Dad’s right.  I can’t leave them like this, and you’re right, they are my people and I can’t ignore that. 

They sure didn’t take long to find me, which means they must have expected me to run away eventually as soon as they met me.  And I bet they expect me to stay gone, too.  And I’d like to,” he added.  “Because they are a major pain in my ass.” 

Antilles glanced at Taryn and shook his head.  She feigned innocence, blushing.  She really had put quite a mouth on her little prince. 

“But they’re not right about me, “Aisling went on.  “I’m better than that. 

I’m still not making their stupid babies—” 

Now Antilles frowned, his ears cocking forward. 

“—but I’m not giving them the satisfaction of quitting.  The hell with them.” 

“Aisling!” 
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“Sorry, Mom.”  He paused, then dropped his pack and came over for a hug.  “I missed you a lot,” he said.  “The other griffins think they’re so great just because they’re griffins, but they’re not.”  He preened at strands of her hair, then dropped and turned back to Antilles.  “And I’ve got the best dad there.” 

“The tallest, certainly,” replied Antilles, dipping a horn. 

“The best!” Aisling insisted, almost fiercely.  “The only thing they’ve taught me is that you don’t have to care about babies to make them!” 

Taryn’s hand drifted down to touch the mound of her belly.  Antilles did not look at her or give any indication that he marked the movement, but his expression turned grave. 

“None of them would have cared about me doing the right thing,” 

Aisling said.  He picked up his backpack and went to the door. 

“Stay tonight,” Taryn pleaded. 

“I’ll be there before it gets dark,” he promised, and gave his wings a flap. 

“But—” 

“I’ll be all right, Mom.”  He slipped out and closed the door behind him. 

“Oh!”  Taryn rushed after him, but Antilles reached out calmly and caught her wrist. “It’s late,” she told him unhappily. 

“There are hours yet before nightfall,” Antilles  said, rubbing her hip with a sympathetic expression.  “And he knows the way.” 

“But he only just got here,” she said again, her voice small. 

“Ah, my maiden.”  He shook his head, keeping his eyes on hers without blinking.  “It would be a simple thing to stay tonight, not so simple to leave come the dawn.  Every hour he remains with thee weighs on his resolve.” 

She hung her head, picking at the stays of her bodice. 

“He’ll be well enough,” Antilles said, rubbing her hip.  “If not so cared for as he has been, at least more worldly, and even that is strength for later days.” 

“I know, I know.”  Taryn gathered up dishes with a fussiness that should have included far more fragile materials than wood and baked clay.  She bundled them all into her arms, and then realized she’d run out of baskets to pack things into.  “Christ, I wish I could stop worrying,” she muttered, hunting for a box or a bucket or something.  “I’m turning into my mother.” 

He laughed his smile-less laugh.  “But not tonight, I hope.  Here, Taryn, leave that.”  His arm ensnared her ample waist, towing her in to sit upon his lap. 

He plucked the dishes from her hands, set them aside, and brushed back her hair. 

“Ease thee,” he murmured.  “I’ll miss the lad, but I’ll not waste the night this gives us.” 

“Oh, you think so, huh?” 

“I am not lord for naught.  I will take my privilege, human.”  He pulled her closer, ignoring her giggling cries for help, and nuzzled at her neck.  “Aye, scream.  Struggle.  I’ll have thee, and I’ll drink the honey of my name from thy sweet lips before this night dies.” 
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“And you say I’m arrogant.” 

“Tis never arrogance if truth.”  He began to pluck at the ties of her bodice, his breath warm at her throat.  “And truth it is, human.  Thee knows as well as I that this fair body can deny me nothing.  As I can deny thee nothing.” 

She twined her arms around his neck, pressed her lips to his cheek, and whispered, “I want to hunt wyverns.” 

He drew back, frowning.  “Permit me to rephrase.” 

Someone knocked at the door. 

Both of them looked around in some surprise.  There weren’t a lot of knockers in Arcadia. 

“Hold.”  Antilles lifted her onto her feet and went to answer, pulling his axe from the wall as he passed it.  He shifted the bar, shouldered his axe in a relaxed, yet menacing way, and opened up. 

There followed a long silence during which Taryn tried in vain to see through Antilles and his broad back.  What broke it was a voice she hadn’t heard in more than a year, one she was still coming to terms with never hearing again. 

“Well,” said Rhiannon dryly.  “I can see why you’re marrying him.” 
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8.  Rhiannon 



“How did you get here?” 

It was the first thing she could think of to say and clearly, it was also the main point of interest for Antilles.  Rhiannon, however, met the question with a look of pure scorn. 

“I took a bus,” she said, and flung out her hands.  “I hitched in with the singing gypsy!  How else?” 

“But how did you know about him?” 

“Oh, like you made it so hard!  I drove up to the mailbox place and waited for him to pick up the letters!” 

Taryn sat down heavily, her hands fluttering up to grip the table.  She thought she’d been so careful.  “Oh,” she said. 

“Anyway, I’m just here to…”  Rhiannon trailed off as Antilles stood up. 

She stared up at the ceiling as he put the kettle back over the coals, frowning into the thatch and speaking in an odd, tight voice.  “I’m here to let you know from Mom and Dad that if you want to get married, that’s one thing, but if you think you’re walking down the aisle anywhere but on Dad’s arm, you are sorely mistaken.” 

Antilles set cups of tea on the table, glanced at Rhiannon, then at the ceiling, then at Taryn.  He dipped his horns roguishly.  “Thy fuel stores run low,” 

he said.  “I’ll fetch in more tinder.” 

“Thanks.” 

Antilles picked up a working axe and headed out, nodding to Rhiannon as he passed. 
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She was quiet until the door closed.  Only then did she bring her stare down from the ceiling.  “Sorry if I interrupted anything,” she said. 

“They’re all nudists here, remember?” 

“Sheesh.”  Rhiannon leaned back in her chair to crack the door open, peeking out into the sunset.  “Yeah, but there’s a big difference between a nudist and a naked guy.  And in this naked guy’s case, a really big difference.  How’d you get used to it?” 

“I started sleeping with him.”  She shrugged as Rhiannon stared around at her.  “But I’m sure there’s other ways.” 

Rhiannon smiled for the first time.  It wasn’t much of a smile, weak and fluttery, but at least it took some of the angry light out of her eyes and let her look like her sister again.  “Let’s hope, seeing as he’s already engaged.” 

Then the smile faded and for a moment, Taryn had a clear look at something dark and unhappy underneath.  Rhiannon turned away to shut the door, stayed turned for a second or two, and then swung back, stoic.  “So you’re under orders not to get married until Mom and Dad can come.  And I’m warning you right now, Mom’s going to flip when she sees why you’re getting married.” 

“Why I’m…?”  Taryn looked down at herself.  “Oh.” 

“Oh sure.  Like you forgot.”  Rhiannon sniffed at the contents of a teacup, sipped, made a face, then set it down again.  She looked around, her face melting through various expressions of interest, amusement, and pity.  She said, 

“It’s amazing how much this place actually looks like your old apartment, despite this hippie love-groove thing you’ve going on.”  She picked up a Polaroid in a wooden frame arranged near the bed—Taryn and her fierce prince, sound asleep by the fire—one of Tilly’s first attempts to use the camera.  “Is this Aisling? 

Where is he?” 

“You…You know about Aisling, too?” 

“Well, duh!”  Rhiannon shot her a hot glance and put the photo down again.  “You’ve had that egg for as long as I could remember, and then one day, out of the blue, you announce you’re moving to Africa and you can’t even wait to clean out your old apartment.  So we have to do it for you and, lo and behold, the egg in your closet is gone and the trashcan in the kitchen is full of crushed eggshells.  So either you had the whole neighborhood over for egg-salad sandwiches or something hatched.  How dumb do you think we are?” 

“I didn’t know you knew about the egg.” 

“Never mind.”  Rhiannon sat down again and played with the handle of her cup.  “I’m being a bitch and I know it.  It’s been a bad few weeks.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Stupid stuff.”  Rhiannon shrugged, avoiding her eyes.  “Nothing worth talking about.  Where’s Aisling?” 

“Visiting some other griffins.” 
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“Great.  So I won’t get to see your little orphaned African child after all. 

And I came all this way.” 

Taryn felt herself blushing.  “I had to say something.” 

“Yeah, I guess you did.”  Rhiannon shrugged, taking another sip of tea. 

“The guy who brought me here kind of took off.  Is it okay if I…?” 

Taryn’s lips quirked.  “Well, it’s that or put you up at the Holiday Inn down the road.  Yes, of course you can stay.  We’re going to Rucombe tomorrow morning.  You can meet Tonka.” 

“Yeah?”  Rhiannon brightened, then scowled.  “I wouldn’t want to lose my gypsy.” 

“He knows to look for me there if I’m not here.”  Taryn reached across the table to catch Rhiannon’s hand.  “Say yes.  It’s been so long and I’ve missed you so much.” 

The mask of indifference Rhiannon wore cracked a little.  She looked down at their hands, joined on the table.  “Yeah,” she said.  “Me, too. 

Things…things really haven’t been going too well, you know?  I could use a little break from reality.” 

“Oh, believe me,” Taryn said, trying to laugh.  “This place gets plenty real.” 

Rhiannon said nothing. 

Taryn’s smile died.  “What’s going on, Bit?” 

“Don’t call me that, Boogerhead,” Rhiannon replied, but it had an automatic sound.  When she looked up, her eyes were far too bright.  “I—” 

Antilles pushed the door open with his hoof, both arms laden with cut wood.  “What decided?” he asked briskly. 

“Looks like I’m coming with you to Rucombe,” Rhiannon said.  She pulled her hand away from Taryn and looked at the ceiling again.  “Where I get to stare at more naked people.  Joy.” 

Antilles chuckled, stacking firewood in the bin.  “Aye, well, so long as you take joy in it, what harm?”  He bent to nuzzle at Taryn’s shoulder.  “I’ll sleep this night in my cavern, lady.  Let thee and thine have some chat.” 

“Tomorrow,” she said, and whether he received it as a promise of when to meet and travel out to Rucombe, or as a promise of when to continue their night’s embrace, she left to his discretion.  By the devilish glint in his eye, he would appear to lean toward the latter interpretation. 

“Aye, tomorrow.”  He nuzzled her again, then straightened and dipped a horn at Rhiannon.  “I greet you gladly, sister, and give you good eve.”  He clapped her on the shoulder in passing and let himself out. 

Taryn rose to set the bar, and when she turned around, Rhiannon was sitting backwards in her chair, watching her. 

“Were you ever going to tell us you were pregnant?” 
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‘Not until I knew whether or not my baby would live,’ Taryn thought, and said, “I didn’t want to worry Mom.” 

“You’re a little late for that.”  Rhiannon ducked her head, rubbed restlessly at her hair, and looked up again.  “I’m sorry.  I’m just strung out and tired.  I drove all day and then waited forever outside the post office, and that gypsy didn’t give me any nap time before we took off.” 

“Of course.  It can be a lot to handle.”  Taryn gestured toward the bed. 

“It’s very comfortable.” 

“Yeah.”  Rhiannon never glanced at it.  “You don’t look the way I remember you.” 

Taryn hunted for a joke, then abandoned the effort.  “Neither do you.” 

The little sister who had spent the mercurial years of high school bouncing happily from job to job and boy to boy without any sign of slowing was gone.  This was a stranger, a dark, unhappy stranger who wore her sister’s clothes and used her voice in mean mockery of the real Rhiannon. 

Rhiannon nodded, looking tired.  She got up, picked at her shoes until they could be kicked off, and then crawled onto the bed.  She turned onto her side as Taryn sat again at the table.  She didn’t say anything.  Taryn chose to believe she fell asleep. 
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9.  The Angel in the Tent  



Rhiannon was dreaming. 

She knew she was dreaming—she almost always did—but despite knowing, it was very difficult to disbelieve in her new surroundings.  It was a dream, but it was a very vivid dream. 

She was in a tent.  The tent was made of leather hides, broadly stitched together.  The ground beneath her feet was dry grass, very fresh.  The tent hadn’t been here more than a few hours.  She could hear people moving around outside—talking, laughing, making camping-out noises.  Music was playing, thumping out gangsta rap completely at odds with her rustic surroundings.  She could smell smoke.  It was the first time she’d ever noticed a smell in a dream. 

The lucid part of her recognized she was probably smelling smoke right there in the wood-burning hearth, but it still didn’t seem right. 

“Mmm.  Very nice.” 

It was a man’s voice, and when Rhiannon turned towards it, she saw a man standing in the tent with her.  She was quite sure he hadn’t been there before, but this was a dream, and that was certainly the sort of thing dreams did. 

The man looked back at her and she looked at him.  He was pretty. 

Creepy-pretty, the kind that made a girl jealous.  He was tall and slender, with flowing locks of pale blond hair and features as fine as china.  On another man, these things might combine to make him seem effeminate or flouncy, but there was a very real look about him as he studied her that let her know he was a man looking at a woman and liking what he saw.  The feeling was not mutual.  Far from being attractive, his delicate perfection was in some way repulsive.  Maybe 41

 

it was in his eyes—eyes that were murky, slightly slanted, with yellowish sclera. 

His face may be angelic, but his eyes…his eyes were dirty windows to a diseased soul. 

“Where are you?” the man asked.  “Kiago?  Stonwin?  Or are you in the Valley?” 

Rhiannon raised her eyebrows and folded her arms.  “Aaaand…who the hell are you again?” 

He looked surprised, then cautiously pleased.  “That’s not Arcadia-English,” he remarked.  “That’s not even Avalon-English.  That’s America-English, by Jove.  And I know you’re not one of mine…”  His eyes sharpened suddenly and he stepped back with a whole-body flex of shock.  “Are you Taryn MacTavish?” 

Jesus H. Christ.  Even in her dreams, she was second-billing. 

“No!” she snapped.  “I’m not!  I’m Rhiannon MacTavish and who the hell are you?” 

The man laughed, openly delighted.  “A cousin, perhaps?  A sister?” 

“Fine.”  She spun on her heel and started for the tent flap.  “Keep ignoring me, jackass.  Two can play—” 

She stopped there, violently reminded that this was all just a dream.  She had yanked open the tent flap for a good, old-fashioned huffy exit, and it had opened on blackness.  Not night, but blackness.  Blankness.  She could still hear the multitudes moving around, but there was nothing here. 

“I wouldn’t recommend going any further.  I’m not sure what that would do to you.”  The man put his hand over hers and helped her close the black away. 

He smiled at her.  “Perhaps you’d just better answer my question.” 

“Yes, I’m Taryn’s little sister!”  Rhiannon shoved out a sigh and rolled her eyes, stalking to the other side of the tent.  “And I’m so very sorry that you can’t be dreaming of her right now, but I’m sure that…I mean, that I can’t be dreaming of…you dreaming of…” 

“It’s a little bit of both,” the man said.  He walked a circle around her, rubbing his thin hands together as he looked her up and down.  “I didn’t know Taryn had a sister.” 

“You probably don’t know she’s allergic to shellfish either, but she is.” 

Rhiannon backed into the wall of the tent, irritated, making it impossible for him to continue circling.  “What do you want, fella?” 

“For now?  Just to look at you.  You’re very pretty, but of course, you knew that.” 

“Of course,” Rhiannon said, mimicking his lofty tone with a scowl. 

“Do you look like her?  Like Taryn?” 

“No.  She’s considerably better-looking and more perfect in every possible way, except that I’m thinner at the moment.” 
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“Oh?  Oh.  That’s right.”  The man clapped his hands together in a brisk that-settles-that sort of way.  “Well.  I like what I see in you, and there’s a certain poetic justice in the idea that I find appealing.  I think I can stop looking.” 

“Looking for what?  Mister, you better start making some serious sense, or—” 

He vanished.  Then the tent.  It was blank for a moment, and then she woke up. 

Rhiannon’s first glimmer of consciousness came without awareness of herself.  There was only a vague impression that this was not her bed, and as soon as that fact anchored itself in her, memory cut through the haze of sleep:   If you think I’m paying for that lousy fuck— 

She opened her eyes and rolled over, her heart pounding, but Jordan wasn’t there.  In place of his contemptuous stare, there was a mass of red hair and the pale slope of a shoulder.  Taryn.  This was Taryn’s bed.  She remembered now. 

She settled back into the pillows.  Feather-stuffed things, rough-wrapped, smaller than she was used to.  Like the blankets, they didn’t come in standard sizes.  Or like the bed, for that matter, which was simply huge.  Of course, it would have to be, if it was supposed to hold a minotaur as well as her big sister. 

Her really big sister. 

Rhiannon’s eyes wandered back Taryn’s way, traveling slowly up the mountain around Taryn’s middle.  The baby.  Her sister was having a baby. 

Bizarre.  It even looked surreal.  Parasitical, almost.  Taryn herself looked so normal—thin, even—except for this swollen lump attached to her stomach.  She wondered how far along she was.  She wondered why she hadn’t said anything. 

No, actually, she didn’t wonder that.  It was just one more secret Rhiannon had been shut out from.  One more slap in the face from the one person Rhiannon had never thought could want to hurt her or lie to her. 

In the moonlight, Taryn was beautiful.  It hurt a little, and Rhiannon didn’t know why.  She’d never thought of her sister as beautiful before, never thought of her as anything but just her big sister before, someone to look up to, someone to occasionally live up to, but no one special. 

Here, she was special. 

Rhiannon rolled away from her sister and stared out the window at the unfamiliar terrain of Arcadia in the early morning light.  Plenty of room in the big bed Taryn shared with her minotaur. 

That hadn’t been a surprise.  Back home, from the moment that first Polaroid came, they’d all known the fellow Taryn so coyly referred to as ‘kind of the local king’ was a minotaur, and not, as she’d indicated, tribal royalty in his bull-mask.  Seeing that first photograph had been a shock, all right, but even by then, Rhiannon had known better than to expect anything as normal as an African 43

 

prince.  No, what Taryn was pregnant with could never be more surprising than Taryn being pregnant at all. 

Rhiannon could remember being sixteen, meeting Taryn for midnight sundaes after a movie-date with her first real boyfriend, her body still tingling from a little back-row necking.  She’d asked, still stammering and dreamy-eyed, how long Taryn had waited before doing the big It.  And Taryn had said she was still waiting.  Still.  For someone she loved, she’d said. 

She’d gone away to Africa as (in Rhiannon’s opinion) the world’s oldest virgin.  And now look at her.  Pregnant out to there by a minotaur.  Too many changes. 

Taryn muttered something in her sleep and rolled onto her back.  She grimaced, arching her neck and reaching across the bed.  Her fingers stroked through the shaggy brown pelt that covered the lumpy mattress and clenched. 

She settled again, her face smoothing out.  Her hand remained loosely curled on the fur. 

Rhiannon doubted it was the touch of buffalo or whatever that pelt grew on that eased Taryn back to sleep.  She tried to picture Antilles lying where Taryn’s hand rested and couldn’t.  It was hard enough just to imagine him sitting there at the table. 

It had been a long time since Taryn had needed Rhiannon.  The thought had its own weight and it dragged at her.  She kicked her blanket off—too hot for it anyway—and fixed her gaze out the open window.  There were trees outside. 

There were creatures in the trees, like weasels, only bigger and fluffier.  They chattered at each other like birds.  There was nothing like that back home.  She wondered if Taryn ever got homesick.  She said she did in her letters, but she sure didn’t look it. 

Then again, what was there back on Earth?  Back home, Taryn had been a receptionist at a travel agency.  Here, she was damn near royalty.  There, she had a one-room apartment across from the interstate.  Here, she had a…well, about the same size, really, but you sure couldn’t beat the view.  There, she’d had John, a lecherous layabout with delusions of romantic irresistibility.  Here, she had a quiet, self-assured, lord of everything in sight, who was also hung like a damn elephant. 

After Taryn left, John had called twice, once to ask if he could talk to Taryn, and once, weeks later, to ask Rhiannon out on a date.  She refused.  He’d laughed and said, “So you do have something in common.  You’re both frigid.” 

And hung up. 

In retrospect, boy, that was the sort of reputation a girl wanted. 

“Nnngh.”  Taryn shifted again, then lifted a hand to cover her mouth. 

Rhiannon sat up.  “Are you okay?” 

“Define okay.”  Taryn pointed to a little tin at Rhiannon’s elbow.  She looked distinctly green. 

44

 

Rhiannon passed it over, not entirely surprised to see that it held several round wafers.  She watched her sister nibble one to death and gradually, Taryn’s color improved.  “I thought morning sickness happened in the beginning,” she said, once she was more or less sure she wasn’t about to be barfed on. 

“Apparently, it also happens at the end.”  Taryn half-shrugged.  “It started last month, off and on.  Only in the mornings, and a cracker seems to be the best cure.” 

“I wonder if Mom ever had trouble like that.”  Rhiannon put the tin back, looked around, and caught an expression on Taryn’s face so wistful, it was chilling. 

“So do I,” Taryn said softly.  She shook her head, trying to smile, but the effort only served to emphasize her haunting fears, not disguise them.  “You don’t know how hard it’s been not to ask.” 

“No, I sure don’t.” 

The sound of something big and heavy whacking once high on the door disrupted whatever reply Taryn could have made to that (if she meant to make any, which seemed doubtful).  Taryn started struggling into an upright position, which looked like it might take a while, so Rhiannon went to let Antilles in. 

He gave her a nod as he crossed into the stone cabin, hanging his axe on the wall in an air of long routine.  “Hail, maiden,” he said, moving to the bed, and Rhiannon looked away as the two embraced.  She liked to think she wasn’t a prude, but naked hugs went just a hair over the red line of her comfort meter.  “I expected thee ready for travel,” Antilles said, setting Taryn on her feet at the end of their snuggle. 

“Funny thing,” said Taryn.  “I always seem to sleep so much more soundly when you stay in the cave.” 

“Aye?”  There was a twinkle in the minotaur’s eye, even if there was no smile on his face. “Whatever could the cause be?” 

“One of the great mysteries of life, I guess.”  Taryn glanced at Rhiannon and blushed.  “Let me just grab a bite and I’m good to go.” 

Antilles spared a look Rhiannon’s way, but he seemed more amused than chagrined.  “Aye.  Traveler’s fare, then.  And drink enough for the journey.” 

“Journey?” Rhiannon echoed, and frowned.  The way Taryn talked about it, she’d assumed the Farasai lived close by.  Walking distance, in other words, not ‘journey’ distance.  “How far away is this place?” 

“Oh, what would you say, Tilly?” Taryn asked, clearly distracted by the act of preparing a couple of breakfasts from the tins of leftovers in the kitchen corner. 

“Twelve leagues, I should think.”  Antilles, also distracted, rummaged through the shelves, gathering what appeared to be leather pillows and what Rhiannon suspected were canteens.  They were huge, each half the length of her 45

 

leg, and he wasn’t stopping at just one.  It didn’t do much to allay her concerns about distance. 

“How far is that?” she asked.  “Nobody uses leagues in the real world.” 

The minotaur’s ears came up, then his head.  He stared at the wall while Taryn tossed his back an amused smile.  Finally, he turned around.  “And this world be what in thy mind, sister?” he asked mildly.  “The dreaming world?” 

One of the giant, fluffy weasels in the tree outside the window leapt to a lower branch and called, “Aiiiisling!  Diiiiiinner!” in Taryn’s own voice. 

“Yeah,” said Rhiannon, watching the weasel leap away.  She felt tired all of a sudden, as if she hadn’t slept at all.  “That’s exactly what it is.” 

Antilles grunted, eyeing her even as he turned back to the kitchen. 

“There is a saying we have,” he said.  “‘The seashells of Lethe are treasures in Dis.’  Tis a part of every nature, I think, to prize what we are not accustomed to having.” 

“Whatever.  Is there a bathroom here?” 

Antilles drew back, raising his hand with a puzzled look to indicate the kitchen sink, but Taryn touched his arm, shook her head, and said, “The smaller shed out beside the garden.  Remember to mulch.” 

And if there were three little words that could sum up exactly which was the dream-world and which wasn’t, boy, those were it. 
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10.  Horses 



Eventually, Taryn admitted that twelve leagues was around forty miles, although she’d waited until they were already two hours out before letting that little jewel slip.  Once they’d finished hiking down from the mountain and through the woods and across the river, they were out in the plains, with nothing between them and the empty summer sky.  Forty miles, said Taryn.  Ought to be there before mid-day meal.  Like it was nothing. 

Taryn was a million months pregnant and in long skirts and she still moved along at a better speed than Rhiannon.  They took a lot of rest periods.  A lot.  Pretty soon, Taryn was cheerfully encouraging her along with the idea that they’d be there in time for evening-meal.  And Rhiannon, dripping sweat and gasping for air, began to think seriously about going back and waiting alone in Taryn’s house for the gypsy to come back.  She’d never drunk so much water in her life, and never mind that it was warm and musty-tasting and she was drinking it out of a dead animal’s neck.  She’d thought Antilles was being a little ridiculous by toting four of the massive things along on this trip, but she had to have emptied one of them by herself and now four was beginning to look like not enough. 

“It’s okay, Rhiannon.  We’re actually making pretty good time.” 

“Don’t patronize me,” Rhiannon croaked, shaking the furry canteen for the last warm drops before letting Antilles throw it over his shoulder with the other empty.  “I could be getting passed by turtles here.  No wonder you’re so thin.” 

Antilles gave Taryn a nudge and a grumble. 
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“I’m not so thin,” Taryn said, glaring at Antilles before smiling at Rhiannon.  “But you do get used to it.  It used to take me all day to walk to Tonka’s kraal.” 

“Tell me we’re almost there!” 

Taryn and Antilles exchanged a glance. 

“We’re closer than we were,” Taryn said tactfully. 

Rhiannon groaned.  “God, I’m going to die!” 

“I could carry thee awhile, sister,” Antilles offered, shifting the full canteens onto his shoulder and reaching out one burly arm. 

“No thanks.  It’s against Earth’s religion to ride around on naked minotaurs.”  Rhiannon started trudging forward. 

Antilles drew back, blinking.  He looked at Taryn. 

“I’ve never been too observant,” she said, and Rhiannon blushed.  “But okay, looks like we’re in luck.  Who is that, Tilly?” 

“Saska.” 

Rhiannon looked up, saw the two of them staring at the same point out in the plains, and then turned around, shading her eyes against the glare of the sun. 

In the brief moments before she realized that the horse and the man riding him were one and the same, she was relieved to see him.  “Oh thank God,” 

she panted.  And then it did register, however belatedly, and her overheated and exhausted body woke itself up for a good old-fashioned Hollywood scream. 

Taryn’s stomach crashed into her and then Taryn’s hand was over her mouth, muffling the worst of it.  The centaur reared, kicking majestically at the air while waving one arm—hey, friend, nice to see you—and then he dropped and went galloping merrily on his way. 

“It’s okay,” Taryn was saying, in what she no doubt considered a patient, placating tone.  “That was one of the Farasai.  It’s fine, Bit.  Everything is fine.” 

Rhiannon shoved the protective muzzle of Taryn’s hand away and shouted, “Everything is  not fine, and don’t call me that, you boogerhead!   When were you going to tell me that the horsemen were  horse-men?” 

“I meant to,” Taryn said, looking sheepish as she shuffled on her feet.  “I forgot.” 

“How do you forget to mention something like that?” Rhiannon demanded.  A horrible thought struck her.  “Are they all horses?” 

“Horsemen,” Antilles corrected.  “Aye.” 

“All of them?” Rhiannon gasped, searching Taryn’s eyes.  “Even Tonka?” 

“Um…yes.” 

“Tonka’s a  horse?!” 

“Horseman,” Antilles said again.  His voice held a note of warning now. 
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“Yes,” said Taryn.  She had one brow raised and a little smile at the corner of her lips, as though she hadn’t yet decided to be sympathetic or just confused.  “Even Tonka.” 

Rhiannon stood under the baking blue sky and felt like crying.  The only thing that had made this hellish six-hour hike at all doable had been the idea of finally meeting up with Tonka at its end.  The fabled Tonka, whose many photographs still hung on her bedroom wall back home.  Tonka with a spear. 

Tonka with a cup.  Tonka smiling.  Tonka looking long-suffering in the hat Dad sent Taryn for Christmas.  Tonka, always bare-chested and gorgeous, and always shown from the hips up, and usually with the hind end of a horse somewhere in frame. 

“Rhiannon?”  Taryn touched her arm.  Minotaur-marrying Taryn, for whom none of this had probably ever been a problem. 

“I’m fine,” Rhiannon said glumly.  She started walking again.  “Let’s just get there.” 

“We can take another break if you need one,” Taryn ventured.  “He’s probably gone to get me a cart.” 

Rhiannon swung around.  “How could you forget that they were horses? 

Men,” she amended, shooting Antilles a glare.  He closed his mouth and rubbed his muzzle.  “How does something like that ever just slip a person’s mind?” 

“I’m sorry, Rhiannon.”  She even sounded sorry, sorry and a little startled.  “If it makes you feel better, I haven’t told Tonka that you’re human.” 

Antilles uttered a single, gust-like laugh, and then covered his muzzle again when Rhiannon glared at him. 

“I guess…when you showed up and you seemed to already know about Tilly and Aisling, I just didn’t think it would be a problem.”  Taryn offered open hands and a wan smile.  “Is it a problem?” she asked. 

‘Oh, you want to know what the problem is?’ Rhiannon thought, keeping stone-faced and silent.  ‘The problem is, you never lied to me once in seventeen years and now it’s like you don’t know how to stop!’ 

Taryn waited, her little smile fading. 

“If it’s not a problem for you, it’s not a problem for me,” Rhiannon said finally. 

And relief spread over Taryn’s face, so she couldn’t have heard anything more in her sister’s voice than the reconciliation Rhiannon didn’t feel.  “I’ve told everyone so much about you,” Taryn said.  “I’m sure they’ll all be thrilled to finally meet you.” 

“Really.”  Rhiannon glanced at Antilles.  “Thrilled.  You look like you’re hiding it well.” 

He made one of those bullish brows rise.  He didn’t argue. 

This time, Taryn noticed.  But seeing her sister’s face cloud up only filled Rhiannon with a throbbing knot of shame.  She tried to shake it off, newly 49

 

irritated, and bared her teeth in what she hoped could be taken as a smile.  “I don’t even know what I’m saying any more,” she said.  “You can fry an egg on my head.” 

“Yeah, it’s pretty hot.  I don’t remember it being this bad last year.” 

Taryn looked back at Antilles, who shrugged.  “Of course…we all had a few other things on our minds.” 

Rhiannon couldn’t muster up the strength to ask questions.  She thought her sister seemed a bit disappointed by her silence, but what point was there in asking?  If Taryn had felt like telling her anything, she’d have started with the truth long before now. 

So they walked, and sure enough, after another excruciating hour of battling tall grass and crushing heat, a centaur showed up hitched to a wooden cart.  Another centaur cantered ahead of him, and this one, Rhiannon recognized. 

“Kinswoman!  Do you return or have you even left?” 

His voice was like the rest of him—strong, manly, powerfully attractive. 

The perfect voice to go with his perfect body.  His perfect upper body, anyway. 

He had hooves.  He had a tail.  He had fur, for God’s sake. 

“Oh, Tonka.”  Taryn reached up for a hug, but her smile was not an entirely happy one.  “Are you going to look me in the eye and tell me you didn’t know Antilles was making me come back?” 

“Ah, lady.”  Tonka stroked Taryn’s hair as he embraced her, and Rhiannon’s scalp tingled.  His face as he looked upon her sister was unabashedly tender, even with Antilles standing right beside her.  “He has given thee a gift of many months, for I have petitioned him since leaf-fall of last season to bring thee under my eye.” 

“Why?” Taryn asked. 

“Please be kidding,” Rhiannon said, and thrust a hand pointedly at her pregnancy. 

Taryn looked down and just kept looking. 

But now Tonka seemed to see Rhiannon.  He nodded to her, but his hands stayed where they were, holding Taryn against that broad, sweat-shiny chest, lightly combing through her flaming tresses.  Not even hair.  Rhiannon had hair.  Taryn had flaming tresses.  “I greet thee as kin,” he said, smiling.  “I feel I know thee well.” 

He made no move to hug her. 

She didn’t care anyway. 

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Tonka,” she said.  “Not as much as I could have heard…” 

“Sorry,” Taryn mumbled.  She drew away into the minotaur’s arm and let him help her up into the cart. 

“But it’s still nice to meet you.  I’m Rhiannon.” 
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“Aye.”  Tonka clopped forward and put out his hand.  “And I, Tonka-Rucombe.  My heart rejoices in welcoming my kinswoman.” 

Rhiannon shook his hand.  Long, horsey ears pricked up and quivered as Tonka looked down at their hands.  When she released his, he raised it and flexed his fingers. 

“Wrists,” Taryn called.  “They clasp wrists here.” 

Rhiannon shrugged.  “Whatever.  Hello’s hello, right?”  But she was annoyed.  How hard was it to say, ‘Oh, by the way, when you meet the centaurs, shake their wrists,’?  It was almost like Taryn was doing it on purpose. 

But as soon as the thought came to her, it popped itself, leaving nothing behind but summer’s heat and her own depression.  She tried to smother it, but it had to be pretty obvious, because Tonka frowned at her.  “You’re a lot taller than I expected,” she told him, trying for casual, like she met mythical creatures every day. 

“Are you well?” he asked, very quietly.  Behind him, Antilles and Taryn had drawn together at the head of the cart, chatting with the centaur who pulled it.  Under Tonka’s unnervingly direct stare, the two of them might as well be alone out here. 

“What do you mean?” Rhiannon asked. “Like, am I sick?  I’m not sick.” 

“Nay,” he agreed.  “You are grieving.” 

She flinched back and stared at him. 

“What ill news of your home world?” Tonka asked, still soft-spoken, still holding her in that black-barred gaze.  “Who has died?” 

‘I did,’ thought Rhiannon, and experienced an epiphany of sorrow deep enough to make her stomach cramp and her eyes itch.  Because that was it.  It was her own death she was dragging with her, the death of the girl she used to be. 

She’d become her own ghost, haunting her own life. 

Her lips moved.  She could feel her heart straining towards him, pulling her along on its invisible tether.  She wanted to tell him.  She had to tell someone. 

Tell him what?  Would he even know what she was talking about?  And what would she be doing anyway, but whining about mean kids at school?  Good God, he asked her if someone died and she wanted to spill some stupid sob story about the night she lost her damn virginity! 

“No one’s dead,” she said.  “Nothing happened, nothing that matters.” 

His eyes narrowed and his head tipped slightly to one side. 

It was too quiet.  The others were waiting, watching them from this polite distance.  Rhiannon headed that way. 

Tonka’s hand fell on her shoulder.  It rested there, heavy and callused and filled with an unreal suggestion of strength.  She didn’t look at him.  After a while, he gave her a few pats and turned, moving on.  “To Rucombe!” he called as Rhiannon swung herself up into the cart.  It lurched forward, and she sat down in the corner and watched the plains roll by.  It really was beautiful out here. 
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But it sure wasn’t Africa. 
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11.  Rhiannon in Rucombe  



Seeing the kraal in real life, as opposed to as a backdrop in photographs, was a strange experience.  It was almost nostalgic, but not much like coming home.  Surrealism blanketed every familiar sight, every friendly smile and wrist-clasp.  Hearing English come out of those centaur mouths was bizarre.  Hearing what they called ‘Far’ was even weirder.  She kept looking at them, seeing faces she knew attached to horse’s bodies and wondering how in heaven’s name Taryn had managed to take so many pictures that never slipped up, never snuck in a dark line of fur on the hips or a tuft of horse-ear protruding from their hair.  She knew these people.  She knew this place.  And it was all so foreign. 

“What’s that?” she asked, as the tour Tonka helpfully took her on wound to a close. 

“Lady?  Which?” 

“That building.  I don’t remember it being there.” 

He gave it and her a puzzled frown each, then suddenly threw back his head and laughed.  “The camera!” he said.  “I had forgotten she sent so many images back to her kin!” 

And he was in a lot of them.  He was in one just like this, standing in the commons, all bare-chested and gorgeous, wearing pendants in his hair and Taryn’s wristwatch high on his muscular arm, with the Jiko to one side and nothing but empty fields beyond where now there was this little log cabin. 

“Nay, ‘tis Taryn’s lodge you spy there,” Tonka was saying, turning his broad smile on the cabin.  “Built that she may know better comforts during her stays.” 
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“You built her a whole house?” 

“Two,” he said, flicking both ears at once.  “For we built that at the foot of Isauren also.” 

“What do you do with it when she’s not here?” 

Tonka shrugged.  “Wait upon her to fill it.” 

Of course. 

“I thought Taryn said that she slept with the other, um, Farasai when she came to visit.” 

“Aye, and so she did.  But she has changed.”  Tonka’s smile faded. 

“And it has become more difficult for her to share our berths.”  He was quiet a moment, looking back over his shoulder at one of the buildings, the one he called the Beti Kale, his own cabin.  Then he shrugged, shaking himself out of whatever memory he’d fallen into.  “Too, she claims a need for privacy when she and our great lord revel in one another.” 

Rhiannon’s jaw dropped.  She picked it up again and tried to look bored, as though discussing her sister’s sex life were the most natural thing in the world. 

“There is a lodge set aside for travelers to rest while taking Rucombe’s hospitality,” Tonka went on, gesturing to her as he headed for the Jiko.  “But ‘tis for the use of travelers only, and she is kin, as you are.  You shall be made welcome tonight in the sleep-lodge of your choosing.  No doubt there shall be many offers.” 

“No doubt,” said Rhiannon. 

Tonka didn’t offer. 

“Come,” he said, clapping his hand down on her shoulder.  “Share our day’s labors, kinswoman, and eat by my hand.  Long have I desired to have some chat with thee.” 

She snuck a peek up at him, but he seemed sincere.  She felt a smile ticcing at her lips.  “Really?” 

“Aye,” Tonka said, leading her up the dining lodge as it filled with centaurs.  “Taryn has proven herself so clever, I wish to see how strong the quality runs through the blood of her kin.” 

Oh.  She should have known. 

The tables inside the Jiko were arranged in two long rows, with one huge table to crown them all.  Naturally, it was there that Taryn and Antilles were already sitting, in the only two chairs that Rhiannon had even seen so far.  Plus, it was sweltering in here.  One wall was nothing but a bank of brick ovens and red coals.  The other was dotted with open windows, but the breeze that came inside was sun-baked and stank of sweaty horse and chicken coop. 

“Hypothetically,” she began, and Tonka tipped an ear at her.  “What would you do if I told you I wasn’t hungry?” 

“Judging by thy color, thy limp, and the sound of thy hungry stomach snarling, I would think thee ill and send thee to Ven’s house for healing,” Tonka 54

 

replied.  He glanced at her, not without sympathy.  “But if thee were only to stand quiet at my side and eat, I would know thee merely to be unaccustomed to such crowds and forgive thee thy unseemly refusal of the honor of my table while all thy clan look on.  Hypothetically.” 

“I was just curious,” Rhiannon mumbled.  Her feet hurt. 

He clapped her shoulder again and brought her to the high table. 

“Well?” Taryn asked, leaning out to see past Tonka’s horsey hindquarters. 

“It’s just like I thought it would be,” Rhiannon said, and it was.  Busy, dusty, and out in the middle of nowhere.  Except for being full of centaurs, it was exactly like she’d imagined, back when she used to pointlessly fantasize about joining the Life Corps and coming out here to surprise her sister and her sister’s starving African orphan.  Back when her fantasies more or less revolved around a certain Farasai chieftain noticing her as she was so bravely shoring up a chicken coop or something, and gradually becoming smitten.  Then Taryn could marry her minotaur and raise her orphan and Rhiannon could live happily ever after in Rucombe as chieftess or whatever the chieftain’s woman was called.  For some reason, the well-understood fact that the chieftain’s woman was called Ven had never intruded into any of these daydreams. 

“You’re smiling,” Tonka observed. 

Gorgeous man, as far as man-parts went.  She sighed.  “Your kraal is really something special,” she told him, and picked up her wooden cup of lukewarm, pre-boiled water.  “Here’s to living our dreams.”  She drank. 

Tonka’s tail swished.  He raised his hands and the room fell silent.  Even the people loading trays and the foals carrying them outside to the rest of the kraal stopped to give him their full attention. 

“I am pleased at the close of this day to welcome our kinswoman, Rhiannon, from the world of her birth to my kraal,” he said. 

A number of Farasai smiled or nodded at her.  She waved, feeling foolish. 

“I am pleased also, that by our great lord’s trust, the lady Taryn has come to Rucombe to here be berthed until such time as she is once more able to travel.” 

Now there were cheers.  Centaurs raised their fists in delighted sky-punches, slapped at each other’s arms, and stomped their hooves in horsey applause.  Rhiannon drank her water. 

“So let this night be one of celebration,” Tonka called, smiling.  “And let every voice be raised in praise to the gods that have brought our kin into our keeping!  Ametenda!” 

“Ametenda!” shouted the centaurs, raising their cups.  All drank. 

Outside, a second shout of “Ametenda!” went up as all the horsemen eating in the commons heard a second-hand account of Tonka’s words.  Then the meal began. 
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Dinner was chopped veggies, seasoned and cooked and rolled in green leaves to make a kind of burrito.  They were served beside a mountain of crispy vegetables on a flat hunk of toasted and seasoned bread.  Bowls of fruit, crumbling chunks of cheese, and pitchers of various drinks filled out the rest of the space on the table, and Tonka meant it when he’d said, ‘eat by my hand’.  He gave her every bite she took.  The flavors were intense, yet unfamiliar.  There were things that were like onion or like carrots or like beets, but nothing that was dead on and identifiable. 

Except for one. 

Rhiannon picked open a burrito and stared in bewilderment at a mushy white chunk.  “Are these potatoes?” 

“Good Irish potatoes,” Taryn agreed cheerfully.  “Courtesy of Granna Birgit. Some of them survived the flood and someone else dug them up from my old camp and planted them here.” 

“They grow anywhere,” a horseman remarked from a lower table. 

“Aye, even in Stone Break Field,” said another.  “We have little enough now, yet in five years, we could manage a full crop, and they winter remarkably well.” 

A short chorus of ayes followed this, punctuated by a wondering, “You can even store them full in the ground!” 

“I mistrust the virtues of them,” Ven declared, and it must be Ven, standing so close to Tonka and looking so commanding and sure of herself.  She had never seen a photo of Ven, but this centaur kept her hair shaved into a short Mohawk, exposing her ears completely, so maybe that was the reason Taryn had never sent such a picture home.  “But they fill bellies, and so long as they are not made the whole plating, I welcome them in our stores.” 

“Taryn MacTavish, Potato-Queen of Arcadia,” Rhiannon said, smiling crookedly. 

“Say, that’s catchy.” 

“Just goes to show how far a boogerhead can go under the right circumstances.”  Rhiannon ate her potato burrito.  “Just imagine what you could have done with a blackberry bush.” 

“It’s not too late, Little Bit.”  Taryn leaned out again, trying to catch Rhiannon’s eye.  “That’s not such a bad idea, you know.  I don’t mean blackberries, those would really take over, but I would like a few things for my garden at home.  I’ve been trying to grow chives and broccoli there, but they’re pretty sickly…oh.”  The enthusiasm died out of Taryn’s face.  She faced front and poked at a burrito.  “Never mind.” 

“Introducing new species to native environments is bad?” Rhiannon guessed. 

“I’m not going home,” Taryn said glumly.  “I’m grounded.” 

“Seriously?”  Rhiannon laughed a little.  “For how long?” 
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“Forever,” Taryn grumped. 

Antilles rolled his eyes and snorted loudly.  “Thee is alone in all the Valley to view welcome in the palace-keep of Dis as punishment, contentious one.” 

“And you’re the only one who’d give me welcome in the palace-keep of Dis  to punish me, tyrannical one.”  Taryn reached up without looking and struck a metallic note off the prosthetic horn on the minotaur’s head.  Several horsemen smiled.  “I don’t know where you got the idea that you can boss me around.  It sure would have been nice to eat broccoli again, though.” 

“Gross,” said Rhiannon. 

“If you were studying agriculture or something like that, you could have at least told me what I was doing wrong.” 

“Besides eating broccoli?”  But the humor was gone, along with her appetite.  Rhiannon shrugged, trying to ignore the wedge of…whatever that was Tonka was pushing at her.  “Sorry to disappoint you.  I didn’t go to college to actually learn anything.” 

“What is this place you speak of?” a young horsewoman at the high table asked.  “Where you do not go to learn?” 

“College?” Rhiannon asked.  “It’s the school you go to after high school.” 

“School…you go  to?” 

“School isn’t something you do on Earth, Morathi,” Taryn said.  “It’s the place you go to do it.” 

“Does not your clan instruct you?” 

“In some things.  My dad taught me how to play chess and tie a slip knot, but school covered reading and writing and math.” 

“Along with biology, geography, computer sciences, and all that other useless crap,” Rhiannon interjected. 

“So…So you leave your home and travel to this school to learn?” 

“In the beginning, you just go every morning and come home to eat and sleep,” Taryn said.  “But college is special.  You actually live there.” 

“Why is it special?” Morathi asked. 

“It isn’t,” said Rhiannon.  “They just tell you it is so you’ll pay for the privilege.  I guess you don’t have any money here, huh?” 

“No,” said Taryn. 

“Aye,” Tonka and Antilles said together. 

Taryn started and stared at them.  “Really?  I’ve never seen any.” 

“We Farasai use no coin,” Tonka said.  “Save as markers of value when dealing with others.  The Cerosan use little else.” 

“Tis a simpler thing in our minds,” Antilles said, shrugging.  “Four loaves buys a piece, ten pieces buys a goose.”  He shrugged again. 
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Tonka shook his head, looking very vaguely disdainful.  “Or one might roast the goose, share the loaves, and both be fed like lords.  But here.”  He reached back to open his saddlebag, and from it took a round chip of metal.  He gave it to Taryn. 

“Wow.  Hey, is this…?” 

“Nay,” said Antilles, holding out his cup to be filled by a passing foal. 

“Tis my father, though I’ve little doubt the foremost among concerns once Dis is resettled shall be the stamping of my own coin.  Customarily, this is done in time for a new lord’s coronation, but there were…other concerns.” 

“Neat.”  Taryn tossed the coin to Rhiannon. 

She caught it.  It was heavier than she expected, about the size of an old silver dollar, but thinner.  The edges weren’t perfectly round and it looked fairly crudely-made, but the image of the bull’s head on its face was still stamped clear. 

On the other side was the hoof and horn icon she’d last seen at the Standing Stones. 

“Do you smelt down the old ones?” she asked, flipping it over to look at the minotaur side again. 

“As they pass through the treasury, aye, though many are spared out to preserve our history.  There are collectors who hold proofs of lords reaching back to Cebrionus himself, and beyond, from other holdings before our settlement of the Valley.”  He shrugged, just a little too casually. 

“You?” Rhiannon guessed. 

“Nay, but my father had a striking set.  Of course, when one has access to the royal treasury, finding clean coin is hardly as challenging.” 

“And is coin collecting a lordly pursuit?” Taryn asked, smiling. 

Antilles dipped a horn at her.  “Under the guise of preserving our histories, my father so insisted.  There is, I think, a strong desire for quiet pursuits when one lives so publicly.  My father’s father knitted.” 

“What?”  Taryn laughed and Rhiannon said, “No way!” 

But Antilles merely nodded, again under that off-hand shrug.  “For hours and hours.  He had to sit in a closet to do it, lest he be spied and rumored slipping.” 

“Oh, like sneaking off to sit in a closet wouldn’t be evidence enough of that,” Rhiannon said. 

Antilles seemed to glower at her, an effect spoiled by his hearty laughter. 

This no-smile business was confusing.  “I tell thee, sister, the day I stumbled on him while seeking my hawking glove, I thought he had slipped, aye, and soundly landed!  Crouching there, knees to shoulders, knitting and knitting by taper’s light.  Ha!” 

“Kept him from running amok in the streets, I guess,” Taryn said. 

“What did he do with the blankets?” Rhiannon asked. 

Nearly every eye in the lodge went straight to her, Taryn’s included. 
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“What?” she asked, a little defensively.  “It had to be blankets, right? 

It’s not like you wear sweaters!” 

“I…I have never wondered,” Antilles said slowly.  “I have no idea.” 

“Gosh, what  would he do with all the blankets?” Taryn asked.  “He couldn’t just deliver them to the poor every year without someone asking where he got them.” 

“And who was giving him the yarn?” Rhiannon asked. 

“Great gods.”  Antilles leaned back in his chair, his face going very still. 

“I think…I think perhaps it was the same blanket.  Made and unmade a thousand times, lest he be discovered.” 

Silence. 

“Jesus, that’s sad.”  Rhiannon frowned across the table at Antilles. 

“That’s sad almost to the point of being sick.  Just because people would have thought it was a little silly for their ruler to like knitting?  What’s it matter, as long as it made him happy?” 

“When you are ruler,” Antilles said, and sighed.  He shook his head and began again, heavily.  “Sister, when you are ruler, appearances are often all that matter.” 

“Well, that’s just stupid.” 

“Rhiannon!” Taryn gasped. 

“It is,” she argued.  “Think about it.  How’s it going to appear for the two of you to get married?  Or are you going to keep her in the closet?” 

Dead silence.  She could actually hear the fire humming in the coals. 

“Some things belong in the closet,” Antilles said at last.  He reached out and took Taryn’s hand, squeezing it in his.  “And some things must be brought into the light.  I shall risk it, sister.” 

Gradually, talk and dining returned to the tables.  Rhiannon watched Antilles and Taryn eat, and slowly became aware of a stare itching at her right side.  She looked up at Tonka, braced to refuse a veggie burrito. 

He wasn’t offering one, for a change.  “Truly, thy sister’s mark in thee is strong.” 

He probably thought it was a compliment. 

“Truly,” said Rhiannon, and buried herself in her cup. 
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12.  Gabriel’s Smile 



No one ever did invite her to a lodge.  As evening gathered and Farasai began to drift away toward their well-earned rest, Rhiannon caught a moment alone with Taryn and asked where visitors slept.  She asked Taryn because she knew that if she asked Tonka, he’d be embarrassed into asking her to sleep in his lodge, and if she had to hear a pity-invite from Tonka, she’d just have to curl up somewhere and die.  But Taryn, though surprised, accepted Rhiannon’s story that she wanted to stash her backpack there and pointed it out. 

There were no beds, only a few rolled-up mattresses and more of those buffalo hides.  They were a little smelly, but not so bad that they were impossible to sleep on.  She stacked a couple mattresses to make a soft bed, covered it in fur, and curled up in the dark. 

She didn’t think she would sleep.  It had been a long day.  Physically, she knew she was exhausted, but her mind seemed just as alert as ever.  Nevertheless, almost as soon as she’d shut her eyes, she was out. 

And she was back in the tent. 

It looked familiar, although it took awhile before she recognized it.  Not that there were a lot of leather tents flapping in and out of her subconscious, but really, who remembers every detail of every dream?  But it was the same tent from the last dream, she was certain of it.  There were a lot of little changes—the grass looked drier and more trampled, and now there was a sleeping bag in one corner—but it had to be the same tent. 

“And hello again!  I’m getting pretty good at this, aren’t I?” 

Rhiannon spun and there he was.  The swamp-eyed angel.  He smiled at her and his smile was radiant, removing him utterly from the mundanity of the 60

 

leather tent and making him seem so divine.  Her feet took her back even before the sight of him finished overwhelming her senses.  No one really wanted to meet an angel, after all.  Strip away the wings and the haloes, and what were they but the swords God sent to do his smiting?  And this one had come for her. 

“Hello, Rhiannon,” the angel said.  “Do you remember me?” 

Rhiannon, her throat too tight for speech, nodding warily. 

“I don’t believe I introduced myself on our last meeting.”  The angel reached out and took her hand.  He turned it palm-up and kissed the vein throbbing in her wrist.  Her heart jumped.  Her stomach churned.  His tongue slipped out and flicked at her skin like a snake’s, but all she could see was his lips pressed to her crawling flesh. 

Shudders momentarily overrode her control.  She wrenched her arm back with a cry and wiped her wrist convulsively on her pants over and over.  “Who are you?” she demanded, not quite shouting.  Fear and confusion swelled her, made her skin too tight and her bones too heavy.  And there was nothing here to actually be afraid of, which made it all worse.  She rallied, groping for anger and finding a little in reserve.  “What do you want?” 

The angel merely straightened up, beatifically smiling.  “I’m Gabriel,” he said.  “You’re going to want to remember that name.  As for what I want, that should be obvious.  I want you.” 

“You can’t have me!” 

He laughed, not in a mean or menacing way, but in a sincerely tickled way.  “Of course I can!” he said, still giggling a little.  “I have you already. 

You’re mine.  You belong to me.  But there are a few serious questions I need to have answered before I decide what to do with you,” he added, growing suddenly stern. 

Rhiannon backed off again.  She brushed up against the flexible wall of the tent.  “Like what?” 

“Are you a virgin?” 

“No.”  The word was out before the question was properly processed. 

Now she gaped at him, color rising fast in her cheeks.  “Am I a what?  Fuck you, Jack, you don’t even get to ask!” 

Gabriel smiled.  It was an angel’s smile.  “Does that mean I can’t trust your answer?” 

Rhiannon turned around and started hunting for the tent flaps.  The way was black, she remembered that, but black was better than this. 

“I suppose not.  Rhiannon, psst!” 

She froze, her hands gripping at folds of leather.  Unwillingly, shivering, she looked back into his boyish, playful grin. 

“Look what I can do,” he said. 

The ground erupted beneath her, vomiting out what she first thought were giant worms.  Then they wrapped around her legs and she felt the rough, 61

 

cold grip of them, and knew they were stone.  Alive, pulsing, squeezing, and dragging her down to fall on her back on the grass, but they were stone.  She slapped at them and more burst out of the torn grass to capture her arms and pull them against the ground.  She kicked, but only once, because her legs were wrenched wide open and flat in the next instant.  She screamed, and another stone snake bored into her mouth, breaking past her teeth and filling her with the taste of blood and soil.  The stone snake thrashed and slithered back and forth, scouring her tongue like sandpaper. 

“If you were a virgin,” Gabriel said above her, “this would be as bad as things could get.  Let’s find out.” 

The snakes were crawling on her, twisting and coiling and butting their blind heads into every dimple, every crease of folded skin.  Even with the one madly invading her mouth, she didn’t really understand what they were doing, not until one of them wriggled up under her skirt.  Its head rubbed against her panties for a few awful seconds, and then it punched right through them, burrowing and scraping inside her to begin the same frenzied thrashing as the one in her mouth.  Rhiannon shrieked, but the sound was nothing but a grunt around the thing stretching her jaws. 

“No, definitely not a virgin,” Gabriel remarked from somewhere on high. 

“But that’s all right.  I really have no use for virgins.”  His hand came out of nowhere to caress her cheek and he laughed his loving, angel’s laugh while Rhiannon smothered her screams into the stupidly ecstatic body of a stone snake. 

“You, on the other hand… “ 

Another had climbed her thigh to find her sex.  It thrust its head alongside the thrashing body of the first and shoved.  Rhiannon felt tearing, a warm gush of wetness, and then stone grinding together as it worked its way in, inch by excruciating inch. 

“You’ll do nicely,” Gabriel concluded. 



62

 

































13.  Traveling Kin 



Rhiannon woke up screaming, face-down in buffalo, kicking and beating on the bedroll.  She flailed back, panting and gulping, and fell onto the floor.  It wasn’t a long drop, but the impact was a hard one.  She sat splayed, breathing hard, and stared around her at the alien shadows of the Traveler’s lodge. 

Snakes. 

She batted at her legs, mewling, then forced herself still again.  No snakes.  No broken teeth and dirt in her mouth.  No— 

She scrambled back a little more and felt tentatively under her skirt. 

No tearing.  No snakes. 

But her hand came away damp, and if it wasn’t blood, what was it?  No, no virgins here, Mr. Angel. 

She couldn’t get back to sleep.  The dream was fading already, but it was still too real, and so was the emotional cocktail it left in her.  She kicked off her horse-blanket and got up, walking barefoot out of the Traveler’s lodge and into the night. 

It wasn’t completely still.  She could see a small number of horsemen walking around in the distant plains, and a few more gathered together in the commons, sharing a late-hour snack and some quiet conversation.  Nobody seemed to notice her leave her lodge and it was easy to find a wide shadow on the outskirts of the commons and stay in it.  It was like stepping out of the whole world; she was swallowed up, and nobody else cared. 

Centaurs.  Centaurs in their little centaur-village, tilling their fields and hunting their buffalo.  She wondered if it had been hard for Taryn to get used to 63

 

them.  She could remember some of those early letters, Taryn talking about people coming every day to stare at her and finger spears.  She’d made it sound so casual, so unimportant.  Now that she’d seen the spears, and seen the sheer size of the people (the  centaurs) holding them, Rhiannon had a whole new appreciation for what Taryn had gone through. 

But she’d fit in so well, so completely.  There was never a hint of ‘holy crap, these are centaurs!’ in Taryn’s eyes when she looked at them.  She touched them, talked to them, laughed with them, even kissed them, like nothing was strange about it. 

Hoofbeats, very close by, interrupted her train of thought.  Rhiannon stayed motionless, watching as a horseman exited the lodge nearest to her hiding place.  Yawning, he gave himself a good stretch before he headed for the big dining hall that Taryn called a Jiko.  He passed within a few feet of Rhiannon, glanced her way, and abruptly reared with a gasping whoop, kicking at the air and clutching at both his spear and his heart. 

Horsemen everywhere zeroed in on him, and Rhiannon had no choice but to move out into the moonlight and let them all get a good look. 

“Hai!”  The horseman slammed back into the ground, both hands now pressed to his bare chest.  “You’ve cut five years from me, human!” 

“Sorry.  I was just standing here.” 

“Aye, no harm, no harm.”  He shook his head, combed back his hair with his fingers, and gave the watching Farasai in the commons a shaky wave.  Then he looked at her again, squinting.  “Is it…Ree-ahm?” 

“Rhiannon.” 

“Aye, Rhiannon.”  He hesitated, then extended his arm.  “I am called Shappa.” 

She forgot about the whole wrist thing until after she’d shook his hand. 

As he flexed his fingers and stared at his empty palm, she withdrew to her dark place, hoping he’d move on. 

He didn’t, but he did give the lodge behind her a sudden piercing stare. 

Then he frowned.  “Are you sleeping here?” he asked, his tone vacillating between confusion and actual outrage. 

“It’s fine.” 

“Fine?  Tis a damned insult!”  He thrust his hand out, his jaw setting stubbornly.  “Come with me, kinswoman.” 

“It’s fine, I said.”  Rhiannon tried on a smile, which he regarded with open suspicion.  “I just wanted one night to, you know, adjust.” 

Shappa’s hand lowered.  He looked at her, at the Traveler’s lodge, at the kraal in general.  “Aye,” he said finally, grudgingly.  “If you must.”  And gave her a stern stare.  “But at afters, you share my lodge, kinswoman.” 

“Is that an invitation or an order?” she asked, and now her smile felt natural. 
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“Whichever brings you beneath my roof, so I am happy to claim.”  He brushed back his dark hair, studying her.  “Why are you hiding there at all?” he asked. 

“I’m not.  I’m just standing.” 

“In the dark.” 

“I like the dark.”  She stared at the sky, in the hopes that he would go away now that she wasn’t interacting with him in any way. 

He still didn’t. 

“Are you well?” Shappa asked. 

“Of course I’m well.  Well people can stand around in the dark.” 

His tail swished and one ear flicked several times as he considered that. 

“Is there…some need unmet that I might provide?  Food?  Drink?” 

“No, I’m fine.”  And because he seemed to need a reason, she added, 

“I’m just a little restless, so I came outside.” 

Shappa nodded, still frowning.  “We might walk awhile, if you like.” 

“No.  Thanks anyway.” 

His forehoof pecked.  Centaurs.  Rhiannon stared fixedly into space. 

“Do you desire a stallion with whom to mate?” 

Okay, that needed staring at, but Rhiannon couldn’t see anything in Shappa’s face other than genuine concern. 

“The ways of your form are not familiar to me,” he admitted, and pushed back his hair in a gesture that was distinctly self-conscious.  “But I do school, and have had some rumor of means to please you.” 

And where in the hell would he come by those rumors, one wondered. 

Not Taryn.  Not Little Miss “I’m Waiting For Someone I Love”. 

Shappa didn’t seem to know how to read her silence, her rapid blinking or the little quivers of her mouth.  He stepped back, allowing more moonlight to fall on her, and rolled his shoulders before saying, “Shall we step aside to your lodge?” 

Speech crashed back into her with a shudder and a slap and she gasped, 

“What?  I mean, no!” 

Shappa nodded, heaving a little sigh to show that he was not entirely surprised by her rejection.  “You would prefer another stallion.” 

“I would prefer to be left alone.” 

His tail swished again.  “As you will,” he said, still looking troubled. 

“I’ll let you alone, if you must have it so.  But the hearth-lodge is just there.”  He pointed, waiting until she looked and nodded before continuing, “And mine is but four berths away from the door.” 

“I’ll keep it in mind.” 

“Do,” he said, with convincing sincerity.  “You are no traveler.  You are kin.” 

“Traveling kin,” she said, and smiled at him. 
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He returned only half.  “Sleep well, Rhiannon, “ he said, and moved away, sending her several glances over his shoulder as he went. 

The other horsemen were still staring in their direction.  As Shappa walked off, one of them came towards her.  Rhiannon couldn’t handle another conversation.  She ducked back into the lodge and returned to her nest under the table.  The door opened soon afterwards, but she feigned sleep, and whoever it was went away eventually. 

She closed her eyes, alone in a village full of sleeping centaurs, and tried to pretend she was home. 
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14.  Rhiannon and Shappa 



Wow.  Was birdsong annoying.  And loud.  Annoying and loud.  It was almost like they wanted to get a shoe thrown at them. 

“Ai!” yelped a man’s voice. 

Rhiannon rolled over and looked at the window, rubbing a little more lucidity into her brain.  A horseman appeared there, also rubbing his head, but holding a shoe in his other hand.  He looked at her, stepped back and looked at the lodge, then looked at her again. 

“What are you doing in here?” he asked, in almost exactly the same tone Shappa had used the night before. 

“I was sleeping.  Stupid birds.”  She dropped back onto her bed and yawned.  “Sorry if I tagged you there, buddy.” 

He moved away from the window and seconds later, opened the door. 

“I’ll survive the injury,” he told her, placing her shoe carefully on the room’s only table.  “Why slept you here, kinswoman?” 

She shrugged, but had woken up just a little too much to tell him the truth.  “Did I miss breakfast?” 

“Aye, but I’m certain something has been spared out for you.”  He gave the lodge another pointed looking over, and again waited for an answer. 

She ignored him some more.  “Is there a place where I can get cleaned up?” 

“Aye, the bathhouse.  I could take you.” 

“Just point it out.  I’m sure I’ll be fine.” 

He frowned, but pointed.  “If you wish a change of attire,” he began, as Rhiannon took a sweaty sniff of herself, “you’ll find a soak-vat at the bathhouse 67

 

doors.  We keep no coverings ready-made, yet something could be shaped for you if—” 

“I brought spares, but thanks anyway.  And I’ll just pack my dirty laundry out with me.  I won’t be here that long.” 

The horseman was quiet, except for a pecking forehoof.  At length, he said, “Know you the way to the basinry?” 

“Yes,” said Rhiannon, with a great deal of dignity.  “And I’ll remember to mulch.  Thank you and have a nice day.” 

He retreated a step, still frowning, but finally turned and walked away. 

Rhiannon put her shoes on, combed her hands through her hair a few times, and went out into the commons.  There were a lot of double-takes from the Farasai at work there as they saw first her and then where she’d come from. 

They all looked surprised, just as though they’d all be inundating her with invitations the previous night.  She went to the basinry first and did her best to ignore the hearty conversation of the old dapple who oversaw things there.  She hated it when her friends (back when she had friends) wanted to talk at her through the restroom stall door.  Having some cheerful old dude actually stand next to you with a bucket on a stick, chatting about the weather while he collected…stuff…was tooth-grittingly offensive to her, but she couldn’t exactly tell him to take a hike.  They actually used the stuff here.  If she gave the dapple half a chance, he’d probably even tell her how. 

From the basinry, she went to the bathhouse, and found it fairly crowded both inside and out in the yard by centaurs bathing each other.  She stood watching them for a while, hefting her backpack in one hand, then turned away and went to the Jiko instead.  She could handle pissing in front of someone else because she had to, but she couldn’t get naked in front of an audience.  She would just have to stink for a little while.  Lots of these people smelled pretty ripe, and she wasn’t staying, after all. 

The Jiko was one big oven.  Bread baked, sauce simmered, veggies cooked, and water boiled.  Ven marched up and down before the fires, actually glowing with sweat, as were all her little helpers, one of whom was Shappa.  Or at least, Rhiannon thought he was.  They all kind of looked alike still. 

But no, he saw her and raised one hand, so it had to be Shappa.  And Ven saw the gesture, tracked it around, and waved impatiently when she saw who it was. 

“Where have you been all day?” she demanded, ushering Rhiannon to the high table, where a lonely place-setting waited in front of Taryn’s chair. 

“Half the morn is flown and thee not even fed?  You shame me!” 

Rhiannon checked her watch.  It was not quite seven in the morning. 

“Eat!” Ven called, galloping back to her hearth.  “Gods!  It will be mid-day meal before thy first is finished!  Are you rested?  You seem pale.” 
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Several of the horsemen serving her snorted in unison.  All snapped their tails. 

“How slept you truly?” Shappa asked, bringing her a cup of lukewarm tea. 

Rhiannon shrugged one shoulder as she took her seat, or Taryn’s seat, more accurately.  “Strange place,” she said.  “It’s okay.  I don’t have to get used to it.” 

He raised his eyebrows.  “Nay?” 

“Nay.  Where’s my sister?” 

“At Low Field’s little barn, as far as I know.”  Ven marched the line of her hearth, tasting this, adding that.  “To help those who farm fit their tack.  And if she is not, then gods help her, for I’ll have her hide.  I have forbidden her water-bearing,” she added in a light aside completely at odds with the threatening tone of a moment before.  “But she refuses to sit idle.  I would rather have her under my own eye, but she’s slipped me this day.  I chafe at her, I suppose.” 

“Imagine,” a horsewoman murmured, and another snickered. 

Ven gave them both a whap with the back of her serving spoon, then cast a critical eye over Rhiannon.  “I do mislike your color,” she declared.  “I’ll mix tonics for your tea.” 

“I don’t—” 

“Hush, human.”  Ven gave the contents of a cauldron a final taste, and then left at a gallop, calling back, “Eat!  Your strength needs shoring!” 

“No, it doesn’t,” Rhiannon muttered mutinously, picking at her breakfast.  It was good—some kind of thick, beany paste baked into the center of some sweet dough and served with fruits utterly alien to her eye—but not knowing what anything was called robbed her of what little appetite she had. 

“You would do best not to argue,” Shappa told her after Ven was good and gone.  “It only strengthens her resolve.” 

Rhiannon poked at her breakfast, licked her finger, and then heaved a sigh and pushed the platter away.  “When do you suppose Taryn will be back?” 

she asked. 

“Back?”  Shappa cocked his ears at her.  “From her labors at the field, you mean?  Lady, if you’ve need of her, I’ll—” 

“No, I don’t need anything.” 

“She’ll return for mid-day meal,” the centaur said after a pause.  His ears stayed on her, but otherwise, he seemed engrossed in the act of chopping vegetables.  “And be glad, I should think, of the chance to sit awhile with you. 

She is not so able to stand long hours as once she was, though her will to be of aid is as strong as ever.” 

“I’m surprised you let her do something as mundane as handle tack,” 

Rhiannon said.  “Her being so important and all, I should be surprised you make her work at all.” 
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“Make her?” one of the others echoed, clearly affronted.  The rest of them very pointedly focused their attention on their separate tasks. 

“We have long since ceased our efforts to turn your sister this way or that,” Shappa said mildly.  He empted his bowl of chopped veggies into a pot and started chopping some more.  “I think even our lord knows the futility of that.  As to importance—”  His tail snapped and he shrugged.  “There are no mundane tasks.  Every piece completes the whole.” 

“Oh sure.” 

The horseman put down his knives, halting even the pretense of distraction.  He looked at her. 

“I can live with a certain amount of inequality,” Rhiannon told him, picking at her breakfast some more.  “Just don’t try to tell me it doesn’t exist.” 

“Nay, Rhiannon, for we are all equal,” he said firmly.  “Hunters and scouts and farmers all, we are equal in Rucombe.” 

“Right.”  She forced one side of her mouth twitch up in a smile, hoping it hid at least part of what she was really feeling.  “How many farmers has Ven ever made chief?” 

Every set of hands working at the hearth stilled for a moment.  Shappa frowned. 

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.”  Rhiannon looked away, suddenly tired.  “Still, there’s times when I think you guys are really on to something here.  Someone just tells you what you’re going to be before you’re even a year old.  No mixed messages.  No ‘You can be anything you want to be, kid,’ around here.  A doctor, a musician…queen of the horse-people.  None of that.  One day, your mom just hands you a ladle and sends you to the hearth-lodge to sleep and that’s it.  You don’t get dreams and you don’t get them crushed.” 

“Did you wish to be one of those things?” 

Rhiannon laughed.  “No.  Well, I dunno.  Maybe when I was six.  Not anymore.  I just appreciate the efficiency of it all.  I had to work at it for years before I turned into a total failure and had to cook other people’s meals.” 

Now three of the horsewomen uttered huffs of offended breath, but Shappa merely frowned that much deeper.  “Do you consider this failure?” he asked, indicating the bubbling pots and mountains of unprepared foods. 

Rhiannon shrugged again, staring fixedly at the coals behind him.  “I guess that depends.  Is this what you wanted to do when you were little?” 

“Nay.”  He turned to look into the hearth, observing the embers that held her stare.  From the corner of her eye, she saw his arms rise and fold over his chest, and then he was looking at her again.  “I proved unsuited to other labor, yet I do not consider the Jiko a place for those who fail.” 

“And you never have?”  Rhiannon covered her eyes to break the hypnotic hold all that red and black had on her.  She shook her head, hating herself, knowing she was insulting everyone here and powerless to just shut up. 
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But the horseman said, “Aye.  There was a time I may have thought myself less than others of my kin, but we are all needed.  We are all Rucombe.” 

“Good for you,” she muttered, and got up to leave before she made this any worse. 

Shappa walked with her, he on his side of the tables and she on hers.  She could feel the weight of his eyes lying heavily on her heart.  “It concerns me that you believe this,” he said. 

“Don’t worry about it.”  She had to laugh.  “It’s stupid of me anyway, trying to talk career satisfaction with a guy who stirs soup for a living.” 

“Aye, and what of us?” one of the others called without turning from her work.  “Forced to hear it from one who has not done even that for one day!” 

The horseman glanced at this challenger, then back at Rhiannon, who had stopped walking. 

“Sure I have,” Rhiannon said.  She stared straight ahead, determined to stay focused on the door, to say what she had to say and leave as soon as possible, and she would not cry when she did it.  Every place she went, she just muddied up, but some things had to be said.  “I’ve done my time dipping fries in boiling oil, eight and ten and twelve hours a day.  Standing over that oil in the summertime, smelling it.  God, that smell.  It gets in your clothes, it gets in your skin, and it gets in your hair.  It never gets out of your goddamn hair.” 

She clamped her teeth down on the rest of it.  The door was wide open, braced by a stone to allow a tickle of a breeze into the stifling oven of the Jiko. 

She could see blue skies.  She could see Farasai clopping around, busy busy busy. 

“I did it once,” she said finally, calmly.  “I did it the best I could and I did it because there was nothing else they’d let me do.  And do you know what I got for it?  I got splatter-burns all the way up to my shoulders and a bill for the uniform they made me wear after I got fired.  Every piece may complete the whole, buddy, but not every piece is worth looking at.” 

She started walking again. 

“Rhiannon, come back,” Shappa said, not loudly, but plaintively. 

“Please.  Stay and take your morning meal.  You are kin.” 

“Traveling kin,” said Rhiannon, and she didn’t stop walking. 

This time, he let her go on alone.  She went the last length of the Jiko on feet that still tried to tell her they were aching, that it was a ten-block hike back to a dorm room with no air conditioning and an answering machine with a dozen frat boys asking her how much she charged for a suck ‘n fuck, baby.  Ten blocks there and back, double shifts on the weekends, right up until Yafir met her at the door and told her he couldn’t have hookers on the pay at his diner, he ran a respectable place.  If it hadn’t been for those brave boys telling him she’d been offering two-dollar handjobs behind the dumpster, he still wouldn’t have known. 

He called her a whore, just like he hadn’t taken every opportunity to brush up 71

 

against her tits or her ass the whole time she’d been working there.  He called her a whore and he charged her fifty bucks for the uniform.  God, that stink.  That sweaty, greasy stink. 

She saw Ven coming back from the healer’s lodge, the one with the unpronounceable name, and so she quickly ducked out of sight behind a cart and then ran for relative safety.  Ven had been holding a covered bowl proudly in both hands.  Rhiannon’s tea and tonics, no doubt.  Her throat felt too tight to swallow anything. 

Where was Taryn?  Low field, they’d said.  Rhiannon moved around behind the lodges of the commons, scanning all the fields surrounding the village.  Some were higher up on the sloping hills of the Valley than others, but 

‘low’ could mean any one of four of them.  She could just ask, she supposed, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone. 

She didn’t really want to go there anyway.  What would she say?  ‘Hey, Taryn, how’s it going?  I just called all your friends in the Jiko losers.’ 

God, why was she even here?  Why was she anywhere? 
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15.  Shappa and Taryn 



“Lady?” 

Taryn immediately and self-consciously straightened up from her posture of seconds before—bent over the tack table, rubbing her aching back—and gave the horseman peering through the door a broad smile.  “Shappa!  Hi!  Is Ven looking for me?” 

“Nay.  Well, perhaps,” he amended.  “So often she seems to be that it would certainly be a safe assumption.  But our mother has not sent me to thee. 

Have you a moment?” 

“Of course.  Let me just…”  She looked around the Banda-dogo (‘little barn’ they called it, but it had always seemed like a pretty big barn to her), then hobbled over to an empty crate and lowered herself to sit.  Her back, ungrateful thing that it was, immediately began complaining even louder.  She stretched hugely, biting at her lip to keep from groaning too loudly.  “Ugh.  I can’t wait for this to be over.” 

“Aye.  T’would be easier to carry with four legs,” Shappa remarked, and then gave her a wink.  “Black legs.  I’ve always been partial to black, and thy mane would be striking to see on such a form.” 

Taryn patted her ‘mane’ with a laugh. “You don’t think I should be white, like the rest of my skin?” 

“Sorrel spots over white would be as fair, I’m sure.”  Shappa tapped her nose, presumably poking her in a freckle.  Then his smile faded and he stepped back.  “Lady, what ails thy kinswoman?” 
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Taryn’s heart sank.  If the problem were obvious enough for him to see, then it couldn’t possibly be her imagination.  She’d so been hoping.  “I don’t know,” she confessed.  “I wish I did.  I’m not even sure how to ask.” 

Shappa looked away, out the open doors of the barn and into the field beyond.  He watched the farmers and foals at work with a dark sort of expression. 

“When I left, she was a whole different person,” Taryn said.  “So happy. 

Kind of wild, but happy.  She took it awfully hard when I came to Arcadia.  We were always so close and she’s…sensitive.” 

“Is she?” 

“I told you once that it can be hard for a kid to be a red-head.  When she was twelve, someone called her Irish-haired trash.  She hasn’t been a red-head since.  Black and brown and blonde and even green, but never her own hair. 

After ten years.”  Taryn raised her hands, unconsciously imitating the Farasai gesture of divine supplication.  “She’s mad at me for leaving, but it’s more than that.  And because she’s so mad at me, I don’t think she’ll tell me what the rest is.  And she says she’s not mad at me, so I can’t even apologize for any of it.” 

“Would you?” he asked. 

“If I thought it would help.  I’m not sorry I came and I never will be, but I am sorry I left her and sorry I lied and sorry I’ll never be able to go back to the way things were.  I didn’t just change that life, Shappa.  It’s almost like I killed it.” 

He grunted and flicked his tail. 

“And something happened to her,” Taryn said.  “Something I should have been there for.” 

“Hm.” 

There was no judgment in Shappa, but no encouragement either.  Taryn waited, rubbing her back and her legs, and tried to keep herself from more pointless recrimination.  Or equally pointless speculation. 

Shappa said, hesitantly, “Thy dam and sire…they sent her to you?” 

“She said as much,” Taryn admitted, surprised.  She wondered where this was heading.  It seemed something of a leap in conversation. 

“Then they know she is here.” 

“Yeah.  As it turns out, they knew I was here, too,” she added and rolled her eyes at herself and any foolish notion she ever may have had of pulling the proverbial wool over her parents’ eyes. 

Shappa didn’t share the joke.  He stamped a hoof decisively.  “I want to keep her,” he declared. 

Taryn laughed, looked at him, and had to laugh again.  In the back of her mind, she could see Rhiannon on a leash and herself telling Shappa to feed her and brush her and walk her every day.  “You can’t keep her!” 

“Nay?”  His brows drew together. 
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“Shappa, she’s a person.  You can’t just put her in the pheasant pen and hold her here.” 

He didn’t return her smile.  “But if perhaps she could be coaxed to stay, that would be acceptable?” 

“Shappa.”  Taryn heaved herself up and went to him, laying a hand on his foreleg and looking up into his guarded face.  “What makes you think that here is where she needs to be?” 

He turned to search the fields while he considered his answer, but his own hand came down to rest on her shoulder, sharing one another’s space.  At length, still facing away, he said, “Arcadia is a world of many dangers.  The Valley has been and yet remains a place of considerable threat.  We of Rucombe have succumbed at times to the fell wind of war.  We have menaced many for the number of their toes…but never for the color of their hair.” 

“I hear what you’re saying,” Taryn said gently, “but don’t you think it’s better for someone to face the things that bother them instead of running from them?” 

“Alone?”  Now he looked at her, almost pityingly.  “Nay, lady. 

Sometimes the wisest course is to walk away, to seek kin and clan, to root oneself in stronger soil.  I look upon Rhiannon and I see a creature in terrible pain.  I would not release her back to the place of her wounding.” 

Taryn shook her head and patted his horse’s shoulder.  “It isn’t your decision.  All we can do is be her friend and hope that she confides in someone.” 

Shappa frowned again.  “Wait.  Hope.  This is how wounds sour.” 

“We can’t make her talk, Shappa.” 

“But we can make her stay!”  He stamped again. 

“What, tie her up?” 

“If we must!”  Shappa folded his arms and flattened his ears. 

“You can’t mean it.”  She sighed and abandoned that cause for lost. 

Instead, she said, “If you feel this strongly about it, maybe you should be talking to Tonka.” 

His eyes cut away.  His ears flattened further. 

“You did talk to Tonka,” she guessed. 

He muttered something and scraped a hoof, kicking at the dirt he raked up. 

“And what did Tonka say?” she prompted. 

Shappa rolled his eyes hugely.  “We cannot force her to stay,” he said, not quite chanting it.  He ended with a snort and a hard tail-snap.  “And he is as wrong as thee is.” 

She smiled.  She couldn’t help it. 

He saw and the set of his shoulders softened.  “I shall wait.  But I mislike it, lady.  We give thee lead and see what thee does with it.” 

“I make things better,” she said primly. 
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“Ha!” 

“I make lots of new friends.” 

“Ha ha!” 

“And I make people laugh.” 

He threw his head back and proved her point. 

“So more lead is clearly the way to go.  But Shappa, I’m glad you came to talk to me.  I’m glad to see she’s got one good friend already.  And I’m really glad it’s you.” 

“Aye?”  One corner of his mouth quirked up. 

“You’ve always kept all four feet solidly on the ground.  Of all this clan, I trust you to see Rhiannon as Rhiannon and not as my little sister.”  Taryn looked around, then cupped her mouth.  He bent obligingly and offered an ear for her to whisper, “Some of the people here think I’m a little special.” 

“Oh aye?”  He chuckled, then whispered back, “But we both know that I am the special one.  I am of the Jiko.  I feed all.” 

“Even me,” Taryn concluded and rubbed her mighty belly. 



“Undeserving as I am.” 

“Then come, undeserving one, and I shall feed thee.”  Shappa rested his hand on her shoulder briefly, then took her arm, walking slowly and supporting her.  He was still smiling a little, but it didn’t touch his eyes.  Those were always moving, searching the fields, the open windows and doors of empty lodges, the paths leading into and around the kraal.  Looking for Rhiannon. 

And suddenly, Taryn’s tummy decided it could wait.  “You know, I think I’m going to—” she began. 

“Aye.”  He gave her a few distracted pats.  “Tell her to come and eat when you find her.  She’s had too little.” 

“Oh, you people!” 

But Taryn walked on alone, letting Shappa return to his work.  She looked around the commons, idly asking herself where she would be if she were once more new to the village.  The sun baked down.  Sweat tickled a line down her back and between her breasts.  She turned and headed for the bathhouse. 

There were plenty of horsemen inside and out, laughing and talking and freshening up before heading back to work.  They gathered in four groups outside the bathhouse itself, sharing water from barrels supplied for that purpose.  Four barrels.  Three of them had wooden pails hanging off their sides.  The fourth did not. 

Taryn went to the Traveler’s lodge.  The door and window were shut, but she could hear someone inside.  She knocked. 

“Don’t come in!” Rhiannon called at once, and there was urgent splashing. 

“It’s me.” 
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“Oh.  Well.  Don’t come in anyway.  I’m not…not decent.”  Rhiannon laughed.  It wasn’t a very happy sound. 

“Well, we can have this conversation through the door if you want, but…” 

“What conversation?” 

“What’s going on with you, Rhiannon?” 

“Oh, for God’s sake.”  The door opened as Rhiannon pulled her shirt down over her wet stomach.  Her hair, limp and straggly, turned her shoulders dark where the damp ends rested.  “Look, I’m sorry.  Do they need a written apology, or what?” 

Taryn blinked, apprehension blooming in her chest.  “For what?” 

Rhiannon turned away.  “Well, why are you there, then?” 

“I came to talk to you,” Taryn said, but without much hope.  She could feel the anger simmering in the air around her sister like a second, invisible skin. 

She couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t penetrate that armor as an accusation. 

“About what?” 

“About things like this!”  Taryn opened her arms, putting Rhiannon’s hostility on display.  “What’s the matter with you?” 

Rhiannon’s face first clouded, then closed.  “Oh, I get it.  I’m not dancing hand in hand with the centaurs on my second day around them, so there must be something wrong with me.” 

“No, but—” 

“Look, I’m hot, I’m sore, I slept like hell, and I’m on another friggin’ 

planet.  Do you think you can drop the big sister act for just one day?” 

Taryn backed up.  “It’s…It’s not an act.” 

“Yeah?”  Rhiannon’s chin trembled, then set firm.  “Yeah, it is.  You made that pretty clear.” 

“That’s not fair, Rhiannon!” 

Her sister looked away, so sharply and suddenly that Taryn had a disjointed moment when she wondered if she’d slapped her without realizing it. 

Then Rhiannon looked back, wet-eyed and too young for the misery staining her. 

“Leave me alone,” she said.  “You’re good at that.” 

Rhiannon stepped back and slammed her away.  She didn’t answer Taryn’s next knock.  At her third, Rhiannon barred the door. 
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16.  One True Thing  



The mood as Tonka presided over last-meal struck him as oddly dark. 

When he gazed out over his clan, he saw faces averted with more than manners, hardened by more than Farasai discretion.  At the hearth, those who served his Ven did so with ears low and chins high, all but Shappa, who brooded openly. 

The high table was no better, for Taryn seemed, even under the great lord’s efforts to engage her, wan and near tears, a mood that renewed itself at every glance toward her sister.  And Rhiannon beside him proved worse—angry and unhappy and despondent deep as a waterless well.  He would have thought the coming of kin to bring joy, but there was none to be had at this table. 

“Tell me, kinswoman,” he said, and Rhiannon roused herself from her private thoughts and looked at him.  “How came you to Arcadia?  Taryn, I know, has been at pains since her coming to protect this realm from rediscovery.  I had not thought she would tell even her trusted kin where to find her.” 

Rhiannon sent a glance across the table and Taryn looked at her food. 

“She didn’t.”  But then she sighed and forced a smile.  “She didn’t make it too hard, either.  I followed her letters.” 

Just as the wizard’s creature had done.  Tonka snapped his tail at the stinging flies of those thoughts.  “So simple as that?” he pressed. 

“Well, no, but that’s the gist of it.”  Rhiannon picked at her trencher, but ate nothing. 

“They knew I wasn’t on Earth,” Taryn said.  She, too, kept her food at her fingers and not her mouth.  “They knew Aisling was a griffin and Antilles 78

 

was a Cerosan, and everything else I tried to keep so secret.  I never fooled anyone.” 

“Sure, you did,” Rhiannon said.  “You fooled me.” 

“About the…”  Taryn waved her hand at the other horsemen sharing the table.  “Sorry.  I should have told you before we left Isauren.” 

“I don’t mean that.  I mean you really fooled me.  In the beginning, at least.”  Rhiannon broke off a crumb of her trencher, frowned at it, and pressed it back into the bread.  “You ran off and we cleaned out that apartment and Mom and Dad were so scary-quiet and I spent days moping around because you’d gone to Africa without me.  I knew it was Africa,” she went on as Taryn opened her mouth, “because you said so, and I knew, I just  knew, that no matter what, you’d never lie to me.” 

Taryn sat small in her chair.  Antilles rested his hand on her shoulder and frowned at this other, this human who would not even look to see the killing damage she was doing.  No one else spoke.  It was easy to hear the words that came so calmly, so coldly, from Rhiannon’s painted lips. 

“Sure, you might have told Mom and Dad some other story.  I know they worry.  But if you told me you were in Africa, then by God, that’s where you were.  It took months before I realized any different.”  Rhiannon shoved her trencher back and picked up her cup.  This, too, she gazed at without tasting.  “I have always been so smug about what we used to have.  No other family I knew ever had sisters like us.  I was never a brat, you were never a bully.  We had just one shadow, we were so close.  Remember that?” 

Taryn nodded, silent and pale. 

“And you lied to me.”  Rhiannon swallowed hard without even touching her cup.  “You know, since I got here, I have been looking for just one thing from any of your letters, just one true thing you trusted me with, after seventeen lousy years of making me believe that trust mattered.” 

Ven, furious, tried to catch his eye.  Tonka restrained her with a glance. 

Hooves were stamping, not loud and not often, but with great depth of feeling. 

Still, he let the human speak. 

“One thing.” 

“I said I loved you,” Taryn whispered. 

Rhiannon looked at her with a shocking lack of expression, but only for a moment.  Then her eyes dropped.  The fire went out of her.  “Yeah.  You did. 

And I never doubted it, but dammit!”  The cup banged down, striking like a hammer in the silence of the Jiko.  “Did it have to be like this?  Did it have to be a lie?” 

“Yes.” 

“What would have been so terrible?”  Rhiannon flung out her arms, a challenge for answer, welcoming a spear to the heart that so clearly was 79

 

breaking.  “I wouldn’t have locked you up or made you stay home!  I’d have gone with you, you idiot!” she shouted.  “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?” 

“Because you’d have come with me,” Taryn said in her shaking voice. 

“And you just couldn’t share it, could you?” 

“No.”  In Taryn’s eyes, Tonka saw the snows of that first winter.  He saw human hands cut by pulling grass, ribs too thin and fevered flesh after days of rampant infection.  He saw Farasai spears and Cerosan steel and mistrust in every alien eye, and over all, the wizard’s fire crackling high.  But she said only, “No, I couldn’t share it.” 

“Then why do you even care?”  Rhiannon started to gesture, then rubbed angrily at her eyes.  “Why do you even bother acting like you’re glad to see me?” 

“I’m not acting.” 

“You’re not coming home!  You left and you’re not coming back! 

You’d rather stay here frolicking in goddamn Fairyland, while I—” 

Swoop, went Rhiannon’s hand and slapped over her own mouth, hard enough to redden her face and make several Farasai flinch.  She stared at Taryn over her fingers, breathing hard, lightly trembling. 

“Rhiannon.”  Taryn stood, reaching across the table as if to touch, but there was too much distance.  “Please.  What happened?” 

Tonka felt the human’s shudder.  He watched her lower her arm.  The mark of the small hand stood out crisp against her pale skin, skin gone almost waxy now with this flux of bilious emotion. 

“I went to Africa,” Rhiannon said hoarsely.  She turned around and stalked away. 

Tonka raised his eyes past Taryn sinking heartsick into her chair, past the lord who met his gaze with trouble in his own, past the scowling faces of his clan, to Shappa, who received it with a look of white-ringed insistence in his own hot eyes.  ‘Bind her,’ he had said.  ‘Make her stay.  She’s wounded.’  

Tonka gestured for the meal to resume.  Appetites or no, bodies required nourishment.  He waited for obedience and then he stepped away from the table. 

At his few inquiries, he was directed across the commons to the Traveler’s Lodge.  His knock went unanswered.  He heard no sound within. 

Tonka stepped around to the window, but did not look inside.  He clasped his hands and said, “So often, I have looked on Taryn and wondered about the world she left behind her.  I look on her and see one without her kin and clan, one far-traveled of her home.  I confess, I have never thought to look from your eyes, to see the family that watched her depart them, to see the world that must continue without her in it.” 

He heard a sound, no louder than a mouse in straw.  A step closer?  He chose to believe so. 

He said, “I have seen many kinsmen, aye, sons and daughters also, leave this kraal and my protection.  I have been left in such a world as you.” 
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“You knew where they were.”  It was meant to be challenge, surely, yet the voice that uttered it was a splintered thing. 

“Aye.  But had no word, save but once a year.  And often, that word has been one of death.  Tis difficult, kinswoman, to open one’s heart.  Anyone we love may leave us.  Few return.  And that is the way of things.”  Tonka glanced at the window, but briefly only.  His effort was not to seek the shadows within, but only to be seen.  “Open to your chieftain, Rhiannon.” 

Her human feet trudged to the door.  The sound of wood shifting reached him; she had barred herself away, as from an enemy.  Then she opened.  Tonka went inside. 

The Traveler’s lodge.  She’d made herself a bed at its center, to share alone, here in the kraal of her kin.  Tonka’s heart burned black with shame as he watched her find a wall to be her friend and shield herself in her crossed arms. 

“Many dangers have been risked to bring letters across the bridge of worlds,” he said.  “Because she could not sever herself from you.” 

Rhiannon stared into space.  She did not speak. 

“And every word that came, she has shared with us.  In the darkest days, you have been one of precious few lights.  Did you think she left you easily?” 

“She made it look easy.” 

“And would it soothe your heart to see her suffering?” 

The human’s face puckered, then smoothed.  Tonka waited, then went to stand before her.  She would not look at him.  He fixed his eyes on the same empty place where she rested hers and said, “Will you forgive her?” 

“Why should I?”  Rhiannon huffed out a breath that was no doubt meant to be laughter.  “And for what?  It’s not like she’s actually done anything wrong. 

I’m the one being stupid about this.” 

He frowned. 

She held on to her bitter smile for a moment or two more.  When it broke, it broke completely.  Her chest hitched.  Tears spilled.  She shied away from his hand, but had no resistance left to her when he gathered her in under his arm.  He felt her trembling as her small hands clutched at him and heard her voice muffled against his flesh, “She was always there for me all my life.  And then she wasn’t, and it all went so wrong!” 

“Lady, ‘tis done,” he told her.  “Whatever the evil, ‘tis passed.” 

“But I’m still here!” she cried.  “Look at me!  Look what they did to me!” 

He could see nothing, nothing but the same whole human he had seen in Taryn’s photographs, but she wept as though she were scarred through to the bone.  He held her, thinking of Taryn and the Earth that had made one sister so strong, and one so broken.  Even after the storm of her weeping had ended, he kept her close against him.  It was hot and her tears carved itching tracks down 81

 

his body, but he could not bring himself to release her back into her own poisoned place. 

“And here we are,” she whispered, and laughed unhappily through her last tears.  “You feel just like I always dreamed you would.  For the most part.” 

“Aye?”  He rubbed her back, wishing she would look at him.   He wanted to see her eyes, to see if the wound he sought were lanced or only covered over again.  “Lady, whatsoever you require to be made whole, I shall give.  If you’ve need of my body, I shall share it with you.” 

The words hung in the air, charging it like storm clouds before the sky’s first fires, and Tonka realized he had somehow made a terrible mistake.  She pulled away, listless and silent, and he saw her eyes at last. 

“I feel much better,” this soulless, broken thing told him.  And smiled. 

“Let’s go back and eat.”  She walked away on legs that looked as if they were pulled by strings. 

‘Bind her,’ thought Tonka, suddenly chilled in the summer’s worst heat. 

‘Aye.’ 
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17.  Rhiannon 



The only thing worse than sleeping alone in a strange place, Rhiannon decided, was sleeping in a strange place full of people.  Shappa followed her out of the Jiko after dinner and wouldn’t let her go back to the Traveler’s lodge, so she ended up in his, or rather, the one he shared with all the nice people she’d called losers that morning.  He carried her bedrolls in and arranged them beside the cot-tower thing he called his ‘berth’, and gave her one hell of a glare when she moved them underneath the lodge’s only table to make a more private bed for herself.  Six grown-up centaurs and a dozen little foals came trickling in over the next few hours and all of them stopped to stare at her before they went to their own places to lie down.  Only one of them spoke to her, a little foal who ducked her head under her table to say, “Shall I show you how to put your paints on properly?” 

“There’s nothing wrong with my paints,” Rhiannon said, stung. 

“Oh.”  The foal gave her makeup a solemn looking-over, and then retreated.  She said something in Far as she trotted away that made the others laugh.  And made Shappa give her a slap to the ass as loud as the crack of a bat. 

The foal yipped and dashed to the opposite end of the lodge, her hands flying backward to catch at a rump that was actually three feet further out of reach, and Shappa glared after her, looking especially fierce. 

Rhiannon lay under the table for a while as the other centaurs silently settled and the foal sniffled to herself.  Then she crawled out, scrubbed her face clean, and crawled back under.  She tugged a rough blanket up over her sweating arms, ignoring the strained sound of Shappa calling her name, and pretended to be asleep. 

83

 

She ended up pretending all night.  Swishing tails, buzzing flies, the lowing of the few cattle the Farasai kept, and at least one really loud snorer did a great job of keeping the sandman at bay.  At least there weren’t any bad dreams. 

With the first (absolutely the first) hint of dawn, the Farasai began to stir. 

By the time the sky lightened all the way to pinks and pale yellows, they were up, yawning and stretching and stamping off the sleep.  They took a moment at the table to splash a little water on themselves and reapply paints smudged in the night, and then they were gone, all but Shappa, who stayed in his berth. 

She didn’t think he was asleep.  She could see his tail flicking at his flanks.  Every so often, he’d shift a hoof.  She wondered how comfortable that cot-like thing really was, and if it was hard to get used to it.  She supposed not. 

When it was the only thing a person had, who knew to be uncomfortable? 

After a moment, his hands came down to the ground and he bent to look under the table.  “You are awake,” he said, sounding surprised. 

“You can go to work if you want.  You don’t have to stay with me.” 

He grunted, but didn’t leave, didn’t even straighten up.  That had to be hard on his back.  Both of them. 

“Or I could just get up,” Rhiannon sighed, and crawled out from under the table. 

He followed her to the basinry, but big deal.  Centaurs had morning bladder, too.  Had it worse than humans, it seemed, as the basinry was positively packed with morning customers and busy little foals with dippers, running around to catch the pee. 

Then he followed her to the bathhouse, which was surprisingly empty. 

Apparently, centaurs didn’t believe in starting off the day with a shower.  She would have dearly loved to duck inside and clean off the last two days, but Shappa was right there.  Watching her. 

“Shouldn’t you be in the Jiko?” she asked. 

“And leave you where?” 

“Alone would be a great start.” 

His brows crashed together into an instant glare.  “Nay, it would not.” 

Rhiannon rolled her eyes.  “Fine.  We’ll both go to the Jiko.  Sheesh.” 

“Shappa,” he corrected, and walked beside her. 

The other cooks were already inside, lighting coals and mixing dough. 

Ven reared, started to shout something that began with, “See here the hour thee chooses to—” but then saw who came in beside him.  She dropped, rolled her ears around some, and then came trotting forward.  “Has thee come for an early meal?” she asked, more cautiously than curiously in Rhiannon’s opinion.  “Or to aid its making, perhaps?” 

At the high table, Taryn sat behind bowls of fruit in various stages of preparation.  The sisters stared at each other across the long rows of empty tables. 
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“Sure, why not?  Might as well do something.”  She raised her voice a little.  “What are you doing?” 

“Pitting and chopping figs.”  Taryn held up a squishy blob of green with a stem growing out of it.  “It’d go a lot faster if someone else was pitting.” 

“I could do that.”  Rhiannon walked the hundred miles up to the high table and sat in the other chair.  It had been built for Antilles and it did a great job of dwarfing her, but at least it was a chair.  She picked up a fig and watched Taryn stab it with her thumbnail and flip it inside-out, popping the pit into another bowl in a single practiced movement.  It looked easy enough.  She made the attempt, mangled the fig only slightly, and dropped it onto the cutting surface in front of Taryn.  Her sister moved the bowl of whole fruit a little closer to her. 

They began to work in silence. 

“They keep some early hours here,” Rhiannon said finally. 

“Boy, I’ll say.  And they always tell me its okay to loaf around if I want, like that’s easy to do with four hundred horsemen galloping around.” 

“Thee has managed the trick a time or two,” Ven remarked. 

“Under duress, I assure you.”  Taryn slid Rhiannon a sidelong look. 

“Did you sleep okay?” 

Rhiannon shrugged. 

“Your eyes look a little dark.” 

“I’m okay.” 

Fruit piled up, got chopped, was removed, then replaced.  The only thing more stifling than the heat rising from the wall o’ oven was the silence at the table. 

“How about you?” Rhiannon asked.  “I guess sleeping on your stomach is out of the question these days.” 

“Nothing really feels comfortable at this point.  No one ever told me that pregnancy was this hard.” 

“Did you have cravings?” Rhiannon asked.  “I’d think that would be the hardest thing.  You couldn’t exactly run out for pickles and ice cream.” 

Taryn’s face underwent a curious blending of humor and wistfulness and wonder.  She laughed.  “Not so much, actually.  I never craved the usual stuff at all.  I craved Arcadian things instead.  Except for this one time last winter when I woke up one morning really wanting a candy bar.  Oh God, I wanted a candy bar! 

And I couldn’t have one.  And I never wrote and asked for one, because I figured by the time it got here, I wouldn’t want it anymore.  So I sat there, day in and day out, craving that candy bar, for at least two months.” 

“During which time, you got how many letters?” 

“Oh dozens!  But I always figured that if I wrote and asked…” 

“Right.”  Rhiannon laughed.  It wasn’t much of a laugh, but it was a real one, and that helped.  “So you suffered.” 
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“And cried buckets of tears because I had no candy bars and I wanted one so bad.” 

“Ah Taryn, was that what vexed thee so?” Ven asked, plainly upset.  “I would never have fed thee so many tonics if I had but known!” 

“Tonics instead of candy bars,” Rhiannon mused. 

“And I cried and cried.”  Taryn shook her head.  “I tell you, that’s the worst part.  I think I actually deal with the rest of it pretty well, but the hormones just make me crazy.  It’s a lot like being drunk, you know, that special kind of drunk where you’re dimly aware of what an idiot you’re turning into, but you still can’t stop it or shut up?” 

“Been there,” Rhiannon admitted.  Her hands were sticky, crusted with fruit, but she was getting better at this pitting business. 

“I cried over candy bars.  I cried over outgrowing my pants.  I cried when it rained and I couldn’t go walking.  I cried when the pheasants didn’t lay enough eggs for custard.  I cried because I was crying so much!” 

“You never hear about the hormones that make people happy for days on end,” Rhiannon remarked. 

“Yeah, why is that?”  Taryn picked out the last few figs and helped pit them.  “I didn’t even get a baby shower.  There was another crying jag.” 

“Poor, poor Taryn.” 

“You know how some people fantasize the perfect prom or the perfect birthday?  I fantasized the perfect baby shower.  And you were there.” 

Rhiannon sighed, scraping out the peel of the last gooey fig.  She held her fruit-gummed hand out, looking for a place to clean up, and tried to pretend she hadn’t heard the shy tremble in Taryn’s voice.  “What was I wearing?” 

“Pink.” 

“I don’t even own anything pink.” 

“Hey, it was my fantasy, not yours.” 

Shappa tapped her on the shoulder, indicating a bowl of water first and a hand towel second.  He waited until she started washing up before returning to his job kneading dough.  She watched him work as she scrubbed, wondering just what she’d done to sew that particular shadow to her heel. 

Rhiannon scoured her hands dry in the scratchy fabric provided by this cottonless crowd, and looked around for something else to do.  There was food going into the ovens already.  Foals were coming in with bowls of eggs and baskets of fruit and vegetables and leaves and even flowers.  Ven directed everything like a general on the field, calling out commands and aiming her troops here or there.  There wasn’t a single pot of sauce or batch of bread that didn’t get her personal approval.  Everyone knew their job and everyone was doing it.  She wasn’t needed here. 
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“Do you want to take a walk?” Taryn asked, also washing up.  “The pheasants have probably already been fed, but I bet the cows are still being milked.” 

All the walks in Rucombe probably ended in chores.  But she said, “Sure, why not?” and headed for the door. 

Once outside, the noise and activity of the village enveloped them.  But it was plain that all this work was just what there was to do to get ready for the real work.  Carts were loaded, but no one was hitched to them.  Whole battalions of foals ran through the fields opening irrigation channels while their elders worked the pumps that flooded them, but no one was out there in the rows.  The bathhouse doors were opened and burly horsemen rolled watering barrels out into the commons for the bucket brigade to fill, but no one was waiting for a bath. 

This day was still in the planning stages. 

“Where’s Antilles?” Rhiannon asked. 

“Looking at the pumps,” Taryn replied.  “Seeing if the pipes need replacing.  I guess one of them’s been running pretty sluggishly these last few months.” 

Rhiannon looked at her, but she didn’t seem to be kidding.  “The lord of the Valley is a plumber?” 

Taryn laughed.  “The Cerosan make the only pipes, and the lord of the Valley is the only Cerosan for the moment.  Well, kraal-Tiyu can make them, but that’s clear across the Valley.” 

“There’s other kraals?” 

“Sure.  And other kinds of people, although I haven’t seen any yet. 

Except the unicorns.  Tilly took me to see the migration in the spring.  They don’t look quite how I imagined,” she added. 

“You saw a unicorn?  You saw a  herd of unicorns?” 

“A flood.  It’s called a flood of unicorns.” 

She sounded so matter-of-fact.  How could you ever be blasé about unicorns? 

“You know, we think of them a lot like horses, or like white deer or exceptionally pretty goats,” Taryn was saying.  “Delicate creatures, you know? 

But they’re not.  They’re huge.  More like elk, with muscles all over, and enormous hooves.  Bigger than Tilly’s, even.  And forget those pretty narwhal-tooth spiral horns, the real ones are like rhino-horns, arm-length and wide and sharp as hell.  And they really are like the first reports said, black at the tip, red in the middle, and white at the base.  But the unicorns themselves come in all sorts of colors, white and brown and black and everything.  And they’re graceful. 

You’d never believe it to see them because they’re so huge, but everything they do is poetry and ballet.  Tilly says they can talk, but we couldn’t get that close. 

Unicorns only talk to sileni, he says.” 
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“Oh.”  She didn’t know what else to say.  Unicorns.  What did you say about that?  Taryn saw unicorns this last spring, whereas Rhiannon went to Grants Pass with her parents to pick up a new car and had her picture taken with the plastic Bigfoot statue there.  Unicorns. 

The cows were kept in a barn, each in her own stall, with blinders around her head and a chain around one leg.  The stalls were clean and the animals clearly healthy, but Rhiannon was a little surprised that they weren’t out grazing and said so. 

“Hey, these are nyati,” was Taryn’s reply.  “Even though they were born here and are domesticated as much as they can be, they’d still stomp us to death in a second if they could see us.” 

“Killer cows?” asked Rhiannon, eyeing the hulking buffalo-like beast in the nearest stall. 

Taryn’s shrug was just a hair too casual.  “The cows will only kill you,” 

she said.  “Just watch out for the wild ponies.  Those cute little bastards will eat you.” 

She still didn’t look like she was kidding. 

Rhiannon had never milked a cow before.  It was a tough job, made infinitely tougher by the total lack of any little stool to sit on while she did it. 

The other foals whose job this was merely knelt and bent under, and so did Taryn, mountainous belly and all.  Rhiannon tried to copy them, but the ground was hard and the cow was huge and apparently deadly.  She struggled with the udder while everyone else briskly filled their bucket, and finally retreated to let someone more competent get the job done. 

“Now what do we do with it?” she asked, picking up a filled pail. 

“Now we take it to the creamery and let it separate,” Taryn said. 

“We’re not going to, um, pasteurize it or…?” 

“We’re not even going to drink it,” Taryn told her.  “When we want to drink milk, we get it out of borenuts.  No refrigeration, you know.  So we’ll turn it into cheese.” 

We, she said. 

“You look really happy here,” Rhiannon said. 

Taryn paused, a bucket of milk in each hand, and looked back at her as foals went cantering busily on their way.  “I am happy,” she said.  “I really am.” 

Something in her heart pulled at her, something to do with the smell of hay and the sounds of grumbling cows and Farasai laughter outside the open doors.  Something like her sister’s eyes, so warm and full of peace. 

“I missed you,” Rhiannon said.  She didn’t mean to, but there it was. 

She looked away. 

“I missed you, too.”  Taryn put down her buckets and touched Rhiannon’s arm, trying unsuccessfully to catch Rhiannon’s gaze.  “But I couldn’t bring you here.  If you only knew how scared I was, all the time, every day!” 
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“I could have helped.” 

“You could have been hurt!” 

‘I got hurt anyway,’ Rhiannon thought, but she didn’t say it.  Sticks and stones, right?  Names never hurt anybody.  Condoms full of shampoo never left a bruise.  Phone calls and newspaper columns and her name on bathroom walls and even the cops coming by never hurt her. 

“I didn’t know it would work out like this,” Taryn was saying.  “But please, please be happy for me.” 

“I’m trying.”  But it was hard to remember just how.  Rhiannon dragged in a bracing breath and looked at her sister.  She smiled.  The effort brought tears burning to the backs of her eyes, but she held them in check.  “I’m dealing with it, I swear I am.” 

“Dealing with what?”  Taryn spread her hands helplessly, then clasped them in a gesture of caricaturized pleading so overdone it would have been painful if only it weren’t so sincere.  “Rhiannon, you used to be so happy.  You were so fun and bright and flirty!” 

Flirty.  Rhiannon thought about it and it was true.  It had been one boy after another pretty much since she’d decided they didn’t have cooties.  She guessed it wasn’t very unfair of Jordan to have called her a whore, after all. 

She’d always sort of been in training. 

“Are you in trouble?” Taryn asked. 

“Would it matter if I was?”  Rhiannon shook her head before Taryn could answer.  “It’s nothing.  I don’t matter.” 

“What?” 

Rhiannon rewound her words and found nothing in them to account for Taryn’s expression of baffled dismay.  She tried again, cautiously.  “It’s nothing? 

It doesn’t matter?” 

Taryn continued to stare for a few seconds, still with that uncertain shine deep in her eyes, as if Rhiannon had flashed the butt of a gun and then palmed it again, leaving Taryn to wonder if she’d seen it at all. 

Rhiannon hefted her milk.  “Are we doing this or what?” 

“Yes.”  Taryn reached, still a little shakily, Rhiannon thought, and picked up her buckets.  “Yes, we are.”  She tried on a laugh.  It almost fit.  “Work never ends around here.” 

“No.  The bad stuff never really ends.”  She meant it to sound lighthearted and joking, but it dropped between them like a dead elephant instead. 

She walked away, once more depressed, and this time, Taryn didn’t try to cheer her up. 
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18.  Roads 



Breakfast was figgy bread and cheese, with bowls of fruit and vegetables provided to round out the meal.  The quantities were truly titanic, but then, it had to take a lot of food to fuel a centaur.  Rhiannon was allowed to feed herself for a change, and she stood quietly at Tonka’s side, eating the unfamiliar foods and listening to horsemen discuss equine issues, like fishing and laying irrigation pipe.  That sense of surrealness began to close in again.  She looked across the table and saw Antilles drop his arm around Taryn’s shoulders as he expressed some salient pipe-point to centaurs further down the row of tables.  It was very natural gesture, as was the way Taryn’s hand came up to pat at him even as she listened to something Ven said.  They looked like they were married already.  Not giggly and dreamy-eyed, but comfortable and intimate and deeply, deeply in love. 

This was what Taryn had been waiting for.  That easy embrace, that gentle pat.  She looked at them and saw Jordan’s hard, contemptuous stare, heard his voice telling her he knew she was a whore, but couldn’t she have at least pretended, and if she thought he was paying for that lousy fuck— 

“Rhiannon?” 

Most conversation at the high table halted and eyes turned first to Shappa, then to Rhiannon. 

“What?” she said, doing her level best not to scowl. 

Shappa did scowl, apparently under no such compunction to be polite, but he didn’t say anything else.  He retreated to the hearth and stirred things instead. 
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But now everyone was looking at her.  She had to say something, anything.  She looked at the table for help. 

“How much of this stuff do you save for winter?” she blurted. 

Tonka looked surprised.  “Little,” he admitted.  “Tis the autumn crop that most sustains us.” 

“But…you don’t put any of this up?” 

Tonka glanced at the rafters. 

“With what?” Taryn asked. 

“Oh come on.  They’ve been canning stuff for, like, two hundred years.” 

“Yeah, and how many people died two hundred years ago from lead poisoning or botulism?  Look, canning is pretty safe now, because we’ve removed a lot of the deadlier variables, but home canners still get sick and even die in spite of all the progress.” 

“What is this thing you speak of?” Tonka asked, frowning. 

“Bottling preserves,” Antilles replied and flicked an ear. 

Taryn turned to him, blinking, then laughed.  “Oh, of course you do it here.  I remember now.  There were jars in Dis.” 

“In Dis, aye.  Where marketers of the outlying fields prepare jellies and pickled bites.  But the process to provide consistent heat and pressure is complicated and the materials highly specialized.”  He shrugged, adding, “Even in Dis, we rely on such foods little.  Glass bottles are too much a luxury.” 

“Not to mention how hard it must be to transport them,” Rhiannon muttered.  She picked at her bread.  “You know what you really need in this place?  You need roads.” 

“Oh aye?”  Antilles clasped his hands beneath his chin and leaned forward.  Around them, quiet rippled outward as horsemen began to take note of the turn in this conversation.  “I pray you explain your reasoning, sister.” 

“I don’t think you need me to explain.  Back at Taryn’s house, I could see the paths you made going from her door up to yours.  We followed another one down through the woods to the bridge.  And here in Rucombe,” she went on, stepping away to the window.  She had to stand on her tiptoes to see outside. 

“There are paths from each lodge to the commons and from the commons to each field.  You all use them, so you have to see the value in it, which is why I’m a little surprised there are no roads coming from the bridge to Rucombe.  And after making that rotten walk through neck-high grass, I gotta say, you could really use one.  Instead…you just float.” 

Silence, punctuated here and there by pecking hooves and snapping tails. 

“Do you know what roads are?” Rhiannon asked, watching the horsemen in the commons eat.  Some of them glanced curiously her way, but never for long.  “Roads are like spokes in a wheel.  They unite and they strengthen.  Roads would probably cut any trip in half, time-wise, and they’d make it easy enough to maybe get those jars to Rucombe, not to mention get the fellas who know how to 91

 

build those special pressure vats.  Roads would make it easier for all the kraals to talk to each other and really, can you say that everyone here knows where everyone else is?  A road is something a lot more tangible than, ‘Turn right at the fig tree and walk until your feet fall off.’  A road is something anyone can follow.” 

“Aye.  Anyone.”  Antilles tapped the tabletop meaningfully and Rhiannon glanced back at him.  “The wizarding Roads made millennia past bring invaders to this world yet.  How shall fresh outsiders see the roads that you propose we make within my Valley?  Such are my concerns, sister.” 

“How do roads look to other people?” Rhiannon echoed.  “They look like a land connected to itself, that’s what.” 

Antilles leaned back in his chair.  He drummed the fingers of one hand thoughtfully just once.  Then he glanced at Taryn and Rhiannon followed his gaze. 

Her sister was smiling.  Pleased-looking.  Proud, even. 

“Such an endeavor,” Antilles said, rising from his chair, “is not to be undertaken lightly.  The carving of roads such as you suggest would consume many years.” 

“I’m sure it would,” Rhiannon agreed.  “But at the end of many years, you’d have roads!” 

He grunted and paced around the high table with his head low and eyes shadowed, to join her at the window.  He didn’t have any trouble looking through it, and all the Farasai outside took note of him.  “I shall consider your words,” 

Antilles said finally.  “For I find them very strong.  Yet I do not think it so pressing a need while my city stands empty.  There will be work enough to do for the present.” 

“The sun doesn’t rise and set out of your city,” Rhiannon said. 

He looked at her, his steely eyes narrowed and one bullish brow arched. 

“Where would you have us begin?” 

Rhiannon thought about it, aware that everyone was looking at her now. 

Listening.  Judging.  “At the beginning,” she said.  “Find out where everyone is. 

Look at the land.  See where the road wants to go.  Talk to the people and see where they want it to go.  And then build it.” 

“Just so, aye?”  Antilles chuckled.  The sound was echoed throughout the lodge. 

Annoyed, Rhiannon said, “Seems to me that the longer people talk about doing something, the easier it is to never start.” 

“Ah.”  Antilles pointed at her, as though physically awarding her the argument.  He returned to his chair and sat.  No, he didn’t just sit.  He ascended, taking his place at the table just like he was taking a throne.  “And there is truth in that, sister, but minds are not changed overnight.  The task you set before us is both lengthy and fraught with risk.” 
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“Have you ever heard of a necessary risk?” Rhiannon asked.  “Some things just have to be done, and sooner is better than later.” 

“True.”  Antilles clasped his hands again, giving her that mildly amused expression that masqueraded so well as solemn attention.  “Yet if my people wish to talk longer than I, what am I to do?” 

“Let them talk,” Rhiannon said.  “While you start building.” 

He leaned back. 

“That’d shut ‘em up,” she added, walking back to Tonka’s side. 

Tonka gave her a clap to the shoulder and nudged her bread a little closer to her hand.  “Aye, so it surely would.  Pity such matters are never truly so simple.” 

“‘Such matters’ only get complicated because we let them,” Rhiannon said.  She looked at her breakfast and sighed.  “And when they don’t get complicated enough on their own, it’s almost like we make them get that way.” 

A few thoughtful grunts met this disheartened observation.  She took a tasteless bite of bread and tried to chew it. 

“You would seem to agree to this enterprising plan,” Antilles remarked, turning to Taryn. 

“Oh, I’d even take it a step further.”  Taryn smiled across the table at her, seemingly oblivious to this display of blatant one-upmanship.  “I’d want a road I could walk to see the Dragon’s Domain, and I’d want to see envoys walking on them.” 

Some horsemen grunted.  Tonka laughed outright. 

“Never,” was the word from Antilles.  “Never would he agree.” 

“And never would you offer,” Taryn countered. 

He inclined his head, acknowledging this without shame.  “Never it comes to, either way.  But of roads within the Valley, there is at least a slim thread of hope.  At what season would you commence?” he asked, just as though Taryn had suggested it at the start. 

“No time like the present, they say.” 

“Nay, my maiden, think before thee give me answer.  Shall I take seed from our fields in the springtime or hunters from the wood in the lean, dark days of winter?  There are no easy times to impede the labors of those that must build.” 

“Nope.”  Taryn ate another slice of fruit.  “So, no time like the present.” 

“Thee has no regard for my concerns?” 

“I only worry about the things that I can change.  But all right, I’m feeling generous.  We’ll wait until after the wedding.” 

“Generous indeed.” 

They shared another of those intimate, comfortable, loving looks. 

Rhiannon picked a fig out of her bread and thought of Jordan. 
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“So,” she said, a little too loudly.  “When is the wedding going to be, exactly?” 

Antilles faced her, although he rested his hand over Taryn’s, preserving the spirit of their connection with a physical touch.  “I have told all my protected it shall be beneath the fullness of the Jewel Moon.” 

Taryn frowned, looking up as though she could see through the Jiko’s roof, through the blue sky and around the curve of the world to the night’s heavens.  “That’s…how many days?” 

“Some thirty hence.” 

Taryn looked across the table hopefully. 

“Sure, plenty of time,” Rhiannon said.  “Assuming that your gypsy friend turns up before then so I can go home and tell them.” 

“He usually comes around every few days.  We don’t have a way to call him,” she added apologetically.  “To be honest, I don’t even know where the Pathfinders live, so even if I set out to find them, I don’t think I could.” 

“And I would never let thee,” Antilles interjected. 

“And Romany would doubtless show up while I was out looking.” 

Taryn shrugged.  “And, being unable to find me, decide that I didn’t have any mail and go away again, maybe for a couple of weeks.” 

“Sheesh.  The real Africa has more reliable post than that.” 

Taryn laughed.  “At least I never have to buy stamps.” 

“That’s my big sister.  Always looking for that silver lining.”  Rhiannon did her best to refuse the bit of pheasant that Tonka placidly pushed at her, but eventually gave up and ate it.  “Why do you have to wait, though?  Is there some religious significance to this Jewel Moon?” 

Horsemen grunted.  Smiles appeared and melted away again, but none of them looked at her. 

“Nay,” Antilles said kindly.  “Tis merely that the moon is a marker all might see.  Many of my people do not keep a calendar, but all can see the moon.” 

“Is it going to be a big wedding?” Rhiannon asked.  “I just kinda assumed Taryn didn’t know that many people.” 

“Aye, but I do,” Antilles countered, dipping his horns.  “And as lord of the Valley, my day of wedding is a rite at which attendance is…” 

“Mandatory?” Rhiannon guessed. 

“Encouraged.”  Antilles spread his hands.  “A foolish conceit, circumstances being as they are, but I will not insult my protected by refusing them the chance to show their lord honor.  For many, this will be the only lordly wedding they ever know.” 

“Expecting some presents, are we?” Taryn asked, smiling. 

Antilles rolled his eyes and then covered them.  “Oh, aye.” 

“So who all is going to come?”  Rhiannon picked another fig out of her bread, caught a dirty look from Ven, and ate it.  She decided figs were actually 94

 

extremely gross as well as messy to pit and chop.  “And where, I guess, would be good to know.” 

“Traditionally, the lords of Dis are wedded in the Hall of Ceremonies in the palace-keep, but that seemed to me a hollow ritual, as I would be the only Cerosan present.”  Antilles passed Taryn a piece of fruit, lingering to run his thumb along her hand when she accepted it.  “Taryn wished to be wed here,” he said, “and so I shall.” 

Tonka’s smile spread with un-Farasai boldness across his face.  His chest swelled and his tail snapped proudly.  “I have cut the poles for the wedding bower myself,” he said.  “The tea is blended, the mead is brewed, and Rucombe’s runners have been sent to all the kraals of this Valley.  There are five ribboned bulls for slaughter and a full field of crop for the feast.” 

“And a cake six tiers tall on order,” Rhiannon finished, half-smiling. 

“Sheesh.  And to think Mom and Dad settled for the Sisters of Mercy chapel and a reception for thirty people at Granna’s cabin.” 

Tonka’s smile dropped away and a new stillness came over the whole lodge.  They were looking at her.  Staring. 

Rhiannon felt herself tensing up, suddenly seeing all those spears instead of the centaurs they were strapped to.  “What did I say now?” she asked. 

“What cake?” Tonka demanded. 

“Oh, it’s nothing,” Taryn said, smiling.  “But now, Tilly, you’ve got me curious.  Do I really get to meet all the other people finally?” 

“The sileni will come, and the rusakin send at least one envoy.”  Antilles directed his attention to his meal. 

Taryn waited, her smiled gradually slipping.  “No satyrs or fauns?” 

He met her eyes, frowning.  “I have informed them.  I have not invited them.” 

“Well…that’s kind of rude, isn’t it?” Rhiannon asked, since Taryn merely ducked her head and looked depressed. 

Antilles answered her, although he did it while glaring at Taryn the whole time, making it clear just who he was really talking to.  “The satyrs dwell in Pan’s Wood, far in the sou’westernlands of the Valley, beyond the easy reach of other peoples.  Beyond easy reach of Dis.  They have been beset some two hundred years by a rooted band of humans.”  Antilles shifted, passing a hand before his eyes.  The rest of the Jiko had grown quiet; all were listening, and there was a grim look stamped across every face, anger hot in every pair of eyes. 

When Antilles went on, his voice was low.  “Before them, there were others, and others, and others.  They have lost every other settlement that once they held, and in the end, all that could be offered them was refuge within other walls.  They would not consent to leave the last land given them, the land wherein the bones of Great Pan lie buried, and so they remain there and they die.  There is little 95

 

enough I can do for them in these times, but I will not bring them here and wed a human before their eyes.  I will not force them to pay her tribute.” 

“It doesn’t seem right.”  Taryn rubbed at her belly, staring down at the table. 

“My maiden, there cannot be an answer for every crime.  Vengeance builds in the hearts of the satyrs, and thee wears the face and form of the enemy.” 

He reached across the table to touch her cheek.  She avoided his eye.  “I will not risk thee for diplomacy’s sake.” 

“But—” 

“Nay, lady.  Heed me.  I am thy lord as well.” 

Taryn managed half a smile.  “You keep saying that like you think it means something to me.” 

“Aye, more fool I.”  Antilles sighed, then narrowed his eyes at her.  “But not so foolish, lady, that I direct thee toward Pan’s Wood.  There shall never be a road there.” 

A horsewoman with runka drawn appeared in the doorway, slamming the butt of her spear against the ground.  “My chief.  Great lord.   The Dragon’s Own has come.” 

“Send him in,” Tonka said, washing quickly in the finger bowl.  He clapped Rhiannon’s shoulder and backed away from the table. 

Romany entered the lodge, walking between two centaurs, both of whom held their spears in their hands instead of strapped to their backs.  His head was high, and he managed, somehow, to give the appearance that he was escorting them instead of the other way around.  He ignored Tonka, walked straight to Taryn, and there dropped smoothly to his knees, placed his open palms upon his thighs, and bent his head.  “Has thee letters?” he asked. 

Rhiannon helped herself to a chunk of something purple out of the nearest vegetable bowl and bit into it.  It tasted bitter. 

Taryn also took a moment to eat something before she answered.  Her eyes were a little sad.  “Romany,” she said. 

The gypsy tensed.  His back bent lower.  “Aye.  Speak.” 

“You brought my sister to me.  I’m very happy.” 

The gypsy’s shoulders relaxed somewhat. 

“But you left her outside at the foot of Isauren and then you walked away from her.  I’m less happy about that.” 

“I was fine,” Rhiannon said. 

Ven’s hand squeezed her shoulder, silently chastising her for talking out of turn.  No one else even looked at her.  Not even Taryn. 

In a tight voice, the gypsy said, “I am bid to serve thee, lady, not any such of thy kind.” 

“And you serve me by abandoning my only sister on a strange world?” 

“I was fine!” Rhiannon said again, louder. 
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Again, Ven squeezed her.  Again, no one else noticed. 

Taryn said, still in that same soft, sad tone, “I’m sorry that it bothers you. 

Please make arrangements for another—” 

“Lady, I beg thy forgiveness.  I shall not fail thee again.”  Every word came as though pulled from him with rusty hooks.  His knuckles were white where they dug at his thighs.  Not a muscle on him moved. 

“All right then.  I forgive you.”  Taryn leaned back, signaling an end to the bad stuff with regal aplomb, and the gypsy finally rose.  His head came up, but not so high as it had been.  His eyes, once so black and clear, now burned molten gold.  No one seemed to care, least of all Taryn, who handed him a folded envelope and then, finally, looked at Rhiannon.  “Are you going back?” 

That bitter taste was still in her mouth and all at once, the room was sweltering.  She’d told her parents she’d stay with Taryn, but just then, she couldn’t wait to be back home, even though a part of her resented being dismissed like this in front of everyone.  “Is it okay if I finish eating first?” 

Taryn blinked, and quite a few horsemen looked at her, making her regret the sharpness in her tone.  “Of course you can,” Taryn said in a little voice. 

She turned her attention back to the gypsy (the horsemen, and now Antilles, did not).  “Would you like something to—” 

“Nay.  I shall await the leisure of thy kin without.”  The gypsy turned on his booted heel, clearly ready to be gone. 

“Wait.” 

Now, thank God, people stopped looking at her and went back to looking at Taryn.  The gypsy’s hands fisted briefly.  He turned around again, dropped to the ground, and rested his palms on his thighs in that posture of submissive anticipation. 

“Antilles and I are getting married here on the night of the Jewel Moon,” 

Taryn said. 

Romany raised his head.  His brow was faintly creased with well-dampened irritation.  He waited. 

“Will you ask the Dragon if he’d like to attend?” 

The effect this simple question had was similar to the effect dynamite had in a lake full of fish.  Everyone recoiled in perfect unison, just as if no one at all could imagine Taryn inviting anyone to her wedding.  Then the choreography of their group shock turned to chaos.  Horsemen reared and stamped.  Antilles dropped both his cup and his jaw and bellowed something in some other language.  Ven seized Tonka’s shoulder and Tonka seized the tabletop. 

Rhiannon had another piece of bitter purple radish. 

But it was the gypsy who seemed the most bowled over.  He sprang up, backed away, and then came striding forward, and if he was girlishly thrilled at the invitation, he sure hid it in a weird way. 
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“Attend?” he echoed, jerking his head back in a violent moue of contempt.  “Thee asks, shall our great lord attend?  Who is thee to ask?  Thou insect!  Thou slip of wind!  He who seared the skies above thine own newborn Earth and bathed in the flames of a thousand suns!  Thee would offer  him to witness thy pathetic rites of mating when he has seen stars breed and birth and die in his time?  How  dare thee!” 

Taryn waited for this tirade to burn itself out.  When the gypsy stood silent and shaking before her, she said, gently, “Will you ask him?” 

“Oh, aye.  Thee is well-set above me and so it shall be done and then, why, I shall return to forge a Road across  worlds so that the lesser of thy dam’s litter may traipse where she please and thee may have thy letters!  Perhaps on my return, thee will have a song of storms sung to water yon field?  Shah kra duun!” 

He shook his head, sneering, and stalked away.  The sound of his singing scorched the air, and Rhiannon was not alone when she slapped her hands over her ears. 

Tonka was the first to break the awful silence that landed in the gypsy’s wake. 

“What was that meant to accomplish?” he demanded. 

“It was exactly what it sounded like, Tonka,” Taryn said. 

“You invite the Great Dragon to our wedding day?” Antilles bellowed, leaping up so violently that his chair was thrown all the way back and toppled into the fire.  “What ails you, woman?” 

“What, no ‘thee’?” 

His ears slapped flat and he leaned over the table, braced on fists that looked easily the size of Rhiannon’s own head each.  “Here shall be a thee.  Thee is mad!” 

“Ha, he will not come,” Ven said, a trifle faintly.  “Fortune favoring, he shall think her pleading for lordly gifts—” 

Taryn looked suddenly stricken.  “Oh no!  You don’t think so, really?” 

“—and send some polite word of blessing.  Surely he would see no insult in it.” 

Antilles snatched his chair (somewhat singed) from the hands of the horseman who offered it, and dropped into it with a furious snort.  “What, attend the wedding of the lord of the line who crushed his unborn, slew his last mate, and drove him to the Aerie Domain?  Nay, what possible insult could there be in that?  Gods and grief, woman!” he thundered again, and clapped both hands over his face. 

“I was trying to help,” Taryn said in a little voice. 

Antilles groaned, a great, long stretch of fury and frustration, and then he raised his head and looked at her.  “You speak of peace,” he said evenly, “as though it is a thing that must be hammered at and built.  Peace, lady, peace happens when you leave it alone.  So please.  I beg of you.  Leave it.  Alone.” 

98

 

The Jiko’s doorway darkened.  Romany stood stiff and expressionless at the threshold.  “My lord,” he said without emotion, “bids the lady Taryn to know that he is deeply honored.  He sends his promise that he and the envoys of his protected shall gratefully attend, and may all the blessings of his domain go with thee until the day of thy uniting.”  He bowed, straightened, and said, still pokerfaced, “I shall bear thy kin, aye, and any kin that thee may wish me bear, upon my Roads that they may see thee wed, and indeed, at any other hour, for service to thee does gladden my heart.”  A second bow, longer and lower than the first.  He said, “Life for thy crop, lady.” 

It began to rain. 

The gypsy straightened up.  “Humbly do I await thy leisure,” he said to Rhiannon, and walked back outside. 

Another silence, broken only by the pattering of rain. 

Ven stirred first, staring toward her hearth as though counting the feast that didn’t yet roast there.  She nodded once, a shaky attempt at her usual decisiveness.  “I shall need more bulls to butcher,” she said. 

Horsemen closed around Taryn, all of them talking at once.  Rhiannon was forced to back away from the table to keep from getting crushed by all of them.  She could hear only the rooba-rooba of hundreds of voices sweeping down the length of the Jiko and out into the yard, with Antilles bellowing over the top of them all.  There wasn’t much point in saying goodbye.  She just left. 
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19.  Taryn 



After breakfast was over, and while the mid-day meal was still undergoing its preparation, Taryn sat at the high table, shelling beans.  She glanced up when Tonka came into the Jiko, but only for a second.  “She went home, didn’t she?” she sighed.  She didn’t look up for an answer.  She didn’t really need one. 

“Think you that she means to return?” he asked. 

And that was Tonka all over.  He didn’t sympathize, didn’t help her any further down the path of self-pity, and although he may come over later for a consoling touch or a gentle word, for now, he kept his distance and focused on the future. 

“I think so.  I mean, I knew she’d go back with Romany.  She had to tell my parents when the wedding was going to be.  It’s just…she didn’t even say goodbye.” 

Tonka grunted, a sound of thoughtful acknowledgement. 

“But she’ll come back,” Taryn continued, and hoped she was right. 

“To stay?” 

“Maybe.  I don’t know.  I hope so, for purely selfish reasons.  I know she didn’t exactly impress anyone…” 

Another grunt.  She glanced his way, but Tonka was staring out the window.  His profile, brightly lit, managed to remain both dark and grim. 

“But every now and then, I’d get these glimmers of how she used to be,” 

Taryn said.  “And it felt so good to be back with her.” 
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“Perhaps she confided the cause of her discontent,” Tonka remarked, and this was Farasai politeness.  He would not say point-blank, ‘What the heck was wrong with her?’ but he’d sure seen the chip on her shoulder. 

“No.  I don’t know.  I get the feeling she got into some kind of trouble at school.” 

“What differ that?” 

“It was bad enough that she had to quit going.” 

Confusion became a kind of frustration on Tonka’s face.  The concept of a school as a place was probably hard enough for him.  School-specific troubles were obviously beyond his imagination.  He battled with it, then stamped it away, looking annoyed.  “Then she should be healed,” he declared.  “And she is not. 

Nay, there is an injury on her.” 

“It’s not always that simple, Tonka.”  But she didn’t try to explain.  Even if it were something as banal as flunking out due to too much partying, Tonka wouldn’t be able to grasp the sense of failure Rhiannon must be feeling.  Here, there was no room for hurt feelings.  She only had to look three bubbling pots down the row to see little Mescha, Ven’s young colt born here first year here in Arcadia.  Little Mescha, who wanted to be a hunter, just as Tonka had been in his first years, but Mescha’s eyes couldn’t even bring the ladle at the end of his arm into focus.  His place was here now, no matter what he wanted, and it was just that simple. 

“Aye, well.”  Tonka’s forehoof scraped and he turned from the window. 

He ran his eyes distractedly over the room, and Taryn, watching him, saw it briefly as he did—not the Jiko or those who worked there, but only food enough for another day and kinsmen with strong bodies.  “I shall reserve my judgment until she returns, but this much I shall tell you plainly.  She has impressed me a great deal.” 

“Did she?”  Taryn found herself smiling.  “That’s nice to hear.  You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about what she said.” 

“Of roads.”  Tonka nodded, glancing once more out the window before he joined her at the table.  “Those were powerful words indeed.  It was the first time, I confess, that I truly saw your blood in her.” 

“Hm.”  Taryn shook her head and shelled beans.  “Well, I really hope you didn’t say so.” 

“Lady?”  Tonka’s brows rose, then knit.  “Tis no insult to be named kin to one of greatness.” 

“Maybe not, but when you’re a second child, you spend a lot of time being compared to the first one.” 

“On Earth.”  Shappa thumped down a full bowl of beans at her elbow and swept the shelled ones away.  He stalked off, muttering in Far. 

She could have argued, but there wasn’t much point.  That kind of jealousy was too much a luxury in this life.  If she were to tell Morathi that she 101

 

saw Tonka’s wisdom in her words, the young filly would unquestionably take it as a compliment, not a shadow she had to live under. 

“Anyway,” she sighed.  “I was thinking about it.  About spokes strengthening a wheel and the way roads make outsiders see a connected land. 

Tonka, do you think the Valley is united within itself?” 

Tonka’s expression remained unchanged, but he grew very still.  Judging by the silence that dropped over the others in the Jiko, she knew she’d come pretty close to a major faux pas. 

“I think,” Tonka said after a lengthy pause, “that we are a land loyal to our lord, and gravely indebted to his strengths and wisdoms.” 

“I know that.” 

“Perhaps I misunderstand the question.” 

She knew he wasn’t really asking for clarification.  He was, in his stoic way, giving her a graceful way to bow out of this inadvertent blunder.  She even considered it, if only to ease his mind.  But what the hey.  She had this terrific hormonal excuse to fall back on if she needed to explain herself later. 

“But is the Valley itself united?” she pressed.  “Not just under Antilles, but to itself?  Put another way, if Antilles had left with the others, would the Valley have elected a new lord, or would it have been absorbed into another lord’s holdings?” 

A number of Ven’s helpers glanced around. 

Tonka’s frown deepened.  It was clear this was a prospect he had never considered.  “I would not know.” 

“I’d imagine the Farasai would have been all right,” Taryn mused.  “But I just don’t know.  Would you, Tonka, travel up and down the Valley like Antilles does to make sure the sileni and the rusakin are safe?” 

“It is not so simple.  Nay,” he said sharply, without looking at her. 

“These are not complications we make for ourselves.  They are true and honest ones.  We Farasai have short lives, unable to achieve the great scope and experience needed by a proper lord.  I would not know how to tend to the sileni. 

I would not even know where to find the rusakin.” 

“Aha!”  Taryn shook her head, watching her hands snap beans and scrape out the waxy treasures within.  It was a lot like watching something on television, something entirely unconnected to her.  “Rhiannon’s right.  This place needs roads.” 

“Perhaps.  Yet our lord is also right.  There is work enough for the present.”  Tonka leaned over her shoulder to watch her work.  The Bean Channel. 

All beans, all the time.  Hypnotic.  “Tis easy enough for Rhiannon to say, ‘Build, aye, only build,’ but there are labors fit for thee and labors that are not.” 

“You surprise me, Tonka,” she said, pausing to stare at him.  “I didn’t think any labor was beneath a person.” 
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“Beneath?  Nay, you mistake my meaning.”  And insult me, said those hot eyes.  But his voice stayed mild as he said, “Tis not that the labor itself is unfit, but that the risk to thee is.  Thee shall be our lord’s wedded mate.  We shall not place thee in the path of harm.” 

“Have you ever heard of a necessary risk?” 

“Aye.”  He clipped the word off short and punctuated it with a warning stamp.  “But ‘tis no necessary thing if other hands be ready.” 

“If those ready hands aren’t building, then it falls to me to build.” 

“Taryn!”  Tonka clapped his palms over his eyes and took several deep, calming breaths.  “This contrariness,” he said between clenched teeth, “would seem to me a symptom of an ailment requiring tonics.” 

“Don’t threaten me, ya big galoot,” she said, smirking.  “And just look what you’re doing to your paints.” 

He took his hands away and looked, scowling at the black smears left by his leader’s markings.  He marched down the row of tables to the nearest wash bowl and scrubbed, calling back, “Tis not threat, let me assure thee.  I can see thee already, striding into the plains with pick and spade and belly reaching to the morrow, ready to carve a damned road to prove thy stone-headed point.  Stand down!” he finished loudly, shaking water from his fingers.  “Tis no weakness to let others carry once in a while!” 

Taryn opened her mouth to concede and Tonka silenced her with a cut of his hand, splashing her with stray droplets.  She tried again and he reared to beat both hooves on the ground.  “Tonka!” she cried, laughing. 

“Ven!  Tonics!  She’s foaming at the mouth!”  And off he went, calling wholly unnecessary commands to the Farasai in the commons, probably just to keep from having to hear any last words out of her. 

“Ah, kinswoman.”  Ven’s smile was kind, her eyes bright with laughter, and yet her hands were preparing bitter tea for those tonics.  “Thee never has known when to stop.” 

“I’ll know when the time comes,” she promised, and held out her hand for the tea. 



103

 































20.  Reasonable Adults 



Late that night, nestled in the crook of her lover’s strong arm, Taryn opened her eyes.  She thought of spokes in a wheel and a land connected to itself. 

She thought of the satyrs Antilles didn’t dare invite to the wedding and who he’d vowed would never have a road to their Wood.  She thought of necessary risk. 

“Tilly?” she whispered. 

He rumbled incoherently. 

“Tilly, if I wanted to go—” 

“Nay.” 

“But—” 

“Nay.” 

“You could come with—” 

“Nay.” 

She rolled away from him, irritated.  He turned onto his side, spooning comfortably against her back, and nuzzled the nape of her neck.  No one ruined a pout like Antilles. 

“We all have to do what we can,” Taryn began. 

“Agreed.  And thee can go to sleep.” 

“Last chance to talk about this like reasonable adults,” she warned him. 

“Lady, if I must waken fully, I shall be forced to make thorough use of thy body’s delights.” 

She giggled, squirming a little back at him.  “But then you’d listen to me?” 

“Nay, then I would return to dreams.” 

“That isn’t fair.” 
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“Nay,” he said, seemingly with real regret.  “Yet such is the way of the world.” 

“I have people who are unswervingly obedient to my wishes, you know.” 

“Aye?  Then talk to them.  I am sleeping.” 

“Suit yourself,” said Taryn, and closed her eyes again. 
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21.  Pan’s Wood  



Romany’s Road ended in a tiny clearing somewhere within a thick forest.  His song faltered.  He staggered forward a step and then dropped to his knees.  He bent, his hands braced on his thighs, and trembled with every panting breath. 

“Are you all right?” Taryn asked. 

Romany’s shoulders tensed.  His fingers clenched on his scarlet trousers. 

“I can go no further,” he said.  “The way is dark and dense.” 

“Okay.”  She gave his shoulder a pat without thinking and then had to pretend not to see him flinch.  “I’m sorry.  I’m asking a lot.  I appreciate your effort.”  She wasn’t sure, since he was bowed so low and his hair hung over most of his face, but she thought he rolled his eyes.  It made her smile and she couldn’t help needling him a bit.  “You’re so sweet.  How ‘bout a kiss for luck?” 

Now he looked up, openly unsure for the briefest instant.  Then he stood and got very discreetly away from her.  “Does thee know the dangers of this place?” he asked, more than a little gruffly. 

“Satyrs and fauns.”  She nodded, trying to look solemn. 

“And still thee would go on?” 

“I’ll be okay.” 

Romany looked skeptical, but not concerned.  In that moment, he very much resembled the real Romany.  It was a ‘my fool’ sort of look, only without the real Romany’s affection to soften it.  “The door of my power is closing,” he said.  “Mean thee truly to go on alone?” 
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Her smile faded.  “This is important,” she said.  “Someone has to do something.” 

“Tis a matter for the lord of this land.” 

Taryn ducked her head, thinking.  “My father once told me that we’re all responsible for the world we live in.  If we see something that’s wrong, it’s up to us to try and make it right, because when we stop being part of the solution, we start being part of the problem.” 

“Hm.”  Romany reached up to stroke the dangling ends of his mustache. 

“Shall thy lord see it so, I wonder?  Or shall he see the wanderings of his consort as a larger problem and exact a vengeance upon those who aided thee?” 

“If you really think so,” Taryn said, “then go ahead and take me home. 

The last thing I want to do is make trouble for you.” 

Romany hummed again, staring at her. 

“But I want to do this.  I understand the risk, but I have to do something. 

Someone has to try to bring these people together.  This should be one land, and no one should be excluded for any reason.  These are people and I have to believe they’re good people.” 

“Does thee truly?” Romany murmured.  There was a glint of gold deep in his dark eyes.  He looked away, frowning. 

“I want to thank you for helping me,” Taryn said.  “No matter what happens next, I will always be grateful for your help today.” 

Romany did not reply.  He continued to send his hard stare into the trees, showing her only the cruel, angular cut of his profile.  Goodbyes seemed inappropriate and she knew he didn’t like to be touched by humans, or at least, not by her.  After a while, Taryn turned away and started walking. 

She had gone maybe a dozen steps when she heard his song rise, grow thin, and fade.  She knew she was alone then.  Her footing seemed to slip.  She stopped, hugging the side of the nearest tree until the strength came back to her bones.  Then she kept walking. 
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22.  First Contact 



The forest was old.  The trees that grew there formed a canopy so thick, Taryn was forced to walk in unending twilight.  Her way was clear enough; what little light penetrated the overhead branches wasn’t enough, it seemed, to allow for the growth of bushes or other plants.  There were only trees—trees five, ten, even twenty feet thick.  She couldn’t see their tops.  She wandered, hopelessly lost, not knowing whether she would stumble onto satyrs or humans or simply come back out into the plains. 

She saw no animals, although she heard them moving and calling to one another high overhead.  In the trees, there must be a whole world of strange life. 

Here on the ground, there was only green desolation. 

But gradually, the trees began to thin.  Though they got no smaller, there were more openings in the interlocked branches that roofed her, creating pools of sunlight and lush oases of life.  Fruit trees and bushy vines grew wild in these places and Taryn stopped several times to sample them. 

She was picking her way around a bitterby bush when she heard a stealthy rustle, as of a largish body shifting from one leg to another.  Taryn, sucking berry juice from her fingertips, leaned warily out to see whether she was going to have to start running or climbing trees in the next few seconds.  In her condition, she needed a little extra warning. 

What she saw was a young man, a boy really, eating berries on the other side of the bush.  She froze instinctively, watching with the same sense of quiet wonder as when she’d seen her first deer. 

The boy scarcely reached her shoulders, yet his slender frame held the definite tone of muscle.  His skin had seen a lot of sun, a little too much around 108

 

the shoulders, and there were puckered scars crisscrossing his thin chest.  His eyes were green and guileless, reminding her oddly of the Arkes, or at least, the female Arkes.  His hair was russet, badly-cut, and quite curly, but not long enough to cover the rounded nubs of horn that sprouted from his brow.  Once she saw them, she looked down and saw, sure enough, his wooly legs and tiny hooves.  He wore a sort of skirt, just a scrap of homespun tied around his waist, fastened with a bit of thong and what looked like a human fingerbone. 

A faun, she thought, remembering what Antilles had once told her about how to tell them apart.  The satyrs would be larger and their horns more impressive.  And they would be more dangerous. 

She watched him pick berries, wondering how best to go about this.  She didn’t want to scare him, which she knew she’d do by speaking.  Of course, if she did nothing at all and he happened to look up and see her just staring at him from two feet away, she’d probably give him a heart attack.  Nervously, Taryn raised her hand and shook the berry bush. 

The faun casually got a grip on the part of the bush he was harvesting, only glancing up after he’d had several more bitterbys.  Then he froze.  The berry in his fingers burst, spattering his narrow face and staring eyes with purple juice. 

No other part of him moved.  There was a soft drizzling sound, horribly recognizable; he’d wet himself. 

“It’s all right,” Taryn said softly, urgently. 

The faun’s eyes rolled back.  He dropped. 

“Oh dear.”  Taryn hurried around the side of the bush to find him in a heap, breathing shallowly and far too pale.  Taryn struggled into a kind of crouch to get a hold of him.  Straining, she dragged him away from bitterby thorns and the pee-soaked soil.  She arranged him as best she could on some softer ground, then backed up and sat down to both rest her back and look as benign as possible. 

His eyelids fluttered.  Taryn, in a fit of desperation, started singing. 

“Toora loora loora…Hush now, don’t you cry…” 

The faun opened his eyes.  His chest began to heave. 

“Toora loora loora…” 

He looked at her, then sat up and kicked slowly back until he was pressed tight against the trunk of a tree.  “No, please,” he said.  His was a little voice, a helpless and a hopeless voice.  “No, not again.” 

Taryn stopped singing.  “I won’t hurt you,” she said, and showed him her open hands. 

“No, no.  No, please.  Please, it still hurts.”  The faun began to cry, without sobs, without changing his expression or his tone.  Tears rolled down his cheeks and dripped from his beardless chin, but his small voice only droned on. 

“Please, let me go.” 

“I won’t hurt you,” she said again.  “I just want to talk.” 
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“No.”  He looked down at his damp skirt and a crease appeared between his eyes.  He plucked at the wet folds, then let go and looked at her again.  His lips trembled. 

“I’m Taryn,” she said. 

He said nothing. 

“Here.”  Taryn scooted back, then drew her knife and punched a hole in the skirt of her own shift before quickly resheathing it.  The faun shivered, but that was all as Taryn ripped the bottom eighteen inches of her skirt away.  She offered it to him. 

The faun looked at her legs.  Tears fell soundlessly, but he took the cloth. 

Taryn turned around to give him privacy, resigning herself to a scramble of hooves as he sprinted away.  She heard instead a slow rustle as the faun stood up and untied his skirt, then the purr of tearing cloth as he opened the seam on hers, then more rustling as he tied it on, and finally silence.  When she glanced hesitantly back, he was still there, still crying.  He held his wet skirt in both hands, twisting it as he waited. 

“Are you okay?” Taryn asked. 

The faun wiped at his eyes and shivered again. 

“I’m not going to hurt you.  I swear I’m not.  I just want to talk to you.” 

She studied his pale face and shaking hands, then added, “If you’re too scared, I could talk to someone else.” 

His lips moved.  There might have been a word in there somewhere, but she couldn’t tell what it was without sound. 

Encouraged, she touched her heart.  “I’m Taryn.” 

He hunched his shoulders and looked around.  “I want to go now,” he said, and his face crumpled into hopeless defeat.  “Please, let me go!” 

Taryn sighed and stood up, stepping away from him.  “Go ahead.” 

“Don’t hurt me anymore!” 

“I won’t.  You can go.” 

He stood there, crying harder.  “Please!  Not again!  Please!” 

Taryn hugged her own arms to keep from reaching and touching him. 

The urge to comfort was strong, but she didn’t know how and looking at him now, she wondered for the first time if she was doing the right thing at all.  She’d expected hostility, not this…this heart-wrenching exhibition of past pain.  “I’m sorry,” she told him, and started walking again. 

He never moved.  She looked back once just before the trees swallowed him from sight and he was still standing there, his hand bent and shoulders shaking, with his wet skirt hanging from one hand. 
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23.  Dryleaf 



Dryleaf knelt on rows of smoke-hardened saplings, a bowl of pitch searing his nostrils, working in silence to finish the store-room roof while keeping one ear on the fauns in the garden below.  His back burned.  The sun had eaten through the mud he’d coated himself in earlier, and now it blistered his skin.  He ignored it for now.  If he climbed down to reapply protection, he would lose precious daylight.  It was summer.  There had been many days of dry heat, but rain had fallen recently and Starfall told him there would be more very soon, and so the roof must be finished.  This meant undoing much of what the fauns had done before him.  Now the hour was growing late and all the years of his life weighed heavily on his aching bones. 

He heard his name called, but not by one of the fauns and not in the tone of timidity with which he was so often interrupted.  It was Burntbrow below him and Dryleaf needed no more than his own name to know it was bad.  It was very bad. 

“Browse is in your hut,” Burntbrow said.  “You must speak with him immediately.” 

Dryleaf frowned.  Behind Burntbrow, his fellow satyrs were swiftly halting the working fauns and herding them indoors.  Armor was being donned. 

Spears and bows were finding hands. 

His jaw tightened.  “So,” he said, and went to the ladder.  He spared the kennels a single bitter glance as he walked to his hut.  The creatures they contained huddled back from him.  Wise.  He had never killed a captive outright, but he would not deny the urge had been on him before and with each new onslaught of this nature, that urge came on him again. 
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Browse stood before the cold coals of Dryleaf’s hearth.  His fingers and his face were stained with berry juice, though tears had cleaned him somewhat. 

The wrap he’d worn that morning was in his hand, stained with urine.  In its place, a long swatch of linen finer than any made here in the village. 

Dryleaf took in all these things in silence.  When he could trust his voice to be gentle, he said, “Tell me all, little one.” 

Browse came to him at once, dropping his soiled wrap.  Dryleaf took the shivering faun into his arms and held him close, staring into the ashes of his unlit hearth.  He could feel Browse clutching at his groin, a despairing plea for tangible comforts.  Another day, he would have allowed it, but time was pressing and the night was falling fast. 

“Tell me, little one,” he said again, and this time, Browse spoke.  Dryleaf listened and when the faun began, as they did so often, to repeat himself in broken fragments or confuse himself, Dryleaf gently put him aside and sent him down into the coolroom.  He strapped into his armor, shouldered a quiver, and took up his bow.  The village center, empty now but for satyrs armed for battle, was silent when he emerged. 

“Starfall.  Coldwater.  Stay with the fauns.”  He set out into the woods and his warriors followed.  There was no talk.  None was needed. 

It was not difficult to follow Browse’s back-trail.  He, like so many of the fauns, followed so consistently in his habits that he had worn a visible trail into the ground from the village to the bushes he frequented.  More difficult was locating the human’s tracks, but only marginally so.  She made no effort to disguise them. 

Dryleaf knelt.  He plucked a linen thread from the ground and closed it grimly in his fist.  “Burntbrow and I shall take this one,” he said.  “The rest of you, trace her path and hunt down the army that follows her.  If you see a weapon, kill the man that carries it.”  He stood, tossing the thread away.  “As slowly as you like.” 
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24.  Satyrs, Fauns, and Fools 



It was getting late.  She really thought she’d have found someone else by now, or failing that, come back out into the plains.  But it wasn’t her imagination, it really was getting darker.  She had nothing with her to make a camp.  Not that she had any great fear of freezing to death in this sweltering heat, but a fire was the best way to keep predators of the Valley at bay.  Even if she hadn’t seen any yet, she had to assume they were out there. 

What should she do?  All her life, the cardinal rule for people lost in the woods was to stay put and let yourself get found.  However, Antilles and any rescue team were probably days away and these were some big, scary woods. 

Not that she had much of a choice. 

Taryn slowed down, heaving a sigh as she looked around in the darkening forest.  There wasn’t even a suggestion of shelter to be had unless she felt like climbing a tree.  She looked up hopelessly at fifty feet of branchless trunk and rubbed her swollen stomach. 

Twin points of steel touched her throat just under her chin, one on either side.  Even her blood stopped moving.  Taryn tried to roll an eye back and the blade on that side dug in a little deeper. 

“Do not look at me,” someone said.  A man’s voice, gruff and oddly reedy in tone. 

A blur on her right.  She felt the tugging of her knife freed from her belt. 

“Cerosan steel,” someone muttered, and then, sharply, “How came you by it, human?” 

“It was a gift.”  There was no answer to that and she ventured a cautious, 

“My name is Taryn.” 
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“I did not ask and I do not believe it in any case.”  Her slingshot and stone pouch were taken in two quick, impersonal jerks.  “Whatever your plan, human, it was for naught.  My warriors will slay those you bring behind you. 

You are caught and you will be held.” 

“I didn’t bring anyone with me,” she said.  “I came to talk to you.” 

One of them laughed, a furiously indulgent sound.  “I have no interest in talk.” 

A steel point went away.  Her arms were seized and bound behind her. 

As soon as she was immobilized, the other spear withdrew and she was roughly turned to face them. 

‘They are seldom kind,’ Antilles had said once, ‘and are often cruel.’  

She had never seen a person so built to embody cruelty. 

They were her height, perhaps an inch or two taller, and muscled in ways that only hard work and warfare can do to a body.  Their faces were broad and flat, considerably more goatish than the Arkes had been.  Their noses were little more than V-shaped slits over a wide, lipless mouth.  But their eyes were the worst—yellow, with a goat’s evil-looking sideways iris, narrowed and burning with hate.  What skin was visible beneath their armor was heavily scarred.  Their hooves, like their curved horns, were capped with razor-honed steel, every bit as lethal looking as the tips of the spears they held.  These were not their only weapons, or even the most intimidating; both satyrs wore leather kilts divided in the front by huge leather codpieces, suggestive of savage erections.  It was a chilling reality to face.  Taryn knew the stories and she had acknowledged the possibility of rape on setting out, but standing here now, she realized she’d been expecting…no, been counting on the satyr-myths of Earth to be as unreliable as those concerning minotaurs and centaurs. 

And she was wrong. 

One of them, the one who had taken her things, handed them now to the other so that he could grip Taryn’s chin.  He turned her for his scrutiny, showing blunt teeth in a distracted sneer, then rubbed some of her hair between his fingers.  His gaze dropped to her belly and narrowed again. 

“I only wanted to talk to you,” Taryn said, speaking softly, as if to avoid spooking a shy animal.  Or a dangerous one.  “I didn’t mean to scare him and I never would have hurt him.” 

“And so you live,” said the satyr, now lifting her skirt to examine her legs.  “And shall live, I should think, to dearly regret your poor judgment in accepting this mission.”  He dropped her skirt and motioned to the other satyr. 

“Kennel her,” he said, and left them. 

“B-but I didn’t do anything,” Taryn stammered.  She blinked around at the other satyr, stupidly seeking his help. 

He gave her a shove to start her moving. 
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From some dark corner of her stunned brain, the voice of optimism spoke up.  ‘Well, at least you’ll have shelter tonight.’ 

She laughed shrilly, was answered by another shove, and started walking. 

It wasn’t a long walk at all, although the company certainly made it feel that way.  Each time that she stumbled, stabbing spearheads forced her back to her feet; if she slowed to better find her balance on the dark path, she caught a fist to her shoulder or kidney and fell anyway.  She tried to talk to them, and oddly enough, they let her talk without hitting her, but they didn’t answer, didn’t even look at her, and in the end, she quit trying.  She just walked, both hands wrapped around her belly for whatever futile protection that would give her against the next inevitable fall, and presently they came to what must be the home of the satyrs. 

The village—so much like the Arkes village—consisted of a dozen large huts and perhaps another dozen smaller ones, all made from thin, woven branches coated with clay and grass, and topped with more branches.  They were in the middle of repairs to the largest building.  The air stank of tilled earth, green wood, smoke, excrement, and hot pitch.  There were a number of little gardens dotting the village grounds, just a few rows of blisterpod here, a vine-covered grape arbor there, a small patch of melons and a few stalks of corn.  Crudely-fashioned hoes and trowels lay abandoned in the dirt. 

The scent of filth and hot bodies grew stronger as she was propelled through the huts toward the center of the village.  She braced herself, but there was no way to be prepared for what she saw when she came around the side of the last building.  The double row of cages lashed together and back-to-back provided room for twenty captives.  Half of them were empty but for a low drift of straw.  The other half were not. 

“How?” Taryn whispered, staring.  “How could you do this?” 

The satyr behind her kicked her in the back of her knee.  She dropped like a stone, but was yanked up short before she struck the ground by a fist knotted in her hair.  He set her roughly on her knees, then pushed her forward. 

“Starfall!” the satyr called.  “Shackles!” 

Taryn’s gasping breaths stirred up choking clouds of dust.  She stared into the soil, seeing hoofprints, pebbles, and bits of chaff.  Not much of a view, but better by far than raising her head to see the kennels and the miserable things they contained. 

The miserable  people they contained. 

She couldn’t even be sure they were all human, but some of them were, so they probably all were, even the slack-eyed, crook-limbed, rocking, keening one clawing over and over at her scarred and infected arms.  The knowledge that Antilles was coming for her was as dull and insignificant a thing as the drone of the flies crawling at the corners of the captives’ eyes. 
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She felt cold steel close on her left ankle and heard the click of a key in a tumbler lock.  She looked around then, first at the heavy iron she now wore, and then up at the satyr who had fixed it to her.  “I’m not sorry I came,” she heard herself say, much to her surprise. 

He uttered a breathy bleat and leaned over to put his face nearly on a level with hers.  “You will be.” 

“Do you want her?” the first satyr asked, just as if he were offering a glass of iced tea. 

The second satyr, still just inches from her face, smiled. 

Taryn lifted her chin.  She wouldn’t beg him not to.  She was certain he could see the fear in her and she wouldn’t try to hide it or pretend she didn’t feel it, but she absolutely refused to beg. 

Slowly, the satyr’s smile faded.  His eyes flicked down.  He looked at her hands, clenched white on the ground and trembling.  He straightened up.  “Were there others?” 

“Not that I saw.”  The first satyr pulled her up by the hair and dragged her to an empty cage.  It was tall enough to stand in if she hunched over, wide enough to lie down if she curled up.  Her arms were freed from their bonds and she went in on her hands and knees.  The door was shut, chained, and locked. 

Taryn sat down awkwardly, putting her back against the bars as so many of the other prisoners did and resting her feet against the opposite wall.  She hugged her stomach and looked up at the satyrs. 

They were ignoring her now, stepping away to talk.  One of them muttered at the other too low to be overheard, while the other called out in a nonsensical yodel that was clearly Arcadia’s allez-allez-in-for-free.  Fauns began to pour out from hide-covered doorways almost at once, followed by yet another satyr.  One of these moved away to speak with the new one, and the first, the one who’d marched her here and kicked her to her knees just moments ago, now hunkered down before her with an expression of polite inquiry.  “Are you thirsty?” he asked. 

Taryn’s head rocked back and struck the bars.  She had a fleeting mental movie—venturing a nod and receiving a roaring, “Too bad!” or perhaps a cup of dirty water thrown in her face.  But he seemed so bizarrely sincere.  She chose to trust him and nodded. 

“Are you injured?” 

She had to laugh.  “Someone scraped my knees for me.” 

His yellow eyes narrowed and the barest flicker of a smile raised half his mouth, but only for an instant.  Then he straightened up and went away. 

“Jesus, ‘are you hurt’,” Taryn muttered and picked chaff out of her hair. 

She glanced to one side, looking down the long row of kennels at all her fellow captives.  Only three of them were looking back, and two of those dropped their eyes as soon as Taryn met them.  The third, her next-cage neighbor, offered a 116

 

tentative smile every bit as heart-breaking as the faun’s tears had been in the forest.  “Hi,” said Taryn. 

The other woman nodded and scratched at her elbow.  She was a little thing.  Not much younger than Taryn, maybe, but smaller all around.  She still wore the remains of what had probably been an ill-fitting dress to begin with, but whatever its color had been once, it was a horrible grey-brown now.  Patches of sweat darkened nearly the entire bodice, helping it to cling to her small body. 

Her hair was short, springy, unwashed, unbrushed, and so grimed it was hard to say just what color it was.  Her face, though, that was still pretty in spite of the filth.  Her eyes, blue as cornflowers, held no hope, but in a way that made it clear they never had and could be content without it. 

“I’m Taryn,” said Taryn.  “Um…who are you?” 

The girl looked surprised.  “Molly,” she said, in a laughing, are-you-kidding sort of way.  Gradually, confusion set in as Taryn apparently missed the joke.  She gripped their shared bars and huddled a little closer.  “You mean you ain’t?” 

The girl’s accent was so thick and her words so bewildering that Taryn was still trying to decipher them when the satyr came back and attracted all her attention.  He offered her a dipper of water from a wooden bucket.  It was warm and tasted stale, and he wouldn’t let go of the dipper.  She drank anyway, then poured the last swallow into her palm and scrubbed her face.  Molly beside her ducked her head and rubbed self-consciously at her own cheek.  The satyr glanced her way, then filled his dipper and poured it out slowly into her hands so that she could give herself a clumsy bath. 

“What name shall we give at the barricade?” the satyr asked, watching Molly splash herself. 

“What barricade?” 

He glanced back at her, distinctly unamused.  “So be it,” he said, and took his bucket and his dipper on down the row of kennels. 

Molly was giving her that are-you-kidding stare again, this time without laughing. 

Taryn craned to see past her, following the slow retreat of the satyr. 

“Can you tell me who’s in charge here?” she called. 

“Charge.”  The satyr sent her another assessing stare.  “Our Speaker, you mean.” 

“I guess so.” 

“Why would you ask?” 

“Well.”  Taryn uttered that surreal laugh again.  “As I appear to have a little time on my hands, I figure why not say what I came here to say in the first place?” 

“Perhaps because we do not care to listen to more human lies.” 
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“I don’t particularly care to sit in a cage,” Taryn remarked.  “But I’m doing it.” 

“We have a choice.” 

“Whether or not to listen?” 

“Whether or not to allow you to speak.” 

A variety of meanings, from a dirty gag to severed tongue, took a leisurely stroll through Taryn’s mind.  At the end of it, and as the satyr was pouring a drink into the listless hands of the last captive woman, Taryn said, “I didn’t do anything to deserve this.” 

He bleated, but didn’t look at her. 

“Has anyone here done anything to you, or do you just torture the ones who can’t fight back?” 

Molly let go of the bars and backed as far away from Taryn as her cramped conditions could allow.  The satyr dumped the rest of the dipper unceremoniously over his captive’s head and thumped the bucket onto the ground.  He turned around and came back to Taryn one measured step at a time. 

She got her feet under her, gripping the overhead bars warily. 

The satyr reached into her kennel.  His hand closed on her bodice.  He pulled, making it look offhand even as she was slammed forward into the wooden bars.  He waited while she finished her slaps and struggles, and when he had her full attention, he very softly said, “You are none of you harmless, human. 

You are a disease on the skin of this world.  You infect and kill by your very existence.” 

“I haven’t done anything to you.  I don’t even know anyone who’s done anything to you.” 

He shook his head without taking his eyes from her.  “Browse,” he called.  “Come.” 

One of the fauns just trickling into the commons shrank back and then came toward them.  Taryn, still pressed painfully tight against the bars, could see a swatch of her own skirt around his slender hips.  She recognized the scars next. 

Her faun from the woods. 

“He wanders,” the satyr said, giving the faun a faint, fatherly sort of smile.  “And he gets lost easily.  By the time we knew he was missing, he had already been taken.  We caught them before they had reached the barricade, but they had time enough.  Go on now, little one.” 

The faun, his eyes clouded by shame and sorrow, turned to go, revealing scars all down his back to match those on his chest. 

“When they could no longer see what they were striking on his back, they held him and whipped his front.  They made him watch the blood spray away at each swing of the human’s arm.  He had never seen such blood.  They laughed.  He had never known that anyone could laugh at such a thing.  Then 118

 

they used him, by ones and twos, before tying him and taking him away.  He dreams of it every night.” 

Taryn could not speak.  The satyr studied her without expression and finally released her.  “We will never whip you,” he said.  “Behold our mercy.” 

As he walked away with his water bucket, a dirty hand reached through the bars on Taryn’s left to catch at her arm.  Molly looked at the smears her fingers had left on Taryn’s skin, her brows knitting, then raised her head to search Taryn’s face in earnest fellowship.  “They won’t, yeah?  They really won’t.  They never hits you unless you hits ‘em first.  It’s not so bad here.” 

Taryn leaned slowly out to look down the line of all the other women. 

Molly moved to intercept her gaze again. 

“It don’t hurt so much after the first few days.  And they always feeds you after.”  Molly bit at her lower lip, then lowered her voice, losing none of her caged vibrancy.  “I never seen you, ever.” 

“I’m not from around here.” 

“Then why did you come?”  This was not Molly, but the woman behind her, and until Taryn heard her raw, desolate voice, she thought her to be thirty years older than it seemed she was.  The face was thin, contorted by anger and masked by filth.  It was impossible to read her years there.  Her age was in her eyes, whole lifetimes of torture shining out with baffled clarity.  “Why would you, you damn fool?” 

Taryn’s heart sank.  She looked at them, at all of them—humans, fauns, and satyrs—each in their own kind of misery.  She said, “I came to help.” 

There was no hope in any eye that met hers. 

“Damn fool,” the woman spat again and curled up, crying. 

“Yeah.”  Taryn sat back, staring into the straw of her new home.  “So I’ve been told.” 
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25.  Dryleaf 



It was dark and the moon had risen, hung, and sunk again before Dryleaf and his warriors returned to the village.  Starfall was waiting for them, sitting in the village center with his back against the storehouse and Browse’s head pillowed on his thigh.  The humans were sleeping, all but one, and that one met his narrow eyes without fear.  He chose to ignore her for now. 

Starfall’s gaze wandered over each satyr as armor came off.  “No injured,” he remarked. 

“We met no troops.”  Dryleaf went into his hut to lay down the trappings of war.  Soon, Starfall followed, bringing a sleepy-eyed Browse with him.  It would be days before the faun settled enough to join the others in the sleeping lodge, days before he would leave off this clinging and crying.  Dryleaf’s heart charred in his chest.  His voice was stone as he said, “When we called to strike bargain for her return, we were named liars.  They say they have no missing.” 

“And she says she knows of no barricade.”  Starfall allowed Browse to come in under his arm.  He patted the faun’s shoulder distractedly, his eyes wandering through the open window to the night skies beyond.  “She says it convincingly.” 

“What of it?” Dryleaf asked brusquely.  His back itched and ached. 

Sunburn and dried mud.  He grappled with anger and gradually mastered it.  “She comes from some other encampment, then.  They are all the same.” 

“From Rucombe, she claims.” 

Dryleaf froze.  “Rucombe has once more fallen?  Gods, no.” 

But Starfall shook his head.  “She claims kinship to the Farasai there.” 
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He remained frozen, now stunned to stillness by the magnitude of the lie. 

Starfall took advantage of the silence to say, “There is rumor, you know, of a human—” 

Dryleaf yanked his wooden chestplate off and flung it into the wall with a loud clatter, frightening Browse into a leaping sprint out the door.  “Our lord would never send his woman to meet with us alone!  And that is the hinge-pin of her evil plan!  To pretend at that identity, to be given welcome, and then to return to her kind and lead them here!  She thinks we will be fooled by this performance, that we will show pity to her and her belly!  Well, I am not fooled, and she is not going anywhere!  She is mine until she dies and if the gods are fair, it will be a short wait!” 

Starfall remained at the window throughout this show of rage, only to nod once at the end of it, and leave him without speaking.  Dryleaf stood shaking for several seconds more, hating the silence.  He kicked viciously at his chestplate, and then began to pace his empty hut.  In the darkness, he could see the human clearly.  He could see the thin threads of light on her hair, see the shine of fear and confusion in her dark eyes, hear the urgency in her voice when she said she came to speak with him.  It enraged him more than any open challenge or true steel ever had.  It was the lie of it.  That she dared to look at him and lie! 

Dryleaf stalked out into the village center.  It was quiet now, empty.  His warriors, hollowed by a day of anticipation that had never led to battle, had gone inside to sleep, leaving the captives in their cages.  The newest of them watched him come, unafraid. 

“Speak, then,” he said on reaching her.  “You have given your life and the life you carry for these words, so speak them.” 

She frowned slightly, studying him.  “No,” she said. 

Dryleaf recoiled, too stunned even for anger.  “No?” he echoed stupidly. 

“No what?” 

“You’ve made up your mind.  I won’t waste my breath.” 

“Your breath belongs to me now!” he snarled, striking at his chest. 

She uttered a single pant he recognized with shock as laughter.  “No, it doesn’t.  Nothing I have and nothing I am belongs to you.”  She said this from her kennel.  She said it with a smile.  “When you feel like listening, then I’ll talk.” 

He started to leave, but rage would not allow it.  He swung back, stabbing at her with weapons of speech.  “No one would offer for you,” he told her.  “No one even admitted to knowing you were gone.  Abandon any hope of rescue.” 

She smiled again, crookedly this time, and said nothing. 

He could not do this.  His back, gods, all his body screamed discomfort and his temper heeded those cries without reason.  He would kill her where she 121

 

sat if he stood here much longer.  He turned sharply and unlocked the next cage. 

The captive within, as most of them now were, was awake.  He pulled her from her kennel and started for his hut. 

The human needling him unexpectedly unleashed a shriek that seemed to give perfect voice to the rage burning in his own black heart.  She had rocked forward onto her knees, had gripped the bars and shook them, displaying all the caged fury and frenzy so markedly absent from her just moments before.  “You sick bastard, you put her back!” she screamed. 

Dryleaf looked at the human in his grip, then at the other in her kennel. 

“If you’re mad at me, then you take me, you goddamned sadist!” 

The thought was not in the least appealing.  Dryleaf gripped his human’s wrist tighter, glaring at his furious prisoner.  “I have no taste for brood sow.” 

“You bastard!  You  beast!” 

Dryleaf basked in the sun of this sight, holding his unresisting human in one hand, and waited until he saw tears in the eyes of his captive.  “Your time will come,” he promised.  “For me, and for all of us.” 

She stopped struggling and stared at him through her bars.  Her face was tight with anger, her eyes accusing and cold as stars. 

Dryleaf turned his back on her and the flickering unquiet her stare sparked in him.  Returning to his hut with the human in his grip, Dryleaf was not unaware of the attention this little commotion had caused.  Satyrs, worn thin by the stress of this long day, showed their faces at windows and open doors.  Some went back inside when he passed by.  One or two others spared his human an introspective glance and then went to collect one for their own relief.  It sent the new one, this Taryn, into whole new frenzies which could only be dimmed by the closing of his hut’s door.  Dryleaf shut his ears to the sound.  They all did some screaming at first. 


The human with him now was a quiet sort and always had been.  He took her to the bed and she sat while he attached the chain to her shackle.  There was water in the pot, boiled that morning and ready to wash him.  Dryleaf dipped his hand, found it cooler than the stuffy air of his hut at least, and drank a little.  His back itched, but the needs of his loins were more pressing. 

The human was lying on his bed when he turned to her, her ragged shift pulled high over her hips.  She betrayed no outward sign of fear or anxiety, yet there was a shiver in her, one set in her soul if not in her flesh.  Taryn’s screams and curses from the village center were, perhaps, putting her as much on edge as he.  It could hardly be fear of this impending act, after all.  He had taken her many times.  Her body held no secrets from him, nor his, he supposed, from her. 

He found her familiarity restful most of the time.  Tonight, with that secret shiver in her and Taryn’s cries hanging in the air, it irritated him. 

“Don’t look at me,” he said, undressing. 
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She rolled onto her belly obligingly, sliding off the bed onto her knees. 

She rested her head on a fold of bedding and closed her eyes.  Dryleaf nudged her legs apart; she moved them wide without comment and closed them again after he had knelt between them.  She made no sound when he entered her. 

Dryleaf pulled in tight breath and let it out slow.  The woman’s flesh was firm.  Sweat, his and hers, moistened their joining, and she was familiar, she was warm and soft.  He rested his palm on the small of her back, feeling the waves his movements sent through her.  Peaceful as the tide. 

The tide.  He had lived in the village of his fathers beside the Western Sea.  He remembered the salty taste of the air.  He remembered climbing down to the hoof-tripping sand to dig for shellmeat, wading out into the frothy ocean waters to spear fish and catch turtles.  Then humans came.  He recalled nothing of that save smoke.  And then the journey east, over the Wastes and over the mountains.  So many of them had died in that crossing.  He remembered his father’s body, left rigid and slowly dusted over with snow.  And coming down into the Valley, he remembered that, seeing it as blasted by winter as the mountains had been.  There was no haven of green at the end of that icy road. 

The road never ended.  It still hadn’t ended. 

Through the mist of his memories, he felt his body release.  He sighed again, gave the girl beneath him a pat where his hand rested, as though she were a faun he had to remind to rise once mating was done.  The human responded as one, raising her head and blinking around in sleepy-eyed confusion.  He rose and went to fetch his water, setting it to the side of the bed with a groan. 

“Bathe me,” he said wearily, and held out a washing rag. 

The human obeyed.  This too, she had done before and she was good at it.  She wet down the cracked mud with palmfuls of water and wiped him gently clean, mindful of the sun’s bite. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked suddenly. 

“No.” 

And why should she be hurt, he wondered, annoyed all over again.  He’d done nothing new, nothing brutal.  He turned his head to watch as she came to wash his shoulder, his arm.  Her hands looked pale even in the dim light, like gloves on the ends of her filthy arms.  When had she last been cleaned?  When had any of them? 

“That’s enough,” he said, and took the cloth from her.  He finished in just a few sweeping passes of his chest and face, then backed up, stamping a hoof to quiet his rising tension.  That shiver was back inside her somewhere.  She watched him without moving. 

Dryleaf motioned at the bucket.  “Bathe yourself,” he ordered. 

She seemed surprised, then hesitantly pleased. 

He grunted at her, watching as she knelt and dipped her hands into the water, and then went down to the coolroom for food.  A half-full bottle of wine, a 123

 

crust left over from morning’s cake, three summer apples, a bowl of garden greens, now wilted.  He kept looking until he found a melon in the fruit bin.  The juice would be refreshing, and he knew the human upstairs liked the taste, although she had never said so. 

She was scrubbing at her hair when he came back to her, huddled small on his muddy floor with her chain stretched to its limits.  Dryleaf pushed the pot a little closer to her on his way to the table.  He laid out the supper things and seated himself while he ate an apple and watched the human clean herself.  There were scars on her back and thighs, old and raised even when she was new.  They were shapes he knew.  Sometimes, in the dark, when he woke and did not know where he was, he would touch that small back and feel them, reading her realities, and sleep again. 

When she was finished, or at least, when she stood up and away from the water, Dryleaf took the pot and set it by the door, to be poured out over the crop in the early morning.  He gripped the table and dragged it close to the bed.  The action rolled the melon to her.  She caught it, asked a silent question with her eyes, and smiled at his curt nod.  They ate without speaking, shared the wine until the bottle was dry, and let the darkness mask them both. 

Once she’d eaten the last leaf, he returned the table to its place and then stood and thought.  He did not want to see the new captive again this night. 

What little peace he had was hard-bought and fragile; it would be ruined by even the sight of her.  It was overhot for sharing a bed, but he would suffer it.  This human had spent nearly half her nights of captivity beside him anyway.  This, too, was familiar, calming to his strained nerves. 

He found her again in the dark of his hut and brought her to his bed.  He lay her down and lay beside her.  Her scent, new-washed, was strange to him.  He claimed it, moving atop her and into her in a single movement.  She put her arms around him, but low on his hips.  His back was burned. 

“What do they call you?” he asked.  He could not remember if she had ever told him.  She did not speak except to answer questions, and that was not the sort he would ask. 

“Molly,” she said, the word a puff of warmth against his shoulder. 

He grunted, pulling her legs up to find a deeper fit.  She must have told him.  He’d heard the name.  “Tighten,” he told her. 

She complied, rolling her body in motions that gripped exquisitely.  His seed came swiftly after and he rolled aside and found a cushion for his head. 

Molly. 

The other human had said her name was Taryn.  Her name, even.  He did not believe it. 

This one was Molly.  He laid his hand over her small breast and shut his eyes.  This one, he believed. 
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26.  Left Behind  



Rhiannon walked out of the tall, golden grass of the Valley and onto an empty path between two empty fields.  At first glance, it seemed a peaceful sight, but even then, an oddly disturbing one.  So she looked again, wondering what precisely was bothering her, and this time, she saw tools and plows left abandoned in the rows, overturned baskets spilling harvested crops onto the ground, and a whole circus of motion and shouting happening in the kraal up ahead. 

“What do you suppose this is about?” Rhiannon asked, trying to sound nonchalant.  If she didn’t panic, it wouldn’t be a big deal.  In the back of her mind, growing larger with every slamming beat of her heart, the word ‘baby’ 

pummeled at her. 

The gypsy walking beside her grunted.  A glance his way showed her eyes narrowed to wary slits and a discernable tension in the body beneath his flowing clothes, but no surprise. 

Almost as if he already knew. 

They were spotted.  Horsemen shouted, pointed, and several more came galloping towards her, Tonka among them.  And Antilles, she realized, charging behind them with an axe in his hand and his steel horn flashing low in the sunlight. 

“Is she with you?” Tonka demanded, his eyes white-ringed and crazed. 

“Is she on Earth?” 

Taryn, gone. 
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“No.”  Questions clogged her thoughts.  She took a breath, sorted out the stupid ones, and said, “How long has she been missing?” 

“A day!  A day and a night!”  Tonka’s voice rose and cracked on the last word.  He reared, raking a hand through his hair.  “We’ve tracked her to Stone Break Field and no farther.  We’ve sent runners to her home and to every point other we could conceive her wandering, but she’s gone!  Tis as like she’s vanished into empty air!” 

Into empty air. 

Rhiannon turned all the way around and looked at the gypsy. 

He stared back at her, his lips pressed together. 

So she punched him in the face. 

The burst of shouts and stamping hooves was deafening in its own way, but completely inconsequential.  The gypsy staggered back and dropped on his ass in the road, one hand clutching at his cheek, gaping at her.  Rhiannon grabbed a fistful of his flashy shirt and snarled, “If you don’t think I can hurt you, you are good and goddamn well mistaken, so you had better start talking.” 

Then enormous hands closed on the gypsy’s shoulders and Antilles pulled him out of Rhiannon’s grip.  The gypsy dangled in the air so that Antilles could look into his eyes and Rhiannon learned that there was something more unnerving than a naked minotaur after all. There was an enraged minotaur. 

“Did you take her?” Antilles asked, very very quietly. 

“Only where I was bid!” the gypsy snapped. 

“By whom?” Antilles asked. 

The air around the gypsy shimmered and there was a blast of furnace-heat.  Antilles bellowed pain and threw the gypsy down, his hands smoking and fur singed. 

Rhiannon reached down and grabbed him up while he was still struggling to get his feet under him.  She turned her face away from his retaliatory scorch and then punched him again.  The gypsy uttered a woofing cough which sprayed blood down his shirtfront.  He stared at this in disbelief, then at her.  Her sweat was steaming off her in visible ribbons and her hands were blistering before her eyes, but she held on and she cocked a fist.  “You answer the question!” she warned him. 

“T’was she!” the gypsy shouted, spitting blood onto her face.  It burned. 

“T’was her own damned command, and I, without power to refuse!” 

“Where is she?” Antilles roared. 

“I am not beholden to thee, beast-born!” 

“Stone Field,” said Rhiannon, shoving the gypsy away.  “Where’s Stone Field?” 

“Lady?”  Tonka stamped his hooves, clearly torn between the duty to answer and the urge to kill.  He aimed the point of his runka out across the Valley. 
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“And what else is that way?” 

“Nothing!”  Tonka flanks shuddered and he stamped again, actually cracking the hard-packed earth under him with the force of his hooves.  “There is nothing and more nothing!” 

“Beyond the nothing!”  Rhiannon jerked her thumb over her shoulder. 

“These Roads always go in straight lines.  Distance doesn’t matter.  What’s out there?” 

“Pan’s Wood,” said Antilles, once more scarily quiet. 

And all at once, it was silent. 

“Pray gods it is not so,” Tonka whispered, all in one rush of breath.  He stared at the gypsy.  “Murderer.” 

The gypsy wiped blood from his lip and looked sullen.  “She bid me.” 

“Away, craven wretch.”  Antilles did not raise his voice.  He stared into the plains and his face was very still.  “Go and tell the worm who sired you how nobly-done has been this service to the Lady Taryn.” 

Tonka reared, shouting in Far, and horsemen again broke into action. 

The nearest abandoned cart in the field was tipped, emptied of crop in seconds, and cinched to a horseman’s back.  The sound of gypsy singing was lost in the noise of tightly-reined panic. 

“I’m going with you.” 

Antilles swung on her so fast, Rhiannon had her arms up before she could stop herself.  But no blow came, of course.  His huge hands closed on her shoulders instead.  He gave her a shake, just one, and it shook her right down to the soles of her feet.  “Nay, you will not,” he said, although by that time, words were unnecessary. 

Rhiannon argued anyway.  “She’s my sister!  You can’t stop me!” 

“Oh aye, I can.”  He released her shoulders, raised one hoof, and scraped it along the ground.  “Give me cause and believe you me, I will.” 

Rhiannon looked up into those steely eyes and knew that he’d do it. 

Frowning, she backed down. 

He spared her no further attention.  Gesturing to the horsemen, Antilles broke into a run.  Tonka shouted something in Far again, waving his spear.  Then they were rolling out into the plains in a thunder of hooves. 

They were gone from sight in a matter of minutes, swallowed up by the hills and a green ocean of grass.  Rhiannon stood a while longer anyway, simmering in the summer heat.  Taryn.  Once again, she’d gone off and left Rhiannon behind.  This time, she hadn’t even bothered with goodbye. 
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27.  Molly Girls 



Taryn spent most of the night lost in helpless tears.  There was no sound at all from the hut that the satyr had entered with Molly.  Taryn didn’t sleep.  She huddled in her cage, picking straw into slivers and waiting for screams that never came. 

The planet refused to quit turning just because she’d done something so stupid.  Dawn came, and before pink had left the sky, satyrs and fauns were emerging into its light.  The fauns needed a lot of direction.  The resemblance to the female Arkes grew stronger. 

At last, the chief of the satyrs, their Speaker as he had been called, came out of his hut with Molly in hand.  She was almost unrecognizable, not with bruises as Taryn had feared, but just for being unexpectedly clean.  She was blonde, cornsilk hair to go with her cornflower blue eyes, and now her oversized dress was even uglier. 

The satyr held the cage door while Molly bent and entered, then locked it with the key all satyrs carried.  He glanced at Taryn, read her for a long, thoughtful time, and finally smiled. 

She said nothing.  There was plenty she wanted to say, but her mouth had already gotten one girl hurt.  She wouldn’t do it again. 

“So you begin to learn the prudence of silence, do you?”  The satyr reached through the bars to cup Taryn’s chin in his callused hand.  “You will come to learn so many things.” 

And Taryn, after rolling her eyes so often at that laughable show of feminine defiance when she saw it on television or in the movies, twisted out of 128

 

his grip in a huffy jerk.  Then she spat at him.  What the hell.  She was already knee-deep in cliché-tar. 

He could have made the picture complete by slapping her.  He walked away instead, calling out to fauns and arranging them in orderly rows. 

Taryn immediately turned and reached into Molly’s kennel for the tangibility of the other’s touch.  “Are you all right?  Oh God, I’m so sorry!” 

Molly, caught mid-yawn, gaped at her.  “Course I all right,” she managed at last.  “It were just a little tupping.  What did you think he were doing?” 

“But…”  Baffled, Taryn sat back, letting her outstretched hand fall into her lap.  “But he…he…” 

The other woman shrugged, patting down the folds of her filthy garment. 

“Ain’t nothing but a molly, me.  It don’t matter much what the feet looks like.  A cock’s the same on any of ‘em.  You know what the only difference be?” 

Taryn, numb, shook her head. 

“He feeds me after,” Molly said.  “He never hits me and he always feeds me.  Them others.”  She glanced dismissively behind her at the other captives. 

“They’d all say the same, if they was honest.  Ain’t a one of us ever had so much as two scraps a quarter, ‘till we come here.” 

“I’d rather starve,” the thin-faced woman called.  “I’d rather starve and whore for a real man than let these animals stick me!  You’re nasty, you are!” 

Molly shrugged.  Her eyes met Taryn’s again and a little pity entered them. 

Pity for her.  It left her reeling all over again. 

“I never seen a real lady before,” Molly said, looking wistfully up and down Taryn’s body.  “I were always what I am.  Me Ma were a molly in Kiago. 

There were never going to be another place for me.  I never even left the downside ‘till Master-General bought me off the block and took me to Outlook.” 

She faltered there and dropped her eyes.  “I weren’t fresh.  I don’t even remember what that were like.  But I didn’t know it could be…like that.” 

“You’re breaking me heart, wooly-cunt,” the thin-faced one muttered, but she was hugging herself when she said it. 

“They’re meaner there,” Molly mused.  She didn’t seem much hurt by the name-calling.  “A cock’s a cock, and they sticks it in you pretty much alike anywhere you goes, but it’s what they does before that makes the matter.  And what they does after.” 

“Are you…”  One of the captives further down the line raised her hand slightly, like a shy child who wants to ask a question in class.  When Taryn looked at her, she immediately shivered back, rubbing uselessly at the grime on her face.  “Are you Master-General’s wife?  Or his hetaera?” 

“I don’t even know who this…’master-general’ is,” Taryn replied, and even the rocking woman left off scratching her arms to stare at her. 

“Ain’t you from Outlook?” Molly asked. 
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“No.  Like I said, I’m not from around here.  I’m living at Rucombe these days.” 

“Never heard of there,” Molly said, and another one asked, “Is it upside somewheres?” 

Taryn shook her head.  “It’s in the Valley.” 

“There’s more than Outlook in beast-land?” the thin-faced one asked.  “I thought they done for Ashwa years ago.” 

“Rucombe isn’t a human village first off, and secondly, don’t call it that.” 

“Then you ain’t a lady,” said another, looking surprised.  “You’re a wooly-cunt.” 

Just like she was saying, ‘oh, it’s not Tuesday, it’s Thursday.  Silly me.’  

It was hard to know how to respond.  ‘Yeah, well, you’re a whore,’ wasn’t very nice, but it was all she could think of at the moment. 

Fortunately, she was saved from having to answer by the arrival of a satyr carrying a tall stack of bowls.  He passed one in to each kennel and Taryn received the last of them.  Fresh fruit slices and garden greens.  The breakfast of captive champions. 

“You are new,” the satyr said, watching her dare a first bite.  “So I will tell you this once. You will eat immediately and you will eat everything you are given.  You will put your bowl outside your kennel when you are finished.  Only after they are collected will you be given water.  Today, the order is given for you to be bathed.  You will be taken one at a time to the stream and chained.  If you run, you will be recovered and punished and you will go unwashed for the rest of your life.  Do you hear me, human?” 

Taryn blinked.  She nodded. 

“You will return to your kennel for the rest of the day,” the satyr continued evenly.  “If you require drink or have any pain, signal by raising your hand above your kennel.  Do not call to us.  We will attend you when we have time.  Do not ask us for a piss-basin.  That is why you have straw.  Do you hear me, human?” 

Taryn looked down at the dried chaff covering the bottom of her cage. 

She looked up again.  She nodded. 

“You will be mounted,” he said.  “Resistance will not be tolerated.  If you scream, you will be muzzled.  If you strike at us, you will be severely punished. We do not care if your belly is damaged by this. Do not struggle.” 

Taryn raised her hand, interrupting the satyr’s next words.  She waited until he gave a short nod, and then said, “I’m sorry, but are you threatening to kill my baby if I don’t let you rape me?” 

The satyr raised one eyebrow.  “I threaten nothing.  I merely show you plainly the consequences of your future actions.  It is for you to endanger the life you carry if you choose to be foolish when we make use of your body.” 
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“I’m trying to think,” Taryn said slowly, frowning, “of some word ugly enough to describe you…” 

The satyr waited, impassive. 

“I don’t think there is one,” she confessed.  “Please, continue.” 

He nodded once with sarcastic solicitousness.  “You will be fed again following our evening meal and in the same manner.  If there is to be a revel, you will be removed from your kennel and chained for our use.  Otherwise, you may be removed to a hut or left in your kennel as pleases us.  Do you have any questions?” 

“Just one.  How in the hell do you sleep at night, you colossal pervert?” 

she asked politely. 

“Like a babe in his cradle, innocent of crimes, you bare-legged, murdering beast,” he replied, just as calmly. 

She set her empty bowl on the ground between his hooves.  He picked it up and went away up the line to gather the rest.  When he was gone, Molly spoke up, whispering out of the corner of her mouth and staring straight ahead, “What is you thinking, mouthing off to him like that?” 

“I don’t know.”  Taryn leaned back with a sigh.  She picked at the cord binding the corner of her cage.  It had been painted over with resin.  Getting at the knot was like trying to pet a bug caught in amber.  “Clearly, I’m not doing too well where this plan is concerned.” 

Molly shifted around so that her shoulder and Taryn’s touched.  They watched the fauns be put to work around the village under the watchful eyes of the satyrs.  Under the light of day and with nothing else to look at, Taryn realized that there were plenty of females among the fauns.  It was only the satyrs who were exclusively male, and there were a whole lot less of them than of their charges.  She thought again of Arkes and the way Reed alone had been forced to care for his flock of thirty.  The ratio here wasn’t quite as broad, but it was still sizeable.  And there were no young ones that she could see. 

“How long have you been here, Molly?” she asked. 

“Don’t know to the day of it.”  Molly’s face scrunched up a bit as she thought, but in the end, she only shook her head and shrugged.  “It were snowing when they caught me, but it ain’t snowed twice.  Most of them others were already here and some more asides.  They got sick,” she explained, before Taryn could even ask.  “All of us did, but only us got better.  They lost a lot of little 

‘uns, too.  The big fella come around with sommat, but it were too late.” 

The big fella.  Antilles?  For the first time since her capture, it occurred to Taryn that if Antilles knew about the satyrs, he surely knew about these captives.  And that it was that knowledge, perhaps as much as any fear of what the satyrs might do to her, that kept him from allowing her to travel here.  He knew and he allowed it.  She remembered him at Tonka’s table, speaking grimly of human crimes against the denizens of Pan’s Wood, and no, she couldn’t 131

 

believe he was comfortable with women in wooden kennels, but he did allow it. 

This was Arcadian justice: An eye for an eye, and a hoof for a hoof. 

The satyr came back with a bucket of water, and again, Molly hushed until he’d finished passing out drinks and went away. 

“I seen two babies born since I were kenneled,” Molly said.  “They done all right helping ‘em come out, but the sick come on and…”  Molly sent her eyes toward the arm-scratcher.  “She ain’t been right since she lost her little ‘un, but I guess she’ll come around.  Don’t know what she expected, really.  The brats they dropped back at Outlook just went over the wall.  Here, at least, they was taken care of, but they was woolies.” 

Taryn looked around sharply. 

“I don’t know what they’ll do with your ‘un.  I guess I know if it’s a little molly come, but I don’t know if it be a little jacky.” 

“The same,” the thin-faced one said sourly.  “They doesn’t much care from cunny to bung.  Look.” 

Out in one of the gardens, a faun had managed to trowel himself in the thigh and went sobbing to a satyr.  The satyr, after seeing seriously to the injured part, tried several times to send the faun back to work, but the faun was clingy.  It wasn’t long before both skirts were shifted. 

Taryn looked away and there beside her was her faun, Browse.  He sucked at the tip of one finger, watching her with anxious eyes and tugging at the hem of his skirt.  He was still wearing the bit of cloth she’d given him, although someone had put a catch on it.  “Hi,” she said. 

“I hurt myself,” he mumbled around his finger.  He showed it to her briefly.  “I got a stick-you.” 

Now that she was in a cage, she supposed there was nothing threatening about her anymore.  She smiled at him wearily.  “Don’t chew on it, then.  Let me see.” 

Browse squatted down and thrust his hand between her bars.  She located the slender thorn and eased it patiently out with her fingernails, just as she’d done a thousand times for Aisling.  Aisling.  He didn’t even know she was here.  Tears stung and she blinked them away. 

“There you go,” she told him. 

He stuck his finger right back in his mouth and made no effort to leave. 

“I used to play the pipes,” he said. 

“Browse, come away.”  The Speaker of the satyrs waited for the faun to run off before he came to the kennels.  He spared Molly a brief glance, then folded his arms and glared down at Taryn.  “Who are you?  Tell me plainly.” 

“I’m Taryn.” 

“Where are your people?” 

“There’s more than one answer to that.” 

“Only if you lie.” 
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Taryn got up as best she could, turned around, and sat down with her back to him. 

He put up with that for a minute or two.  Then he unlocked her door. 

Her heart leapt and she shot forward, but there was nowhere to go and he pulled her out easily.  ‘I’m going to be raped right here on top of my own kennel,’ she thought dazedly. 

She wasn’t.  He turned her around and leaned kissing-close, staring intently into each of her eyes in turn.  “Tell me what you told Starfall,” he said. 

“Tell me you dwell in Rucombe.  If I see a lie in your eyes, I will cut the word into your flesh.” 

She jutted her chin forward, her heart still hammering at her ribs.  “I live in Rucombe,” she said.  “I was claimed as daughter by Morathi-that-was.  I eat from Tonka’s own hand at every meal.  Ven, my mother, examines me at every moon’s fullness for my baby’s sake and prays to Pacha Ven for ‘majana’.  Go on and call me a liar, you son of a bitch.” 

His yellow eyes never wavered.  The horizontal slash of his pupils thinned in that unnatural way that goats had.  He leaned back, considering her. 

“How did you come here?” he asked finally. 

“One of the Pathfinders brought me.” 

His head cocked.  He waited for a moment, then raised his hand and walloped her one across the mouth.  Taryn went down like a sack of pregnant potatoes.  She fell into the cage and its open door raked fire up her back, ripping the bodice of her shift clean off her body and trapping her with her arms pinned in the sleeves over her head.  She sat there, her head spinning, and tasted blood. 

“Tell me the truth,” he said. 

“That was the truth!”  She kicked feebly at the ground, trying to lever herself up enough to free her arms.  The neckline of her bodice, which she’d always considered rather daring for a respectable almost-married woman, was crushing her throat. 

He hit her again, no harder but certainly no gentler.  “Tell me the truth.” 

“I’m not telling you dick-all, you hand-happy thug!”  Blood sprayed her bodice at every word.  She’d worked three months embroidering this bodice. 

Now she’d ruined it.  The thought crushed her.  She burst into noisy tears.  “God, you are  such a disappointment!” 

“Get back in your kennel.” 

“Make me!” she shouted, and not because she thought he wouldn’t. 

“You make me!  I’m through playing nice!  You don’t get to pretend you are anything but the vicious brute that you are!” 

“That  I  am?!”  He dragged her up and banged her hard into the cage-top. 

In the quiet before the full storm of his roar, she could hear dozens of fauns crying.  “When have  you ever kept a prisoner alive?  When have  you healed their sick or fed their starving?” 
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“I never took one!” 

“You!” he bellowed, loud enough to make her ears ring.  “You and all your filthy kind!  How dare you condemn me after what you have done!  We have the right to seek vengeance on those who violate and butcher us!” 

“So what if you do?”  She shoved him back and flung an arm at the kennels and the girls cringing within.  “Look at who you pick to punish!  More victims of the same crimes!  Look what you do to them!” 

His voice dropped to a chill mockery of calm, scarcely louder than a whisper.  “Get back in your kennel or I will kill you where you stand.” 

“I don’t doubt it for a second, you sadist!  Make me!” 

They glared at each other without moving for a very long time.  Every faun in the place was bawling their innocent little eyes out.  No one else made a sound. 

The Speaker reached up and grabbed Taryn’s hair.  He wrenched her down and thrust her into her cage.  His hoof slammed into the back of her knees and her face slammed into the bars of the opposite wall.  She crawled around to face him as he locked her door.  He raised his eyes to her.  She spat blood on him. 

The satyr held her eyes without blinking.  Although his chest heaved a few times with suppressed anger, he did not speak, not even to threaten her again. 

At length, he raised his hand, but not to wipe his face.  He took the key from around his neck instead, reached out, and unlocked Molly’s cage. 

Taryn completely lost her temper, her mind, and all self-control.  By the time the satyr had completed his leisurely stroll into his hut with Molly’s wrist gripped tight in his hand, she’d lost her voice, too. 
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28.  The Demon 



Dryleaf felt a feather-light touch on his arm, rousing him at once from his heat-thick sleep.  He lifted his arms from their resting place over his eyes and let sunlight show him Molly’s flushed and worried face.  She offered him a cup of wine.  He sat up and drank it. 

A glance at the window told him the morning was done and the afternoon, already on the wane.  No sounds came to his ear but that of fauns at work and satyrs watching over them.  That would change if he stepped outside, knew.  Then it would be all screams and curses again, somewhat hoarser, perhaps, than upon his entry here.  He smiled, gloating over just the thought. 

“Give me your mouth,” he said, and leaned back against the wall.  While she tended him, he drank and toyed idly with her hair.  Still clean, but damp at the neck.  The summer was no longer than any other, no hotter, no drier, but it seemed so.  Every year was the worst all over again.  He thought again of the sea. 

The cool and welcoming sea. 

“Am I cruel to you, Molly?” he asked, pleased that he remembered her name. 

He did not expect an answer.  It surprised him when she raised her head at once, her eyes wide and ingenuous.  “Oh no, sir!” she insisted.  “She only thinks it so on case of she don’t know better!  You always been good to me!” 

Good to her.  Dryleaf felt a frown settle on him as he watched Molly reapply herself with enthusiasm to his shaft.  She thought he had been good to her.  He wondered if she had thought so on the day of her capture, when he had put her on her knees in the blood of her companions to bind her, or the following day, when he had first brought her out of her kennel to ease his grief with her 135

 

flesh.  No, he had never struck this one without cause, never tortured her, never visited even a sliver of the hells her kind dealt out to his so blithely, but he would never have thought that lack equivalent to goodness. 

Taryn’s voice went through him like a winter wind, ordering him to look on those he punished, calling them victims.  He bared his blunt teeth to the thought, then welcomed it back with a muttered curse and a bleat of humorless laughter.  He could well afford to pursue this pointless hunt.  His Molly had never lied to him.  Would not.  Could not, perhaps.  A captured human was fireless enough as to be mistaken for wholly tamed. 

And so he cupped Molly’s face in both his hands and brought her up. 

She avoided his eyes, tried to pretend this was some unspoken command to mount him, but he held her still and waited until she looked at him.  He’d frightened her.  He wasn’t surprised.  This was what came of changing routine. 

“How am I good to you?” he asked. 

She shrugged, staring fixedly at her empty hands.  “There’s plenty who’ll thump on a molly if his iron don’t come on, or, I don’t know, just for laughs. 

You never once done that, and never put aught in me but your own self.” 

 A molly, did she say?  Somehow, that was more disturbing to him than her other words. 

“Molly…is it not your called name?” 

“No.”  She shrugged again and put her hand on him, stroking gently.  “I got no name for meaning only me.  That’s for better folk than a molly-girl.  It’s just a word for meaning any gutter-cunt.  We’re all mollies here, all but Taryn. 

It’s only molly-girls what come to Outlook.” 

Dryleaf said nothing.  His silence seemed to unnerve her further.  Like any frightened faun, she sought comfort in his flesh, caressing him in practiced movements.  He let her for now, but his mind wandered.  In the greater world beyond this one, Taryn’s voice rang out suddenly, and yes, it was rough as tree bark.  She called out curses, then hoarsely wept.  Icebones passed by the window, towing a human behind him.  His brother-satyr’s head was lowered, his jaw stubbornly set.  The human Icebones led walked with an ear turned back toward the screams, her face puckered with curiosity and confusion.  As if she could not comprehend a need for anger on her behalf.  As if this lot were all she had ever known. 

“How came you to Outlook?” he asked suddenly. 

“Master-General bought me off the block in Kiago.” 

“I don’t know what that means.” 

“Oh.”  She relaxed.  These were questions she could answer, even if the act of speech between them was still new.  Her earnestness, her off-hand honesty, both spoke to him of loneliness.  It occurred then that he rarely saw the captives speaking to one another until Taryn had come along.  But Molly was speaking now, even if she preferred to watch her hand work on him rather than meet his 136

 

eyes.  “Well, what you got is a molly-monger, yeah?  Mine were Master Rake in Kiago.  He owned me Ma, so he got me too, when I come along.  And when he gets too many mollies under him that way, then he puts ‘em on the block and sells ‘em.  I weren’t fresh.  It could have been worse for me than Outlook.  Lots of mollies get sold to pit-masters in downside for the folk what likes to watch, you know, mollies get done to with…things.” 

Dryleaf took her hands off him and stood up.  He paced away from the bed and out of her reach.  He ran one hand over the worn grain of the table, then leaned on it and looked out the window into the garden.  He saw fauns tending to crop with Icebones instructing them over his human’s bent back.  Icebones still wore his pipes around his neck alongside his kennel key.  It had been fifty years since Dryleaf had last heard them played.  “Keep talking,” he said, watching Icebones and his human.  “Tell me all.” 

“I don’t want to.”  There were tears in her voice.  “It’s making you angry.” 

“Not with you.”  He risked a glance her way and saw scars.  Infuriated, he returned his attention to the window.  The human now lay in the shade, stretching out her long limbs with a smile as Icebones chained her to a post. 

Icebones gave her a juicepod and a distracted pat as he moved away, his attention already on the fauns.  The human brushed her hair back to take a bite, showing Dryleaf all her face and the scar that swallowed her left eye.  That had been there when they caught her.  Starfall had been able to cure the infection, but not the blindness it had caused in her remaining eye.  “Not with you,” he said again. 

“Tell me.” 

“What’s to tell?” she cried, flinging up her hands.  “He bought me, is all! 

For his men at the wall to keep.  I were there three years afore they took me out on patrol.  And I couldn’t stop ‘em from what they done to your little ‘un that time!  I tried to help her!” 

Yes.  He remembered bandages.  He had thought Bloom herself had put them on, clumsy things that they were.  She had bled right through them.  The only comfort, cold that it was, had been the knowledge that even if the wounds had been staunched properly, still she would have died. 

In the kennels, Taryn wept and cursed him. 

Dryleaf reached out and slammed his window shut. 

“Please don’t hurt me,” Molly whispered, but her shoulders were bowed in surrender.  She would resist no blows. 

“Be calm,” he said, returning to the bed.  He sat beside her, embracing her with one arm as though she were a faun.  “Just be still.” 

“I’m sorry I said anything!” she wept, shoving away from him. 

And he was sorry he’d asked.  But words could never be unheard, just as wounds were never fully healed.  “They are all as you are,” he mused. “All we have imprisoned here.” 

137

 

“Molly-girls, you mean.”  She sniffed, smearing at her tears with the edge of her dress and leaving brown stripes across her pale cheek.  “All of us but Taryn.  I never seen her before.  She says she’s from some other place, but I didn’t know it when she said what it were.  She says it’s out in b—in the Valley.” 

He grunted and got up. 

She stood also, putting out her leg so that he might unlock her shackle and lead her away.  Back to her kennel.  He sat her down again and gave her the bottle of wine.  She took it and held it in both hands, her face crumpling. 

“Drink,” he told her.  “And be at ease.  I must think awhile, but I shall return.” 

She nodded, but there was no belief in her tear-bright eyes.  Dryleaf touched her again, dressed, and left her. 

Burntbrow was waiting for him outside and he followed him into the storehouse, where sunlight illuminated all the shelves.  The roof was still only half-done, he saw.  Another reminder of all the ways in which he had failed. 

“Speak,” he said wearily, taking up a basin. 

“We have bathed the humans as you requested.  All but that red-haired demon.”  Burntbrow scowled briefly, glancing back over his shoulder as though he thought he could see Taryn in her kennel right through the wall.  “She seemed clean enough anyway.” 

“Where are the other humans now?” 

Burntbrow shrugged.  “Kenneled, some.  There are two in the garden.” 

He hesitated before admitting, “I have one in my hut.” 

“Put her back.  Put all of them back.  I must…I must think.” 

Burntbrow stamped sourly, but did not argue. 

Dryleaf found some bandages and a bottle of clean water and put them into the basin.  “Has she been taken yet?” he asked impulsively, and frowned at himself, wondering why he cared. 

“Taryn?  I don’t think so.” 

“Why not?”  Dryleaf hunted through the shelves for the panacea he knew Starfall had bottled in the spring.  He found only a small jar of ointment, half-empty and sticky as tar.  He sniffed at its pungent contents, thinking of the infuriating human locked in his village.  “She’s young.  Clean.  Fit enough.  I suppose she’s even pretty.” 

Burntbrow snorted.  “In her own demonic way.” 

“She’s been here long enough.  She should have been bent beneath every one of us by now,” Dryleaf went on, adding the ointment to the basin.  “So why hasn’t she?” 

“Am I to speak for all of us?” Burntbrow demanded.  “I work in the far plots.  The kennels are across the village.” 

“Yet you have a human in your hut now.” 
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Burntbrow crossed his arms, his jaw setting.  “What would you have me say?  I don’t like her.” 

“You don’t like any of them.” 

Silence.  A very odd silence. 

Dryleaf looked up.  Burntbrow immediately hid a strange expression by studying the stacks of healing supplies. 

“The one in your hut?” he guessed. 

Burntbrow’s cheeks darkened.  Dryleaf put the bowl he had filled down and stepped around to better see the other.  He had never in all his life seen a fellow satyr blush. 

“Well, what of it?” Burntbrow snapped.  “I prefer dayberries over bitterby, too.  It means nothing!” 

Dryleaf waited. 

“No one remarks on your taste for the little one!” 

“Have I remarked?  I asked which.” 

Burntbrow glared at the ground, gouging at it with his hoof.  He muttered something. 

“Again, please.” 

“Yes.”  He shifted, kicking at the dirt he’d scoured up and stamping it flat again.  “She takes to sun-sick easily.  I keep her in my coolroom during the worst days.” 

“Why?” 

“Why not?” 

Dryleaf advanced a step, lowering his horns, and Burntbrow threw up his empty hands in angry surrender. 

“I don’t know why!” he said, half-shouting.  “She’s little, she’s frail! 

She makes good company on long nights and she’s got half a mind!  There, said! 

I have to deal with simpletons all damned day, and I’d rather fuck someone I can talk to!  Now tell me it isn’t the same for you!” 

“We don’t talk,” Dryleaf said, and looked at the basin.  He picked it up, added some more bandages. 

“But you could, if you wanted to.  When was the last time you took a faun to sleep beside you?” 

“Hm.”  It had been at least half a year. 

His anger spent, Burntbrow lapsed into silence, looking over into the dark corners of the storehouse at nothing at all.  “I know she’s human,” he said suddenly.  “But in a way, she’s not human.  She’s… helpless.” 

‘She’s hurt, you mean,’ Dryleaf thought.  ‘Because we hurt them.’ 

“Sometimes we talk,” Burntbrow said, clearly uncomfortable with this confession, yet compelled to repeat it.  “She even sang for me once.  She calls herself Molly.” 
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Dryleaf frowned.  “It’s not her name.”  He headed for the door.  “Put her back,” he commanded, and he did not look to see how his words were received. 

Taryn was huddled in her kennel, propped to sleep sitting up.  She raised her head when he unlocked her door, staring hollowly first at him and then at the empty cage beside her.  He gestured for her to come out.  She ignored him, but did not offer more than a token resistance when he reached in and drew her out by the wrist. 

“Is it my turn?” she asked. 

“I told you once, I’ve no interest in brood sow.”  He wanted to kick himself the instant it was said, but Taryn scarcely seemed to notice the insult. 

Her stare stayed on Molly’s empty kennel.  “Just be still.” 

“When is it ever going to end?” she asked, not loudly.  Indeed, without emotion of any kind.  “They hurt you and you hurt them and it never stops.” 

“What is the use in only one side stopping?”  He emptied the basin, poured out some water, then wet a wound cloth and dabbed at her lip. 

“Someone has to be first.” 

“Let it be them.” 

She smiled and he paused to frown at her.  “You said ‘them’, not ‘you’. 

Aren’t I one of them anymore?” she asked. 

He dipped out a little unguent.  “Hush,” he said, and painted her split lip. 

“Good answer.” 

“I said, ‘hush’.” 

“Make me.”  Said without malice. 

He turned her around and pulled her bodice up to reveal the long scratch left by her fall into the open kennel door.  It was not deep and likely would not long leave a scar.  As he cleaned it, the humans were returned to their cages. 

Icebones had a black glare for him as he locked his woman away.  Burntbrow’s needed an arm to lean on as she walked. 

“What did you do to Molly?” Taryn asked. 

“I fed her.” 

“That doesn’t make it all right, you know.”  She tried to look back at him and he forced her head back to stare straight out over the village.  “You can’t just throw fruit at someone and expect—” 

“And I spoke to her.” 

She didn’t answer. 

“I am listening now,” Dryleaf said quietly. 

“Yes.”  Her head bent.  She pulled her hair around from her shoulder and began to braid it.  “I believe you are.” 

He tended the wound he had put on her and waited, but there was nothing more.  Her head turned at the sound of laughter; she watched fauns chase each other in from the gardens to wash for mid-day’s meal.  He could see only 140

 

the curve of her cheek, the dark curl of her lashes, and the ugly swell of her bruised mouth. 

“Why did you come here?” he asked, and yanked her bodice down to cover her bloody back. 

“Molly said that she’s seen two babies born since she got here.”  Taryn looked at him, but his pain at hearing her words was well-masked.  “She said they were both satyrs.” 

“Such are the young that come of our two kinds.” 

“Is that why you keep us?” 

“No.”  He rolled one shoulder.  “Perhaps.  Humans take our lives, but only humans can give it back.  We are owed repayment.” 

Her eyes were hard, assessing. 

“Yes,” he said suddenly, harshly.  “Yes, I do now doubt that right.  At least, I question who we visit it upon.  But we are owed, damn your demon’s eyes!  Every year, there are less of us, more of them!  When we are gone, what will happen to our protected?  Already, there are too few of us to hold a proper watch.  Fauns wander.  There must be more of us!  That we get them of our enemy is the only fairness in it!” 

She finished her braid and pushed it over her shoulder.  “The ends justify the means, do they?” 

He thrust a finger at her.  “Stop trying to trick me.  I am not swayed. 

This is not about right and wrong, no, not even about crime and vengeance! 

Remove this, all of this—”  He waved curtly at the kennels.  “—and still it will be true that the humans at the barricade slaughter us at every chance!  Every one! 

You act as though they would lay down arms if we would.  Ha!  If we did so, they would extinguish us like the last coal in a guttering hearth!  Is that the peace you offer us, Taryn?  A grave of bones and ash?” 

Her frown held a few moments more, but gradually, it faded into uncertainty. 

“Arcadia was meant to be a haven.  It was meant for  our people,  our peace.  You humans have a thousand worlds!” he burst out furiously.  “Why may we not have one?” 

“I didn’t come here to pass out planets.”  Taryn sighed and shook her head.  “And I’m less qualified to speak for my so-called people than you are.” 

“And yet you would presume to lecture me as though I were a kid at your knee!  Let me make a thing clear for you, human, it is I who understands this world!  It is you who do not!” 

Some deep spark lit through the sorrow that had been haunting her eyes. 

“You think I don’t understand warmongering and sadism?  Mine is the world that brought us the rule of the Caesars, the Spanish Inquisition, and the Holocaust, but even I know what you’re doing here is wrong!” 

141

 

His fist was cocked and at a level, but he mastered himself before he let fly.  Taryn never flinched and she did not break her stare even as he lowered his clenched hand back to his side.  “I have been wrong indeed, human.  I thought that I could speak to you as if you were my equal.” 

“So did I.” 

His jaw tightened.  “Get back in your kennel.” 

Her chin raised.  “Make me.” 

Dryleaf could hear nothing beyond the pounding of his rage.  He did not know how many were gathered in the village center to watch this play out and he no longer cared.  He bent swiftly and seized her.  She clutched at his sunburned back with a shrill cry, no doubt fearing a belly-bruising fling over his shoulder. 

The pain only obscured his reason further.  No matter.  The time for reason was done. 

Dryleaf straightened, shoving her back.  “Do what you please,” he said, and threw her unlocked shackle away with a clank and a thud.  “I am sick of looking at you.” 

He turned around and stalked back across the centergrounds, back to his hut and his Molly. 

She lay on the bed when he entered, but his first thought that she was sleeping away the heat ended when she sat up and hitched the hem of her dress up over her hips.  He stopped short, still holding the door open so that daylight could show him all there was to see.  She had been crying again, though she tried to smile now.  The sun exposed each pale etching of scars he had always seen, never noticed.  He looked at her, his prisoner, the vessel of half a year’s nightly conjunction, this starved and lost and lonely female who reached out to him now in fearful invitation, and he despised himself. 

But he went to her, as he went to every unhappy faun, and let her pull him down into her thin arms.  She touched her lips to his mouth, a new and unexpected gesture.  Uncertain how to respond, he rolled onto his back and watched, frowning, as she repeated the act in other places—along his chest, his stomach, his sides—before finally pulling away his kilt and closing on his shaft. 

These were not the casual and well-rehearsed attentions he was accustomed to receive from her.  Her tongue slipped over and over him like swirls of warm water while her soft lips traveled up and down in waves of exquisite suction.  She was slow, then hurried, gentle, then firm, bringing him swiftly to peaks of penultimate anticipations and keeping him pinned right at the crest. 

Pleasure.  Not merely the friction that precedes release, but pleasure. 

Dryleaf brushed at sweat-limp strands of her hair, sorting through all the tangled threads of emotion and sensation.  He had known pleasure once or twice before, but those days were long, long ago.  He was satyr.  Sex for him was not a means for bliss or even necessarily one of procreation, but only a temporary respite from 142

 

the maddening ache of his loins that had lived in him from his second year onward.  Pleasure was found in the lilt of pipes, the glow of good wine, the perpetual rush and crash of water on a sandy shore, but it was not for sex. 

“Why are you doing this?” he asked quietly. 

She raised her head.  Tears overspilled her hopeless eyes.  “Please, don’t send me back.” 

In his heart, every foul name that had ever slipped Taryn’s lips came back to him, but he only looked down at her pleading face and stroked her hair. 

“I could be good, yeah?” she whispered.  “I could do for you any way you likes.  Please, don’t make me go back there.” 

Dryleaf slipped his hands under her arms and pulled her up to lie at his side.  She reached for his shaft and he held her hand to stop her.  She cried some, and then she slept, curled against his chest.  He did not watch her sleep.  His loins ached all the more for the sweet gift of pleasure given and now withdrawn.  He suffered it in silence.  The memory of Taryn’s words scratched and savaged at his heart.  There was much to think about. 
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29.  “Make Me!” 



The light that crawled between the cracks in his shutters had taken on the orange hue of twilight when Starfall opened the door.  The other satyr looked long at Molly, sleeping in his arms, then at Dryleaf. 

He was very much aware that he had ordered the humans to be left untouched.  He raised his chin, holding Molly closer, and dared Starfall to say anything.  Molly stirred, mumbled in her dreams, and shifted an arm to half-embrace him. 

Starfall said only, “You must see this.” 

Hell on a hoof.  He’d been right after all.  Taryn had told her people where to find them and there was even now an army on march through Pan’s Wood. 

But Starfall didn’t seem upset.  If anything, darkly amused. 

Dryleaf disengaged from his human and dressed.  “What is it?” 

Starfall spread his hands wordlessly. 

Molly sat up, tugging her dress down over her thighs, watching him anxiously and in silence.  Dryleaf started to extend a hand, remembered Starfall, and pointed instead.  “Take her to wash,” he said. 

“Again?” Starfall asked, and raised his hands with a nod when Dryleaf shot him a hard glare. 

“And find her something clean to wear,” Dryleaf finished, and marched out past Starfall’s faint smile. 

He took two long strides into the village center before his eyes found the trouble.  His hooves rooted at once.  His mouth dropped open and a bleat of astonishment fell out of him. 
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Taryn was sitting in her kennel, her legs stretched out before her through the open door.  She met his shocked stare with defiance and did not say a word. 

The satyrs of the village were all here.  Most of them apparently had been watching for some time.  Now they all turned their eyes on him. 

Dryleaf spun around and grabbed at Starfall’s arm as he walked with Molly toward the stream.  “She’s been here all along?” 

Starfall nodded. 

“You didn’t tell me?” 

“I didn’t truly think she’d stay.  But it will be dark soon.”  Starfall took a leisurely inspection of the cloudless sky.  “And she is not going anywhere.” 

“Her things!  Her—”  Dryleaf’s hands sketched half-remembered shapes in the air.  “Her damned little things!  Give them back!” 

“I did.  She thanked me,” Starfall added wryly.  “And then she got back in her kennel.” 

Dryleaf raised both hands and smacked them over his face with a rapport that actually echoed in the still air.  Then he swung about and started marching. 

Taryn lowered her hornless brow, threaded her arms through the bars of the back wall, and gripped on stubbornly.  She had the spark to kick at him when he leaned in, but he got hold of her ankles anyway.  “Let go!” she shouted. 

“I  have let you go!  Now get out!  Get!  Out!”  He heaved back and she held on.  Her legs left the ground, then her hips.  She screamed, hanging taut half-in and half-out of the cage, still struggling to break his grip.  “Damned! 

Stone-headed!  Beast!” 

He swung a hoof at her, unbalanced and lost his sweaty hold on her. 

Both of them dropped with twin grunts and lay glaring at each other.  He leapt up and she instantly locked in a new grip.  Dryleaf paced back and forth before her kennel, his breath heaving in and out of him.  He stopped.  She tossed her hair at him.  Dryleaf threw back his head and bellowed for a spear. 

Through the haze of his anger, he noted that the satyrs gathered before him exchanged glances, but it was a faun who brought him the weapon.  He showed her its edge and spat, “Out, damn you!  Now!  I want you  gone!” 

She laughed at him.  “Déjà vu,” she said, and did not explain. 

An insult, then.  Dryleaf raised the spear overhead in both hands and swung. 

Taryn shrieked, all her body curling around her belly in what would have been a futile effort to protect the life she carried if that had truly been his target. 

The steel head of the spear cracked down on smoke-hardened wooden bars and resin-soaked cord.  Again.  Again.  His body worked like a bellows, throwing off sweat and chips of wood in a choking cloud.  The cage was no match for Dryleaf in a rage.  It splintered, and what the spear did not crack, his hooves demolished.  The next time he grabbed at her ankles, there was no kennel 145

 

left for her to hide within.  She tried to hug on to Molly’s kennel, but her hands were as slippery as his and she lost her grip at his fourth heavy pull. 

“Let go of me, you bastard!” she screamed, striking at him with pieces of her broken kennel. 

Dryleaf started dragging her across the center to the borders of his village.  Fauns scattered before him.  Satyrs strolled after. 

Taryn twisted and grappled at his leg, toppling them both into the bushes. 

She tried to crawl back into the village while he was extracting himself from a thorny bush, but he waded out covered in spines to snatch her back again.  “And stay out!” he thundered, flinging her violently into the trees. 

“Make me!” she screamed. 

“Go home!” 

“So you can forget about me and go back to brutalizing your prisoners with a clear conscience?  Not on your life!” 

“It’s  your life, demon, and I’ll have it, I swear by the bones of the Great God Pan, I will!”  He gave her a final push and turned his back on her, knuckling sweat from his brow. 

And that was when Taryn jumped on him.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, bowing in his back with the solid curve of her belly.  He fell to his knees with a strangled sputter to claw at her, succeeding in dislodging her only after knocking an elbow to her temple.  She sprawled in the dirt and Dryleaf leapt away.  He ran back across the village grounds, shoving those satyrs out of his path who did not already stand aside.  He had lost his dignity, he knew, perhaps beyond any recovery, but he did not care.  His sole objective lay now in ridding himself of this red-haired demon, her mouth, and her damned accusing eyes.  Let Burntbrow be Speaker after this day, if no one could look on Dryleaf again save as a fool, but he would see Taryn gone. 

He snatched up his spear, meaning to knock her unconscious and drag her all the way back to Outlook himself.  The humans still in their cages screamed. 

More than humans.  A faun bounded out before him and threw himself over Taryn as she struggled to stand. 

Dryleaf’s arm sank by slow degrees.  Little Browse was sobbing hard, shivering, hardly able to touch his own flesh to the human’s, but he remained between her and Dryleaf’s spear.  “It wasn’t her!” the faun cried.  “It wasn’t! 

She wasn’t there!”  Everything else was a howl of hysterical fear, quickly taken up by all the fauns brave enough to stay in the clearing. 

“Step away, little one,” Dryleaf said gruffly.  His voice was still raw where Taryn had found her choking grip.  His breath was a cutting edge and his heart, a furnace.  He would not kill her, but the faun could not be made to understand that.  In time, a month at most, Browse would forget Taryn had ever 146

 

existed.  Dryleaf could suffer the faun’s tears now for that peace.  “Someone get him away.” 

Several satyrs stepped forward, but it was Taryn whose hands closed on Browse’s shaking shoulders, and Taryn who pushed him firmly back.  She glared at Dryleaf through fear and anger in equal measure and waited. 

Dryleaf raised his spear.  Its shadow cut across her and the shadow shook. 

She didn’t move. 

Beyond her, thin arms hugging her own shoulders, Molly watched him. 

Dryleaf threw.  The spear’s head sank and held fast.  The shaft quivered with the force of his throw.  Taryn glanced around at the tree he’d impaled and her mouth twisted.  “That’s the third time I’ve had someone chuck a spear at me,” she remarked.  “I’m starting to take it personally.” 

“What do you  want?” he shouted. 

“I want you to look at them,” Taryn said, pointing at the kennels.  “I want you to see what you’re doing to those innocent people!” 

“Innocent!”  One of the satyrs bleated laughter. 

One of the humans joined him in it.  “I weren’t even born that, cully,” 

she said, and the satyr frowned and backed away from her. 

“Yeah!” another burst out.  “Just leave us alone!  You ain’t helping and now…now it’s raining!” 

Dryleaf and Taryn both looked up.  A drop of water struck him unerringly in the eye.  Taryn stepped back under the canopy of the trees, wiping at her face.  Had the storeroom roof ever been finished?  Ah, gods and grief. 

“Thanks to you, I gots to sleep here,” the human in the kennel said. 

“Because you couldn’t quit on ‘em, and now none of ‘em will take us to a hut tonight.  It were nothing but tupping!  I’d rather do that than sit in pissy straw trying to sleep in the rain!” 

Burntbrow took a step towards her and stopped, looking away.  She reached to him through her bars.  “Take me to bed, huh?” she said, almost singing it as she pleaded.  “Ain’t I your tickle no more?” 

“Nasty!” another human cried. 

“Pits with you!” the other spat, and the rain poured down.  “I been tied up on hooks when I was too sick to stand, had me teeth bashed in when a pricker said I scraped him, and seen me Ma choked to death cuz the pricker liked the way it made her wiggle!  Worst thing they done to me here is make me sleep in the fuggering rain!  So who’s nasty, huh?  Who’s nasty?” 

“They’re just as bad!” a human called, shouting to be heard over the roll of following thunder.  “They’re every bit as bad!  They done me in the mud! 

They done me sick and bleeding!  They done me six at a go when I were too sore even to breathe!  The only difference ‘twixt here and Outlook is it hurts more when they kicks me!” 
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Dryleaf backed away from that shrill, shaking challenge and caught a hard shove forward. 

“You look at them!” Taryn hissed behind him.  “You answer that!  You own it!” 

He swung and shoved her back.  “I am not responsible for this!” 

“You put them in cages, you son of a bitch!” Taryn shouted.  The skies sparked, lighting her with white fire.  “Don’t you dare tell me you’re not responsible for them now!” 

Rain drummed on heat-hard ground, drowning out the sobs of fauns, human fighting, and the awful silence of the satyrs.  Dryleaf stared at the one who had brought it all upon him as his soul bled. 

“I hate you,” he said softly. 

“I can live with that.” 

Dryleaf raised his hand, forced it down, and walked away from her. 

“Empty out the tanning shed!” he ordered.  “Put everything… burning hell, I don’t care, just empty it!  Strike the kennels.  We’ll put them in a hut tonight. 

Shut up,” he snarled as eyes flicked behind him, indicating Taryn about to speak. 

“If you say one word, I swear I will sew your mouth shut.” 

“It’s a start.” 

Dryleaf threw his head back and roared into the rain.  He swung around, spitting stormwater along with his rage.  “Don’t you ever  stop?!” 

But she wasn’t fighting.  There was even a kind of sympathy in her demon’s eyes.  “The hardest thing I ever did was take that first step,” she said. 

She went to the tree and pulled his spear free.  “I wish I could tell you everything after that was easy.  It wasn’t.  But at least I could see the way to go.” 

She put the spear in his hand. 

“It’s a start,” she said again.  And slightly smiled.  “Want me to scare up a needle and some thread?” 

Dryleaf swiped water from his face with a curse and pushed past her.  He tossed his spear into the leaking storehouse and took his Molly’s arm.  He had ordered her washed, he would see her washed.  After that, gods, he truly did not care. 
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30.  The Choice  



The prisoners each received two things that night:  A chain connecting each shackled leg to the frame of the wall, and a soft-woven sack of straw to be a bedroll.  Taryn, who was no longer a prisoner, had neither.  Sometime after dark, one of the fauns—probably Browse—snuck in and tossed a pillow at her before running away again.  It helped, but her sleep was still pretty thin and she was already awake when the satyrs’ Speaker threw open the door and stomped inside. 

It didn’t look like he’d slept too well, either. 

“Here it stands,” he said harshly, “and there shall be no negotiations.  I choose to release you.  You may stay or go as you decide.” 

Another satyr entered with an armload of skirts and halters.  He glanced once at Taryn and damned if he didn’t wink before he started passing them out. 

“If you choose to leave, you will be masked after morning meal and led to your barricade.  If you choose to stay, you must agree to the conditions of life in this village.  This will be your hut until one more suitable can be built or until…you come to other arrangements.  I am Dryleaf, your Speaker.  You will obey me before all others.  You will join the fauns at their labors and you will learn to hold a proper watch over them.  You will mate with us and bear our young.  And you will be named.”  His gaze shifted to Molly and his jaw tightened.  “You will be Wave,” he said roughly.  “Waves…are always changing.” 

Molly, or the girl formerly known as Molly, looked stunned. 

The other satyr, now finished passing out garments, bent and started unlocking shackles. 
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“And I want you gone,” the Speaker concluded, glaring at Taryn. 

“I’ll think about it.” 

Muttering, the Speaker turned and stomped out again. 

No one said anything for a while.  The satyr continued calmly removing shackles.  Slowly, one of the women pulled her filthy shift over her head and stepped into her clean skirt.  She fastened it around her bony hips, her expression nearly one of awe. 

“Is he really letting us leave?” the thin-faced one asked suspiciously. 

“Yes,” said the satyr. 

“He’s not waiting to see who wants to and locking her up again?” 

“No.” 

“Or leading her off in the woods like to trick her and killing her when she’s out of sight?” 

“No.” 

“Hunh.”  The molly rubbed at her ankle, baby-white and scarred by years of wear.  “Well, I leaving,” she declared. 

“So be it.”  The satyr unlocked the last of them, removed his key from around his neck, and let it drop beside the open restraint.  He looked intently at one of the others.  “And you?  What will you do?” 

“I don’t know,” this one mumbled.  “I guess…I guess I might as well stay.” 

The satyr’s brows knit slowly.  The girl continued to sit and stare at her feet and he finally dropped his eyes.  Clearly, he had been expecting a more enthusiastic response. 

“I mean, it’s mollying either way, ain’t it?” the girl asked, and shrugged. 

“Just a question of where.” 

“No, it’s a question of what!”  The thin-faced one jumped up and edged along the perimeter of the hut, eyeing the satyr in their midst with fearful belligerence.  “You stay and mark me, you’ll be back in the cage soon as that one’s away!  Getting wooly-poked by any ‘n all!  Clean and dry and fed, maybe, but you’ll be a molly still!  Be a molly for a man!” 

The satyr turned his head and stared at the wall.  He said, “Stay.  I will not have you save that you come to me.” 

The girl laughed dully.  “You don’t have to lie to me.  Said I’d stay, didn’t I?  Clean and dry and fed…I’d fuck a whole goat for that.” 

She went out into the village and the other girls gradually followed, until Taryn was alone with the satyr.  After a long, stifling silence, he looked at her. 

“If I ask you a question,” he said, “will you swear to answer honestly?” 

Surprised, she raised her hand in the boy-scout salute.  “I promise.” 

He came to her and hunkered down so that their eyes were on a level. 

“Are you a god?” he asked quietly. 
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She thought she was ready to hear anything, but that one left her absolutely stupefied.  “Fella, do I look like a god?” 

He contemplated her in silence, beginning at the crown of her head, slowly staring his way down to her feet, and back up again.  “A god may look like anything,” was his final judgment. 

“Do gods bleed?” she asked, pulling out folds of her stained bodice to show him. 

“You are not answering my question.” 

“Well, of course I’m not a god!” 

“You are Quiabe in human form.” 

She burst out laughing.  “I am not!” 

“Then you are his get.” 

“My father is an optometrist in Shoestring, Oregon!” 

He rubbed at his chin, regarding her with dubious eyes.  At last, he shook his head.  “Who else could do what you have done?” he demanded. 

“Maybe anyone,” she said.  “Who else has tried?”  She stood up and so did he.  As she stretched out her stiff body and practiced a few hobbling steps, the satyr stood motionless and thoughtful. 

“Will you go now?” he asked. 

“Not yet.” 

“Because you believe our ways shall revert in your absence?” 

She started to shake her head and then faced him fully to say, “Because the Pathfinder who brought me let me out in the middle of the woods and I have no idea how to get home.” 

He looked about as convinced by this explanation as he’d been by her assertion that she was not a god.  “How were you expecting to leave if you had been allowed to deliver your message and depart?” 

“I’m expecting someone to come for me,” she said with a rueful smile. 

She rubbed her belly.  “Someone with as much to lose as I have.” 

“Quiabe?” 

She rolled her eyes and headed for the door. 

“Who, then?”  The satyr followed her.  “What human is it that would know the location of this village when you do not?” 

“No human, as far as I know.”  She started to open the door. 

He caught it, forced it shut, and leaned over her shoulder.  He studied her unhurriedly before finally shaking his head.  “If you expect us to heed your words in certain matters, you must stop lying in others.” 

“If you really think I’m lying,” she said, “feel free to ignore me entirely.” 

She pushed at his chest until he consented to back away, then opened up the door again.  This time, he let her go. 

Breakfast was fruit, shared out equally while unleavened bread cooked in covered pans over the morning fire.  The bread was drizzled with honey and 151

 

served with a bowl of wine.  Again, all portions were equal, even Taryn’s, although she was served with a hell of a glare from Dryleaf, and she traded her wine for plain water. 

“It’s very good,” she ventured. 

“I send no one away unfed,” he said crossly.  “Eat it and go.” 

“You’re not interested in hearing what I came to say anymore?” 

He bleated under his breath and kicked at the ground, still dark from yesterday’s spat of rain.  “Well, what is it, then?” 

“You don’t sound very receptive.” 

“Human, I’m not.” 

“Then I’ll wait.” 

“I’ll never be rid of you, demon,” he said, and sat beside the girl he’d named Wave.  “You’re a curse, sent to harry me to death for the vengeance I have taken.” 

“It’s nice to have one’s work appreciated,” Taryn remarked. 

“Eat your food and shut up.”  He glanced at Wave.  His face did not soften exactly, but it did lose its scowl.  He looked away at the next girl.  “What is your decision, human?” 

“I…I’d like to stay, me.  If you meant it.” 

“I did.” 

“And a name for me?” she asked hopefully.  “For only me?” 

He considered her, his nostrils slowly flaring.  “Argil,” he said at last. 

“The clay we shape.” 

She smiled, testing it.  “Argil.  Yeah, I could be clay, all right.  Bet I could learn to do it even, if someone showed me how.  I’m good with me hands, yeah?” 

Seldom kind, Antilles had said, but they were all kind enough not to laugh at her. 

All in all, only three women chose to return to the human camp they called Outlook.  Although all three tried very hard to convince the rest to leave with them, there was not even a hint of vacillation in any of the others.  The only decision that surprised Taryn was that of the arm-scratcher, the woman who had always seemed the most unbalanced, who chose to stay.  Under the new name Umbra, she sat close to the fauns, rubbing her fresh bandages, and if she did not look entirely happy, at least she wasn’t hurting herself anymore. 

“You’ll be sorry,” said the thin-faced one as she and the other two were blind-folded. 

Then they were gone, which left humans and satyrs and fauns staring at each other in the single most uncomfortable silence Taryn had been witness to since the boys and girls got back to class after the separate sex-ed films in the third grade. 
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Finally, Taryn raised an inquiring hand.  “What do you want me to do?” 

she asked Dryleaf. 

“Leave!” he shouted. 

“I mean, for work around the village.” 

“You do nothing!  You are not even here!”  But he then turned to the rest of them.  “The south plots need to be readied and the young sunswells planted. 

Burntbrow, you and yours see to it.  Starfall, the storehouse must be emptied and its contents dried.  I’ll patch the roof.  I need pitch.”  He went on, giving orders to each satyr, who then selected fauns, and sometimes a human, from the group. 

Before too long, Taryn was alone in the center of the village.  Or nearly alone.  When she turned her head to track a corner-of-the-eye blur, she saw Browse hiding in a doorway, watching her.  He ducked inside when he realized he’d been spotted.  “Want to go pick berries?” she called. 

He peeked out.  “Yes.” 

“Okay.  Go get two baskets and we’ll pick berries.” 

Antilles probably wouldn’t be here for a few hours anyway. 
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31.  Dryleaf and Wave 



Dryleaf stood in the doorway of his hut, leaning his weight on the latch as he watched Taryn pace up and down in the centergrounds.  It was getting dark. 

Everyone else had gone to bed.  From the hut that Icebones shared with three of his brothers, and now the human he’d named Feather, came the sound of pipes, out of tune but tenderly played.  The place where the kennels had stood, in some permutation or another, for two hundred years, now lay empty.  The well-seasoned wooden bars were stacked with the rest of the firewood.  He had not realized how ugly the village had been with the kennels there until he could see it now that they were gone. 

It had not been a comfortable day.  The fauns were fauns; if the satyrs told them it was all right, even humans wandering free in their own village was acceptable.  And the humans, though nervous, proved hardy workers and were obedient enough, if unskilled.  Most, like Wave, were determined to learn to be useful, to deserve their freedom.  The satyrs, for the most part, demonstrated their unease at this new arrangement by keeping a distance, using fauns to meet their urges, and avoiding human contact.  Others, like Burntbrow and Icebones (and, he supposed, himself), stayed very close to a particular one, working with her, mating with her, and—very uneasily—speaking with her.  No, not a very comfortable day at all, but they were learning to see one another as people, and as Taryn had said so infuriatingly, it was a start. 

“What’s to look at?” 

Dryleaf grunted in lieu of answer, but kept watching.  Taryn was still pacing, but slower now, and she was no longer searching the trees.  Every so often, she’d wipe at her eyes.  Crying, he realized.  Pitiable sight. 

Gods, he hated her. 
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Wave’s arms slipped around his chest and up.  She cupped his shoulders and pressed her cheek to his damp arm.  “You coming to bed, yeah?” 

“Soon.” 

“Figures.”  She gave him a teasing slap, but not on his fresh-burnt back (at least the damned roof was finished now).  “The first time ever I wants a tumble and look who’s dragging his feet.” 

“Hooves.” 

Taryn now trudged herself into the tanning hut, and now it would be another night with her here, another day.  And he would see himself through her eyes every time he had to look at her.  He would see a monster, a mindless rutting beast with the torturous brutality of a human.  He would never be able to make enough right and he would never forgive her for forcing him to see that. 

But she was gone for now.  Dryleaf shut the door and turned around. 

Wave sat on the edge of the bed, toying with the lacings of her halter.  After a moment, he thought to smile at her.  She smiled back, but nervously. 

“I never been a real girl before,” she said.  “Not sure what I should be doing, like.” 

And he never taken a truly willing human before.  That was an observation unpleasant enough to pass for one of Taryn’s.  “It is not necessary that we do anything differently,” he said. 

“Oh, I want to!  I just…don’t want to turn it into a molly-ride.  I wants it to be like…like real girls do.”  She lifted and dropped a shoulder, still trying to smile even as her eyes welled and her voice cracked.  “But I don’t know how to be innocent.” 

“We are neither of us innocent.”  He sat beside her.  “And I don’t suppose we can ever pretend otherwise.  Nor should we.  But I will be kind, if you will.” 

She patted his knee, then rubbed at it, watching his wool spike up between her fingers.  “You never been so bad, after them first few times.  And I can be nice.”  She leaned over and touched her lips to his cheek. 

Vaguely pleasant.  He held very still, not wishing to discourage her. 

After a moment, she giggled against his skin in a warm puff, placed her fingers on his jaw, and turned him firmly to face her.  She touched her lips to his mouth next.  She had done this once before, but he’d found the experience too strange to fully appreciate.  This time, as it was no longer necessary to question her motives, he could relax and try to enjoy it. 

In the blurred field of her face, he saw a sudden flash of blue.  Then she drew back, frowning at him.  “You’re supposed to close your eyes,” she told him. 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know, you just are.  And you’re supposed to open your mouth a little, so long as we’re talking, yeah?”  She flicked her fingers at him in impatience, so he closed his eyes. 

155

 

Now, in the darkness, he felt her lips again, pressing and then lightly nibbling all along his mouth.  Her tongue licked out, wetting the thick skin of his mouth before gingerly probing inward.  The very tip of her tongue touched his, fluttering, strange.  He opened slightly wider, an invitation she accepted.  She snuggled closer, exploring his mouth with an alluring combination of shyness and courage.  He had no idea what she was doing, but it did feel good. 

Her hand found his just as he began to mimic her.  Their fingers twined as did their tongues, then she brought his hand up to her breast.  Firmly so.  He squeezed and she moaned into his mouth.  Dryleaf slipped an arm around her and lowered her to the bed.  She wrapped a leg around his hip at once, then withdrew it.  He caught her thigh, returned her to enfold him, then slid his hand slowly up her body and under her halter to caress her breast once more.  Her nipple was hard beneath his thumb, even though the air was still so hot. 

From somewhere in the village, a female cry suddenly sounded out.  It was not one of hurt.  He twisted around to stare at the door, feeling Wave’s warm breast in his open hand, her firm leg rubbing slowly along his thighs.  Her hands twined around his neck and he allowed himself to be pulled down into another mouth-touch.  She tasted of berries.  So must he. 

“I feel funny,” she whispered. 

“How so?” 

“I don’t know.  Hey, I wants to do this right.”  She pushed him aside and scrambled back until she could sit up.  Her hands fumbled at her lacings.  There was color in her cheeks and her breath was fast.  He touched his mouth to her bare shoulder, then to her breast when she pulled her upper garment free.  Her eyes rolled back, her lashes fluttered, and her hand rose to cup his head, holding him closer.  He felt her shiver.  “This feels so different,” she sighed. 

He tongued at her nipple—hard as ice, hot as fire—and she gripped hard at the other, her thighs rubbing together as she writhed. 

“Don’t feel like it used to,” she murmured.  “This is nice.  Oh.  Call me that word you gave me, yeah?  Just a little?” 

“Wave.”  He eased her hand away from her breast and replaced it with his own, suckling lightly at that which he held.  “You have always been Wave.” 

“Oh, yes!” 

“You have always been apart from this land and all the pains that crawl upon it.” 

She let out a sound that may have been either moan or sob, hugging at him.  Her hands scorched down his back.  The burn was less searing than the ache of his loins.  He felt her tugging at his kilt and he drew swiftly back to facilitate its removal and to sweep her own skirt away.  He entered her with a harsh sigh of pleasure; she received him with a trembling cry.  Bare body to bare body, they moved.  It was the same sex it had ever been, the same motions, the same forms, but it was all new anyway.  She embraced him with every part of 156

 

her, but it was her hands he felt best.  Her cries were soft, struggling ones, but her hands were very sure as they dug at him, twisted in his hair, pulled at his hips. 

“Something…oh!  Oh, I can’t!  Something’s happening!” 

He felt her spasm shockingly around him, revealing to him (and to her, it seemed) that humans could feel bliss in the same way as fauns.  The sensation so unpinned him that he lost control, driving at her in a hard rhythm of unrestraint that would hurt a faun.  But his Wave rocked with him, crying her affirmations freely and bucking up into his thrusts.  He left restraint aside, buried his face against her throat, and allowed himself to revel. 

It was his cry that split the still air of the village center next.  He did not care who heard it. 
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32.  Rescue 



It seemed to take as long to find a way through the woods as it had taken to cross the whole of the Valley.  No one spoke.  Tension was a knot in every body, a flat shine in every eye.  Antilles carried no weapon.  He knew only too well that if he had one on him, indeed, anywhere around him, when he found his Taryn, every satyr in his sight would end split from crown to ground.  And he must be a lord.  He must go on, knowing what he would find and knowing he would have to forgive it. 

The Farasai, however, yet wore their runkas.  Against fellcats, they said. 

And surely it was a fellcat Tonka thought of now, as he caught the trace of smoke in the air and pulled his killing spear. 

Yet the smoke was deceptive.  It hung over the woods, but the village stubbornly remained where it always had been, and the walk was long. 

The sun was high overhead when the trees broke, and though no word was given, Antilles and the Farasai leapt into a full run, as though the last dozen steps might make all the difference, oh aye, as though they could still save her. 

They had come in the midst of the mid-day meal, and there were no fauns in the little gardens that flanked the huts, no one to intercept their futile last charge.  They burst into the village commons: the unarmed lord of the Valley, five warrior horsemen, and one rattling cart that carried not even a blanket to wrap her body. 

Food flew as fauns scattered.  Satyrs leapt up or dove for spears. 

Humans screamed and shielded themselves behind satyrs.  And Taryn— 
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Taryn stood up and punched her hands onto her hips, the only figure in this baffling array who did not flee them to some degree, and said, “What took you so long?” 

The horseman drawing the cart reared, bumped into his burden, and nearly fell over.  Tonka performed a unique gesture of Farasai shock, shuddering violently as he reared, to the effect that he seemed to hop sideways in stiff-legged fits.  The runka he held clattered to the ground.  Antilles could not blame him. 

He could feel no part of his body but the strain of his staring eyes. 

The kennels that had stood throughout his rule, throughout all the years of his life, were gone.  Broken, he saw.  Stacked for fuel.  Humans, unrecognizable from those he had seen at his last visit, stood clean and free in the open air.  Pink scars and bands of sunless white marked each ankle. 

The Speaker of the satyrs cautiously approached, eyeing the edges of the drawn runkas and fingering his own spear.  “My lord?” 

“What…”  Unlordly shock stole power from his voice.  Confusion and directionless fears sent it crashing back in.  “What has happened here?  You…” 

He groped for the Speaker’s shoulder, pushed him rudely to one side, and advanced on his fearless Taryn.  “How did you…?  What…?” 

“Take a deep breath,” she advised.  “Start out with, ‘Taryn, it’s so good to see you.’” 

Tonka gave Antilles the same rude shove he’d just given the satyr, and seized Taryn’s shoulders.  “What by the burning blood of the risen Quiabe went through your damned fool mind, woman?!” he roared. 

“Shaken baby syndrome!  Shaken baby syndrome!” Taryn babbled, flailing. 

“I’ll birch you until your sorry hide sprouts  leaves, you stone-headed little  twit!” 

Tonka was pried away, kicking and stamping, by two of his warriors, and Antilles stepped up again.  He got a good look at his maiden’s face, then swung on the Speaker of the satyrs.  “You’ve injured her,” he said. 

One of the humans, a thin, wide-eyed blonde, gripped nervously at the Speaker’s arm.  The satyr himself did not reply. 

“It’s okay,” Taryn said behind him.  “We had kind of a rocky start, but—

” 

He turned on her fast, thumping a finger hard into her chest.  “You would do well not to attract my attention, human.” 

She cocked a brow at him.  “What have I told you about poking me, Tilly?” 

He thumped her again.  “Do not you dare to lecture me, woman, after all the times I have told thee not to hie off alone, and where do I find thee now?” 

“Yeah, and look how long it took you!” she exclaimed.  “I waited for you all day yesterday!” 
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“Do you even know where you  are?” Tonka bellowed and was again restrained. 

“We lost a night and a day in searching for thee, lady, and failing the finding of thee, tracking for the fellcat that took thee.” 

Taryn’s face went from puzzled to pale to horribly ashamed so completely that Antilles felt even the fires of his wrath cool.  He backed away, giving his horns a shake to stoke his softening anger. 

“We even entertained the thought that thee had slipped away once more to Earth, so nay, forgive us, we were not here yesterday.” 

Taryn’s brows knit.  “What would I be doing on Earth?” 

Antilles flung out both arms (provoking a dozen fauns and a handful of humans to duck low) and roared, “What would you be doing  here, for hell’s sake?” at the top of his lungs. 

Taryn’s eyes moved beyond him to the Speaker, reminding Antilles that the other still existed.  “I came to invite them to the wedding,” she said softly. 

Judging by the silence that dropped over the village, Antilles was not the only one struck speechless by this pronouncement.  He stepped back to see the Speaker’s reaction and Taryn stepped forward with her empty hand outstretched. 

“It’s all I really came to say,” she said. 

The Speaker did not take her hand or even look at it.  “You should have told me who you were.” 

“I did.  I’m Taryn.” 

“You should have said more.” 

“Dryleaf.”  She stepped a little closer, her hand still reaching.  “I shouldn’t have to be more.” 

Now the Speaker dropped his eyes.  He glared at her empty hand and his own drew into a fist.  “And so you would undo in days these many lifetimes of misery before you walk away from us.” 

“Oh hardly.  I may be a fool, but I’m not an idiot.  But hey.”  Her voice softened and she hunted for his gaze until he gave it to her.  “It’s a start.” 

“Gods, I hate you.”  Dryleaf said with convincing sincerity.  He took her wrist. 

“I can live with that,” Taryn said, smiling. 

The Speaker released her and clenched the hand that had gripped hers, probably to keep from wiping it impolitely on his leg.  He looked up at Antilles then, before bending his neck.  He held the pose far longer than mere respect required.  It seemed to be apology, stiff and resentful though it may be, yet there was feeling in it.  “I would be honored, lord, and grateful to be received at your wedding feast.” 

“Then I will welcome you,” Antilles said, and offered his own hand.  He clasped in friendship the wrist of the one who had undoubtedly struck his 160

 

maiden, perhaps in the brutal forcing of her.  It was difficult not to crush a few bones. 

And the satyr seemed to know it.  He did not prolong the gesture, but soon stepped away.  The blonde human clutched at him again and he put an arm around her in the same distracted show of protection Antilles had so often seen displayed with fauns.  “I promise nothing for future days,” he said.  “But I will no longer extend my right of vengeance to consume the victims of my enemy.” 

Antilles looked at Taryn.  She raised her chin and rubbed her belly.  He looked back at the satyr. 

“Many times in these past years, my lord, you have argued for the release of my prisoners,” the Speaker said.  “I regret that I have so callously dismissed your words.  I see now that you have been right all along.  And I…I have been in unforgivable error.” 

“It is not for me to forgive you.”  Antilles shifted his eyes to the humans in the village.  “But as my lady says, ‘tis a fair beginning.  I pray you come to accord together.  But as for this error—”  He reached out to take Taryn’s arm and draw her in against his side.  “—I am prepared to take the road of peace.  Come to Rucombe when the moon is full and there be made welcome when I take this lady for my wife.” 

The satyr nodded once, glancing at Taryn.  ‘Harridan,’ said those narrow eyes, but at least his clear dislike had nothing to do with her race. 

Taryn’s own made a similar, silent, uncouth reply, and she turned somewhat to offer her hand to the human hiding in the Speaker’s shadow. 

“Goodbye, Wave.  I hope we meet again, someday.” 

“I knew you was a lady,” the human said, taking Taryn’s wrist. 

“Now go stay with the fauns,” the Speaker ordered, once the two disengaged their grip.  He moved forward to join the horsemen, taking a place at the fore of them. 

“It is not necessary to guide us,” Antilles said, surprised. 

“Perhaps not, but forgive me, lord.”  Dryleaf watched closely as Taryn was helped into the cart and settled.  He flexed his grip on the haft of his spear. 

“I have earned the right to see the back of that demon with my own eyes.” 

“I’m going to miss you, too, you rat-bastard,” Taryn muttered in what she no doubt believed was too low a voice to carry. 

“Well-earned,” Dryleaf repeated, and scowled.  He led the way into the woods. 

Antilles looked at Taryn.  “Well?” he demanded. 

She had the temerity to shrug at him, avoiding his eyes.  “Ah, you know me.  Just making friends wherever I go.” 

He reached into the cart to touch her face.  She flinched before finally dragging her eyes up to his.  “You cannot know what horrors I have been imagining,” he said quietly. 
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She sighed and laid her hand over his.  “Oh yes I can.” 

“This was a foolish thing for thee to attempt.” 

“I know.” 

He waited, but no apology came.  And none ever would.  Antilles lowered his hand in defeat and gestured for the cart to roll.  Taryn settled back and he walked beside her, letting his arm hang over the rough wooden slats for her to hug.  He could not be angry with her, no more than he could truly be disappointed.  She had done a great thing, one that may well outlast even his lifetime if it were fully embraced.  He had tried several times after meeting her to negotiate the release of the satyrs’ captives, but could never deny their right to vengeance.  They would obey the unjust rule of their lord, they said, and nothing less.  And Antilles, who would not be tyrant in the land of his protected, had not given that order, knowing that he could have used words for yet another hundred years before the satyrs gave him heed, assuming they ever would.  Once more, it had taken the sight of one willing to strike off a thumb to make another stop and listen.  It had been a risk, but he could not fault her for taking it. 

“Are you mad at me?” 

Antilles glanced at her, but he was not the target of her timid question. 

“Oh aye,” Tonka said curtly.  “In the twinned sense of the word.  I am crazed and I am furious.  How could you do such a thing?  You have caused more panic in these past four days than all of your kind in the four years previous!  Gods!  We came here to bear back thy body!  Why, Taryn?  Why?!” 

Taryn only sighed and held Antilles’s hand a little tighter.  She had an answer, surely.  He could see it in her eyes, whole volumes of purpose and cause and consequence that no talesmith could pen better or bard render more moving. 

But she was silent. 

The satyr said, “You came to find her body.” 

It was not a question and he did not look back for his answer.  He continued to guide them along the flattest terrain through the ancient trees.  His step remained measured and alert only to the dangers ahead, seemingly relaxed in this company. 

Tonka’s rage was curtailed for the second time.  He glanced at Antilles, clearly uncomfortable with the insult he had just let fly, and said nothing. 

“I have never believed myself to be cruel.”  Dryleaf’s tone was off-hand, distracted.  “I have boasted, I know, that we satyrs are not killers, unlike those who assail us.  Yet you came to find a body.” 

“I’m sure that’s more a vote of ill-confidence in my ability to win people over than a comment on your character,” Taryn said, looking glum. 

“I am sure that it is not.”  Dryleaf sent her a swift, black glare.  “You have been honest all this time, human.  Must you lie in our last moments?” 
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“People used to think I was friendly,” Taryn said, addressing Antilles as though it were he she were convincing.  “‘Come on, Taryn,’ they’d say.  ‘Let’s go make some friends.’  And I could do it.” 

Antilles grunted.  “You slapped my face at our first meeting.” 

“That was our second meeting.  I told you to fuck off at our first meeting.” 

“Nay, I believe thee said exactly, ‘Leave me the fuck alone.’” 

“You’re probably right,” she conceded, smiling.  “Same difference, though.” 

He squeezed her hand. 

“Mostly, I’m very friendly.”  Taryn held her smile until her gaze shifted to Dryleaf.  Then it slipped and she sighed.  “I would be lying if I said I liked you,” she told him.  “But I saw plenty about you that’s likeable.” 

Dryleaf started to send her an incredulous stare, but caught himself and faced grimly straight ahead. 

“You’re a strong leader.  You take very good care of the fauns, and that sure doesn’t look easy.”  Taryn thought about it.  “You can light a fire faster than anyone I know.” 

He bleated. 

“And you talked to me.  Even though you don’t like me.” 

“I need no flattery.  And I am not speaking to you,” he added crossly. 

“Be quiet.” 

Taryn toyed with Antilles’s fingers, rolling her eyes. 

“Even here, there has been some rumor that our lord’s chosen may be human,” Dryleaf mused.  “When you were caught—” 

“Oh, now you’re talking to me?” 

“—and you looked and spoke and acted so different from the others we had taken over the years, it was mentioned you might be she.”  Dryleaf bleated laughter.  “But I knew that you were not.  For I knew that our lord would never allow you to come near us.  Not in his care and certainly not without it.  Because I knew…even if I did not admit it…I knew what we did to those we caught.” 

Dryleaf walked.  The others followed.  Taryn turned herself in the cart so that she could watch the back of the satyr’s head. 

“So I am cruel, after all,” Dryleaf said at length, in a conversational tone of voice.  “You were correct to anticipate a body, chieftain.  Things might have gone very differently.” 

“Aye,” Antilles said without accusation.  “Were she met by a different Speaker.” 

“Everyone is capable of cruelty under the right conditions,” Taryn added. 

“Not everyone is capable of letting that go.” 

“And that’s enough, is it?” 
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“No,” said Taryn.  “It’s just a start.  But starting is hard, Dryleaf.  Cut yourself some slack.” 

Dryleaf stopped walking. 

Taryn scrambled back from the head of the cart and Antilles hauled her in against his side, but the satyr never glanced her way.  He took half a step, sniffing, and was very still. 

Smoke.  The first sign of the satyrs’ village.  In the still air, it had hung heavy over the woods, making it seem as though they should be so much closer than they had proved to be.  But Dryleaf seemed so horribly tense. 

“Is it not your own?” Antilles asked. 

“We light no fire in dry summer save to prepare food and water.  This is heavy.  Too heavy.”  Dryleaf looked futilely up at the canopy of dark branches. 

There was not even a sliver of blue sky to be seen.  The satyr sniffed again and every muscle of his body knotted visibly all at once.  “They’re burning us out,” 

he said calmly, and then bolted into the trees. 

Tonka wrenched his sounding horn from his saddlebag and let cry, galloping on Dryleaf’s heels.  Antilles snatched for his axe, found his hand empty, and swung on the remaining horsemen.  “Back to the village!  Warn them!  Tanu, stay with Taryn!”  He ran after the satyr and the blasts of Tonka’s horn. 

It was a hard run.  The heat was lead in his lungs, the forest floor slick with needles, and the way was dark.  Harder still than the physical strain was the heaviness of dread, growing in him more as the smell of smoke grew stronger. 

The trees thinned and he could see it, hanging low and motionless in the summer air.  He ran on, straining his ears to hear the snap and roar of flame in dry wood over the sound of his own breath, the pounding of his heart.  He ran faster, knowing at any moment that he could be leaping out into hungry fire. 

But he never did. 

The smoke thickened some, but not enough to make the run impossible. 

He could see Tonka easily, coming to a stop where the trees opened up.  The sharpened poles of the invaders’ barricade were only lightly clouded.  Antilles slowed and stopped, staring around in apprehensive confusion at the fortress that had stood two hundred years in defiance of every effort to uproot them. 

The trees weren’t burning.  The fortress was. 

The walls still stood.  Arrows quilled the ground.  Blood stained the empty ramparts in smears, but there was no movement, no bodies, no sound. 

There was nothing but smoke. 

Dryleaf bent and pulled an arrow.  He tested its edge, then tossed it away.  Before Antilles could formulate a plan, the satyr cupped his mouth and hailed the walls. 
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Antilles and Tonka stepped back into the trees at once, but Dryleaf did not retreat.  He stood tense, his ears rotating slowly at the sound of continued silence.  Then he started walking around the wall. 

“What think you?” Tonka murmured. 

Antilles studied the smoke still rising in sluggish billows from the fortress.  It had the look of emptiness, not of ambush.  Sometimes humans advanced into the Valley, built a hold, and then had cause to abandon it, and they did tend to set the place burning before they left, but he doubted this was such a case.  Outlook had stood too long to be lightly abandoned now, and there was the matter of blood and arrows.  But if it had not been satyrs who met them in combat, then who? 

“Rebellion among their own numbers,” Tonka guessed, frowning. 

“Nay.  They fought with someone without these walls.” 

“Perhaps they drove out some of their number, who then returned in force?” 

“Perhaps.”  Antilles steeled himself for an unpleasant question.  “Kraal-Masala is near to here.” 

Tonka stamped a forehoof.  “Never, lord.” 

“They have ridden out to war before.” 

“Not here.  His kraal is small.  Tonka-Masala attacks supply lines and incoming soldiers.  He does not lay siege.” 

“In every field, no matter the size, there is room for growth.  Is that not what you say?” 

Tonka frowned at him. 

Dryleaf reappeared at the corner of the wall and waved to them.  They went. 

The gates of the fortress were in the rear of the hold and they had seen real combat in past years, but now they stood open.  Silent, uncharred, and open. 

To one side hung the bodies of three of their women, their faces black and swollen, otherwise naked and only slightly bloated with heat and death.  Above them, writ large with coals on the rough walls, were two words in human-speak: woolee cunte. 

Below the dangling feet, a heap of foulness waited to receive them when the nooses were cut.  It was the pit of two hundred years’ inhabitation, a moat filled with rotten food, excrement, the cast-off and rotting corpses of injured soldiers, captured fauns, and their own newborn young.  None were fresh.  The heat dried everything, but the stench remained, overpowering even the thick fugue of burnt meat. 

“Oh dear God.” 

Antilles swung, horror-struck, to watch Taryn mask herself with her shaking hands.  “You brought her here?” he demanded of her guardian. 
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Tanu spread his arms hugely.  “You left me no rope to tie her!  What was I to do?” 

“They killed them,” Taryn whispered.  “How could they kill them?” 

“The rest are within,” Dryleaf said, gesturing to the inner compound.  “I could not swear to it, but it seems…”  He looked at Taryn.  His ear twitched.  He turned around and gazed impassively up at the fly-coated corpses.  “I wonder what they expected,” he mused. 

“Did you know?”  Taryn stabbed at him with welling eyes.  “Did you send them back here, knowing they’d die?” 

Dryleaf shrugged.  “Everyone who meets them dies.  They lived here. 

They knew better than any the ways of these men.” 

“You—” 

“I freed them.”  Dryleaf turned and stared her down.  “To do what they willed.”  When Taryn covered her eyes to weep, the satyr drifted his stoic gaze to Antilles.  “And I freed them but yesterday.  This was no siege.  Come.”   He went back inside, Tonka close behind him. 

“Stay here,” Antilles told his willful maiden.  He knew better than to think he would be obeyed, but he had to try.  He followed the satyr into the silent fortress. 

The source of the smoke was before him in the form of a great funeral pyre.  Bodies piled as tall as Antilles smoldered still.  They had been covered in pitch and set alight, but it was a poor way to build a pyre, and poor material to set to burn.  Only the outer corpses had charred to bones.  Of the rest—hair, clothing, and little else burned.  Skin had split on some of them; the melting fat from these corpses dripped onto the coals of their fellows, the cause of this continuing cloud of greasy smoke. 

“All male,” Dryleaf remarked, moving a charred limb to see the bodies beneath.  “Their fighting men.  Their Master-General.  But not their women.” 

The arm broke off in his hand.  Dryleaf examined it, then tossed it higher on the heap.  “They may have been taken.  Or perhaps they are on the bottom of this pyre.” 

“The storehouse is empty,” Tonka called.  “Not a crumb of bread or a swallow of ale.  But their armory is untouched.”  He threw a steel breastplate and war-pitted sword to the ground beside the burning bodies. 

Antilles lifted the sword and turned it slowly in his hand.  “It would never stand against Cerosan arms,” he said.  “But ‘tis not poor stuff by a far cry. 

No human I know would leave this behind.  Great gods.”  He looked around the answerless walls in mounting frustration.  “What happened here?” 

“There was killing.  Much of it.”  Dryleaf kicked at a dark patch of blood-soaked earth. 

“The women are here.” 
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Antilles turned, bracing himself.  Tonka stood in the wide doorway of the stables.  His flanks were shuddering.  Otherwise, he did not move. 

“So where are they?” 

And that was Taryn again, damn it.  Antilles faced her, horns lowered, and she ruined his impending bellow to remove herself at once by running to him and throwing her arms around him. 

“Where are they?” she asked, pressing her cheek to his chest so that she could peer around the compound from the security of his embrace.  “The girls only left yesterday.  Whoever did this didn’t take time out of fighting to…to do what they did to them.  This all happened afterwards.  Who could do it?  Who could do it so fast?  And where did they go?  Shouldn’t there be a trail a mile wide leading away from here?” 

There was a point.  Antilles sent Tonka a hard stare.  It was some time before the Farasai chieftain tore his eyes away from whatever grim thing there was in the stables to receive it, but once he had, he nodded and went to scout the plains. 

“The speed of this slaughter is one thing, lord.”  Dryleaf now stood in the stable doorway, gazing thoughtfully within.  “But it’s what they did afterwards that begins to weigh on me.  So confident were they in their invulnerability that they took considerable time to celebrate their victory before taking themselves away again.  If the women were their prize all along, why not take them when they left?  And why dispatch them so creatively?” 

Antilles did not answer.  Nor did he move to see for himself what creativity Dryleaf observed. 

“Unless they meant to implicate satyrs for this depravity,” Dryleaf mused. 

“Why?” Taryn asked, hugging Antilles tightly.  It gave him a fair excuse not to do his lordly duty and witness the deaths in the stables.  “I could understand that kind of subterfuge if they were trying to start a war, but you’ve been at war for a long time.  They already hate you.  What could they possibly have to gain…by…” 

Taryn’s words fell away.  Her grip tightened once, nearly to the point of pain and never mind her fragile human flesh.  Then she released him.  She drew away, her eyes fixed upon the wall beyond the pyre.  Antilles frowned, tightening his own hold on her, but there was something in her eyes when she looked at him, something in the way she lightly touched his arm.  He was compelled to release her and could not bring himself to call her back even when she walked away. 

“My lord?” 
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stables.  He shook his head, firmly answering the satyr’s unspoken invitation. 

There was death enough around him.  He did not need to see more. 

Dryleaf took a final glance, but then came away from the stables.  He studied Taryn, who had reached the wall and was now running her hands over the logs that formed it.  He said, “However it happened, I mean to take swift advantage of this situation and destroy this place before more humans come to fortify it.” 

“Agreed.”  Antilles moved to investigate the wall nearest him.  He found nothing untoward.  He watched Taryn some more.  “I’ll have word sent immediately to Masala for Farasai to help break this place and take away the steel.  What you do not choose to keep,” he added tactfully. 

“Some, yes.”  Dryleaf folded his arms, staring at Taryn’s back with a singularly sour expression.  “It is, as you say, not poor stuff.  I would be a fool to leave it behind, and a greater fool to leave it where more humans can use it to arm themselves against us.  What is she looking at?” 

Antilles shook his head, mystified. 

Tonka returned to them, his runka sheathed.  “There is no sign of an army’s passage,” he said.  “Human tracks, aye, and many, but not so many as could have broken these defenses.  They…What is Taryn doing?” 

Antilles snorted and went to see for himself.  Taryn did not seem to notice him beside her.  All her attention was fixed on the wall, and on her face was the same look of horror she had worn on seeing on the hanging women. 

He saw nothing particularly shocking on the wall, but on the ground below it was a great dark stain.  The killing field, surely.  But Taryn didn’t even glance downwards.  She ran her hands over the logs of the wall, tracing a long line of unevenly-placed holes, fairly small, frequently set in the midst of a chipped divot.  It was as though some fool had run through here with a hand-drill, or perhaps some giant treebore had flown in, pecked out a mighty infestation of termites, and flown away again.  He could see no pegs and no other purpose for the holes, but this did not unduly alarm him.  The ways of human architecture were entirely unknown to him. 

“What is it, Taryn?” he asked. 

She jumped and clutched at her heart, then threw herself at him.  She was very pale, even for her.  “It’s nothing,” she whispered.  “It’s nothing really, it’s got to be nothing.  I don’t think…The wood looks pretty old, huh?” 

“Aye,” he said, baffled. 

“When…when do you think the wood got…chipped?” 

He frowned at the divots.  “Tis difficult to say.  The wood is well-aged and weathered through, and the smoke has discolored all.  Why?” 

“I…What killed the soldiers?” 
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“Lady,” he began, and stopped.  He had meant to spare her this bleak knowledge, but the frantic light in her eyes unnerved him.  He told her the truth. 

“By their contortions, I would say most were bound and set alight while living.” 

Bizarrely, this news made Taryn relax.  She sent one last frightened glance back at the wall and then headed for Tonka.  “Did you see where they went?” she called. 

“I could follow their trail only so far.”  The horseman touched her shoulder, but addressed Antilles.  “They came on Roads, lord, and left by them. 

The Dragon did this.” 

“No.”  Stunned, Taryn stepped away from both of them, actually slapping at Tonka’s hand when he reached to console her.  “No, that’s not possible.” 

Antilles grunted, gazing around with new eyes.  Aye, it would take a legion of humans and many months to break this fortress, but a dozen Pathfinders could easily prevail in a single day.  They would leave tracks very like to a human’s, and they would bear any of their own casualties away with them, leaving no trace of mortal weakness for their enemy to find.  It fit.  Burning the dead, aye, all of it fit. 

“He’d never order something like this!  He wouldn’t!”  Taryn stared wildly at the stables, then shook her head until her hair flew.  “He wouldn’t do that!” 

Dryleaf laughed shortly and without humor.  “You say that as though he never has.” 

She stared at him, her breath coming harder and harder.  Then she swung around and seized two handfuls of Antilles’s fur.  “Tell me he wouldn’t do this!” 

Antilles raised his hands to cup her trembling arms.  He said nothing. 

Her dark eyes flashed back and forth, reading his thoughts as though they were printed on a page.  Tears welled and spilled down her cheeks.  “It’s not true,” she whispered. 

Hoofbeats at full gallop rounded the outer wall as the other horsemen came at last, and every back carried a satyr armed for war.  The satyrs sprang down and separated to search the fortress for the unlikely survivor.  The horsemen came together, conferring in Far.  Antilles listened as he held his Taryn.  The consensus seemed to be not one of threat. 

“It is possible,” he began carefully, “that the Great Dragon believed this to be an act of friendship between our lands.” 

“How can you even  say that?” 

“The humans come from his holdings.  His protected dwell high in the unreachable mountains.  For thousands of years, he has turned a blind eye to the slow expansion of humankind, allowing them to live, to thrive, and to invade us from his Domain.  Now, perhaps, he seeks to claim responsibility and remove them from my land.” 
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Taryn, clearly troubled, started to look at the wall.  Antilles caught her chin and brought her eyes back. 

“Regardless of feeling, there are facts that cannot be ignored, and one fact is this:  Pathfinders alone make Roads.” 

“No, that’s not true.  The wizard—” 

“Wizards may walk Roads, but they cannot craft them.  That power has been lost to them, even on Avalon, for thousands of years.” 

“Lost things can be found,” she argued. 

“One wizard may easily have done the killing here,” Dryleaf interjected. 

“But one wizard is yet one man.  It would have taken many men to make the seed left in the stables.” 

Taryn blanched, sagging a little into Antilles’s arms. 

“And wizards do not share power,” Dryleaf continued.  “Arcadia is one of the Remembered Realms, not one of the Reclaimed.  Wizards do stumble on us from time to time, but they are not quick to share their discovery with those better able to conquer and rule.  No, this was not the work of wizards.” 

Taryn wept and the satyr watched her without expression.  At length, Dryleaf raised his eyes heavenward, and finally rested them on Antilles. 

“Humans put their honored dead in the ground,” he said.  “We shall bear down those on the wall and those in the stables and make pits for them.” 

“See it done,” Antilles said, rubbing Taryn’s back.  She only huddled closer, and if the gesture gave her any comfort, she did not show it.  His heart ached for her.  She was so often so fierce and so decisive that it was easy to forget how new she yet was to this world.  The dangers so many others perceived simply as dangers struck her far more deeply. 

“Come away, lady,” he said now.  “Ah, my maiden, there is nothing more for you to do here, and nothing you could have done to prevent this tragedy.” 

Dryleaf grunted and headed for the ramparts with his knife drawn, shaking his head.  No doubt he saw little of a tragic nature in the fall of Outlook, or even in the deaths of the females who dwelled within.  Neither did Antilles, in all honesty, yet it harmed nothing to say it so for his lady’s sake. 

She must have heard the lie in him.  The look in her sorrowing eyes as she drew away from him sank deeper than any spear.  She trudged away to Tanu and the cart without another word.  Ignoring Tonka’s outstretched hand, she ascended and huddled at one corner in a small ball of misery. 

Tonka, troubled, came to stand beside Antilles.  “Tis her foaling,” he said. 

“Aye.”  Antilles heaved a sigh and shook his head free of darker thoughts.  “And we must be away.” 

“I will send Puka and Skald to kraal-Masala.  This place shall be a field of flat char in but two day’s time.” 
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Antilles nodded, but all the pleasure there might have been in the thought was utterly eclipsed by Taryn’s continuing sorrow.  But there was nothing more to do, and so he gave the order to move out. 

The satyrs, already hacking at joints and digging out the base of the barricade, did nothing to salute their departure.  Their Speaker was on the walls, hauling one of the dead humans up hand over fist.  He paused briefly, staring down at them, but his eyes were for Taryn, not Antilles.  She stared back, tears rolling silently down her cheek, and continued to stare in that direction long after the bodies, walls, and even the smoke had passed from sight. 
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33.  My Beloved Whore  



Back in the tent. 

Rhiannon was confused.  The last time she’d had a recurring dream, she’d been seven and it had been about giant lobsters chasing her down the beach.  The leather tent, with its gangsta-rap soundtrack and the black void beyond the flaps, hadn’t really struck her as nightmare-food.  Not until the angel came…and his snakes. 

What had the angel’s name been?  Was he waiting to be called before he appeared?  God, why couldn’t he just get it over with? 

Rhiannon paced the perimeter of the tent a few times, waiting.  It was the same tent, she was quite sure of that, but the ground beneath her feet was different.  Not grass anymore, but dead pine needles and bare dirt.  Forest ground.  Likewise, the noises outside the tent were essentially the same, but slightly different.  It was in the music (same artist, maybe even the same album, but a different track), in the noisy-people sounds (same chatter and movement, but louder, as if from more people), in the air itself (still smoky, but cooler and windier than it had been before).  Same dream.  Different dream.  She shivered. 

The name came to her suddenly.  She turned around in the empty tent. 

“Gabriel?” 

“Rhiannon.” 

She swung around and there he was, smiling beatifically back at her.  It was a smile she found herself returning without thinking about it. 

“You’re glad to see me,” he said.  “That’s so sweet.  Take your clothes off.” 
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Her smile dropped away immediately.  “What?” 

He looked surprised, and then he laughed.  It wasn’t a mean laugh, but a sincere, that’s-a-good-one laugh that weakened her indignation.  “Oh, Rhiannon! 

Please.  Our time is short and you don’t need to be endearing.  We’ll have time for those games later.  Tonight, I need to see what I’m getting.  Take your clothes off.” 

His nonchalance made it difficult to be outraged, but she tried, even if she didn’t feel it as much as she knew she should have.  She lifted her chin, balled her fists, and snapped, “Who do you think I am?” with convincing fire. 

“My whore,” he said, and smiled. 

So.  No stone snakes, but still a nightmare.  Rhiannon bent her head, waiting, but the dream didn’t do anything else.  No sudden jeering crowds, no rain of used condoms and crumpled dollar bills, just him, just her.  The silence wore away her apprehension, but it still left her in the tent.  Heaving a sigh, she began to undress. 

“No, no, my love.  Do it right.” 

Rhiannon rolled her eyes, but put some bump and grind into it. 

“It’s a start, I suppose.  And starting is hard, as someone or another so recently said.”  Gabriel walked around her, watching as she stripped off her shirt and kicked away her panties.  His eyes moved over her body in a disturbing way, one that was almost wholly appraising.  Almost.  When he stood before her again, his smile seemed just a tad forced.  “Touch yourself,” he ordered. 

Rhiannon raised her hand and poked herself deliberately in the forehead. 

After a rather cool stare, Gabriel smiled.  “I know what you need,” he said gently.  “You need encouragement.  Come here.” 

Rhiannon looked around, but the tent remained an empty tent.  She shrugged and stepped a little closer to him. 

Gabriel took her wrist, brought her hand up, and kissed her fingers one at a time.  They were long, slow kisses, too.  His eyes remained on hers throughout and his lips were always smiling.  So close to her, so warm and tender, she was struck all over by his beauty.  “This,” he said, caressing her tingling fingers with his own, “is my whore’s hand.” 

She blinked, all the flickering warmth just beginning to spark in her now dying away. 

Gabriel moved her hand to her breast, carefully adjusting each finger’s placement so that she cupped herself just so.  “This is my whore’s breast,” he murmured, rolling her thumb in circles over her nipple until the little bud rose and peaked.  “See how it responds?  My beloved harlot.” 

“Don’t call me that,” she said, and blushed at how mumbly and plaintive she’d sounded. 

“I own you.  I can call you anything I please.  My harlot.  My wanton molly.  My whore.”  He spoke each word with tenderness, with love.  His hand 173

 

and hers moved down, caressing the slopes and valleys of her body before coming to rest between her thighs.  “This is my whore’s cunt,” Gabriel said. 

Her protests choked behind the sudden tightness in her throat.  She shut her eyes against a burn of unhappy tears and let him move her limp hand back and forth over her pubis, feeling with sick shame the exact instant her fingers touched moisture.  When he took his hand away, hers remained.  He was smiling when she squeezed her wet eyes open, shining his loving light down on her so tenderly while she debased herself for him.  Her angel. 

“Say it,” he said. 

“I’m not!” 

Gabriel took her hand, the one now painted with her own juices.  He held it up, showing her its wet gleam, and then, before she could do more than drop her shamed eyes, thrust her fingers into her own mouth.  The salty taste of herself coated her tongue; she swallowed convulsively and Gabriel smiled. 

“You are,” he said.  “Never think otherwise, not even for a moment. 

You are a whore.  Whores have a certain stink about them.  A certain taste.”  He pushed her fingers deeper, pulled them back, pushed again, mimicking the hard, slow thrusts of sex.  She gagged, blinking tears helplessly, and let him.  “You’re tasting it, Rhiannon.  So don’t argue with me.  Tell me you’re my whore.” 

He let go of her.  She pulled her hand free and wiped her mouth, sobbing out loud. 

“Rhiannon,” he said warningly. 

“I’m a whore,” she wept. 

“Louder, please.” 

Her hands rose and clutched at her own shoulders, not to cover herself, but just for the animal comfort of someone’s embrace.  She stared blankly at her bare feet in the pine needles.  “I’m a whore.” 

“You’re my whore.” 

“I’m your whore.” 

“Good girl.  You’re going to be such a fine whore, too.  I really picked a winner.”  He kissed her hand again, so sweetly, and then stepped back.  “Do you know why I chose you, my little harlot?” 

Rhiannon shook her head numbly.  She didn’t care, didn’t even want to hear, but this was a real nightmare at last, and it wasn’t letting go until it was all the way done. 

“Well, you’re pretty enough,” Gabriel said, brushing her hair back from her brow.  “But there are plenty prettier.  If I wanted looks, I could take my pick from the ones my own men keep here.  And you’re certainly lush.”  He gave her breast a squeeze, then delivered a crisp slap to her bottom and laughed with delight at its shudders.  “You have the kind of body men would cheerfully buy with a little bloodshed.  But most importantly, you’re Taryn’s little sister.” 
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Rhiannon looked up, feeling her face pucker with confusion and despair. 

Even here, in this hell, she was reduced to ‘Taryn’s little sister’. 

“It’s very simple,” Gabriel told her.  “Never underestimate the importance of continuity.  Simply killing the bull makes a martyr out of him, but marrying his widow legitimizes my rule.  And I’ve no doubt I could keep Taryn in line as long as I had her mongrel under my heel, but since I don’t particularly want to keep the thing around, well, let’s just say my confidence in my ability to control her ends at the brat’s funeral.”  Gabriel shrugged, then smiled broadly at her.  “But you, my whore, you are a perfect line to connect me to the ruling family.  All the loyalty that the Valley folk have for Taryn will transfer to you upon her death, and thus to me.” 

Rhiannon merely looked at him.  Her heart was a dark, shriveled thing, so ashamed it seemed to have physically abandoned her body.  Was this really what she thought?  Were these her fantasies?  Kill Taryn and have all the love for herself?  How sick did a person have to be before— 

“I’d prefer Taryn, of course,” Gabriel said.  “But I don’t think I could use her as effectively as you.  You see, I can’t help respecting her a little.  I’m afraid that if I met her…”  The angel’s smile faded, became a look of uncertainty, haunting in its sincerity.  “…I might actually fall in love.  It isn’t worth the risk. 

I’ll stick with you.  Nobody could possibly love you.” 

Rhiannon’s eyes dropped.  She said nothing. 

“Oh, don’t feel bad, my little whore.  It’s nothing but your nature.” 

Gabriel cupped her chin, brought her head back up for a lingering kiss, and then smiled into her eyes.  “No one can disguise their true nature.  Some women are diamonds.” 

Rhiannon offered a trembling smile in answer to the warmth in his voice. 

“And some are just dirt.” 
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34.  In the Field 



Rhiannon woke up crying silently into her pillow.  She rolled onto her back, wiping at her eyes and fighting for deep breaths without waking anyone else in the lodge.  Her heart was breaking, always breaking. 

She supposed she hated Taryn.  She had to.  No one could have dreams like that unless they hated the person.  They’d been best friends once.  And all Taryn had to do was move away and have her own friends to make Rhiannon wish her widowed and dead.  She was a horrible person.  She was a horrible, selfish whore. 

Rhiannon rubbed her sleeve across her face one final time and then pushed back her blanket.  She crawled out from under her table and headed for the door. 

“Rhiannon?”  Shappa raised his head sleepily as she passed by, scratching at his tousled hair.  “Where are you going?” 

“Out.  Go back to sleep.” 

She thought her voice was steady and calm, but he sure heard something in it that she hadn’t meant to let slip.  His ears cocked forward and he frowned, his hind legs already shifting to propel him up onto his feet. 

“Go back to sleep!” she said again, more aggressively, and fled. 

She dove for the shadows the instant she was out the door and ran blindly into the night.  She managed to elude the few horsemen patrolling the kraal, got away from the lodges and all the way to Sunrise Field without anyone shouting at her, so she guessed she was home-free.  She waded into rows of head-high stalks of the tough little bastards they called blisterpods, and there she collapsed, hugging her knees to her chest and hiding her tears in her arms. 
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She mistook the approach of a large body for the wind blowing through the dry crop.  He was almost on top of her before she heard his hooves over the sound of her muffled sobs.  She held very still, hoping he wouldn’t see her, but his hand swept the blisterpod stalks aside and there he was, looking right at her. 

“Rhiannon?” 

“Go away, Shappa.” 

“Nay, I will not.  What ails you?” 

“Nothing.” 

He answered that with a pointed silence that let her tears clearly underline themselves. 

“Leave me alone!” she snapped, humiliated. 

“Nay, that I shall not do, either.  Rhiannon…”  He heaved a curt sigh suddenly and in a new, hard voice, said, “Curse it, are you going to make me kneel down, or will you rise up?  These are not young knees!” 

“Then go away.” 

Shappa grumbled in Far.  The next thing she knew, his heavy hand was braced on her shoulder, preventing her escape, and he was easing down onto the ground.  She tried to break away, but he was every bit as strong as he looked, and with his full weight levered behind his arm, she didn’t have a prayer. 

“Now,” he said, settling his hooves.  “Tell me plainly what ails you.” 

Rhiannon pulled at his restraining hand.  He did not release her.  She stared fixedly into the blisterpods, trying to ignore him. 

He let her for perhaps a minute.  Then, very unexpectedly, he drew her in against his broad chest and wrapped both arms around her.  She came alive, punching and kicking before she could think to stop herself, but Shappa merely lowered his head, set his jaw, and weathered her out.  Her horror at realizing she was hitting him was abruptly eclipsed by fury that he still wouldn’t let her go, and then she was fighting for real, grunting and spitting curses and actually trying to hurt him.  His grip tightened where necessary, but otherwise, he did not move. 

Exhausted and breathless, Rhiannon burst into tears again, these smothered against his shoulder.  “Leave me alone!” 

“Nay, I will not.”  He stroked her hair and sighed again.  “Gods, I have no skill at this sort of thing.  Rhiannon, kinswoman, please.  My knees are screaming.  Talk to me.” 

She giggled shrilly through her tears, then moaned and wiped at her eyes. 

“I had a bad dream.” 

“You’ve had a broad sweep of those in recent nights,” he remarked.  And suddenly drew back to search her face.  “What dreams, precisely?” 

“About my sister.” 

Shappa’s face smoothed out.  “Aha.  Well, ease thee in that regard. 

Taryn…well, let me tell you about Taryn.  Taryn…she’s a fool, Rhiannon.” 

Rhiannon laughed again, covering her mouth in horror. 
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Shappa rolled his eyes.  “A sweet spirit, a ready mind, and a fierce heart, but a fool for all the betters of her.  She will throw herself at dangers for as long as she has legs, and crawl at them without, like as not, but the gods watch over fools and foals, they say.  And dreams, nay, neither fair nor ill, have never altered the waking world.  Give them no ear, kinswoman.” 

Rhiannon nodded listlessly. 

“Aye, then.”  Shappa let go of her to brace the ground and heave himself, groaning, back onto his feet.  “I’ll feed you, I think, before I let you hie back to your berth.  Your color’s poor and emotions spoil on empty stomachs, as my dam used to say.  Come, kinswoman.” 

She went. 

He glanced at her often as she followed him through the rows of blisterpods.  His frown grew with each look.  It was like watching a cartoonist’s flip-book. 

“Truly, I would feel better if you slept with me hereafter,” he said. 

Her feet halted in their tracks, but it wasn’t surprise that stopped her. 

Whores had a smell, after all.  Rhiannon raised a hand fast, almost slapping herself to silence that thought, and then had to force herself to comb through her hair in a stilted effort at nonchalance when she earned Shappa’s sharp eye. 

“What do you mean?” 

“You’ve made yourself alone,” he said, turning to face her.  “It isn’t healthy.  Small wonder your dreams sour.  Nay, but sleep at my side, kinswoman. 

Hear my breath, feel my heart and have a little peace.” 

It was a tempting thought.  Her heart ached twice, the pains of a dying thing, and she rubbed at it restlessly as she stared out into the field.  It was easy to imagine how it would be to curl up with him, not so different from those nights of long-ago when all the space between waking up from bad dreams and falling back into good ones had been twenty baby steps down the hall to Taryn’s room and a short crawl up into her narrow bed.  She could see herself curled against his side as he sprawled over his centaur-shaped sleeping-support, see it so vividly that her skin itched at the non-feel of his fur.  But then, she could also see herself locked in another angel’s nightmare, waking unable to separate reality from dream, feeling the masculine form of Shappa beside her, and letting her wanton nature take over.  She wasn’t sure how that would work, exactly, but she knew it could happen. 

“No,” she said.  “I just…need to be alone.” 

He snorted.  “No one needs that, human.”  Shappa pushed on through the field, his tail flicking hard.  He reached the edge first, waited for her to come out into the open, and gave her a long, scowling stare in the moonlight before he started walking again.  “Truly, I mislike this mood of yours.” 

“Sorry.  I’ll try not to be so moody.” 
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“Don’t hide it, human, heal it!”  He stamped a rear hoof, then rubbed at his chin.  “Mayhap mine is the wrong hand for this work.  You should see Ven.” 

“I’m not sick.” 

“You’re not well!” he countered. 

“I’m not hungry, either.”  She veered away from the Jiko and headed back to the sleeping lodge.  “Goodnight, Shappa.  I’m sorry I woke you up.” 

“Rhiannon, wait!” 

She didn’t.  She pushed the lodge door open and went inside, knowing he wouldn’t shout after her and wake everyone.  A few of Ven’s cooks stirred, but none of them raised their heads as she made her way back to her place.  She crawled beneath her table, not just to her bed, but all the way to the wall.  She rolled herself into the smallest ball of misery her human dimensions could allow and turned her back on everything. 
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35.  Morning 



Rhiannon had never realized that time had weight before, but every hour after that nightmare pressed on her.  She tried to sleep, but no matter how tired she was, she just couldn’t relax enough to find oblivion.  The line between reality and imagination blurred many times, spitting up phantom voices and impossible sensations—stone snakes, nasty laughter, Jordan’s hands pushing her skirt up, Gabriel’s voice tenderly calling her his whore—all of it floating in pools of tar-like exhaustion.  She was aware when day finally came, but couldn’t bring herself to move, even though the light pouring through the open window made it impossible to sleep.  Still, the horsemen of the hearth all left and that was a help. 

In the quiet, Rhiannon lay and sweated and drowsed sickly in her own memories. 

She never heard the hoofbeats.  She didn’t realize anyone was still there until someone moved the table she was curled under. 

She raised her head and saw black legs.  Further up, a reddish-brown body.  And way up at the top, Shappa, scowling down at her. 

“Go away,” she mumbled, and dropped an arm over her eyes. 

“I am losing patience with you, Rhiannon.  When next I hear that command from thy lips, I’ll tether thee to my left hand!” 

She couldn’t dredge up the energy to react, not even to argue.  Her silence was answered by the soft tap of his hoof on the hard ground.  “I’m really tired,” she said. 

“So I see.  Come.” 

“Where?” 

“Here.  To bed.” 

“I’m in bed.” 
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“Nay, thee is dropped on the ground like a wet rag!” 

“That’s me.  Rhiannon the rag.” 

He didn’t tap this time.  He gave his leg a full-fledged stomp.  She felt the impact shiver up her bones. 

“Don’t you have work to do?” she asked listlessly. 

“There is nothing so important as thee.” 

“Shappa, there are beetles crawling over compost in the basinry more important than me.” 

He uttered a hoarse, coughing grunt, just as though she’d punched him. 

“Kidding,” she muttered.  “Relax.” 

The next thing she knew, he was hauling her up off the ground.  She opened her eyes in a hurry then, but caught nothing but a dizzying blur of wall, ceiling and rump as he threw her over his shoulder.  He’d gone to his foreknees to collect her (and those were not young knees, she remembered).  Now, as she kicked and shoved futilely at him, he heaved himself up again. 

“Where do you think you’re taking me?” 

“To Ven,” he snapped. 

“Oh, for God’s sake!  Put me down!” 

“There is something wrong with you!” he bellowed.  “And I’ll see tonics poured into you until it’s cured!” 

Good grief, he was serious.  Rhiannon stopped pushing at him.  She reached out for a double-handful of saddlebag and pulled instead.  He lost his grip on her kicking legs and she half-crawled and half-slid onto his back, landing mostly on her chin.  He pranced in place, twisting back and forth and snatching at her while she struggled to sit up, and when it was over, she was backwards on his saddlebags, both of them glaring at each other over their shoulders. 

“You have until I count one—” he began hotly, and then stared around in surprise as a horseman came galloping through the commons outside, shouting something in Far.  “They’ve found her,” he said, obviously relieved.  “She’s whole and they’re bringing her home.  She’ll be here by mid-day.” 

Rhiannon took advantage of his distraction by swinging one leg over and dropping clumsily to the ground.  “Well then, I’m sure you’ll want to get to work,” she said.  “You’ll all want to throw a safe-and-sound party for her.” 

He scowled at her, but didn’t scoop her up again.  “And where will you be?” he asked. 

“Around.” 

His brows crashed down and he clenched his hands into frustrated fists. 

“Around what?” he demanded, tight-jawed. 

“Around the freakin’ mulberry bush, what do you want from me?”  She flung her arms up and Shappa snorted at her.  “Around here!  Around all the shiny, happy people, who are so delighted to see me!  Just around!”  She pushed past him and out into the kraal, headed nowhere in particular, but moving fast. 
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“Rhiannon!” 

“Leave me alone!” 

“Aye, that’s it!”  Shappa galloped thunderously away, aimed at a tack shed.  Gone to get a rope, no doubt. 

Rhiannon veered off in the opposite direction, moving between lodges and into the concealing grass of the plains.  He was going to have a hard time finding someone to track her down today.  Taryn was coming home. 

Was she relieved?  She knew she’d ought to be, but mostly she was just annoyed.  People acted like running off to see the satyrs was such a big deal, but what was the worst thing that could happen?  Sure, the Valley was full of killer cows and stuff, but Taryn hadn’t exactly hiked out there by herself.  She’d gone tripping hand in hand with her gypsy friend. 

And as if the thought itself had summoned him, suddenly, there he was. 

The gypsy.  Standing tall, dark, and scowling in the water-starved plains. 

Rhiannon stopped, stalks of grass fanning up on either side of her, and stared at him.  She hadn’t heard him singing.  He must have been standing here for a while. 

It was the same guy, she was sure of it, although there was no sign of the punches she’d thrown at him.  No split lip under that drooping mustache.  No bruise on his angular cheek.  Yet his eyes were wary as he looked at her, proof that her recognition wasn’t one-sided. 

“They found her,” Rhiannon heard herself say.  “And I guess she’s okay, in case you were wondering.” 

He said nothing. 

“Answer me one thing.”  Rhiannon trampled the grass on either side of her flat so she wouldn’t have to keep holding it at bay, then put her hands on her hips and glared at him.  “If she wasn’t okay, if she came back dead, what would you do?” 

A look of faint disquiet crossed his features.  He raised his chin, refusing to look away, neither admitting nor denying culpability. 

“I’m sure she told you to do it,” Rhiannon went on, and scowled at the truth of it.  “I’m sure she all but ordered you, in fact.  But if these satyrs are as bad as everyone thinks, then you had to know it and she didn’t.  So I guess what I’m saying is, were you trying to kill her?” 

“Nay, I was not!”  Every word dripped cold venom.  “I thought—” 

But he stopped there, glaring at her. 

She let her arms fall to her sides, then brought them up and folded them. 

“Go ahead.” 

“I trusted to her wisdom.” 

“She’s a fool,” Rhiannon said, using Shappa’s word without malice. 

“Aye.”  The gypsy rolled his eyes in the same tight, angry manner as he did everything else.  “Yet fools may go where brave men dare not, aye, and come 182

 

back again.  She swore her need was dire.  She asked it as a favor.  And I trusted to her wisdom.” 

Rhiannon nodded, breathing in deep and exhaling all the sour heat the sight of him had sparked in her.  “Then I’m sorry I hit you.  I should have just asked.” 

He raised his chin in a sneer, faltered, and let it go.  “I would not have answered thee.”  For a while, he stared out over the plains, to the dark shadow of the western mountains.  Then, somewhat uncomfortably, he said, “But I answer thee now.  Had she perished in her quest, I think it likely I would have followed her across the River.” 

“Antilles was pissed, all right, but I don’t think he’d have killed you, and anyway, you could have gone home a lot faster than he could follow.” 

“Tis not his hand I feared.” 

“Hey, I don’t even know where to find you.” 

“Nor thine.”  His jaw clenched again.  He seethed for a few seconds, then breathed it out and glanced at her.  “Has thee letters?” 

What a weird way to change the subject.  Anyone would think he felt guilty.  Rhiannon looked at him, really looked at him.  “How long have you been standing out here?” she asked.  “Have you even been home at all?” 

He was quiet long enough that she didn’t think he’d answer.  But eventually, he grumbled and said, “Until I learned her fate, I dared not.” 

“What, your own people would kill you?” 

“My great lord…If his will was death for death, gladly must I give my life.”  The gypsy lapsed into a second, brooding silence, which ended with, 

“This, too, I accepted.  I trusted to her wisdom.” 

“You’re a trusting sort.” 

He gave her a look that didn’t seem to know whether it was supposed to be a smile or a snarl, then looked away.  “Yet she is returned.” 

“So they’re saying.” 

“And thee is here.” 

Now she glared at him, that ugly heat coming back into her heart and freezing in her stomach.  What was she doing here?  “There’s going to be a party,” she snapped.  “I’m looking for a present!” 

“Ah.”  He stepped back and waved one arm impatiently. 

For a moment, she didn’t get it.  Then he turned around and started walking, his voice rising and breaking in his head-squeezing song.  Rhiannon looked back and saw the dark peaks of the rooftops of Rucombe.  Somewhere over there, Shappa was probably stalking around with a tether in his hand, looking for her. 

“Just a quick trip,” she said.  “There and back again.  I don’t want to scare anyone.” 
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The gypsy nodded curtly, still walking.  He had begun to look a little shimmery. 

Rhiannon ran to catch up before he vanished. 

Minutes later, when Shappa finally worked his way out into the plains, there was nothing but a trampled patch of grass to mark her passage.  A scout might have read such signs easily.  Shappa was of the Jiko.  He looked, blindly saw, and he moved on. 
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36.  Back at Rucombe 



One quick trip had a way of sprawling out to consume an entire afternoon.  She didn’t feel right about going back to Earth without stopping in to see her parents, and trying to talk to them without mentioning Taryn’s scary jaunt out into satyr-land wasn’t easy.  Once they released her, she still had to walk down to the nearest appropriate store (the gypsy could take her from Arcadia practically to her parents’ front yard, but not from her parent’s front yard to the Shop-A-Lot.  Go figure).  Of course, having made the trek from Taryn’s house in the mountains to Taryn’s other house at kraal-Rucombe, six miles on a sidewalk was nothing. 

She wandered up and down a lot of aisles, wondering what she wanted, but just like the old saying went, she thought she’d know it when she saw it.  And she did. 

The gypsy had waited outside the store during her lengthy stopover, but he didn’t seem any more impatient than usual when he led her and her heavy present away.  He had to hunt for some time through the side-streets and overgrown lots for his Road, but once he found it, he started singing and soon they were back. 

Judging by the huge crowd at the Jiko, Taryn had been home for a while when Rhiannon and her gypsy came into the kraal.  The gypsy took some dirty looks and Rhiannon got a nod or two, but no one actually stopped to talk to either of them.  The closest she came to a conversation was a hurried, “Aye!” when she asked a passing foal to tell Taryn she was here. 
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Oh well.  Even Taryn had to be gone a day and a night before anyone panicked.  Still, it would have been nice if someone acted just a little like they’d realized she was gone. 

Rhiannon pushed open the door to Taryn’s lodge and lugged the box over to the foot of the bed before letting it drop.  Massaging her aching shoulder, she sat down to rest, just for a minute.  “Thanks for the ride,” she said. 

“Is thee settled?” the gypsy asked.  He wasn’t looking at her, but up at the corner of the ceiling.  His voice had that, ‘you are on my last nerve’ quality to it, just as though they’d spent the whole morning in a cramped car with her kicking the back of his chair instead of a brisk walk between two planets.  Even his mustache quivered with anger and restraint.  What an ass. 

“I love you,” Rhiannon said to him sourly.  “Take me now, you hot stud.” 

She succeeded in shocking him, that much was apparent, and she took a certain pokerfaced glee from his flinch.  The urge (mercifully brief) to rip off her shirt and leap at him was strong, but she had things to do, so she waved a hand at him and started hacking her way into her box.  “Fine, fine.  Heartbreaker.  Just go.” 

He went.  Rapidly. 

Stupid thing to say to him in the first place.  What if he’d actually taken her up on it?  What if, instead of stepping back with that disbelieving double-take, he had instead stepped forward, his face grimly set and his hands busily unbuttoning his silk shirt, determined to honor the magnificent Taryn by servicing her slutty little sister? 

His could be one more name to add to the infamous list, just as soon as she found out what his name even was. 

Why was she even thinking of that?  Why couldn’t she just forget about it?  But there it was anyway, lists of names in the campus newsletter under the byline C.C.F.R. wedging itself under the armor of her mind, spitting out memories she couldn’t kill.  Campus Champion Fund Raisers, to the administration.  Caught Crabs From Rhiannon, to everyone else.  The Dean proudly holding up the February issue, urging everyone to get their names listed. 

He’d done it himself, he said, and it was a great feeling to be had for five measly dollars.  That issue had been taped to every square inch of her door for three months, every day, every night, until she quit even trying to tear them down. 

“Rhiannon?” 

“What?” she snapped, and instantly regretted it.  She dropped the box, swiped an arm over her brow, and gave her sister a listless wave.  “Sorry.  It’s hot and I only just got rid of Slappy McHappy.  What’s up?” 

Taryn had frozen in the doorway (her own doorway, for crying out loud, why had she snapped like that?), but now she ventured in, trying to smile.  “I didn’t think you were here.  I’m so glad to see you.” 
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Rhiannon’s stomach twisted and she had to bite hard on more sarcasm. 

Taryn didn’t deserve it.  And God forbid anything should upset the perfect sister. 

“What’s this?” Taryn asked, bending clumsily to get a look at the glossy front of the box. 

“It’s a cradle,” Rhiannon said.  “I figured you could drop the kid any day, so you ought to have one.”  She finally dug out her car keys and used the teeth of one to tear open the tape sealing the box’s end.  Tools were what separated Man from Beast.  In most places. 

Taryn was still staring at the front of the box.  Her face looked funny. 

Rhiannon leaned out to see what was so weird about the picture. 

And oh Christ, the headboard, footboard, and mattress were all covered in cows.  Big, goofy, grinning, sway-backed, udder-swinging, black-and-white-spotted cows. 

Rhiannon groaned, slapping her hands over her face and nearly stabbing herself in the ear with her car keys.  “I didn’t look at the picture,” she said into her palms. 

“It’s fine.” 

“I just looked at the part that said it came with all its own tools and the fact that it had a handle so I could carry it.” 

“It’s fine, Rhiannon.” 

“It’s not fine!  God, I’m so stupid!” 

“Rhiannon.  It’s fine.”  Taryn took her wrists and moved her hands away, then sat down beside her and pulled the headboard out of the box.  “Real wood. 

Classy.” 

“Heavy as hell, too.  Christ.”  Rhiannon threw her car keys down and sat there, hunched, her hands dangling between her knees.  “Try and be helpful,” she muttered.  “There sure isn’t much else I can give you that you didn’t have, like, a thousand people lined up to give you already.” 

Taryn fished around in the box and came up with the baggie of nuts and bolts and the bent bar that was needed to put everything together.  “We do need this,” she said.  Her voice was light, relaxed, as though Rhiannon’s gloomy words hadn’t even registered.  “You know how you think if you ignore something, it won’t bother you?” 

Rhiannon blushed, wondering if that was a not-so-subtle hint to lighten the fuck up or what. 

“They live by that code here,” Taryn said.  Now she sounded depressed. 

“In this whole time, neither one of us has ever said the words, ‘after the baby comes’.  I…I would love for Antilles to give me a cradle.  But I know he never would.” 

Rhiannon shifted, reached into the box for more parts.  “He thinks having a cradle around will make the baby more real?” 
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Taryn sighed and looked at the headboard.  “I think having an empty cradle around will…never mind.” 

Rhiannon did some staring of her own then.  Once again, the petty problems of her own little world faded, eclipsed by some much scarier ones.  It was hard enough to think of her sister having a baby.  She couldn’t imagine losing one. 

“Yeah, but you should talk about it,” she said suddenly, decisively.  She took the bag of hardware away from Taryn and opened it.  “Some things you just shouldn’t keep to yourself.  It isn’t healthy.” 

“Yeah?”  Taryn found the instructions and flipped through them. 

“Which brings us to another question.  Why did you drop out of school?” 

Cops coming to her dorm, telling her there were reports of her soliciting in the halls.  People throwing condoms at her on her way to class, in their wrappers at first, later filled with white liquid soap so that they’d splatter. 

Dildoes superglued to her door.  Nervous freshmen knocking shave-and-a-haircut at two a.m., holding ten-dollar bills and saying, “Nothing fancy, you know?” in their hoarse, too-casual voices. 

“I couldn’t deal with it anymore,” she mumbled. 

“With what?” 

“All of it.”  Rhiannon laughed.  It was an ugly, sarcastic sound.  “Too much of a party girl.  Ask anyone.” 

Taryn waited, handing cradle parts and bolts over when Rhiannon asked for them, otherwise silent.  Finally, she said, “It can be tough for anyone.” 

“Can we not talk about this?” 

“Are you going back next year?” 

“No.” 

Taryn fiddled with more cradle parts, organizing them into stacks of like pieces.  “Seems like kind of a waste.” 

“Oh, unlike the four years mom and dad invested in you so that you could run off to another planet and get knocked up?  Yeah, that was money well-spent.” 

Taryn was quiet. 

Rhiannon worked on the cradle in the stifling heat of Taryn’s home.  The window was open, and the door, but still she found her eyes straining, making them ache as with the onset of tears.  This place needed just one lousy overhead lamp.  And central air conditioning.  And a refrigerator with a couple cold cokes and some ice cubes.  And other human beings. 

“How do you get used to this?” she asked, intensely focused on the act of assembly taking place under her hands.  “How can you live like this and act like you’re happy?” 

“It helps if you really are.” 
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“Are you?”  Rhiannon looked up sharply.  Her chest felt tight and hot, angry.  “Are you really?  Or do you just say that so you can live with yourself the way you are now?” 

“Where is this coming from?” Taryn asked.  Her sister looked small; her voice trembled.  She still held the bag of hardware in her hands, still fished things out when Rhiannon jabbed out her hands. 

“I would just really like to know what you see in this place that makes it so much more special than what you walked away from.  Because what I see is a primeval nightmare where you can’t even go to the bathroom in privacy, let alone dignity.  I see a place where the doctors probably still keep leeches on hand and they haven’t even invented penicillin.  Sure, it’s all sunshine and unicorns, but is it worth it?  Is it really worth it?” 

The allen wrench slipped its groove, gouging across the side-board and cutting into the webbing between her thumb and forefinger.  Rhiannon swore and sucked at the blood that welled from the little wound.  It tasted salty, metallic. 

Jesus, what was she doing?  What was she  saying?  She’d been an inch away from saying something about infant mortality or the likelihood of dying in childbirth without a hospital at hand, and why? 

Her stomach’s churning seemed quieted now, appeased by blood, either factual or metaphorical, but her eyes still hurt.  Damn this lousy light. 

“You should have Ven look at that,” Taryn said softly. 

“It’ll be fine.”  Rhiannon sighed, flexed her hand, and sucked again at the still-leaking gash.  “It’s just a scratch.” 

“Have her look at it anyway.  You don’t want it to get infected.”  Taryn took the allen wrench away and finished tightening the bolt.  “They haven’t even heard of penicillin, remember?” 

It still wasn’t an argument, wasn’t at all barbed.  The words hung in the like an open hand, reaching across the silence, forgiving. 

‘I’m glad you’re back.  I missed you.  I was worried.  I was scared.’ 

“I’m not staying here,” Rhiannon said.  “Yet another vast difference between us.” 

She went back to work on the cradle, popping on caps, aligning tabs with slots, and making sure everything fit together.  Her hand hurt.  Her eye had a way of wandering from that wound to the one she’d put in the side-board.  It wasn’t even all the way together yet, and already she’d ruined it. 

She ruined everything these days. 
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37.  Reunion 



A sleepless night gave way to a colorless dawn.  The sun was slow to rise, as if it, too, were already exhausted.  The Farasai went about their morning labors in a state of characteristic quiet, but Taryn knew there hadn’t been much drinking the night before.  Her homecoming hadn’t been a celebration so much as an extended sigh of relief.  And so although the sky was clear and rosy, the kraal lay in shadows, and those shadows followed her. 

Taryn walked barefoot down the dirt path to the commons, but stopped there.  She wasn’t hungry, wasn’t thirsty, didn’t want a bath or a change of clothes.  She didn’t know what she wanted, but there was a hole in her, and her restless efforts to find sleep in the same bed as that empty spot only made it seem to gape wider.  She didn’t want to be alone, but she didn’t want to wake Antilles, either.  She had to get up. 

Early-rising Farasai moved through the kraal, just as they did every morning.  They surely saw her, but none of them approached her.  Her mood must be too obvious to them.  Now if only she could figure it out. 

The sun was burning her eyes, making them water.  She looked down and saw shadows lying before her on the ground—barrels, rooftops, fence posts—but not her own.  Her own was hidden. 

“Taryn.” 

She glanced back, not enough to see Antilles walking toward her, but enough to let him know she’d heard him.  Then she looked back up at the invisibly overcast sky. 

He joined her and stood at her side, not touching her, but close enough to sense his strength, his loving energies.  She couldn’t see his shadow, either.  How 190

 

long they stood without speaking, she didn’t know, but when he did, his voice was very welcome. 

“I would have given the breath of my body to spare you the horrors of that place.” 

“I’ll live,” Taryn said, and the hideous irony in that rose up and slapped her heart. 

“Aye.”  Antilles rested his hand upon her shoulder, its weight acting to bear her up instead of push her down.  “And so will they go on, all of them, and each in her way shall go on better than before.  Those left on this side of the River shall find comfort and haven.  Those who have crossed have found it already.” 

She nodded, but tears stung her eyes, blurring the world out of focus.  “It ended so badly,” she whispered. 

“Maiden, forgive me, I cannot agree.  The lives lost on the wall of Outlook may have ended, but the peace you have forged, that shall endure.” 

“They were right there, Antilles!”  She turned around, looking despairingly up into his calm face.  “They were right next to me and they were alive!” 

She tried to say more, but there was no more to say.  She fell against him, sobbing in gusts so violent, they were virtually silent.  He held her until the worst of it was past, and then took her under his arm and led her back into their lodge. 

“They had such miserable lives,” she moaned, letting him put her to bed. 

“They didn’t deserve to die like that!  No one deserves to die like that!” 

He went to the hearth and stirred up flame from the coals, beginning preparations for tea. 

“Are you…Do you still love me?” 

He put the kettle down and turned around.  “I do.” 

“How?” she asked, spreading her useless hands.  “How can you love me when I let them die?” 

“There is nothing thee can do, lady, nothing thee can say to sever the love I have for thee.  Thee is my heart, my own, the glow of my hearth and the dark peace of my weary night.”  He paused, then tipped a horn with a roguish gleam in his eye.  “And I am thy sunshine, am I not?” 

She smiled and softly sang, “My only sunshine… You make me haaaappeeee…”  Then stopped with a sigh and looked away. 

Antilles watched her for a long time in silence.  When the kettle began to shrill, he rose and fetched down some cups.  “I am very proud of what thee has done.” 

She shook her head, rubbing ruthlessly at the hurt in her heart his words had provoked.  “People died.  Don’t be proud of me for that.” 
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“Did thee think truly that thee would end all war with one meeting?” 

Antilles asked with that infuriating patience and logic he always used when he thought she was being unreasonable. 

“I should have done more.” 

Antilles snorted.  When Cerosan did that, it was all irritation.  “Such as?” 

“If I’d known what Dryleaf knew…”  She made herself stop there and erase the accusation.  “If I’d known they were going to die, I would have stopped those girls.  I would have made them stay!” 

“How?” 

“Any way I could have!” 

“Would thee have kenneled them?” 

He asked it quietly, almost casually.  He didn’t even look at her, but kept measuring out tea leaves for their cups. 

Taryn could only stare at him. 

“When my father ruled the Valley, he sent whole legions forth to defend Pan’s Wood.  The humans sent whole legions to meet them, and for one hundred years, there was naught but open war.  Men died, aye, theirs and ours, and still Outlook was built.”  Antilles set steaming cups on the table and sat down opposite her.  “Doing more, my maiden, is not always the better answer.  But thee may know that thee did not do nothing, and aye, I will be proud of thee for it.”  He paused, found her eyes, and tipped a horn at her.  “If mightily annoyed at the means thee chose to do it,” he added. 

“Believe me, my wandering days are done.” 

He let out a single booming laugh, then leaned over the table to nuzzle her.  “Say it again,” he whispered into her hair.  “Let me savor the sound of thy compliance.  The gods know, I shall not often hear it.” 

She had never felt less like laughing in her life, yet he got a giggle out of her anyway.  “I meant it.  I’m going to stay home from now on.  Sleep in ‘till noon, eat sticky-pies whenever I want them, and never do anything more strenuous than feeding pheasants.  Learn to knit, maybe.” 

“Ai, my maiden!” he groaned, and nuzzled with a tad more insistence. 

The hand that had been so tenderly cupping her chin now slipped down to caress her breast.  “Once more!” 

In her sultriest voice, she purred, “Learn…to knit!” 

And then a thunder of hooves rolled up to the door and someone was beating it down with his fist.  “My lord!  My lord, at once!” 

Antilles seized the table and shoved it away, tea cups and all, so that he might easier spring up and dash for the door.  An axe seemed to fly of its own will right into his hand as he ran past it. 

The horseman outside said nothing more, only aimed his arm at the commons and galloped off, but Taryn had time enough in the split-second she saw him to see that the shine in his white-ringed eyes was not born of fear, but 192

 

excitement.  The knot in her chest loosened slightly and she unfroze herself to follow as Antilles left. 

There was a large gathering of Farasai in the middle of the kraal, with plenty of cheering, shoulder-clapping, and cup-passing.  It was all the real and honest celebrating that had been missing from the night before.  It had to be early wedding guests. 

Antilles glanced back, saw her, and immediately stopped to wait for her, although his left hoof scraped impatiently.  He took her hand, squeezed gently, and walked with her into the commons. 

Horsemen parted, many grinning broadly.  Rhiannon threaded her way through them, and any burgeoning cheer Taryn may have been fostering at this surprise interruption to her day died when she saw the look on her sister’s face. 

“This could be bad news,” Rhiannon whispered, taking Taryn’s other hand. 

The grip on her left suddenly tightened to painful proportions, but before Taryn could even yelp, Antilles let go and surged ahead.  “Arion!” he bellowed. 

An answering bellow, one Cersoan-deep and homecoming-hearty, boomed right back at him.  “Antilles!  Adelphos!” 

Two minotaurs crashed together in a puff of road dust, laughing and shouting in a language Taryn had never heard.  The stranger reached up and pulled teasingly at the steel prosthetic Antilles wore in place of a horn.  Antilles slugged the other in his rock-hard abdomen.  They grappled, then embraced once more. 

Taryn, blinking fast, felt herself begin to smile.  “But this is wonderful! 

They came!” 

“Wait for it,” Rhiannon said quietly. 

Antilles shook his head suddenly and interrupted the stranger’s rumbling speech with English.  “Nay!  Nay, brother!  So we may all understand.  Ha!”  He delivered a slap to the other’s shoulder that would have knocked Taryn clean off her feet.  “There were days I thought never to see you again!” 

The other laughed.  “Aye, and days, no doubt, t’was not so unpleasant a prospect.” 

“Oh aye, many.  But where—?” 

“What, you thought to see our thousands here at Rucombe?”  The stranger laughed again, shaking his head.  “Rucombe’s scouts hailed us in our crossing near the bridge and we came hither.  The rest come more slowly.  I imagine they are still crossing into the mountains, and will go on to Dis.” 

Gravity entered the stranger’s face for the first time, and if it were not for the grime of travel and two whole horns, he could have been Antilles himself.  “How fares our city?  Is it…?” 

“Dusty,” said Antilles.  “No more ruined than at its exodus.  Ease thee, Arion.  There is work to do, aye, but not in ruins.” 
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The tense set of this Arion’s shoulders relaxed.  He started to speak, then leaned out and stared at Taryn, his ears coming sharply forward.  “Ha,” he said. 

“Another one!” 

Antilles turned, ears likewise pricked, and Taryn gave a little wave.  “Oh aye!  Taryn, here.  Come and greet my brother!” 

“I didn’t know you had a brother,” Taryn ventured, offering her wrist to be swallowed in Arion’s leathery grip. 

He tipped a horn at her, looking amused, either by her remark or just the novelty of shaking with a human, which must be on a par for him with clasping wrists with a fellcat.  “Our father was the lord of this Valley,” Arion said.  “He sired seven sons and four daughters at last reckoning.” 

“Oh.” 

“But come!”  Arion released Taryn and grabbed at Antilles again.  “The others only stepped aside to wash before meeting you, and—aye, here!”  Arion waved broadly at someone on the other side of the crowd. 

Rhiannon gripped Taryn’s hand with warning.  Taryn looked at her, and therefore missed the moment when the other Cerosan stepped out before Antilles. 

She did turn back at the expectant hush that fell over the commons, however, and there they were. 

There were a dozen of them, maybe, males and females both (the idle curiosity of the past two years was immediately answered as Taryn saw that, no, they had no udders, only a pair of perfectly ordinary, if massive and furry, breasts).  Antilles was staring at one of them in particular, a brown-eyed female with just a touch of gold in her tan pelt.  His mouth was open.  Taryn had a feeling that if Cerosan could smile, Arion would be grinning ear to ear.  He had his arms folded, his head high, and ears tipped with pleased anticipation as he watched Antilles gape. 

“Eurydome,” Antilles said at last.  His voice had an odd, thick quality. 

“Antilles!” 

The brown-eyed female swept forward.  Antilles opened his arms and she fell into them as naturally as tin figures on an old-fashioned clock.  He held her with a great deal more gentleness than he’d held Arion. 

Taryn held Rhiannon’s hand, trying to sort out what she was feeling as she watched Antilles nuzzle tenderly at this stranger’s shoulder and throat.  Her own tingled.  It wasn’t jealousy, precisely.  But it was something.  It was sure something. 

At last, Antilles stepped back from this disturbing embrace, although he kept one arm around this female.  He turned to another female in the crowd, one who had watched this entire display with clear pride and approval.  He said, 

“Mother.” 
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She tipped a horn at him.  “We came at all speed, my lord, and lo, the moon is not yet full and so we are yet in advance of the time you had set.”  Her voice hardened somewhat.  “Though I mislike the implication.” 

“Implication?” he echoed, and Taryn noticed that his arm tightened a little around Eurydome’s shoulders, a familiar and protective gesture.  His horns had lowered, squaring off against the woman he called ‘mother’. 

“The implication that you  must be wed at this moon.”  The female in the crowd rolled her eyes.  “As if no other moon would suffice.  Yet here we are, and so I forgive you.  Now let us return to Dis.  The Hall of Ceremonies, I am certain, shall demand all the time remaining to us if it is to be made even near to adequate before your blasted moon rises full.” 

“The Hall of Ceremonies?”  Antilles finally let go of Eurydome and stepped in front of her.  “I am to be wedded here.” 

“Here?  In a  barn?”  The open shock in her voice silenced the horsemen. 

“You cannot mean it!” 

Antilles folded his arms, his face hardening. 

“If you cannot be troubled with the traditions of your own bloodline, have some consideration for hers!  Does she not deserve the honor of a proper wedding?” 

“I should be contented anywhere,” Eurydome said.  “Aye, even the fields of great Rucombe shall seem a chapel so long as my love stands beside me.” 

Both Antilles and Taryn flinched and stared at her.  Rhiannon’s hand was so warm. 

Antilles shook himself out of it first.  “Lady,” he said to Eurydome, touching her arm.  “Forgive me.  My wife is chosen already.” 

“But…”  That glow of pride and pleasure held for a few trembling seconds before confusion crumpled it away.  Eurydome shook her head.  “Your letters said…you meant to marry…?” 

“We were children,” Antilles said softly.  “I love another now.” 

“Who?” his mother demanded, still in that same shocked tone. 

“Dianthe?  Not Narcisse!” 

Wordlessly, Antilles reached back and drew Taryn against his side. 

The silence was absolute.  Not even the wind moved.  She couldn’t hear her own breath. 

Arion spoke first, sounding merely curious.  “Is this a joke?” 

“Nay.  This is to be my wife.” 

Taryn tried to smile.  It took a lot of work. 

Arion scratched at an ear and slid his eyes toward Antilles’s mother.  He seemed to be waiting for something. 

The female’s chest began to heave.  She said something in a harsh voice in that other language. 
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“You will speak—” Antilles roared, causing Taryn to leap instinctively into the shelter of Rhiannon’s arms.  “—so that all may understand!  Speak your insult to her face!” 

Without hesitation, the female shouted right back, “You are not marrying that!” 

“That?” Taryn echoed, startled.  “I’m a that?” 

A large hand closed on her shoulder.  Bizarrely, even though she was looking right at him and could see both arms busy making angry gestures, Taryn thought it was Antilles.  “You seem like a very nice that,” Arion said behind her. 

“Why don’t you show me, oh, that field yonder?” 

Taryn allowed Arion to pull her gently back from the growing storm, but she kept watching, kept gaping.  She didn’t even think she could blink. 

“Who are you to tell me this?”  Antilles gave his mother two fingers to the chest.  “I am lord!  The choice is mine!” 

“And this is what you choose?  To sunder the line that has stood since Daegelimos himself rose from the flames?  You choose to end the bloodlines of unbroken lords for want of that…that filth?” 

Arion covered his face and sighed as a hundred horsemen drew runkas. 

“It would be like a night without stars,” he muttered. 

“How dare you!” 

“How dare I?  I?!  I am not the one seeking to tie myself and my noble name to human vermin!  How dare  you?  How dare you dishonor your father’s memory so?  How can you mean to admit that creature to the halls of your ancestors, to devour the fruits of the royal gardens, to allow its evil spawn to scuttle through rooms where heroes walked?” 

“My spawn!” Antilles roared.  “My own, mine and hers, and if a son, then my  heir, so beg her pardon, harridan, or never will you be welcome in the land he shall someday rule!” 

“This is apt to continue some while,” Arion remarked, tugging once more at Taryn’s shoulder.  “And I could be improved by a drop of wine and a bite of bread.” 

“Beg?  Now I must beg?” 

Taryn walked backwards, helplessly staring as Antilles and his mother continued to fight.  Any minute now, she was certain she’d see one or the other of them throw a punch. 

“God, your mom is a bitch,” Rhiannon said very casually, and Taryn whirled around to gape at her in horror. 

“My…?”  Arion laughed and made an elaborate shudder.  “Nay, not mine.  My mother, ah, a sweeter spirit and gentler tongue you should little find. 

She’s crossed now.” 

“Oh.  Sorry.”  Taryn delivered an elbow hard to Rhiannon’s side, hoping to knock a similar apology out of her. 
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“I thought you said you were brothers,” Rhiannon said instead. 

“Aye?”  They had reached the Jiko (and could still hear Antilles and his mother thundering away at one another), and most of  Arion’s attention was on the food, but he spared a quizzical glance for them.  “And so we are, but of different dams.” 

“Catted around a bit, did he?” 

“Dammit, Rhiannon!” 

“What?”  Rhiannon shrugged. 

“I don’t take your meaning, human.” 

“I mean, your dad did a lot of cheating on his wife.” 

“Rhiannon!” 

“My father never married,” Arion said mildly.  He helped himself to a leftover trencher and passed it to one of the few Farasai still tending the hearth to fill with vegetables and spicy sauce.  “But aye, he had many consorts and no small number of concubines.” 

“Do they fight like that a lot?” Taryn asked. 

Arion found a piece of the wall to lean against.  He cocked an eye at her, took a bite, chewed thoroughly, swallowed, and said, “Lady, forgive me, but ‘tis something of a shock to hear your lord declare his will to wed a human.” 

“Well, yes, I suppose it is.” 

The shouting stopped.  Arion glanced at the window and ate his bread. 

“Aye,” he said.  “They have always fought.  Tis a difficult thing to be named heir, and still not enough for Psychore’s only child.  There was always a chance our father might favor some new son.  She was determined that he should keep the honor given him.  My brother, gods love him, chafed under her guidance. 

And when he chafes, he lets folk know it.” 

Antilles burst into the Jiko, openly fuming.  He glared at all of them, raked a hand down over his muzzle, and snorted hard.  “She always gets the best of me,” he muttered and beckoned Taryn to him. 

“Were you expecting cheers of gratitude?” Arion asked.  “The last human we have seen in this Valley devastated our city and drove us out.” 

“Were it not for Taryn, he would still be here,” Antilles retorted.  “And thee still in Abbadon suckling the goodwill of Lord Kambyses, so aye, I expected better than open insult.” 

“Aye, well.”  Arion finished his trencher and clapped his hands free of crumbs, sending out a second cloud of road dust.  “I think that was naïve of you, brother, but for my part, I would cheer even a fellcat thee named wife so long as I might sleep in my own bed once more.” 

Antilles threw a glance at the window, then shook his head.  The look held a lot of heat, but none of it was directed at his brother.  “It may be some time yet.” 

197

 

“Aye.”  Arion accepted a cup of wine from a horsewoman.  He drank, sighed, and then eyed Rhiannon closely.  “So,” he said. 

Rhiannon glared back at him, instantly at half-bristle.  “So what?” 

Arion switched the subject of his gaze to Antilles, but pointed at Rhiannon with his cup.  “Is this yours as well?” 

“This?” Rhiannon echoed dangerously. 

“And that,” Taryn muttered. 

Antilles patted her arm.  “This is Rhiannon,” he said, nodding in that direction.  “Taryn’s only sister.” 

“Oh aye?”  Arion extended a hand.  “I greet you.” 

Rhiannon gave his hand a smack.  “Greet ‘this’,” she snapped, and stomped out, snarling, “‘Is this  yours,’” not quite under her breath. 

Arion watched her go, his ears rotating. 

“Sorry about that,” Taryn said, blushing. 

“Aye,” Arion replied distractedly.  Then turned an interested eye on Antilles.  “Is she, though?” 

“Nay.”  Antilles sounded amused.  “One MacTavish is quite enough for anyone.” 

“Hm.”  Arion looked long and hard at Taryn as she hid in the security of Antilles’s arm.  When he raised his eyes to his brother, his face was grim. 

“There’s going to be trouble.  You know this.” 

“Aye.”  Antilles held her closer, though his voice was unconcerned. 

“There has always been trouble, brother.  Such is life.  But I am lord.  It is for me to answer the things that trouble me.  And it will trouble me greatly should my lady suffer insult from my own kin after all that she has done to make it possible for thee to return.  Let that be heard, brother.  And let it be heard very well.” 
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38.  The In-Laws  



To say that the next few days were touchy would be a lot like calling the mood in Europe in the early 1940s ‘tense’.  For the most part, the Cerosan stayed to themselves.  On the surface, this deliberate distance could be easily mistaken for the simple desire for rest after a long journey, but one didn’t have to go much deeper than the surface to feel the suspicion radiating out of them whenever Taryn wandered too near. 

She couldn’t blame them.  She really couldn’t.  Every day, she reminded herself of what humans like her must have done over the years to Cerosan like them.  The wizard’s crimes alone justified a certain amount of bitterness. 

But she hated having to apologize for it. 

Not that she had actually said the words, “I’m sorry for the plight of your people,” but there was definite accusation in every icy stare of theirs and definite apology in every forced smile of hers.  She’d feel guilty about it later, she always did, but when she had to share space with them (which wasn’t often.  As visitors, the Cerosan ate and slept in the Traveler’s lodge, not with the Farasai and their honorary kin) she could feel only that chicken bone of resentment lodged in her throat.  If it wasn’t for Antilles and his moral support— 

“I am leaving for Dis,” Antilles announced, stalking into the Jiko for late-meal. 

Taryn sprang up.  “You coward!” 

Dozens of horsemen gaped at her, but Antilles merely snorted.  “Taryn, my people are less than two months’ travel from their home, and there is much that requires attention.” 
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“Oh no, you don’t!  This is not about Dis!” 

“Aye, it is.  There must be at least one clean source of water, ten working cisterns, ten—” 

“Days without Psychore!” she finished. 

He swelled his chest with righteous indignation, then woofed it out and flung himself down into his chair.  “Lady, ‘tis Dis, or I do a murder on my mother.” 

And God help her, but for a second there… 

Taryn sighed.  “All right, all right.  Go on and leave me.  Don’t give it another thought, ya dosser.” 

Antilles snatched up his cup and drank.  When it was empty, he thrust it out for filling again.  “A great, grisly murder…” he mused. 

“Go on.  Have fun.  Don’t think of me all alone in our bed, salting my morning cracker with bitter tears and pining for you.” 

Tonka coughed very suspiciously into his fist.  Others in the Jiko snickered outright and many more rolled their eyes or snorted disapproval. 

“Ah, Taryn,” Antilles groaned.  “I pray you, peace.” 

“Then take me with you!” 

His eyes dropped to her stomach and all hint of humor left him.  “Nay, I will not.” 

“Alone in our bed,” she went on, turning away from him.  “Shivering with cold.” 

“Tis the center of the hottest summer in all my memories, lady.” 

“Shivering with heat…” 

Antilles cast his eyes skyward and shook his head.  When he looked at her again, it was entirely without pity. 

“Has she said something to thee?” Tonka asked, and there was only one 

‘she’ to whom he could be referring. 

“No,” Taryn admitted, and gave Antilles a plaintive look.  “But you’re here!  Who’s going to say anything to me while you’re here?  Please, if you love me, don’t leave me alone with her!” 

His face set into stone.  He got up and headed for the door.  The Farasai, true champions at ignoring public disturbances, kept their eyes on their meal as Taryn heaved herself up and pursued him, pleading all the while. 

“She’s a battle axe!  And she hates me!” 

“Psychore is my mother,” he said firmly.  “And that is not about to change.  You must find a way of co-existing with her.” 

“Oh, like you’re doing?” 

“Aye.  And I have had two hundred years and better to find that I co-exist best in another city.  When you can say the same, you may accompany me in flight.” 
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“That’s age discrimination!”  She caught the door and stamped her foot as he strode out across the commons.  “Tilly, you coward!” 

“Twixt coward and matricide, I know well the title I would prefer to wear.”  He stepped into the Traveler’s lodge to claim a belt and an empty water cask, just in and out, but the scant second’s pause left him visibly softened toward her on his return.  “Yet thee, my maiden, thee shall take the path of bravery and here remain.” 

He was trying to make up, trying not to leave on a sour note.  She knew she should meet him halfway, but the hurt was too raw.  Unreasonable, maybe, but couples so seldom fought over reasonable things, she knew.  The worst fight she’d ever witnessed between her parents had been over which way the toilet paper was supposed to hang.  So when she heard this placating words, her response was not plucky resignation, but a scowl and a huff. 

“Very well,” he said, moving on.  “Then thee may take the path of contention and be bound wrist and ankle to our bed.” 

“Ooo!” 

“And there remain while I tend to matters in Dis,” he finished. 

Taryn kicked at the ground, wishing she had something light and essentially harmless to throw at him.  “Fine!” she called.  “Go ahead and leave me!  But you’re not my sunshine anymore!” 

“Ai!”  Antilles smote himself on the breast, then came back to pat her on the head.  “I know it for a lie, my maiden.  Fear not.” 

There was a fine line between humoring her and patronizing her.  In her current state of mind, Taryn wasn’t a hundred percent sure he hadn’t crossed it. 

She pushed his hand away.  “It’s true.  You’re mean to me and I don’t marry meanies.” 

“Tis not thy decision,” Antilles said evenly.  He handed her the empty cask and buckled on his traveling belt.  “I am the lord of this Valley and thee is a part of it.  As such, ‘tis my right to claim thee if I so desire.  Thy will matters not.” 

“I can’t believe you call me arrogant.” 

“A moot point, my maiden.  Ever I am thy sunshine.” 

“Not anymore!” 

“Prove it a lie, then,” he challenged, taking back his cask.  “And kiss me not for farewell.” 

He started walking. 

Let him leave for Dis with no goodbye?  All the heart for fighting fell out of her with a near-audible splash.  “Wait!” she cried, rushing after him. 

He stopped at once and came back for her embrace, and if there was a certain smugness about him, well, at least his physiology made it impossible for him to smile. 
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“Look to my return, lady,” he said.  His hand caressed her cheek, lingered, then dropped to briefly brush at her hard stomach.  “When the moon is full, thee shall be a wife.” 

“And you’ll be my sunshine.”  She released him with a sigh, hugging her own empty arms as he filled his cask at the bathhouse pump.  Movement at the corner of her eye showed her the visiting Cerosan emerging from the Traveler’s lodge to watch him leave.  Psychore stood a little further out from the rest of them.  Her ears were flat and her arms grimly crossed, yet her eyes were burning on Taryn, not her own wayward son.  Taryn shivered, thinking of all the fun-filled days she had to look forward to around the Arcadian holidays.  “Until then, you’re a meanie.” 

“She has been for many years the hetaera of a great lord,” Antilles said. 

He didn’t even look around.  He just knew Psychore was there.  “There is much thee might learn from her of the ways of a noble consort.” 

“Rule number one is almost certainly, ‘Don’t be human.’” 

“Nay, lady, it is, ‘Please thy lord.’”  He shouldered the swollen leather cask and winked at her.  “A thing thee does exceedingly well.” 

She wanted to ask him to stay.  She thought, with him looking at her now with such love, she had a fair chance of convincing him.  And maybe that was why she didn’t.  There were, after all, a lot of things to do in Dis, and not much time.  So she walked with him to the edge of Rucombe, hugged him again, and let him go. 

The visiting Cerosan followed, close enough to call farewells in their own language, not close enough to share her human-tainted air.  When Antilles was nothing but a dark smudge moving through the grass, Psychore said, “Gods willing, his reason shall return with enough distance to thin her spell.” 

“Gods willing,” Taryn muttered, and trudged back to the Jiko. 
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39.  Castles 



Up until now, Rhiannon’s time in Arcadia had been a lot like a camping trip.  One of those summer camp programs, maybe, where you didn’t have a lot of control over where you went or what you did and most of the people were essentially strangers, but some of them were nice, and Taryn was there, even if she was having more fun than Rhiannon.  But after the in-laws showed up and Antilles slipped town, the mood changed from summer camp to…well, not as bad as boot camp, but something pretty sour.  Rehab-camp, maybe.  After all, she had this unshakeable entity looming over her all the time, making sure she didn’t go anywhere alone, making her interact with the others and join in the activities. 

For Shappa, what Rhiannon wanted and what he said she wanted very seldom intersected, and doing nothing was never an option.  At least when Taryn was around, they could swelter in the Jiko together, but Taryn was busy pining for her true love, so it was just Rhiannon these days. 

And that made for lousy camping. 

“How fare, Rhiannon?” Shappa called from across the Jiko. 

“These are the worst garden rolls in the history of the world.” 

“Surely not.”  Shappa left his pot and came trotting up the row of tables to see for himself.  He stared down at the pitiful stack of overstuffed, understuffed, torn, lumpy, leaking, sodden, and generally sloppy vegetable burritos without expression.  “Show me what you are doing,” he said at last. 

“Just exactly what you were doing!” Rhiannon cried, stomping away from the table. 

“If that were so, they’d look right,” a horsewoman said, and she may have been kidding, but the one who muttered, “And be done by now,” wasn’t. 
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No one corrected her, and Ven, who would have put a fast stop to idle chitchat, was clear across the kraal looking at someone’s twisted ankle.  A Ven-free workspace was usually a celebration in miniature, with lots of gossip and a little fooling around, but now it looked like it was going to turn into a fight. 

“Let me show you again,” Shappa said patiently.  “Begin with a fresh leaf—” 

“Forget it!”  Rhiannon struggled out of the uneven slip of homespun she’d been using for an apron (necessary, thanks to her colossal lack of coordination in a kitchen) and threw it into the nearest corner.  It was hard not to send the platter of garden rolls after it, but wasting food in this place was tantamount to murder and she was trying very hard not to make things worse. 

“Rhiannon, ‘tis fine.” 

“It’s pheasant food!  All of it!”  Her voice cracked and she realized she was nearing tears.  Furious all over again, she broke into a shrill sort of laugh.  “I can’t do anything right.” 

“With a little more practice, you could master complaint,” that same low mutterer said.  Someone else hushed her as Shappa glanced around. 

“Oh leave her alone,” Rhiannon snapped, as Shappa opened his mouth. 

“She’s right.  I’m useless in here.  I need to find a quiet corner and drop dead.” 

The sound of six hands simultaneously dropping knives onto cutting boards and spoons into sauce pots was a startling thing.  They stared at her, all of them, wearing nearly identical expressions of dumbfounded alarm. 

“What…”  Shappa moved a hand woodenly toward his hair, but it never got there.  It hung in space instead, hovering between her and his horrified face. 

“What would even make you  think a thing so vile?” 

Jesus, all this shock. Rhiannon thought of all the times she’d said something similar without even thinking about it—”When my dad sees this report card, I’m dead.”  “I’d kill to own a car like that.”  “If I see that dumb commercial one more time, I’ll shoot myself.” –and it curdled into something like humor.  She said, “Okay, okay.  I’ll go to the compost shed first.  No reason to let myself go to w—” 

Shappa shoved the table out of his way and grabbed her, giving her a few harsh shakes to shut her up.  It was effective, too.  “Never say such things! 

Never again!” 

Then he let her go and they both stared at each other.  He looked a little pale under his sun-bronzed skin, and more than anything else, that baffled her.  A person could fake a lot of things, but no one could fake pale.  He really was this upset. 

“What is the big deal?” Rhiannon asked.  “Why do you even want me in here?  I’m not helping.” 

“That is not true!” 
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“Oh, for God’s sake,” Rhiannon sighed, and tried to leave.  “You need to get this done.  I’m just in your way.  So stop trying to make me useful.  You’re embarrassing yourself.  Leave me al—” 

“Stop saying that!” he roared, and Rhiannon jumped and swung around, stunned silent.  Flushed, breathing hard, he headed for her.  When he passed the tray of her sickly garden rolls, he actually picked it up and threw it into the wall. 

The other servers scattered back, watching him with slightly wild eyes. 

“We are none of us born perfect,” Shappa said tightly.  “It takes time to learn a thing.  Having no time does not render you of no worth.” 

“I know exactly what renders me of no worth,” she told him.  Suddenly tired, she looked past him at the bits of steamed vegetables dripping off the wall. 

“And you’re not supposed to waste food.  Even pheasant food.” 

He glanced back, his jaw ticcing.  One of the other Farasai began to clean the mess up.  Another wordlessly pulled the bowls of materials around and began to make more garden rolls. 

“Go on,” Rhiannon said and headed for the door.  “Get back to work. 

It’ll go a lot faster without me.” 

“Rhiannon, stay!” 

“Relax, Shappa.  I’m not going to kill myself today.  That would ruin my sister’s wedding.” 

She thought she heard a second shocked clatter of slipped utensils, but she didn’t turn around to see.  She just kept walking, expecting Shappa’s hand to come dropping over her at any moment.  It never did. 

Rhiannon walked blindly out across the commons and behind the building with the fewest horsemen standing around it.  No one followed her. 

Heck, no one even looked at her.  She skulked along the wall for a while and then just stopped and leaned against it.  Slowly, she slid down to sit on the ground. It hurt her back a lot more than the movies showing that sort of thing ever let on. 

“Why?” someone snapped, seemingly directly overhead.  “Am I not to have the convenience of my own tongue even here?” 

Rhiannon looked up.  She saw sky beyond weathered eaves.  She craned her neck and lo and behold, there was a wide-open window right above her. 

“Lady, I beg you.  One tongue or another, but I cannot manage both.” 

“Nay, and as the Farasai must speak only human, so must I.  Elsewise it should offend, but I note not one of them concern themselves with offending me!” 

Rhiannon rolled onto her knees, then raised herself up until she could just peek through the crack between the window casing and the open shutters. 

She’d found the traveler’s lodge, it seemed.  The Cerosan were spread out inside around a table, picking at breakfast leftovers with varying degrees of enthusiasm. 

One of them in particular—the royal mother—shunned the meal entirely to pace up and down the length of the room. 
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“Gods, that I must bow to their wishes in this,” she muttered, cutting her horns curtly left and right.  “Their wishes, ha!  Tis hers!  That brood-swollen parasite my son means to wed!” 

Several Cerosan grunted.  Several more looked distinctly uneasy.  Only one of them seemed completely unmoved; he sat in a wide-backed chair that could only have been made for Antilles, and indeed, if it weren’t for the two whole horns curving out from this one’s brow, he could have been a dead-ringer for Taryn’s intended.  The brother.  Rhiannon wracked her brains, trying to remember the guy’s name.  It began with an A, she knew that. 

“Lady.”  One of the other females shuffled on her hooves, looking at the others as for support.  “You should not say such things.”  She indicated the open window and Rhiannon ducked away. 

Psychore snorted loudly.  “Let them hear.  Let them hear me say it in human-speak!  Parasite!” 

Rhiannon listened to hooves beat their way back and forth.  Only after she was confident that they weren’t coming any closer did she risk peeking again. 

Antilles’s brother had folded his arms behind his head.  His left ear twitched steadily as he watched Psychore pace.  He’d eaten all of his breakfast and now a twist of jerky protruded from the corner of his mouth, gently bobbing as he chewed.  He seemed to be enjoying himself a great deal and every time Psychore’s gaze wandered his way, her frown grew darker. 

“Why do you all cut your eyes away?” she demanded.  “We have no word but her own that the wizard is dead.  He could be merely supplanted by a creature of his own devising, his malignant soul found a pleasing new husk to hide him.  One who even now carries the unnatural spawning of our two kinds.” 

Psychore looked furiously around the room.  “Why am I alone in suspecting her?” 

“Perhaps because we are all descended of such unnatural spawning,” one of the others grunted. 

“And for that reason, we must tolerate more atrocities seeded among us?” 

“Which is the greater atrocity?” this quiet objector asked, bending his head in submission even as he spoke.  “To tolerate the perversion of its begetting, or to slay the innocent babe for the wizard’s crimes?” 

“Have I said to slay it?” Psychore demanded, looking sincerely shocked as much as enraged.  “Nay, I say only that we do not embrace it!  Let it and its mother be sent back to their kind!  Or here!  Let them stay here, since the Farasai have such ridiculous love for her!  But let it not fall to us to welcome a viper among us.  Ha, our throne is not even rebuilt and her hand—her furless, human hand!—is already grasping for it!  Yet mine is the only heart bold enough to speak.  You!”  She rounded on Antilles’s brother, who had sat silent and watchful 206

 

all this time, and struck her fist upon the table in empty frustration.  “Say something, for the sake of your sire!” 

The Cerosan (she still couldn’t remember his name) removed the strip of jerky to say, “Something.”  He replaced it, resumed chewing. 

“Ass!” Psychore snapped.  “Be silent then, and let those speak their minds who have them!” 

The Cerosan rolled out a low chuckle in Antilles’s voice, but with a great deal more humor than she’d heard Antilles use.  “Speak my mind, eh?  Aye, then, here is what I have been thinking as you stand and stir hornets.” 

Psychore struck an affronted pose and would have no doubt launched a lengthy protest, but the not-quite Antilles—Aaron!  No,  Arion, that was it!—went right over the top of her. 

“I think ‘tis a lord’s right and privilege to take whomever he will for wife.  I further think ‘tis no concern of any other, nay, not even those who have been in the Valley these past years and so seen with their own eyes what deeds this Taryn may or may not have done.  That is what I think.” 

“That hardly excuses—” Psychore sputtered, and then swung around to include all the room in her entreaty.  “A human!  God Quiabe burning bright, can no one see she’s human?” 

“Aye, and what of it?”  Arion tossed his horns, producing a whistle of displaced air.  He leaned back on only two legs of the chair to prop one hoof on the table’s edge.  He rocked himself lazily, fingering the strip of jerky he was chewing.  “Did not Lord Diodorus, son of Cebrionus himself, wed to one of every race in his Valley?  Aye, even to satyr and Woden?  And mate with them before witnessing eyes, no less!” 

“That was political!” Psychore hissed.  “This is…” 

“Aye.”  Arion lifted his hooves and brought the chair crashing down.  He leaned over the table, both ears cocked forward.  “Aye, say it.  Put honest name to it.  I want to see if you can.” 

Psychore’s ears flattened and her hands became fists.  “This is different,” 

she said icily. 

“Aye.”  Up went the hoof on the table’s edge and Arion rocked back his chair.  “This is love.  And you’re a bitter wind that blows against that happiness. 

Shame on you.” 

Harsh words, but said in such a cavalier way that it brought out more chuckles than frowns.  Even Rhiannon smiled a little. 

“And you had ought to better mind your bitter mouth,” Arion continued. 

“She’s well enough favored in this kraal to earn at least the seeming of respect.” 

“I should not be afraid to repeat anything I have said,” Psychore declared. 

“Oh aye?”  Arion dipped one horn in a lazy gesture of sarcasm.  “Would you be as eager to spout your venom in the human’s own presence?”  His eye slid 207

 

toward the window and he moved the jerky strip from one side of his mouth to the other lazily.  “Or her sister’s?” 

Rhiannon dropped and flattened herself against the side of the lodge. 

“Aye, to any one of them,” Psychore was saying, but Rhiannon didn’t stick around to hear any more.  She crawled away and then ran to the protective shadow of the next lodge over.  A backwards glance showed her the door to the traveler’s lodge opening.  She didn’t give herself time to recognize the hand pushing it, but made a dive for the nearest open lodge.  Only after she was inside and the door shut against the pursuit she wasn’t even sure was really happening did she look to see where she was. 

Tonka watched her curiously from the opposite end of a small table, his tail swishing and ears forward.  Between his splayed hands was some sort of board game, its pieces arranged in mid-play.  He straightened up and pecked a forehoof, beginning to frown.  “Aye?” 

“Sorry.”  Rhiannon opened the door. 

Arion was standing outside, searching the commons.  His head turned at her movement.  He looked at her. 

She shut the door. 

Tonka’s hand fell on her shoulder.  She hadn’t even heard him come away from the table.  Over her stammering protests, he moved her to one side and opened the door himself.  He studied the hand Arion had raised to knock, then lifted his stony gaze to lock with the Cerosan’s.  “Aye?” he said again, a great deal more coolly than he’d said for Rhiannon. 

Undeterred, Arion offered his wrist in a friendly fashion.  “Is Rhiannon receiving?” 

“Perhaps,” Tonka said.  He did not so much as glance at the proffered hand.  “But I am not.”  He closed the door. 

Rhiannon rubbed at her arms.  She supposed she should feel relief at not having to face the person she’d been eavesdropping on, but she actually felt worse.  Tonka clearly thought he was defending her from something, which mean she’d probably just gotten all the Cerosan in hot water.  Everywhere she went, she just made trouble. 

“So.”  Tonka turned and clopped back to the table passing Rhiannon without a glance.  He began to move pieces around on the board, apparently resetting it.  He gave the table a tap when he was done and raised his eyes to hers expectantly. 

“I don’t know how to play,” she mumbled. 

“How refreshing.  I may win.  Come.  And tell your chieftain,” he continued as she trudged to the table, “why you are hiding in my House.” 

“I’m not.” 

“Ah.”  He reached out to touch the space between her eyes, then directed his finger and her gaze down to the board.  “These are your armies,” he said. 
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“And these are mine.  You may place your castle in any square of your field.” 

He set his for example, then said, “Have you spoken with the travelers today?” 

“No.”  She dropped her castle on a random square on her half of the board, looking nervously toward Tonka’s open window.  Arion could be right outside, listening.  Turnabout and fair play and all that. 

“And did one speak to you?  You may move however many pieces you please,” he added before she could answer.  “But only one square’s distance, and each manner of piece moves in a different way.  Observe closely.”  He moved some of his pieces.  “Were you approached?” 

“No.” 

“There were no words?” 

Rhiannon chewed at her lip.  “No.” 

“You hesitate.” 

In a desperate effort to get out of this conversation, Rhiannon moved some pieces blindly around the board. 

“Kinswoman, answer your chief.” 

“No one said anything to me.” 

“Yet words were said.”  Tonka moved one of his men to capture one of hers.  First blood on the second round.  Rhiannon focused in sharply on the game board.  She realized her castle was suicidally undefended.  Frowning, she pulled some pieces back to enclose it.  She had a horrible feeling it was already too late. 

The game hadn’t even started and it might as well be over. 

“And what were these words?” Tonka asked, watching her belated defense without expression. 

“Nothing they knew I was listening to.”  Rhiannon shook her head.  “It really doesn’t matter.” 

“Yet you fled.”  Tonka took three more of her pieces. 

“I do a lot of things that don’t make any sense,” she said, and moved as many pieces straight at his army as she pulled back to surround her castle. 

Tonka’s brow beetled slightly.  He looked at the board for a very long time.  “I see.” 

They played several turns without speaking.  She scarcely saw the board, moving her pieces in a dull cloud of shame, wondering if he was ever going to let her go. 

“These words which were not said to you.”  Tonka very casually broke an opening in the wall of her army and helped himself to six or seven pieces, studying each one before setting it aside.  “Were they said before or after your labors in the Jiko this morning?” 

Rhiannon looked up sharply, feeling the itch of a hated blush creeping up her cheeks.  “You heard about that already?” 

“What I heard, I scarcely know whether to believe.”  His eyes shifted from the soldier in his hand to her.  He set it aside and leaned over the table, his 209

 

expression severe and darkly incredulous.  “Did you truly threaten to end your life over a platter of misformed greenrolls?” 

She could feel something inside of her shriveling the longer she had to meet his eyes, but she couldn’t look away, either.  “They were really badly misformed,” she said. 

“This is not a joke, kinswoman.” 

“It’s not a big deal, either.” 

He straightened up slowly, but left his eyes locked with hers, probing, reading.  At last, he looked back at the game.  “I think it must be very difficult for you to be here,” he said, and proceeded to advance his pieces across the board, taking hers where he could.  “As difficult, perhaps, as it was for Taryn in her day.  For different reasons.  Hers, I know.  Yours, I confess, escape me.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“You’re running, human.”  Tonka spared her a quizzical glance before continuing his relentless march toward her castle.  He took four more of her pieces.  She had only three left.  “I would like to know the face of your enemy.” 

She wanted to tell him she had no enemies.  Instead, she asked, “Why?” 

“Am I not thy chief?  Tis for me to protect thee.” 

“I can take care of myself.” 

“Aye, there’s a familiar tune.”  Tonka killed the last of her defenses and advanced on her castle.  “And no more a truer one than when first I heard it sung. 

We are kin, you and I.  Kin care for one another.  You are needed here, Rhiannon.” 

“No, I’m not, and you know what?  It doesn’t help to be told that when I already know how useless I am!”  Rhiannon snatched up her castle and threw it across the table at him.  It bounced off the board and struck him in the chest.  “I can give up if I want to!” 

He let it hit and he let it fall without taking his eyes off her. 

“So thanks for the advice.  I’ll take it under due consideration.”  She rolled her eyes helpfully in case he missed the sarcasm inherent in her overly-cheerful tone, then headed for the door. 

Tonka’s hand closed around her arm.  When she attempted to shrug him off, he uttered a low, amused grunt and hauled her completely off her feet with no apparent effort.  He lifted her up as he leaned down, putting his face very close to hers.  He said, faintly smiling, “Tis our custom, Rhiannon, to ask pardon when departing the presence of one’s chieftain before he has dismissed you.” 

“Ouch,” said Rhiannon. 

Tonka waited. 

“Pardon me,” Rhiannon muttered, dropping her eyes. 

“You are dismissed.”  Tonka lowered her to her feet, let go her wrist to pat her cheek, and then went ahead of her to open the door.  “Traveler!” he called. 
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“No, dammit!  Don’t do that!” 

“Rhiannon is receiving now.”  Tonka put his hand on her back and shoved a straight-heeled Rhiannon out and into Arion’s chest.  Literally.  Bump. 

Rhiannon glared up at the minotaur’s face as Tonka shut his door again. 

“Well, what do you want?” she asked. 

“Hm.”  Arion folded his arms and stared skyward.  “Clean sheets on a down-filled bed, apple beer in a chilled mug, and my brother’s mother in another city.  That was fun,” he remarked, returning his gaze to her.  “What do you want?” 

“Nothing from you.”  She started to stomp away and swung herself face-first into another Cerosan chest.  Arion’s butler.  How obnoxious.  She backed up and found a minotaur-free zone.  “Nothing but privacy.” 

“Indeed?” He followed her.  “I thought on seeing you creeping ‘round my window—” 

“It wasn’t just your window!” 

“—that you may be desirous of some company.” 

“And I wasn’t creeping!  I was…”  She faltered, hunting for some excuse. 

“Aye?” 

“Oh, shut up!” 

Arion’s ears pricked forward and he peered at her closely.  “Look at that! 

You’ve gone all pink!”  He prodded at her cheek with one finger. 

She slapped his hand. 

“Ha!  You fearsome red warrior, you.”  He poked her again.  “Do you change other colors?” 

“Yes, I do.  Purple, blue, and MacTavish plaid.  Back off!” 

“I should like to see that.  She does not speak for all of us,” he added, and the abruptness of the subject change, coupled with his still-casual tone, left Rhiannon somewhat defused. 

“What?” 

“Psychore has a voice,” Arion admitted, folding his arms again.  “And 

‘tis a strong one when heard by others as rigidly set in their ways as she, but understand that our lord’s will is all that matters and he has made his will very clear.” 

“Right.  I forgot all you sheep live perfect lives of peace under his benevolent rule.  Please excuse me.”  She tried to push past him. 

He stepped in front of her.  “I’m attempting to spare your feelings,” he said.  “Ha, I only wish the urge were mutual.  But no matter.  I mean only to say that there are some of us who think of you with more fondness than normally reserved for parasites.” 

“That’s so good to know.” 

“And some of us think you look cute when you turn pink like that.” 
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“Do I have to kick you in the head before you let me go?” Rhiannon demanded. 

They both leaned back slightly to consider the dynamics of that while they gauged one another’s height. 

“Oh aye, I think you must,” said Arion. 

“Allow me.” 

Both of them turned and there was Shappa coming towards them, looking thirty feet tall and mad as hell. 

Rhiannon’s first impulse was to apologize.  She knew she should say something.  She just didn’t know what or even to whom. 

“And is your business about the kraal completed?’ Shappa inquired.  His jaw scarcely moved and his eyes never did.  “Are there matters you wish to discuss with our chieftain?” 

“Nay,” said Arion, looking somewhat startled.  He started to say something to Rhiannon, but stopped when Shappa stepped hugely in front of her. 

“In that event, traveler, perhaps you should retire.” 

“Well…might I say a word to—”  And stopped short when his efforts to lean out and make eye contact with her were interrupted by horseflesh.  “I’d like to make a farewell,” Arion ventured finally. 

“My kinswoman is busy,” Shappa said.  And stamped.  The sound of that hoof slamming into the hard ground made Rhiannon jump, Arion glance down, and the butler do nothing at all.  More and more Farasai were looking their way, making it clear that they were paying attention to what was going on.  A few of them drew nearer.  One of them pulled her runka.  “We are all busy,” Shappa continued, “engendering the hospitality you enjoy,  traveler.” 

Arion opened his mouth. 

“Move on,” Shappa said bluntly.  “Or I’ll move you.”  This time, both rear hooves scraped back and banged into the wall of Tonka’s lodge, loud as gunshots. 

Arion backed off, both hands raised, rolling his eyes in surrender.  “No harm intended, horseman.  I am removed.  Rhiannon—” 

Shappa reared up and pulled his spear, kicking his forehooves dangerously close to Arion’s face. 

“Farewell to you this golden day,” Arion finished merrily, backing up fast and waving to her.  He touched his brow in a kind of salute to all the watching, armed, scowling centaurs, then caught his butler’s arm, and the two of them retreated across the commons. 

“That wasn’t necessary,” Rhiannon said, watching them go. 

Shappa grunted, one hand flexing on the haft of his spear.  He glanced down at her and his expression managed somehow to soften and harden at the same time.  He sheathed his runka and turned around, still glowering, but no 212

 

longer looming.  “Will you come with me, kinswoman?  There are labors yet to do, and you are needed.” 

“Yeah, okay.”  But she stood there for a while anyway, watching until Arion disappeared into the Traveler’s lodge and the door shut him away. 
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40.  Psychore Begs 



It was hard enough to lose Aisling and then Antilles, but when Romany came and took Rhiannon away, Taryn fell into a deep depression.  It wasn’t an unexpected development.  She’d known that Rhiannon needed to go home and collect her parents.  The wedding was only days away.  She knew she should be happy and excited to see her go.  Instead, she felt abandoned and unlovable.  Not all of it was the hormones. 

While Rhiannon had been there, she’d managed to dredge up the energy to walk around the kraal in her sister’s company, tolerating the low-key hostility of the visiting Cerosan while trying very hard to seem friendly and not in the least bit interested in devastating anyone.  Without Rhiannon, she retreated to her lodge for most of the day, pleading backache even when she didn’t have one, just to be left alone.  This meant drinking a lot of tonics.  It was a sacrifice she was willing to make. 

The only truly bright spot among the in-laws was Arion, but Taryn couldn’t spend too much time with him.  He reminded her too much of Antilles. 

His face, his body, his voice, even casual mannerisms like the sweep of one arm as he made some little point or another—it all seemed borrowed, handed down from his brother.  He would sit by her bed trying so hard to cheer her up, and all she would be able to think was how much she missed Antilles and how much she wanted him in the bed beside her, holding her, even snoring.  She begged exhaustion more often than she felt it, which meant that she had to drink more tonics, which in turn prompted Arion to visit her more often. 
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“I like your sister,” he said one day, right in the middle of a very funny story about a disastrous royal address he’d seen at Abbadon, which had ended with Lord Kambyses falling off the dais with one hoof stuck in the Cup of Peace. 

“You do?” 

“I know.  I’m surprised, too.  She does little to encourage that sort of thing.”  Arion chuckled and held out his cup for his butler to fill.  He did it very naturally, a man who’d had to fill damned few of his own cups in his lifetime. 

“But beneath that coat of thorns, I see someone I think I could come to like very much.  She’s a little spinenut of golden goodness.” 

Taryn laughed.  “I think I’ve just heard my new favorite nickname.” 

“Ah, nay!  You’ll ward her off.  There are barricades enough between us.” 

She studied him as he drank his mead.  “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 

He cocked his head.  “Lady?” 

“When you say you like her…you mean you really like her.” 

Arion swished his cup around and held it out.  His butler took it and Arion stood up.  “Is there taboo in your culture regarding the pursuit of the siblings of spouses?” he asked guardedly. 

“No.  At least, I don’t think so.” 

“Aye, I am very serious, or at least, as serious as I can be.  Hers is a fair form, I confess it.  Gods know why I think so…but I do.  And sometimes, when she talks, I can see glimpses of such intelligence and fire, like flashes of sun through a storm cloud.”  He began to pace, his head down and his hands clasped behind his back, just like Antilles was so wont to do when brooding over some puzzling matter.  “I do all I can to coax it out, but my successes have been few. 

She seems…distracted.” 

“I’m not sure this is such a great time for that sort of thing, anyway.” 

“Aye, I know it.  And she can be such a thorn, sometimes I wonder why I even think it.”  He shook his head, dropped back into his chair, and put out his hand for his cup.  “Do you think it could be just the strangeness of this world? 

Aye, ‘just’, but what I mean to ask is, shall she mellow if she comes to know me better?” 

“I can’t speak for her, Arion.” 

He sighed.  “Nay, I suppose not.  T’would be so much simpler if you could.”  He eyed her, sipping at his mead, then dipped a horn roguishly and said, 

“But you might speak for me, when you see her next.  I am a fair mate, lady, for all that I’m an ass.  Sound of body, quick of wit, and sure of hand.  Also, I make a truly sinful custard toddy.  ‘Tis difficult to demonstrate in such hellishly hot days, but when winter comes—” 

“I don’t think you’re going to seduce my sister with eggnog.” 

“Nay?  Ah well.  I shall have to rely upon my natural charm.”  He sipped again.  “Damn.” 
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“You may just have to settle for being friends.” 

“Oh, I should be a friend in any event.  And gods, she is so bright.  All of her, every part, so quick and light and fierce.  Aye, at times she is a prickle under the skin, but I keep trying.  Because when she’s not…she’s so damned bright.” 

“Yes.”  Depressed all over again, Taryn turned her face to the open window and heaved a sigh.  “She is.” 

Arion was quiet for a moment.  When he spoke again, it was in his story-telling voice, only somewhat subdued.  “When I was a lad, my father tried to take me hawking.  I never had a talent for it.  Really, the only thing I remember well is walking through the aviary with him on a day when there was one bird who’d broken its leg in a bad catch.”  Arion swirled his cup meditatively.  Then he handed the whole thing to his valet, folded his arms, and said, “That’s what she reminds me of.  Rhiannon.  A downed hawk.  Free and fierce and wounded…and furious at her own weakness.” 

The two of them sat together, both staring out the window. 

“Tell me the hawk didn’t die,” Taryn said at last. 

Arion glanced at her.  “I can do thee a better telling, lady.  It snapped its tether on the first day t’was taken out of the aviary and flew away.  We would see it sometimes, trailing jesses behind it in the air, but it never returned to the glove.” 

Taryn smiled.  Arion leaned forward to study the expression, then stood up. 

“I can see her in your face,” he said.  “I wish I could see that look more often.  She’ll return, will she not, to see you wed?” 

“I’m sure she will.” 

“Good.  Because I miss her.  Ha, my day’s not yet begun until I hear her call me one of those strange names.” 

“Jerk,” Taryn supplied helpfully, smiling. 

“Aye, there’s one.”  Arion bent over the bed to clap her shoulder.  “Rest easy, lady, I’ve worn your ears long enough.  And I think I’ll hie myself away to Dis and see if I can be of some service to my brother for the few days remaining. 

Thy pleasant company aside, there is nothing in Rucombe now to hold me, and I think I pull at your heart some.” 

“Some,” Taryn admitted. 

“Well, I shall see if I can find thee better company before I leave.  Tonka has been bitterly recounting thy last game of Castles.  I’m certain he would agree to another siege.” 

“Sounds good.”  Taryn pushed herself out of bed with Arion’s help and went to get the board set up.  “Have a safe walk, Arion.” 

“Aye, and I thank thee for the thought.  Until another day, Lady Taryn.” 

He bent his head, his valet followed suit, and both of them left her. 
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A short time later, she heard the door open and hurriedly finished placing pieces, waving indistinctly at the shelves where she kept the tea.  “The water should still be hot, Tonka,” she said.  “And I’ve got the board set up—” 

“A word, human.” 

That wasn’t Tonka.  That was Psychore, soon to be her mother-in-law. 

Taryn turned around, instantly uncomfortable. 

“Hi,” she said.  “Um…Would you like some tea?” 

“I came to beg,” Psychore said, each word falling like a hammer.  “You are said to have a great mind and great wisdom.  I thought…if I begged, you might be swayed.”  She lowered herself to her knees and placed her palms on the ground, bending her stiff back until her short horns touched earth.  “I beg you therefore, I beg you not to do this.” 

Taryn tried hard not to understand.  “All right,” she said finally.  “No tea.” 

Psychore looked up fast, her eyes blazing.  “Do you know the damage you will do in this…this wedding you plan?  You say you love him, but there is no him!  He is all the Valley, all its people, and all of us who have been hurt by humankind!  Now we must pay you tribute?  Here, because the halls of our own city are still broken by the wizard’s last assault!” 

“I—” 

“Nay!  Listen, I beseech you!  You speak of marriage as though it is a small thing, as though it is your right!  You!  You do not even hail of this world, yet you will raise your rights over ours!” 

Taryn’s voice died.  She groped for the edge of the bed and sat, all the warmth pouring out of her along with her hope.  “He asked me,” she whispered. 

“I didn’t…I knew…I had no expectations.” 

“Aye, you did!  Did you think he would have offered if he had not known you wished it?  And he must give you all you wish.  Ha.”  It was a bitter laugh, utterly devoid of humor or affection.  “I have been loved by a lord.  His is the power to give all his Valley.  He is a male and his will must be vast.  But how could you allow it?  You, of such great wisdom, how could you not see the harm?” 

“What harm?” Taryn asked.  She hated the sound of her voice, the pleading, tearful quality that shook each word.  Psychore may be kneeling on the floor, but Taryn was the one who begged.  “Come on, what harm could there really be?  You live for a thousand years, I have maybe fifty.  You can give me fifty years.” 

“And you will have a child!” Psychore hissed.  “This child that cannot be!  How many years shall it have?  Aye, we have all heard the tale by now!  You went alone to the Standing Stones.  The wizard vanished and you returned and now there will be a child, and  how can you not know the harm you are doing? 

How can you not see that you appear to us exactly as the Destroyer once did? 
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Everything you have wrought, you have wrought by magic and now we must pay you homage!” 

“I don’t want homage!  I only want—” 

“But you cannot have him!”  Psychore raised her palms and beat them on the ground as fists.  “You cannot have Antilles without having also the lord of the Valley!” 

Taryn burst into tears.  She slapped her hands over her face, hiding from the gaze of the other, from the fury and contempt and, above all, the desperation that burned out of her. 

“Tis wizardry we see when we look on you,” Psychore persisted.  “You come from another world.  You have enthralled a griffin.  You have bewitched all who meet you into protecting and supporting you.  You have made a babe of Cerosan and human blending, one who will be heir if male by the decree of the lord you mean to wed and  how shall we not see a wizard?” 

Taryn shook her head until tears flew. 

Psychore watched in silence, then stood.  “If you mean well, if truly you are no enemy, you will not force our broken people to see a wizard on our throne. 

I beg you.  Do not do this, if you are indeed a friend.” 

Taryn never heard the door open for the second time, but when she’d gotten a deathgrip on her emotions and looked up, Psychore was gone.  She sat on the bed, wiping compulsively at her now-dry eyes, and the whole world was black and cold. 

“Taryn!”  Tonka pushed the door open with his usual proprietary good cheer, but his warmth died at a single glance.  “Are you ill?” he asked sharply. 

“Is it the foal?” 

“No.  I…”  She hugged her shoulders and sighed.  “Maybe.  I don’t know.  I’m okay, I just don’t think I can handle visitors right now.  Not even you.” 

“Aye, as you will it.”  Tonka backed up, his brows knitting, but did not leave the doorway.  “What happened here?” he asked at last. 

“Nothing.” 

He didn’t move. 

“Tonka…”  She dragged her eyes up to his, but couldn’t meet them for long.  She looked into the disheveled folds of her bedding instead.  Winsomely disheveled.  Her heart cramped once, and she closed her eyes.  “How many people do you suppose think I’m a wizard?” she asked. 

Silence. 

“What a dark question.”  He came toward her, his hoofbeats slow and measured.  She could feel the itching weight of his eyes on her, and she huddled lower, avoiding them.  “What put thee in mind of it, I wonder?” 

“Answer me, please.” 

“How can I?  Shall I speak for all the people of the Valley?” 
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“How many here, then?  Right here in Rucombe.  How many people think I’m a wizard?” 

More silence.  He touched her shoulder, just brushing his fingertips across her bare skin, but still she wouldn’t look at him.  “I think that there are none who believe evil of you, Taryn.” 

She offered her knees a wan smile.  “That isn’t what I asked.  But I guess it’s an answer, isn’t it?” 

“Taryn—” 

“I need to be alone right now.  I need to think.” 

“If these are the thoughts of thy solitude, I think thee should come out with me and walk awhile.”  He touched her again, her cheek this time, and she pressed blindly into the warmth of his palm, but made no move to rise.  He sighed.  “Ah, Taryn.  There is good magic in the world as well.  Thee is kin, aye, and thee has earned the love and honor of them that call thee so.” 

“Even the ones who call me a wizard?” 

“What fell obsession is this?” 

“I wanted it to be over.”  A lone tear, tagging along after all the others had gone, found its way at last onto the slope of her cheek and was unceremoniously shoved away by her trembling hand.  “I thought we could be happy now.” 

“Who has told thee differently?” 

She finally looked at him, seeing anger and trepidation in equal parts in his face.  Just for a moment, time fell away, and she was back in the tall grass, in the pathetic little camp she’d made for herself when she’d first come to Arcadia. 

It was the same expression he’d worn shortly before firing his runka at her.  Her heart sank further.  “Do you?” she whispered.  “Do you think I’m a wizard?” 

He darkened briefly.  Just how was impossible to say.  It was as though some heretofore unseen light had switched off and then on again, momentarily cloaking him in the shadows of his own disquiet.  She was quite sure his expression itself never changed.  No one could do stoic like the Farasai, and Tonka was even better at it than most. 

Then he smiled, not hugely, but honestly.  “I say to thee that it must be a kind of magic that follows thee and aids thy hand,” he said.  “Aye, that much I believe.  But is thee a wizard?  Nay.  I suppose I must have thought so once, else I never would have hounded thee as I did…but nay, not since I called thee kin. 

Thee is no wizard.  Thee is Taryn, and that is surely enchantment enough.” 

He bent to take her hands, and when she sighed her resignation, he pulled her gently to her feet and kissed her.  She had to smile.  Tonka’s kisses, even the plainly consoling ones such as these, were impossible to ignore.  He was too damn good at it.  And as wonderful as Antilles was in every other respect, he didn’t kiss (nor did she particularly want him to try).  She closed her eyes, accepting this comfort, and leaned her cheek against his chest when it was done. 
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“Will thee be well?” he murmured, stroking one hand down her hair. 

She meant to reassure him.  A simple, silent nod would have been enough.  “I don’t think so,” she heard herself say.  Tears flooded her shut eyes and she wiped them away on his arm. 

She could feel the darkness on him now.  It was in the subtle tightening of his arms, the minute tension that rippled through his torso.  And it was in his voice, albeit very slightly, when he said, “Speak to me, Taryn.  Please.” 

She didn’t know how.  She said nothing. 

“Taryn.” 

She pulled free of his embrace and sat back down on the bed.  After a moment, she tried on what sure felt like the world’s sickest smile and said, “It’s my foaling.” 

He didn’t look convinced. 

“I need to take a nap…er, sleep for a while,” she amended, seeing his wrinkle of confusion.  “Would you wake me for late-meal?” 

“Aye,” he said, still with that invisible shadow lying over him. 

Taryn lay down and rolled over in her empty bed to stare at the wall. 

After a while, Tonka left her. 

Minutes or hours moved by.  She had no thoughts.  Not even when she got up and went to her writing desk for paper and quill.  She sharpened the nub, dipped it in ink, and wrote  Dear Tilly, all without any conscious will. 

Dear Tilly, though.  It seemed so off-hand, so flippant, like it didn’t matter.  She crumpled it up and held it in her fist, trying to think of something more appropriate.  Dear John was the only thing that came to mind. 

Something warm splashed on her hand.  She supposed she was crying again.  Slowly, she smoothed the paper out.  She’d smeared the only two words on it.  Now she added two more. 

It broke her.  She sobbed uncontrollably into her skirt, then rubbed her face completely dry.  She couldn’t afford to draw attention to herself now.  There was one person in the whole kraal she trusted to do what she wanted done now, and even he’d never do it if he saw tears. 

She wished Rhiannon were here.  She had a couple hundred friends surrounding her, but she wanted her sister. 

Taryn cracked the door and scanned for Tonka.  No sign of him.  She slipped out and made her away across the kraal to the low field where the horseman she was looking for worked his rows of redleaf.  He had given her his true name once and the sound of it drifted through her mind like a gentle wind as she watched him at his labors, bringing a glow of friendship that was nearly an ache in her current frame of mind, as well as memories of better times.  One time in particular…alone with him in the bathhouse…finding careful ways to come together while the salt of sweat rolled down her body and the salt of tears flowed from his eyes. 
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But they weren’t alone now.  She called him by his tribe-name. 

“Wickla!  Do you have a moment?” 

He looked around, surprised and pleased, and immediately threaded his tiller through its loop on the saddle-bags he wore.  “Always, for you.”  He trotted over, wiping sweat from his brow and leaving streaks of earth in its place.  “How fare you, my friend?” 

“Well,” she replied automatically, and had to smile at the hypocrisy inherent in politeness. 

Wickla’s smile faded.  He studied her seriously, his ears twitching.  “Not so well, I think.” 

“No,” she admitted.  “Will you take me home?” 

“What, now?” 

“Please.”  She tried to sound nonchalant, knowing she was failing miserably at it.  She never had been a good liar.  “The last thing I want to do is freak people out by just going by myself, but I have to get away for a while.” 

And because that seemed so insulting, she hurriedly added, “You know I love Rucombe, but—” 

“But ‘tis not only Rucombe’s kin who dwell here now,” he finished.  His gaze wandered out toward the lodges, resting on the small building reserved for travelers.  His tail swished and he wiped again at his face, mostly, she thought, to steal a closer side-long look at her.  “To your home at Isauren’s foot?” 

“Please.”  She groped for some harmless explanation and came up empty.  “Please.” 

Wickla glanced back at the field where the others of his caste worked, pointedly ignoring them.  He shrugged and nodded.  “Easily done.  Help me hitch a cart and we’ll be off.” 

“I don’t want a cart.  I’d like to walk.” 

Wickla shrugged again.  “Then I’ll wash and we’ll be off.  What matters is that we speedily go.  The days are long, but still I would rather be returned in time for late-meal.” 

“Of course.”  Taryn waited, fighting not to pace or, worse, start crying, while Wickla galloped up to the tack barn to dump off his farming gear and run a few palmfuls of water over himself.  And, like as not, to tell one of the other farmers what he was doing.  But he was back in less than a minute and his hand on her shoulder was warm and kind. 

“Thank you, H’wathu,” she said softly, slipping an arm around the broad support of his back.  “I can always count on you.” 

“Aye, Taryn,” he said, giving her a sideways squeeze.  He kept his eyes straight ahead, Farasai-impassive and mild in tone.  “Always.” 
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41.  Dear Tilly 



There was a horn blowing when Antilles passed by the northern field and then came a horseman galloping out from the kraal to meet him. 

“That’s never a happy sight,” Arion remarked, and his attendant coughed out a low sound of agreement. 

The horseman was Tonka.  Even less a happy sight.  Antilles drew his axe without thinking, gave it a rueful glance, and resheathed it.  “Hail, chieftain,” 

he called. 

“Be calm when you hear me,” Tonka replied, scraping to a stop. 

Antilles groaned and rubbed his muzzle.  “Where is she?” 

“She has collected an escort to take her back to Isauren.” 

“Aye, is that all?”  His guarded optimism lasted only so long as it took to look once into the Farasai’s face.  Antilles frowned.  “What then?” 

Tonka held out a weathered page.  “This was found in your chambers. 

She spoke to me earlier.  Distressed.  She spoke of wizards.” 

Antilles turned the paper over in his hands.  Four words, impossible to misunderstand. 



 Dear Tilly, 

 I can’t. 



Arion, shamelessly reading over his shoulder, grunted.  “There’s a fickle wind,” he said.  “It changes every hour.” 

Antilles returned the paper to Tonka.  “You spoke with her,” he said. 

“What emotion might I expect if I pursue her tonight?” 
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“She’s foaling,” came Tonka’s reply.  “Expect all of them.” 

Antilles laughed, shaking his head.  He gave his brother a friendly clap to the arm and waved at Rucombe as he turned himself back toward the mountains. 

“Go on, be fed.  I’ll be along tomorrow, once my lady’s storms are soothed.” 

“It comes to mind,” Arion remarked, a trifle too casually, “that there has been one other who spoke in recent days of Taryn and wizardry.” 

Antilles turned back slowly.  “Has there indeed?” 

“You might have a word with your mother.”  Arion showed his empty palms, then gestured to his valet, and the two moved toward the kraal together. 

Antilles took a few stabilizing breaths.  Patience was the truest virtue of any lord.  When he could trust himself not to bellow, he looked at Tonka and said, “Where is Psychore?” 

The answer was a sweep of one arm and it seemed mere seconds later that Antilles’s right hoof was bashing open the door of the lodge that the Cerosan visitors now shared.  All within leapt up.  All but one looked shocked to see their lord so angered. 

“It was her choice,” Psychore said, folding her arms defensively.  “I gave no order.” 

“Nor are orders yours to give!” Antilles roared. 

So much for lordly patience. 

“What did you tell her?” Antilles demanded as he advanced on Psychore. 

“What harpy’s words did you sow in her heart?” 

“I told her naught but simple truth!” 

“Aye?  Well, here is another.  I will bar you from the gates of Dis if ever you try something so despicable as what you have done today!  There is evil enough in her life without you poisoning the little light that remains!”  He started to stomp out, then swung back, bellowing, “Why?  By all the pits in the burning hells, why are you so set to see her happiness destroyed?” 

Psychore snorted, sweeping her blunt horns viciously through the air. 

“Her happiness?  What care I for her happiness?  Nay, nor for yours!  What has happiness to do with marriage?” 

Someone sputtered into a choking laugh.  Arion, back from the Jiko with a trencher in his hand.  He waved a hand at them, pounding his own chest and gasping.  “Pray, continue.” 

“Fool!” Psychore spat.  And to Antilles, “Never did I think she would leave, but nay, I will not stand here and say I am displeased!  If you must  have the creature, why must you torment us all with this…this wedding?  Why not keep her at the rear wing of your palace chambers, as your father did with all his grossly unsuitable fancies?  And this, why this is no scullery drudge nor tinker’s daughter, but a damned human!” 

“Gods and grief, enough!” 
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Heads turned fast.  It was not Antilles who had broken Psychore’s raving, but Psychore’s own attendant.  She stood shaking, her hands balled into fists and a look of purest repugnance painted over her face, clear for all to see. 

“You spiteful, slanderous beast!  I thought you petty before!  Nay, I’ve done with it,” she snapped, shaking off someone’s warning hand.  “I have held my tongue as she’s wagged hers long enough!” 

The attendant pushed past a speechless Psychore and thrust her chin up at Antilles.  “I do not like the thought of the human wedding you,” she said.  “But I will trust to my lord’s judgment, for much as I dislike the thought, she has done nothing—”  Here she shot a black glare at Psychore.  “—to earn my enmity. 

Now I will ask leave to sunder myself from service to the royal family.  There’s apt to be work enough in Dis for this tinker’s daughter, and I could use the fresh air.” 

She did not wait for his dismissal, but stalked herself away.  After an awkward moment, two other attendants detached themselves with brief bows and followed her, and whether they went to reason her back or to join her in Dis was not clear.  In the silence that ruled after this untimely departure, Psychore’s furious breathing was very loud.  Antilles waited, staring her down, silently daring her to give him cause to deal with her. 

Yet it was a much softer voice that came to his ears, and a soft hand that lit upon his arm.  “I shall speak with her, my lord,” Eurydome said. 

He thought she referred to Psychore, and he snorted to the show the likelihood of any counsel heard and taken.  “If you think it would help.” 

But Eurydome walked to the door.  “You must lead me,” she said.  “For I do not know the way.” 

Antilles looked at her, startled, then at his mother, who had recovered much of her equilibrium and now stared back at him with her head high and shamed anger now mere embers in her burning eyes.  He raised his hand, singling her out before all of them with the unflinching point of his finger.  “I have said all I wished to say to you,” he told her.  “And all that I mean ever to say.  When next I speak to you, it will be to order your exile.  Tread carefully.” 

Astonishment briefly wiped all other emotion from her face, making her seem oddly young.  Her mouth shaped a word that had no sound, but there were enough others here whispering of exile to lend her a voice.  She shook her head under his uncompromising gaze, then raised herself up and cried, “How could you say it so?  I am your mother!” 

“And I am your lord.  And that is the only love I have left for you after this day’s work.”  Antilles turned his back on her, motioned to Eurydome, and walked away. 
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42.  Eurydome 



Someone tapped on the door.  It was a very heavy tap, very high up on the door. 

Taryn sighed and turned her face to the wall.  She remained where she was on the bed, propped on a mountain of pillows, rubbing the hard mound of her stomach over and over.  “Not tonight, okay?” she pleaded.  “If you love me, you’ll walk away for now.” 

“Ah well,” said a low, feminine voice.  Though muffled, it was perfectly recognizable as Eurydome, and she seemed very aware of Taryn’s surprise and dismay as she lightly went on.  “Perhaps one day I may honestly speak of love for you, my lady, but for now, not so.  I will not walk away.  Will you admit me, or must we speak through the door?” 

Taryn’s condition prevented her from bolting out of bed, but she did manage to stand up.  “What are you doing here?” she asked, hugging a bed post for support. 

Eurydome laughed, a little sadly.  “I came to retile your hearth, of course.  Ah, Taryn, I came to speak to you.  Will you not admit me?” 

“Is Till—Is Antilles out there?” 

“Aye, at the foot of the path.  Pacing.  Muttering.  As he has done in times of brooding unquiet since he was but ten years old.” 

Taryn unbarred the door.  Eurydome entered, bowing her head as she passed the threshold, though the doorway was plenty tall enough.  Ritual greeting, just one more thing Taryn didn’t know how to respond to. 

“You knew him then?” she asked, awkwardly holding the bar as Eurydome closed the door. 
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“Aye.  He was ten.  I, only six.  Gods, what a memory I have,” she added, chuckling.  “They called me Selidaliga, the little page, when I was younger, because I could read from the days of my life as from a book.”  She bowed again at Taryn’s half-hearted gesture towards the table and sat herself in the Cerosan-sized chair Antilles had made.  “My mother spent two years as the old lord’s hetaera, in their own youth.  He released her that she might marry to my father.  When he died, his holdings passed to his brother and we were displaced, impoverished.  The old lord sent for us upon hearing of it.  He gave us rooms in the palace.  Antilles and I, we were so nearly of an age, we had the same tutors, the same attendants.” 

Taryn put down the bar and moved for the kettle.  The water was cold and the air was too hot to light a fire.  She picked up the pot of tea leaves and just held it in her hand. 

“He was my first love,” Eurydome said softly.  “And then my first lover. 

I was his.” 

Taryn stared into the ashes. 

“Now he will marry you.” 

“I can’t,” Taryn said.  She wanted to sound as matter-of-fact as Eurydome, but her voice was a broken thing, scarcely more than a whisper.  “It was all right when it was just him and me, but I didn’t realize…how much bigger things are.” 

“None of that matters.  What matters is that he loves you.  Oh Taryn.” 

Eurydome rose and came to touch Taryn’s arm.  “In all the histories of all the cities of my kind, there have been so few lords who dared to marry.” 

“That’s part of the problem, isn’t it?  They’ll think I put a spell on him or something.” 

“Aye, some will.  But you, surely, are wise enough to know that you cannot live for the expectations of others.” 

“But it doesn’t mean anything, really.”  Taryn tried to shrug.  Her heart was aching.  Her whole body throbbed in time with the breaking of her heart.  “I don’t need to be married to him.  If it would make things easier, I…I…” 

She couldn’t finish that. 

Eurydome said nothing.  In her silence, the sound of Taryn’s voice cracking, her tears slipping free, seemed very loud.  She hugged the tea jar until her arms bruised and just sobbed. 

“It isn’t fair!” 

Eurydome touched her arm, led her to a chair, and gently seated her. 

“Nay.  Little is so in a lord’s life.  Yet you shall be a lord’s own and you shall learn, as all like you have learned, how to endure it.” 

Taryn wiped her eyes, battling for composure.  Before Arcadia, she could have counted the times she’d cried in her adult life on the fingers of one hand. 
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She must have lost it like this a hundred times in the last month.  The baby was an easy excuse, but not, she knew, a wholly honest one. 

“What’s going to happen?” she asked finally, forlornly.  “What could possibly make this right?” 

Eurydome sat down again and laced her hands together on the tabletop. 

“He will take a concubine,” she said simply.  “And have a son by her to allay the fears of those who suspect you, and of those more pragmatic, who fear to see your child made heir, if it be male and mule.” 

The breath seemed to go right out of her, but oddly, the act of pulling it back in brought with it a state of calm.  She guessed it was the worst news she could have received, and as worst news went, it wasn’t so bad.  It was the way of trust and love in Arcadia.  “You?” she asked. 

“Tis not my decision.” 

“But probably you.” 

“Aye.”  Eurydome held her gaze without apology, but not without sympathy.  “Though I little doubt you could dissuade him, if you so chose.” 

Taryn dropped her eyes.  She turned the jar of tea leaves in her hand, trying to sort out what she was feeling.   It wasn’t jealousy.  Sorrow, yes, and weariness, but there was nothing jealous in the stone of emotion battering her. 

She made herself think about Antilles and Eurydome together, making love, making babies, and still felt no jealousy.  She could see plainly every time they looked at each other that friendship had survived their years apart as strong as any love, and that just couldn’t be a bad thing. 

She sighed and put the tea down, pushing it away.  “I don’t command his love,” she said.  “But maybe…if it’s going to happen anyway…maybe it would be best if he married you and I was the concubine.” 

“Best for whom?” 

Taryn rolled her eyes in an angry attempt to keep them from tearing up. 

“Best for the people who have to live with the decisions I’m making.  I can’t marry Antilles without marrying the lord of the Valley.” 

“That is Psychore speaking.” 

“Well?  Was she lying?” 

Eurydome tipped her head.  “Nay,” she said.  “Neither did she speak a whole truth.” 

“No, the whole truth is like Antilles said.  When you rule, sometimes appearances matter.  He’s fought to hold on to what he has all these years.  How can I make him choose between keeping his people and me?  Just me?” 

“I think it will not come to that,” Eurydome said evenly. 

“Oh, how can you say that?”  Taryn shook her head, drying her eyes on her sleeve.  “His grandfather couldn’t even knit in public, for crying out loud! 

I’m a lot worse than that.” 

“Because you are remarkable.” 
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Taryn groaned and buried her face in her hands. 

“All this time, I have heard you plead for him.  His standing, his seeming, his throne.  Even as you agonize, you love him.”  Eurydome inclined her head, her brown eyes growing misty.  “The lords of Arcadia do not wed for love.  That you are each willing to take such risks for the other is a far greater testimony than any slander of Psychore’s making.  Lady, put some trust in yourself.  Tis well-deserved.” 

Eurydome waited while Taryn dried her eyes on her sleeve.  Perhaps she thought Taryn needed the time to consider.  It was a reasonable assumption, but Taryn didn’t.  She had been sitting here all day without thinking and she had the feeling that she could sit here all night the same way.  And the reason she had no coherent thoughts, she knew, was because the arguments for or against didn’t really matter.  There was no easy way out, and if it was going to be hard no matter what… 

“I want to be with him,” she whispered. 

Eurydome tipped a horn in tired humor.  “Aye.” 

“I want to marry him.” 

“Aye.”  The Cerosan stood up and went to the door.  “You are very fortunate to have him, lady.  But I am certain you know this.  Moreover,” she said, stepping outside and raising one arm in a beckoning gesture, “he is fortunate to have you.” 

“Taryn?”  Antilles gripped the door’s frame, seeking her out in the shadows in a hopeful, anxious, irritated way all his own. 

She opened her arms.  “I’m sorry.” 

He came to her, dropping to one knee to pull her against him in a careful, crushing hug.  Over his shoulder, Taryn saw Eurydome bow her head.  Then she left and shut the door softly behind her. 
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43.  Clan MacTavish  



Three satyrs, two fauns and one human female arrived at Rucombe just before daybreak.  Tonka trotted out to meet them, waited until their greeting to Antilles was delivered and Ven had given welcome and hospitality, and then took their Speaker aside and told him in no uncertain terms to hold to the lodge assigned them if they were going to drink anything stronger than tea. 

“I’ll hold regardless,” the satyr replied, scowling past Tonka to the place where Antilles and Taryn stood close together.  Then he took himself and his party away. 

The duties of a host were many, but there were fellcat tracks reported in the far fields at dawn, and so Tonka spent the greater portion of the day hunting them with many of his scouts and warriors.  He did not stop at the first two that he found, either.  His lord’s wedding was nigh.  He would take no chances. 

The hunting party had only been returned long enough to wash the blood from their hands and hooves and send their injured in to Ven when a scout came galloping up to Tonka, reporting Pathfinders on approach.  Tonka—worn, sore and newly scarred—went out to meet them.  Old habits still held his reins; he drew his runka as he went. 

He saw only one of the Dragon’s Own among the party that came towards his kraal, however.  The other three were human and the youngest of them was Rhiannon. 

Tonka sheathed his runka, smiling broadly.  “Hail, kinswoman!  Hail, travelers!”  He broke into a canter to finish closing the distance, noting with dark pleasure that this action caused the Pathfinder to abruptly halt and hold his step. 
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Ah, it was easy to see the mark that dam and sire had left upon his kinswoman.  The woman’s hair was shorn, but as red and wild as Taryn’s own. 

The man had the dark, gedan-fruit eyes, alight with humor and keen intelligence, aye, even more than traveler’s uncertainty, for all that they had come to another world and been met by another species.  Tonka offered his wrist and the man, clearly schooled by one of his daughters, took it properly.  “Welcome thee to my kraal.” 

“You must be Tonka,” the man said.  “I’m Ian MacTavish, and this is my wife, Kate.” 

“I greet you, Kate,” Tonka said, extending his wrist to the woman and smiling despairingly at these humans and their free use of names. 

“Slainte mhor agus a h-uile beannachd duibh,” said Kate.  “Good health and every blessing.  Is…Is my daughter…?” 

“Aye, just within.”  Tonka waved them toward the Jiko, then gave his wrist to Rhiannon.  “Tis a fair wind blows thee back to us, kinswoman.” 

Rhiannon shifted the large pack she carried to take his wrist.  “How’s it going?” she said, and without waiting for an answer, turned to the Pathfinder and said, “I guess you can leave now.  Try not to be too torn up by grief.” 

The Dragon’s Own curled a lip at her like a fellcat wanting to bite.  He stalked away into the grass and was gone in an angry burst of unnatural song. 

“What a prick,” Rhiannon announced and rolled her eyes when her dam said her name in a warning tone.  “Let’s go see Taryn.  I’ve got presents.  Are those other guys still here?” 

“Which, kinswoman?”  Tonka fell into easy step at Rhiannon’s side, amused at the way she took the lead.  Proprietary, yet casual.  It was a warrior’s stride, nearly a chieftain’s, the manner of one accustomed to going wherever she willed without restraint.  Ah, it was Taryn’s walk. 

“The…crud, I forget what they like to call themselves.  The minotaurs.” 

“Cerosan,” Tonka supplied.  “Aye, some are.  Our lord’s kin and their attendants.” 

“And his girlfriend?” 

Calmly asked, yet it was a pointed barb.  Tonka slid an eye back to see how the other humans reacted and saw frowns, not of parental disapproval, but of unquiet surprise. 

“Aye, Eurydome also, and her attendant.  To honor her lord at his wedding.”  Tonka thought a moment, then added, “Taryn has asked her to stand as cup-bearer at the bower.” 

“Huh.  That’s broad-minded of her.”  They had come to the open door of the Jiko and now Rhiannon’s voice rose, still casual, but meant to be overheard. 

“Now remember that Taryn’s got to be awfully sensitive about the fact that she’s as big as a hippo, so make sure you tell her how pretty she is so she doesn’t feel fat.” 
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Tonka noted that Taryn, sitting at the high table and cutting tubers under Ven’s watchful eye, merely smiled and shook her head.  She did not even look up. 

“Oh hello, Taryn,” Rhiannon said, affecting a tone of exaggerated politeness.  “You look pretty.” 

Taryn dipped her fingers in a bowl of rinse water and splashed it at her sister without a word.  In minutes, the two were giggling and splashing wildly, like foals fresh-weaned and free of care. 

“Hai!  Hai!”  Ven reared, striking her dipper onto her cutting board and lashing her tail.  “Settle or I’ll send thee out!  Settle, I say!  My broom shall sober thee if I must tell thee again!”  She spied the humans attending Tonka and dropped onto her hooves again.  “Ah!  I greet you as kin, travelers.  May I offer thee drink at thy long journey’s end?” 

“Long journey,” the man said in a musing way.  “But thank you, yes, I’ll take a cup of whatever you have lying around.” 

“Water, mead, wine, dayberry juice?  I have many teas,” Ven called, cantering down her hearths to fetch a kettle. 

“Never had a dayberry before.  I’ll try the juice.  Taryn, come here and let me look at you.” 

Tonka watched Taryn rise and embrace her father.  Her clear joy was tempered with rare shyness and their shared touches were as careful as they were loving.  Her mother held her next, smiling only until she had Taryn in her arms and then showing a face of pain where Taryn could not see it, smiling again as she drew away. 

“You’re so beautiful,” Kate said, touching Taryn’s brow, her hair, the neck of her shift. 

“See?” Rhiannon interjected brightly, then loudly whispered, “Good job, mom!” 

More splashing and foolish giggling, until Ven seized up her broom with the hand that did not hold a welcoming cup, and then both girls were in full flight, shrieking merrily as they dodged Ven’s wide swings.  All Farasai watched them go, most laughing or calling playful warnings. 

The human Kate held her fragile smile until even the last happy cry was a distant thing and her mate had taken his first adventurous sip of dayberry.  Then she moved to Taryn’s chair, fell into its cradle, and began to sob.  “Oh God, her little hands!  Oh, my baby!” 

Horsemen returned immediately to work, all their attention politely averted.  Taryn’s father touched his mate’s shoulder and drank his juice.  “She’s fine,” he said mildly.  “You can see she’s happy.  She’s fine, Kate.” 

“I know,” the woman wept.  “Oh, my poor baby!” 
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Tonka took a step forward, but Ven sent him back with a brisk wave. 

“This is no matter for chieftains, but for mothers.  Go and tell our lord of our noble visitors.” 

Tonka was quite sure Antilles had been met already, but he went, leaving Ven to do her work.  He was somewhat surprised when the man followed him, but slowed his step to allow easy company. 

“Taryn lives here?” Ian asked, regarding the kraal over the rim of his cup. 

“Aye, for now.  She has a lodge of her own in the foothills of Isauren, yonder, and I imagine soon will occupy rooms of the palace-keep in Dis, but she is always welcome in Rucombe.” 

“Had something of a rocky start, I understand.” 

There was deceptive cool in Ian’s words, Farasai-like manners in the way he inspected his cup.  Tonka smiled inwardly, ruefully.  Here was Taryn’s wit and will in the flesh that had made her.  One must tread carefully.  “Aye,” he said. 

“Those are mighty big spears.  She wrote about them a few times.”  Ian sipped.  “May I see one?” 

Tonka drew and offered his own, attracting intense, if well-disguised, attention from all those who surrounded them. 

The human took it, turned it, eyed it with every sign of appreciation.  He fingered the braids that kept a tally of lives lost to its edge, then hefted the thing as if to throw, sighting at a fence post.  Tonka stood back, folding his arms and watching with interest and no small amount of amusement.  The runka was taller than the human himself and though well-balanced, too heavy to possibly— 

The human threw.  The runka flew straight and sure and hit its target firmly enough to sink and hold. 

“Ha.  Nice to know I haven’t lost it.”  Ian sipped his juice.  “Been twenty years since I hurled a javelin and those weren’t near as heavy.” 

“You impress me, human.”  Tonka went to fetch his weapon.  “Tis easy to see where Taryn takes the aim as well as the color of her eye.” 

“Do you have children?” 

“Oh aye.”  Tonka waved at the horizon, curious as to whether the path of this chat had changed or not.  “Some sixty living yet, throughout the Valley.” 

“Would you let any of them go to another world?” Ian asked. 

Tonka laughed, sheathing his runka in a broad stroke.  “I would, if one were Taryn.” 

“You don’t think she can be hurt?” 

“I don’t think she can be stopped.  But if I am wrong, I pray you tell me the trick of it.” 

Ian shook his head and looked out over the fields.  “As a father, I have always tried to do two things: keep my girls safe and teach them to do the right 232

 

thing.  Well, sometimes the right thing isn’t very safe.  And sometimes, a father has to let go.” 

Tonka grunted, his memories turning to Taryn’s first night in this kraal, and to talk of human integrity.  Aye, her father’s mark was strong and it gave Tonka pleasure to know that truly she was not unique, that there were other humans somewhere who would choose the right over what was safe. 

“That must be him,” Ian said suddenly, bringing Tonka back to now to see the lord of the Valley approach.  “Do I bow or…?” 

Tonka laughed and flicked his tail.  “Truth, human, I know not.  We Farasai are not made for bowing, and so we do not.  I have not seen him receive others in lordly manner.  Hail, lord!” he called, startling the human at his side into hushing sounds.  “Does one bow in your presence?” 

Antilles raised his head and brought his ears forward, his words of greeting turning to booming laughter.  “Tis fifty years or more since my presence warranted such rites of respect!  Some do,” he added, shrugging.  “Gods know, Taryn never has.  Whatsoever you will, human, but my vanity needs no stoking.” 

Ian took the wrist offered him, bending his head but not his back.  “It’s nice to finally meet you.” 

“Aye, and you.”  Antilles tossed his horns with Cerosan mirth.  “Shall I call you ‘father’?” 

Intrigued, Tonka turned to watch the full range of surprise and delight cross the human’s face. 

“I have the feeling that would be a little ridiculous,” Ian said at last. 

“Taryn’s mentioned an age difference.  Is it as broad as I imagine?” 

“By some centuries, perhaps,” Antilles conceded. 

“You cradle-robber, you.  No, my vanity doesn’t need stoking, either. 

Ian will suit me fine.”  He shook his empty cup and glanced back toward the Jiko.  “And now I suspect my wife would like to meet you.” 

“Of course.” 

“And forgive me an indelicate question—” 

Antilles rumbled out a chuckle.  “I shall don traditional garments during the ceremony, fear not.” 

“What?  Oh.”  Ian dismissed that with a wave.  “Son, I didn’t mind a state of native undress when I thought you were an African prince, I should hardly ought to care now that you’re a minotaur.  No, my indelicate question is, is Taryn’s baby…?” 

“Mine?”  The humor was gone from Antilles and a grim gravity back on him in mood and bearing.  “Aye.” 

“You don’t seem too happy about it,” Ian observed. 

“Tis apt to be a…difficult birth.”  Antilles glanced at Tonka, then stopped and faced Taryn’s father fully.  “What has she told you of the child’s making?” 
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“We didn’t know she was pregnant until Rhiannon told us,” Ian replied. 

“And I don’t mind saying, that’s a scary thing.  Taryn’s always been her own person, but that person has never been particularly private.” 

“Aye.”  Antilles bent his head and scraped one hoof along the ground. 

“But ‘tis her place to tell, if she would have you know,” he said at last. 

Tonka stamped a hind hoof and said bluntly, “T’was an act of wizardry made the babe,” and then met his lord’s dark stare with raised chin.  “Meant to work evil, as yet it may do.” 

“Enough,” said Antilles, and Tonka stood down, his empty hands outstretched in defiant submission. 

Ian’s gaze had gone back to the fields.  He watched the crop sway, his face strong and difficult to read.  “I see.  Thank you.” 

Heavy silence lay between them as the human kept his own counsel. 

“What are the chances,” Ian began finally, and stopped there.  He did not try again, but looked to them as though for answers anyway. 

Antilles started to speak, only to shake his head and walk on toward the Jiko. 

Tonka watched his lord go.  He did not look at the human when he said, 

“The child will die, I think, and I think it likely it shall seem a mercy when it does.  The chance stands better than half that Tayrn will cross as well, and that is why she is here and not in her own home, alone.  Such breeding has been done in the distant past and so we know, regrettably, of what we speak.  You must understand, every instance has been different.” 

“But tragic, is that what you’re saying?  It’s always been different, but it’s never worked out?” 

“Aye.” 

The human looked at him, frowning.  “Is that why he’s marrying her now?” 

“That, I cannot say.  But I know that he does love her and she, him. 

Whatever may come, they mean to be happy now.  To be a family now.  Tis not obligation.  Tis a kind of desperation, perhaps, but a true and honest love.” 

Ian nodded, drew a breath, and nodded again with greater confidence.  “I appreciate your candor.” 

“And I shall appreciate your discretion.”  Tonka inclined his hand and lifted his hand.  The two of them walked on. 

He was relieved to see the woman, Kate, in better spirits when they returned to the Jiko.  She occupied herself with cooking under Ven’s supervision as she chatted with Antilles in every appearance of comfort, save that she would not look directly at him.  Humans and nudity, Tonka mused.  Taryn had built up some immunity over the years, but it had taken even that one a great deal of time before she could manage a whole day without blushing at someone. 
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“Forgive me,” he said formally, addressing both humans.  “The Traveler’s lodge is occupied by Cerosan, but my own lodge shall be yours during your stay.” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to impose,” Kate began, and then underwent an internal realization that sobered her greatly.  “Oh,” she said. 

Ears all around the lodge came forward. 

“Are the Cerosan unhappy with us?” Kate asked. 

And gods, but there was a quick mind. 

“Humans in the Valley have never been so…welcome until Taryn’s arrival,” Tonka replied. 

“Taryn never came right out and said so in her letters,” Ian remarked, 

“but I imagine there’s been a great deal of conflict.” 

“Aye, a great deal.” 

“And how are they taking the wedding?” 

“With respect toward the will of their lord,” Antilles answered, darkly amused.  “Beyond which, I have little doubt they shall come honestly to admiration once the chance to know her comes to more of my kin.” 

“Which is a polite way of saying sharing a lodge with the in-laws is a bad idea,” Ian said and smiled.  “Which is too bad.  I wasted six months in college studying Greek mythology and I would have loved the opportunity to do some comparative discussion.” 

“Oh aye?”  Antilles looked interested.  “I might easily arrange for a talesmith before your departure.  I imagine the chance to speak of human myth would be greatly welcomed.  Taryn and I have…have traded so many stories.” 

Antilles gazed meditatively into his open palm a while, then shook himself and rose.  “Until another hour, ‘father’.  My time is limited.”  He touched his horn in a respectful salute to Taryn’s mother, then left. 

The look of sympathy the humans exchanged touched Tonka on some level and amused him on another.  He said, “I should be honored to show you my kraal, travelers.” 

“That would be marvelous,” Ian said.  “I’d be very interested to see what’s growing in your fields.” 

“Just don’t let him take anything home with him,” Rhiannon called as she came unexpectedly back into the lodge.  “He’s got enough weird stuff growing in the backyard as it is.” 

“You can never have enough weird stuff growing in the backyard, dearest da,” was her sire’s complacent reply.  “What did you do with your sister?” 

“She’s in her room, getting ready to teach me this board game they’ve got here, which I happen to know that I already suck at, and I’m supposed to be getting snacks, so I figured it was my opportunity to pass out presents.” 
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“Aye?”  Ven cleared a place on the table as Rhiannon heaved her heavy pack off her back.  “Shappa, fetch a…a…” 

Ven fell silent as Rhiannon opened her pack and thumped a sack the size of her own head on the table.  Letters printed tall and plain made it impossible to misunderstand the treasure it contained, yet it was easy to see why the sight so felled his willful Ven. 

“Salt,” Rhiannon said cheerfully, and so it was, an amount equal to all that Rucombe had in stores at this time of year.  The human then brought out a tube of pepperseed the length of her own arm in black, white, red, and yellow, all mixed together.  “Pepper.”  Several paper bags, folded at their tips, joined these lordly offerings.  “Paprika, some basic bouquet garni, curry powder, chili powder, cumin, whole cloves, cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, and cocoa powder, and this—”  A dark bottle was set with authority in the middle of all.  “—is vanilla extract.” 

“I…”  Ven touched her heart, seemingly shaken down to her hooves. 

Rarely had Tonka ever seen his mate made speechless, but this was generosity of a scale he had never witnessed and would never have expected of this human. 

“And I’ve also got some food coloring and piping bags,” Rhiannon was saying, searching her pack. 

“Gods, there is more?” a horsewoman gasped from the hearth. 

“And I brought this.”  Out came a sheaf of bound paper, impossibly garish and illustrated to exact likeness, as of many of Taryn’s photographs stitched together.  The objects it displayed were too alien to his eye to be identified, yet they were not for his eyes it seemed.  Rhiannon held the book out to Ven.  “I thought if you wanted to try a wedding cake…?” 

“Those are cakes?”  Shappa seized the papers and stared at them.  “How could cake possibly be so shaped?” 

Ven took the book back with authority and began to leaf through it.  She frowned.  “Aye,” she mused, her tail snapping.  “Aye, I should greatly enjoy the challenge of it.” 

“It could be a surprise,” Rhiannon continued, returning to her pack.  “She doesn’t know I’m talking to you, so, like, if Mom went to play Taryn’s game for a while, I could help.  Oh, and here.” 

Out came two small paper-wrapped packages, just large enough to overspill Rhiannon’s hand.  She gave them to her mother’s care, saying, “Candy bars.  Taryn said it was the one thing she really wanted when she got cravings.  I guess it’s too late to do anything about that now, but chocolate’s always good.” 

Kate took them, clasping her daughter’s hand with a misty-eyed, motherly look.  “This is very sweet of you, aisling.” 

“Ah.”  Rhiannon shrugged that away with a scowl.  “It’s not like she gets to wear your dress or anything.  Besides, I like cake.” 

“So do I,” a new voice called hopefully.  “Do we have any at hand?” 
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“Antilles?”  Ian turned, puzzled, towards the two Cerosan striding toward them. 

Rhiannon snorted.  “No, that’s not Antilles.  That’s the guy who called me a ‘that’ and his little friend.” 

“Aha!  Rhiannon!”  Arion changed course from foodstuffs to human, reaching out his hand in welcome.  “I had heard you were returned!” 

“Yeah, and I heard you were still here,” Rhiannon retorted, her tone letting all know the measure of her displeasure.  She slung her greatly depleted pack over one shoulder and turned her back on Arion, moving away to the preparation table. 

Undeterred, Arion offered next to Ian.  “You are Taryn’s sire, aye?  And dam?  I am our lord’s brother, called Arion, son of Krytos, descended of Cebrionus, and so forth.  There’s more, but you would not know them and I could never remember all those names anyway.  How fare?” 

“Very well, thank you.  And yourself?” 

“Well enough.  Tis a joy to finally meet the mates who could produce such fine daughters.” 

Rhiannon snorted again, earning her black looks from both humans. 

Arion cupped his muzzle to whisper, “Mind her not.  Tis a game we play to disguise our passion from one another in uncertain company, but what—” he went on, broadly ignoring Rhiannon’s outraged exclamations, “—shall you be about on such a fine day?” 

“I was just leaving.”  Kate took the basket Shappa had prepared, added the candies, and passed by, pausing only to take Arion’s wrist once more.  “But it is nice to meet you and I’m sure we’ll talk again.” 

“And I was just about to be shown Rucombe in all her green and growing glory,” Ian added. 

“You are welcome to wander with us, traveler,” Tonka said, snapping his tail with pride at the man’s words of praise for his fields. 

“Nay, though I thank you, for I avoid even the proximity of hard labor, and besides, I would far prefer to rest a while in Jiko’s comforts, ogling the fair form of warrior Rhiannon, then to trudge about the tubers.” 

“Don’t ogle me at all, you perv!” 

“Nay, but greet the tubers in my name and tell them we shall soon meet.” 

Arion slapped his stomach and tossed his horns, then turned his attention to the trenchers being readied for mid-day meal.  His valet filled a cup and followed, ready at a moment’s signal to serve his master. 

“Effusive fellow,” Ian remarked, as he and Tonka left the lodge for the second time. 

“Aye,” Tonka said, and shook his head.  “And not half as much a fool as he persists in playing.  But come, human!  Here, in Sun’s Field, the dayberries 237

 

that filled thy cup!  There are none sweeter in all the valley, and if you have the appetite, I…” 

Tonka paused, his gaze darting high, tracking a sight he had been watching for and, in some part of him, never really thought to see.  He felt his rear hoof scrape and forced it still, then felt his tail snap. 

“Is something wrong?”  The human at his side shaded his eyes against the cresting sun and sipped his juice, unconcerned.  “What are those…birds?” 

“Nay,” said Tonka.  And raised an arm to alert the nearest of his clan. 

“They are wedding guests.  We shall have to see the fields another time, traveler. 

Yet hold near. You are about to witness a truly historic event.” 
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44.  The Great Dragon 



They came by air, two by two, winged shapes holding banners that streamed behind them in the wind of their wake.  Angelic beings and demonic ones, wings of white feathers and wings of leathery black, some beautiful humanoids and some considerably less so, and leading them all were griffins. 

“Aisling!” Taryn cried, waving wildly. 

The griffin on the right waved back, his banner shaking, then broke formation and banked sharply to land.  He thrust his banner into the hands of the nearest horseman and bounded to meet her, trilling happily. 

That first hug was heaven.  Taryn couldn’t help losing a few tears, foolish as she knew they were.  “You came,” she whispered, stroking his feathers. 

“You didn’t really think I’d miss this,” he whispered back, and preened her hair.  “It isn’t every day my parents get married.  Hi, Dad!” 

Aisling dropped from Taryn’s arms and ran to Antilles for another embrace, and then waved excitedly to Ven’s youngest, Mescha, who had been his best friend pretty much for as long as they’d both been alive.  Mescha waved back, kicking his forelegs, and Aisling ran forward, but halted before he got there, looking into the crowd.  His feathers started to puff forward, then slicked back.  “Is that…Are they…?” 

Taryn’s mother was the first to step out to meet him.  She stretched out her hand with an uncertain look, but smiled widely when Aisling gripped it in his scaly talons.  “You’re so much bigger than I imagined,” Kate MacTavish said. 

“And furrier, I’ll bet,” said Aisling, and they both laughed, so that was all right. 
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Heat shot through her suddenly, painfully, killing the simple warmth of reunion.  Taryn closed her eyes and saw flames.  She turned around. 

The Great Dragon had not been one of the figures in the sky, but he was here now, standing between the two columns of his people (incomplete now that Aisling was greeting her family, and was he getting daggers from the other griffin who paired him?  Oh yeah, he was).  He wore a girdle of gold plate and skirts of black silk that fell to the ground.  His chest was bare, but his arms were covered in voluminous sleeves, and damned if Taryn could see how they stayed on.  Black horns and a gold ring formed a crown and it stayed level on his brow as all his other features shifted.  He looked at her, into her, and did not move. 

Antilles finally stepped between them.  His horns were low and his hand kept clenching, as if wanting the haft of an axe, but his tone, though gruff, was civil enough as he said, “I greet the lord of the Aerie Domain.  I greet the envoys of his protected.  I give you all welcome to the Valley of Hoof and Horn.” 

The Dragon said nothing, did nothing.  His gaze remained fixed on Taryn.  She felt a stabbing, twisting fire deep in her heart—the Dragon, licking at her soul, tasting as he shared her feelings. 

‘Thank you for coming here,’ she thought, and offered him the touch of her gratitude, all the wordless appreciation of what it took to make this trip, to gather in peace in a land that had little affection for him or his kind.  But her welcome was honest. 

He tasted this, lingering over these memories as the skies above them darkened with unseen clouds.  There was a curious doubling sensation of place and time.  For a moment, it seemed she was back in his cave as Romany, the real Romany, lay on her funeral pyre outside.  Back in his cave and in his arms, overwhelmed by the alien power of his thoughts and the sexual surrender with which her mortal body responded. 

Then the fires of his eyes turned to embers.  He looked at Antilles, who raised one hoof and set it down again, clearly longing to give the ground a good scraping.  The Great Dragon extended his open hand. 

“I thank you, Lord of the Valley,” he said (his lips didn’t move.  The voice was real, it came from the earth and air and all around them, but it did not issue from the Dragon’s flesh, for all that it made an audible sound).  “I thank you for the welcome of your holdings.  I offer every hope of happiness for your union.” 

Antilles grumbled, caught himself, and inclined his head very slightly. 

He clasped the Dragon’s wrist.  “Take your ease, Lord of the Aerie, for you are indeed welcome.” 

The Dragon stepped back.  He did not gesture, but two of his envoy came forward at some unheard command anyway.  They were a matched set, both female, both beautiful, though one was markedly older than the other, with feathers for hair and wings of striking scarlet now folded awkwardly behind their 240

 

backs.  In their arms, they each carried ebony boxes, and in unison, they opened them. 

Taryn frowned at the miniature mountains of riches they contained. 

There were ingots of gold and silver, pendants, rings, armlets, bangles of every description, idols and trinkets studded with jewels, and strings of pearls fit to grace the neck of an Empress.  There was even a crown, sitting right on top, so crusted with gems that it actually seemed to be on fire in the light of the setting sun. 

“That’s very nice,” Taryn said, raising her eyes to the Dragon.  She kept her hands to herself.  “But it isn’t necessary.” 

The Dragon’s different peoples exchanged glances. 

“A gift,” said the Dragon in his disembodied voice. 

Taryn smiled.  “My settlement doesn’t need speeding.” 

There was the thinnest suggestion of humor as the Dragon answered, 

“Mine needs lightening,” but his face remained impassive in the flux of its features. 

Taryn’s eyes rolled of their own accord.  “Oh, well, that’s different.  In that case, we’ll accept.” 

Antilles grunted, eyeing the treasure with suspicion Taryn hoped wasn’t as apparent to the Dragon’s people as it was to her.  “A generous gift,” he said. 

“If you mean it to aid my people’s homecoming and nurture the newborn peace between us, I shall accept as well.” 

“Will you take nothing for yourself?” the Dragon asked, as quietly as he could. 

“I don’t need it.”  She shrugged.  “I don’t want it.  I’m sorry if that’s not very politic of me, but there it is.  What I wanted was just to see you at my wedding and to remember…her.” 

She faltered, wondering if it was bad taste to mention Romany in front of the Pathfinder who now used her name, or to stir up a father’s grief at a joyous occasion.  She felt that piercing inner lick of heat and opened to it helplessly, abandoning words.  For an instant, as he lingered in her mind, she could hear the lilting song of the gypsy, almost see the glittering spark of all the little dragons wheeling and buzzing around Romany’s raven hair. 

The Dragon stepped forward, stopped, and looked away.  “To your people, then,” he said, and the winged women closed their boxes and handed them off to the nearest Cerosan.  The Dragon looked straight through Antilles to the gathering beyond.  His brows creased minutely.  “You are her father,” he said.  His lips moved for this one. 

Everyone turned.  Ian MacTavish raised his chin and hooked his thumbs through his pockets.  “That’s right.” 

The Great Dragon stared for a long time, motionless.  Then he moved forward, past his envoy and past the watchful members of the crowd that came to 241

 

greet him.  He offered his hand and Taryn watched her father take it without hesitation. 

The Great Dragon looked down at their clasped wrists.  “Your blood in her is strong,” he said.  And looked up.  “It was one of mine who brought her to this world.  My daughter, whom I loved best.  Mine and yours were…”  He glanced back, as if seeking assurance that he used the right word.  “Friends.” 

“Good friends,” Taryn said softly.  Her heart ached once, expressing a wound that never had fully healed.  Romany, the real Romany, the lady on the steps, the sly and winking gypsy.  Now dead, a victim of the wizard’s single-minded pursuit of Taryn. 

The Great Dragon returned his eyes to Ian.  He still had not released her father’s wrist.  “I have often wondered what spirit had sired such a one as she.” 

“Well sir, I believe it was about six beers at a Clapton concert,” Ian MacTavish remarked. 

Kate turned red, a shocking validation of this nonchalant revelation. 

Taryn and Rhiannon exchanged startled looks and then twin giggles. 

The sound stole the Dragon’s attention once more.  He stared, releasing her father’s hand so that he might turn fully, and just watched her. The intensity of his stare only fueled her nervousness, making Taryn laugh harder. 

Someone clapped twice, very loudly.  Ven strode into the thick of them all, gesturing to an array of tray-laden foals.  “The hospitality of kraal-Rucombe is thine, lord.  Test us.  Food and wine for all thy kith and kindred.  Music, aye, and dance!  Name thy want and be met!” 

Music swelled up, pipes and rattles playing in the danceless rhythms of the Farasai.  The Dragon’s people looked at each other again, some warily, others with a kind of amusement.  More pipes.  One of the satyrs had joined in, pepping up the tune considerably.  Hesitantly, one of the dark, winged people reached into her belt-pouch, sending swift, unmet glances toward her lord (the Dragon continued to stare fixedly at Taryn).  She drew out a pair of tiny cymbals and slipped them onto her fingers.  So percussion came to the song. 

Taryn rubbed at her stomach, smiling crookedly.  “If I could dance right now, I would,” she said, tearing her gaze away from the Dragon’s changing face, his burning stare. 

Antilles grunted.  “Just as well thee cannot.”  He gave the Dragon a final dark look and then led her a few steps away. 

The Dragon watched them go without expression, then turned back to Taryn’s parents, inclining his head to acknowledge something or other that Ian MacTavish said.  The crowd began to thin out, blending cautiously together. 

More musicians gravitated toward one another and one of the most demonic-looking winged folk offered his hand to the female of his species, beginning a series of stylized leaps and dips and wing-folding that had to be a dance.  Taryn smiled, beginning to relax, and felt the Dragon in her again, tasting her pleasure 242

 


at this sight, her wistfulness that she could not join in.  She glanced his way; he met her eyes and they burned. 

“You don’t think,” Taryn began, at once uncertain.  “I mean, you don’t suppose that thing he does with his face will upset anyone, do you?” 

Antilles drew back looked at her, openly baffled.  “Lady?” 

Taryn blinked at him, then looked at the Dragon, whose human guise remained in constant shift.  The Dragon continued to speak with her father, now turning his words to include Rhiannon and her mother, but suddenly, his voice was in her mind, filling it with molten gold. 

“I have given you a piece of my heart,” he told her, as he had told her once before.  “And you must see me for that which I am.  You alone must see the dishonesty of this form.” 

He had done this after learning of Aisling’s hatching, in the hopes that she would return to Earth and maybe stumble across a dragon’s egg somewhere on that world.  She could still see the dark corner of his den that held the treasures humans had made of dragon eggs.  His last rookery, he called it, and now there would be no more, because she wasn’t going home. 

The Dragon read all this in her.  She could feel his ancient mind pressing on hers as he showed her his back.  He tasted her grief at this abandoned promise while he shared talk with the mortals (dull things, alien, insectile through his perceptions) who had created her through their mortal joinings.  He offered no forgiveness and no impression that her renouncement of the hope he had entrusted to her was an offense that needed forgiving.  He only took it in. 

Hoarded it. 

And then, just for a moment, the thread that connected them tightened into something whose vibrations even she could read.  She sensed beyond the vastness of the Dragon’s mind and touched emotion—a deep and bitter envy, echoing lament and desire in stirring strains.  He envied the lord of the Valley, that dark and nameless drub born of killing line, and he envied the offspring that one had sired through wizardry.  She saw herself, alive and golden in a way those of his kind seldom saw those of hers, carrying new life that never should have been.  And would not have been, if only he had lain with her when his children brought her to him, if only he had lain with her and put his own young in her fertile womb. 

Then it was gone, ripped away from her in the bolt of his awareness.  He looked at her, his eyes like flame, and his heart closed to her. 

The people of his Domain passed between them, mingling freely with the people of the Valley and of Earth.  They were like motes of dust on an errant breeze, unnoticeable, insignificant. 

The thinnest needle of gold came to her.  The Dragon’s thoughts touched hers, sinking in with acupuncturist’s skill until it touched her soul.  “Come with me,” he said to her, whispering flame into her mind.  “Lie with me on a bed of 243

 

gold.  Drink my blood and live forever.  You may yet bring dragons to Arcadia. 

Come.” 

Taryn reached behind her in silence.  Antilles’s hand enveloped hers. 

The Dragon’s eyes went black.  He glanced at Taryn’s parents, then turned around and faded into the crowd. 
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45.  The Last Guest 



The Dragon and his envoy were the first, but all the rest of that day brought guests.  Before the evening meal was called, all the Farasai had arrived except for those of kraal-Tiyu, and they came before the tables were cleared.  The golden Tonka of that clan offered a token greeting to Antilles and then took a deep kiss from Taryn.  His right, he claimed, but she had to wonder.  He’d failed to win her for his Ven two Gatherings ago.  She rather suspected that his aggressive kiss was his way of showing her what she’d passed up.  Personally, she thought her Tonka had him beat hands-down. 

The reclusive rusakin appeared even before Tiyu’s representatives had finished calling out to friends and distant relations in the crowd, and it took Taryn a second glance before she noticed that the people walking alongside Rucombe’s scouts weren’t horsemen.  They were…deermen.  Although nearly of a height to the Farasai, their bodies were much lighter and they moved in a gracefully stilted way that suggested the noise and crowding in the commons made them nervous.  Yet they each bent to take Taryn’s hands warmly enough, and their ritual words of greeting were touched with a shy sort of honesty.  One of them, the antlered buck, gave Antilles a stone pendant on a string of braided grass.  All three of the does had a floral necklace for Taryn.  Then they retreated under Ven’s direction, springing lightly away to one of the little barns on the outskirts of the kraal. 

During the twilight hours, as a truly sumptuous feast was laid out for all the mingling kinds (the Jiko had become entirely a staging ground.  Everyone ate in the commons, although Ven had been thoughtful enough to send out a chair for Taryn), the horns of Rucombe’s scouts sounded and the sileni arrived. 
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They rode unicorns, and Taryn was thrilled as much by Rhiannon’s drop-jawed reaction to the mighty beasts as she was to see them herself so close.  No, they were nothing like the unicorns of medieval tapestries and porcelain music boxes, but they were still breath-taking, almost too magnificent for mortal eyes to take in.  The sileni riding them, on the other hand, they were the unicorns of Taryn’s storybooks. 

They were tall, slender, milk-white, ethereal, and so beautiful that it was difficult to tell the males from the females.  From each flawless brow sprouted that familiar spiral horn, and their eyes were the things that made minstrels invent phrases like ‘limpid pools’ to describe them.  They had human hands and arms and bodies and faces, but of such delicate making that ‘human’ would never have occurred to Taryn as an adjective, any more than she would have used ‘horse’ to describe their legs or hooves or flowing tails.  They were unicorns.  They could only be unicorns. 

They dismounted in perfect unison, and then separated.  One went to Antilles, offering a jeweled cup that had clearly been crafted from a unicorn’s horn.  Antilles accepted it solemnly, bending his head once to the sileni and once again to the unicorns standing beyond them.  Another sileni came to Taryn, her arms laden with folds of emerald-green fabric, velvet-soft and tissue-thin.  As Taryn was stammering out her thanks, the sileni let the fabric drop open, and suddenly she was looking at a dress, one that would actually fit even her goliath proportions.  The third sileni went to Morathi, presenting a sealed wooden box which the young filly accepted with a deep bow.  And the last went to Rhiannon. 

As soon as Rhiannon realized it, she tried to back off.  The sileni touched her wrist.  It seemed a very light touch, and certainly he didn’t actually grab onto her and pull, but Rhiannon halted as effectively as if he had. 

The sileni lifted his arm.  One of the unicorns stepped forward, then lowered itself in an elegant bow. 

The stillness that swept the commons was immediate and absolute. 

There was a look of shock in every eye, and Taryn understood at once that this was no polite greeting or festive gesture to honor even a lord’s wedding.  Things like this didn’t happen for any diplomatic reason. 

The unicorn remained posed, kneeling, serene.  The sileni, also motionless, kept his hand lightly on Rhiannon’s wrist. 

Rhiannon shook her head wildly.  “I can’t!” 

He didn’t speak, not in a way that anyone else could hear, anyway, but he moved his hand, and somehow pulled Rhiannon’s through the air with his touch.  Taryn was looking at Rhiannon’s face, but she knew the exact instant that her sister touched the unicorn.  It was the same instant that anyone else would have thought Rhiannon had been stabbed through the heart. 
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And then the sileni, all of them, moved quietly back together, ascended their mounts in the same unrehearsed harmony, and rode silently out of the commons and away. 

“Are they leaving?” Taryn whispered.  She hadn’t meant to whisper, but the reverence was instinctive, and in any case, there wasn’t a lot of sound to compete with at the moment. 

“Nay.”  Antilles shook himself, then put his arm around her.  “But they will not sleep within walls.” 

Distance and darkness swallowed the last of them, freeing Taryn to look around.  Rhiannon was still staring at her hand.  She took a step forward, but then Ven clapped her hands, calling for more drink, and the space between them was lost to foals and visitors.  When it cleared, Rhiannon was gone. 

The last wedding guest arrived with far less ceremony.  Indeed, he was within Rucombe’s walls and nearly to the commons of the kraal before anyone noticed.  Neither was it one of Rucombe’s scouts who finally spied him among them. 

Taryn had just accepted a platter of fruits and pies, laughing as she tried at once to refuse them and still reserve the choicest for later savoring, when she saw him.  She pushed the platter blindly into a horseman’s hands and stood up at once, crying,  “Reed!” 

The Arkes chieftain stood quietly in a throng of celebrators, holding a small, hide-wrapped bundle in both hands.  He wore his traveler’s shawl, carried a rucksack, and his hooves were capped for a far longer journey than the trek from his mountain village to the Valley.  His face showed no expression, even when Taryn came to greet him.  She did it Arkes-style, licking at Reed’s broad cheek.  Reed closed his eyes, but that was all. 

“I’m so glad you came!” she said, grasping the Arkes by the arms in the best embrace either could manage between their separate burdens.  “I know Antilles asked you, but I really didn’t think you could get away.  Who’s with your flock?” 

Reed opened his eyes, staring stonily straight ahead.  “I have left them to another ram,” he said.  He looked down, frowning at the bundle he carried as if it had only just appeared in his hands.  He held it out.  “A gift.” 

“Thank you.”  With more uncertainty now more than joy, Taryn accepted the offering, but didn’t look at it.  “Are you all right?” 

“The road is long.”  Reed’s eyes shifted past her to Antilles.  “I greet you, lord’s son.  And you, Ven’s mate,” he said to Tonka, acknowledging neither as holding sovereignty over him, meaning he did not intend to stay long. 

“I greet you, traveler,” Tonka said, showing no expression apart from a very mild pleasure, and most of that aimed politely toward his other guests. 

“You are welcome in my kraal this night.  Come.  There is mead and wine.” 
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Reed nodded thanks, removed his shawl, and then only held it in his hand.  He looked around, his eyes moving in restless Reed-fashion from one knot of revelers to another, seeking danger and distress in a flock that was no longer present. 

Taryn hunted out Antilles in the crowd and found him already frowning. 

His gaze shifted to her and she all but heard his voice in the way he looked at her. 

She tucked her present under her arm and tried on a smile.  “How would you feel about ducking out for a bit?” she offered.  “Knock some of the road off your hooves, so to speak?” 

Reed scanned the commons again, then nodded.  “I would welcome some respite more than celebration, in truth.” 

“Sure.  Come on.”  Taryn waved a foal over and helped herself to a pitcher of mead and a cup for Reed.  She beckoned for him to follow as she made her way out of the commotion and ahead to her lodge.  The air inside seemed stuffy and the relative quiet somewhat oppressive, but Reed breathed an audible sigh of relief once the door had shut behind him. 

“I can heat up some water, if you’d like a bath,” she offered, setting her gift on the table. 

“Thank you, no.  I would prefer a cool bath, if anything.”  Reed went to her shelves for a cup and filled it with mead, a man used to serving himself.  He had taken a deep drink before he seemed to remember that this was not his house, his cup or his mead.  He started and looked at her with a shame-faced sort of apology.  Even her broad smile couldn’t erase it all.  He looked away.  “Where is your griffin tonight?” 

“Last I heard, getting the metaphorical pants beat off him at Scrabble. 

Should I—” 

“No.  It is you I came to see.”  He frowned at the admission, drank, and turned away. 

“You mean for good, don’t you?” Taryn asked quietly.  She moved to the side, seeking his gaze, but he only turned a little further.  “You left your flock for good.” 

“For ill, perhaps.”  Reed studied the contents of his cup.  “Never good. 

But it would have been a greater ill to stay.  I have been changed and I have failed them.  There have been deaths and there were no lambs born this year.” 

He said it all without inflection, showing nothing more than a vague interest in his drink.  There was nothing in the set of his body to suggest upset at the loss. 

“Where will you go?” Taryn asked. 

Reed shrugged and drank. 

“You could stay—” 

“No.”  He didn’t look at her.  “Not even long enough to see you wed.  I will wander.  I will see more of this world…and perhaps of others.  And in time, 248

 

perhaps I will find a peace to allow me to return to my kind and be content again with their care.” 

Now he finally looked at her.  His face was stone, his eyes, anguished. 

“But I wished to see you once more before I left.  And I am glad I came.” 

“So am I.”  Taryn went to him, laid her hand along his cheek.  He did not respond in any way.  “I think about you, you know.” 

He frowned slightly and studied her face.  “And what are your thoughts?” he asked quietly, gravely. 

“That you deserve to be happy.”  She let her hand drop.  “It’s my fault, isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” 

‘And that’s why you should never ask a question unless you really want an answer,’ her brain remarked. 

“But it is difficult to regret,” Reed continued after a moment.  “I have felt more in one hour with you than in many years with the others of my kind.  I would not take back that hour to win a hundred years of life.” 

Taryn waited, but he made no attempt to end the heavy pause that followed his words.  At length, she heaved a sigh and sat down on the edge of her bed.  “I’m sorry I hurt you,” she said. 

“I could not make things as they were,” Reed mused.  He swirled mead in his cup, but did not drink.  “To mate after one has made love…seemed wrong. 

My flock would cry and still I could not tend them.  When spring brought the young rams near to my village, I gave mine to the care of the first to approach me.” 

“But you didn’t have to leave.” 

“It is best.  The flock knows only one ram.  It would confuse them.” 

“They’d adjust.” 

Reed smiled thinly.  “Perhaps.  But my concern has gone beyond their needs.  That is why I left them and why I will not, I think, return.”  He put his cup down and turned to her.  He touched her cheek with the back of his hand, a touch no heavier than a breeze.  His eyes shifted to her hair and lingered there. 

His expression never changed from that look of distracted gravity.  “I never told you of my first flock.” 

It wasn’t a question, nor was it exactly an invitation.  Taryn said, “Would you like to?” 

“I was very young.  I had seen, I think, five summers.  We Arkes are grown to adulthood at our first, and females ready to produce lambs by their second, but few rams acquire a flock before they see twenty.  Yet I had left my father’s flock some years before and encountered a stranger’s, and as is our way, gave his flock the opportunity to ally to me.  Some did, and I led them to the place I used to winter and there we built a village.  None of this is important,” 
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Reed concluded, shrugging one shoulder as he turned to reclaim his cup, “except to illustrate what I have already said.  I was very young.  All was new.” 

“I understand.” 

“I know you do.  That has been difficult for me to lose.”  Reed paused, but not to drink.  He held his mead in his hand and gazed at Taryn’s bed, through it, it seemed, and on out into the Valley. 

Outside, the celebration of tomorrow’s wedding rolled on in never-ending thunder.  She could hear the lilting, complicated tunes of Farasai pipes—

freed from the necessity of making music danceable, their songs tended to long variations and intricate changes that always made Taryn feel slightly drunk just to listen to.  Keeping impossible time were hand drums and the sound of strings. 

It was such happy music, so horribly inappropriate to provide a soundtrack to watch Reed’s heart break by. 

“Her name was Blue,” he said softly.  He crossed to the bed and sat beside her, holding his cup loosely in both hands and gazing into its hollows.  “I fell in love.  It was foolish and I knew it even then.  I loved her anyway.  I put her first above all others.  I kept her with me always.” 

This wasn’t going to end well.  Taryn took a deep breath, trying to brace herself.  Reed noticed.  He smiled faintly without looking at her. 

“But you can’t keep them safe,” he said.  “I’m sure you noticed that during your stay.  Yet I tried.  And in trying so hard to keep one, I lost many.  I was so young.” 

“Oh Reed.” 

“I kept her five years.  And then…an early thaw.  She fell.  I tried to keep her.  She lived eight days more.  Eight long days, because I could not let her go. 

She did not even know me at the end.” 

“Reed, you don’t—” 

“And then she was gone and I…I was changed.  I gave what ewes remained to the next ram that came and I left.  I walked until there was nothing left in me that was new, or so I thought, until I met you.”  He was quiet for a moment, rolling the cup slowly back and forth between his hands.  Then he sighed and said, “I wish that I had never met you.” 

Taryn tried not to take that too personally, but much as she tried to keep the hurt from showing, Reed’s single sidelong glance ended in a wry smile.  He leaned toward her, letting his arm rest against hers.  Arkes comfort.  God, it brought that endless, awful winter right back, clogging this room with cold memories. 

“I am no longer young,” Reed said.  “And this world has changed much. 

I do not know if I will return from my travels.  I do not know if I will be able to take another flock and build another village.  But I do not know what else to do. 

I only know that I cannot go on as I have done.  I have spent a lifetime taking care of others and I have nothing to show for it.  My heart is tired.” 
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He fell silent again and this time, he didn’t break it.  He was done.  His story, his reasons, his very will.  He was done. 

“Reed.”  Taryn took his empty cup and set it aside.  She took his hand, hoping he would look at her.  He didn’t, but his fingers curled around hers, holding her in his warm grip.  Good enough.  “Reed, do you really want to go?” 

“I do not want to stay.” 

“But do you want to go?” 

Reed considered for the span of five or six deep breaths, time enough for the riotous music outside to melt seamlessly into pipes only, a haunting melody and a lament of many wordless voices. 

“No,” he said.  “But I will.  I cannot go back.  My flock…I need more. 

But I have no place here.  No place with you.  Do not offer, Taryn.  It is not a kindness.” 

She ducked her head, swallowing hard against the welling of sorrow his calm, distracted censure brought out.  Poor Reed.  The unpaid babysitter, now out of work. 

“Would you consider staying here in the Valley if there were people who needed you?” she asked.  “People who could talk to you?” 

“Rucombe does not need me,” he said. 

“I was thinking of the fauns in Pan’s Wood.” 

Reed turned his head at last and looked fully at her.  She couldn’t read his expression beyond a very vague concern. 

“Dryleaf and the other satyrs there have a hard time managing so many of them,” she went on, searching his face in vain for emotional clues.  “And now that Molly, um, Wave and the other girls are there, I’m sure things will be even harder for them.  They could really use someone else who knows how to take care of people.  It would be hard work, but at the end of the day, you wouldn’t be alone.  You’d have people to talk to, people who understood you.” 

Reed faced straight ahead again, looking thoughtful. 

“And you wouldn’t be so far from Dis,” she said softly.  “I would like to see you sometimes, Reed.” 

He closed his eyes, but left his hand in hers.  After a moment, he nodded. 

“I shall speak with them.  The Wood is…west of here?” 

“Southwest, yes, but Dryleaf, their Speaker, is here.” 

“Indeed?”  Reed glanced at her, away, shook his head.  “It could only be you who brought him.  You would strike a fellcat with a stone and you would bring a satyr to your wedding.” 

Taryn tried to smile.  “It needed to be done.” 

“Yes.  I suppose that must be true.  I have missed your heart as much as your mind,” Reed said.  He stood up and stepped away from the bed.  “I have missed you, Taryn.  And I will never be the same again.  So I will leave.” 

“Reed…” 
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“But I will always remember you, I think.  And there will always be a part of me that loves you.” 

Taryn got up and moved toward him.  He walked away without looking at her and stood by the window, his head bent and expression solemn.  Heartsick, she hugged herself and watched him. 

“Goodbye, Taryn,” he said at last.  He sighed, his shoulders falling, and said it again, softly.  “Goodbye.” 

He took a step toward the door, then turned and came back.  He touched her hair, cupped her chin, and kissed her.  Taryn closed her eyes, letting his lips parts hers, letting their breath mingle.  She wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing as close to him as she could and wishing he would take her to the bed. 

His sorrow was so palpable, she was willing to do anything at all to ease it. 

But all Reed did was place his hands on her shoulders and step back.  He looked at her for a long time, but didn’t speak.  When he turned around, she let him go.  He didn’t come back this time and he had said his last goodbye. 
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46.  The Kelpie’s Bargain 



Rhiannon opened her eyes, saw the tent, and shut them tight, trying desperately to wake out of this dream before it could start. 

“Here she is,” said Gabriel behind her. 

Something snorted, not derisively, but in a wet, animal, snuffling way that congealed the blood in Rhiannon’s veins.  She turned around, afraid to look, afraid not to. 

Gabriel was there, beautiful, smiling.  Beside him, stood a…creature. 

Even hunched over, it towered over Gabriel, towered over Rhiannon.  Grey, mottled with algae, slick and wet and dripping, and horrible, just horrible.  It had hands at the end of its arms, and slippery skin instead of fur, but otherwise, it was as though some demonic horse had starved to death and lain at the bottom of a stagnant pond for two weeks before being raised back to life and stood upright. 

Emaciated and sinewy and bloated all at once, it scraped its cracked hooves at the ground and lowered one hand to squeeze briefly at its distended scrotum. 

Rhiannon shut her eyes again, pushing at them with her fists.  She pinched her arms, scratched them until blood pooled under her fingernails, and still she didn’t wake up. 

“He needs a better look, I think.  Rhiannon, take your clothes off.” 

“No!” 

Gabriel laughed.  Even his laugh was delicate and pretty.  “It’s been a very long time since he’s seen a woman as anything but food.  Clothes don’t help.  Take them off.” 

“I don’t care!” 
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Gabriel laughed again.  “She’s shy,” he explained.  And to Rhiannon, gently, he said, “You don’t have a choice, my love.  You have a very unattractive habit of forgetting that you are for sale.  Tonight, you are bought.  So strip, my sweetness.” 

She looked at the demon-horse, shivering.  “But…I just have to be n-naked.  I don’t have to…to…?” 

“Yes, you do.”  Gabriel touched her cheek, then began unbuttoning her shirt.  He moved behind her to finish pulling it away, displaying her for the creature’s benefit.  His hands rolled over her breasts, kneading and squeezing well past the threshold of pain, forcing Rhiannon to writhe in his arms as she fought not to have to feel this, not to have to be here at all.  “See how young she is?” he crooned.  “How fresh and tender?” 

The creature snorted again, blowing hot drops of snot onto Rhiannon’s bare breasts.  She wiped at herself with a cry of disgust and the creature’s ears flopped forward.  It rubbed again at its groin, grunted, then wiped at its corpse-slack face. 

“Don’t make me do this!” Rhiannon begged. 

“Don’t make me make you,” he replied.  “Look, it’s a question of marching my people around the Lost Lake, or camping at its banks.  The kelpie here has already eaten sixteen of my men.  I can’t let that continue, now can I?” 

“But—” 

“I’ve convinced him to let us stay if I promise to give him better flesh, flesh that’s not for eating. And it was a hard sale, let me tell you,” he laughed, unzipping Rhiannon’s skirt. “It’s been a while since there were other kelpie around here. I had to remind him what sex was. He’d forgotten…but I think he’s starting to remember now.” 

A thick, black rod was pushing slowly free of the low-slung sheath between the monster’s thighs.  The kelpie kept looking down to watch itself emerge, seeming almost as fascinated by his own body as he was by Rhiannon’s. 

“I don’t think he’ll bite.  I’ve told him not to, anyway.  But it doesn’t really matter.  Whores are meat, and meat…well, meat has all sorts of uses.” 

Gabriel pulled Rhiannon’s panties tight, forcing them deep into the crease of her sex.  He twisted them back and forth as Rhiannon huddled, miserably trying to cover herself.  “But you may want to work a little harder at giving him other incentives.” 

“Why are you doing this to me?” she wailed. 

“Oh, Rhiannon.  I’m not doing anything to you.  This is your dream, remember?  So this must be what you like to dream about.  This is what you secretly crave, my good little whore.  Here.  Right here.”  He patted Rhiannon’s sex in a comforting manner, coaxing the creature into a half-step forward.  “Do you remember what to do?  Maybe if you got closer…” 
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Rhiannon screamed.  Gabriel brushed her hair back from her shoulders and kissed her ear.  “Quiet, now.  Don’t startle him.  Come on, big fella.  She’ll be good.  Won’t you, Rhiannon?” 

The kelpie hunkered down.  It groped at itself, but awkwardly, more like a kid picking at a scab than a man seeking pleasure.  It grunted, raising its head to run its gaze over her belly and up.  Its mouth moved slightly, mimicking chewing in a distracted way.  Gabriel rolled Rhiannon’s panties down, exposing her fully, and its eyes came right back, filmed white and dripping slime.  She writhed, trying to bring her leg up in a protective shield without touching the awful thing that crouched before her, and his gaze tracked the sweeping movements of her thigh for a moment or two before he suddenly reached up and grabbed it. 

The kelpie’s hand was cold, spongy.  She could feel his bones beneath his water-logged skin pushing at her, and she couldn’t get away.  He shoved her leg aside, cocking his head to look hard at her sex, swollen and bruised already by the rough twisting of her panties.  His other hand rose, hesitated, dropped to squeeze at himself. 

“Open wide, Rhiannon,” Gabriel said.  Although his hands were still iron around her wrists, she’d actually forgotten he was there, and the reminder broke her out into whole new struggles.  “Stop playing with him.  The longer you drag this out—” 

“Let me go!  Oh, please God, let me go!” 

Gabriel whooped and laughed.  “God,” he echoed.  Her body, pulled tight against his, jiggled with his mirth.  The kelpie stared up at her in fascination, drooling, visibly swelling in his slack fist.  “God doesn’t want anything to do with you.  Open up.  Get it over with.” 

Sobbing, Rhiannon spread her legs and twisted her face away.  She heard the kelpie snort, felt the splash of his snot on her thighs, and then felt his cool muzzle push at her, rubbing chill and soft against her sex.  It drew in a deep, gurgling breath. 

“Yes, you remember that smell, don’t you?  Rhiannon, a little encouragement, please.  He’s confused.” 

“Wha-what?” 

Gabriel let go of her wrist and put his hand over hers.  Firmly, he drew it down her bare body and between her thighs.  “You need to excite him,” he murmured, helping her to stroke herself.  “He needs to remember what you’re for.  Right now, he understands that his cock is wanting something, and he understands that it has do to with you, but the connection is fuzzy and mostly, he’s just hungry.  He’s always hungry, so you need to work a little to make him think beyond that.  You know what to do.  Do it.” 

“Please!” 

“You’re becoming tiresome, Rhiannon.  Now straighten up and do what you’re good at.  Quickly.  Before our friend gets bored.” 
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Rhiannon risked a look down and saw the kelpie’s lips peeled back, exposing thousands of needle-thin teeth.  It was still groping occasionally at its massive shaft, but it was also drooling, and its eyes had a way of wandering away from the lure of her sex to the meatier span of her thigh.  Choking on a sob, Rhiannon eased her feet a little wider apart and slipped her fingers between the folds of her pussy, parting them to show the monster her inner sex. 

Its ears came forward again, its eyes fixed on her hand, and its lips relaxed slightly.  Very slightly. 

“That’s my girl,” Gabriel murmured.  “Show him where he wants to go.” 

She did, tasting bile.  The kelpie’s hand moved minutely on his shaft as he watched her fingers sink in, pull out.  It grunted, a thoughtful sound, and then suddenly pricked up its ears and grunted again.  It let go of its cock to grab at Rhiannon’s hand, shoving it away and replacing it with its own.  Its cold, knobby finger pushed rudely up inside her.  He paused, ears flattening with concentration, then made a choppy, thrusting gesture.  Again, and again with greater confidence.  It looked down, looked at her, looked fully at its massive erection, and then uttered a strangled bray of pure excitement. 

“That’s it!  He remembers!  Good work, Rhiannon!” 

The kelpie brayed again, grabbed her by one wrist and one thigh, and yanked her violently down, slinging her to one side.  She landed on her knees, already screaming, and was shoved further onto her face in the next breath as cold water and hot drool spattered freely over her back. 

“Stop it, Rhiannon,” Gabriel remarked, strolling around to the front of her.  “You’re making him nervous.” 

“Get him off me!” she shrieked. 

“I said, stop it.” 

Her next scream was forced out of her in a gut-punched groan as the kelpie’s weight bore down on her back.  She felt the slippery bar of him push and slide along her folds before he finally found her opening, and then he was splitting her apart.  He made a sound—an awful, inhuman, eager sound—and tried to bury himself all the way.  He was too big, and he accepted the limits of her body only grudgingly, trying with each new thrust to achieve just a little deeper fit.  The pain was inescapable.  Struggling, screaming, groaning, huddling—everything she did excited him more and more. 

“What a good girl.”  Gabriel knelt down and then lazily stretched out and rolled onto his side, caressing Rhiannon’s tear-streaked face and smiling. 

The kelpie’s arm swiped out, severing the contact, and Gabriel rolled away, laughing.  The kelpie hunched over her, snapping his teeth and clutching Rhiannon’s shoulders.  Its hips drove wildly as she retched and wept.  Water pooled on her back, streamed down her sides.  She stank of swamp-logged death. 

“Of course, this is just a taste,” Gabriel remarked, watching her from just outside the kelpie’s reach.  “He’ll want you for real to make full payment.  I’ve 256

 

promised you at each of the four points of the year for as long as you should live. 

Or until he tires of you.  Which I rather doubt.  He’s got the taste for you now, and he’s never been too good at dealing with hunger.” 

The kelpie leaned further over her, all his weight pushing down, grinding her face into the dead grass until she felt her jaw creaking.  It keened, gasped, keened louder.  Its rod battered her harder and harder as its rhythm broke.  Any second now, she realized, she would feel something inside her give way and then he would be in her to the hilt, fucking her as blood burst out of her and she could mercifully die. 

Gabriel glanced up, smiled, then snuck in and kissed her, smiling as she was shoved into him over and over.  “Oh, my love.  My good little whore.” 

The kelpie spat out a wet, loonish laugh and suddenly cold was gushing through her.  He kept on humping in a frenzy as his member resheathed, gurgling happiness when, at last, his hips beat against her bottom.  He took every thrust, every possible second his body allowed him.  Then he fell over her, covering her like a clammy blanket, still grinding thickly at her from behind. 

She couldn’t hold them both up.  Her arms shook; she collapsed.  He landed atop her, snorted into her hair, then turned and bit her on the shoulder.  Bit deep.  Bit and pulled. 

Rhiannon screamed again, struggling vainly under him as his scrawny arms tightened almost lovingly around her chest.  She heard Gabriel good-naturedly chiding the monster that covered her.  She heard…chewing. 
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47.  Bad Dream 



Rhiannon woke up choking on screams and slapping at her shoulder. 

Her perfectly whole, perfectly unbitten shoulder.  She thrashed in her blanket, struggling to sit up while her hands snatched and pulled at every piece of clothing that, yes, she still wore.  Throughout the little lodge, the Farasai who tended the Jiko were waking up fast, some snatching at spears, but she couldn’t look at them, couldn’t think about them.  She gulped air, trying to calm her pounding heart, and then reached one shaky hand under her blanket, under her skirt. 

She sank her fingers into a deluge of hot juices. 

Gabriel’s smug, gentle voice whispered to her sickened heart, ‘So this must be what you like to dream about.  This is what you secretly crave, my good little whore.’  And he laughed, and somewhere, the kelpie keened. 

“Rhiannon?” 

“I’m fine,” she stammered.  Her voice sounded like it came from another room.  “I’m fine, I…” 

She’d touched a unicorn with this same hand just a few hours ago. 

Rhiannon sat forward fast and vomited into her own lap.  Horrified, humiliated, she sprang up, snatched the soiled blanket to her chest, and raced from the lodge. 

She heard her name shouted, but she didn’t stop.  There were horsemen in the commons, rearing around with runkas drawn, but she didn’t stop for them, either.  She ran to the bathhouse, sobbing and shaking her head in mindless negation, and threw the blanket into the vat of soak-water outside. 

She stood over it, shivering, then screamed once and started ripping at her clothes.  Buttons flew, fabric tore.  Everything went into the vat and then she 258

 

slammed herself into the bathhouse.  It was cold.  She didn’t care.  She poured a bucket of unheated water over her head, scrubbed at herself with soap and her own fingernails, then crawled under the currying table and cried and cried. 

Through the storm of her tears, Rhiannon heard wood creaking.  She dragged herself further under the table, hiding in her hands. 

“Rhiannon?” 

That was no horseman.  Rhiannon looked up through her fingers and watched Taryn close the door behind her.  She slapped at her tears, wiped soap into her eyes, and let her arms drop uselessly.  Her eyes burned.  She had nothing to clean them with. 

Taryn looked at the smears of soap in her hair and the mud on her thighs. 

She picked up another bucket of water and a bag of soap and scrulan.  “Come here.” 

Rhiannon crawled out from under the table, sniffling and pushing at her hair.  She stood up and hung her head as Taryn began to wash her.  Her sister’s hands were rougher than she remembered, but so gentle.  They were hands that had put on bandages, hands that had braided hair, hands that had twined with hers on so many dark nights when the two of them had nothing better to do than whisper secrets and giggle.  Taryn’s hands. 

There were no questions.  Gradually, Rhiannon relaxed enough to feel embarrassed.  She cleared her throat as Taryn poured a few palmfuls of clean water over her back, and said, “How many people do you suppose are going to be standing in the commons when we come out?” 

“None,” Taryn replied, dabbing at Rhiannon’s face with the damp edge of a soft cloth.  “Farasai are really good at pretending not to stare at you.  What happened?” 

“Bad dream.  Strange place.”  Rhiannon took the cloth away and wiped her eyes.  “Sorry.” 

“Believe me, they’ve seen weirder.”  Taryn fetched a brush from the table and started in on Rhiannon’s hair.  She let a few dozen strokes go by without speaking.  Then, quietly, “Want to talk about it?” 

“No.”  Rhiannon laughed shakily to ease the abruptness of that one, panicked word.  “It was just a really nasty dream.  Did…Did they wake you up?” 

“No, I was already up.”  Taryn shrugged.  “I was drowning my pre-wedding jitters in sticky-pies when I heard the commotion.” 

“Mmm, sticky-pies,” she said tonelessly. 

“Hey, they’re good.  Come have some.” 

Rhiannon shook her head.  “Not hungry.” 

“You don’t have to be hungry.  They’re that good.” 

“I’m all naked.” 
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“Here.”  Taryn moved to the cupboard and bent with a groan to shift through it.  “I keep some spare togs in here.  Sheesh, it’s been ages since I fit into these.  Now I’m depressed and really need those sticky-pies.” 

Rhiannon caught the leather breeches and linen halter that Taryn threw her, but only held them.  She opened her mouth, closed it, then went ahead and asked.  “Were you raped?  When…When you were with the satyrs?” 

“No.”  Taryn leaned against the cupboard, rolling her shoulders and rubbing at her stomach.  She spoke matter-of-factly, but her causal attitude ended at her eyes.  Those were as clear and perceptive as ever.  “But I don’t really know why not.  I kind of get a feeling it was a damned near thing, that Dryleaf must have known, deep down, who I really was.” 

“Were you scared?” 

“Sort of.  Mostly after it was all over.  At the time, I was just…so determined to do the right thing.”  She offered Rhiannon a lop-sided smile. 

“Tilly would be happy to tell you that determination has always been more of a flaw to me than a strength.  But I couldn’t leave it alone.  Especially after I saw the m…the girls.  I suppose I was always extremely aware that I was about to be raped…but I don’t remember being scared of it, and it never happened anyway.” 

“Oh.”  Rhiannon started to dress.  Her arms felt leaden, as if she’d been swimming for hours and had just staggered out onto land. 

“Were you?” Taryn asked softly. 

Rhiannon let her hands, and the halter they held, fall to her side.  She shook her head. 

“Something happened to you, Little Bit.  Please tell me.” 

“Don’t call me that, boogerhead,” Rhiannon said, and sighed.  “Tonight was just a bad dream, I swear.” 

Taryn was quiet for a moment, but then she sighed, too.  “Okay.  But if you ever want to talk, even about dreams, I’m listening.” 

“I know.”  Rhiannon smiled, took a breath, and smiled again like she meant it.  “Let’s go eat sticky-pies.” 

Taryn smiled back.  She already looked like she meant it.  “There’s a plan I can get behind.” 

She went to the door, waited until Rhiannon had the halter on, and then the two of them went out together.  There were horsemen here and there around the kraal, and sure enough, nobody stared at them, but Rhiannon noticed that her clothes and her blanket were already gone from the soaking vat.  Nobody looked at her, but everybody knew. 
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48.  Standing the Bower  



It had been a long, long time since Taryn was even aware of the lack, but today, she really wished she had access to a mirror.  She stood on an upended crate, nervously picking at her dress while her mother bravely made an attempt at taming her hair.  Earlier, while Kate MacTavish had thrown in a few completely unnecessary stitches at her hem, Taryn had vented her anxiety by pulling strands free of their combs and compulsively braiding them, so the ‘do needed a lot of work.  And she hadn’t even touched her makeup yet.  Not that Antilles had ever seen her in makeup.  Heck, not that she’d ever worn it the way she was about to wear it.  Ven was stirring the paint-pot even now. 

“There.  Rhiannon, honey, hand me the veil?  And Taryn, stop picking, you’ll pull the hem loose again.” 

Taryn ran her hands down her sides, feeling the wonderful softness of the velvet-like material the sileni had provided.  It seemed like a lot of fabric to her. 

“Does this dress make me look fat?” she asked. 

Rhiannon snorted.  “No, your stomach makes you look fat.  Your dress makes you look like you’re being swallowed by a giant green snake.” 

“Dear.” 

“You look fine.”  Rhiannon handed the veil over and resumed her place, flopping back onto Taryn’s bed and picking up Taryn’s M*A*S*H episode guide.  Her eyes wandered over the top of the page, though, and Taryn was surprised to see a little wistfulness there, and a little envy.  “This probably isn’t the wedding you imagined when you were little, is it?” 
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“What, marrying a minotaur?”  Taryn laughed.  “You know, oddly enough, I—oh!” 

All activity ceased as Taryn hunched, clutching at her stomach.  She smiled at them, the effort somewhat strained.  “I guess he’s nervous, too.” 

“Pains?”  Ven put her paint-pot aside and came briskly to the table. 

“He’s got his foot between my ribs, that’s all.”  Taryn rubbed at herself, taking shallow breaths, and ultimately convinced Baby to try a new position.  He did, and she straightened slowly, now massaging at her back, which throbbed sickly at being forced to stay bent for so long.  “I keep wondering how much longer this can possibly go on,” she said, forcing a lighthearted tone. 

“Five months.”  Rhiannon turned a page and frowned at Larry Linville, ignoring all of them.  “Arion says Cerosan babies take two whole years to bake, so your little bun’s got another five months in the oven.” 

“You presume much, I think.”  Ven picked up her paints and continued stirring.  “Tis no Cerosan babe, nay, no more than ‘tis human.” 

“I can’t talk about this today.”  Taryn tried to touch her hair and caught a slap to her fingers.  She fiddled with her dress instead.  “I already feel like I’m going to throw up.  Good grief, Ven, it’s just nerves!  Weren’t you ever nervous before you stood for your vows?” 

“Nay.  Well,” she amended, smiling faintly.  “For my vows as Ven, aye. 

Mating myself to Tonka, that was incidental.”  Her hand slowed in its stirring motions and her expression softened.  “I was virgin at my oath-taking, ill-befitting a Ven and a poor omen for Rucombe, but I had been well-schooled in herbs and medicines and we had much need of that in those fell days, and so he named me.  And so he mated me.” 

“It was our Tonka, wasn’t it?” Taryn asked distractedly.  “I always assumed it was.  You seem so much younger than him.” 

“Ha!”  Ven flicked her tail, looking pleased.  Then she frowned, shaking her paint-pot at Taryn like an accusing finger.  “Because thee is aging him, willful thing!” 

“You do seem a lot younger,” Kate remarked, putting a final pin into Taryn’s veil. 

“Aye, well, and so I am, for Tonka has been chieftain all the years of my life.  But thee is still aging him.  Taryn, to me.” 

Taryn tipped her head back and closed her eyes as Ven began to paint her.  A bar of black across her eyes, of course, to match those worn by Ven and Tonka and all the other leaders of the various castes of Rucombe, and a crescent swoop over her brow, a mark to suggest the horns of the Cerosan.  The sign of the Seers went under her right eye, an homage to Morathi-that-was, who had taken her for his own daughter during the brief time they’d had together.  And a single dot at the hollow of her throat, representing Aisling, Taryn’s ‘child’.  If Taryn were Farasai and unclothed, this dot would go in its proper place above her 262

 

navel, but her throat was the nearest Ven could come to that while Taryn wore this dress. 

“And you say I wear too much makeup,” Rhiannon remarked, watching Ven work. 

“I think you wear too little,” Ven replied, all her attention focused on Taryn’s face.  “Yet I should be happy to show you how to properly apply them while you are here.  I cannot think how you humans tell one another apart with so little to distinguish yourselves.”  She put the paint-pot down and picked up another, taking Taryn’s hand in hers.  Beginning at Taryn’s fingers, using the soft nub of a pheasant feather for a brush, she began to paint intricate designs as fine as lace.  She let each line set for several seconds, blowing gentle streams of air over them to aid their drying, before carefully wiping them away.  Although the paint appeared black, the stain it left behind was a deep, ocean blue.  Within the lines and knots of the twining blue dye grew images captured in oval frames of pale skin—a turtle here, a griffin there, flames and floods and a column of whirling devastation she supposed signified the wizard.  Her life in paint. 

Gradually, it grew up her arm to form a kind of glove. 

“Ideally, thee should have thy breasts and belly adorned as well,” Ven muttered.  “But nay, thee  must be clothed.” 

“You’d run out of things to draw,” Taryn said, watching a dragon form in miniature on her right bicep. 

“Lady, thee has not flesh enough to tell all thy tale.” 

Rhiannon lay back on the bed, picking at the sequins on her own dress. 

“There.  Completed.”  Ven stepped back, beaming as she admired her work.  “And none too soon, for I hear the summoning pipes already.” 

Taryn took a deep breath, bending her head to allow her mother to pull the veil over her face.  “Do I look okay?” 

“Like a pregnant boogerhead in a green dress,” Rhiannon assured her. 

“Good, that’s just what I was going for.”  Taryn rubbed her stomach compulsively, caught a few kicks in return, and headed for the door. 

All of Rucombe was waiting for her, everyone in their best paints and wearing their finest beads and medals from Gatherings of the past.  The foals were up front, kicking and stamping with excitement, and Aisling was with them, waving at her with all his feathers puffed forward as Mescha patted happily at his back.  Enough room had been left to form a clear path for Taryn to follow out to the bower, but everywhere else, it seemed, there was a sea of bodies.  Some were standing their forehooves up on fence rails, towering over their kin, watching her emerge as if they’d never seen a human in all their lives.  And her father stood among them in his best suit, an Arcadian cropflower in his lapel, waiting to take her arm. 

This was really happening. 
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Taryn lost a brief battle with nervous giggles (echoed all around her by excited foals) and fell onto her father’s support.  She kissed his stubbly cheek, smelling scrulan and soap root and Old Spice, and felt him hug her tight. 

“It’s a funny thing,” he murmured.  “I’m told I’m supposed to have dreaded this day, but I’m just so proud of you.” 

She giggled again, too close to tears to speak. 

“Now.”  Ian MacTavish put her at arm’s length and clapped her shoulder Farasai-fashion.  “Let’s give this baby a last name before it comes out and picks one itself.” 

She giggled some more, nodding, and took his arm to walk beside him. 

There were so many people.  She couldn’t remember ever seeing so many in one place before, although she knew she must have—the movie theater, the museum, the zoo…heck, the mall at Christmastime would have been able to give her ten people for every one here—but none of that seemed as real as this. 

Rucombe was here, all their labor halted for one day of celebrations.  The other kraals were represented, although she saw no chiefs in the crowd yet.  They would all be at the bower, she supposed, to honor their lord.  To honor her.  But there were fauns here and there around the foals, with satyrs watching over them (her eyes met Dryleaf’s briefly; his face remained stone, but Wave beside him shyly smiled).  There were sileni in their finery, holding feathery branches of tassel-reed to fan her as she walked by, and the breeze they made was very welcome.  And there were the Dragon’s people perched on the roofs of the lodges, most of them grinning and all looking relaxed as they chatted with one another.  She could see the antlers of rusakin well back in the crowd, catch the perfume of Pathfinders in the air, hear the slightly raucous cackling of harpies. 

So many people. 

She saw the bower Tonka had built her, a canopy of braided grass and flowers supported by dozens of willowy poles, carpeted in drifts of petals.  It was more beautiful than any chapel.  She saw Tonka standing within with Morathi at one side and the albino Morathi of Kimyamkela at the other.  The Great Dragon stood just beyond the bower’s poles, his arms folded and his head low, but the bright fires of his eyes burning and flickering in the shadows of his changing face were clear enough.  Arion held the same position and pose on the opposite side of the bower, without the intensity and with easy good humor in its place.  Psychore appeared to be blacklisting the event, but the other Cerosan formed a tight knot behind Arion, all gleaming horn and grim expressions. 

But there was only one Cerosan she wanted to see, and he was coming now from the western edge of Rucombe.  She’d never seen him in clothes before. 

She couldn’t help herself.  She burst out laughing. 

Antilles inclined his head with a long-suffering sigh, taking her hand as her father released it.  “There is no justice,” he said.  “You look magnificent in your apparel.  I look an ass.” 
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She couldn’t argue.  He wore a toga, blindingly white, trimmed in crimson and gold.  His hooves were capped in shiny gold, and the bracers he’d worn on his forearms since the first day she’d seen him had been changed out for golden shackles from which dangled three links of golden chain, but the crown was entirely new.  It was a thick band of gold, well-cared for, but clearly very old, able to rest on his bullish brow only because it was also fastened to the base of his horns.  His eyes in the shadow of this crown moved over her with the same fascination that she supposed she herself wore when looking at him. 

His fingers brushed at her cheek through the veil, reminding her she was wearing it, reminding her why.  They stepped into the shade of the bower together.  Antilles dropped gracefully to one knee.  Taryn attempted to do the same, then heaved a sigh and rested her clasped hands on her belly. 

“Ah, but ‘tis fine,” Tonka whispered, patting her on the head in a fatherly fashion.  “Thee is short enough.  If thee were to kneel, I should have to lie down.” 

“Right up until you said that, there was still a chance I’d marry you instead,” she whispered back, and Antilles, his head still bowed respectfully, chuckled. 

“Ai!”  Tonka gave his breast a smack, then straightened up and looked serious.  “Rucombe welcomes its lord on the day of his wedding,” he called, and all the crowd silenced.  “Rucombe welcomes she who will become his lady.  Let the ground on which we stand be named for this day, and may it prove as fertile a field as the lady wedded on it.” 

Taryn felt her smile slip at those words and she saw, just for an instant, a field of twisted, malformed crop under a blood-red sky.  She swallowed hard, touched her stomach, and felt the heartening punch of a live fist strike at her. 

“We are blessed, who prove fortunate enough to find love in this life, for the gods give us all hearts but no promise of what passion may warm them.  Yet here are two.”  Tonka smiled slightly, his gaze moving from one to the other of them.  “Two hearts and one soul, and I can offer them no greater blessing than the love they have found for themselves.” 

“He’s going to try anyway,” Arion whispered, speaking out of the corner of his mouth like a convict in the prison yard.  “While we bake in the sun.” 

His valet expressionlessly plucked a loose tassel-reed from the top of the bower and held it over Arion’s head, casting him in shade.  Arion closed his eyes and sighed. 

Tonka, although he did not dignify the goings-on behind him with a glance, did wait until they were over before continuing.  “My lord, you have named this lady for your wife, but you wed her in Rucombe, and here in my kraal, we do not enter such bonds lightly.  This is my own kinswoman and well-favored does her chieftain find her.  Speak your oath to me ‘ere I give her.” 
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Antilles raised his head (allowing a pause just long enough for Taryn to clearly hear her father’s grumbling, “He’s giving her, huh?”) and said, “Here, before all the envoys of my people and my protected, I claim this woman, Taryn, and take her to me, now and forever.  I give coals for her hearth, grain for her larder, coin for her coffers, and one-half of all my holdings to be her legacy and that of her line.  I give her my protection, my allegiance, my heart and my body. 

All that I am and all that I possess, I give to my lady-wife, and look with joy down the path of our tomorrows.” 

“Right,” Rhiannon muttered somewhere behind her.  “And she’s got, like, half a candy bar she could share with him.” 

Arion snickered.  One of the Cerosan gave him a not-so-subtle kick. 

“So much do I swear to her chieftain,” Antilles said.  He slid an eye behind him, generously adding, “So much do I swear to her father,” then turned and took Taryn’s hand.  “My oath to you, lady, needs no words at all.” 

He reached into the folds of his toga, and the next thing she felt was a body-warmed band of metal slipping onto her finger.  She looked down and saw her grandmother’s wedding ring, her diamond claddagh, and it fit her finger perfectly. 

Taryn turned around, searching the surrounding crowd with a frown until she found a certain horseman’s broadly-beaming face.  “I gave this to you, Koshra.” 

“Aye,” said Koshra.  “And I sold it for a heavy price, lady, for so much I have treasured our friendship that it has taken our lord a full year’s labor to buy what thee gave me for carrying an old nyati pelt.”  His smile faded.  “But I would have given it to thee freely, lady, if only thee had asked.” 

Taryn looked down at her hand.  Even through the interlocked branches of the wedding bower, a little sunlight found a way to shine on the diamond heart clasped in the golden hands of her claddagh.  Hers. 

“A full year’s labors, huh?” 

“Lady.”  Antilles shifted his arm so that he leaned confidentially over his bent knee.  “I plowed a damned field for that slave-drover.” 

“You know, I wondered why you did that.” 

“I have brought him his full weight in gold and twice that in steel.” 

“I thought it was just time to replace the spear-heads.” 

“I built a lodge to house his warrior’s tack and retiled the hearth of his sleeping lodge.” 

“Again…” 

“And whatsoever he should ask until the end of his days, I shall give it.” 

Antilles brought her fingers to his mouth and polished the ring with his breath. 

“My oath is unending.  No price is high enough.  You shall have it all.” 

“Oh Tilly.”  She cupped his warm cheek tenderly.  “Unfortunately, I already ate the other half of that candy bar.” 

266

 

Arion’s guffaws rang out until enough of his fellows hit him that he clamped his hands over his muzzle.  “This is the best wedding I’ve ever attended!” he wheezed.  “Ah, I  wish your mother were here!” 

Looking down into those steel-grey eyes, feeling the strength in the grip surrounding her hand, it was strangely easy to ignore Arion and his hilarity, easy to ignore the whole crowd.  Taryn felt herself smiling, and not just with her lips; she almost believed she could radiate the quiet joy inside her into tangible rays of warmth.  She’d been wracking her brain for days, trying to think of the perfect words.  She’d written and rewritten and agonized and memorized, but now all of that went away.  She spoke to him, to only him, and if a herd of nyati had stampeded through the bower, she couldn’t have noticed or cared. 

“There’s nothing I can say to you,” she told him, caressing his cheek. 

“Nothing I can give you, nothing I can do for you.  On Earth, we have all kinds of traditional promises we make when we marry, to love, honor, cherish—” 

“Obey,” Rhiannon inserted. 

Antilles straightened up at once, his ears up and eyes hopeful. 

“—through sickness and poverty and every other bad thing that can happen,” Taryn went on smoothly.  “Well, considering the bad things we’ve already gone through, I can only tell you that you’ve always been there for me. 

You complete me.  You are my sunshine,” she said, and he laughed heartily. 

“My only sunshine.  And knowing that you’ll go on being there for me each and every day is one good thing that pays for all the bad ones.  And so I can look with joy down the path of our tomorrows too, and promise to try, somehow, to prove myself worthy of that.” 

“Thee might obey,” Tonka murmured. 

“You stay out of this,” she said, still smiling. 

“Rise then.” 

Antilles did, accepting a cup of cool tea from Rucombe’s Morathi, while Taryn took one from the albino.  Tonka produced a very old, ornate silver bowl and Eurydome stepped forward to receive it.  They drank once, each from their own cups, then emptied them in slow streams into Eurydome’s bowl before handing back their empty cups.  The white Morathi passed her hand over Taryn’s, looking into its depths with great interest as Tonka raised the ritual bowl. 

“May thy lives together be long and happy, thy cares and sorrows few. 

May there be solace given in distress, and shelter in thy storms.  May the friends around thee prove faithful, may the gods look on thee with mercy, and may this joining know peace and pleasure until the end of thy days.” 

Antilles drank first from the bowl, then Taryn, and then Tonka, and then the bowl made its way through the bower, each guest taking a sparing sip while foals waited at strategic points to fill it before it could be emptied.  And she was married now.  She was married. 
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Tonka glanced at his daughter, his tail flicking. 

“Fair fortune and long life,” Morathi declared, studying the cup Antilles had given her. 

“Cool, and a fortune cookie in a cup.”  Rhiannon joined them in the bower.  “What’d you get?  Are there Lotto numbers?” 

“Compromise brings much happiness,” Taryn guessed, smiling expectantly at the albino Morathi. 

“You came to our world in the season before snow,” the albino said in her distracted, dreaming way.  She did not raise her voice and certainly the crowd hadn’t thinned, but suddenly it was very quiet.  “And the road you walked to reach this day was strewn with stones of grave misfortune.” 

Slowly, Antilles stood.  Taryn stepped a little closer to him without thinking about it.  Their hands met.  His grip was strong. 

“Before the snows of this year fall, the road that remains before you shall prove as perilous,” the white Morathi said, “and you must walk so much of it alone.  Aye.  And yet it ends as it began, in a place of enduring peace.  But whether it shall be the peace of hearth and haven or of the grave, I cannot say.” 

The Morathi raised her eyes to Taryn’s and smiled faintly, offering back the cup. 

“Tis yours to keep,” she said.  “Come what may.” 

“I guess it is, isn’t it.”  Taryn sighed, staring at the flecks of herbs stuck to the bottom and sides of her cup.  “Heck, I’d have settled for, ‘Sincerity is the path to truth’.” 

“So it is,” the Morathi agreed.  “Heed well that wisdom in the forging of your road, for you have begun already its shaping.” 

“I have?”  Taryn managed a laugh of sorts, surprised.  “I don’t suppose you can see where it’s going?” 

The albino flicked her tail and looked away, her attention wandering up into the full face of the moon.  “It changes with all that you do, and so it is not for me to know.  But this I see clearly:  If you do nothing, it ends at the burning wall of Outlook.” 

Taryn’s hands forgot how to hold things.  Her wedding cup slipped and landed unerringly on her slippered foot.  She couldn’t seem to even blink her eyes, but it wasn’t the albino Morathi’s serene face she saw before her.  It was the wall at Outlook, and the chipped, round holes in its charred logs.  It was the black stain of dried blood below those awful holes.  It was the greasy curtain of black smoke. 

“Taryn?”  Rhiannon grabbed both her arms.  Had she started to fall over? 

Her sister’s eyes were huge.  “Are you okay?  Say something!” 

“Something,” she whispered. 

Rhiannon released her with a shove.  “Jesus, doesn’t that joke ever get old?” 
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“Never,” Arion said.  He touched Taryn’s arm.  “Are you ill, sister?  Is it the heat?” 

“No.  No, I’m fine.” 

“Maiden?” 

Great.  Taryn braced herself to look at Antilles.  She saw that ridiculous toga draping her lover—her husband, now—and fell into helpless giggles.  He relaxed at once, but Rhiannon’s frown only grew.  She never could fool her sister.  “I need to sit down,” she said, and instantly, the words struck her as false ones.  She may want to sit down, but she needed to move on. 

‘Not today,’ she pleaded, rubbing restlessly at her stomach.  ‘Let me have one day, just one!’ 

The white Morathi bent gracefully, retrieved her wedding cup, and placed it in Taryn’s hands.  Her pale, pink eyes were tranquil ones, and pitiless. 

‘Those were bullet holes,’ she thought, admitting it in whole words if still silent ones.  It wasn’t Pathfinders and it wasn’t the Dragon’s doing.  It was humans.  It was humans with guns and a Road from Earth. 

Somewhere, pipes began to play and the celebration started. 



Somewhere, surely, people were lining up for kisses and congratulations, and Taryn knew she had to go and smile for them.  She had to be happy, and some part of her still was and wanted to be, but she had to do more than that.  She had to leave when it was over. 

She had to find her road. 
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49.  The Dragon and the Unicorn 



Say what you want about the barnyard smell, but the Farasai knew how to throw a party.  Some music, most of it of the weepy-pipe variety (to be fair, there probably wasn’t much point in inventing dance music for people who couldn’t dance.  What were they going to do, The Gallop?), lots of food, and barrels full of booze all over the place.  Of course, the centerpiece of the whole feast had been the wedding cake, four layers tall, only a little uneven, and decorated with edible flowers painted in colored honey.  Rhiannon had done most of the flower-painting herself, and she was proud of it, especially the speed at which it disappeared.  A couple horsemen even took a little time to compliment her, and Taryn, of course, cried all over herself. 

Now Rhiannon sat on a handy fence, drinking wine from a salad bowl, and watching her sister kiss her guests goodnight.  It was a lot of kissing.  None of it was on the cheek.  And for crying out loud, her husband was standing right there. 

Tonka came by with a flask of something for Antilles.  They stood together, passing time while Taryn snogged away.  A horse.  What a huge letdown.  When she thought of all the months she’d spent drooling over that picture of him, and here he was, a horse. 

Rhiannon started to drink, discovered her bowl was empty, and hopped off the fence to score herself a refill.  The ground canted slightly.  She held on to the railing, walking with expertise honed to perfection on a college campus until she could dip her bowl in a wine barrel.  When she looked up, Tonka was kissing Taryn.  Really kissing her.  She had her arms wrapped around his neck and her fingers twined in his hair.  Everyone was smiling. 
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The wine was bitter.  Rhiannon’s lips hurt.  She emptied her bowl, let it drop, and walked away from the crowd. 

It wasn’t fair.  She was the single girl here.  If anyone should be lining up for kisses— 

An image swam abruptly into focus:  A line of horsemen stretching up in front of Rhiannon in one of those stripper-cages.  Every hand had a dollar bill in it. 

Rhiannon glanced behind her, leaning heavily on the side of a lodge. 

Taryn and Tonka were still kissing, or maybe only talking.  Their heads were close together, anyway.  Probably kissing.  Antilles was talking to his brother. 

Nobody seemed to care that Taryn was— 

Was what? 

Rhiannon rubbed at her eyes, started walking again, and saw, standing alone at the shadowed edge of the common yard, the man everyone called the Dragon.  He was watching Taryn, too. 

‘Good-looking guy,’ thought Rhiannon, and the Dragon’s gaze shifted to her almost as though he’d heard.  She managed half a smile and a wave and kept walking.  A damned good-looking guy.  She wondered why he made Taryn so nervous.  Strong, silent type.  Plus, a heavy on the scene, like Antilles.  God, she was drunk. 

Rhiannon stopped and leaned into the lodge again.  She’d managed to follow the wall around a few corners and now she was looking at nothing but field and moonlight.  Pretty country.  Didn’t look a damn thing like Africa.  She closed her eyes, trying to enjoy the spinning sensation of her own hazed brain. 

Somewhere out there, Tonka was kissing Taryn and nobody cared. 

A shadow fell over her.  She heard nothing, but she knew it wasn’t a cloud.  And when it didn’t move on, she knew whoever it was, was looking at her.  Yay. 

“I’m okay,” she said, making an effort to enunciate. 

Silence. 

She opened her eyes.  The Dragon was looking at her.  With the moon at his back, she could see nothing but his silhouette.  In the dark, the arms of his funky robe looked like wings folded along his body. 

He was very still.  The little breeze there was blowing in off the plains stirred his clothing, but the man beneath was still as stone.  She had plenty of time to look at him, to see his narrow hips drawing out into his muscular chest, his powerful thighs and strong arms.  Gorgeous man.  Back on Earth, Rhiannon would never stand a chance of getting this close to a man this hot. 

And neither would Taryn, so that was okay. 

“How’s it going?” Rhiannon asked, feeling very suave. 

The Dragon didn’t answer, didn’t move. 

“Nice wedding, huh?” 
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The Dragon’s head turned in the direction of the other guests, then came back to Rhiannon. 

“You know,” she said, “it’s apparently the custom here to exchange kisses for good luck at weddings.” 

The hanging sleeves of the Dragon’s robe fluttered in the breeze.  Again, there came that heavy other-sense of wings.  For a second, Rhiannon actually saw them, unfurling like sails against the starry sky before fading away.  The Dragon remained very still throughout her foray into fantasy-land.  His face was almost completely lost to shadows; she could make out only the edge of one cheekbone, the faintest indication of a strong, straight nose.  It was, she thought, an overwhelmingly handsome face.  No exaggeration there, either.  It was overwhelming, as heady in its way as the wine.  She wondered what it would be like to kiss him. 

The Dragon stepped forward, his hand slipping around her waist so naturally that Rhiannon scarcely noticed it.  He pulled her to him, pressed her body fully against his (he was hot, she thought distractedly, hot like hugging a furnace, hot enough to leave burns), and kissed her.  She had a sudden horror of what her breath must taste like, and then she knew nothing but his mouth on hers, his breath in her lungs, the clear scent of his skin and the eerie, heavy tingling in her bones.  He felt bigger in her arms, so much bigger than he was. 

His hand stayed firm at the small of her back, pinning her against him, but she could feel his fingers dimpling at her cheek as well, turning her into his kiss so that it could deepen.  His tongue touched hers, explored, twined to hers in a way that made her think, bizarrely, of snakes wrapping around each other to mate.  Flying snakes.  God, she was super-drunk. 

Rhiannon found a gripping place on his shoulder and tipped her head back to grab a breath.  The Dragon’s lips traced a burning trail down her neck to the hollow of her throat.  She looked at the moon as he tasted beads of summer sweat, and the moon had nothing to say to her. 

What kind of girl goes off behind the barn at her own sister’s wedding and makes out with a total stranger? 

One kind. 

Rhiannon’s hands clenched on the Dragon’s shoulders.  She shook her head, but couldn’t clear it.  “I don’t…think we should be doing this.” 

His hand moved from her cheek down to cup her breast through her shirt. 

“I don’t even know your name,” she protested, squirming back and free of his grip. 

The Dragon let her go.  He swept his arms out, sending those long sleeves snapping loudly back.  She watched the fabric hover, thinking of wings, as the Dragon caught her, lifted her, and lowered her to the ground.  His expression never changed.  His gaze remained direct, detached, intense. 
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She wanted to say something sharp and witty about how fast he was moving, but she looked up at him and saw eyes like lava staring back at her, bathing her in the glow of flame, and what was there to say, really?  What did you say when you saw, like a ghost-image on a worn-out TV screen, a dragon rearing far above the man that knelt over her?  Rhiannon groped up through what felt like miles and touched cool horn in the midst of his dark hair. 

Nobody could be this drunk. 

The Dragon lowered himself over her. He touched his lips to hers briefly, not a kiss so much as a taste of her breath, and then he moved down her limp body. His hands traveled before his mouth.  She felt a faint searing sensation, followed by a gentle breeze.  There were claws and he was using them to cut her clothes away. 

The Dragon pushed the tattered layers of gown, slip, and underthings aside.  His eyes flamed, leaving streamers of light in the air as he stared hungrily down at the flesh he’d exposed.  He caressed her in two long, sweeping passes of both hands, claiming every inch of her from neck to hip.  She heard him take a breath and saw steam when he released it.  Steam, in this heat. 

This was really happening. 

The Dragon reared back, flexing hugely.  The sleeves of his robe flew back again and this time, they didn’t come back.  The skirt he wore seemed to separate, rolling away into shadow and gone.  Just gone.  Naked, burning, he fell over her. 

Rhiannon cried out at the first searing contact of his bare flesh to hers, but the sound was covered, consumed by his kiss.  She tried to twist away, but he held her, and it wasn’t long before she stopped struggling.  Despite the alien touch of him, despite the violence of his passion, she couldn’t really fight.  Some of it had to be the wine, but not all of it.  He was the Dragon, that was all.  It was impossible not to want him.  She was scared, vaguely outraged, and much more concretely dismayed by herself, but she still wanted him.  She clutched at his back, pulling him closer even as she writhed to keep her legs together, and despaired. 

His hand slipped between her knees and smoothly cut upward, opening her thighs without effort.  He groaned into her open mouth as he sank two fingers into her most private heat.  She could feel the rough crawl of scales appearing and disappearing on his body.  And then he spoke. 

“Taryn…” 

Just like that, Rhiannon was sober.  She stared at him, all her senses shocked with ice-water clarity back to wholeness.  She knew she’d heard him right.  She knew she was seeing his haunted desire exactly the way he felt it.  He wanted Taryn, but he was settling for her.  Because he knew Taryn wouldn’t. 

And he knew she would. 
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Rhiannon got both hands up flat against his chest and heaved.  The Dragon looked at her, frowning, but did eventually allow himself to be moved. 

His clothing melted back onto him as he stood and stepped away.  Hers stayed torn. 

“You get away from me!”  She tried to shout it, but it came out as more of a cough.  Rage made her almost mute, forcing her to claw at every word. 

“You don’t ever touch me again!  Not until you want  me!” 

The Dragon did not reply.  His face was stone, his eyes dark.  All sign of passion in him was gone, utterly gone. 

Rhiannon rolled onto her knees and up, struggling just to breathe without bursting into tears.  “I’m not…not your go-to girl!  I’m not!  If you want her, you go to her!  You don’t treat people like this, you—you—!” 

And then he was gone.  He didn’t say anything.  He didn’t even seem to walk away.  He was there one second and then just gone. 

Rhiannon held onto the wall of the lodge, shaking.  She could hear the wedding party still going strong not too far away.  Somewhere, Taryn was probably still passing out loving like it was going out of style, and somewhere everyone still loved her for it. 

Something glinted in the dirt at her feet. 

A coin.  A hammered gold coin. 

He’d paid her. 

Rhiannon slid gasping down the wall and dropped onto her knees.  The spark of gold melted and swam as tears welled without warning.  He’d paid her. 

He’d paid  for her.  She clawed at the dirt blindly until she felt the weight of it in her hands and then only clutched it to her chest and sobbed.  She wanted to throw it away, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.  She was bought.  It was hers. 

When the hand first brushed her cheek, she thought it was the Dragon, come back to collect what he was owed.  She didn’t have it in her to resist him this time.  He’d paid for her, after all.  She just lay down, closed her eyes, covered her face and waited for it to be over. 

And she was lifted (still, it seemed, by that single, light touch), drawn up into the air and gently set on her feet.  She opened her eyes and saw white, too much white to make out anything else.  She blinked, clearing her vision of the haze of tears, and whiteness became a shape.  One of the sileni.  One of the unicorn-people. 

Tears continued to pour out of her, but strangely, the hot knot in her chest eased.  Her breathed slowed.  She looked up into the unicorn-man’s endless eyes and held out her cupped hands, showing him the coin the way she’d once shown scraped elbows and knees to her mother.  He gazed at it and then at her with perfect understanding.  He didn’t beckon and he didn’t speak, but when he touched her hand and started walking, she followed him. 
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Away from the kraal and the happy music, through rows of Farasai crop and fields ready to harvest, past the last little barn and into the green grass of the valley.  He never said a word. 

He led her to a kind of clearing, a round patch where the grass had been cut short or maybe just eaten down to the ground.  There was a creek running through it, and a large, flat, mossy stone near its center.  Around this stone, the other sileni and the unicorns waited. 

She didn’t want to go any further, but she couldn’t do anything about it. 

His fingers rested lightly on the back of her hand, as good as steel cuffs and a heavy chain.  He brought her to the stone and arranged her, with just a few silent passes of his hand, on the hard, mossy bed that it made.  Rhiannon curled on her side around the heavy coin in her fist and wept as her torn clothes were tenderly removed.  One of the unicorns lay down at the head of the stone and rested its chin on her shoulder, licking away her tears as they fell.  The other sileni gathered at the foot of the stone around the one who’d brought her here.  She could hear the music of their strange speech, like birdsong and butterfly wings, so ineffable it was more like colors than sound.  Then they were undressing him. 

Rhiannon shut her eyes. 

It had been impossible not to feel the Dragon’s heat when he’d touched her.  She wasn’t entirely sure that the sileni even was.  It might have been the wind that swept up her thigh and over her belly, nothing but the night air pressing down on her when she rolled onto her back.  Even when she opened her eyes and saw him over her, there was a dream-like sense of unreality that made her disbelieve in him.  He wasn’t pushing at her, wasn’t rocking or grunting or making those contorted, angry-hurt faces that Jordan made.  He wasn’t moving at all.  He was just there, so close that he was all she could see, looking at her with those deep, sorrowing eyes. 

She began to feel the unmistakable blossoming of climax, and it was very strange to feel it so utterly separate from any kind of contact or friction.  She closed her eyes so that the sileni went away and just felt it happen.  The sensations were very precise.  If she concentrated, she could almost see the flower-like shape of her own sex illuminating in her mind.  It was beautiful for one perfectly crystallized instant, and then it was soapy condoms and crude laughter and Jordan pushing her down on the bed, telling her it was fine, just relax, and he didn’t even take her clothes off, just shoved them out of the way enough, and she’d still cum for him, because that’s what whores do, they give you what you pay for. 

All of this swelled up huge and cancerous in her mind, riding the crest of her own insubstantial orgasm.  Rhiannon arched back, her wordless cries as ugly as the memories, and felt those gentle hands cupping her cheeks, trying to hold her still.  She could taste the sweet whisper of his breath as she wept.  He was trying to kiss her. 
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 If you think I’m paying for that lousy fuck— 

It surged up like bile, sickeningly real.  Rhiannon struggled, her teeth clenched to keep from vomiting out dirty phone calls and the kelpie’s drool on her back and Yafir in his sweaty apron calling her a whore.  The sileni’s hands were cool in the summer heat, holding her as his mouth pressed closer, seeking her with silent urgency. 

It was all so thick inside her!  She was rank with it, pregnant with it.  She could feel the greasy filth of it coming out her pores and clogging her throat and oozing down her thighs, and how could he possibly want to kiss her?  Rhiannon swung her hand mindlessly.  She felt the hard circle of the Dragon’s coin pressing between her palm and the sileni’s shoulder, and she could almost hear his voice tickling feather-light at her mind, pleading. 

She pushed.  He fell away.  Rhiannon rocked back and came hard, her mouth filling suddenly with floods of sour scum.  She clawed onto her side, gagging and spitting, but there was nothing there.  It was still in her, sliding back down her throat like an eel into its black cave.  She squeezed her eyes open and saw her hand so white against the dark moss of the rock.  When she raised her head, there was only the one sileni, and he stood at the edge of the clearing, half-swallowed by taller grass, like a dream that had already begun to fade.  He raised his hand, silently imploring. 

She started to raise her own, but it wasn’t empty.  The Dragon’s gold glinted in her palm. 

Rhiannon lay back down and turned onto her side.  She watched her fingers close around her coin and then she shut her eyes.  She told herself the sound she heard was crickets in the night.  She told herself the touch on her cheek was the wind. 

Unicorns didn’t show themselves to whores. 
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50.  Lord and Lady 



The music was still playing.  The guests were still feasting and mingling and dancing outside.  But after a hundred kisses and a hundred blessings, Taryn felt her husband’s arm slide around her shoulders so that he could lead her away to their lodge.  No one followed them, and thank God, really, because that was the one thing she’d really been dreading.  They faded into a crowd of people instead, and came out the other side alone. 

“And now, wife.”  Antilles shut the door and turned toward her, his bright eyes burning with silent laughter.  He began slowly to unwrap himself from that ridiculous toga, and she had never seen him look sexier than in that moment, as he deliberately revealed his powerful body in the shadows of their shared lodge.  “Whatever shall we do to consummate this union?” 

“Where I’m from, they have this tradition called a honeymoon,” Taryn told him, letting her eyes wander distractedly over the very alluring terrain he showed her. 

“Aye?  Mmm.  What honeys, I wonder?”  He dropped the last length of gold-trimmed fabric and came toward her.  “For thine, I do hunger, and the moon is surely full.  Tis a tradition I would happily adopt.” 

“It involves travel.” 

“Mm.”  He lifted her into his arms, swung her around as he nuzzled her ticklish neck, and then lay her gently on the bed.  “To undiscovered heights of pleasure.”  His mouth traced a burning path from her shoulder to her wrist.  He removed the wedding cup from her grip and pressed his bull’s mouth to her palm. 

The very tip of his tongue darted out to draw rapid patterns over her love line. 

Taryn felt her resolve weakening as her toes curled on the bedding. 
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“I was th-thinking of some-um-thing closer to h-home.” 

“Were you?”  He raised her wrist over her head, traveling back along the contours of her arm.  When he finally reached her body, he closed his mouth around her nipple, tonguing her through the soft, sileni-made fabric. 

“You’re m-making it very di-ih-ficult to think,” she protested. 

“Forgive.”  He slipped his hand up her thigh, pushing her skirt around his wrist in pools.  As the saying went, it was the journey, never the destination.  He took his time, ignoring her slow writhing and whispered pleas, and when he finally came to her sex, she needed only the lightest touch to spark her to the most delightful rush of pleasure.  He chuckled at her cry, teasing her with more feathery caresses, waiting until she was shivering with anticipation before he finally sank his fingers into her eager core. 

“You know,” she gasped, arching and rolling her hips in rhythm with his hand.  “Statistically…most newlyweds…just sleep… their first night.” 

“I have never been led by numbers.”  He bit her lacings loose and slowly, oh so slowly, drew her dress away, almost without her noticing.  He settled himself at her side, easing them together with a rumble of bliss, as if the act of simply sharing her bed were sensual and worthy of reverence.  His legs twined with hers, his hips rubbed lightly at her thigh as he relaxed, and his arm came around to cradle her head, but it was his hand she felt best, his hand that drew pleasure from her so easily and so completely. 

She made no effort yet to return any of it.  She simply basked, letting her body move the way it wanted, the way he made it need to move.  Sometimes, she touched him, her fingers finding the familiar lines of his face or the steadily coiling muscles of his shoulder, but she did nothing to seize greater pleasures, nothing to prolong them, nothing to call them back when they began to ebb.  She felt only his hand, and she felt it all. 

“Honey,” murmured Antilles.  He shifted, licking at her breast, her belly, her thigh, before helping her open to him.  The hard curve of his horns, one smoother and cooler than the other, pushed at her protruding stomach as he sipped the juices he had so expertly drawn.  His tongue traveled in slow paths around and around, frequently rising to tease the nub crowning her sex.  He never gave in to her pleading, but always gave her bliss. 

Taryn, extremely conscious of the party going on right outside and her parents somewhere in the crowd, pulled a pillow over her head and hugged it to her face, screaming and moaning and laughing into its forgiving bulk.  And then he sank his grazer’s tongue inside her, deep and strong and deliberately moving. 

She arched her body in ways she had thought were well beyond her now, and Antilles withdrew to plunge again and again, his powerful muzzle pushing against her and his breath panting hot against her loins, stoking her into new brilliance.  Climax unlocked her will, her body, her inhibitions, her very awareness.  She knew only a dizzying absence of something essential when he 278

 

finally rose, and she would have done anything, anything at all, to have it back. 

The scantest touch of his hand on her hips communicated his command; she rolled, clutching blindly at the bedding and crying urgently into her pillow, a sound that became a shivery moan when he entered her at last. 

His leg took the weight of hers.  He supported her neck in one arm, cupped her ample waist in his hand, and breathed soft and slow against her shoulder.  She lay almost too relaxed to move, suffused with pleasure so great, she couldn’t even be aware of cumming any more.  But climax wasn’t the point anyway, seeming almost as incidental as the tears streaming from her eyes.  Yes, they were connected somehow to this act of love, but all that mattered was his heart, beating strong against her back.  What mattered was her name on his lips, the tender way he carried her as he made this beautiful love.  And when he came, it was her completion too, bringing home a rush of pleasure as whole as any orgasm of her own.  She rolled back, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing his soft cheek, luxuriating in the glow of her body, the glow he’d given her. 

“Taryn, my wife,” he murmured. 

“Aeson, my husband.”  She snuggled closer, reaching down to caress his softened member. 

“Now let us conform to statistic,” he said sleepily, toying with her hair. 

“Tomorrow is soon enough to tap new honeys from thy bountiful hive.” 

“There’s a new name for it,” she remarked.  “My hive.” 

He chuckled, yawned, and pulled her pillow around behind his own head. 

“I merely endeavor to follow thy lead.  Honey’s moon.  Hive.  I suppose I must be thy bee.” 

“I love it when you sting me.” 

He buzzed into her shoulder and then drew back to rub at his mouth, laughing.  “That makes my muzzle tingle.” 

“Mm, does it?  You’ll have to do it again.  I bet you could make my hive tingle, too.” 

“Ha!  The things we do for love.” 

Taryn’s smile faded.  She raised herself up on her elbows (Antilles slid his eyes open, watching curiously but contentedly) and looked around until she found her wedding cup.  He’d set it on the bedside table next to her tin of morning-sickness crackers and a glass of water.  When she stretched over him to pick it up, Antilles rumbled a wordless question at her. 

“A honeymoon is actually a time for the husband and wife to travel,” 

Taryn said. 

His finger brushed at the cup, then dropped to stroke along the curve of her arm.  “To Isauren?  Aye, we could manage a little time.” 

“Not…not Isauren.”  She bit at her lip, hunting for words. 
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Antilles watched her.  After a minute, he pushed himself into a sitting position and really looked at her.  “To Earth?  Lady, please, not where I could not follow, I beg of thee.” 

“No, not Earth.  Tilly…the Morathi of Kimyamkela—” 

“Ah.”  He lay back down with a sigh.  “Lady, thee might spend a lifetime pondering those words and never find her true meaning.  The White One is the greatest of Farasai Seers, yet thee cannot live wholly by prophecy, not even hers.” 

“I know what she wants me to do.” 

“Aye?”  He started to yawn, then opened his eyes and sat up very suddenly.  “Roads.  She spoke of thee forging roads.  And thee speaks of travel.” 

He frowned at her, a frown every bit as impressive in its own way as his lovemaking.  “And where, Taryn, did thee intend to go?” 

“I don’t know.  Who’s closest?” 

“Eh?” 

“Well, I think we’re okay as far as the Dragon goes.  Who else is out there?” 

His brows furrowed.  “I do not follow thy reasoning.  Gods, I hope I do not.” 

“When I saw the Standing Stones, there were four—” 

“Thee means to visit with the lords of the borderlands?  He of Tooth and Claw?  He of the Watcher’s Woods?” 

“Just to—” 

“Nay.” 

“But—” 

“Nay!”  He kicked himself out of bed and backed away from it, staring at her as if she’d sprouted a second head.  “Satyrs are one thing, Taryn, they are mine, my protected and my oath-sworn!  But thee cannot mean to make such a venture toward the lycan lord or—nay, be silent and heed me!” he ordered, as she opened her mouth.  “If we lived in peace, this would be one land!  There is not one being, nay, not even one bird or beast, that enters the Watcher’s Wood and returns!  You are petitioning for thy own death!” 

She was quiet.  After a moment, the wild look of him faded and he took a step closer to the bed. 

“Agreed?” he asked. 

“No.  Is that your only argument?” 

“What?” 

“Is that your only argument?” she asked again.  “That we can’t do it because we just can’t?” 

“Lady, please!” 

“No.  I get to talk now.  Sit down, please.” 

He did, looking pained. 
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“Something may be in this Valley,” Taryn said softly.  “I still don’t believe the Dragon destroyed Outlook.  If I ignore what happened there, the Morathi of Kimyamkela promises my road will take me back to that burning wall.  She promises, Antilles.” 

“But—” 

“Please.  Listen to me.  Maybe we can’t talk to the other lords.  But I need to be able to say I tried.  Not because I want to, but because I have to. 

Because if I don’t try, then I am building the road to that wall.” 

His nostrils flared, blowing a breath of muted exasperation at her.  But he didn’t dismiss her right away.  He looked up at the ceiling, away at the window, down at her belly, and finally into her eyes.  “When?” he asked. 

“No time like the present.” 

“I knew thee would say it so,” he muttered, and rubbed his muzzle. 

“Nay.” 

“Antilles.” 

“Nay, not so soon.  Come…come autumn and easier travel.” 

“No, Antilles.  The timeline she gave me was the first snow of winter. 

We have to start now.” 

“Autumn allows for enough time before snowfall.” 

“The hell it does.  I came here in autumn, remember?  Autumn is nothing.  Autumn is the blink of an eye.” 

“My people shall be returned by then.  I can send an envoy to the outflung lands.  I shall not send thee, Taryn, do not ask it of me!” 

“Antilles.” 

“Nay!” 

“Aeson.” 

He shut his eyes and knuckled at them.  She could see the muscles of his jaw working, feel the tension churning inside him.  She didn’t touch him; the use of his true name went deeper than her hand could reach, but she wouldn’t use it twice.  She wouldn’t turn that name into a weapon in the inevitable couple’s arsenal. 

“I…I shall consider it,” he said. 

Taryn sighed and looked at her empty hands. 

“Taryn?” he said quietly.  He didn’t look at her. 

“Yes.  Thank you, Tilly.” 

He nodded, rubbed his muzzle again, and finally raised his head.  “So this is marriage.” 

“Compromise is fun,” Taryn said, offering him half a smile as she lay back down. 

He stretched out beside her with a sigh, folding her into his arms.  “Tis not even our first hour.  Ah, my maiden.  I had hoped for just one full day of peace and pleasure.” 
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“We’ll have it,” she promised, and laughed a little.  “It just…might not be our first.” 
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51.  Going and Staying  



The guests began their departures at dawn.  Neither the rusakin nor the sileni stood on the same ceremony as their arrivals; they just left.  But Dryleaf and his party said a formal farewell to Antilles before they set off, and Taryn wasn’t sure, but she thought she saw the lone figure of a shawl-wrapped Reed waiting for them at the far end of the westernmost field.  The visiting Farasai stayed a bit longer, sharing a last meal before collecting in the commons, taking their time to mingle while loading up for their respective journeys.  The Dragon’s many peoples seemed eager to go, for the most part, but were clearly waiting on their lord’s word.  Aisling had made himself scarce, perhaps hoping that if he couldn’t be found, he wouldn’t have to return to his fostering storm, but the griffin who had accompanied him lay stretched out on the Jiko roof, watching the crowds thin in the commons and preening himself.  The morning dragged on, and finally, Ian MacTavish announced it was time to leave. 

“So soon?” Taryn asked, dimly aware that she was coming dangerously close to the textbook definition of ‘whining’.  “I thought maybe you could stay a while.” 

“Did you now?” her father said, and laughed.  “Well, my sleeping on the ground days are done, and I only managed to wrestle so many vacation days out of the clinic.  I have to go home, daughter.” 

“But—” 

“Think of all the sad people who need glasses,” he told her, and she knew it was a lost cause.  “Katie-girl!  Rhiannon!  Let’s not keep the gentleman waiting.” 
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“I’m staying,” said Rhiannon. 

Taryn’s heart leapt and her mother’s face fell at exactly the same moment. 

“Oh, aisling, no!” 

“What do you mean, no?”  Rhiannon folded her arms and jutted her chin forward.  “What, Taryn can do it, but I can’t?” 

Farasai applied themselves with a polite lack of expression to their work, and soon the commons was empty of all but Tonka, Antilles, and the MacTavish clan. 

“Why don’t you just come right out and say that you don’t think I’m as good as Taryn?” Rhiannon demanded. 

“That’s not true!” Kate protested. 

“Did I have a glamorous career and a million friends back home that I’ve just mysteriously forgotten about?” 

“Rhiannon, aisling!” 

“I didn’t think I had.  But Taryn’s here, and I don’t think she should be alone.”  The angry set of Rhiannon’s shoulders wavered slightly.  She looked back at Taryn.  “Letters can only do so much,” she said.  “You really ought to have some family here.  And I could use a break.” 

“Oh please, baby, don’t!” 

“Hush, wife.”  Ian put his arm around their mother’s shoulders and drew her in a little.  His face was stern as he stared at Rhiannon, but there was no argument in it.  It was a look Taryn remembered, a look she’d seen just before he’d given her his St. Christopher’s medallion and let her go.  “Is this really what you want to do?” he asked quietly.  “Is this where you need to be?” 

“I don’t need to be anywhere, Dad.”  Rhiannon shrugged, dropping her eyes.  “So it might as well be here.  For a while.  Besides.”  She flapped a hand in Romany’s direction.  “I can always come home if I have to.  Or, you know, when things all work out and Taryn doesn’t need me anymore.  I’m not staying here.  I like air conditioning.” 

No one smiled. 

“I’ll be fine,” Rhiannon said.  She stepped back and took Taryn’s hand. 

She hugged her.  She couldn’t help it.  It may be for all the wrong reasons, whatever those reasons were, but at least Rhiannon would be here.  She knew her parents were relenting, if only because of this embrace, but knowing that couldn’t make her pull out of it.  She hugged Rhiannon and felt, after an endless emptiness, Rhiannon bring up her arms and hug her back. 

“You’ll…you’ll take care of her?” Kate asked shakily. 

“She is kin,” Tonka said.  “And shall always be welcome in my kraal.” 

And so, after more kisses and hugs and a few more tears on the part of their mother, the sisters watched their parents walk out into the plains and vanish in a swirl of Pathfinder’s song.  Tonka gave Rhiannon a shoulder-clap, his eyes 284

 

guarded by that masking bar of black, and walked away to give the other Tonkas a last farewell before they departed for their own kraals. 

“So now what?” Rhiannon asked, as the last group of them galloped away. 

“Now?”  Taryn sighed, looking up into the sky for moral support before turning to face her sister.  “Now, with any luck, we’ll be leaving.” 

“For Dis?” 

“Noooo…”  Taryn snuck a hopeful glance up at Antilles. 

He snorted loudly.  “Put the thought from thy mind, maiden.  It shall not happen.” 

“Tilly, this is important!” 

“Nay, Taryn,  this is our first day as husband and wife!”  He took her hands and squeezed them, then bent down to nuzzle at her.  “Our first!  Matters of importance, even the most pressing, shall wait.” 

“I don’t think it works that way!” 

“Aye, it does,” he said, with a certain smug self-assurance that she found absolutely, blindingly infuriating for a split-second.  “When the last of these visitors are hied away to their own holdings, thee and I shall find us a dark corner and there explore the full dimensions of this marriage and when I am satisfied as to its scope, and only then, my maiden, shall I entertain thoughts, and thoughts alone, of travel and talk and the lords of the borderlands.  Aye?” 

“I really don’t think that’s good enough!” 

“Aye,” he said, just as though she’d agreed with him.  He nuzzled her again, straightened up for a manly breath of morning air, and then marched himself away. 

Taryn watched him go, trying very hard not to fume.  It was, after all, her first day of wedded bliss. 

“What was that all about?” Rhiannon asked. 

“About a minute and half of Don’t-worry-your-pretty-little-head, is what that was,” Taryn muttered, and gave her head a hard shake.  She looked at Rhiannon.  “If I told you that something big and scary may be coming to Arcadia and it would be a good idea to make sure all the local lords were on our side if push came to shove, what would you do?” 

“Get out there and find me some local lords,” Rhiannon replied, still frowning that confused frown, but without any hesitation whatsoever.  “How big and how scary?” 

“I don’t honestly know.”  Taryn sighed and started walking.  Close calls with newlywed arguments apparently made her hungry, and she could smell fruit pies cooking from here.  “It could be a figment of my hormonally-overwhelmed imagination.  I haven’t actually seen a damn thing.  But you know what I mean.” 

“The principle is still sound,” Rhiannon agreed, walking with her.  “But these people are easily the most xenophobic—” 
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“Human!  Ta, human!” 

Taryn paused, tugging at Rhiannon’s sleeve.  She looked behind her, saw only horsemen going about their business, and heard a gust of cackling laughter. 

She looked up, and there were the two macaw-colored winged women, sitting on the Jiko roof. 

The younger waved, grinning, then leapt.  Her arms opened and her wings unfolded, turning the twenty-foot drop into a clumsy glide that landed her right in front of Taryn.  “Ta,” she said again, and gave Taryn’s shoulder a solid shove, still grinning that hearty grin. 

Taryn stumbled into Rhiannon and just stayed there for a while, wondering if that was an assault or not.  The winged woman’s expression wasn’t in the least malicious, only cheerful and a little frenzied, as with drink.  “Um, hi there,” she ventured. 

“Ya, so me ‘n mine was eyeing your lordship,” the woman said, just as though she were continuing a conversation and not starting one.  “And we was wondering how you gets that cock inside you?” 

Taryn heard a, “Huh,” of stunned breath and for the life of her, didn’t know if she’d made it or Rhiannon. 

“You gots a canyon for a cunny or what?” the woman asked pleasantly. 

“Ask her how she fucks him!” the other called from the roof, and a dozen heads turned. 

“I asking!” the young one shouted back.  And to Taryn, smiling, “Do it fit, or does you take it twixt the thigh, ya?  Cuz you ain’t much bigger ‘n me, and I’d give that cock a good wrestle, but I’m thinking I couldn’t has it up in me proper-like.  Cor!”  She let out more of that crowing laughter.  “You could take our lord in his own skin, if you could take that bull-cock in the cunny!  So, does you?” 

Taryn stared into the bright, curious eyes of the other.  Mutely, she nodded. 

“Ya?”  The woman turned, cupping her mouth to shout, “Says she fucks him all cunny-up!”  And back to Taryn, “Has you a slit like this?”  She swept her belted loincloth aside to display her bare pubis, one crowned by a scruffy patch of garish red and green feathers, and pierced with golden rings. 

Taryn heard that, “Huh,” again.  This time, she knew she’d made it, but she suspected Rhiannon joined in. 

“Let me see,” said the woman, snatching at the hem of Taryn’s shift. 

“If’n I can sees any aught under that bastard-bowl you’re growing, eh?”  Cackle-cackle, and then suddenly, she stopped.  The woman dropped Taryn’s skirt (she’d been too shocked to even try and knock the woman’s hand away), and backed up. 

Her expression was very solemn, if somewhat puzzled.  “I sorry, ya?” she said, and without another word, sprang up, flapping madly and kicking at the Jiko walls to climb back to the roof. 
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Taryn stared after her, watching the two feathered women put their heads together for talk. 

“What,” Rhiannon gasped finally.  “What the blue fuck was  that?” 

“I believe we’ve just met our first harpy,” Taryn managed.  She still couldn’t get her mouth to quite stay closed. 

“I can’t believe she said that.  I can’t believe she said it so cheerfully!” 

Rhiannon shook her head and frowned.  “What scared her off?” 

What, indeed. 

Taryn turned around.  Through the crowds of visitors and hosting horsemen, one figure stood unmoving.  The Great Dragon met her eyes, but sent her no thoughts.  She offered him a smile, tentatively opening herself to his mind. 

He acknowledged neither. 

“Him.” 

There was a strange dullness to Rhiannon’s voice, an even stranger deadness in her face when Taryn turned to look at her.  For just a moment, Taryn felt a dizzying sideways perception of the triangle they made: Rhiannon staring at the Dragon staring at Taryn staring at Rhiannon.  Then Rhiannon spun around and marched away, ducking her head and drawing her hands up into hard fists. 

Taryn’s left leg twitched, wanting to go after her.  She knew she should, but Taryn couldn’t bring herself to take that first step.  Biting at her lip, she looked back. 

The Dragon was just before her, his eyes burning lava-bright.  In the pulse of his strange heart, she could hear him calling her, promising immortality and wealth beyond reckoning if only she would go with him.  The appeal of it had a way of snaking into her own thoughts, hypnotizing her.  She saw herself in gypsy’s robes, her hair flying free in the wind that battered the Dragon’s aerie, at the center of a cloud of tiny, jewel-like dragons. 

She raised her hands in an empty shoving gesture, slamming these thoughts away with ferocity enough to stir up headache. 

The Dragon stepped back, his eyes dimming to black. 

Taryn looked at him, bringing him into focus only with great difficulty. 

Her hands trembled, wanting to rise and rub at her eyes, but the problem wasn’t on her end and she knew it.  She made them be still, made her shoulders square and her voice be steady.  She took a step toward him.  “I need your help,” she said. 

The slightest suggestion of a frown creased his changing lips. 
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52.  A Diplomatic Meeting 



They arrived at the borders of the Wyvern’s Wood before the sun struck its zenith and there made a camp to await the Lord of Tooth and Claw.  A canopy was raised for shade.  Saplings cut from the edge of the forest made tall poles to support the banners of the Aerie Domain and the Valley.  The sound of heavy cloth snapping was often the only evidence of a breeze in the stifling morning heat. 

Antilles, only too aware of appearances, stood for hours in the shade of the canopy, watching the horsemen, watching the woods, watching his wife. 

Aye, his wife, if not yet for one full day.  She paced almost constantly and seemed genuinely bewildered by the lack of action.  Every so often, she would pause at the far side of the makeshift camp and stare into the distant hills.  There, although they could not be seen from this vantage, the Standing Stones waited and hungered.  Taryn’s face as she searched the hills that concealed them was sad-eyed and wistful.  It unnerved him.  Badly. 

Equally unnerving in a very different way was the Dragon.  Taryn had invited him to this meeting, and nay, she had not asked him first whether or not her husband would care to have the Great Dragon along on the first sweet hours of their wedded union.  Instead, she had told him that the more races represented themselves at this meeting, the more likely the lycan may be to take them seriously.  And he supposed she was right, but that was not the reason Antilles had given his grudging assent and he suspected she knew it.  When the Great Dragon comes before the lord of the Valley in full view of both their peoples and kneels, a wise lord does not dismiss his words.  And when those words begin, 288

 

“They were not mine who worked death in your holdings.  Let us go this day to the Wyvern’s Wood and seek counsel with the lord of that Land,” even the wisest lord knows he has been trapped. 

Yet Antilles suspected the Dragon would have come along even without his beloved wife’s manipulations.  Since his arrival in Rucombe, the lord of the Aerie Domain had not taken his eyes from Taryn that Antilles had seen.  She kept her distance, which warmed Antilles somewhat, but although the Dragon never advanced on her, neither did he retreat.  Nay, his intention was clear to all, and it had nothing to do with political treatise. 

“Lord,” Tonka murmured.  His eyes were fixed on the forest and his runka was in his hand. 

Antilles assessed the chieftain of the horsemen, then turned to face the Wyvern’s Wood.  He knew what he would see and lo, he saw it. 

A lycan in the grass, midway between them and the trees.  It had been a long time since Antilles had seen one and this one seemed to him an impressive specimen: Large, black-furred, with only a thin crescent of white marking its throat to prevent it from being a living shadow.  It just crouched there, relaxed, watchful, perfectly still.  It was letting them see it, testing them.  It couldn’t possibly be alone. 

“Oh hey, finally!” 

“Taryn, stand down.”  Antilles shouldered his axe, scowled, and then handed it to his brother and moved forward unarmed.  Taryn tried to come with him.  He set her aside twice and ultimately motioned for Tonka to take physical hold of her.  All this the lycan watched without so much as a twitch of one ear. 

Its eyes at this distance were invisible. 

Antilles approached, aware of a shadow at his left hand that marked the Dragon’s company.  He had plotted carefully what best to say on the journey here, but now could remember only that it began, “We come in peace.”  A good beginning.  He did not know where it would end. 

The lycan waited until the two of them were nearly in speaking range. 

Then it rose, revealing it to be male, revealing also a fellcat’s tooth on a thong hidden in the fur of its chest and an armlet of serpent’s teeth.  Hunting trophies, taken by lycan only when the beast was slain by a solitary hunter.  An impressive tally.  Was this the Lord of the Land? 

The lycan turned and walked into the woods. 

Antilles stopped with a sigh.  He glanced at the Dragon, who gazed levelly back at him, and then they both returned to the canopy. 

Taryn, securely held in Tonka’s grip, looked annoyed.  “You let him go.” 

“Shall we begin this road by taking prisoners, my maiden?”  He gestured to Tonka, who released Taryn to come under her husband’s arm.  “We have been seen.  Now we wait.” 

“But you didn’t even say anything.” 
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“The lycan have little interest in words.  Our actions they watch most closely.  We must be careful lest they see threat in the way we act.” 

Taryn was quiet awhile, hugging his side and rubbing her belly.  Then, softly, she said, “They’re kind of scary-looking.” 

Antilles shifted on his aching hooves, wishing he could sit.  The woods were silent, seemingly empty.  He knew he was being watched. 

“I’ve actually seen something like that before.  In movies.  Not for real.” 

Taryn shivered and Antilles looked at her with a frown.  “I heard you say lycan, but I never thought…you know…lycanthropy.  Are they…vicious?” 

He wanted to comfort her, but truth stood between them.  “So ‘tis said. 

Lady, I have no way of knowing.  There have been no dealings between our kinds since the days of my father’s father.” 

“Rumor of their strength and prowess has been well-told,” Tonka added. 

His runka was still in hand.  “And violence generally presumed.  But rumor and presumption, lady, are not truth.  Fear not until cause is given.” 

Taryn nodded, but her restless eyes never left the woods. 

“Go in now,” Tonka told her, resting his hand on her shoulder.  “Your color is upsetting enough without it turning all to red.” 

She smiled, a wan effort, but went in under the shade.  Antilles watched until she had settled herself in the grass and then moved away with Rucombe’s chieftain.  “How think you?” he muttered. 

Tonka sheathed his killing spear.  “I think I would be easier in my mind if I knew better what enemy Taryn feared.  What did she see that committed her so to this road?” 

Antilles shook his head.  “A burned-out keep.  The leavings of some greater enemy than those rooted at Pan’s Wood.  The smoking dead of their fighting men.” 

“So we saw, my lord.  What did Taryn see?” 

Antilles closed his eyes and in that darkness built back his memory.  He could all but smell the smoke and the blood.  He could see the blackened walls and Taryn before them, her eyes wide with awful knowledge as she touched…what?  He had seen nothing of import in the ashes, nothing but a smattering of holes bored for pegs, unevenly placed along the outer wall.  The holes above.  The blood beneath.  And Taryn, silent and fear-struck. 

He shook his head again.  “Whatever there was, she has not shared.  And mayhap ‘tis nothing but that same desire for unity that compelled her to seek out the satyrs or to summon the Great Dragon to our wedding rites.” 

“Aye,” Tonka sighed.  “The Great Dragon.” 

Antilles glanced back to find that selfsame lord still poised motionless at the edge of their camp, still gazing silently at Taryn.  Aye, he wished for peace. 

He did.  But he preferred a peace in which the Dragon stayed in his domain and Antilles in the Valley. 
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Time.  The sun burned and sank and began to die.  His hooves ached.  He stayed standing, waiting. 

Fires were lit.  Tonka sent his horsemen out to hunt and they returned in short time with three hoppers.  Antilles did not eat. 

Darkness crept in.  The woods stayed empty, if not entirely silent.  Now and then, the unknowable howls of the lycan wavered up into the burning air and sank again.  Antilles heard Cerosan hooves behind him and grunted a greeting as he watched the trees. 

“Do you mean us to camp the night?” Arion asked. 

“I mean to meet with the lord of the Land.  Howsoever long it takes, so long we shall remain.” 

“Aye.”  Arion pulled his own axe and began to balance its head on his open palm, spinning it like a child’s top.  The blade winked and spat gold in the firelight.  “And will you stand here all night to show them a watchful lord?” 

“And then collapse at their feet at the following dawn.”  Antilles gave his horns a rueful toss.  “Aye, that will surely impress the lycan.  Gods, give me strength.” 

“Why are you doing this, brother?” 

Antilles sighed. 

“I will not call it a futile effort,” Arion went on, still twirling his axe.  All his attention seemed fixed there; his words seemed idle ones, with no greater purpose than to pass the time in chat other than weather and relatives.  “Indeed, I believe the attempt alone is a kind of victory, but ‘tis also one more sudden change in a time that has known too many.  You risk the goodwill of your people in this quest.  You risk your rule.” 

“So be it.” 

Arion gave him a quizzical glance over the spinning shaft of his axe. 

“Aye, I thought you would say as much.  But why?” 

“I can think of no better legacy than peace.” 

“Legacy.”  Arion gave his axe a flip, caught the haft, and sheathed it. 

“Brother, you should be concerning yourself better with the present than with the future.  At this same hour, two thousand Cerosan are crossing over the Arkes Mountains and into your Valley.  The first of them shall be in Dis in ten days at the very latest.  It has been a year’s hard crossing with one hundred deaths to our tally thus far, and where are you?” 

“Ensuring their future.” 

“So you say, and understand that I believe you.” 

“But?”  Antilles dangled the word indulgently, leaving his eyes on the woods.  He could feel no attack in this.  Just that his brother was here to voice his very mild observations took away any perceivable sting, and left him merely curious. 
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“But the threat is intangible,” Arion said.  “And your reasons, vague at best.  Tis not that the good of it is incomprehensible, but the inspiring force ought to come more from thee…then from she.  Do not mistake me, brother.  I serve her as gladly as I serve you, but—” 

“But she’s human.  Aye.”  Antilles stirred, tapping his hooves to ease some of the throb rooted in them.  “But shall I tell you of inspiration, brother? 

Taryn does not think of legacy or rule.  Where she sees need, she chooses action.” 

“Reckless.” 

“Aye, you have no idea.  But I have learned to trust her heart and I will follow where it leads her.  Hers is the only way that allows for more than mere survival.  It allows for hope.  Nay, it embodies hope.  And hope I will have, my brother.  After all the pain and loss in my life, I will have a dream of hope.” 

Arion nodded, looking thoughtful. 

Antilles clasped his brother’s shoulder, began to turn, and from the corner of his eye, spied movement in the trees.  He paused, searching shadows, and the lycan watching him stood and came boldly out into the plains. 

Not alone this time.  The low talk and nervous laughter of the camp ceased at once as lycan after lycan came into view.  Eight in all, one to match each of them, and there was cool awareness of that count in the way each lycan positioned himself at the borders of the camp, mirroring the posture and stance of each one within, but only one lycan came all the way under the canopy, and that one stood fearlessly before Antilles.  He was an odd color, like frosted smoke, and he wore hunting trophies that included tree-horn and fellcat among teeth and claws Antilles had never seen.  Neither old nor young, but a male in his prime, and one who gazed at Antilles with the unblinking eye of a predator. 

“Why have you come?”  Asked without menace.  Nearly without interest. 

Antilles extended his open hand.  The lycan did not even look at it.  He swallowed a rise of irritation and said, “I am called—” 

“I know who you are.”  The lycan’s pale gaze shifted to the Dragon, to Tonka, and back to Antilles.  “What do you seek in the Land of Tooth and Claw?” 

Antilles lowered his horns and scraped one hoof.  “I seek only audience with the lord of this Land.” 

“Audience.  To what purpose?” 

“To a purpose I shall reveal to him alone.”  Antilles narrowed his eyes. 

“If he shall show courage enough to declare himself.” 

“That I speak to you at all should be declaration enough.”  The lycan looked past him again, letting Antilles see him stare down each member of his party.  He lingered on none of them, not even Taryn, effectively dismissing all. 
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When he came back to Antilles, it was with cool disdain.  “And now I ask a third time.  Why have you come?” 

“My cause is one of earnest need, but I see that I am wasting my efforts.” 

Antilles turned around, suffering Taryn’s undisguised dismay, and motioned for camp to be struck.  “I should have known better than to expect civility from one of you.” 

“I have little use for the empty rites of Cerosan nobility.” 

“And I, even less for lycan savagery, yet I have shown you respect.” 

Taryn uttered a gaspy squeak at this uncloaked insult.  He scowled at her, aware that the lycan was watching.  He would have liked to tell her that it was all a game, all the same tired moves upon the same weathered board.  It could never be so simple as talk. 

The lycan let the poles that held the banners be pulled, but as horsemen moved to bring down the canopy, he spoke again.  “The Valley and the Aerie, allied.” 

“Aye.”  Antilles turned back, folding his arms. 

“Yes,” said the Dragon, his first spoken word since the wedding. 

“And now to me.  Am I to put my hand below your sharpened hoof, Cerosan?  Is this your earnest desire, to conquer with words rather than war, first at your own borders and then to all the outflung lands?” 

“So you  would think, animal.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Taryn cried. 

Tonka caught at her shoulder and swiftly muffled her, but the lycan was staring already. 

“I bring you a warning,” Antilles said, hoping to redraw the lycan’s focus.  “As well as an offer of peace between our lands.” 

The lycan was not distracted.  He stepped forward, moving between the two lords to frown at Taryn.  “Is this your warning?” he asked.  “My Land defends itself easily against invading humans, and those settled within my borders have lived quietly enough under my eye, yet I should accept an offering of blood if it is your intention to pay me tribute.” 

“Careful, beast,” Antilles said flatly.  “That is my own wife.” 

Taryn frowned.  “Don’t call him that, Tilly, we’re trying to make friends.” 

The lycan’s ears tipped minutely forward.  He turned back, head cocked. 

“Are you now.” 

“Earnestly,” Antilles said through gritted teeth. 

“And you need to listen!” Taryn snapped, ducking out of Tonka’s restraining grip.  “Because if something really is coming, it’ll be coming for you, too, pal!” 

The lycan glanced at her briefly.  One ear twitched.  He returned his stare to Antilles.  “Speak your warning.” 
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“My Valley has seen disturbing upheaval in its human encampments.” 

“Increase?” 

“Destruction.” 

The lycan held his expression of stony indifference for a few seconds more, but shadows of dark emotion ultimately settled on him and stayed.  “Speak on.” 

“Encampments rooted two hundred years gone, utterly destroyed in a single day, leaving no survivors.  Yet none of my protected have fallen, nay, or even seen these new invaders.” 

The lycan’s eyes were flat and yellow.  They showed no clue as to the thoughts behind him, and the silence dragged on. 

“Tell me,” Antilles said.  “These humans who live so quietly beneath your eye…can you account for all of them at this hour?” 

The lycan growled low in his throat, then turned his attention to the Dragon.  “And you?  What news of the humans in your Domain?” 

“I do not hold watch over the children of Men.” 

“No?  Then it is not your threat.”  Lycan and Dragon locked eyes. 

Neither blinked, neither bent.  The lycan’s claws flexed once.  He said, “What were you promised for the return of your allegiance?” 

The Dragon’s gaze drifted through shades of flame before darkening once more.  “My allegiance is not for sale.” 

“And yet here you are.  Why?” 

The Dragon did nothing, said nothing, and much as Antilles wished to do likewise, his own eyes were pulled back to Taryn.  She was again in Tonka’s grip (well, half a grip.  His spear-hand rested on her shoulder, but his other firmly covered her mouth.  Even through this mask of horseman’s flesh, her annoyance showed plainly), and by the looks of her, there were things she had in mind to say, most of them to him. 

When he turned back, the lycan was waiting. 

“I will consider your words,” he said.  “But I see no earnest need to bind my Land to yours.”  He turned, and the other lycan turned with him. 

Well.  He supposed it had been unfair to expect better. 

“Ai!” Tonka said sharply, and then Taryn burst out, “How can you be so stubborn?  Do you think it was easy to come out here?  Doesn’t that count for anything?  We deserve better than a brush-off!” 

“Do you?”  The lycan paused to spare her a glance over his shoulder. 

“You point at shadows and ask for oaths.” 

“Shadows don’t happen on their own,” Taryn countered.  “Something has to cast them.” 

Some of the other lycan glanced at each other.  Their lord, if that was truly who he was, lowered his ears.  “Show me the casting, human,” he said, “and ask for audience again.” 
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Taryn flung out her hands and shouted, “By the time we can bring you physical evidence, there won’t be any point in asking, because they’ll be  here, you idiot!  Tonka, don’t make me bite you again!  We came here in good faith to find someone more interested in protecting his people than in…in posturing for them!” 

“Ha!” 

Antilles snapped around and Arion smothered the rest of his laughter and searched the sky for rain. 

The lycan were less amused.  Their lord growled.  “I am not here to impress you, human.” 

“Surprise, buster, neither are we!  We’re here to help you!  Is it too much to expect you to meet us halfway?” 

The lycan faced her, his eyes slits of reflected firelight.  Then he turned to Antilles.  “To meet,” he said.  “This I understand well.  But you do not suggest a meeting.  You would give me words of wind and buy oaths of stone.  You risk nothing.” 

“What do you ask?”  Antilles held out his empty hands.  “I will not purchase peace at bartered price.  Ask.  If you must have a show of faith, I will give it, but time is pressing.  Every moment I meet with you, there is an enemy unseen in my Valley.” 

The lycan’s ears twitched.  “A show of faith,” he said in a musing sort of growl.  “Yes.  I would be content with that.” 

Antilles felt his eyes narrow.  “Aye?” 

The lycan pointed.  “Give me that.” 

Taryn stood at the end of the lycan’s finger.  She blinked. 

“Nay, beast, you have no right!”  Tonka reared to stamp both forehooves, drawing steel in a flash from the sheath on his back.  “I give no kinswoman to settle debt!” 

The lycan never took his eyes from Antilles.  “An alliance such as you suggest means trust.  Prove yours.  Give me your mate.  The moon was full last night.  When it next rises full, return.  You will have your mate and perhaps a gentler audience.  Return sooner, and you will have her back in pieces, and there will be the full measure of our alliance.” 

“Nay.”  Antilles scraped a hoof before he could stop himself.  “Nay, ask another.  I will give any other.” 

Behind him rolled a lesser thunder of hooves as every Cerosan, every Farasai, came forward a pace in volunteer. 

The lycan ignored them all.  “You would ask a promise of all my protected for all time, yet you will not give me one for but one moon’s turn.” 

“Not that one,” Antilles said again, fiercely.  “Heartless wretch!  That is my firstborn she carries!” 
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“I will give a daughter,” the Dragon said suddenly.  His eyes were fire once more and shadow in the shape of wings beat slowly through the air surrounding him, yet his voice was calm, nearly disinterested.  “One that you may keep.  You will have your choice of all that I possess.” 

“That one,” said the lycan.  “Or none.” 

There was no hint of negotiation in the tone the lycan set, yet the offer alone stood as some sign of compromise.  Antilles stood silent, hunting for some way of redirection, aware that another outright refusal would end this meeting and every meeting to follow. 

“I’ll do it,” Taryn said. 

Antilles, through the nasty bolt of his own shock, saw the lycan’s eyes go gratifyingly wide for a split-second.  Then he put the lycan, indeed, all Arcadia, from his mind and swung around.  “Nay, woman, be silent!” he hissed. 

“We don’t have time for this!” she hissed right back. 

“What he asks is impossible!” 

“No, it’s just petty and unreasonable!” 

The lycan growled.  They ignored him. 

“But it is possible and if this is what it takes—” 

“Nay, Taryn!  I will not allow this!” 

“One month.” 

“Nay, I said!” he roared, and somewhere in the plains, beasts and birds alike burst out of their denning places and fled. 

Taryn sighed.  She raised her soft hand and touched him.  “We have to be together,” she said quietly.  “Someone out there is counting on us to stay divided.  We can’t let that person be right about us.  We just can’t.” 

He shut his eyes against the sight of her pleading face.  There was another way.  There had to be.  Failing that, there was no real need to ally to the beast that would set such a price. 

“We all have to do what we can,” Taryn said in the darkness.  “I can do this.  And you can let me.” 

“Taryn, please!”  Tonka’s voice, raw and hopeless.  He knew already. 

And aye, so did Antilles. 

He reached out blindly and pulled her to him.  Through the pounding of his heart, he felt her cling to him, felt the solid swell of the life she carried. 

“Nay,” he whispered, but it was decided. 

“One month,” she said.  Her voice was muffled against his chest, sending her words directly to his heart.  “I lived with Arkes longer than that.  I’ll be just fine.” 

So trusting. 

The lycan growled again.  It was an impatient sound. 

“Remember the ways of trust and love in Arcadia.”  Antilles bent to press his muzzle to her shoulder, then put her at arm’s length and gave her a little 296

 

shake.  “And swear that you shall do nothing more as reckless as what you have done this day!” 

She offered him a lop-sided smile.  She made him no promise, but her hand lifted and drew an intersected road over her left breast, incomprehensible yet strangely evocative.  She was building roads and all roads met.  Antilles released her and stepped away, before his nerve failed and he took her away from this place. 

The lycan reached past him.  Antilles watched from another place as the dark hand closed on Taryn’s arm and pulled her out of sight.  Antilles listened to his instincts and his instincts told him this was not a mistake, yet he could not watch Taryn leave him. 

The moon appeared above the plains.  Antilles watched it rise.  He had been married now for one full day. 
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53.  High Pack 



The walk away from Antilles was the worst Taryn had ever known—

worse than her first blind plunge into Arcadia, worse than walking into the Arkes Mountains to be relinquished like second-hand clothes, worse even than walking with Morathi away from the wizard’s burning cabin with the Sowing Mark still painted on her belly.  She stumbled along in the darkening wood with the lycan silent on every side of her.  No one looked at her or spoke.  The hot, animal smell of them grew in her like a migraine, bringing dread and fear like dizziness and nausea.  The idea that they were going to stop soon and fall on her like the monster-movie werewolves they resembled could not be shaken. 

The big, smoke-colored one, their lord, glanced back at her.  His nostrils flared.  ‘They can smell fear,’ Taryn thought, and hugged her stomach with both hands. 

His eyes flicked down, following her movements.  He growled and looked away, ignoring her once more. 

Why did she do this?  Why did Antilles let her do this?  He was the lord of the Valley, he was supposed to stop her from pulling bone-headed stunts like this!  A month with werewolves?  Had she lost her mind?  And all for a vague promise of unity against what?  She had no real proof of anything bad about to descend on Arcadia, only a few bullet holes in a burned out fortress clear on the other side of the Valley.  That proved only that one of the humans inside had come from Earth.  Heck, the holes could have been a hundred years old, she didn’t know! 

She stumbled again, catching at a tree to find her balance.  Her footing was fading to black before her eyes and she wasn’t in her most graceful state to 298

 

start with.  Her eyes welled.  What had she done?  What if she had the baby here? 

Here!  Without Antilles, without Ven, without anyone. What if— 

The lycan’s lord reached back without looking at her.  He took her hand, supporting her as much as guiding.  He said nothing.  His grip was warm and his palms were leathery and rough. 

Taryn walked, trying not to cry.  In her mind, what ifs and should haves circled each other like vultures.  She was supposed to be on her honeymoon right now. 

It must have been hours.  Through the thick canopy of branches overhead, she could see the fat moon rising, reaching its zenith, slipping behind her.  The lycan seemed tireless.  Of them all, only their lord’s step slowed and only then to keep pace with her.  But at last, she could smell smoke and see the orange glint of flame through the trees. 

One of the lycan beside her howled unexpectedly, causing Taryn to leap and crash bodily into their lord.  He held her, trying to encourage her to let go without actually pushing, but she clung to him as the howls were answered and other lycan joined in.  The first howler glanced at her, stretched his jaws in a wolfish grin, and loped ahead into a wide clearing. 

Their lord kept going, compelled to pull her along since she wouldn’t let him pry her off.  He stepped into the clearing, paused to look down at her, and then eased her out in front of him. 

She needed his arm then.  The clearing was full of werewolves.  Twenty at least, and more and more as the lycan came out of the trees.  The clearing sat at the foot of a little slope of rock in white many caves opened, adding the impression of hungry mouths and watchful eyes to what was already a terrifying situation.  Taryn looked out at all those werewolves and could not move. 

The lycan’s lord growled in her ear, looked surprised when she flinched, and finally nudged her toward the center of the clearing, where the slope leveled out into a single raised lip of rock before dropping onto bare earth.  The other werewolves gathered around it in a loose ring of staring faces.  Through the numbing haze of her fear, Taryn felt the lycan’s hand at her back, urging her forward, and she managed a single, shaky step.  The lycan stared; a schizophrenic corner of Taryn’s brain coughed up a snatch of Kipling’s  Jungle Book, a single mournful voice crying, ‘Look well, o wolves!’   

One of the lycan crouching beside the raised rock suddenly leapt atop it. 

It was a female, pure white, with eyes as blue as summer skies and as cold as winter ones.  She uttered a short series of barks and snarls in which Taryn could almost hear word-like forms of sound. 

The lycan lord at her side answered in kind, and then, in a clear, carrying voice, added, “While she is here, you will speak her words.”  He raked his gaze across all the werewolves, but began and ended with the white female. 
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“While she is here,” the female repeated.  She leapt down, bristling, advancing on Taryn with her lips peeled back.  “And why is she here?” she growled.  “Is she for  eating?”  And snap went her teeth just inches from Taryn’s face. 

Instinct took over.  One thought—Baby—and then Taryn’s hand flashed out and slapped across the white one’s muzzle hard enough to make her palm sting.  The white lycan leapt back with a yelp.  So did Taryn, actually hiding behind the lord in the extremity of her sudden panic. 

There was a lot of laughter.  It didn’t help. 

Gently, yet firmly, the lord of the lycan extracted Taryn from her hiding place and pushed her before him.  When he reached the raised rock, he put his hands under her arms and lifted her, setting her solidly before him before he stepped up to join her.  He placed one hand on her shoulder as he looked out over his people.  “Come,” he said.  His voice was not loud, but it carried, cutting the laughter instantly to silence.  “Come and greet your co-mate.  Come.  This is Taryn, mate of the Valley Lord.” 

Co-mate? 

The white female straightened up, her ears flat.  One hand rubbed at her muzzle.  Her eyes bored into Taryn with icy hate, but she stepped forward. 

“This is Lura of Snow Peak,” the lord said evenly.  “My highest.” 

“Hi,” Taryn whispered. 

Lura snarled, spitting flecks of foamy saliva onto Taryn’s bodice. 

The lord reached out quite calmly and slapped at Lura’s ear, cutting her off mid-snarl.  ‘Bad dog,’ Taryn’s brain remarked, watching Lura slump mutinously away.  ‘No biscuit.’ 

Another female came forward as Lura retreated.  She was much older, judging by the stiffness in her walk and the white streaks in her dull smoke-grey coat.  But her hands were careful as she gripped Taryn’s shoulders and her clouded eyes were kind.  She leaned in close and Taryn held herself very still to receive, not a bite, but an impersonal lick across one cheek, not quite the way Arkes did it, but close enough to loosen the knot in her stomach. 

“This is Graal of High Pack,” the lord announced. 

“Hello,” Taryn said. 

“Welcome, Taryn.”  Graal released her and walked away. 

Something dragged behind her.  Taryn turned fast and the slate-colored female limping toward her flinched back.  They stared at each other as the lord said, “This is Sangar of High Pack.” 

Sangar’s left leg was twisted, broken.  Judging from the matted fur and look of strain on the lycan’s face, the break was fairly recent.  There were no signs that anyone had set it or even looked at it.  The longer Taryn stared, the quieter the other werewolves became, and suddenly Taryn realized that she was committing some sort of unpardonable social blunder. 
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“Hi, it’s so nice to meet you,” she blurted. 

Sangar’s shoulders slumped slightly.  “Welcome, Taryn,” she said, and lowered herself to the ground, stretching out with a whine and a wince. 

There was a stirring in the werewolves, as the ones at the edge of the clearing came closer and the ones already present muttered at each other.  She saw teeth in their smiles.  Taryn felt a hand on her shoulder and was turned into a light, lupine stare.  “I am your mate, chief, and lord,” the lycan said.  “I am Kruin.” 

A name at last.  It helped.  “Thank you,” she whispered. 

Kruin gestured and the black werewolf with the white crescent on his throat raised his chin and pricked up his ears.  “This is Nakaroth, my second,” he said. 

They all seemed to be waiting and she didn’t know what to say.  She nodded, then looked around at all the other faces.  “Um…who are…?” 

“You know all you need to for now.”  Kruin glanced at the moon, growled to himself, then gestured to Lura.  Both Graal and Sangar joined the white lycan as she started moving up the slope toward the largest cave opening, and Kruin held his hand out to Taryn.  “Come,” he said.  “You are my mate now.” 

‘Remember the ways of trust and love in Arcadia,’ Antilles had said. 

He’d known.  She should have known, too. 

She’d agreed to this.  Indeed, she’d all but insisted on it.  And her determination to open this road hadn’t flagged.  She would remember that and she would hope…he wasn’t too rough. 

Taryn climbed the slope, leaning heavily on Kruin’s arm.  She didn’t trust her balance right now.  Her bones had all turned to water. 

The cave was absolutely black.  There was no light, not even a candle. 

The moon was low in the sky outside; none of its rays made it around the bend of this L-shaped cavern.  She could see only a white blur that was Lura pacing, nothing more. 

“Here.” 

She stopped and bent under pressure on her shoulder, feeling nervously below her for something…a bed or…something.  Kruin caught her flailing hand, supporting her as he lowered her to her knees.  There was nothing under her but stone.  He stepped behind her and crouched close.  His hands touched her arms, followed them down to her wrists, led her hands to the edge of a fur pelt, and there he paused.  She could feel the heat of his body pressed all down her back, feel the puff of his breath and the ominous suggestion of his weight. 

Then he rose, moving around her and away, the act of covering and claiming her now done, symbolically at least.  Taryn pulled the pelt to her, struggling for slow, even breaths as she listened to Kruin mutter at his other mates. 
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They were all bedding down.  He really wasn’t coming back for her. 

Taryn spread out her pelt.  She wasn’t sure what it was, but it was coarse and too thin and only long enough to cushion her upper body.  She curled up as best she could, her legs pressed to uneven stone, and pillowed her head on one arm. 

Lura growled something too low to be made out.  Kruin’s reply was equally incoherent, but uncompromising in tone.  There was a brief quiet, then a masculine sigh.  Bodies shifted, claws scraped, and then the unmistakable sounds of sex came to her ears.  A minute or two was all it lasted, and there was not a word, not a grunt or gasp or moan from either of them.  A low rustle signaled the end of it, and finally there was silence. 

Outside the cave, lycan were talking.  Once in a while, someone would laugh.  She heard “Valley Lord” often, her own name once or twice, but everyone in this cave was steadfastly aimed at sleep.  Taryn closed her eyes and pretended the same as silent tears spilled down her bent arm and onto indifferent stone. 
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54.  Left Behind 



“Have you lost your fucking mind?” 

Rhiannon’s mouth got a gag in the form of Tonka’s leathery hand in the very next instant, and no matter how hard she struggled or slapped at him, he didn’t let go.  Other horsemen hissed at her, showing varying degrees of sympathy, but she honestly didn’t know whether they were telling her it would be all right or just not to talk to the lord of the Valley like that.  The minotaurs certainly were a lot less discreet about letting her know that she was out of line, but Antilles himself simply stood there, his ears low, his shoulders bent, looking into her eyes without apology or offense. 

“Be silent,” he said wearily, and all his minotaur friends immediately shut up.  He reached out and put his hand on Rhiannon’s shoulder.  It weighed about a thousand pounds and it stayed there despite every effort of hers to buck it off.  When she finally stopped trying, he said, “We all must do what we can, sister.  When the hour came for me to choose, I chose to trust her.” 

Denied a voice, Rhiannon rolled her eyes so violently, she hurt herself. 

“Aye.”  Antilles patted her shoulder, then withdrew and rubbed his muzzle.  He looked old.  She knew he was old, comparatively speaking, but this was the first time she’d ever seen all two hundred plus years bearing down on him.  “Yet there stands my will on it.  If you pursue her, sister, you doom her.” 

Antilles raised his eyes to Tonka and nodded.  The hand went away and Rhiannon shrugged out from under his warning grip.  She glared up at the Cerosan who had taken her pregnant sister out into the wilderness and left her with a bunch of strangers, and she couldn’t think of a thing to say except, “You son of a bitch.  It should have been you.” 
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Her name came out of a dozen different Farasai mouths, and quite a few less than flattering terms from the minotaurs, but Antilles nodded. 

“Aye,” he said.  “It should have.” 

He turned around and started walking. 

“Where are you going?” she shouted. 

“To Dis.”  He didn’t so much as glance back at her and his step never slowed.  “I am done with talking.  Now I build.” 

Rhiannon took a breath, then swallowed it and the word that leapt to the back of her throat.  It wasn’t his fault.  Taryn was Taryn.  Maybe Rhiannon could have stopped her, but Rhiannon hadn’t been there, had she?  Oh no, she’d seen the Dragon in that little posse they’d been organizing and had marched herself off in a self-righteous huff and now Taryn was gone and Antilles was shouldering all the blame.  And that wasn’t fair. 

She made her fists open and she went after him.  She touched his arm and he stopped, but still didn’t look at her, not until she said, “She did it for you, you know.  And she’ll come back.” 

For a long time, Antilles stared down at her.  She could see moonlight in his eyes, turning them all to unnatural white.  She could see his pulse throbbing beneath the thin layer of fur and skin over his neck.  She wanted to tell him she was sorry for yelling at him, but she didn’t think it was really her he saw when he looked at her this way and the last thing he’d want to hear out of Taryn was something that sounded like last words. 

“I cannot stay here,” Antilles said at last, in a shadow of his usual voice. 

“I need to do something.  Something I can see.” 

Rhiannon let go of him and stepped away.  He started walking again. 

After a few seconds, someone moved past Rhiannon to follow him.  It was Eurydome, and although Antilles didn’t stop for her or even look at her, he did slow down so that she could catch up.  They walked into the grass side by side and were swallowed.  He never looked back. 

And now she was abandoned by both of them. 

Rhiannon shoved her hands through her hair, succumbing to a brief flare of red emotion so intense, she couldn’t even say for sure what was at its core. 

“If ever you speak to our lord so again, human, you’ll answer to my axe.” 

Rhiannon had spun, jumped, and punched before she even knew she was going to do it.  The Cerosan staggered back into the clutching arms of his friends and Rhiannon pushed her way through a surging knot of horsemen and just kept going. 

“Hai, human!” 

“Leave me alone.” 

A huge hand closed over her shoulder, spinning her around into a face very much like that of Antilles.  Worriedly, Arion said, “Where are you going?” 
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“What do you care?”  Rhiannon smacked his hand, and he did release her, even if he didn’t back off.  She started walking again.  She didn’t care where, as long as she was moving.  “Shouldn’t you be running off to Dis with your brother?” 

“Nay.  How fare you?” 

Rhiannon looked out across the commons, watching horsemen take themselves quietly off to bed.  Big day tomorrow.  Had to get up early, had to work.  They were all so worried, but worry didn’t harvest the crops or milk the cows.  The world never stopped to let people worry. 

“Rhiannon?” 

“Why do people keep asking that?” she asked crossly.  “I’m fine!  If you have to freak out over someone, freak out over Taryn!” 

Arion muttered something in some other language, rubbing at his muzzle.  Then he looked at her and frowned.  “She’ll be well,” he said.  “One month is not so long a time and the lycan are…fierce protectors of their own. 

They’ll not harm her.” 

The intensity of his argument finally got in under the irritation she’d been feeling and brought with it a realization that Taryn might actually be in trouble.  Looking at him, she thought it might be very bad trouble. 

‘My God,’ thought Rhiannon.  ‘I’ve seen her for the last time.’ 

Her bones seemed to melt away.  Rhiannon grabbed for a wall, slapped at Arion when he tried to catch her, and got herself braced against a lodge.  This was bad.  This was very bad and Rhiannon had been working herself up over being left behind.  The shame was even more nauseating than the fear. 

“Rhiannon, come.  Eukliedes!  Water!” 

Arion’s butler, far from leaping into action, actually produced a flask from his belt and offered it to his master.  Arion seized it without question, uncapped it, and offered the flask to Rhiannon. 

She looked at it and then at the silent shadow of the butler.  Ignoring the flask, she said, “My head hurts.” 

The butler raised one finger and walked off in the direction of the Jiko. 

“He doesn’t say much, does he?” 

“Who?”  Arion blinked around, saw Eukliedes departing, and grew solemn.  He capped the flask.  “Nay.  He was one of my father’s guards.  During the devastation of Dis, he was caught in wizard’s flame.  His lungs were seared. 

He has no voice now.” 

“Oh.”  Shame coiled in her a little tighter.  Rhiannon couldn’t find any words at all, not even to apologize.  She rubbed her hands over the logs that made up the wall behind her, avoiding Arion’s eyes. 

He took a breath as if to speak, then let it out and moved to lean up against the wall with her.  “That was thoughtless.  ‘Arion,’ they tell me, ‘Your 305

 

mouth travels out two leagues before the rest of you.’  The thing is, ‘tis difficult to think of you and your family as human.” 

She raised her head slowly and looked at him. 

“You’re so reasonable,” he told her.  “Intelligent.”  He seemed to grope for better adjectives, gesturing at the empty air.  His ears pricked up. 

“Harmless,” he said. 

Rhiannon blinked. 

“Truly, I think you are no different than any Cerosan,” Arion told her, looking pleased with himself.  “Only very short and hornless and soft-footed and furless.” 

“Ugly, but normal,” said Rhiannon. 

“Aye, just s—Nay.  Nay, not at all.”  Arion raised one hand and popped the cork out of the flask with one good head-smack.  He yelped, sputtered, then rubbed his wet head and said, “You’re not at all ugly for a human, I’m sure.” 

“Just for a Cerosan.” 

He opened his mouth and closed it again, studying her quite closely. 

Water sprayed out as his ear flicked.  He grunted thoughtfully.  “Nay, not ugly,” 

he said slowly.  “Strange, aye.  I’ve never seen a female human this close before.” 

Rhiannon waited, but he only continued to eye her in considering silence. 

“Well?” she said at last. 

To her surprise, he reached out and touched her bellybutton ring.  In retrospect, she supposed she should have flattened herself against the wall or slapped at him.  Instead, she merely looked down and watched him finger the fake jewel that dangled on the tiny hoop. 

“I think you don’t need these ornaments,” he said softly. 

Something in her shivered.  Now she slapped at him. 

Arion shrugged and stepped away from the wall.  His butler appeared behind him, bearing a cup of healer’s tea on a platter regally in both hands.  It took Rhiannon a moment to remember why she’d wanted it.  It was hot and it did nothing to settle her nerves or her suddenly-jumping stomach, but at least once she had it, Eukliedes was free to produce a towel for his master. 

“Ah, but there it is again,” Arion said, wiping down his damp head.  “My mouth gone out ahead of the mood.  Forgive me, human.” 

“Quit calling me that.” 

“Forgive me, Rhiannon.”  He waggled his ears, spoiling the humble tone of his apology.  Her name in his mouth became an alien sound, lyrical and alluring.  There was a teasing light in his eyes, but it was only humor, nothing mean. 

She retreated, confused, and hit the lodge wall.  Her elbow bumped a log and numbed.  She dropped her cup.  Eukliedes bent and retrieved it. 
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Arion sobered once more.  “Are you well?” he asked.  And to his butler. 

“Find the Ven here and—” 

“I’m fine!” Rhiannon snapped, louder than she intended.  She rubbed her elbow, creeping sideways along the wall.  “I have to go.”  She took a few steps, heard his hoof fall and swung on him, shouting, “Don’t follow me!” 

Horsemen turned.  Arion looked at them, then raised his hands and turned away. 

Her heart iced, then burned.  “Wait,” she called unhappily. 

He stopped, turned back. 

“I’m sorry,” she said.  “Please, just let me be alone.  My sister left this morning saying she’d take me fishing tomorrow and now she’s gone and I don’t even know what the people who have her now look like.  I’m not okay and I’m terrified, but please don’t make me be terrified in front of you.” 

Arion’s left hoof scraped a little.  He nodded once. 

Rhiannon turned around.  She looked at the kraal and all the horseman now ignoring her, then aimed herself at Taryn’s lodge and started walking.  She couldn’t even imagine facing Shappa and the others tonight.  She had to be alone. 

“Rhiannon.” 

Arion hadn’t moved, wasn’t pursuing her.  He extended one hand, just as though there weren’t thirty feet between them, just as though they were together in some private place where touches made a difference.  For a moment, she almost went to him.  Then she folded her arms and said, “What?” 

He swept that arm up, turning the gesture into a searching sort of shrug. 

“Let me know when you want to go fishing,” he said. 

And then he walked away. 
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55.  Wolves  



It had been a long time since she’d had to sleep on the ground, and doing it ten months pregnant sure didn’t help. Taryn woke cramped and achey and too stiff to stand up.  She managed to sit and then huddled there as her co-mates passed her by on their way out. Sangar’s broken leg was at eye-level for her; she twisted around to frown after it for some time. 

“Are you able to rise?” 

Taryn looked up at Kruin.  His question had seemed less an offer of aid than idle curiosity, and there was nothing in his posture to suggest he cared how she might answer.  The thought came again that this was her honeymoon, and with it came the image of Antilles sitting on the edge of their bed, alone.  “I’m fine,” she said. 

His ears moved for a long time after she finished speaking those two simple words.  He frowned.  “It is time for morning hunt.” 

She nodded, hoping that was the right response.  “I’ll be along directly.” 

A hunt was just the thing, she decided.  She had her slingshot and a pouch of stones, and she knew she’d feel better if she could only be useful somehow. 

Kruin’s head drew back, showing some surprise before he resumed his taciturn posture.  “You are heavy.” 

“You noticed, huh?”  Wincing, she rolled onto her knees, but couldn’t quite stand. 

Kruin reached down, caught her under the arms, and pulled her to her feet.  “You are mine to hunt for,” he said, releasing her. 
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That had a very final sound to it.  She wanted to remind him that she was only his until the moon was full again and he gave her back to Antilles, but there was no way to say that without sounding confrontational.  Or worse, scared.  So she said nothing. 

Kruin’s head cocked.  “Your heart is racing.” 

“I’m all right.” 

He growled, not an aggressive sound, but rather a thoughtful one.  “I will hunt for you,” he said.  “You will stay here while I am gone.  And you will stay in sight of Nakaroth.  There are dangers here.  Not all of them dwell in the forest.”  He looked past her suddenly, so she turned around, but saw only empty cave.  When she turned back, he was staring grimly down at her again.  He said, 

“I mean not to harm you, nor to allow you to come to harm.  But this is the Wyvern’s Wood in the Land of Tooth and Claw.  Endeavor, human, to keep yourself close-guarded.” 

Taryn nodded, hoping that would satisfy him.  He growled, but gestured, and she followed the aim of his arm out into daylight. 

All the lycan were gathered and, as before, all of them were staring at her.  The very few females were clustered fairly close together, so Taryn headed toward them, trying to ignore the way all those wolfish heads turned to track her progress. 

Very few females.  Of the thirty or so lycan in this pack, there were only five females, and three of them were Kruin’s mates.  One of the other two was a scrawny little smoke-colored one who darted into Graal’s shadow when Taryn approached them.  The other—a very tall, sandy-colored specimen—was just as hugely pregnant as Taryn herself. 

Lura growled loudly when Taryn neared, so she stopped and stood behind Sangar instead of coming any closer.  Lura, apparently satisfied with this, started to lie down, slapped the hell out of the pregnant lycan, then stretched out and closed her eyes.  None of the watching males seemed terribly offended by the blow, and neither did the victim of this unprovoked assault.  She just got out of Lura’s reach and hunkered down again, staring at Taryn. 

In the background, Kruin was stalking among his pack, arranging three largish groups for hunting.  There were a number of younger and scruffier fellas skulking around the edges of the clearing who didn’t seem to want to go, and it was hard not to feel responsible for the difficulty Kruin seemed to be having pulling them in line.  Nakaroth, just as dark and menacing in sunlight as he’d seemed in evening shadows, leapt up onto the raised rock and hunkered down, looking alert and dangerous and quite comfortable to stay there all day.  At this, the few remaining lurkers seemed to give up and they all came forward and allowed themselves to be assigned into hunting parties.  Sulky sidelong glances struck at Taryn with near physical force and she turned her back on them. 

Her back.  It hurt already.  She had to sit down. 
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Taryn found a tieneedle tree out of Lura’s reach, and descended it to nestle at its roots.  After a moment, Sangar did the same, whining as her leg scraped at the ground.  She lay with her ears flat and her sides heaving, her claws digging at the hard soil in slow, pained rhythms.  No one else seemed to notice or care how much pain the poor lycan was in. 

Taryn steeled herself.  “Um.” 

Every pair of eyes, female and male alike, came swiftly to her.  Taryn hunched her shoulders and pointed, trying to make it a little more clear that she was addressing Sangar.  “What are you doing for that?” 

Sangar shifted, avoiding her eyes.  “It will heal.” 

Taryn frowned.  “Not on its own, it won’t.  Has it…Has it been set or anything?” 

Lura rolled over lazily and kicked at the young female hiding behind Graal.  Her foot caught her victim in the back of the head, provoking a yipe and a flurry of movement as the young one retreated and the other females made sure they were still out of range. 

“No,” Sangar said when Taryn finally focused in on her again. 

“Can I look at it?” 

Sangar tensed.  “Why?” 

“Because,” Taryn stammered.  “Because it really ought to be looked at.” 

After a long, shivering silence (the males had all halted their group-building to stare at her again), Sangar laid her head back on her hands and rolled slightly onto her side.  Under the assumption that this meant assent, Taryn struggled her way back up and moved around to have a look.  As she worked down to her knees again, she caught a glimpse of Lura creeping into striking position behind her.  Faster than she would have thought possible, Taryn swung around, catching her attacker just lifting her hand. 

Funny.  When Lura was actually hitting other people, no one batted an eye.  But Taryn had only to cock a fist and instantly, she was the sole focus of dozens of snarling on-lookers.  She ignored them.  She and Lura stared at each other, motionless. 

Lura eased back, sneezed, then lay down and rolled over. 

‘Now I know why they call ‘em bitches,’ Taryn thought, and gave in to that itch to look around and assess the damage. 

Kruin stood among his pack, arms folded, ears flat, frowning. 

Too bad.  She wasn’t going to lie down and get hit to keep the peace here.  She was damn well doing enough. 

She knelt down, turning her back to the lycan hunting parties and to Lura.  Sangar lay below her, one eye rolled back, bright with pain, watching her. 

Taryn smiled, hoping to project a knowledgeable, reassuring aura.  Sangar’s tail slapped weakly at the ground once or twice.  It was a start. 
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Gingerly, Taryn touched her hand to Sangar’s thigh.  Beneath the dusty fur, the contours of the lycan’s body felt very human.    Taryn swept her hand down, feeling solid muscle and straight bone turn misshapen below Sangar’s knee.  The lycan whined, covered her muzzle, and whined again, panting into her palm. 

Taryn leaned back, thinking.  She’d had the opportunity to see Ven set a few bones in the last year, so she wasn’t totally blind here, but she’d also seen two Farasai die of ‘bad blood’ following breaks, so she was blind enough.  She couldn’t just do nothing, as the lycan all seemed so willing to do, but she was afraid to make things worse. 

“When did this happen?” she asked. 

“Two days past.” 

“Three,” Nakaroth corrected. 

Sangar shrugged, accepting this without question.  “It will mend,” she said. 

Taryn touched the break again, trying to see the bones in her mind. 

“How did it happen?” 

“Fringes.” 

And that was all Sangar said about that.  Behind them, the Pack was leaving, emptying into the woods in three different directions.  Taryn watched them go and felt a lot better when the last of the hungry eyes was gone. 

“I can try to fix it for you,” Taryn offered.  “I know how.  It’ll hurt, I won’t lie about that.  I’ll have to pull—” 

“I need no help.” 

She sat back, startled.  “You’re kidding, right?” 

Sangar curled tighter.  “I need no help.  I am healing.” 

Taryn frowned, trying to catch Sangar’s eyes, but the lycan stared at the patch of ground between her hands and would not look up.  “Is this just because I’m human?” she asked finally.  “Listen, I’m not even from here.  I’ve had nothing to do with whatever—” 

“I am healing.” 

Anger flashed and died away, leaving only an outcast loneliness.  Taryn retreated to the roots of her tree.  She sat, rubbing her belly and wishing she had something to eat, or at least, someone pleasant to be hungry with.  Across from her, nearly in arm’s reach, the pregnant lycan mirrored her movements.  After a moment, Taryn said, “Hi.” 

Ears pricked, even Nakaroth’s. 

“My name is Taryn.” 

The pregnant one ducked her head. 

The youngest scratched at the ground, shifted, and finally said, “Gef.” 

“Ararro,” said the pregnant one, and immediately withdrew another few paces before settling again. 
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That was it for a while.  Of them all, only Graal and Nakaroth seemed to be at all comfortable in the silence.  In a short time, Graal was even asleep.  Gef stayed close, sometimes picking flecks of dirt or dead needles out of Graal’s fur, but mostly just staring at Taryn.  Ararro’s eyes were just as intent, but at least the focus was Taryn’s tummy. 

Taryn’s hungry tummy. 

“About how long do these hunts take?” she asked. 

Puzzled stares from all but Lura, who was still ignoring them.  Even Graal rolled over and blinked at her. 

“Until game is slain or heat drives them back to den,” Graal said finally. 

She yawned, scratched at her shoulder, and gave Gef a sleepy smile and a quick nuzzle before looking back at Taryn.  “It is a dry summer.  There has been little game to find.” 

“So we’re not going to eat for a while.” 

“No.”  Graal hesitated, then reached across Gef to touch Taryn’s leg.  “It is a very dry summer,” she said again.  “It may be tonight.  It may be tomorrow.” 

Taryn looked around.  “Well, I see some bitterby bushes that look pretty ripe.  And I recognize some of those leaves.  They’re edible.” 

Lura uttered a harsh bark, destroying the façade of sleep.  “Plant-eater!” 

Taryn waited, but apparently, that was the whole insult.  “Look, I’m hungry and I’m making a baby.  I’m not waiting all day for a maybe.” 

“You have no faith in our lord and his hunters?” Lura asked, too sweetly. 

“They could come home with a nyati for each of us and I’d still want some fruit now and then.” 

“You are prey.”  Lura laughed again.  “We are lycan.  We are strong. 

We eat what we kill.” 

“Good for you.  Want to watch me kill a bitterby?”  Taryn got up. 

Nakaroth moved his eyes alone to watch her cross the clearing.  She ate a few handfuls of the tart berries, picked some leaves off a sprayfern and ate them, too, then glanced behind her. 

Ararro was staring at her.  Well, they were all staring, but most of them looked faintly disgusted.  Ararro, on the other hand, was cradling her unborn in one hand and cupping her muzzle in the other, drooling.  She couldn’t keep eating under that hungry stare. 

Taryn tipped her head back, watching tumblers strip the higher branches of climbing grapes.  “Well, okay,” she said.  “Is there a good reason we’re not eating those?” 

All the females (and Nakaroth) looked up briefly.  Graal snorted, a distinctly un-wolfish sound, and sat up.  Gef immediately lay down and Graal pulled the young lycan’s head into her lap distractedly, combing her crooked fingers down through Gef’s shiny pelt.  “Sometimes we do.  In the spring, sometimes the young ones fall.” 
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“We can’t climb up to get them faster than they can leap away,” Sangar added. 

“And they know it,” Nakaroth muttered, scratching at the white crescent on his throat.  He was still eying the tumblers.  “Cocky beasts.” 

Taryn pulled her slingshot from her belt, fished out a handful of stones, and let fly.  She was soundly ignored until the first tumbler dropped with a squeal and then lycan exploded into motion.  Even Sangar leapt up. 

Taryn concentrated on aim, taking down two more tumblers as they scattered through the branches, and then a fourth, which she dropped in mid-leap. 

She secured her slingshot, pocketed her remaining stones, and went to gather up her breakfast. 

“I won’t eat that!” Lura declared.  “I eat what has been killed with honor!” 

Taryn was nearly at the stage where she couldn’t care if Lura starved herself to death, but this slur on her honor stung.  She turned around, a tumbler tail in each hand.  “How is it more honorable to eat babies that fall out of the tree?” 

Lura opened and closed her mouth a few times, then spat, “At least it is hunting!  It takes no skill to throw a stone!” 

“No skill?”  Taryn tossed her tumblers down by the cookfire and marched over to the white lycan, pulling her slingshot.  “Here.  You try it.” 

Lura backed up, glanced at her companions, then flattened her ears and snatched the slingshot from Taryn’s hand.  She picked up a stone and then uncertainty took over as she stared at the two objects.  She made several hesitant attempts to fit them together, snarled viciously at Gef for no reason, then took shaky aim at a tree. 

“Try to keep your wrist—” 

“Don’t instruct me!” snapped Lura.  “How dare you!” 

Taryn backed off with palms up, then folded her arms and watched. 

Lura bared her fangs and fired.  She missed the tree by a body’s length. 

Her ears, already flat, could only quiver as she fumed.  Then she spun, yanking back her arm. 

Taryn caught her furry wrist, and something in her expression was sufficient to silence Lura’s furious snarl before it could be properly born.  ‘Peace-making,’ she thought.  She took the slingshot from Lura’s grip before releasing her own, but she didn’t put it away.  Quietly, she said, “My father sent me this tubing all the way from Earth.  Antilles made me the fork.  He designed the mold and smelted the steel that filled it.  The cup came from a fletcher mink, the first that my little Aisling ever caught.  This is precious to me, and I’m going to take it extremely personally if you ever threaten it again.” 
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Lura growled, ears twitching, and backed off another step.  She stood there for a moment, clearly at a loss and hating it, then slapped Gef and found a place to lie down. 

Taryn put her slingshot away.  Most of her appetite was gone, but she returned to her tumblers anyway.  Nakaroth had gathered the other two and had them butchered already, rather messily.  Taryn knelt beside him, pulling her knife to skin them.  “Is there a bowl for the brains?” she asked. 

He looked at her.  “You wish to eat them?” 

“No.  I’m going to cure the hides.”  If she was going to be here for a whole month, she wanted a softer bed to sleep on. 

He stared at her for a moment, but in the end, he merely got up and went up the slope into a cave.  When he returned, he had a half a dried gourd in one hand.  He raised it slightly in a gesture that almost seemed to be a toast, then dropped into a crouch and set the thing down before him.  He picked up one of the butchered tumblers and, in the next instant, twisted its head off.  He did this with ridiculous ease, like a man opening a bottle of pop, and very politely ignored Taryn’s broad flinch at the awful wet crunching sound it made. 

Nakaroth gave the head a solid whack against the lip of the raised rock, then pried it open and dumped the brain into the bowl, scraping the inside of the skull clean with one nonchalant sweep of his finger. 

Taryn fixed her eyes on the dead tumbler in her lap.  The coppery stink of blood and the thick snaps and creaks of flesh ripping crawled in under her skin and sat sickly in her stomach.  Nakaroth worked his way through the tumblers, plucking the last one right out of her slack hands.  He yanked the skin off, emptied its head, and dropped the carcass onto the hot coals.  His detachment hammered into her all over again just how far she was from home. 

Never mind.  The days would pass.  And they’d pass faster if she gave herself something else to think about.  She would make herself a nice, soft bed, and before she knew it, this would all be over. 

Taryn started by tying together a skinning frame, using her own bodice laces to secure the corners.  It made the top of her shift somewhat more revealing than she liked, but then, she was still overdressed by lycan standards, so she couldn’t make herself care too much.  “I need water,” she said. 

Nakaroth leaned out and picked up a second gourd, this one whole and corked with a bit of leather-wrapped stick.  He shook it, letting her hear liquid slosh, and set it down again. 

“Something to stir it with?” Taryn asked, pouring out a little water into her bowl of brains. 

Nakaroth wordlessly dropped his hand into the bowl and mixed its contents into a smooth slush.  He snapped his fingers out when he was done, sending droplets of grey paste hissing into the coals, then licked his hand clean and settled again. 
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“Thank you,” Taryn said faintly.  She moved the bowl close to the fire so it could warm and concentrated on tying the first of her hides to her crude frame. 

Nakaroth watched her work, just a shadow at the corner of her eyes that was more sensed than seen.  He didn’t offer to help.  She supposed she didn’t really expect him to.  Yet, as she scraped away the fat and thinned the hide, he remarked, “Someone’s schooled you in this.” 

“Yes.” 

More quiet observation followed.  Taryn’s hands worked and she fell into half a doze watching them.  She scraped, she rubbed, she unbound the slimy hide and folded it together, finished for now, then picked up another.  It was monotonous, tiring, fussy work and it was a hot morning.  It was easy to be mesmerized, easy for her thoughts to circle back to her ‘schooling’, and how it had been to tan that first nyati hide the day of that disastrous spear hunt.  The stuffy shed, the stink of brains (not to mention the goopy feel of it between her fingers), and of course, the bathhouse afterwards, and Wickla—H’wathu—taking her into his arms. 

“You schooled yourself in hunting,” Nakaroth said, bringing her back to the present with a jolt. 

“Um, yes, I did.  Is it obvious?” 

He gave her a pointed look.  If it hadn’t been obvious, that silent stare said, how would he have known? 

Taryn blushed and focused on her work.  The brains were starting to bubble.  The Farasai added marrow, liver, and sometimes stale urine to this mix, but she had often been assured that brains alone were adequate.  She didn’t need perfection, after all.  She wasn’t going to be here that long.  “Do females hunt here?” she asked, just to have something to say. 

“Yes.”  He seemed surprised by the question at first, but then glanced at the other occupants of the clearing.  His expression smoothed back into shadowed indifference.  “Ararro is heavy and Sangar is injured.  Graal, too old. 

Gef, too young.” 

“And Lura?” 

“Spiteful and lazy,” said Nakaroth.  He made no effort to lower his voice, either. 

Lura’s snarl was neatly curtailed by a single glance from the black lycan. 

She loped to the raised rock and sat down, looking sullen. 

“She is the chief’s highest.  It is for him to tolerate her petty whims,” 

Nakaroth continued.  He picked up one of her brain-rubbed hides and unfolded it for inspection, fingering the ragged edges.  “And so he will, I think.  She is young, healthy, beautiful.  He’ll want to breed fresh cubs off her.” 

“Speaking of…”  Taryn lowered her voice, just in case this were a taboo subject, and Nakaroth frowned at her.  “Where are the cubs?  Did you send them away just because I’m here?” 

315

 

Nakaroth’s eyes closed and opened in a slow blink.  “You think we could not defend our young from you?” 

“I think you wouldn’t need to,” Taryn said tactfully. 

Nakaroth grunted, eyeing her.  After a moment, he folded the hide back up and set it aside.  “There are none.  Those that were left after the upheaval have died.” 

Taryn stared at him, her hands frozen in the act of removing another brain-coated hide from her frame.  “What happened?” 

He cocked his head. 

“Was it sickness?” Taryn asked, thinking of the satyrs and the illness that had swept over Pan’s Wood in the spring. 

“For some,” said Nakaroth.  He continued to stare at her, then flicked an ear.  Now his voice dropped, became a thing for only her to hear.  “There are a thousand ways to die here, human.  One half of all our cubs will cross before the end of their first year.  Of those that survive, one half will die before they reach their mating moon.  You have come to a dangerous place at a very dangerous time.” 

She didn’t need his pointed glance at her belly to take the full meaning of his words.  She resisted the urge to cover herself and instead waited for his gaze to meet hers again.  “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t believe the outcome was worth the risk,” she said.  “I don’t care what you’ve got running around in the woods, there are worse things out there.” 

Nakaroth’s ears tipped forward.  He flexed his claws.  “There is always something worse,” he said. 

Taryn went back to work on the next hide, thinking that over.  Something worse than bullet holes in the wall of Outlook?  She really didn’t think so. 
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56.  Kruin 



Kruin met with Burgash and his hunters at the pond.  It was a point of last resort for him.  The pond was so permeated with lycan-scent that game seldom used it even in the driest heat, but his morning’s hunt had turned out only one lamed fawn, its leg so putrefied that Kruin questioned all its meat.  Burgash had done better, perhaps motivated by thoughts of his hungry mate and unborn cub waiting back at High Pack.  His hunters carried a grown tusker between them, but also the scent of blood from fresh injuries.  Fringe wolves, he saw, two of them, and their wounds were not made by tuskers. 

Kruin glanced at Burgash.  Burgash showed a strip of throat, muttering, 

“I caught them doubling back.  It’s the human, lord.  You’ve been…ambivalent.” 

Kruin growled, moving curtly on.  He had been ambivalent and he knew it, but the human unnerved him.  Her naked skin, her fiery hair, her foreign speech—she was too strange.  And so was he, for he noted her pounding heart and fearful trembling after her determination to away with him had been answered and reality once more dominated her.  He had hoped that denning with her would be enough to discourage the desperate among his pack from seeking a vengeance…or a claim…but clearly not.  Fringe wolves did not stay thus if they had wit; he must be more direct. 

The smell of roasting meat came to him as he neared the clearing. 

Sakros and his party must have returned already, and successfully.  Kruin felt better. 

And then he stepped free of the woods and saw only Nakaroth and the females, and four good carcasses seared brown by the coals.  No Sakros.  Had he come and gone again?  What were those carcasses?  He did not recognize the 317

 

shape of them.  They were larger than his fawn, but deeper in the chest.  Short-legged, but certainly not tuskers. 

Nakaroth came toward him, scratching casually at his throat.  Kruin sent his meager bit of soured meat to the fires and drew his second away with him to the edge of the clearing. 

“The human’s kills,” Nakaroth said without preamble.  “She has a little tool, a stone-thrower.” 

Kruin growled, feeling out his emotions carefully.  He decided he did not like this news. 

“She took those four in less time than it takes me to say these words,” 

Nakaroth went on.  “She eats plants like prey and will not show throat to Lura.” 

Kruin growled again, this time with more fang. 

“She’ll die here, I think,” Nakaroth said, and strolled away. 

Kruin followed to find a point where he could watch his human closely. 

She had made a frame of sticks tied together on which to suspend a tumbili hide—those were the meat!  He had never seen one so large stripped of skin and roasting—and entertained herself by scraping at it with her metal knife.  Beside her, near to the fire to keep warm, she had a bowl of watered brains, nearly used up.  So.  She was not merely smoking them, but wholly curing them.  Making herself comfortable. 

Lura approached him as he stood considering this, crouched low and canted to one side.  He supposed he must be showing too much interest and approval if it made her so insecure as to openly present, but he ignored her for now. 

Did he approve?  Four tumbili matched the meat of both his hunters and those of Burgash, and it was still spare eating for all the pack.  Burgash would want the heart, stomach, and liver for his Ararro, and Kruin was inclined to give it.  Hers would be the first cub born since the Upheaval.  He needed it born strong. 

Would Taryn’s cub come in the next moon?  There was a pit of spears, if true.  He knew nothing of human-rearing.  It would certainly die. 

He should not have brought her here, so heavy.  He never would have asked if he’d thought for one moment her mate would agree.  Now she was here, her and her cub, and what to do about it? 

Lura was still presenting, growling under her breath.  Kruin brushed at her shoulder, but did not mount.  He had no urge to mate and whatever urge he did dredge up must be preserved for the human, at least in appearances.  He had to suppress a shudder at the thought.  Her hairless flesh seemed almost shiny in the sunlight, like the flesh of a frog.  He had seen very few humans this close before.  Most had been dead at the time.  To see one here, in his own pack, engaged so domestically in pack-pursuits, put his fur on edge. 
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 These humans who live so quietly beneath your eye…can you account for all of them at this hour? 

Kruin growled at the memory-voice of the Valley Lord, then rubbed at his throat and deliberately considered them.  Because there was warning of a sort in that question, wasn’t there?  And the truth of it was, he could not. 

Humans had been in the Land of Tooth and Claw for as long as the lycan had been lords of it.  From time to time, there was conflict, but never on too grand a scale.  Always it came to a few armed and armored humans, a few quick and bloody skirmishes.  The Song of Endless told them that if they left the corpses close enough to the human’s den, torn enough, bloodied enough, that eventually, the humans would stop seeking combat.  Some even offered tribute to keep the packs away—the best meat, the best furs, tools, weapons, and even their own trophies.  And so there had been a kind of peace between them for uncountable years. 

There were no humans near to High Pack.  Kruin had little to do with them personally, leaving the management of them and their numbers to the lesser chiefs of his Land.  And yet, it had not been too many months ago that one of these chiefs had sent him word that the humans denning closest to Red Claw’s territory were gone.  All of them.  Overnight.  All dead.  And only a few days later, similar word from Sliver Moon Pack, save that there had been one survivor of a sort, one of their she-cubs, naked and insensible.  Sliver Moon’s chief, grizzled and one-eyed and easily bored by day-to-day dangers, asked leave to adopt the thing for a daughter, and Kruin had allowed this to be, but now he wondered at the wisdom of it.  Surely there had been other humans among lycan in the past.  There were stories, anyway, and stories frequently had roots in truth. 

But a she-cub in Sliver Moon Pack was one thing.  A human in High Pack, mated to the Lord of the Land was another.  And beyond even the danger of this unsettling precedent, Kruin began to be aware of a greater question: Just what was happening to the humans in his Land? 

Burgash and his hunt arrived.  The lower wolves went immediately to the coals, making themselves conspicuous while they waited for meat to be portioned out.  The rest fell back to their place of dishonor at the Fringes.  Burgash himself joined Kruin, still damp from his brief stay at the pond.  “You’ve run on well in such a short time,” he remarked, eyeing the carcasses with pleasure. 

“It isn’t mine.”  He did not elaborate. 

More home-coming sounds.  Sakros returned with his group, empty-handed and only mildly improved at the sight of meat from the others.  The old wolf came to join the hunt-leaders, pungent with the heat and bristling with frustration.  There was blood on his claws, but not the blood of game.  More fighting.  More trouble.  And the human at the heart of it all. 

Now they were all here and eyes were on him.  Eyes that closely watched the ways in which he was a mate to the human in his pack.  If he showed distaste 319

 

at touching her human body, Kruin knew well that there were others here who would not.  And if he seemed repulsed by her, there might be even an ambitious few who thought to better their standing by ridding him of her presence. 

Kruin moved toward Taryn, but turned aside before reaching her to inspect the meat.  She was working her hides and she was nearly finished with them.  He knew what he had to do, but he didn’t need to disturb her now. 

The tumbili were cooked.  Kruin portioned them out to his mates first. 

Lura, his highest, received two of the hearts.  She seemed to think it little compensation for being rebuffed.  Taryn, whose kills they were, waved away the heart Kruin offered her without looking up, so absorbed was she in her work.  He gave it to Graal instead, annoyed.  After his mates were attended to, there was a haunch for Nakaroth, a great quantity of offal for Burgash and his mate, and half a ribcase for Sakros.  The rest of the ranking wolves received the strips he gave them with appropriate humility (all but Alorak, who had brought not game to the rock and yet still growled under his breath at the share he received.  Kruin ignored it this time, but he marked it), and Kruin threw the meat-heavy bones to the Fringes to fight over.  Burgash’s tusker could roast now and be ready in the evening, and his own spoiled fawn would go to the Underneath.  All in all, a good morning. 

Kruin found a place in the shade on the raised rock and watched his pack eat.  Everyone had something, everyone but the human, who had apparently spent her day eating plants instead.  He was close enough to smell the berry juice that stained her lips. 

There was another smell here, Kruin realized.  Fresh blood.  Not butchered game, either.  He looked around, sniffing, and focused sharply in on Gef, now waiting patiently by Graal, her mother, for a scrap of meat.  She didn’t seem to be wounded. 

Kruin leapt down from the rock and went to investigate.  His Pack gave way before him—hungry Fringe wolves showed their bellies, ranking hunters flashed their throats, and his mates presented dutifully (all but Taryn, working Taryn).  He ignored them all, sneezing once to clear his senses, then drawing in a close breath of the air around Gef.  Moon-blood.  He considered her while she submissively lay flat, counting back through Endless time with difficulty he did not show.  Her eighteenth.  One blood moon for every finger, and one moon for every toe.  It was time. 

“Your blood is on you,” he announced. 

Gef looked down, her ears cocking forward.  She touched at her sex and sniffed at the red stain it left on her fingers. 

“Your last,” Kruin said.  He glanced around at his pack, pretending not to see the awkward way Gef rolled onto her belly, presenting to him in confusion. 

Who to have her? 
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The Fringes gathered.  Some of the bolder among them dared to creep closer than their station, setting off some snaps and snarls from the true wolves of High Pack.  There was blood, and Taryn abandoned her hides and scrambled back in unseemly alarm.  Kruin, distracted, waited until she had returned to her place before continuing his meditations. 

Shika had expressed some interest the last few times Gef’s blood came to her, but Kruin never considered him.  Shika’s mate had left the pack during the Upheaval, and he wanted a replacement, something to spend his frustrations on and in during these hot days of poor hunting.  He would not wish such a one for Gef’s opening.  Henkel’s stare was disturbingly direct, but although of an age, the young hunter had not returned from a successful Full Hunt and so could not be considered.  The other low wolves were related either to him, his father, or to Graal, excepting Mitaka and Telash, but Kruin was disinclined to give her to either of them.  They were newly raised from the Fringes, low-ranking and easily excited by the basest privileges.  Gef was High Pack by birth, a lord’s daughter. 

She deserved better. 

Nakaroth feigned sleep when Kruin glanced his way.  So it had always been with that one.  Never an interest in mates and little enough in matings. 

Burgash met his eyes, but in a troubled way.  The summer was a bad one; it was difficult enough to feed his first mate, and soon there would be the cub.  That left but one choice. 

“Sakros,” he said. 

The old wolf raised his chin, accepting his duty without complaint. 

Gef’s dismay was obvious, but Gef’s was not the decision.  Sakros was a good choice.  He had outlived many mates and sired many offspring to strengthen the pack that had borne him.  He would know how to care for Gef, to make her a woman first and a mother later.  Kruin, satisfied, returned to the raised rock.  He had taken only two steps when Gef burst into noisy tears and fled to her den. 

Kruin let her go.  It was time for her confinement.  He did not care how she went to it. 

And now for the human.  Kruin braced himself for the distasteful touch of her, the added stress of mating before witnesses, and then relaxed, bewildered. 

He watched Taryn push through the pack, following after Gef.  She did not even look at him. 

So. 

At least he wouldn’t have to mount her.  Kruin lay down in a corner of shade and closed his eyes.  He listened to meat sizzle on the coals.  He listened to tumbili in the branches and birds on the wing.  He listened until he heard the Song of Endless.  He lost himself and all was well. 
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57.  Blood’s Confinement 



Gef’s cave was fairly high up on the slope, and it was a small one.  The light of the afternoon sun easily illuminated all there was to see: a wide pile of scraggly furs, a chipped bowl half-full of water, a stone knife, a leather thong with a few beads tied to it, and Gef herself. 

The young lycan huddled into the furthest curve of wall, pressed to the stone as though trying to crawl into it.  Her tears were noisy and heart-breaking to hear.  She did not respond to Taryn’s voice, but at her first cautious touch, Gef turned and buried her face in folds of Taryn’s skirt, wailing even louder. 

The weight of the unhappy lycan was as good as lead, pulling her slowly down until her back throbbed.  She couldn’t straighten against the enormous drag of Gef’s grip, so she was forced to kneel, which was marginally better for her back, but pure hell on her knees.  Gef kept pulling, actually seeming to be climbing Taryn’s shift as she descended, until she could throw her arms around Taryn’s shoulders and howl directly into her ear. 

Taryn patted Gef’s back awkwardly, murmuring nonsensical words of comfort.  She glanced over her shoulder several times, but the mouth of the cave remained empty.  No one was coming to Gef.  It made her wonder if she should even be here.  Probably not, but she was incapable of listening to someone suffer without even trying to help.  She blamed her parents for that.  Violent cartoons should have desensitized her, but they didn’t have cable until after Rhiannon was three. 

“Why?”  It was the first coherent word Gef had managed and it hung in the air like a choking smog, growing heavier and darker with each new sob. 
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“It’ll be all right, Gef.”  Her voice in comparison was a timid thing, shriveling away from itself, recognizing its own lie.  She didn’t know what the matter was.  She shouldn’t be promising anything. 

“What did I do?” Gef sobbed.  “Why would he do this to me?” 

“It’s okay, Gef.  It’s…”  Taryn sighed, stroking Gef’s coarse fur.  “Come on, honey.  Let’s go for a walk.” 

“I can’t.”  Gef drew back, sniffling and wiping at her face.  “This is my confinement.”  She looked around the cave, her expression anguished.  “My last confinement.” 

“I…”  Taryn spread her hands helplessly.  “I don’t know what that means.” 

Gef didn’t say anything right away.  She sat alone at arm’s reach, brushing at her tear-damp face and sniffing now and then.  She couldn’t seem to sit still.  Her hands wandered, scratching, clutching, picking up her meager possessions and setting them down again in a constant flux of arrangement. 

“Gef?” 

“Moon-blood is what humans do,” Gef whispered.  “It’s how they mark their womanhood.  We get it, too.  It means I’m old enough and now I have to be mated.  So I must be confined until…”  She covered her face, her voice cracking away into tears.  “Until he gives me away!” 

“And you can’t leave your den?” 

“At dawn.  At dusk.  When the sky changes.”  She looked around again, her eyes welling.  “I need a basin and more water,” she said bleakly. 

“I’ll get them for you.” 

Gef looked at her and then away.  She sniffed. 

“Do you want anything else?  I could—” 

“Why did he give me away?”  Gef folded over and began to shake in soundless tears. 

Taryn eased off her screaming knees and onto her hip.  She put her arms around Gef and just held her. 

“What did I do?  When did I make him so angry?” 

“Gef—” 

“He gave me away!  He gave me to Sakros!”  Gef’s hand darted out, clutching at the stone floor until Taryn heard the brittle sound of claws cracking. 

“Please, gods, let me die!  Let me die!” 

Alarmed, Taryn held her tighter and said her name again. 

“Please, no!  Please, I would rather die than go to him!”  Gef suddenly lunged away, scrabbling at the floor for her little stone knife.  She didn’t fight when Taryn slapped it away, but only fell and curled around herself, weeping harder.  “I cannot do this!  Why did he do it?  Why Sakros?  Ah, let me  die!” 

Taryn pried her up off the floor and into her lap.  She rocked Gef in her arms, her heart pounding.  What in hell was going on here? 
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“Did it hurt?” Gef whispered.  Her hand brushed at Taryn’s belly.  “Did it hurt when you were bred?” 

Taryn bit her lip.  The Sowing Mark that had made it possible for her to conceive by Antilles had been the single most painful experience she’d ever imagined a person could survive, but this was not a good time for that kind of truth.  She said instead, “Is that what you’re afraid of?” 

Gef moaned and rolled away.  Apparently, lycan could smell truth as well as fear. 

“Honey, you can’t go by me.  I was a special case.” 

“I was special once.”  Gef hugged herself small, still facing away.  “He loved me once.  I always thought…Why is he giving me away?” 

“What—” 

“Please go away.”  Gef pushed away from Taryn’s reaching hand and crawled onto her little bed.  She curled again, pulling natty furs up over her head. 

“You shouldn’t even be here.  I’m confined.” 

“Oh.”  Taryn stood uncomfortably.  “I’ll…bring you a basin, Gef.” 

No answer. 

Taryn backed away, but Gef didn’t move.  She turned to leave, paused, then came back.  She touched Gef’s shoulder in wordless sympathy, then bent and picked up the stone knife.  She took it with her when she left and heard Gef begin again to cry. 
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58.  Alorak 



It was a hard thing to sit and listen to Gef be miserable.  After making sure the young lycan had her basin and a bowl of water, any attempt at conversation was so soundly rebuffed that Taryn thought it best to stay away. 

She ran out of things to do to her hides and, without distractions, the sound of sobbing immediately seemed to double in volume.  The thing that bothered her the most wasn’t even the endless pitch and whine of Gef’s tears, but the complete indifference of every other lycan who listened to it.  Well, Graal seemed at least a little upset, but even she tried to act unconcerned. 

Taryn finally got up and left the clearing, attracting Kruin’s immediate and disapproving attention, but apart from Gef’s loud distress, she really had to pee at this point and she didn’t need an audience.  She found an obvious trail walked into the ground, made smooth and level by generations of use.  She followed it to privacy, made a brief stop behind a fernbank, then followed it some more.  In just a few minutes, she could hear the trickling of water over stone and could see sunlight sparkling on a still pool through the trees. 

She emerged into a second clearing, one nearly as large as High Pack’s denning place.  A sheer rock face cradled a cozy little pond, one deep enough for swimming by the looks of it.  The rock had been shaped years and years ago, the carvings once intricate, but now worn almost entirely away.  Several bowl-shaped lips protruded from this sheltering wall, emitting tiny fountains of clear water that poured down into the pond. 

The artistry of the place amazed and delighted her.  She moved closer, touching the suggestion of shapes that flowed over the rock and wishing she 325

 

knew what it was supposed to look like.  Had the lycan done it?  Didn’t really seem their thing, but who knew? 

She cupped her hands underneath the trickle nearest to where she stood, letting her palms fill with cool water.  Immediately, her mouth dried, but she opened her fingers, letting it splash away.  She wasn’t dumb enough to drink unboiled water.  You could die on this world from the most ridiculous things, even under Ven’s watchful eye.  Here, in Kruin’s Land, a broken leg went unset and cubs died so often, their survivors didn’t bother to remember the cause.  No one would help her if she got herself sick. 

“It is quite safe to drink.” 

Taryn yanked in a rib-cracking breath and leapt around, banging hard into the rock wall and grabbing at her belly.  It wasn’t Kruin she was looking at, but he had to be related.  He had that same smoky-blue coloring, and he had Kruin’s eyes, but more than that, he had Kruin’s soul, a piece of it, anyway.  He stood at the foot of the path, watching her.  He looked both unsurprised by her reaction and unbothered. 

“What?” she stammered. 

Her answer, such as it was, seemed to unlock him from the perimeter. 

He came toward her, moving slow and stalky, his head down and eyes staring. 

“The water,” he said.  “It comes to us through one full league of clean rock.  It is very  safe  to  drink.”    He  demonstrated, dipping one hand and sipping from his open palm, all without blinking or looking away.  “I am Alorak.” 

“Hi.  I’m Taryn.” 

“Yes.”  One of his ears rotated forward, then back.  “Are you here alone?” 

What an odd thing to say.  “You know I am,” she said.  “Why did you even ask?” 

Now he blinked.  It was a very deliberate blink.  “To make you aware that you are alone,” he said.  “You shouldn’t be.” 

“I’m going to be here for a while.”  Taryn turned her back on him and drank a handful of water.  It tasted of minerals, so different from the flat, stale taste of boiled water.  “I’m not going to spend that time afraid of everyone.” 

“Hm.” 

She glanced over her shoulder at him.  “You don’t approve.” 

“It is not for me to approve.”  He was quiet for a moment.  “No, I do not. 

You are risking more than your life.” 

“If I have to be in fear of my life every time I get a drink, then maybe I’ve come to the wrong place looking for friends.” 

“Hm.”  Both his ears came forward now.  “Tell me.  Why does the Valley Lord seek now for our friendship?” 

“He didn’t want to.  He was perfectly content to let his problems be his problems and your problems be your problems.”  She shook her head, annoyed 326

 

with all of them to an unreasonable degree, and then glared at her belly. 

Hormones.  The gift that just kept giving. 

Alorak’s jaws opened in a quick grin.  “And you do not approve.” 

“You’re part of the same world, aren’t you?” she countered.  “You have the same problems.  You should be united.  At least, you should be talking!” 

He cocked his head.  “And you offer yourself to ensure that we do. 

Why?” 

“I’m part of the world, too.”  She looked down, resting her hand on her belly.  “We all have to do what we can.” 

“Hm.”  Alorak helped himself to another palmful of water.  “It is for us to do what our lord commands.  That way is best.  You set yourself apart from your lord’s rule.  And ours.  Do not look to me for approval.” 

“Trust me, I don’t.” 

He glanced at her, darkly amused.  “Return to the pack, Taryn.  You may not approve, but you require protection.” 

She lifted her chin defiantly.  “Even from you?” 

“Oh yes.”  Alorak grinned again, eyeing her throat with an expression of wolfish satisfaction.  “Even I.” 
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59.  Taryn the Peace-Maker  



The second night in Kruin’s den was somewhat more tolerable.  The ground was just as hard, the pelt he gave her to lie upon just as thin, but at least she wasn’t scared.  Neither was she feeling terribly rested when day broke.  By the time she made it out to open air, she and Gef were the only ones still up on the slanted cliff that opened on the dens.  The two of them walked down to the raised rock together, neither looking at the other.  Gef was lost in her own world of unhappiness and Taryn just needed to watch her feet so she wouldn’t tumble her top-heavy self down the stupid slope. 

Kruin lingered while Gef used her precious time outside of her confinement, although he never looked at her.  No one looked at her.  Even Graal sat with her back to the young lycan Taryn was certain was her daughter, ignoring her as effectively as if she were dead.  Gef picked at a few bones by the hearth, wandered down the path toward the pond, and came back as the sky finished filling in blue.  She went silently back up the slope to her own den and Kruin immediately rose and started gathering hunters. 

The males left again, leaving Taryn and the other females once more in Nakaroth’s charge.  In the interests of promoting good relations, Taryn tried hard to sit and wait for their return.  Unfortunately, she was hungry.  And as time went by, her stomach won out over politics.  Out came the slingshot. 

Lura sneezed, a deliberate gesture Taryn was coming to recognize as roughly equivalent to flipping someone the bird. 

Taryn, taking aim at a tumbler, lowered her arm and looked her way. 

“Problem?” she asked coolly. 
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“No.  Go on.  Murder your defenseless animal.” 

That burned.  Taryn turned her back on Lura and sighted into the overhead branches again.  “So they’d be less defenseless if I had teeth and claws and just eviscerated them, huh?” 

“At least it would be an honorable kill.” 

“I happen to believe there is honor in perfecting a skill so that I can feed myself and others.” 

“You would.” 

Nakaroth’s eyes were glittering crescents of humor as they darted from one speaker to the other.  That burned, too. 

Taryn shot and killed four tumblers in fuming silence.  One of them landed next to Lura, who kicked dirt on it derisively.  Taryn ignored her as she gathered her breakfast and got them ready for cooking.  Once again, Nakaroth came to help.  This time, he brought the bowl for the brains without needing to be asked. 

“If you’re going to murder those things, you should restrain yourself to only one,” Lura announced.  “I know the human in you is drawn to mindless slaughter, but we lycan have no need of your murdered meat.” 

“Really?  I didn’t notice you turning it away yesterday.”  Taryn got up and gathered her skirts into a basket.  She picked edible leaves and berries from the nearby trees and returned to the fires.  She started stuffing the cleaned cavity of one of the tumblers as Nakaroth watched with interest.  “In fact, I noticed I scarcely got any.” 

“Ha.  More than you deserve, human.  Our lord is generous.”  Lura sneered openly at the vegetation going into the tumbler.  “Too generous.  Plant-eater!” 

Taryn kept stuffing.  “You’re going to have to explain that to me,” she said tightly.  “How is it less honorable for me to pick a plant and feed myself than for a deer to eat it and me to eat the stuff out of the deer’s stomach after someone else kills it?” 

Silence.  Lura’s mouth worked for a while before she sneezed again.  “I don’t expect you to understand.  You’re nothing but prey yourself!” 

“Yeah, I didn’t think you could explain it.”  Taryn put her stuffed tumbler in the pit and covered it over with hot ash to cook.  They really needed a proper firepit in this place.  She’d get to it just as soon as these were done. 

“I can!  I just don’t need to tell you!” 

Taryn snorted, thought about it, then faked a sneeze. 

Nakaroth looked at her. 

Lura sprang up, ears flat and hands hooked into claws.  “How dare you!” 

she spat.  “My chief is the strongest lord in the world and I am his highest! 

When I ask him to kill you—” 
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Taryn stood up faster than she would have thought possible and faced Lura full-on.  “I’m not afraid of you,” she said.  “Don’t hide behind Kruin.  You want a piece of me, you come and get it.” 

Lura bristled for a moment, then stomped away and lay down in the shade with her back to all of them. 

She really was a lousy peace-maker. Taryn rolled her eyes, extremely aware of Nakaroth watching her.  She said, very sourly, “Sorry.” 

Lura growled. 

So much for diplomacy.  Taryn threw the other tumblers onto the fire, snapping, “I won’t insult you by offering you any of my murdered meat today.” 

Immediately, Lura was back on her feet and shouting, “I am highest!  I’ll take what I want and I want nothing from you, human!” 

Nakaroth’s eyes moved back and forth.  None of the other females were speaking, moving, or looking at them. 

“What have I done to offend you?” Taryn demanded. 

“You breathe, do you not?”  Lura sneered.  “A condition I would happily—” 

“Lura!” 

Kruin came striding into the clearing with his hunters behind him.  The object of his furious stare dropped to the ground and rolled onto her back, arching her throat so fully that she seemed to be trying to balance on her head. 

The rest of his rebuke, and there was plenty of it, was delivered in their own growling language.  At the end of it, Lura slunk away on all fours up the slope and into his den, and Kruin turned his snapping eyes on Taryn. 

She glared right back at him.  The rest of the pack spread out slightly, ears tipping, muttering to one another as they watched. 

Kruin glanced at Nakaroth.  “I am here,” he said. 

Nakaroth nodded once, gestured to the others, and led the pack back into the woods.  Clearly, not all of them wanted to go. 

Kruin took his place on the raised rock and hunkered down.  He glared at the tumblers roasting in the coals.  He grunted.  “You are making trouble for me, human.” 

“For God’s sake, how?  Because I won’t go hungry?” 

Kruin raised one hand and scratched at his chest.  He didn’t answer.  She felt a little ashamed of herself for yelling, but only a little. 

“Well, too damn bad,” she said, and stomped over to poke the meat. 

That wasn’t too politic of her either, but she was on full boil.  “I’m not going starve just to make you feel better.” 

“Nor should you.  But you would be wise to keep the points of your diet private.” 

“Why should I?” she demanded.  “I’m not doing anything wrong!” 

“As your race may reckon it.” 
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“Oh, that is crap!”  Taryn stepped defiantly forward into Kruin’s irritated growl, all her Irish spilling out of her.  “I saw you making sure that Ararro got the stomach and the liver and the marrow out of yesterday’s hunt!  You know damn well that she can’t eat just meat and make a baby!  None of you can!  I’ve seen bald spots and bleeding gums on some of you, and here you are, literally surrounded by things to eat that could prevent it!” 

“Plants.”  Kruin’s ears were flat, yet he affected a calm tone and a careless shrug.  “Prey eat plants.  We are wolves.” 

“No, you’re not!” 

Kruin was on his feet and inches from her in a heartbeat. 

“Wolves are wolves,” Taryn told him, neither backing down nor flinching.  “You are people.  And I hate to tell you this, but we have wolves on Earth.  I know all about wolves, and let me tell you, despite all the ways in which people go on about their nobility and spirituality, wolves are  animals!  They get sick, they get parasites, they get dirty, they kill each other, and—I hope you’re listening, Kruin—and they will starve to death surrounded by food just like this! 

A wolf will sit hungry all day waiting for her mate to maybe bring her a bite to eat, but I’m  not a wolf and I  won’t!” 

“You will do as I say!  You are mine!” 

“Like hell I will and like hell I am!  I—” 

She stopped there, and not because Kruin had snarled explosively into her face.  Arraro had just run sobbing up the slope and vanished into the mouth of one of the caves there.  Now there was an awful silence.  Taryn’s eyes slid around thoughtfully behind her. 

Graal was on her feet, clutching wide-eyed at her heart as she stared at them.  Sangar had pressed herself flat, whining and shivering as she huddled at the base of the tree.  Even Lura was peeking out of Kruin’s cave, and even at this distance, she looked shocked. 

She heard, actually heard, Antilles gently say, “Ah, my maiden, this is not the way by which roads of peace are built,” in an amused rumble. 

And no.  No, they sure weren’t. 

Taryn’s next breath sighed out through a throat so tight, she produced a growl of her own.  She glanced up at Kruin.  His eyes had narrowed and his fangs were no longer exposed.  He waited, still seething, but in a patient way.  An expectant way. 

Damn it, she was going to have to meet those expectations. 

It took a few false starts, but once the first word was out, it got easier. 

“I’m sorry, Lord Kruin.  I shouldn’t raise my voice at you.” 

He growled, still waiting. 

“Or argue,” she muttered, dropping her eyes. 

Kruin leaned back, folding his arms over his powerful chest as his ears came forward.  “It takes skill to use that stone-thrower well,” he said.  “And you 331

 

have no claws, so I see no dishonor in the way you choose to hunt.  High Pack welcomes what you provide.” 

“Thanks,” Taryn said sourly. 

“I will consider your words of wolves and people.  In the meantime, I permit you to eat plants in my presence.”  He leaned in very close.  “Do not misuse my tolerance.” 

Taryn had to scrunch her eyes shut to keep from rolling them.  At last, she was able to look at him and say, “Thank you, Lord Kruin.” 

He grunted again, glaring at her. 

Behind them, the females slowly began to settle down.  Kruin didn’t look at them, but his ears moved constantly, marking each movement, no doubt. 

When all was quiet, he leapt back up to the raised rock and found some shade to stretch out in.  “Come and lie beside me, human.” 

It was less an invitation than a command, and he wasn’t about to take, 

‘no thanks,’ for an answer.  Taryn poked glumly at her roasting tumblers and climbed onto the rock.  She sat down with effort, then lay down in his shadow, stiff as an angry board. 

Kruin blew an irritated breath against her cheek, then moved closer. 

When she rolled onto her side, he dropped an arm over her and rested his chin on her shoulder.  His coarse fur scratched at her bare skin, sweltering in the summer heat.  She lay there without speaking, concentrating on breathing until she felt a little less like whacking him one. 

Movement in the trees heralded the return of Burgash and his hunters. 

Taryn started to shift and Kruin’s arm tightened, though he maintained his sleeping appearance.  Taryn ducked her head and watched lycan come into the clearing.  Every one of them stared at her before finding their place, and it wasn’t until all of them were present that Kruin sat up.  He yawned elaborately, scratched at his chest, and then looked at her. 

“You have much to learn,” he said, very quietly. 

She sat up again, holding his eyes, and answered in kind.  “I have news for you, pal.  So do you.” 

His ears dipped, not quite flattening.  “Go,” he said, and leapt down and away without another word. 
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60.  Plant-Eaters of High Pack 



Nakaroth’s hunters returned with a wood-grouse in every hand.  Some were fatter than others, but all were grown.  They made a fine addition to the meat already in the pit. 

Taryn’s kills.  The scent of flesh was heavily spiced by hot fruit and green leaves.  It made a powerful hook for Kruin’s senses, provoking more than mere hunger.  His mouth watered and his claws dug restlessly at the stone beneath him. 

Bleeding gums and bald spots.  Such a condition was no stranger to any lycan.  He had suffered it himself, if not every year, and he had seen others die from the suppurating wounds that sometimes accompanied it in weaker lycan. 

Taryn seemed to think it had to do with eating plants, or rather, with not eating them.  He wondered if that were so.  Looking around, he saw only a few Fringes so afflicted now.  And Ararro… 

Kruin leapt down to have a closer look at his life-bearer, and she, once she saw who came for her, rolled onto her back in shivering submission.  Kruin hunkered down, running his eyes over Ararro’s belly and ignoring Burgash’s sudden attention.  Ararro’s pelt was glossy with good health, shining gold in the afternoon light.  The pads of her hands and feet were clean and clear of sores. 

When he combed his fingers through her fur, he detected no scabbing and no heat-patch, though her flesh jumped at the contact.  When he took his hand away, Ararro shifted, uncertainly presenting.  Kruin moved closer, resting his thigh against hers to comfort her, then cupped her jaw, pushing his thumb against her lip to see her teeth, her sound pink gums.  Her eyes, though anxious, were clear. 
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Kruin scratched at his chest again, then got up and returned to the raised rock, ignoring the unseemly speed at which Burgash darted forward to reclaim his mate.  As chief, all the females of High Pack belonged to Kruin before all, but it was a right no wise chief exacted.  His interest in Ararro lay solely in the cub she carried.  If he wished to mate, he had females more receptive to him. 

The human was back at the fire, scraping yesterday’s furs clean of their cure before tying them up to smoke.  She had gathered too much water and green wood for a proper smoke.  She would put the fire out entirely if she tried, but seeing the way she packed hot embers into a smudging bowl, Kruin realized she had exactly that in mind.  So.  She would cook, she would cure her hides, she would put the fire out and then what?  Changes.  Always changes with that one. 

He supposed he could grow accustomed to plants, especially cooked thus—mimicking natural stomach fillings by roasting inside the beast, but without the taste of bile to sour them—but he disliked showing approval if it meant obedience to the human’s command. 

And it had been a command, one implied if not openly spoken.  Wolves are wolves, she had said.  You are people.  To mean that people eat plants, no doubt.  To mean that those who did not were animals. 

He caught himself growling and turned away before she noticed.  He could not risk antagonizing her here, in front of all his pack.  She may show throat, as she had so sullenly done before his females.  Or, if anger was still in her as it seemed to be, she may come bounding up to defy him, and what was he to do about that?  He dreaded cuffing her.  She was heavy; she may fall and injure her cub.  Worse, she may strike him back.  She had that look about her. 

A light thump made by heavy feet landing beside him pulled Kruin’s attention away from human thoughts.  Nakaroth joined him and hunkered comfortably to stare at Taryn.  Kruin let him. 

“We have lost three Fringe wolves, lord,” Nakaroth murmured. 

Unsurprising, but badly timed.  Kruin had no doubt the missing wolves had not merely given up their ambitions to join High Pack with honor.  They had also gone back to the packs that had borne them, to tell their chiefs that the Lord of the Land possessed a human.  He must expect trouble to come of this. 

Damned human. 

Kruin glanced her way and caught her removing her plant-stuffed tumbili from the coals.  She noticed his stare and paused, her hands heavy with meat. 

When he said nothing, she went ahead and put the roast down to cool. 

Nakaroth shifted so that he could see what Kruin saw.  He growled.  It was a chief’s task to portion out the day’s kills.  But when Kruin continued to do nothing, Nakaroth settled back.  “I’ve been to the borders of the Wood,” he said. 

“No one is there.” 

Kruin turned all the way around to stare. 
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“I suppose it could be they do not care if she dies,” Nakaroth continued thoughtfully.  “But I suspect they have withdrawn for fear their presence should be misconstrued as threat and so imperil her.” 

Kruin frowned.  He had not thought the Valley Lord would give his mate so easily, and though he knew no effort would be made to win her back, he had expected a camp to be made there in the plains to give him trouble until the moon rose full.  To hear that they had left, truly left, was an unsettling show of trust. 

“Doesn’t look like much.”  Nakaroth ran his claws over the rock he stood on, considering Taryn through narrow eyes.  “Ugly, clawless, little thing.” 

“Yes.” 

“Keen eye, though.  Quick hand.  Fierce, in her toothless way.  And trouble for you.”  Nakaroth glanced at him.  “You’re frowning.” 

Kruin grunted.  He said, “She thinks eating plants will keep the sore-mouth sickness away.” 

“It will,” Nakaroth replied in his detached, growling way.  He sounded so indifferent that Kruin almost could not believe he’d heard the words correctly, but he knew he had, which left only one question. 

“How do you know this?” 

Nakaroth flicked both ears at once in a predator’s shrug.  “Dark Water Den floods in spring and autumn, freezes in winter, scorches in summer.  Our chief tells us to eat the plants that grow there so that we hunters do not become too weak to run.” 

“You’ve had sore-mouth since you came to High Pack,” Kruin observed. 

“Yes.” 

Kruin waited, but Nakaroth said nothing more.  Thoughts of Taryn, of her wolves of Earth, briefly clouded his mind.  He shook his head to dislodge them.  “If you know this, why do you not eat the plants here to prevent it?” 

Nakaroth looked at him.  “Because they are plants,” he said.  “And this is High Pack, where I am your second.” 

Kruin’s gut knotted and he scratched at it, frowning.  In his mind, a certain separation was occurring.  A part of him, wolfish and direct, understood Nakaroth completely.  Plants were for prey to eat.  The other part, a swollen, sickly-throbbing awareness, could only comprehend Nakaroth’s words with pity and something worse—the human disdain for an animal. 

Kruin retreated in the face of this awful schism.  He found shade to lie in and stretched out, trying to shut his mind to darkness.  He listened for the song of Endless and could not find it.  He closed his eyes and saw growing leaves and bleeding gums. 

“My chief?” 

Kruin sighed and looked down.  Sakros was waiting for his acknowledgment, chin submissively raised.  The meat was ready, demanding a 335

 

chief’s hand to portion out.  Even Taryn was waiting next to her plant-stuffed creation.  He let a growl slip before he could stop it.  She rolled her eyes. 

Kruin did not stand or even straighten.  He pointed at Taryn’s stuffed kill.  “That to Ararro,” he said.  “And then divided among the Fringes.” 

Those Fringes rippled as surprise passed through them.  A chief did not portion to Fringe-wolves, but it was there that bald spots and bleeding gums were most evident. 

“From this day, there should always be one so prepared.”  Kruin frowned, baring his teeth briefly before rubbing the sour expression away.  “No wolf of High Pack, not even those at our Fringes, will suffer sore-mouth.  There is pride…and there is hollow vanity.  We are wolves, but we are people.  We shall eat with honor, for as our prey provides us with meat, so this world provides us with growing things to cure the weaknesses of our bodies.” 

No one argued.  Kruin watched the division of meat and plants, feeling a vague sense of satisfaction.  He glanced at Taryn, braced for a gloating, but she merely smiled and gently so, bending her head to him before returning to oversee her smoked hides.  Damned human, indeed.  He wondered if Sliver Moon’s chief really knew what he was getting into.  Kruin closed his eyes, fought his way to the Endless, and let its soothing song take him into sleep. 
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61.  Sticks and Stones 



“What in the hell is this?” 

The sound of a hand slapping over a muzzle was nearly as attention-catching as the question itself.  Kruin rubbed summer sleep out of his eyes and looked around, seeing first Burgash’s guilty face (and his hand still clamped over his mouth), and then the object of the wolf’s confusion. 

What in the hell was that? 

He had been aware of Taryn doing something at the firepit, of course. 

Had dozed off, in fact, to the hypnotic sounds of scraping stones as she emptied it of ashes.  He hadn’t minded.  If it made her happy to clean out the pit, let her do so.  The pit needed cleaning now and then, and human skin was surely easier to clean than lycan fur. 

But she hadn’t stopped at cleaning it. 

She had changed it. 

Kruin looked over his clearing, but the human wasn’t in sight.  He sought Nakaroth next.  His second jerked his chin up toward Gef’s cave and the spark of Kruin’s alarm died.  He looked down at the firepit. 

No longer a wide trench, it was now a stone-lined thing with many shapes to it—round and deep at one end, narrow in the center, wide and square at the other end.  There were sticks planted up around it in places, and a low, flat-topped stone right across the middle.  She had taken away his perfectly serviceable firepit and replaced it with something mannish and complicated. 

His pack was looking at him. 
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“It’s fine,” he said gruffly, and lay back down.  If he decided that it bothered him, he’d change it back after she was gone, but if it made her happy to play in the firepit, for the gods’ sakes, let her. 

Eyes shifted from him, fixed further up the slope.  He didn’t turn, didn’t have to.  He knew Taryn had appeared.  She came carefully down the slope, all her attention on her footing, but when she climbed down from the raised rock into the clearing, she seemed to notice the stares of the others.  Oddly, she brightened, as if this attention were a good thing, and turned to him.  “Do you like it?” she asked. 

What a baffling question. 

“Is it for liking?” Kruin asked cautiously. 

“It’s a lot more efficient for cooking.  Look, I made some spits here, so you can cook your meat without charring off the outer inch.” 

The words flowed by, but the meaning of the last few hooked him. 

Kruin sat up.  “How?” 

“Just put it on the spit instead of in the actual fire.  You—”  She stopped, seeing his lack of comprehension, then puffed out a breath of frustration.  She brought out her stone-thrower, aimed it high, and landed a bloodfeather in the ground at Kruin’s feet. 

Just so easy.  Just to show him how to work the firepit.  Kruin’s mind reeled, but Taryn merely moved past him to spark a fire and make wood ready to burn into coals. 

Her knife made short work of the bird’s skin, feathers and all, but she was not so hurried to teach that she neglected to first empty the bird of offal and then fill it again with plants, berries, and the bird’s own minced innards.  When she had it the way she wanted, she impaled the thing upon a long stick.  She balanced this on other sticks and there the meat sat, hovering unnaturally in the air. 

“See, I made it so you can cook four things at once,” she said, stepping back.  “And you can warm things up on the slab, even fry on it, if the fire’s hot enough.” 

Kruin stared at the meat, at the sticks.  It wasn’t cooking.  It was just…floating there.  He reached out a hand, then lowered it again.  Hot. 

Very hot. 

It was going to cook…in the air.  Because the sticks held it up.  And because the sticks held it up, the meat would not burn before it was cooked through. 

Kruin nodded thoughtfully.  “Yes,” he said.  “I think I do like this.” 

She smiled broadly and went to fetch her brain-curing hides. 

Kruin returned to the shade.  He watched through heat-heavy eyes as Taryn settled herself at the roots of her tieneedle tree.  She looked cheerful, borne up by the success of her firepit, perhaps.  Her hides had been opened, scraped 338

 

clean, and set to smoke and she seemed pleased with them, poor things that they were (not that Kruin could make better, but then, he was lord.  Hides came to him perfected.  He did not have to cure them).  Now she was engaged in some other human craft, carving at some sticks with her knife and connecting them together with pegs and cord.  He had no idea what she was doing, but was content to watch. 

Lura did not like his attention.  She tried sulking, then growling, then presenting, and finally stalked off toward the pond.  It was better with her gone, anyway.  Peaceful. 

Taryn got up to take her hides out of the smoke.  She laid three of them aside, brought the last to her nesting place, and there called to Sangar. 

Interested, Kruin tipped his ears to catch their words, still with the appearance of dozing. 

“I made you something,” the human said. 

“Sticks?” 

“Not exactly.  It’s for your leg.” 

Kruin opened his eyes fully. 

“It’s going to help your bone set,” Taryn was saying.  She was smiling, showing one empty hand to Sangar while displaying the sticks in the other. 

Without ears or hackles or a tail, it was very difficult to read her, but there was a sincerity in her somehow, and Sangar seemed to respond to it.  “But first, I need to put it right.” 

“It will heal,” Sangar said. 

“No,” Taryn said gently.  “It won’t.” 

Sangar huddled low, trying to ignore the human, to feign sleep.  Taryn accepted this for a short time, and then she came forward a step and laid her hand upon Sangar’s shoulder. 

Instantly, all eyes were on them.  Touches passed from higher to lower. 

Sangar ducked her head.  She looked once, pleadingly, up at Kruin.  He stared back at her and kept his frown inside where it could not sway her.  He waited. 

Sangar drew in a breath and let it out as an unhappy, whining sigh.  She showed her throat, tail tucking in shame.  And suddenly the human was not the least of his mates anymore, whether she knew it or not. 

“I can help you,” Taryn went on, oblivious to the silent speculation of his watching pack.  “But it’s going to hurt a lot, and it won’t do any good if you don’t have something like this on afterwards.  Sangar, please.  If you don’t let me do this, you’re never going to get better.” 

A shiver stole its way up Kruin’s spine.  To have one’s weaknesses spoken outright before the whole pack… 

But Sangar’s weakness was surely no secret thing, and any request from a higher co-mate was as good as command.  She looked down, rubbing at her 339

 

knee and whining, and when she looked up again, her eyes were wet.  She raised her chin, showing throat to Taryn. 

“Okay.”  Taryn lowered herself to the ground and set her sticks aside. 

“Do you need something to hold on to?” 

Before Sangar could answer, a black shape came out from behind Kruin and jumped down from the raised rock.  Nakaroth crossed the clearing, seemingly unconcerned to be the center of High Pack’s stares, and stood over Sangar.  “Tell me what you need,” he said. 

Under Taryn’s instructions, Sangar was rolled onto her back.  She lay flat, her chest heaving with silent, tearless sobs as her belly was shown to all the pack.  Nakaroth knelt behind her, his hands enclosing her wrists and pushing them firmly down, preventing any struggles.  Taryn sat straddling Sangar’s broken leg, one foot pressed for leverage against Sangar’s sex and the other braced against the tieneedle tree. 

“This is going to hurt,” Taryn said again. 

“I am ready,” Sangar whispered. 

Kruin stood up.  “Hunters,” he said harshly, and all his pack startled and looked toward him.  “Go,” he commanded. 

With low growls and curt gestures, Burgash and Sakros swiftly divided the pack into two parties and led them out and away from Sangar’s disgrace. 

When they were gone, Kruin returned his gaze to Taryn.  She was already looking at him, motionless, awaiting his signal. 

He gave it in a short nod. 

Taryn pulled.  In the silence of the near-empty clearing, Sangar’s jaw-locked screams scratched his ears, but it could not obscure the sound of her bones scraping against each other.  Taryn’s face flushed with strain; she heaved backwards, her hands shaking in their grip on Sangar’s foot.  A dull snap, and suddenly Taryn sagged forward, breathing hard as she ran her fingers down the new, straight line of Sangar’s leg.  Sangar still wept, but even Kruin could see relief in his mate’s face. 

Now she would be healed, he realized, and relief came to him as well, hot as a red coal.  She would walk again and she would not die.  Sangar would be healed. 

“That was the worst of it,” Taryn said, rubbing Sangar’s other knee. 

“Give me a deep breath.  Good.  Another one.  Good.  Let’s finish this.” 

Taryn picked up the hide she’d taken from the fire and wrapped it around the injured length of Sangar’s leg.  She took up her sticks and began to tie them over the hide.  To the front, the back, the sides, until all the broken bone was bound in sticks and cord.  At her orders, Nakaroth lifted Sangar and supported her while Taryn tied yet more sticks to this boneset-thing, crawling on her hands and knees as she worked, utterly absorbed in this unfathomable thing she did. 
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The thought came suddenly that if not for the curtain of her clothing, Taryn would be presenting to him right now.  Kruin scratched at his muzzle, musing on this.  It was a good time for it, he decided.  She had healed his mate. 

She had earned the honor of his attentions.  True, there were none now to see it apart from his second and the other females, but at least there would be none to witness if her strange body unmanned him.  He would mount her now, and thus know better how it would be when he mounted her again before all the pack. 

But first, she must finish with Sangar. 

“Okay.”  Taryn struggled to her feet, smiling broadly.  “Let her go, Nakaroth.  Sangar, find your feet.” 

Nakaroth stepped away, folding his arms and watching with undisguised interest as Sangar shifted for balance.  The boneset was now carried in a kind of cradle made of pegged sticks.  Even though she stood tall, her injured leg remained bent, supported, while sticks acted as a kind of extra foot for her. 

Gods, that was clever.  He’d never seen anything like it, never imagined something of the sort could be made.  Ribs could be broken and survived, and Kruin had a fuzzy memory from his own youth of an old wolf who had lost an entire arm to wyvern’s jaws, but a leg?  A leg was death Sangar took a step, swayed, and took another with greater confidence. 

Her ears raised.  Her tail swept back and forth, lifting slowly.  At last, she smiled. 

“Ha, a healer!”  Lura detached herself from the edge of the forest, where she must have been watching for some time.  She came to the raised rock beside Kruin, sneezing contempt in Taryn’s direction. 

He ignored her. 

Taryn ignored her also.  A far more dangerous response than his own. 

“The Farasai use these,” the human said to Sangar.  “I’ve seen them, but never actually made one before.  How does it feel?” 

“Strange,” Sangar replied.  But she moved about on it with decreasing difficulty, pacing all the way to the firepit and back to the tieneedle tree where Taryn waited.  Her head cocked.  She looked at the human closely.  “How would you know the ways of Farasai healers?” 

“I’ve been living in kraal-Rucombe.” 

“And are named kin to its chief,” Nakaroth remarked. 

Old Graal, lying in the shade at Kruin’s feet, sat laboriously upright and peered at Taryn as through a thick fog.  Her eyes must be failing.  There had been other signs.  Graal said, “You don’t look like any of the humans I’ve ever seen come out of the Valley.  You don’t sound like them, either.” 

“I’m not surprised.  I wasn’t born here.  I’m from Earth.” 

Nakaroth glanced around, his gaze inscrutable. 

Kruin felt himself frowning. 

“You can’t be,” Graal said, startled.  “Earth’s children are here!” 

341

 

“I know I sound different from the other humans here,” Taryn said, laughing.  “But it’s true.  I’m from Earth.” 

Kruin growled to silence his pack before anyone else could speak.  His mind was racing.  There was no lie in the way Taryn spoke, no lie that he had power to detect, but did that make it truth?  And even if it did, what did it mean? 

“They have humans on Earth?” Ararro asked, blurting out her words in lycan-speak.  She rubbed her cub-swollen stomach, distressed. 

Graal was quieter, more pragmatic.  “They have Roads as well, it seems.”  She searched Kruin’s eyes, silently and intently wondering what he had brought among them. 

Kruin had no answer for her.  This human seemed to him an honest one. 

She had already proven herself resourceful and strong-minded, and she could well be a wizard for all her fair seeming.  He did not know her, did not trust her, and was determined not to underestimate her. 

“Did I…Did I say something wrong?” Taryn asked now, uncomfortable as the focus of this new distress.  “Is Earth—” 

“Enough.  You are in my Land now,” Kruin announced, staring her down.  “And that is the world to which you belong.  We will not speak of Earth here.”  He turned his eyes out over his people.  “Or its children.” 

They showed him throat without hesitation.  After a moment, though plainly confused, Taryn inched her chin up as well, mimicking submission without comprehension. 

But with a clear desire to acknowledge his will.  Kruin accepted the gesture. 

Taryn backed up a step and touched Sangar’s shoulder.  “I think we should start with a little walk down to the pond,” she suggested, a tactful way of pointing out Sangar’s strong need for grooming.  “Then we’ll see where it needs to be adjusted.” 

Sangar stiffened, but only for a moment.  She nodded, holding her head high. 

His brave mate.  Kruin caught his second’s eye and Nakaroth flicked a claw to show assent.  When the two females moved away, Nakaroth followed. 

Kruin stared after them long after the sight of them was lost to trees.  He thought of Earth’s children.  He thought of humans.  He thought of truth and lies and Taryn. 

“My chief.” 

Kruin raised his head, faintly smiling as Graal climbed the raised rock to lie down at his side.  She showed her throat.  He licked it and rested his chin on her shoulder as soon as she settled. 

“I think I like her,” Graal murmured.  “She’s whelping is all.  And her temper takes the better of her.  But she knows you are lord.” 

Kruin growled, unconvinced. 
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“And she is a lord’s mate,” Graal reminded him.  “She knows no other way.  She has never shown throat.  I think she does not know how.  But she is not vicious or violent, only ignorant.” 

“And I must give her time?” Kruin guessed, smiling again. 

“You?  You are lord.  You know best the ways of keeping mates.”  Graal rolled onto her back, teasing him with her exposed belly.  His heart glowed to see it; his eyes noted the weariness she wore beneath her smile.  “But your pack must give her time.  Lura must give her time.” 

“Ha.” 

“Yes.”  Graal touched his cheek briefly.  “But you will see it done, my chief.  No one can defy you.” 

“Taryn can.” 

Graal started to smile, but the expression faded.  She studied his face quizzically, then touched him again.  “She’s made you think, hasn’t she?” 

Kruin grunted again, closing his eyes so that Graal could not read them. 

“That’s good, my chief.  A good lord always knows his way is best.  A great lord questions.” 

He slid his eyes open and frowned at her. 

“Taryn is a lord’s mate,” Graal said, rolling onto her side once more. 

“And I think he must be a great lord.  She expects much of you.” 

“I have nothing to prove to her.” 

Graal said nothing.  He could see only her back, yet felt certain she was smiling at him.  He laid his chin back on her shoulder, scowling.  He did not close his eyes.  He watched the path and waited for Taryn to return and bring whatever new change she must have with her. 
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62.  The Bath  



Daylight poured in through Taryn’s window, and outside the lodge, horsemen were waking up and going to work, their morning labors as good as an alarm clock.  Rhiannon threw back Taryn’s blanket and snatched up her backpack.  She had about an hour while the chores got done before morning meal was called, and she meant to take advantage of it. 

She crossed the kraal quickly, trying to look busy so as not to attract attention.  Everything attracted attention in this place—running, walking, looking busy, looking bored, probably even breathing.  Being human sure didn’t help. 

But she thought she might have actually escaped notice today, or at least escaped interest.  No one looked at her, called to her, waved to her.  She was invisible, and for once, she was tremendously grateful. 

Rhiannon darted into her target lodge, sucked in a steamy breath for a victory sigh, and let it out as an indignant, “Hey!” 

Five-thirty in the freakin’ morning and someone was using the damn bathhouse.  Not just any someone, either.  Arion raised a wry eye from the patch on his arm he was currently working on and said, “What ails you, human?  Am I using your curry brush?” 

She rolled her eyes at him.  “How much longer are you going to be?” 

“Why?  Are you keeping my appointments today?” 

Rhiannon crossed her arms.  “Do you always answer questions with more questions?” 

“Does that bother you?” he inquired silkily. 
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She huffed to let him know what she thought of that answer, picked up her backpack, and turned to go. 

“There’s room enough for two,” he said, waving an arm at the whole of the lodge as he laughed. 

“I prefer not to do my bathing with other people.” 

“As do I.  My suggestion to you therefore follows: Rise earlier.” 

“Gee, I would, but I seem to have left my alarm clock on another planet.” 

Arion chuckled, tossing his horns.  “Do as I do.  Tell your valet to wake you before dawn.” 

“Drat, no valet, either.” 

“Aye, well then, you didn’t come at all prepared and you don’t deserve a private bath.”  He gestured at the broad bowl of warm water on the table before him with his currying brush.  “Yet there is enough to share.  Join me.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

He paused and looked at her again with that smile-less, smirking look.  “I promise not to leer at your naked body or touch myself inappropriately.” 

Rhiannon felt herself blushing.  It annoyed her.  She tossed her pack down again.  “I honestly don’t care if you do or not.” 

“Honestly?  Aye, in that event, mayhap I will.  Yours is a fair enough naked body and one does enjoy the occasional inappropriate touch.”  He propped a hoof up on the table and brushed briskly at his leg, beginning at the hip and moving down, ignoring her completely.  “Although ‘tis difficult to restrict oneself to moderation with so much material at hand.” 

“Sheesh.  It’s no wonder you were never in the running for lord with a mouth like that.” 

He laughed again.  “Aye.  Truly, ‘tis a wonder my father allowed me to live in the palace-keep, all things being equal.  I know there must have been days he was tempted to brick me up in the cellar.”  He dipped his brush in hot water and switched to the other leg.  “Not that you would have any means of knowing that, and so you are insulting me.” 

Rhiannon opened her mouth for a heated denial, thought about it, and scowled at herself.  “Sorry.  I guess it won’t surprise you to know I was never in the running for lordship of Earth, either.” 

“Ah well.  We’ll just have to console one another.  And since you are so dynamically unaffected by my masculine nakedness, perhaps you would do me the kindness of brushing my back?” 

Rhiannon froze, her arms still folded but her hands fluttering up like sparrows startled into flight. 

Arion glanced at her, performed a flawless double-take despite the cultural handicap of having never seen one on TV, and burst into booming laughter.  “Pan’s pipes!  You  are affected by my masculine nakedness! 

Marvelous!” 
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“I am not!” 

“Aye, you are.” 

“Buster, I couldn’t care less how naked you are, since you’re always naked!  You’re not that dewy—” 

“Dewy?” 

“—to begin with, and being wet doesn’t do a damn thing but make you smell funny!” 

“A hit!” he laughed, smiting himself on the chest.  “Come prove it, then!”  His voice dropped to one of exaggerated smokiness and he faced her boldly, hooves well apart and brush bouncing alluringly from hand to hand. 

“Come, human, and tend to your Arion!” 

“You’re not my Arion, and I don’t have to prove anything to you!” 

“Ha!  I thought as much.”  He turned back to the table, chortling, and started brushing at his chest. 

That he expected her to turn around and slink out was evident.  Equally evident was the fact that he had never dealt with Irish pride before.  Rhiannon stripped to the skin in just a few angry jerks, then stomped over and snatched the curry from his grip. 

“Hai, I was using that!”  He shook out his hand before glancing back at her.  “Ah, you needn’t trouble…oh.” 

“What’s the matter?” Rhiannon snapped, moving behind him.  “Is my feminine nakedness affecting you?” 

He hesitated before venturing a cautious, “Would you be offended more if it was or if it wasn’t?” 

Lord, this was a broad back.  Rhiannon set her jaw, scrubbing at it like a kitchen floor.  “Since when do you care about offending people?” 

“Aye, well, of offending  people, I do not care…Do leave me a little fur, please, winter’s but one long step away…but offending the very fetching female unclad at my arm’s easy reach is quite another matter.” 

Rhiannon felt a small smile tickling at her lips.  She killed it with a deliberate scowl and dunked the brush in more water.  “Look, buster, maybe you’re used to a world where you can get any girl you want, but I’m not one of them.” 

“So any on-looker would assume, seeing us thus.” 

The joke fell a little flat.  He was trying, but still had that uncharacteristic gravity in his voice.  His back under the brush was very stiff and straight.  It made her not a little curious about what his front might be like. 

“Hey, you said it yourself.  Nobody bathes alone around here.” 

Rhiannon put her bare hand between his shoulderblades as she scrubbed, telling herself it was for leverage, and heard him make an odd grumbling gasp.  It was a distinctly bovine sound and she wasn’t quite sure how it made her feel to hear it. 
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“Anybody walking in on us is going to think exactly, ‘Ho hum, couple of bathers,’ and walk right back out.” 

Arion did not reply.  His silence was a heavy one. 

“There.”  Rhiannon tossed the brush over the top of his shoulder.  It plopped unerringly into the bucket of warm water.  “All done.  Now I can be a real bitch and ask you to return the favor—” 

Arion put his hands on the tabletop and bent over it, drawing in a deep breath. 

“—but I won’t.  Because that—”  She cocked her head at the sound of foals shouting in the commons.  “—is the morning meal being called, which means that I’ve managed to spend all my time screwing around with you instead of getting clean in privacy.  Thanks a lot.” 

“You are very welcome,” Arion muttered. 

Rhiannon pulled out some fresh clothes, feeling smug about the way in which Arion continued not to face her. 

“Do you ever wonder,” Arion began in that strange, solemn voice, 

“whether my brother and your sister ever shared such moments as these?” 

“What, sniping at each other while bathing?  I doubt it.” 

“I don’t know.  I sometimes think they must have had some such times. 

I know my brother.  He did not come down from his place of exile to greet her with a bushel of chews and a song of welcome.  He met her with an axe.  I would set my second rib on that wager.” 

Now he did turn, and Rhiannon’s eyes dipped of their own accord. 

There was nothing more to see there then there ever was, and the fact that she’d looked at all for no payoff put fire back in her cheeks. 

“Disappointed?”  Arion raised one hoof and scraped it slowly on the ground.  “Well, I am not Farasai.  I do not display my urges for any eyes that seek them.” 

“Don’t flatter yourself.  I wasn’t seeking,” she declared, disguising the lie by yanking a shirt over her head. 

“Ha.  Have it your way.”  Arion leaned against the grooming table and kicked one of its supports with the heel of his hoof in a distracted way.  He watched her dress the way some men watched football, intent and distant all at once.  “I take the distinct impression that my brother was difficult to win over.  I take also that your sister made no pressing suit.  They were drawn together…and it could not have been an easy draw.” 

“That’s not what I hear,” Rhiannon muttered, zipping herself into a clean pair of jeans. 

“Oh aye?”  Arion’s ears rotated forward.  “You’ve heard that road was easily laid?” 

“I’ve heard one of them was.” 
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It was the cattiest thing Rhiannon had ever said, almost the worst she’d ever heard.  She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach the instant it was out of her mouth.  It didn’t help that Arion so obviously didn’t get the phrase and was waiting for an explanation. 

“Never mind,” she said, and then suddenly threw down her pack and swung on him.  “Okay.  You know what?  It  does bother me.” 

“Apparently,” Arion agreed, startled. 

“And most of what bothers me is that I’m the only one who’s bothered! 

Don’t you people have any morals at all?” 

He reared back with an impressive snort, his eyes narrowing.  “Aye,” he said in a hard voice.  “We do.  And we do not appreciate hearing them called into question causelessly.” 

“Well, then maybe you can explain it to me, because I simply do not get how my sister could sleep with half the wedding guests and still—” 

“What?”  Arion shook his head and uttered a short laugh.  “Where was I when she presented that prize?  I was only at the barrel for a moment!” 

“She didn’t do it at the wedding,” Rhiannon snapped.  She turned on her heel and marched for the door, snatching up her backpack on the way.  “But cheer up, because odds are damned good you’ll get your chance eventually.” 

“Think you so?  Ta, there’s a fetcher.”  He laughed, the sound sliding into a groan at the end.  “Ah, Rhiannon, wait.” 

Rhiannon kept going, yanking open the bathhouse door hard enough to bounce it off the wall.  Several horsemen on their way to the Jiko for breakfast stopped to stare at her. 

Arion’s hand closed on the back of her shirt and pulled her back inside in one easy tug.  He caught the door while it was still shuddering off its impact and shut it, then squeezed between it and her and leaned on it when she tried to open it.  “Wait,” he said again, and this time, he wasn’t laughing.  “Say it all, then.  It does no good to spit out half the poison you’ve swallowed.” 

“Oh, let me go!”  She tried to shove him aside.  It was a lot like shoving a furry brick wall.  Arion merely flicked an ear, folded his arms, kicked one hoof over the other, and looked prepared to stand there all day.  She swung her backpack at him irritably and glared.  “Even if you cared, which you don’t, you wouldn’t know what I was talking about.” 

“What, people who hold you to a lower standard than your sibling? 

Gods, no, how could I possibly understand how that feels?”  He rolled his eyes, underlining his flat, dry tone with physical sarcasm, and then shook his head again.  “Stop heaving at me, human.  You’d sooner move the sun and we both know it.” 

Rhiannon stomped away from him, kicking at the bucket of rocks next to the steam trough.  Then she had to limp the rest of the way to the table and lean 348

 

on it.  Her head was pounding, not with pain, but with the stuffy, sick feeling she always got when a fight was brewing.  “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Aye, you do.” 

“Well, I don’t want to talk to you!” 

“Pity, that, because I’m who’s here.”  He watched her walk off her hurt toes, one ear twitching each time she reversed direction.  Otherwise, he didn’t move.  Not an itch, not a fidget, nothing.  He was completely relaxed. 

Little hooves came galloping up to the bathhouse door.  “Mother wants to know if you’re coming in to eat,” a foal called. 

“That would depend on how long Rhiannon feels like staying out here,” 

Arion replied evenly. 

“Let me out of here!” Rhiannon called. 

Tonka’s voice then, first sending the foal away and then politely raised to penetrate the door.  “What goes on here?” 

“I apologize for the extended use of your bathhouse,” Arion answered in a conversational sort of way.  He let Rhiannon bang on the door to his side, but didn’t budge.  “We may be some little while.” 

“He’s holding me prisoner!” she shouted. 

“Are you indeed, traveler?”  Tonka’s words were still calm, still quiet, but there was a very real threat in them now and Rhiannon didn’t have to see him to know that he probably had his spear in his hand.  There may even be a few warriors behind him, ready to kick in the door and lay down some Farasai law. 

“My kin are not for taking.” 

Arion tipped one ear, looking thoughtfully over his shoulder at the flat plane of the door.  When he glanced back at Rhiannon, she was waiting with a fierce, self-satisfied glare.  “Go on then,” he said dryly.  “Ask for help.” 

Rhiannon recoiled. 

“If you need saving so desperately, ask to be saved.  I’ll not resist,” he added, inspecting his blunt fingernails.  “I’ll step aside at his first command, being but a humble traveler to his kraal.  Go on.  Ask.” 

Rhiannon could feel her jaw aching, locked tight.  She shoved futilely at him once more and yanked just as pointlessly at the latch.  She could all but feel Tonka’s intense attention just outside and she knew that one word out of her, just a little old ‘Help,’ and he’d get her out…and probably throw Arion out of town, to boot.  With a couple of hoofprints on his ass.  And he deserved it. 

“Not so much a prisoner, chieftain,” Arion called.  “We’ll be along presently.” 

“Aye, very well.”  Tonka started away. 

“Make him open the door!” she howled, beating on it with both fists. 

There was no answer.  Rhiannon stepped back, glaring and short of breath. 

“Well?”  Arion tipped a horn at her. 
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She socked him on the arm.  He looked at his bicep, then at her. 

“You are so cute,” he said seriously. 

“Aaargh!”  Rhiannon started pacing again.  Her eyes were burning. 

Tears of anger, shame, pain, and worst of all, surrender.  She didn’t let any of them fall.  If she kept quiet long enough, he’d give up and leave. 
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63.  All Things Being Equal 



The bathhouse got very stuffy, between the water and lack of windows and the fact that it was summer.  She let the fire go out under the steam trough (Arion remarked many times that she shouldn’t, but he wouldn’t come away from the door to add fuel, so there).  The mid-day meal was called, confirming Rhiannon’s growing certainty that they had been here for several hours.  He wasn’t going anywhere. 

“I am not going anywhere, human,” Arion remarked. 

Plus, he read minds. 

“You’ll have to pee sometime,” she muttered. 

“So will you.”  He tossed his horns.  “And it’s a fair wager to say I can hold my water longer than a half-grown she-human.” 

“I am not half-grown.”  But she did need to pee now.  Jerk. 

Rhiannon stood up and started pacing. 

Arion heaved a short, good-humored sigh.  “If you knew how much I enjoy watching you stalk back and forth so, you’d never do it again.” 

She shot him a glare and kept pacing, self-consciously now. 

“I particularly like what it does to your hair.  It snaps out behind you like your own banner of war.” 

“Just be quiet, can’t you?” 

“I should like to have an image painted of you just this way.  I would hang it beside my bed so t’would be the first thing I saw on daybreak—” 

“Jerk.” 

“—and the last before I shut my eyes at night.” 

“And touched yourself inappropriately.” 
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“What more appropriate place or time?” he asked reasonably. 

“Pervert.” 

“I could send you my own painted image,” he offered.  “Standing just thus.  Since you’ve made no effort to move me, I must assume you like to see me so.  Encouraging thought.  You could hang it by your own bed.” 

“I don’t have one.” 

“You could share mine.” 

She stopped walking to stare at him, first stunned, then uneasily curious if he meant it or not, and finally indignant.  “I can’t believe you said that, you pig!” 

He burst out laughing, slapping one hand impressively over his eyes.  “It took you that long to be offended?” he demanded.  “I should have offered  long before now!” 

“Do you think that’s flattering?  I’m not flattered!” 

“You are,” he countered, and winked at her. 

“I am not!  God!  What is it with this planet and sex?” 

“I have been wondering that selfsame thing about your own world.” 

“Oh please!”  She launched herself back into motion, wiping hard at her eyes.  “Taryn sleeps with anyone she damn well meets and you people fall down at her feet and frigging worship her for it.  If she tried that back home, the only thing they’d do is call her a whore.” 

An odd, rippling motion moved through Arion’s body.  His crossed arms half-unlocked and then settled again.  He looked at her, frowning. 

“You know what they say here?  What they say about her and  Tonka?!” 

“Aye, and what of it?”   He sounded honestly perplexed. 

“What of it?  He’s a horse!” 

“Man,” Arion added darkly.  “He is a horse- man.” 

She swung around to face him.  “The part she had sex with is a horse, and don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’m saying!  Having sex with Farasai is weird and you know it!  Would you do it?” 

“Well…not with Tonka.” 

“How many times can you think of when a Cerosan got with a Farasai?” 

His frown deepened.  “Not many.” 

“Because it’s weird!” 

“Because our lives are very different.  But when such couplings do occur, they are not met with your cries of revulsion.  People are people.  Taryn does not mate with animals, but with people.  And she does not mate for coin,” 

he added, lowering his horns.  “She mates for love and friendship.  She gives herself with joy.  If she were to hear you say these things, I think she would be very hurt.” 

“Oh well, God forbid she should have to have her feelings hurt!” 

“Why are you so angry with her?” Arion asked quietly, wonderingly. 
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“Because it’s not fair!” she shouted.  “She’s not that damn great!  She’s a liar and a slut and you all act like she’s the Queen of fucking England!  Well, she’s not!  She’s just another piece of Irish trash like—like anyone else!” 

“Tell me,” Arion said, pushing himself off the door. 

She clung to one more moment of stubborn silence, and then something snapped inside her mind and it all came pouring out of her in a bilious rush. 

“When I was eight years old, I found a puppy and Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me keep it.  When Taryn was eight, she found a griffin, and they let her take it off to Africa!  When I was out of school, I wanted to take a trip to Europe, but that was too far away for me to go alone.  When Taryn was out of school, they let her leave the fucking planet!  It’s not fair!  She lied to us and nobody cares!  She just walked away from us like we never mattered to her! 

She’s having sex all up and down the damn Valley, but he doesn’t care, he married her anyway!  She did everything wrong and everyone loves her!  I did everything right and no one gives a rat’s ass about me!  Do you know what I want?” 

“A puppy and a trip to Europe?” 

She swung around. 

He spread his arms, showing her his empty hands.  “I’m listening.  What do you want, Rhiannon?” 

Her vision blurred as those hated tears finally scratched free of her.  “I want it to be the same, that’s all.  I want the same rules to apply.  I want—” 

“Her to be as miserable as you are.” 

“And it’s never going to happen!” Rhiannon spat.  “It’s never going to be equal!  Because some women are diamonds and some are just dirt!” 

She thought he was trying to answer, but then realized he’d just dropped his jaw at her.  He stared for a long time as she wiped at her face and tried frantically to remember everything she’d said.  At last, in a queerly breathless, kicked-in-the-gut sort of voice, he said, “Who in the burning  hell put that idea in your head?” 

“Oh, shut up and let me go.” 

“I will not!”  His huge hands closed on her wrists like shackles, wrenching them away so that she couldn’t hide, and then he grabbed her chin so she would have to look at him.  “How could you believe it?” he demanded. 

“How could you hear such an evil thing and not know it for a lie?” 

“I guess I’m not as smart as Taryn!” she shouted. 

“Save your anger for a truer enemy than your sister,” he said.  “Every time you curse her name, I see hurt in your eyes.  Drop that dagger, Rhiannon. 

You are stabbing only yourself.” 

“What, are you trying out for Fortune Cookie Master of the Year? 

Enough, already!” 
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“Stab me all that you please,” he went on calmly.  “I’ve survived worse wounds.” 

“Why won’t you leave me alone?” 

“I can’t leave anything alone.  Ask anyone.”  He sighed as one of her flailing fists caught him on the jaw, then picked her easily off the floor and wrapped her in the iron of his arms. 

She screamed like a woman being murdered, kicking and punching for all she was worth.  She never missed him and she never loosened his grip. 

Eventually, too exhausted to hit him any more, she sagged against his chest and sobbed. 

He held her, rubbed her back, and did not tell her everything was all right.  Instead, he said, “Tis a terrible thing to be separated from the family you love.  I know.  I did not even have the luxury to be left behind, as you were.  I had to be the one who walked away.  Apart from that, I think you may believe me when I say I know something of what you feel.  To have some fleeting moment of mortal envy does not make those feelings less true.” 

“She hates me!” 

“Nay.” 

“She should,” Rhiannon wept.  “I’m horrible!” 

“Nay, I say.  You have been her strength all this time.”  His hand moved down her hair.  “And you are a deep well of strength, Rhiannon.” 

“No, I’m not!” 

“Aye, you are.  And she will have great need of you in the near days.” 

He held her closer.  “All of Arcadia will be better for your presence, for I have seen well your warrior’s heart.” 

“Some warrior,” Rhiannon sniffed. 

“Indeed.”  The single word hummed with sincerity and all of a sudden, Rhiannon remembered he was naked.  This time, when she pulled back, he let her go.  “And now, my warrior,” he said, his voice once again Arion-light.  “I think my labors here are quite resolved.  What will you?  A bath, a basin, or a bite to eat?” 

“There’s probably a line of people thirty deep waiting for a bath,” she said.  She dipped her hands in now-cool water and washed her face.  “And I really need to pee now, so…” 

“To the basinry, then.  But I shall await you in the Jiko, my warrior, and save you out the best of whatever scraps there are.” 

This time, his use of the possessive sank in.  She looked around, water dripping from between her fingers.  “Your warrior?” 

“Ah, ‘tis my brother who is lord,” Arion said, opening the door.  “I am free to pursue my dreams.”  He tossed his horns at her in a Cerosan smile and walked away. 
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64.  Kin 



Arion came walking right into the Jiko that night when the third meal was called.  Right in.  Like he belonged there.  He walked nonchalantly up two rows of openly-staring horsemen and stood before the high table.  “Hail, chieftain,” he said cheerfully.  “Ho, Rhiannon.  Where shall I stand?” 

Tonka put his cup down.  “You overstep yourself, traveler.” 

And two hundred Farasai pulled spears. 

Rhiannon’s mouth went dry in less time than it took to blink an eye, not that she was capable of blinking.  She could only stare, frozen with horror, expecting at any moment to see a Cerosan turned into a pin-cushion right in the middle of dinner.  He might be the lord’s brother, but clearly, that wasn’t giving anyone pause, and these people were not kidding when they said, ‘invitation only’. 

But Arion very calmly helped himself to a trencher and pulled the Cerosan-sized chair made for Antilles over to the table.  “I think not,” he said, sitting in it.  “Hear my reasoning.  Lady Taryn is thy named kin.  Also, she is now married to my brother, who must, by point of that fact, also be kin.  And as any kin of his must therefore be kin of yours, my feelings have been sore abused at being left to a traveler’s hospitalities.  But no longer.  I have decided to forgive you this oversight and come to share a kinsman’s meal.”  Arion raised his trencher in salute and took a healthy bite. 

Tonka watched Arion chew.  Rhiannon watched Tonka.  When the faintest crease of a smile appeared at his lips, she felt her pent-up breath woof out of her.  It made an audible sound, one that earned her more than one glance and a tip of the horn from Arion himself. 
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“Tis good to see thee especially,” he said, leaning out to catch a cup off a tray held by serving foals.  He put a hoof on the table. 

Ven smacked it off and looked at Tonka. 

Tonka picked up his cup again and sipped at it. 

The sound of runkas resheathing momentarily drowned everything else out.  Then normal conversation resumed and Rhiannon was left to stare at Arion. 

He tipped his ears at her invitingly. 

“This was stupid,” she said. 

Arion laughed.  “Aye, it surely was.  You’ll find I have my bravest moments where food is concerned.” 

“Well, at least you didn’t do it for me.” 

“Perhaps I mean to nibble on you later.” 

Rhiannon snickered. 

All around the lodge, horsemen interrupted themselves to give her a sharp double-take.  She focused on her trencher, her stomach twisting into a hot knot, and wondered why in God’s name she hadn’t called him a pervert instead. 

“I do so love that color on you,” Arion said mildly.  “Gods, it’s sweltering in here.  Honor’s a hard thing for the flesh to endure.” 

Rhiannon picked off a corner of her toasted bread and nibbled at it. 

“Is that all you’ve had to eat?” Arion asked, rolling his ears around.  “I know for fact that you slipped your first meal and took sparing few scraps for your second.” 

Rhiannon said nothing. 

Arion toyed with the crust of his trencher, then polished it off in two bites, clapping his hands free of crumbs.  “Well, ‘tis certainly not the fault of the food.  I think your appetite could be improved by a turn in cooler air.  Come, walk with me.  Mother, might I have a basket for this most excellent feast?” 

Ven looked at Tonka again.  When he only continued to eat, she stepped away from the table and started putting together a to-go box for their toast. 

Rhiannon stalled for as long as she could, but when it was all packed and Arion stood up, she had this awful choice staring at her. 

And it was hot in here. 

She inched away from the high table, then paused and looked back at Tonka.  “May I be excused?” 

He smiled again.  “Aye, kinswoman.  As you will.” 

They drew a few more covert stares in the commons when they exited together, especially from Shappa, who actually followed them as far as the borders of the kraal, and then stood at the edge of the field and watched them continue out into the plains.  She tried hard not to keep looking back, but she could feel his stare itching at her.  If she gave him half a reason, he’d probably come charging down here to do some mighty trampling on her behalf.  So she tried to look like she wanted to be here.  She didn’t want to give him that reason. 
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And she did want to be here.  A little. 

“Where are we going?” Rhiannon asked, letting Arion fight the tall grass as she followed in his wake. 

“You never did manage a bath this morning,” he replied.  “And I felt badly for you.  I thought perhaps a turn in the brook and a bite to eat in the shade at afters might be well-met.” 

“What happens when my feminine nakedness overwhelms you?” 

“I shall have to think of something else to hold my interest.”  He glanced at her.  “But I swear not to leer at you or touch myself—” 

“Inappropriately.” 

“Even so.  Although I humbly refrain from asking the same promise of you.  And I will always leave if you bid me go,” he added, suddenly very serious. 

“Remember that, Rhiannon.” 

Taryn had to be right about getting used to long journeys.  There had to be at least two miles between Rucombe and the stream where Arion took her, but it seemed to take no time at all to get there.  She didn’t remember saying anything, although Arion chatted almost nonstop.  When they reached the sandy bank and followed it to the nearest clump of shade trees, Arion stopped and set the basket down.  “Remember not to drink it,” he said, and climbed down the dried-out slope to wade into the water running knee-deep at the bottom. 

Rhiannon hesitated, then sat down in the grass and took off her shoes and her jeans.  In her t-shirt and panties, she slid down to join him.  He laughed heartily at this human quirk of bathing in clothing, then set about kicking water at her until she forgot all about what she was wearing and fought back.  They splashed messily back and forth, making just a godawful lot of noise, and didn’t stop until the sun started threatening to set. 

She actually had an appetite when she climbed out onto the grass.  She couldn’t really remember the last time that had been true.  Unless she counted starving in the bathhouse this morning.  And it was exactly the same trencher she’d been picking at so dully back in the Jiko, but she thought it was delicious when she had her first bite here. 

Arion flopped nakedly into the grass beside her and yawned.  “That was fun,” he said, digging through the basket for some fruit.  “I like that noise you make.” 

“What noise?” 

Arion scrunched up his bull’s face and did a pretty fair imitation of her giggle, if in a much deeper tone.  He punctuated it by dropping onto his back and biting into his fruit.  “They have things in Abbadon that make that sound, or nearly so.  Little furry things.  Puff-tails, they’re called, or would be, in this tongue.  They leap around much like you, too.” 

Rhiannon giggled and ate her trencher, holding it in both hands like a squirrel.  Like a puff-tail. 
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Arion watched her while he ate his fruit.  It was purple and pear-shaped, crunchy like an apple, with a pit like a peach that he tossed carelessly away into the grass.  “You don’t look like one, though,” he said.  “A puff-tail, I mean. 

There’s a blessing.” 

Rhiannon hunched a little further over, her smile fading just a hair. 

Arion yawned and shifted to watch the sun set, tucking his arms behind his head.  “I am glad I nerved myself to do this,” he said seriously. 

“Even if I wouldn’t let you be overcome by my feminine nakedness.” 

“Lady, if you only knew how little you hid once those coverings of yours got wet…But nay, it had nothing to do with the sensual appeal of my very fetching companion.  I speak merely of coming here and acting the fool without having to think about how it looks to others.” 

“I didn’t think you cared much about that anyway.” 

“Not as much as my brother, but aye, ‘tis a hard thing to escape.  I must practice such a restrained form of foolery under most circumstances.”  He was quiet for a while, combing idly through his fur, making it spike out for the fading sun to dry.  “Do you worry about your sister?” he asked suddenly, and, without waiting for an answer, said, “I worry about my brother.  He’s alone in Dis.  Oh, I know Eurydome is there, and by now, surely some other party has come out of the mountains to join him, but I think of him as alone there.” 

Rhiannon wrung out her shirt for the few drops it gave up, then pulled it over her drawn up knees in a tent to keep it from clinging to her breasts.  The shirt was blue, but it still did a great job of turning invisible when it was wet. 

“You could go, too,” she said. 

“Sometimes being alone is best.”  He glanced at her.  “Pray gods you do not tell Shappa I said that.” 

She giggled again, then sighed.  “Yeah.  I worry about my sister.  But I’m not worried  for her, if you know what I mean.  She’ll be fine.  She always does the most ridiculously reckless things and she’s always fine.” 

“Mm.”  Arion picked up a trencher, then put it back in the basket uneaten.  “I worry about you, too.” 

She frowned, keeping her eyes on the sunset.  “Why?” 

“Same reason.  I think of you as alone.” 

“Sometimes being alone is best.” 

“Sometimes.” 

She got up and put her jeans back on.  It was hard to do, since her legs and her panties were still pretty wet.  The denim clung to every inch and she had to do a lot of hopping and wriggling to pull it up over her hips, which in turn made other parts of her seem pretty perky, parts her damp t-shirt very much wanted on display.  As she bent to collect her shoes, she snuck a peek back, but he wasn’t even looking at her.  She shook her head at herself while she covered 358

 

up her feet against this roadless world.  “Why do you waste your time with me?” 

she asked. 

“I don’t.”  He sat up, then stood up and collected the basket.  “But if you are asking why I spend my time with you…well, why not?  I find you good company.” 

“That’s hard to believe.” 

“You could make it easier,” he pointed out, dipping a horn to take some of the sting out.  “Are you waiting to hear me say I have no motive beyond brotherly companionship?  Ha, there lies a long wait.  You are my sister only when I seek to follow you to Tonka’s table.  At every other hour, you are my warrior Rhiannon.” 

“I’m not your anything.” 

“You are,” he said, in that same infuriatingly confident tone he’d used back in the bathhouse.  “You are my dream during daylit hours, you are the moon that I pursue across the sea, you are the spirit that swells me even now.” 

Startled, Rhiannon looked down at him. 

Arion burst out in thunderous laughter.  “That swells my  soul,” he managed, actually wheezing he was laughing so hard.  “Ai, you’ve never heard the verse, of course.  Stone-headed me!  Besides.”  He wiped at his eyes, still chuckling.  “I told thee once already that we Cerosan do not parade our urges for any eyes to see.” 

“Who else is out here?” Rhiannon asked. 

Arion stopped laughing.  He looked at her, his brows rising. 

“Good God, that could have been an invitation,” she blurted, blushing. 

“Aye, it well could have been.”  He tipped his head, studying her pink face, and just as the heat suffusing her cheeks began to fade, quietly said, “And was it?” 

“No!  It was just a…just a…no!”  She grabbed the basket out of his hands and started walking, gaping hugely at the sky the instant her back was safely to him.  Who else is out here?!  That was about as coy as a brick to the head!  Why not just rip off her clothes and jump on him? 

“Rhiannon.” 

Oh God. 

“Rhiannon, look at me.” 

She stopped walking.  It was impossible to move.  Thank God, that meant it was also impossible to turn around. 

She heard him walk up behind her in the grass and then he stepped in front of her.  He waited for her to see that he was no more swollen than usual, then touched her chin and brought her eyes up to his. 

“I will always leave when you bid me leave,” he said.  “You do not have to run from me.” 

“I’m not running.” 
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“Good.”  He took the basket back, moved it to his other arm, and then took her hand and started walking.  “Because it has been a very fine day.” 

They walked. 

She thought about him trapping her in the bathhouse for hours on end, sweating buckets and starving and needing to pee, until she’d puked out all that misery just to get away.  She thought of crying so hard her throat felt bruised, and having to go in and dump food on her leaden stomach, knowing that all the Farasai politely turned away from her would be whispering about it later.  And then she thought of him making that baritone squirrely sound. 

She squeezed his hand a little. 

“Yeah,” she said.  “It wasn’t bad.” 
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65.  A Lord’s Protection 



The morning hunt returned to High Pack exactly as it had left, empty-handed, rank with the scent of frustrated males, and with the sound of Gef’s weeping hanging in the air.  The only difference between that hour and this was the sight of tumbili roasting, not in the coals, but stabbed through on sticks. 

Taryn herself was not in evidence, but Nakaroth’s unconcern and several freshly-skinned tumbili hides testified to her presence somewhere.  Kruin took his place on the raised rock and lay down, pressing his underbelly to the shaded stone and closing his eyes to savor the relative coolness of it.  He listened to Gef grieve and he dozed. 

He was not the only one whose attention wandered up to the young female’s den.  Sakros crouched midway up the slope, braving full sun to show his proprietary interest.  Kruin could hear the sound of claws scratching moodily at the ground as Sakros contemplated the task to come.  He was not concerned. 

Sakros had been the old lord’s second for all the years of Kruin’s life.  He was the oldest wolf in High Pack, perhaps the oldest in the world, and no one knew better the ways of opening young ones to womanhood.  Kruin knew Sakros would cause no more pain than necessary.  Gef would submit.  And she would survive. 

The stealthy pad of human feet pricked up Kruin’s ears.  He raised his head to watch Taryn come down the slope from Gef’s cave.  There was an empty bowl in her hands, still wet from the water she had carried in and left with Gef. 

Kruin slid his eyes toward Graal; it fell to kin first to ease the confinement of others.  Graal met his gaze with a crooked smile and he had to return it faintly. 
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So.  Let the human tend to Gef.  Young bones could do what old bones protested, and all the pack would see was the will of a higher mate being done by a lower one. 

But Kruin knew Graal would not have asked, and therefore the human had performed this kindness of her own will.  And not to ingratiate herself to him, for he could plainly see that all her attention was running before her to her newest hides.  She had done this thing, not for Graal and not for her standing in his pack, but for Gef.  The thought warmed him, and Kruin rolled onto his back spontaneously, grinning at himself and his presumption, knowing the human would not understand. 

And no.  She looked at him as she passed by, but not for long.  Kruin combed his claws over the short hairs of his belly and watched her tie a hide into a frame of sticks.  It took some time and trimming before she was content with its fit.  He wondered what she meant to do with them.  Attach them together into a single large hide, he supposed.  He knew his den did not suit her. 

He had other furs, easily spared in this weather.  He might share them out better. 

But Lura would protest such a gift.  And Taryn seemed content to tend to her own needs.  Ah well. 

Taryn stood and went to set a bowl of watered brains to warm.  Her eyes moved toward Gef’s cave and not at Kruin, even when he showed her his belly again.  She turned back to her tieneedle tree.  But then she stopped.  Stopped and turned and came to him. 

Kruin flipped onto his feet, ready.  Truly ready, he realized, not without some good-humored surprise.  She was still bare-fleshed, still ate plants, but there was something in her he found appealing regardless.  He tried to tease out exactly what, but could only think of that wet bowl in her hand, of Sangar’s boneset.  He let it go, focusing on Taryn and his own urge to mate, blending them both together.  It was easier than he would have thought. 

But she stopped when she reached the raised rock.  She did not crouch, did not present, but stood with her eyes as high as his and did not look away.  In a low voice, she said, “Why are you punishing Gef?” 

Punishing. 

Kruin lay back down.  To his surprise, she sat beside him.  It took some effort on her part.  He rolled onto his back, pleased, inviting touches by first brushing at her knee.  She folded her hands in her lap and looked expectant.  Ah well. 

“It is no punishment,” he told her.  “It is only her time.” 

“Time for what?”  Taryn looked nervously up to the slope to the place where Sakros crouched.  “She says…” 

He waited. 

“She says you’re  giving her to Sakros.” 
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“Yes.” 

The look of shock and disappointment she showed him stung.  Kruin turned onto his side.  He said, “It is time.  She is two years past her first blood. 

She is grown.  Now she will be mated.” 

“But you’re giving her away!” 

“I have been lord some little while longer than Gef has lived.  When my father, the old lord, died, his mates returned to the packs that bore them.  But Graal is of High Pack.  There is only here for her.  I took her for mine, and she, still deep in her Heat.  Then Gef came.”  Kruin cocked his head.  “So.  She shall be either my own or my father’s get, and so I give her away.” 

“That’s not the point I was trying to make,” she said. 

“Then make your point.” 

“She’s a person!  You’re passing her out like—”  Taryn’s eyes darted to the carcasses roasting on the coals, to the wolves gathered close, waiting for their chief to fill their bellies.  She did not say it.  She did not have to.  And yet, her eyes were not accusing when they turned back to him, but only troubled.  “Does it have to be like this?” she asked. 

“Yes.” 

She looked away, looked up the slope to Gef’s cave.  She said nothing. 

The lines of her flat face were so filled with pity. 

“Surely you have seen the scarcity of females in my pack,” Kruin said quietly, and she met his gaze again, met it without flinching.  “An unmated female incites challenge at the best of times, but now?  Gef, daughter of Graal, is High Pack born herself.  She is the daughter of a chief, the daughter of a lord.  To possess her, to sire cubs of her, gives any wolf a claim to this pack, even one of the Fringes.” 

“The Fringes.”  Taryn shook her head.  “Sangar mentioned them when I asked how she hurt her leg.  I don’t think I understand.” 

“Look around you, human.”  Kruin, amused, watched as she did just that, carefully scanning the entire clearing before meeting his eyes so boldly.  “High Pack rules the Land of Tooth and Claw,” he said.  “The lowest wolf here holds station as great as the chief of any other.  To be welcomed here brings tremendous honor, an honor many seek.  All the packs of this Land send their best to me.  Others, outcast or lone wolf, come as well.  They come to the Fringes, to the borders of High Pack, to wait for welcome.  Most will never find it.  For them, frustration can lead to violence.” 

Taryn frowned, but not with confusion.  “Why do you allow this?” 

“It is every wolf’s right to seek entry at any pack.” 

“Is it every wolf’s right to… possess undefended females?  Or to break their legs?”  Still, her voice was low, for him alone. She was angry, but she never forgot who was lord. 

“It is not, and he was punished when his crime was discovered.” 
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“Punished,” Taryn repeated.  “What, did you send  him to his cave?” 

Kruin raised his head slightly and lowered his ears.  “He will wear his scars for all his life, and any who see them will know at once what he did to earn them.  He will be outcast from every pack.  He will have no mate, no cubs.  His howls go unanswered.  No meat will ever be burnt at his crossing, and his name will never be heard.” 

Her outrage faded.  Her anger remained.  He could see her thinking, and her thoughts were troubled.  Kruin brushed at her knee again.  She did not appear to notice. 

“It was an evil thing that happened to Sangar, but it happened because I was not there to protect her,” he stressed.  “I could not always protect Sangar and I cannot always protect Gef.  So I will give her.  Now.  Boldly.  I will show the Fringes even before her opening is done that she is claimed and so prevent more violence.  It is the best protection I can provide her and it is a good match. 

Sakros is a strong wolf.  He will sire strong cubs.” 

This did not seem to give the comfort he intended, but he could see that she accepted it.  She dropped her eyes, slumping forward slightly.  The curve of her back attracted him suddenly, powerfully.  Kruin sat up, readying himself to take her at her first presentation, and she, still oblivious, chose that moment to look up again and say, “Where are all the other cubs?  I don’t see anyone younger than Gef.  Do you just…grow up that fast?” 

“No.”  Kruin growled under his breath and lay back down.  He gazed at her, considering how much to tell her.  Her eyes were very bright.  He said it all. 

“Two years back and some few moons ago, this pack was much larger.  I had other mates in those days.  Tan, who bore me Alorak and a daughter, now gone.  Graal and Sangar.  And Kahnee, my highest, who had borne me three young cubs in her time.”  Kruin’s claws scraped at the stone.  He glanced down, curled his hand onto its side, and continued.  “There were many females then, many cubs, and there was one, high among my hunters, called Ruaknar.  He was one of my father’s getting, though never a favorite.  His eyes were soon upon my Kahnee.  He and she first mated and then conspired.  She would lure me into the wood to mate, and he would there slay me while I was vulnerable.  But he was hasty, and I, not vulnerable enough.” 

He saw understanding in her eyes, and, he thought, a little pity.  From any other, it would seem an insult.  In her eyes, strangely, it was a kindness. 

Kruin moved his hand to her knee and kept it there. 

“There was challenge, many days of challenge, which I won.  Ruaknar would not submit.  He and a great many of my pack, including my Kahnee and many other females he had bred to and conspired with, left to begin a new pack. 

The females took their young.  I heard the howls for their dead for some few moons,” he said.  “Then nothing.  Last winter, on my travels, I found two of my cubs among Sky Hunter Pack, but of their mother or my youngest, there was no 364

 

word.  The wolf who reared them said only he found them wandering alone and they had no memories.” 

“I am so sorry.” 

He puzzled over the apology, then grunted and stood up.  “The Upheaval has been a difficult one to overcome, but we endure.  We have lost many in the past year, yet the pack remains.  My little Cham has crossed, and her mother after her, yet Ararro’s cub will come, and soon, Gef’s.  My mates shall bear, and if they do not, still the cubs of my getting live on in Alorak and in Sky Hunter Pack.  The Land of Tooth and Claw endures, and there shall always be a lord.” 

“Is that enough?” 

He stared at her, then slowly lowered himself to the level of her staring eyes once more.  “It must be,” he said quietly.  “After all that I have lost, it must be enough that something endures, something greater than myself.” 

“You don’t seem to love this land,” Taryn said.  They were now nearly whispering, alone in the midst of all the pack, their heads so close together that their breath was shared.  Hers tasted of plants.  He supposed his must taste of blood.  “You protect it, and you keep it, but you don’t love it.” 

“I have little use for love,” he said.  “This land will never care for its lord.  It knows only thirst, and blood quenches as well as water.”  He reached out impulsively to run his finger below her unhappy eyes.  Her skin was so soft, so impossibly smooth.  “If we love, we will be destroyed.” 

“Love doesn’t make a person weak.” 

She spoke with such sincerity.  Kruin’s heart ached once, yearning to believe.  He scratched at it until it faded. 

“Oh Kruin.”  Now she reached out, touching his cheek so unexpectedly that he was briefly blinded.  “Eating plants doesn’t make you weak, it keeps you from getting scurvy.  Throwing stones doesn’t make you weak, it lands you tumblers from high branches.  And loving someone, letting someone love you, is a source of strength you can’t even imagine.” 

He saw her Cerosan in her eyes.  He heard that name beating in her heart. 

And he was aware very suddenly of the closeness of the watching pack, and all their stares upon the two of them.  It was time to mount her.  They had seen his overtures, witnessed her approach, all these quiet words, and now, these shared touches.  It was time and indeed, it was past time. 

Kruin did nothing.  After a moment, Taryn labored herself up and went down to work her hides.  He watched her go.  Every step she took away from him tore a little wider hole.  It was time to mate with her.  Moreover, he wished to mate with her, wished to as much as he had ever desired any female. 

Still he did not move.  His heart ached.  He scratched at it and brooded. 
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66.  At The Pond 



The days passed so much slower here than in Rucombe.  In a way, it was almost like being back in the foothills of the Isauren Mountains, where Antilles was so often away and it was just her and Aisling, or rather, as it had been towards the end, just her.  After staying with Tonka’s hundreds, the two dozen wolves of High Pack seemed so few, and since they showed respect to Kruin by ignoring his mates, the very little contact she had stayed brusque to the point of rudeness.  On her best days, she felt alone.  On her worst, with Nakaroth’s eyes boring into her all day and Lura’s dislike smothering her in the cave at night, she felt positively bereft. 

When Taryn’s fifth morning in the Land of Tooth and Claw began with a roiling stomach, she knew it wasn’t going to be one of her better days.  She didn’t have a biscuit to nibble on.  She didn’t have Ven to give her a piece of candied ginger to suck on.  She didn’t even have Antilles to hold her hair while she was messily sick in the bushes outside her door.  All she could do was lie there and hope it went away.  Kruin and his other mates simply walked on past her and out of the den.  Not one of them so much as glanced at her.  Not one of them even stopped to see if her eyes were open or if she’d gone and died in the night. 

By the time her stomach had settled enough to let her get up, the hunters were gone.  Taryn climbed down off the raised rock, past an apparently dozing Nakaroth, and went to her tieneedle tree.  She leaned up against it, feeling suffocatingly sorry for herself.  Her back hurt, but her bladder was throbbing on the red line.  She wanted to sit down and she couldn’t. 

“If you were a deer, I wouldn’t even eat you,” Lura announced. 
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Taryn thought that over for several bladder-screaming seconds.  “Okay,” 

she said at last.  “You’re going to have to point at the insult, because I’m not seeing it.” 

“Because you look ill,” Nakaroth explained sleepily.  “Too ill to eat.” 

“Oh.  Well.”  Taryn thought about it some more, still propped up against her tree with her eyes shut.  Finally, in a reasonable tone, she said, “If I was a deer, you wouldn’t eat me anyway, because you’re too lazy to go hunting.” 

Nakaroth laughed out loud, slapping a hand to his cheek and half-rolling onto his back.  Lura, who had leapt up self-importantly as soon as the words were out of Taryn’s mouth, glared at him until he faded into chuckles, and then sneezed in Taryn’s direction and stalked over to sit on the raised rock instead. 

Taryn took several bracing breaths and finally heaved herself off the tree and went to find a friendly bush. 

Once that was done, her whole day stretched out in front her.  It wasn’t a nice feeling.  It was, in fact, a lot like standing between the forks of a giant slingshot and watching the sinews stretch out in front of her.  She never had been good at dealing with boredom. 

So the question then became one of industry and diplomacy versus selfish personal comfort.  Should she go hunting?  She could grab a couple tumblers easy, take them back to High Pack, and have them skinned and the hides scraped before the hunters returned.  That would keep her nice and busy, and she’d be helping the pack in some way besides. 

On the other hand, she could just turn aside here and follow the trail that led to the pond.  A nice cool swim seemed just the ticket.  She could actually feel the soothing ripples of the water lapping against her skin as she floated.  She could always knock down a tumbler afterwards and then hide in Kruin’s nice, dark den to sleep away the hottest hours while the baby beat on her bladder. 

And really, when you put it like that, what choice was there? 

Taryn turned aside and headed for the pond, holding her tummy in both hands.  It felt bigger.  It felt bigger even since she’d left Antilles and the others to come here.  She wondered if she was waddling.  It didn’t feel like she was, but it was hard to imagine how she could get much bigger without affecting her gait. 

Or the tides, for that matter. 

Ararro was even more massive, come to think of it, but Ararro didn’t waddle when she walked.  Like all the lycan, Ararro was in perpetual stalk mode, and never mind the baby-belly. 

Taryn walked, watching her shadow keep soundless pace below her.  It looked like a pretty big shadow.  She found herself wondering how much weight she gained.  Probably not as much as she should have.  It was hard to gain weight in Arcadia, even under Ven’s care.  How much more would she gain before…well, before she lost the largest portion of it?  She rubbed at her belly, and got a kick for her troubles, but no clear idea of size.  She— 
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She stopped.  She didn’t know why at first.  She could see the glitter of sunlight on water through the trees up ahead, but no danger.  She could hear forest sounds, muffled by the breeze in the branches.  The wind was blowing her way; she breathed it in futilely, smelled only earth and water and trees. 

Slowly, as silently as she was able, Taryn moved forward another step and then stopped again. 

Someone was crying.  The sound was scarcely audible, but heart-rending in every broken, breathless sob that came to her ears.  Taryn hesitated, then eased forward another step.  She hid herself behind a tree and peeked through the bushes that surrounded the pond. 

Gef crouched on the bank, her head bent almost low enough to touch the water.  Her thin shoulders shook with her near-soundless weeping.  Every now and then, she would rise up, rub one hand between her thighs, stare at it in damp-eyed dismay, and then fall forward in fresh tears. 

There was no blood on her fingers. 

Taryn retreated.  Her simple desire for a swim had congealed into a cold stone in her stomach.  Poor Gef.  She could still hear the tortured terror in the young lycan’s voice as she’d proclaimed that she’d rather die than go to Sakros, rather die than be bred at all, rather die than be turned out to the Fringes.  Now her time was at hand.  Tonight, she would be given away and she would go expecting pain, expecting humiliation, and expecting to be made an outcast if Sakros was not happy with her. 

The sound of Gef’s heart breaking woke shards of empathy in Taryn’s own breast.  She had to do something, but she didn’t know what else she could try.  Kruin had made his will very clear, even if he hadn’t bothered to tell Gef his reasons.  And Gef, Gef could not seem to believe that things could be different from her horrified imaginings, or even should be. 

But she had to try something.  Gef had the look of a girl on a cliff…right before a long jump.  And no one else was going to say anything. 

Taryn steeled herself for confrontation and moved for the pond again. 

But she wasn’t as quiet this time.  Her foot slipped, summer-dried branches broke, and she let out a hissy, “Shit!” in her panicked effort to keep from toppling over right on top of her pregnancy.  She managed to grab a tree instead, but it was some little while before she could get her heart started and her feet moving again.  By the time she stepped out into the clearing next to the water, Gef was gone. 

Not gone, Taryn realized, seeing movement reflected in the still pond’s surface.  Just hiding in the bushes behind her. 

Taryn lingered at the water under the pretense of washing her face.  She did not look towards Gef’s hiding place directly, afraid that the lycan would bolt if she knew she were discovered breaking her confinement.  If Gef wanted to 368

 

talk—and Taryn knew she did—she would come out on her own.  If Taryn pursued her, she’d run. 

But Gef didn’t appear, although twice Taryn glimpsed one smoke-grey hand emerge and then retreat.  Gef clearly wanted to come out, if only to have a shoulder to cry on, but her pride was more important.  Pride was just about the only thing a female lycan had to herself. 

Taryn knew only too well how it felt to be dangling by that frayed rope. 

She couldn’t bring herself to march into the bushes and confront Gef and she also couldn’t wash her face forever.  All she could do was try and be there for her later…assuming there was a later.  Gef’s haunting declaration of wanting to die aside, the fact that she was here, now, while the hunters were away, said that she had more than half a mind to leave High Pack, and that was just as suicidal in Taryn’s opinion. 

‘I’d rather die…I’d rather die…’  Gef’s voice in Taryn’s mind was the tolling of a broken bell.  If someone wanted to die badly enough, they would find a way no matter where they were.  Sakros didn’t seem like the brutal type, but Taryn didn’t think that would matter.  Gef wasn’t looking at him with objective eyes.  She would see a sadist no matter what Sakros actually did to her, and there was nothing Taryn could do about it. 

Taryn sighed and climbed laboriously up from her knees, hugging her belly for comfort.  She wished…she wished there was some good in wishing. 

Life was different here.  Even if Gef were inclined to receive it, the comfort Taryn could offer was limited. 

She turned to go and for the second time, a sound stopped her.  This time, it was not a young lycan’s weeping, but a rough snarl.  She backed up instinctively just as Kruin came stalking up the trail. 

He looked hot and frustrated to his limits, and it was awfully early in the day for that.  His hackles were stiff and his fangs were bared.  He was rubbing at his eyes, but he stopped when he saw her and instantly, all signs of irritation left him.  He gazed at her, lordly, serene, and very watchful.  “I intrude,” he said. 

“No, I…I was just leaving.”  Where was the wind coming from?  Gef hadn’t moved and Taryn didn’t dare even a glance in that direction, but if Kruin knew they were not alone, he gave no clue. 

He watched her, his eyes unblinking.  His ears twitched as though he could hear her thoughts, but there was no other movement.  He didn’t even seem to be breathing.  He was untouchable in this moment, a lycan made of smoke, like the boogeyman out of some half-forgotten nightmare, and just meeting his stare unsettled her deeply. 

He was very different from the Kruin who had spoken to her so openly about Gef’s protection.  It was easy to see how this Kruin could scare Gef so badly, and this was the face he wore most often.  The face that all of them wore the most often, she realized.  No wonder Gef was terrified of tonight.  This Kruin 369

 

looked as though he was a hair’s breadth or less away from falling on her and ripping her to shreds.  She could easily imagine the kind of mating Gef expected when he looked at her with this cold, assessing, wolfish eye. 

But at the same time, Taryn knew he wasn’t like that.  Even with his mates, as perfunctory as those couplings seemed to be, he was not cruel.  And she thought he could be gentle, if he were given the opportunity and if he knew it would not be perceived as weakness. 

“You are not leaving,” Kruin said.  He cocked his head deliberately, demanding explanation.  Both his hands flexed, his claws winking briefly from the dark cover of his fur. 


Not the most encouraging posture, but it was better than nothing.  “Can I talk to you about something?” 

His eyes narrowed.  “Speak.” 

Taryn’s heart sank at his curt tone and she groped for the words to reach him.  “It’s difficult for me to know how to begin.” 

Now his ears flattened.  It seemed to cost him some real effort to push them up again.  “Name your want,” he said, and he showed her at least three teeth the whole time. 

She abandoned any idea of asking him for more time for Gef.  Clearly, he was expecting something like that and he was not in the mood for discussion. 

And it would only humiliate Gef anyway, she thought.  But just as a disheartened 

‘Never mind,’ formed itself behind her lips, a new thought touched her, and she realized there might be a way to help Gef after all. 

Did she have the nerve?  Nerve had never been one of her great lacks in life, but the thing that she considered now took an awful lot of it.  Taryn dropped her eyes, trying to hide her uncertainty from him while she asked herself if she thought she could follow through. 

When the answer came back, Taryn looked up and met Kruin’s narrow stare without flinching.  “I know that you’ve done a lot to ease my being here,” 

she said.  She took a step toward him. 

He watched her come.  His ears tipped, twitched, and finally laid flat. 

“I also know how hard it is to have to change a lot of people’s minds at once,” she said.  “I’ve made trouble for you.  I know it.  I’m sorry.  And I’m grateful to you for the effort, Lord Kruin.” 

Something in his posture changed, although it was difficult to say precisely how.  His ears came up slowly.  “I do not require gratitude,” he said, but then lifted his chin very slightly.  “Nor, I imagine, do you.  It is difficult for you to be here.”  His eyes dropped pointedly to her belly before locking with hers again.  “Yet you have learned to honor our ways.  Now I see you have a want. 

Speak it.  If it stands within my power to grant, I shall give it.” 

Taryn opened her mouth, but no words came.  She closed it again and stared at him helplessly. 
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“Speak,” he said again.  “Fear nothing.  You are a lord’s mate.  Let me show you honor.” 

“I am a lord’s mate,” she heard herself say.  “And I have needs more than honor.” 

He didn’t seem surprised.  That alone was somewhat shocking.  Worse, he didn’t even hesitate before nodding once and stepping toward her.  “You are mine while you dwell in my holdings,” he told her.  “I will have you.” 

He reached for her and she backed up without thinking, splashing up to her ankles in pond water.  Kruin stopped, lowering his outstretched hand. 

“I was expecting to have to convince you,” she stammered. 

He took her arm and led her away from the pond.  “There is no need,” he said.  “Come.  You may close your eyes.  I will not speak.  I will be your lord.” 

“No!”  She wrenched back and this time, he did not pursue her.  She met his inquiring gaze intently and said, “I won’t do that.  It’s unfair to you and it betrays him.  It has to be honest or it’s wrong.” 

He stared at her, uncertainty set into every twitch, every subtle shift of his body. 

She said, “I can want you and be honest.  You’re a good man.” 

His head cocked. 

“A good pers—provider.”  She faltered, shook her head, and smiled crookedly.  “You’re a strong leader.  Every day, I see your concern, your wisdom.  I didn’t know who you were when I went away with you, but you’ve shown me you are a lord and I think you are a good one.  I can want you and be honest.” 

Slowly, his head leveled once more. 

“Can you…”  Her voice grew unsteady and then abandoned her.  She was suddenly very aware of Gef.  Was she still watching?  And wasn’t that why Taryn started this in the first place?  She gathered her courage and asked, “Can you want me…and be honest?” 

“Yes.”  There was no hesitation before that single burning word.  His gaze never wavered. 

Once more, Taryn found herself somewhat unbalanced by the immediacy and conviction of his response.  This time, he didn’t wait for her to recover. 

Kruin moved in close, a predatory dart of powerful movement, and touched her face.  The palm of his hand was soft as suede leather.  He stroked her cheek, his eyes drifting from hers to watch his fingers glide over her flesh.  “Smooth,” he murmured. 

“H-have you ever been with a human?” she asked. 

“No.”  He showed a quick, hard smile.  His eyes stayed on his hand, watching it drift down the slope of her neck to her shoulder. 

“And I’ve never been with a lycan.  We need…to be careful.” 
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“Yes.”  He bent and she felt his breath hot against her ear.  He drew in a deep breath and his hand caressed her throat.  He stepped behind her and she felt his other hand on her hip, gathering folds of her skirt, preparing to lift her shift away. 

She caught his wrist and brought him back to her face, guiding him in gentle petting motions.  “Will you touch me?” she whispered. 

Silence.  He lifted one foot, flexed his toes, and settled again.  She continued to move his hand over her cheek.  He gave no resistance and after a moment longer, reached his free hand up to cup her bare throat again in that oddly protective gesture.  “How?” he asked finally. 

“There are places I like to be touched,” she said.  She moved him down until he cupped her breast over the thin shield of her shift.  He stared into her eyes and, after a long pause, his fingers tightened slightly, testing.  She smiled, trying to encourage him.  “Places that feel good when you touch them.” 

She released him.  His hand stayed.  He squeezed carefully, his breath hitching as she sighed.  He considered her in silence.  Then he moved, stepping swiftly behind her.  His arm came around her; his hand slipped beneath the neck of her shift to cup her bare skin.  He found a nipple, rolled it beneath his thumb, and then pulled her gently back against his chest.  His other arm rose to embrace her in kind.  He bent again to nuzzle at her neck. 

‘Say something,’ she thought desperately.  Gef was watching.  Watching wasn’t enough.  She’d probably seen where all the pieces went long before this, since lycan sure weren’t shy.  Kruin was looming over her, his hands firm and possessive, and it felt too much like taking.  Could Gef even see Taryn giving? 

Someone had to say something so Gef would know the difference. 

But Kruin didn’t speak.  The only sound he made at all was a low growl against her ear.  It was an intimate sound, but still something of a scary one. 

“Yes,” Taryn blurted.  One word, and it sounded very loud.  She felt his breath hitch and tightness enter his muscles.  She placed her hand over his and led him back to her breast, speaking clearly, calmly.  “Yes, Kruin.  Yes, touch me.” 

Silence.  He licked lightly at her cheek. 

“You feel so good,” she said, closing her eyes.  His strength was obvious, even in these gentle touches.  She arched into his grip and felt his teeth graze over her throat.  “I love the feel of your hands on my body.  Everywhere you touch me, I feel like I’m coming alive for the first time.  You’re commanding me with your magnificent hands, Kruin.  They’re so warm, so powerful and sure.” 

He drew back to look at her, and she thought she caught the faintest wrinkle of a frown before he bent to nuzzle once more. The push of his muzzle against her shoulder was more aggressive this time.  Showing her power and surety, she thought, and reached back to caress his face. 
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“But you’re soft, too,” she said (a moment of tension, and then the scrape of his sharp teeth withdrew, replaced by a gentle lap from his tongue).  “I know you’d never hurt me.  I know I can trust you.  Oh, I do want you, Kruin.  I want to feel all of you, I want to feel your hands and your breath and every part of you with every part of me.” 

He licked once at her throat, growling softly, a sound of reassurance rather than threat.  “Yes,” he said, and took hold of her shift again. 

She helped him raise her skirts, then pulled the whole shift up and over her head, standing entirely naked before him.  It gave him pause, and she pressed the advantage of her unfamiliar form by turning to face him. 

He hesitated again, studying her through narrow eyes before finally letting her shift drop.  One ear rotated back.  He touched her breast, peering into her eyes. 

She cupped the other and he mimicked the motions she made as she teased her stiffened nipple.  He was a quick study.  Her lashes fluttered and she had to grip his wrist and draw from his strength when her body briefly flared, hungry for sensation. 

“Say something,” he growled.  His tough was still gentle, but there was a tension in him that she could watch growing.  “Say those words.” 

“What w—” 

“How you feel.  Say how you…how I make you feel.” 

She smiled, relaxing in the confident grip of his explorations.  “No.” 

His gaze snapped to hers, startled, fierce.  Wolf’s eyes, untamed. 

“You tell me,” she told him calmly.  “Tell me how you feel.” 

Uncertainty came crawling through the intensity of his stare.  He said nothing and his hands withdrew to hover just over her. 

“Tell me how to touch you.”  She raised a hand toward his throat. 

He jerked his chin down hard, fangs glittering in a snarl of warning.  She stepped back and he stayed that way, rigid, breathing hard.  His ears were in constant motion. 

Taryn waited.  The little breeze that teased throughout this ghastly summer stirred up new strength and blew hard, pushing her hair across her face and setting all the trees around them to whispers.  Kruin’s fur silvered in ripples, like a wheat field.  The breeze died away again and there was silence. 

Slowly, Kruin reached out and took her hand.  She felt his own flex, his claws dimpling at her skin.  He only held it at first, staring without blinking, but finally he brought it to him.  He hesitated, then led her to his chest. 

His fur was coarse, his coat stiffer than that of Antilles.  She pushed her fingers through to his flesh, rubbing tiny circles across his chest, exploring the dimensions of his powerful frame.  She didn’t look to see if he watched her hand or maintained his feral stare, waiting for the return of her eyes, but he kept his 373

 

grip on her wrist the whole while.  The muscle she touched was unyielding as stone, but she could feel the heart beneath beating hard and fast. 

Her fingers brushed a pebbly bump and Kruin shook himself, looking down with some surprise.  His nipple.  She rolled it between her thumb and forefinger, watching his reactions.  “Does this feel good?” she asked. 

“I…think so.” 

Taryn had to smile, but managed not to laugh out loud.  She was strongly reminded of Reed, despite the dramatic differences between the Arkes chieftain and the lycan lord.  Reed, who had never made love until he came to her.  He hadn’t known his own body very well, either.  “We’ll figure it out,” she promised now, and leaned in, parting his fur with her fingers. 

Breath burst from him in a hoarse pant when she touched her tongue to his nipple.  He jumped back, but seized her in the same motion, holding her head where it was.  “That—Yes.  That feels good.  That—” 

Words failed him.  He fumbled for her hand again, hunted out his other nipple, and set her touching it, rubbing hard.  She let him guide her, biting now instead of licking.  She felt him shudder and she drew back to reorient herself to his mood. 

He caught at her hand at once, pulling it back towards his chest, then paused.  His head ducked slightly.  He frowned, then slowly brought her hand to his throat.  He let her touch briefly, then moved her on to his face.  She caressed his cheek, his broad muzzle, and then slipped her hand around behind his head and brought him down. 

He needed no instruction.  His tongue lashed at her nipple.  Too hard; she flinched back with a whispered, “Easy.  Please,” and he softened his touch, shaking as with terrific strain. 

But whatever it cost him, the results were phenomenal.  She moaned softly, melting into his touch.  Her hands traveled down the deep drifts of his hackles, over his broad back and along his shoulders.  “You feel so  good!” she cried.  “How can you do this so well?  How can you just touch me and know everything about me?  Oh Kruin!  Oh yes!” 

Then his mouth was at her throat, nuzzling urgently and not always gently.  “Your smoothness is fair to feel,” he said as his hands rasped down her body and up again.  “You feel good.  I hear your blood racing in your veins, racing for my touch, and that is good.  I smell the yearning in your sweat, in the oils of your woman’s well.”  He reached down to cup her mound.  “And that feels good,” he growled. 

“Don’t…not yet.”  She gasped as his grip tightened and it was not anxiety that shortened her breath.  “Not yet, please!  I…I’m—” 

“Frightened,” he finished.  His hand caressed the gentle curve of her private self, but did not go further.  “I will wait, Taryn, until you are ready.” 

“We’re so different,” she said weakly.  “I want you—” 
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“Yes.”  His teeth flashed in a lupine smile. 

“—but I can’t rush.” 

“Nor should you.  Some things must be savored.  First blood in a lean winter’s hunt.  Cool water on a hot day.  And you.”  He bent to graze his fangs along her throat again, then tongued at her breast.  “I mean to savor you.  I mean to savor this softness, to feel you tremble close to me.  You are so much more than I thought to have.  I drink from you as from a spring.  I run in you as a hunt in dry woods, my breath burning in my sides.  This is what I feel.  Will you touch me?” 

“Tell me how.” 

He straightened up and stepped back, displaying himself in shocking boldness.  He was unsheathed, a startling bar of surreal pink against the dark cloud of his fur.  His size was his own, perfectly proportioned to his body, but his shape… 

His shaft protruded in a slick, smooth rod from his sheath, swelling out in an angry-looking bulge near the base.  It was alien to all her experience, and Taryn could only stare. 

He saw her new nervousness and took a lord’s command of it.  If he hadn’t, if he’d given her time to come to him, she no doubt would have lost her nerve entirely.  But instead, he strode forward, raising his chin to show her the vulnerability of his throat as he took her wrist and placed her hand firmly on his shaft. 

She flinched and gasped once, but could not pull away.  He was hot, like a brand; the sensation of his smooth skin against hers seemed searing.  He was solid, but not in the way she was accustomed to.  His touch was too uniquely his own and she was set completely adrift.  She closed on him through a fog of unreality, testing him before her first cautious caress. 

“Are you still frightened?” he asked quietly. 

“Of you, never.  But of this…yes.  I am.  You’re different.  But I still want you, and I still trust you.”  She began to stroke him. 

He hissed in a breath.  “Easy.  I feel so much more.” 

She adjusted her grip, scarcely brushing over him now, and he gradually relaxed.  When she moved to cup his heavy sac and lightly squeeze, he released a thick growl and shut his burning eyes at last.  She stepped close, her hand moving steadily up and down, to caress then cup, encircle and slide.  She found his nipple and tongued it, timing her movements to come into sync of each other—lazy circles, lazy strokes, but rough biting to contrast her gentle caress. 

His breath took on a thready hint of a moan, encouraging her to move her fist with greater confidence.  Soon, she felt him thrusting in time with the rhythm she set. 

He cupped her shoulders suddenly.  His mouth blew heat into her ear that seemed to settle and balloon in her belly.  She did not know just when his hand 375

 

first returned to her sex, but when his thumb brushed across her clit, she came to sudden, electric life.  Kruin considered her.  She could hear him sniffing and feel him licking lightly at her cheek as he studied her reactions to his explorations. 

And now it was her turn to hug his wrist, to push hungrily at his hand, because now there was lightning inside her, crackling hot and wild and fighting for a way out.  She clutched at his shoulders, gasping with the unexpectedness of it, and he held her, supporting her as she cried, “Kruin!  I’m cumming!  Help me cum!” 

He made a sound—a coarse, masculine, wordless sound—and obeyed, moving steadily and with great strength and care.  She struggled to move with him around the awkward bulge of the baby, and he growled a warning.  “Claws,” 

he reminded her.  “Be still.  I will help you.  You must trust me.  Be still.” 

So she forced herself not to move, but her trembling grew with the fire inside her.  She couldn’t stop it any more than the whimpers escaping her lips, an endless affirmation of pleasure and hunger that held his name. 

She came, unlocking for him with a scream of joy, and then fell into the support of his warm body until her legs could take her weight.  “Thank you,” she gasped.  “Oh, I’m ready!  I’m ready now!” 

Kruin licked at his hand, then grinned.  “Yes.”  He nipped once at the sensitive slope of her shoulder, and then put his hands on her, turning her away from him. 

“I can’t,” she began. 

He hushed her, and she felt him kneel behind her.  His hands found hers, lending her his strength.  “Down,” he said.  “Come down to me.  I will hold you.” 

She did the best she could, trying to kneel only to straighten again and again.  Finally, urgency forced her to abandon caution.  She gripped his hands and let her legs go limp.  He was solid as iron and he lifted her easily and carefully down to straddle his knees.  She felt his erection pressing at her back for a moment and then he eased her up and brought her back, piercing her deeply. 

“Oh!”  She groped at empty air, needing something in her hands to help her ground the sexual current now surging between their bodies.  His arm encircled her tenderly, taking the weight of her hard-swollen belly with a confidence that spoke of much experience.  He helped her move with his first cautious thrusts, and then his free hand came to the sweet nub crowning her cleft and she was lost. 

She told him all the words of pleasure that her seared mind could give her, reduced too often to calling his name again and again.  She had been afraid at the first sight of his jutting organ that they would get stuck together, but that fear, thankfully, proved false.  He moved easily in and out, and he felt hot and hard and magnificent inside her.  She came for him, almost weeping with pleasure, clutching at his enclosing arm for strength as she threw herself back against him. 
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He covered her throat, shielding her, and arched up, thrusting her skyward in the cradle of his body.  His howl tore the air and then he sank back, breathing deep and slow and holding her fast against him. 

“Thank you,” she whispered.  “You were wonderful.  Can you help me stand up?” 

“Presently.”  His arms tightened on her just a little, then relaxed.  He nuzzled at her shoulder, licked once, and then rested his chin on the crown of her head.  “This, too, I will savor.” 

So she settled back against the thick cushion of his fur and closed her eyes.  He held her and he was warm and soft and all around her.  She rested in his arms, watching patterns of light thrown by the water move on her gleaming skin, and listened to her heart find its rhythm.  The wind shifted, branches creaked, and behind them came a dry rustle that may have been a lithe young body slipping away through the trees. 
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67.  Gef’s Time 



The day was golden, endless, perfect.  Kruin lay in the shade of a tieneedle tree, looking over his pack, his people.  The rock was warm beneath him and his belly was full of fresh meat.  He dozed with his eyes open, a’swim in the good sense of all that was right.  There was meat on the raised rock, enough to feed all his people, both here and in the Underneath.  The breeze brought rain-smells and he could all but hear the forest’s groan of relief at receiving it. 

His mates were close.  Sangar slept beside him, her good leg pressed to his.  Lura had the raised rock, even though it burned in full sun.  Graal had scratched out half a burrow in the soil beneath the tieneedle and there lay with her nose pressed in the dirt.  And Taryn sat on the ground just below him, scraping fat from her latest hides. 

Taryn.  Too much awareness of her fractured the now-thoughts of his peaceful drowse, but that was not a bad thing.  He shifted to send a better eye down at her, watching her hands work the hides.  She did not notice, but she may have been the only one who did not.  Lura bristled, but he ignored her, letting his eyelids grow heavy once more as he gazed on the human. 

The mating was very much on his mind.  It had not, in all honestly, entirely left it.  Even now, as she frowned so solemnly into the raw surface of her tumbili-hide, he was willing to rise and have her again. 

It had been very different, but very pleasurable, intense in a way he had never before known.  There had been so much touching, and he found the nakedness of her human skin not at all unpleasant as he had feared.  The coupling had been very good—he knew well the ways of mating in the last length of whelping—but it had not been like coupling with his own kind.  The tight muscle 378

 

that kept a male bound after a female’s orgasm would not seem to be present in her, yet he had remained joined for some time after, just holding her, wishing for words.  She was so good with words. 

Lura leapt down from the raised rock, tail high and legs stiff.  She hunkered at arm’s reach, growling as she presented.  Kruin closed his eyes. 

He remembered, without warning, his first coupling.  Puri.  Proud Puri, they’d called her.  One of the chief’s favorites, off and on, and it had been a hard thing for Kruin to wait for her infamous temper to drive them apart before he leapt into his first Full Hunt.  He’d brought home a tree-horn, well-aged, with antlers broader than he stood tall.  How his father had praised him!  It was the day he knew, knew for truth, that he would be chief himself some day, though the chief’s elder sons were still full in favor.  And Proud Puri must have known it too, because she submitted to his signal without a word (a grumble, yes, and a sigh, but no words).  That mating had been too quick, clumsy, but repeated with youth’s zeal until Puri’s last hunt, when death took her from him. 

He had learned much since then, but still, it had been many years before he knew that females could feel the same pleasure and completion as a male in that act when Heat was not burning in them.  But even when a female seemed to wish to mate, when she sent her subtle signals and her musk was rich with desire, too seldom she seemed to find that ultimate bliss.  With Taryn, there had been only pleasure for her, and not once only.  Was it so with each coupling?  If so, he envied the Valley Lord. 

Lura moved away, snarling, and Kruin opened his eyes again, now gazing at Gef.  She had been once more in her cave when he’d returned from the pond, allowing him to end her confinement with dignity rather than hunt her down like prey and drag her weeping and pleading with him back to be bred, which was what he had been prepared to do that morning.  What he would have done, had not he encountered Taryn first. 

Now there was a peace in Gef.  She crouched in the shade, also watching the human work her hides, and it was good to see the fretfulness and look of doom gone at last. 

And now there was movement in the trees, and blood-scent on the little breeze.  Kruin raised his head as Sakros returned to the clearing from his Full Hunt.  On the elder’s back, a blackneck’s carcass, a buck and a nice, healthy one at that.  Sakros carried it past the raised rock to lay before his chief.  He waited, standing tall, displaying the full scope of a body that was still strong despite its years. 

“What do you bring before me?” Kruin asked, beginning the ritual of assignment. 

“Meat of my hand.” 

“Why do you bring it?” 
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“I have more than I can eat.”  Sakros drew himself up taller, bracing his legs wider apart, daring any around him to find fault in his powerful frame.  “I have enough to feed another.  I have enough to feed cubs.” 

Kruin pretended to consider, inspecting the meat first and then Sakros himself.  “I accept this offering.  I give you Gef for your mate.” 

Stillness.  All were watching as Sakros turned.  “It is time,” the old wolf said. 

Gef rose, serene.  “I am ready.” 

This change from the panicked creature of the previous days drew many eyes, but Kruin’s own went to Taryn, and his smile softened. 

Sakros took Gef under his arm and led her up the slope to his den.  She went without resistance, her eyes clear and unafraid.  Just that morning, Kruin had thought she would go, as some occasionally went, sobbing and struggling for escape.  There had been one, he no longer remembered her name, so frenzied that his father had muzzled and bound her, and the wolf chosen for her mate had been forced to drag her behind him when he took her to his den. 

But Gef walked and she walked with dignity. 

A shadow fell across him and Nakaroth hunkered down, scratching idly at his throat.  When Kruin grunted an invitation to speak, the dark wolf said, 

“What did you do to her?” 

“Nothing.  There was no need.”  Kruin pushed himself up and went to lie down again by Graal’s side.  She had woken and was staring after her daughter, her expression tired and sorrowful.  He nuzzled her and she lay back down, curling onto her side.  The air was thick with summer heat and expectation. 

Insects droned.  The sound of Taryn’s knife scraping on leather blended with the buzzing of woodpins and biters.  Beside him, Graal’s sides began to shudder in silent tears.  He lay his chin over her shoulder. 

Sakros had been the old chief’s second and was still a high-ranked wolf. 

His den was high up the slope, but in the listening quiet and the dry heat, sound carried easily.  Their voices, too low to make out words, flowed down into the clearing and pooled there.  Kruin’s ears twitched as he listened.  There was much speech, but then, there had been much between Taryn and he.  He dozed to the steady interplay of young and old tones, rousing eventually at the first clear words: Gef’s high, trembling, “Yes!  Oh yes!  Oh, Sakros!” 

Graal lifted her head again, startled, and again he nuzzled at her.  His heart burned with happiness and fierce pride as he watched the reactions of his pack.  A female’s first mounting was usually quickly done, the inevitable pain of opening inflicted without ceremony or consideration.  Pleasure would come later—every male hoped to give his mate pleasure—but often not for many years and not unless her heat was on her.  For females, mating’s reward was new life, which was itself more pain, more fear. 

“I’m cumming!  I’m cumming!  Help me cum!” 
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Taryn ducked her head, her cheeks coloring, and Kruin closed his eyes lest she glimpse the humor in them with an unexpected glance.  She looked so guilty.  No doubt she would confess to him before much longer, as if this great kindness she had done were a crime. 

“I’m ready for you!” Gef was shouting.  She seemed to be crying, but there was no misery in her words.  The next sound she made was a howl of unrestrained pleasure, broken into steady bursts as she was bred. 

Kruin gave Graal one last caress and rose.  He gestured to Lura, beginning the lairing rites by gathering his mates.  Around him, the rest of the pack followed his example.  Burgash and Ararro moved away to their own den. 

Nakaroth leapt to the raised rock, gathering meat for the people of the Underneath.  The hunters had already fed and the Fringes waited for Nakaroth to leave before moving in to fight over the carcasses left behind.  All was well in the Land of Tooth and Claw. 

He took one step toward his den, then paused and looked back.  Taryn was still struggling to rise, one hand digging at the bark of the nearest tree (he remembered too well the feel of that hand digging in passion at his arm) while she gripped her belly.  She did not need his aid, he knew.  All the same, he stepped away from Lura and went to help her up. 

The human hugged at him gratefully as she gained her feet, but avoided his eyes.  The sounds of Gef being mated continued, the human’s words spilling freely in the young lycan’s voice, and Taryn ducked her head as with shame. 

Kruin bent to lick at her bare throat.  “I knew,” he murmured, for her ears only.  “I knew where she was.” 

“I—” 

“It was your way.”  He would never have thought of such a thing on his own, but this he did not say.  A chief knew all things.  “And your way was best in this matter.” 

“But I lied to you.” 

“No.” 

“I did, I said—” 

“That you could want me and be honest.  Did you want me, my mate?” 

She frowned up at him, her eyes open to all her thoughts.  “You know I did.” 

“Then you were honest.” 

“Not as honest as I could have been.” 

He growled affectionately and nipped at her neck.  “Do you argue so with every lord you meet?” 

An unwilling smile grew in fits until it dominated her features.  “Um, yes, actually.  I do.  Sorry.” 

“Come to my den,” he told her, offering his arm for her support.  “Lie beside me upon my furs tonight.” 

381

 

He led her up the slope to his den where all his pack could see them. 

There was humor in some eyes, curiosity in others, and neither in Lura’s, not by a far run, but he ignored them all.  All was well in his Land, all was golden and good, and tonight he would sleep with Taryn’s scent full in his senses and savor dreams of her and her words of pleasure. 
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68.  A Female Thing  



Taryn emerged from Kruin’s den with three half-finished hides in each hand and a wicked need to pee.  She tossed her furs towards the shady place she considered ‘her’ work area and then went into the bushes as quickly as her swollen ankles could carry her.  Afterwards, she took a brief dip in the pond to scrub the worst of her stink away, knocked down a tumbler for breakfast, and finally headed back to camp. 

When she got there, most of the pack had already gone out for the morning hunt, leaving only the wimminfolk behind, with grim Nakaroth keeping the ever-present Fringe-wolves at a respectable distance.  He’d also started a fire in the pit, anticipating her return and the meat she would bring, and she chose to see that as a good thing.  Taryn skinned, stuffed, and spitted her tumbler, then let it sit and sizzle while she got her head in a hide-working space.  She labored herself to the ground next to Sangar, found a comfortable-ish position, and picked up her furs. 

There, she felt her jaw dropping and heard a short, hurt, “Hey!” pop out of her. 

Someone had torn them, quite literally, to ribbons. 

A shadow fell over her.  She looked up into Nakaroth’s face.  He crouched to frown at the remains of her hides, grunted, prodded at one with a claw, and finally stood.  “Who did this?” he asked quietly. 

A few of the Fringes moved closer to see, but no one spoke.  No one moved. 
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Nakaroth waited, a dark pillar, unmoving.  The breeze stirred his fur, but nothing else.  His ears, his tail, his eyes—all motionless. 

And then he roared, “Admit!” in a voice loud enough to send birds, tumblers, and Fringes explosively into flight. 

“Admit what?” Lura rose from her languid sprawl, her chin tucked low with lupine hauteur.  “They are toys, are they not?  I played with them.” 

Sangar’s ears were flat and her throat half-exposed, yet she ventured, 

“You knew very well that Taryn was—” 

“Was?”  Lura swung on her co-mate, bristling, and Sangar rolled immediately to show her belly, whining.  “Was?  Was what?  Was?!”  She cuffed Sanger, then kicked, and finally spun away to stare into Nakaroth’s unmoved face.  “She was playing.  With toys.  Such are short hides to us.  And any toy the lowest mate owns is mine first.  I can do what I please with them.  I can do what I please with  her!” 

“Did it please you to destroy her work?” the dark wolf asked. 

Lura’s lip curled in a smirking sneer.  “If the human must whine about it, I’ll let her make more hides.” 

“And destroy those.” 

“The days are long ones.”  Her tail flicked.  “One must have entertainments.” 

Nakaroth leaned in very close.  “Animal,” he said distinctly. 

Lura’s ears flattened with an audible snapping sound, but only for an instant.  She smiled, showing a lot of teeth, and said, “How noble of you to defend her.  Or is it nobility?  Does our lord know you have designs upon his mate?” 

Nakaroth’s snarl of disgust quickly turned to a stoic grunt.  He glanced back at Taryn and she looked away, cheeks burning. 

“Replace what you have ruined,” Nakaroth said curtly and turned to go. 

“Don’t bother,” Taryn muttered.  She tossed the tattered furs aside and let them lie in the dust where they landed.  “I’m done playing with them.” 

Lura laughed and returned to her dozing spot, kicking Sangar as she passed. 

Taryn trudged back to the firepit, all her good morning mood gone.  Her back hurt.  Everything hurt.  Sleeping on the stone floor of a cave with one rotten piece of leather between you and rough rock will do that.  Damn it. 

She leaned against the straight trunk of a tree while she watched her tumbler cook, but her appetite had run off with her sense of humor. When it was done, she took it off the coals and then just left it alone.  She was aware of Nakaroth staring at her while Ararro and Graal shared the meat and cooked greens, but she didn’t have the energy even to stare back at him.  She went back to her shady place under the tieneedle tree and wallowed in homesickness and self-pity. 
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Sangar’s hand brushed Taryn’s thigh in a wordless gesture of empathy. 

Taryn patted the other’s shoulder and tried to lighten up.  She had another three and a half weeks to go.  Yay. 

Gef appeared in the mouth of the cave she now shared with Sakros, yawning.  She found Nakaroth first, then looked at the other males and bristled with a new adult’s self-awareness.  The Fringe-wolves exchanged a group glance and there was some snickering and eye-rolling, some dark mutters, and one open leer, swiftly curtailed by a snarl from Nakaroth.  Gef sniffed and sneezed, then walked down to join the other females. 

It was a different walk, Taryn though with a smile.  She wondered if she’d looked as different the day after she’d given herself to Antilles for the first time.  Probably.  Everything had felt so different then, so new.  And Gef, at least, didn’t have to celebrate that newness with a trek into the mountains to go live with Arkes.  Some people had all the luck. 

“I have mated,” Gef announced as she took her place among them.  “I will have cubs soon.” 

Old Graal laughed and slipped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders. 

“Not so soon.  There are no cubs without heat.” 

“Oh.”  Gef frowned, rubbing absently at Graal’s arms.  “There is still much I do not know.  I have questions.” 

“Of course.  Ask.” 

“Will I have my first heat soon?” 

“Are you so eager?” Graal asked, her eyes dancing with humor.  And when Gef nervously ducked and giggled, gently said, “Maybe soon.  Maybe years yet.  Heat comes in its own time.  It isn’t like the blood that comes each moon-span.  No one knows when her heat will come, but you will surely know when it is upon you.  You will want nothing but to mate.  Not food, not sleep, not even air.  Only mating.” 

“And it will hurt,” Lura added, stretching out to kick at the trunk of the nearest tree. 

Taryn glared, but Graal and Ararro both nodded solemnly.  “Every moment that you are not mating,” Graal agreed.  “And every moment that you are, you can only think of mating more, mating again.  Heat is terrible, but it doesn’t last long and at least cubs come of it.” 

“Mating.”  Gef caught Taryn’s eyes and leaned forward intently.  “Will it be like that every time?” she asked. 

“Um…what do you mean, exactly?” 

“It was very different.” 

Lura scowled and kicked the tree again, hard enough to send bark flying in splinters.  “How would you know?  Different from what?” 
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“I expected something else.”  Gef frowned, scratching at her throat in a gesture that made her look suddenly and intensely like Kruin.  “Mating is supposed to hurt the first time.” 

“Didn’t it?” Graal asked, looking surprised. 

“No.  At least, I don’t think it hurt.”  Gef looked down, as if trying to see the area in question.  She touched her sex hesitantly and then shook her head. 

“There was a moment when I  thought it hurt, but…but then it didn’t.  And it didn’t hurt when he mounted again or any time thereafter.” 

The matter of fact way in which Gef made these remarks made it a fight not to laugh.  Taryn bit her cheeks until she was sure she could answer with the same gravity, and in the meantime, Ararro shyly spoke up, “You should be all right now.  Once you’ve been opened, it only hurts if a male wants it to.  Sakros would not want it to.” 

“He won’t live forever,” Lura inserted.  She picked up one of the discarded hides and clawed at it idly. 

“No male wants mating to hurt,” Ararro said. 

“Some do,” said Lura. 

“But will it always feel like that?”  Gef turned back to Taryn.  “Will he always make me so…alive and hot and happy inside?  Or was that just for opening?  Will that part end?” 

“It ends,” Lura said, and for once, she didn’t seem to be saying it out of spite.  She looked down at the furs she was mangling, her expression distant and oddly vulnerable.  Her claws flexed, pulling a bit of hide off with a purring rip. 

“You think it won’t…and then you pray it won’t…but it ends.  And soon, even the male you thought could turn your womb to fire is just…just an irritating thing that has to be inside you sometimes.  And you forget.  You forget how it ever felt to really want him.” 

Gef, stricken, sought her mother’s eyes and then Ararro’s.  Both looked away, though Ararro seemed as though she wished to speak.  Gef, whining thinly with each breath, looked at Taryn.  “It isn’t like that, is it?  It doesn’t have to be! 

It’s like openings, that can hurt but don’t have to!” 

Taryn smiled helplessly.  “I’m not sure what to say to you.  Sure, there have been times when I’ve had a headache or a sprained ankle or just had a bad day and the last thing I wanted to do was roll around being sexy.  But when he’s holding me…”  Taryn sighed, shaking her head.  “Even if I’m not in the mood, just making him happy, giving him so much pleasure, can make me be in the mood.  Even if that’s all I get, that’s still a good feeling.  And Gef, there have been times that I really didn’t want to.  So I asked him not to.” 

Stunned silence.  Even Lura looked shocked. 

“And it was fine,” she continued.  “He understood, I was appreciative, and the next time we were together, it was wonderful.  You should always feel 386

 

like you can ask for things, Gef.  Ask for touches, ask for time, ask for mating, or ask to stop.” 

None of the females spoke for a long time.  At last, Lura stirred and turned to Gef.  “You should not be listening to this,” she said simply.  “Females do not ask for ‘things’, and males do not give them anyway.  They take care of us, feed us, hunt for us when we are heavy with their cubs.  In return, they ask only for matings.  When you refuse, for any reason—”  She sent a hard glare at Taryn.  “—you insult them.  You will be put aside, and once that happens, you will fall to the Fringes because no male will want a female who won’t mate.  And the Fringes will hurt.  That will hurt  every time because they don’t care if you want ‘things’ or not.” 

“But…”  Gef searched Taryn’s face, confusion on her like a second coat of fur. 

“She’s lying,” Lura declared.  “I don’t know why.  Perhaps she wants to see you at the Fringes.” 

“I do not!” 

“Or perhaps it is like that for her lord.”  Lura shrugged.  “And if he is so weak that he will let his female say when he may mount her, it is clear to see how his kind were driven so easily from their land.  Perhaps they deserved to be.” 

Taryn’s temper shot right out of her mouth before any other part could be more than shocked at the insult.  “You hateful bitch!” 

Sangar sprang from her place of injured sprawling to clap her leathery hands over Taryn’s mouth, but it was too late.  Lura’s fist came flying out of left field, slamming like a hammer into Taryn’s ear.  She rocked back, her ear burning like a live coal, and Lura matter-of-factly struck the other one. 

‘Rang my bells,’ thought Taryn dazedly.  She covered her ears, then looked at her hands, unable to believe it when she saw only happy, healthy hands.  Something that hurt this much ought to be bleeding.  Behind Lura’s white shoulder, she could see Nakaroth on the raised rock, watching with a dozing eye. 

Just female stuff, apparently.  Nothing to be concerned about. 

She thought about it.  She sat up straight, gripped Sangar on one side and Gef on the other and heaved herself onto her feet.  “You hateful bitch,” she said again, speaking slowly and distinctly. 

The other females moved away from her (Sangar with a low groan), and Lura panted laughter and swung. 

This time, Taryn knew it was coming.  She caught the lycan’s wrist, wrenched it aside, and slapped Lura smack on the snout. 

Pandemonium.  Gef shrieked.  Graal grabbed her daughter and leapt away, howling in panic.  Sangar dropped and covered her head, and even Ararro bolted heavily into flight.  At the same time, the Fringe-wolves surged forward, jostling and snapping at one another to get the best position to watch Taryn’s 387

 

evisceration, and over it all, Taryn heard Nakaroth mutter, “I knew it.”  He leapt down from the rock in a black streak and Taryn knew she had seconds only. 

“You like to hit?” she asked, and slapped again, square on her dark, wet nose.  Lura stumbled back with a shrill yelp and Taryn advanced, swinging hard and fast.  The blows were nothing like the roundhouse Irish pummeling she’d doled out in fistfights of her misspent youth, but Lura couldn’t seem to counter them.  “Is this fun?  Long, boring summer days, is that what you said?  One must have entertainments!”  She punched Lura in both ears, not without a grim sense of satisfaction, and then grabbed a good double handful of white fur and threw her as hard as she could. 

Lura hit the ground already curling into a tight ball.  She kicked her legs, hugged her head, and howled over and over in a shrill voice.  Taryn bent, snatched a handhold on Lura’s neck fur and hauled the lycan to her knees, shouting, “I  get to talk, Lura!  I  get to say whatever the hell I want, and you do not get to punish me for it!  I’m  not your bitch so don’t!”  A slap to the snout. 

“You!”  A good whap upside the head.  “Ever!”  One last shove landed Lura with a whump on the ground.  “Hit me again!” 

Taryn stepped away from the lycan who sprawled shaking in the dirt. 

She put both hands on her belly and ran a narrow eye over her victim, waiting to see what would happen. 

Lura didn’t move right away, and when she finally did uncurl, all she did was roll onto her hands and feet and crawl away, breathing hard.  So, hopefully, that was it. 

Taryn took a deep breath, set her jaw, and turned around. 

The Fringe-wolves pulled back, and the reason for this unexpected retreat was not Nakaroth, who stood close by and crookedly smiling as he flexed his clawed hands.  She looked around, expecting to see Kruin, and it took a lot of empty trees before she realized that the Fringes had backed off just because of her.  Startled, she looked at Nakaroth again. 

He raised an eyebrow, inviting comment, still smiling. 

“Female thing,” she explained. 

“Ah.” 

He returned to the shade on the raised rock and she returned to her seat under the tieneedle tree.  After awhile, Sangar rolled over and lay her head on Taryn’s thigh.  Graal went back to sleep.  Gef and Ararro crept back and resettled.  The morning moved on and everything was fine. 
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69.  Kruin 



The herds had moved, following the wind into the Valley.  It meant good hunting for the horsemen, but not for Kruin’s pack.  Kruin crouched in vain beside the pond, hoping for thirsty prey to appear.  He watched the tumbili leap in the branches overhead and wished sourly for Taryn and her stone-thrower. 

She would bring meat to the raised rock tonight, he knew, but no one else would. 

His ears pricked at the sound of footsteps, stealthy, heavy.  A lycan.  A male.  He sniffed against the wind and his nose brought him the faint scent of pine and wild mint and Sakros.  Kruin grunted a greeting, his gaze still high in the trees. 

The two shared a friendly silence, broken at length by a jaw-cracking yawn from the elder.  Tumbilis leapt away, chattering alarm, and Kruin rolled an amused eye behind him.  “Did you not sleep well?” he asked. 

Sakros ducked his head, grinning.  “When sleep came, yes, very well.” 

He rocked onto his heels and scratched for some time at his ear.  Mites, maybe. 

“It is a fine mate you’ve given me.  There will be cubs from that one.” 

“Good.”  Kruin searched the branches half-heartedly, then gave in and left the bushes.  He dipped his hands into the water, huffed laughter, and dove right in. 

Coolness enveloped him in its blessed embrace.  Scent was gone, sound masked.  He stroked down into water’s instant twilight, found the reed-choked bottom and dug in there.  A beautiful world.  The stone-shapers of the Underneath had crafted even this; beneath the scum and sediment of uncounted years, he could make out braided trim and scalloped hills and valleys to shape the bowl of their gentle pond.  There were plants and there were fish—fingerlings 389

 

pale as ghosts and too small to make a mouthful—and Kruin gazed at all as its lord.  Above him, he could see Sakros pacing by the bank, just a blur of smoke-colored fur against the brilliant blue of summer’s sky. 

His lungs were aching and his eyes had begun to itch.  Kruin let go and pushed for the surface. 

Air, hot and sour, hammered him with scent and sound.  Kruin ducked under again, then erupted from the pond in a spray and shook himself fiercely. 

“When the cub comes,” he continued, just as though there had been no pause, “you will name it Sakryn, for it will come from Taryn as much as you.” 

Sakros raised his chin in acceptance, but one ear betrayed his bewilderment.  He asked no questions.  A good wolf.  A loyal wolf. 

“We mated,” Kruin said.  He shook again, generating a second rain for the starved summer bushes, and then found a clear rock to stretch out on.  “The morning your mate meant to flee High Pack.  She approached me where Gef could see, but as if Gef were not there.” 

Comprehension was dawning in the old wolf’s eyes, but it was not a pleasant visitor.  He straightened slowly, then dropped to hunkers, and finally rolled onto one side, frowning at the water. 

“I’m not sure why she did it,” Kruin mused.  “To teach Gef the ways to ask, I think.  Or simply to show her how to take pleasure from it.” 

Sakros grunted. 

“But it was good mating.”  Kruin closed his eyes, then opened them in slivers to regard his companion.  Sakros still brooded.  “Different, but good.” 

Sakros lay silent.  A seed-pod, sprung early by the killing heat, blew by and Sakros watched it go, frowning. 

“I knew they were not her words.”  Sakros sighed and rolled over, away from his chief and lord.  He remained there for a long time, long enough for Kruin to dry his back completely and turn to dry his belly.  Then, with a bark of bitter laughter, Sakros rolled back.  “I’m upset,” he announced.  “Damn me.  I only ever wanted to open her well and I did and now I’m upset to hear how it was managed.  I need a cuffing.” 

Kruin rose up and slapped the elder’s grey-brushed muzzle quite hard. 

Sakros yelped, rubbed at his snout, and looked hurt.  “I’m going to cuff you again in a moment,” Kruin said calmly.  “But first, remember for me your first mating.” 

Sakros blinked and his rubbing hand paused as he searched his memories.  “Gods, that was so long ago…Ah, I was a pup!”  He grinned suddenly.  “And she was a fierce little bitch called…called… Sivaree!  Before your time.  Ha, before your father’s time!  She was one of the old, old chief’s daughters, and not well favored, for all that she was so high-born.  I never expected…but she was the only unmated female at the time of my first Full Hunt, so she couldn’t refuse me.  And I was the only unmated male of any rank, so she 390

 

was given to me for good and all.  She actually howled lament when she was told.” 

Kruin grunted, rubbing idly at his chest.  One claw brushed his nipple; he toyed with it, thinking of Taryn, Gef, and Proud Puri. 

“I didn’t know what to do,” Sakros was saying.  “Fell off twice and misjudged my pacing so that I spent more on her than in her.  Gods.”  He shook his head and sighed.  “But I got better at it.” 

“Yes.”  Kruin stirred, found a wet patch on his flank and lay back down again.  “Did you give her pleasure?” 

“In the sense that I made her laugh, perhaps.”  Sakros grinned again, tongue lolling, and shook his head.  “No.  Not for years yet, not even in her heat, poor thing.” 

“And did it give you pleasure?” 

“Of course.  Rather too soon, but yes.”  He cocked his head.  “Is that what you plan to cuff me for?” 

“I’ve often heard it said that pleasure is for males in mating.  Females have their Heat, but the gods gave males pleasure so that they would want to put cubs in a female’s belly and hunt for her.”  Kruin scratched at his nipple again. 

“But then, every male knows a female can feel pleasure in mating.  Why do we not make it our task to give it?” 

Sakros muttered something that included the word ‘bother’. 

“Did it seem bothersome last night?” Kruin asked wryly. 

Silence. 

“No,” Sakros said, frowning.  “But…she was different.  I’ve opened females before, as surely you have.  You know you can’t take your time with them.  It doesn’t set them at ease, it only frightens them further.  They act like you’re stalking them when you go slow.  Best to do it quickly and have it done. 

When they’re resigned to mating—” 

Kruin rolled over fast and sprang down from the rock, landing with a thump inches from the other’s face.  He seized Sakros by the scruff, flung him bodily on his face and pinned him roughly to the rock.  He kicked Sakros’s legs apart, cuffed his ears when the elder struggled, and assumed a mating position. 

He bent over, teeth close to Sakros’s skull, and said, “Is this best?  Are you resigned?” 

Sakros lay frozen.  The sound of his heart racing was a drum in Kruin’s ears, a drum beneath his shackling hand.  The eyes in the grizzled face were huge and glossy with fear, fear that grew to ghastly horror as reason told him what was not about to happen here after all…and what already had, again and again, to females before him. 

Kruin released him and stood away.  “You have said two things worth my heeding just now,” he remarked, watching as Sakros scrambled for his feet. 
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“You said that your first, your fierce little Sivaree, could not refuse you.  And you said that Gef was different.” 

“I was never cruel,” Sakros said.  The protest was little more than a whisper.  The old wolf did not meet Kruin’s eyes. 

“I think perhaps that doesn’t matter.”  Kruin turned his head, letting his gaze rest on a grassy place just beside the pond.  The place where he had knelt, where Taryn had joined to him, and there had been such words.  “I have taken an unblinking look back at these last days and seen a hell around Gef desperate enough to spur her to flight from her own pack.  And I have seen her go with grace to her opening and heard her howl her pleasure.  She has been told all her life that a female may not refuse the male who comes to her for mating.  She has been told there would be hurts, worse than any she could imagine.  And I think that if not for Taryn, she would have felt those hurts regardless of what you did to her.  Because we males believe it is best to be quick, to take, to make her resigned.  But now Gef will have cubs and make them with you joyfully, and when they come…perhaps she will tell her daughters that matings mean pleasure, not pain.” 

Kruin began to pace, his claws flexing on empty air.  “I am lord, and it is for me to make laws for this Land.  If I make no other law, I mean to make this one:  A female’s opening should be performed with better care.  These are our treasures!  They carry our young!  And we have taken them in terror and tears so that it is more convenient for us to have our pleasure.”  He stopped at the water’s edge, glaring down at his reflection.  He stared into the sullen, bestial eyes of the animal in the water and said, “It is not the way things should be done.” 

“This world does not reward kindness,” Sakros said. 

“No.  I will not hear that.  The Cerosan live in our same world and their lord has taught his mate to expect pleasure at every mating, even her first.  We are wrong, Sakros.  We are  wrong.” 

The tumbili were starting to come back through the branches.  Kruin tipped his head to watch them, thinking of Taryn and her stones, which his kind were too proud to use.  “I begin to think we are wrong about many things,” he said. 
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70.  The Law of High Pack 



Mid-day.  The worst hours—the hottest, the driest, the brightest.  Many of the pack were denning; those who had chosen to follow their chief’s example and stay without had sought shade and lay flat, panting and sweltering.  Kruin listened to the sound of labored breath all around him.  He supposed he should retreat to his den and therefore free his pack to do likewise, but Taryn showed no signs of discomfort.  She would not den, and so he did not.  He stayed in the shade that fell on the raised rock and watched over his human. 

She could not seem to relax and be still.  The firepit had been rebuilt, she no longer played at preparing hides—Lura had something to do with that, he did not know precisely what—and Sangar’s boneset was well-fitted, so now she toyed with her little knife, carving at some green wood.  Making something.  She was always, always making something. 

Tan had been like that.  Every bowl and cup that still survived here at High Pack had been shaped by Tan’s small hands.  She had made pelts for their den, some of which he still used.  She made the necklace of spitter teeth he wore, and the armlet of sticks and beads that Alorak had finally discarded on the night of his first Full Hunt. 

Was it still there?  Kruin roused himself and looked, but no, the armlet was gone.  Probably broken months ago by some misstep, or washed into the woods when the rains came. 

He turned his head, seeking his son now among the wolves surrounding him.  Alorak, sensing his attention, looked back at him, ears forward and eyes alert.  Alorak never made anything, Kruin reflected.  Not even as a cub.  Little Cham had.  Every hair of her her mother’s daughter, Cham had polished pebbles, 393

 

braided grass, tied scraps of hide into shapes she called ‘dolls’, and painted sheets of bark with berry juice to make images only she could interpret. 

Everything, a toy to Cham.  Everything, a game.  Everyone, a friend.  Even the tusker that had killed her. 

Alorak played with nothing.  Alorak was alive. 

Kruin shifted into a crouch, scratching at the dark feelings his memories had wakened.  Immediately, his wolves began to gather around him, reading a signal for council that he had not intended to send.  But now they were coming, so now there must be speech. 

Kruin glanced once more at his human.  She caught the look, began to rise, and Sangar pulled her back down, clutching at her human clothes to keep from passing touches to a higher mate than she.  Such meetings were for males. 

Taryn seemed to have difficulty understanding this.  Her little frown as she listened to Sangar hooked indefinably at Kruin.  The urge came on him to mate. 

He shook it off, turned his back on Taryn, and looked at his pack. 

“I would speak of females,” he said. 

Interest brought light to nearly every face (Nakaroth merely settled back on his haunches, listening without curiosity or concern).  His pack was small, smaller now than it had ever been.  Females were very much on every wolf’s mind.  Lura’s coming had been the first sent since the Upheaval, but it remained a promise of more to follow. 

“I expect to receive tribute,” Kruin said, and it was truth.  The summer had been difficult and showed no sign of gentling.  When food was scarce, daughters had a way of coming to High Pack.  Usually winter saw the most of these unexpected gifts, but times were hard.  “When it comes, there will be new law in my pack, new law in all my Land.” 

Sakros settled, seeing where this path led.  It encouraged him to see acceptance, even approval, in those eyes.  Kruin continued. 

“A female’s opening should not be a time of terror.  I make it law therefore that no female shall be opened in High Pack save by a male who seeks to give her pleasure.” 

There was no argument, but there were several frowns and not all of them were born of confusion. 

“These are our life-bearers,” he said.  “No longer shall we subject them to fear and pain for our own relief.  We will show them honor.  We will open them with better care, and they shall seek our matings gladly.” 

“We are not animals,” Alorak said suddenly.  The words fell like stones. 

They were not words of agreement.  Alorak raised his ears and lowered his chin, a look that was not quite challenge, yet held a hard stare.  “Is that it, my lord? 

We are not animals.  A beast may mount uncaring, breed without emotion, but we must be better.” 
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Kruin stood up slowly, an act which should have raised his son’s eyes, raised his son’s chin, and so forced a show of throat.  But Alorak rose with him, held his stare, guarded his submission. 

“What comes next, lord?” Alorak demanded.  “Shall every mating be for her pleasure?  Shall we suffer tying at every urge to mate, solely to prove to your human that we are not beasts?  That we are not wolves!” 

Kruin growled a warning. 

“No!” Alorak shouted.  “No, we are not wolves as we obey this new law! 

We are  men!  And soon we shall all be eating plants and building caves of sticks and letting our females refuse us when we go to them to mate!  That is the way you set before us!” 

Nakaroth laughed suddenly, the act a sword against the tightening rope between father and son.  Kruin watched through narrow eyes as his second bounded to his feet and showed all his sharp teeth to Alorak in a grin. 

“And why not?” Nakaroth demanded.  “We shall eat plants and be the soundest of all the packs!  We shall hunt meat and remain the strongest!  We shall build caves of sticks to den all the cubs that are born to our females, even if there are thousands!  Ha, for we may feed them plants and never again be forced to choose which to feed and which to starve when there is no game to hunt!  And our females shall make them with us gladly and never again throw themselves at killing tusks when it is time for them to be opened, or hide away from us when their heat is on them!  Men, you say?  This makes us men?” 

Nakaroth’s arm swung, knocking Alorak heavily to the ground, and now all hint of humor was gone.  Nakaroth was a demon in full sun, every claw poised to cut, every fang gleaming.  “I have a mind to kill you for that insult,” he said, very quietly.  “I will be a wolf all my days.  I will eat plants and be a wolf.  I will open my given mates with howls of rapture and I will be a wolf.  I will obey the laws of my lord—”  He gave Alorak a second, harder cuff, and Alorak lay afterward exactly as he’d fallen, neck arched and open.  “—and I will be a wolf. 

And thank me for it, for a man would kill the fool who insulted him, but a wolf sees your naked throat, whelp, and the wolf will let you live.” 

Alorak did not move, not even to breathe. 

Nakaroth snapped his teeth once, sending Alorak back with more arching and a whine besides, then turned his back on him to glare at the rest of the pack. 

“Which of you will tell me I am no true wolf?” 

No one spoke.  No one met his eyes. 

Nakaroth hunkered down, smiling again.  “Anyway, why shouldn’t a female refuse her mate?” he asked.  “A male who can’t provide for every need doesn’t deserve one.  Let her walk away.  Ha.  Let all the pack see who can keep his mate.” 

“So you say,” Shika muttered.  “You have none.” 
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“But when I do, I will keep her.”  Nakaroth cuffed him, but not hard.  He was still smiling.  “Which is more than you could do.” 

Shika slunk out of arm’s reach to the jeers of wolves lower than he, and Kruin’s eye wandered.  True, Shai had chosen to follow Ruaknar onto the path of death, but then, so had Dar and Neenah and Vrallok besides.  And so had Kahnee, his own Kahnee.  He looked out at his remaining mates in the places they had gone to escape the heat.  He was confident in all of them, for different reasons.  He did not fear a choosing. 

“Think a moment,” Nakaroth was saying now.  “How did the Betrayer win your mate to him, whelp?  He did it with the pleasures you could not be bothered to provide.” 

And this, too, was true. 

“My lord.”  Burgash did not meet his eyes when he turned, nor did he stare out at Ararro.  He studied his hands where they gripped the ground instead and said, “Is this your law?  I obey the will of my chief, but…is this truly your law?  I have heard you say we must open our young females to their womanhood with gentleness and this is a good law.  We can learn that way.  But I have not heard you say our females may refuse us…refuse her mate.  Is this your law also?” 

Kruin brooded on the tension he saw in Burgash, the apprehension.  “I make no law without due consideration,” he said finally.  “I will think on this.” 

Burgash nodded.  His shoulders relaxed, but he did not seem much relieved. 

There was no other question in any wolf’s eye.  The law was made. 

Kruin remained lord.  He dismissed the council with a gesture and lay down in the shade.  He listened to his pack disperse and watched Taryn carve on her stick. 

Her hands were always moving, always shaping new things.  Always.  When he listened for the song of Endless, he heard changes.  Kruin closed his eyes and brooded. 
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71.  Choices 



The males stayed closed in whatever conference they were having, speaking in their own language so that all Taryn could overhear were low growls and grunting words incomprehensible to her.  She supposed it was horrendously egocentric of her to assume they were doing this solely to exclude her.  After all, there was no practical reason why they should want to speak English, or even that they should know English in the first place.  But it did make her curious and the longer she had to sit and listen to them, not knowing what they were saying, the more restless she became. 

At last, she leaned over and gave Sangar a covert nudge, whispering, 

“What’s going on over there?” 

Sangar drowsily raised her head, yawned, peered at the raised rock, and said, “It is pack council.” 

How helpful.  “Yeah, but what are they saying?” 

Sangar looked somewhat more awake, as if Taryn’s question were equivalent to a cup of extra-strong coffee.  “It is not for us to know!” 

Taryn leaned back, skeptically eyeing the one lycan she more than half-considered a friend.  “Are you telling me you can’t hear them?” 

Sangar’s ears flattened, not with anger, but as if to prove she was not using them.  She sniffed and dropped her chin back onto her arms, falling back into her nap. 

Taryn sighed and tried to content herself with ignorance.  The sounds of lycan speech growled on.  Between the heat and her curiosity, she felt like bursting into flames. 

Sangar sighed and heaved herself up onto her feet.  “Fine,” she groaned, just as though Taryn had been sitting and wheedling at her nonstop.  “Let’s go.” 
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Their departure attracted a few glances, but no one moved to stop them and no one followed them, not even Nakaroth.  With the Fringes gathered at the council, Taryn supposed there was no reason to send a guard, and she reflected again on what an awful life it must be for someone like Gef or Sangar.  Since coming to Arcadia, there had been altogether too many reminders of Taryn’s own relative weakness, but at least they’d all been human ones.  Here in the Land of Tooth and Claw, it sometimes seemed the greatest weakness of all was being born female. 

They walked down to the pond together, not speaking but comfortable in one another’s company.  They took turns at the trickle, drinking cool water out of their own cupped hands, and then Taryn shucked down to her skin and swam around while Sangar watched wistfully from the shore.  She seemed to appreciate the little splashes Taryn sent her way, panting heavily and grinning that insane, tongue-hanging smile that only dogs do well.  Taryn dried off in the shade as she checked and refitted Sangar’s splint, and then she held still while Sangar carefully examined Taryn’s ears for God knew what.  Finally, Taryn pulled her slingshot and knocked down some dinner, and they headed back. 

They couldn’t have been gone more than an hour or two, yet the council had broken up.  Kruin now lay close to Graal, by all appearances fast asleep. 

Sakros had adopted a similar posture with Gef, who lay on her back, toying absently with the fur on her new mate’s arm where it draped over her.  Nakaroth was poised on the raised rock, keeping a vigilant eye on the Fringes, all of whom ignored him.  Of them all, only Burgash looked as though he’d spent the morning in an unpleasant meeting; he crouched across the clearing from his mate, looking at her with a brooding eye and running his foreclaws repeatedly over the rock at his feet.  While Taryn still held the opinion that no one could frown as impressively as a Cerosan, Burgash was certainly running a close second. 

Taryn labored her way down into a sitting position after dropping her tumblers off with Nakaroth.  She watched Burgash from the corner of her eye as she finger-combed and braided her damp hair.  Something was really bothering him, and Ararro, trying very hard to look relaxed and occupied with her own thoughts, was being slowly pushed to the edge of tears by his silent, baleful stare. 

“Will you have the hides?” Nakaroth asked suddenly, recapturing Taryn’s attention. 

He’d delegated the butchery to one of the other wolves, Alorak, who was poised with his claws at the tumbler’s throat, watching Taryn attentively. 

Too attentively, maybe.  Kruin raised his head to stare the younger wolf down, and Taryn quickly shook her head and willed herself invisible again. 

“There’s not much point,” she said. 

Nakaroth’s gaze flicked to Lura, who yawned elaborately at him.  “I could see that they are not given to the play of others.” 

Now Kruin glanced at Lura.  She avoided his stare to feign sleep again. 
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“Yes, but…I suppose it was a silly thing to want to do anyway.  I’d need so many of them to do anything productive, and I’m just not going to be here that long.”  She managed a laugh, rubbing at Sangar’s shoulder.  “God knows, you won’t want to keep them after I’m gone.  I’m really terrible at every kind of tanning, aren’t I?” 

Alorak’s ear twitched.  He looked at her sun-burned arms.  “A joke,” he said, without a trace of humor.  He paused, then grinned and said, “Well-tanned or not, I admire your hide.” 

Kruin sat up, and Alorak flashed his throat with a laugh and ripped the tumbler open.  The chief’s eyes were hard as he watched his son at butchery, and equally hard when he turned them on Taryn, who really didn’t think she deserved it.  Then he lay back down again, growling under his breath. 

These lycan.  All this meaningful looking and heavy silences.  She couldn’t wait for the full moon.  The Farasai were going to seem positively effusive after this month. 

Burgash stood up.  He did it fast and he managed to infuse it with a great sense of self-restraint, which took every eye was off Taryn and put them on him. 

He didn’t appear to notice or care.  He crossed the clearing in long, purposeful strides to loom ominously over his mate.  Ararro did not look at him as she rolled onto her back, widely exposing herself, and then onto her belly, lifting her tail as she gripped the ground.  It would be unfair to say that she was cowering, but she was sure nervous and it showed. 

The pack watched, listened, but Burgash said nothing for a long time. 

Then, as swiftly as he’d sprung to action, Burgash knelt.  He touched the side of Ararro’s throat with the curled back of his fingers.  It was all he could reach; her chin was now pressed tightly to the ground. 

He said her name, softly but urgently, and slowly her head came up.  He retreated out of touching range, his ears in constant motion and his eyes unblinking, blazing, troubled. 

“If you were free to choose your mate,” he began (Kruin’s eyes, half-closed as with impending sleep, glittered brightly behind their heavy lids), “who would you choose?” 

The silence in the clearing took on a thickness.  Taryn realized she was holding her breath and let it out again, feeling her cheeks flame up.  She wasn’t sure how, but she was sure she was responsible for this. 

Ararro did not seem to know how to answer.  She looked to her chief, but Kruin only yawned.  She looked to Lura, and the white lycan sneered at her. 

Then she looked at Taryn, and Taryn could only look helplessly back. 

At last, she had no one to look at but Burgash.  She managed to meet his eyes for a split-second, then shivered and stared fixedly at her hands where they held on to the parched ground.  “Have I angered you?” she asked. 

399

 

Burgash pushed one hand through the air, violently disregarding the question.  “That is not an answer.  Who would you choose?” 

“I am your mate.” 

“That is not an answer!” he bellowed, and Ararro cringed as flat as her pregnant belly made possible.  Burgash stepped back again, shaking once hard and then relaxing all at once.  “Tell me now,” he said, biting off each word, each letter.  “Who would you  choose?  Who would you  want?” 

It was a harsh question, harshly spoken, and it left the air between them scraped raw.  It was impossible not to hear her.  Even her whisper was abrasive. 

“I would choose…the male I have wanted since I first knew a woman’s urges. 

The male I have so foolishly loved all these years in silence.” 

Burgash’s whole body clenched on itself.  He twisted away, dropped to a crouch, and gripped at the ground.  Then he was still, a shadow of himself burnt onto the open air by the force of this revelation. 

Small fingers touched Taryn’s thigh.  Sanger, clutching at her.  There was a look in her golden eyes that was not quite blame, yet it drove another nail into Taryn’s conviction that she had caused this nightmarish scene. 

“Loved,” Burgash said.  He still stared at his clenched and empty hands. 

It was all he said for a very long time.  No one else in the pack moved or spoke. 

Then, “Does he love you?” 

“I think he does not.”  There was naked pain in Ararro’s voice.  “Though we have mated many times.” 

Taryn’s hand flew to cover her mouth before she could make a sound. 

She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. 

And so, it would seem, did Burgash.  He straightened with bone-cracking effort and looked at his mate. 

She said, “I am certain that I carry his cub.” 

Oh Jesus, could this get any worse? 

Burgash slumped.  He crouched that way, shivering now and then, as dry leaves whispered overhead and no one else so much as breathed.  At last, and without raising his head, he said, “I release you from our bond, Ararro.” 

Now she rocked back, but Burgash did look at her then and his voice was loud and firm as he said, “But I shall be witnessed in this.  I do release you to the male that you desire, but whatever comes of it…whatever comes, I will hunt for you and your cub.  I will guard you at your whelping if you are alone.  I will name your cub and teach him the laws of our pack…if you would allow me.  But I release you, Ararro.  You are free to seek the male you love.” 

His voice tore on the last word and he turned away. 

“You would let me choose?”  Ararro pushed herself up and gained her feet with a child’s hesitance.  Her gaze went from Burgash to Kruin and again, exasperatingly, to Taryn.  “You would let me go to him, be with him, of my own choosing?” 
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It was unclear just who she was asking, but it was Burgash who answered, albeit in a low and strengthless voice.  “He would be a fool who did not claim you if you asked him.” 

Ararro’s eyes teared.  She gripped at her swollen belly with one hand and clutched at him with the other.  “Then you are a fool,” she said haltingly.  “It is you, and it has been you all this while!” 

Taryn’s breath woofed out of her in a hot gust and Sangar’s claws clenched hard on her thigh at the same time.  They looked at each other, the lycan’s gold eyes as wide as her own must be. 

“Me?”  Burgash stumbled away from her, emphasizing his disbelief with distance.  “It has been me?  You said nothing!” 

“What was there ever to say?”  Ararro’s tears broke their internal dam and came pouring out of her.  She cowered, covering her face, and rocked with the force of them.  “A female does not choose!  I don’t know why I was so blessed as to be given to you, but I have only ever tried to be a good mate for you!  I know that I am awkward and ugly, but do not cast me from you!” 

“You know you are—?”  Burgash shook once, as though trying to throw the words off like water.  Then, thunder came from him for the second time as he snarled, “Who has told you this?” 

Every eye slid to Lura, who looked supremely annoyed once she realized it. 

“I need no telling.”  Ararro curled on herself.  “I know it is true.  Why else would our chief give me away so immediately?  I did not have even one day under his keeping, not one!  Even the lowest female is given that much consideration if she is not his own!  Why else would he throw me aside if I am not horrible?” 

Taryn glanced at Kruin.  His posture had not changed.  He was watchful but not, to Taryn’s eye, remotely troubled. 

But Burgash had the answer Kruin did not feel compelled to give.  In a voice roughened by emotion, he said, “Because I asked for you!  Every day of your last confinement, I pursued him for a claim on you!  I hunted tuskers and bloodfang for you!  I earned trophies to prove my courage!  I took scars to prove my health!  Had he kept you for even one day, I would have passed that night at the mouth of his den, howling for your loss!” 

Ararro rocked back, grabbing for balance at the bare ground.  “Not for me,” she whispered. 

“Yes!  For you!  All for you!  When my father was cast out and my station here shattered and all my family returned to Greenbank Pack, I stayed, and it was  not for him but for you!”  The curt shove of one hand towards Kruin turned into a passionate grip on Ararro’s shoulders.  He pulled her to him, forcing her to meet his eyes, locking her in a stare that severed the two of them from all the rest of the world.  “Because I would not leave you.  I—” 
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He stiffened suddenly and looked at Kruin.  “I am loyal to my lord,” he began cautiously. 

Kruin laughed and rolled onto his back, exposing with careless confidence his bare belly and throat. 

Slowly, Ararro reached up her hands and laid them over his where they seized her shoulders.  “But…But you never…never seem to want me.” 

Burgash looked at her, then away.  He hadn’t recovered the full bluster of his fury from before his last speech and her tremulous observation only seemed to throw him further.  “I did not wish to trouble you with my interest if it was not welcome.” 

“But I am always ready for you!”  Ararro shivered and Taryn was sure that if lycan could blush, she’d be looking at one the color of boiled beets right now.  “Your eyes alone can make me want you.  Your scent, your sound, the touch of your hand.”  She glanced aside at his fingers in her fur, then rubbed her chin on his wrist, still shivering.  “There has only ever been pleasure in your touch.  Even my first, even that night, and it has grown so much since then.  I have longed for you, prayed for Quiabe to bless me with heat’s fires so that you will mate with me.  I love to feel your weight on my back, your teeth at my nape. 

I…I…”  Her eyes rolled wildly to Gef and back again.  “I cum for you!  I cum with every mounting!” 

“You never did!” Burgash gasped, bristling in astonishment.  “I would have known!” 

“I wait,” Ararro whispered.  “Until you are sleeping.  So that you will not know, will not have to suffer tying.” 

Burgash was now completely adrift in the open waters of shock.  “You never made a sound!  Never said a word!” 

“I did not know what to say.”  Ararro covered her face again, all her fur spiked out.  “Pleasure is for males.  I thought…I did not want you to think me less appealing.” 

“How could I possibly find you less appealing?” he demanded, and immediately slapped himself across the muzzle.  “That is not how I should have said those words.” 

Ararro made a sobbing sound that might have been humorless laughter. 

“A male wants to give a female… I   want to give  you  pleasure!”    He surged forward to embrace her, licking at her throat in an aggressive show of tenderness.  “You are the blood in my veins and the heat of my heart.  My only peace is found inside you.” 

“I’m ugly!” Ararro wailed. 

“You’re not.” 

“I’m yellow!” 

“You are golden.” 

“I’m big!” 

402

 

“You’re majestic.”  He licked her again, his arms shifting to enfold her now with gentleness.  “And I have loved you all these years without words.  Now I will be heard.  Will you be heard?” 

“I…I don’t know how.” 

“Neither do I.  But we’ll hunt it out together, if you’ll have me for your mate.” 

“Oh yes!  Always!” 

Burgash drew back, glanced at the watching pack with a rueful sort of smile, and then gathered Ararro under one arm and led her towards their den. 

No one said anything as they all watched them go, but bodies did relax and gradually, little whispers and muffled barks of laugher began to break the awful stillness. 

“Well, as it’s always easier to follow a trail as to make one…”  Sakros stood and looked down at his young mate.  “Would you choose me for your own?” 

But Gef did not answer.  She was staring past him in awe at Kruin, and had been, it seemed for some time.  Her mate’s question served only to wake her from the trap of her own thoughts.  “I’m yours,” she breathed.  “That’s why.  I’m yours.” 

Kruin rolled onto his side and looked back at her with a gentle eye.  A father’s eye. 

“Then you never…”  She stopped, shook herself, and looked up at Sakros with new eyes.  “I would choose you,” she said simply, smiling.  “If I had a thousand males to choose from, I would still choose you to sleep beside me and give me cubs.” 

“I’m old,” he reminded her. 

“You’re wise,” she corrected, grinning. 

“I’m grizzled.” 

“You’re distinguished.”  She sprang up to lick him, and then they were leaving, arm in arm as Burgash and Ararro had done before them. 

There was a lot less laughing this time, and a lot more whispering.  Ears were flat.  Eyes were cold.  And too many of them were looking right at Taryn. 

Kruin stared after the couples, indifferent to it all, then he stretched hugely and looked at his mates.  “Well?” he asked lazily. 

“This is pointless.  Who else should I choose?’  Lura leapt down from the raised rock, glaring at Taryn.  “This is more human nonsense!” she declared, and stalked off. 

Graal thumped her tail once in weak amusement.  “I, too, am wise and distinguished,” she said, “and beyond the bearing of cubs, but I can think of no male I’d rather take for my mate in my last years.”  Her face softened and she turned her gaze away, unfocused, to the trees.  “Well…one other.  But if the 403

 

choice is mine to make, I choose you, my lord.  I am all my life a lord’s mate.  I would know no other way.” 

Kruin’s eyes shifted to the place where Taryn and Sangar sat together. 

He raised one wolfish brow expectantly. 

After an awkward pause during which Sangar only hunched and frowned at her hands, Taryn said, “The one I chose is at home waiting for me to come back to him, but if I have to have someone…you’re a good m—mate, Kruin.  I trust you.” 

His confident, boasting grin softened into something else, something just for the two of them.  Then his ears came up and he looked expectantly at Sangar. 

More silence, and Kruin’s smile faded the longer it went on.  At last, Sangar looked at him.  Her hand on Taryn’s thigh tightened. 

“No,” she said. 

Kruin stared, his ears coming all the way forward.  He listened intently to all the unsaid things and finally flipped and stood with acrobatic ease.  “You—” 

“No, I will not have you.”  Sangar showed a flash of throat, not defiant as much as tired.  “You are my lord and my chief and if I have the choice, I choose not to tie you to a cripple.  I will not have you.” 

There was no immediate reply.  Kruin did not move, not even, it seemed, to breathe.  But there was a ripple around him, sound and movement together vying with one another.  The Fringe-Wolves were stirring, circling in slow patterns just at the corners of perception.  Kruin must have heard them if Taryn did, but he didn’t respond to them.  All this attention was fixed on Sangar. 

He said, “I am your lord and your chief.  You are my responsibility, whatever your condition.” 

Sangar nodded with a sigh.  “And until I am not your obligation, I will not be your mate.  And if it is for me to choose, I will not be anyone’s mate.” 

More growls, louder this time.  Kruin sent an eye their way, and the Fringe-wolves silenced.  He returned his stare to Sangar and his expression was a heavy one. 

“I have given you a choice,” he said.  “But I ask you to choose differently.” 

“Do you ask as my lord?” 

“I do not.” 

“Then my answer stands.” 

Kruin raised his head in resignation.  “As you will, Sangar.”  He returned to his place on the raised rock and lowered himself, not facing her.  “I will wait for your return.” 

“I pray you receive it,” Sangar whispered.  She looked at her leg, touched her splint, and lay down. 

And then there were no more words. 
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72.  Alorak’s Gift  



Taryn was getting used to Nakaroth’s constant presence, as much as anyone could get used to the grim shadow of death dropping over you all the damn time.  He was there for a good reason, she knew.  Kruin had sent him to loom over Sangar and keep the Fringes back while he and the other males were off hunting. 

Well, while he and Burgash and Sakros were off hunting.  Although all the males had left that morning (except Nakaroth, of course), the first of the Fringes had begun dribbling back within minutes, and before too terribly long, some of the low-ranking wolves did, too.  Now they formed a wide ring surrounding Sangar, with the Fringe-wolves on one side and the pack-wolves on the other, alternately growling at each other and giving Sangar a coldly assessing eye that Taryn found very difficult to ignore.  She didn’t know how Sangar could even pretend to sleep. 

Taryn knew better than to think she was any kind of defense, but she did think it would be harder for a Fringe-wolf to get at Sangar if she wasn’t alone. 

Not that Taryn could fend off a lycan intent on dealing out some pain, but she seriously doubted she was at risk.  Even if there weren’t the political ramifications of messing with the Valley Lord’s woman, she was still Kruin’s mate, and as such, she was pretty confident in her untouchable status. 

And just as she had this comforting thought, the dark form of Alorak detached itself from the small group of single males and came toward her. 

Anyone watching from a distance might not realize that anything momentous had 405

 

just occurred.  No one in the clearing moved or seemed to respond in any way other than very mild interest. 

But that was from a distance. 

Taryn could feel Sangar tense the instant Alorak stood, and the sound of the other’s breathing ceased.  Nakorath, watching from the raised rock, may not be leaping down in snarls of open challenge, but there was a gleam of fang in his dark fur, a hint of claw in his hands, and the low ribbon of a growl hanging disembodied through the air. 

Alorak did not exactly ignore this—his chin raised submissively as he neared—but he did keep coming.  When he stopped and crouched to speak, it was not Sangar in the grip of his eyes, but Taryn.  He waited for acknowledgment, facing the sky but staring at her. 

She couldn’t read his eyes.  She couldn’t read any of their eyes.  Too wolfish.  She could see only the secret storms of a wild animal, and a carnivore at that. 

The thought bothered her.  She was supposedly here to build roads and she was mentally categorizing them as animals.  It was shame that prompted her to speak, when silence would have almost certainly been more prudent.  “Hi.” 

His chin came down.  “Taryn.” 

Again, he seemed to be waiting.  Taryn looked at the other girls for help, but beyond looking vaguely scandalized by her, none of them gave her any clues. 

She lifted and dropped her hands helplessly.  “Alorak?” 

His lips stretched in a smile and Sangar gave her thigh a warning sort of squeeze.  Was it a mistake to know his name?  What else was she supposed to call him? 

“I have something for you,” he said. 

Bewilderment sank into her like a spike and bloomed out again as alarm. 

“Why?” she blurted, and immediately felt herself turn red. 

If he was discouraged by the question, his feelings were clearly soothed by the blush.  He grinned again and stood, offering her his hand.  “Come.” 

Sangar’s hand squeezed again.  She didn’t know what she should be doing, so she stalled.  “I don’t get up and down that easy.” 

He nodded once, and before she could say or do anything more, he bent and seized her.  Now Nakaroth leapt down with those impressive snarls of his, but Alorak had already put Taryn on her feet and released her.  He stepped away, hands and chin raised, still grinning. 

Nakaroth was not appeased.  “On your way!” he snarled, giving Alorak a solid shove to one shoulder. 

“May I not present our lord’s mate with a gift?” Alorak asked.  His voice was carefully pitched in a whine, but the laughter swimming through it ruined the effect. 
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Nakaroth showed a few more teeth, his ears flat against his wedge-shaped skull.  “Show her the meat of your hunt, whelp.  That would impress even her mate.”  He gave Alorak another shove. 

Alorak stood his ground this time.  There was a subtle shifting in his stance, something that was not exactly aggressive, but not too far from it.  “I’ll take her no further than sound may carry.  The gift is in my den.” 

One of Alorak’s little buddies snickered nastily and both Nakaroth and Alorak swung on him with identical snarls.  The lycan shut up fast and slunk a little deeper into the shade where he and the rest of Alorak’s posse exchanged mutters and shrugs. 

“Come with us if you feel you must,” Alorak said.  He spread his open hands, harmless old Alorak, doing his best to keep the peace in the face of overwhelming unreasonableness. 

Nakaroth’s lip curled, but his eye moved broodingly back to Sangar.  The Fringes watched, shifting restlessly, and waited.  Beyond the even rise and fall of his chest for breath, Nakaroth did not move.  Then, with a suddenness that still had the power to shock, even as much as Taryn was expecting it, he reached out and grabbed the younger male by the throat. 

He made it look easy, in spite of Alorak’s lowered chin and obvious defensiveness.  He made it look easy even when he yanked other wolf forward and down onto his knees.  Then Nakaroth bent, looming over his gasping, struggling victim, and put his teeth right against Alorak’s left ear. 

“You watch yourself, whelp,” was the growl that reached Taryn.  It probably reached them all.  The implication of intimacy for this exchange was just Nakaroth’s way of grabbing everyone by the throat, and it worked.  Taryn could feel her own heart pounding, her own breath burning in her lungs.  “I could bite the bones from the back of your throat and your father would never question me.  So you just watch yourself.” 

Then he let go, not shoving this time but merely opening his fingers. 

Alorak sagged back, rubbing at his neck and gulping air.  The black pads of his fingertips were damp when he took his hand away and the fur along his throat somewhat matted.  But he smirked and he didn’t wait for Nakaroth to turn around before he did it. 

Nakaroth stepped back, flexing his claws and glaring as Alorak found his feet and touched Taryn’s arm.  Without looking to see if Taryn followed, the young male headed up the slope towards what was presumably his den.  There was a little hint of wag in his tail. 

Taryn met the furious eyes of her dark guardian and in a fit of exasperation, she hissed, “Well, what the hell am I supposed to do?” 

He backed off, openly startled, and she advanced on him with her fists raised. 
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“I’m doing the best I damn well can!  You all expect me to say things and do things and know things, but none of you have bothered to tell me anything!  So you can stop looking at me like that!  If you don’t think I’m following your stupid laws right, you might think about letting me know what they are, and until you do, just shut the fuck up about it!” 

She swung around and marched after Alorak, both hands clamped to her belly, carrying her baby’s weight through the instability of her fury.  The other unmated pack-males got out of her way and Henkel even flashed his throat at her while he did it.  Alorak was not waiting for her and she was bitterly glad of that. 

She supposed she was committing some unpardonable sin by going to his den with him, but she’d probably be committing a bigger one by refusing a gift from the future chief of High Pack.  There were so many ridiculous points of political sensitivity, so many buried traps, and she was tired of coping with them blind. 

She stepped into the dark and musty mouth of Alorak’s small den and shade dropped over her, doing its best to cool her down.  She was now surrounded by her own foul mood, with no distraction to keep her from replaying her last words and no excuse for having uttered them at all.  Some peace-maker she was.  This was going to end the same way as her foray into Pan’s Wood, with someone wanting to bodily throw her out, and since the lycan were easily twice the size of a satyr, they’d probably succeed.  The only thing she was going to accomplish with this trip was to give them a good reason to hate the Valley. 

Taryn stood where she was in the mouth of the cave, holding herself, feeling miserable and homesick. 

Fur brushed her arm.  She frowned down at it and saw, not Alorak’s hand, but the familiar brown and white bars of a tumbler pelt.  She took it, stepping around to let the light behind her fall on it.  There were four hides, the four tumblers she’d killed in the last two days.  All were brain-tanned and smoked, inexpertly, of course, as any hides would be if the tanner had learned by watching her. 

“I didn’t know what you meant to do with them,” he said.  “So I left them whole.  But if you would like them bound together or fashioned into a cushion, I could manage it.” 

Taryn burst into tears before she realized she even felt that bad.  It was the first gift anyone here had given her, the first sign of any kind of welcome. 

She’d just been thinking of him as an animal.  She wanted to die. 

‘So this is what Ven means when she talks about foaling leaving her heart in a bridle,’ she thought, and cried harder. 

Alorak touched her arm, then took the hides away.  The next thing she felt was his arms enfolding her, bringing her in against the coarse, musky cover of his fur.  She hugged him without thinking, blindly seeking comfort, and suddenly felt the warmth of his tongue at the hollow of her throat.  It was as good as a bucket of ice water, shocking her right out of her funk and back into a dark 408

 

den, alone with a male who was not the one she had been given to.  She gasped, choked on a latent sob, and stumbled back. 

His hands caught her, held her, but at arm’s length.  “Easy,” he said.  “I would not have my lord’s mate injured.” 

He seemed to be concerned, only concerned, and it made her more confused than ever.  If only she could read him better, see if that smug smile was still in his eyes.  She wiped at her own, struggling to control her hormones. 

“Easy,” Alorak said again.  He released her.  “It’s your whelping.  I have seen it before.  It will pass.” 

She hardly heard the words, she was trying so hard to identify his tone. 

Was it normal for a lycan to lick someone just to comfort them?  And could she ask someone else without Nakaroth leaping on him to seek satisfaction? 

This stupid place.  The month wasn’t even half-over. 

Alorak picked up the hides again and took them deeper into his den.  His smoke-dark shape was swallowed utterly and only his voice came back her to, rendered hollow by the engulfing rock.  “I shall keep them until you know what you mean to do with them.  In my care, they cannot become Lura’s playthings.” 

“Thank you.” 

He melted back into sight, all shadowy form and gleaming eyes.  He smiled at her.  “In my care—”  A howl broke the rest of whatever he meant to say, and Alorak jerked toward the mouth of the den.  His ears cocked and his body tensed as he listened.  There was a second howl, then a third, and then silence. 

“What’s going on?” Taryn asked, watching his ears quiver. 

Alorak glanced at her.  He relaxed all at once, and with a visible show of effort.  “We are visited,” he said, and frowned.  “You should go.” 

She backed up hesitantly.  He made no attempt to join her, and so she turned around and left. 
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73.  Low River’s Tribute 



The visiting wolves were already coming into the clearing and Kruin had appeared from somewhere as if by magic and was posed atop the raised rock, his legs apart and his claws curled at his side.  He glanced at her, at Alorak’s den beyond, and then dismissed both and resumed his lordly watch. 

There were nine strangers, once they were all gathered and the howls had stopped.  Eight males, one young female, all dark brown with pale masks and underbellies.  One of the males came to the foot of the rock and lifted his chin. 

He began to speak. 

“Have you human tongue?” Kruin asked. 

The wolf below him paused, then began again.  “Lord Kruin, chief of High Pack, I greet you.” 

“Chief Tibor of Low River.”  Kruin tapped one toe claw on the rock, considering the strangers.  “I receive you.” 

None of the strangers were looking anywhere but at Kruin, yet when Taryn ventured a step towards Sangar, every set of visiting ears twitched.  She didn’t move again after that. 

“Why have you come?” Kruin asked bluntly.  His ears were a little lower toward his skull than they’d been a moment ago. 

Chief Tibor gestured and the young female rose from her respectful crouch and shivered toward him.  “Madira, my youngest.  She is the last of three bitches.  The others have mates among my pack, but two is fitting.  Three thins the blood.” 

Kruin nodded.  He had not looked at the female yet. 
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“Low River has sent no wolves to you in many years,” Tibor continued, ignoring those among the Fringes who bore his coloring.  “Yet we are worthy people.  My Madira should bear cubs for High Pack.  Will you have her, my lord?” 

Taryn risked another step so that she could look down at Low River’s offering.  Madira trembled, all her fur on edge.  Her hands were curled into tight fists.  As Taryn watched, a drop of blood, glistening like a jewel, dropped to the dry ground. 

“In High Pack, there is new law.”  Kruin knelt and stretched out his hand to touch Madira’s face, bringing her chin down.  When she finally met his eyes, he said, “High Pack males do not take what is not offered.  You are welcome in my pack, young one.  You may choose whatever male you will for your mate.” 

Frowns and growling mutters rippled through Low River’s emissaries as, presumably, this was translated, but Madira continued to look confused.  She glanced at her father, then at all the High Pack, especially at Ararro, close under the arm of Burgash.  Finally, she looked back at Kruin, flinching.  “You do not want me,” she said, proving that language was not the barrier between her and understanding. 

Kruin smiled.  “Any male would want you.  The choice is yours.  I have many fine hunters here, and you will have your choice.” 

Someone growled low beside her.  Alorak had joined her, standing very close though he didn’t look at her.  His attention was on the visitors, and his arms were folded, closing himself away from this discussion.  By comparison, the rest of the pack-males (and even a number of the Fringes) were drawing close, doing their best to look as fit and impressive as possible.  All but Nakaroth, who had drawn away and was glaring daggers at Alorak, one hand curling into slow claws.  Taryn stepped quietly to one side. 

Tibor scratched his frown away, watching Kruin intently as his daughter struggled to absorb this.  “What is the purpose of this law, my lord?  For I would know it better before I bring it back to my pack.” 

Alorak muttered something in lycan and loped away into the woods. 

Nakaroth watched him go, then turned his baleful stare on Taryn.  She glared back at him.  Neither one blinked. 

“My females have been made to feel prisoners,” Kruin said.  “I have ended that.” 

“And I m-may choose…anyone?”  Madira looked around her, seeking out every set of eyes, but ending with her father’s.  She flinched again, her shoulders hunching.  “But I am for you.”  She took a few whining breaths, then added, “I choose you.” 

Kruin smiled again, a careful show of kindness, as the hopeful males surrounding her retreated in growls.  He stood, and Lura was there immediately, 411

 

bristling.  “Then come and greet your co-mates, Madira.  Here is Lura of Snow Peak, my highest.” 

Madira raised her chin, shutting her eyes on a film of tears.  “I greet you, Lura,” she chanted in a trembling voice. 

Lura snorted and dismissed the other by springing away. 

Kruin gestured and old Graal came to him, limping with stiffness after her morning’s nap.  “Here, my mate, is Graal of High Pack.” 

“I greet you, Graal.”  There was even less strength in Madira’s voice now. 

“Welcome, Madira.”  It was the same warm voice that Taryn remembered from her own horrible first night here.   When Graal reached down and touched the young wolf’s shoulder, it was the same gentle touch. 

Kruin glanced at Sangar.  She looked away.  He held out his arm behind him, and Taryn, after a moment of uncertainty, stepped forward.  Every eye was on her. 

“Here, my mate, is Taryn of the Valley of Hoof and Horn, mate to its lord, here under my protection.” 

“I…I g-greet you, Taryn.”  Madira’s eyes squeezed open, showing naked terror. 

Taryn smiled.  “I’m happy to meet you, Madira,” she said.  “You have a very pretty name.” 

A pause.  Madira shivered again, looking uncertain.  “T-thank you.” 

“I welcome your blood into my pack,” Kruin said, once more addressing Tibor.  “Low River strengthens all of us.  We will feast tonight to celebrate our joining.” 

Tibor nodded that odd head-raising nod of theirs.  “We are honored,” he said. 

As by some pre-arranged signal, the visitors rose from their respective crouches and began to mingle freely with High Pack, growling some in their language and some in English.  Kruin lifted one hand in a beckoning gesture, smiling down at his living tribute.  Madira moved one foot closer to him and froze there until a not-so-gentle nudge from her father freed her from paralysis. 

She climbed the raised rock, her eyes wild, and took Kruin’s hand.  He leaned down and said something into her ear, then led her up the slope to his den. 

‘He’ll be nice,’ Taryn thought, watching him go.  ‘She’ll be okay.’ 

She knew there hadn’t been much of a choice in Madira’s choosing, but it had been a public one, and she was pretty sure Tibor would indeed take this law back to his own pack.  Perhaps in time, the choosing wouldn’t be figurative. 

In time.  It was a start, anyway. 
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74.  The Hunt 



The mating was done and done well, he thought.  It had taken a long time to ensure her readiness, but he was patient and he knew there had been pleasure for her in her opening.  The tying he had endured at its end certainly could not be false, and feeling it had given him more satisfaction than the purely physical rush of his release.  Kruin left his new mate sleeping and emerged into the light of an early afternoon. 

Chief Tibor and his pack were gathered in the clearing, ready for the hunt he had promised them.  A lofty promise.  Kruin paused to attend some vagrant itches, projecting idleness as he tested the air.  Too hot.  Too dry.  Would they find game? 

This was the High Pack.  A feast of joining must be grand enough to send on to the others in his keeping.  At the same time, there were considerations. 

Sangar could not hunt.  Ararro could whelp at any moment and Burgash would not wish to leave her.  Gef was too young, Graal was too old.  And yet he must show none of this, no sign that could be viewed as weakness. 

“We are ready, my lord.”  Tibor was before him, keen for the chase, and why not?  Low River was the least of the packs and his daughter, perhaps, would bear the next lord of the Land.  It was for him to feast and celebrate. 

It was for Kruin to provide. 

“Hunters, come!” he called, and every one of his pack stood and came, even Sangar in her boneset with Taryn’s arm for support.  He eyed them all, yawning to disguise his assessment.  “I do not need you all,” he said at last, languorously.  “Burgash, your mate is wanting you.  You will stay.” 

Burgash made a token show of reluctance, then retreated to the shade, adopting a defensive stance and staring down the Fringes. 
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Kruin sent his females back, all of them for the moment, and eyed his hunters.  He called Nakaroth first, then Sakros.  Alorak next, a good hunter, if a touch wild.  And Lura, solely to keep her from slinking in and disturbing his young mate.  Henkel and Gash, and one more.  It would not do to bring more hunters than Tibor. 

It should be Shika. He was reckless at times, but could make a strong showing if the need was there, and it would be one less frustrated male to leave behind while Madira was still new to the pack and vulnerable.  But all that aside, Kruin wanted some guarantee of meat, and that left only one choice. 

“Taryn,” he said. 

The selection of a human, heavy with whelp, led to open surprise on every face, including, Kruin saw with irritation, Taryn’s own. 

“Um…okay.”  She climbed Sangar’s shoulders to find her feet, reaching for her stones and her thrower.  “What are we going after?” 

“Whatever we come across.”  He ran his eyes over his assembled hunters, not without private misgivings, and nodded satisfaction.  He raised his voice in a howl.  All joined in, all the lycan, at least, and then the Hunt began. 

They set out slowly by necessity (although Taryn no doubt believed she was keeping up well, and all things considered, she was), and Kruin was careful to lead them deeper into the wood.  Nakaroth had assured him that the lord of the Valley had sent no people to hold a watch, but he would not take the risk of being spied so, with Taryn at the center of a prowling pack of hunters.  The smallest misunderstanding, with these wolves, in this heat, could easily lash out of his control.  He would not begrudge Taryn a glimpse of her people, but this was not the time for it. 

And Taryn seemed to understand this.  She was very deliberate in her nonchalance, and although the branches above them quivered with life, she took nothing yet.  She was here to ensure meat if none could be taken, but she stayed her hand for now, and that pleased him.  It gave the wolves of Low River a chance, perhaps the only chance of their lives, to prove their prowess before their lord. 

Yet it had been a poor season for even the best hunters.  Kruin expected to find no game and his expectations were met.  Met and exceeded, for as they climbed the sloping hills of his treacherous land, even the tumbili in the trees disappeared.  Ah well.  It could never be a truly fruitless hunt, for even if Taryn failed to knock down some small prey on their return (an outcome Kruin did not for one moment believe possible), still he would be returning to Madira sleeping in his den.  There would be meat of his hand someday, and in the meantime, there would be a thousand pleasant matings in Taryn’s way.  The thought was a stirring one, and a fine thing to ponder as Kruin scouted the dry earth for sign of prey. 
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But just when Kruin was ready to turn them, if not back, at least aside, one of Low River’s hunters sighted spore.  The earth had been baked too dry to allow for hoof-prints, yet there were pellets here, still moist when broken.  Too small for tree-horn.  White-eye, maybe, although any lone deer of that breed was unlikely to be in the best of health, and if it was not alone, it would make for a difficult hunt.  White-eye grew bold in numbers, and their numbers could be vast. 

He ordered his hunters to fan out and noted with amusement that Taryn did so as well.  She continued to search the grounds diligently even after Nakorath and two other hunters returned with report of other spore—more pellets, bits of fur caught in brambles, the chewed ends of dried bushes.  All signs indicated movement further up into the hills, following the scent of water, perhaps, from the life-giving streams the mountains gave up.  This meant an even greater risk, if true.  Water brought prey, yes.  It also brought predators.  The wind was against them, blowing their scent before them, denying them the scent of what waited out of sight. 

And yet, Madira was sleeping in the dark of his den, her belly still empty.  Chief Tibor was here, waiting for his lord’s command, his own body and those of his wolves showing the strain of this hard summer.  Eight wolves of Low River.  Seven of High Pack.  Surely more than a match for even a broad sweep of white-eye. 

Kruin scratched at his throat, looking up the hillside where it steepened. 

Footing would be loose, dry.  Over the years, spring floods had uprooted a thousand mountain trees and pushed them down in waves to lie strewn along the ground where Kruin stood, forming a barricade of stabbing, dead branches as lethal as any Farasai spear.  It was no difficulty for a sure-footed lycan, but Taryn… 

“What is this?” 

Kruin flicked an ear at the sound of human-speak without bothering to turn and see what had attracted his mate’s curiosity.  He could find a gentler way up into the hills, he knew, and perhaps that would be best, even if it took a greater share of their precious time.  By circling around, he might make a better friend of the wind. 

“Kruin?” 

Some of Low River’s wolves seemed surprised by this familiarity, and Kruin was himself somewhat embarrassed.  Not chief, not lord, but only Kruin, and she was casting for his attention, even though he clearly stood in thought. 

He flicked his ear again, this time with a glance for his second, and Nakaroth went silently and expressionlessly to see what Taryn had found. 

“It’s wet,” he heard Taryn say.  “See?  What—” 

And then Nakaroth howled full threat, but by then it was too late, because the wind made itself a friend indeed and shifted, and the stink of wyvern blew hot into his face.  Perhaps it had been drawn by the same white-eye spore 415

 

that had brought the lycan here.  Perhaps it had been hunting them all along.  And perhaps they had stumbled onto one of its territory markers.  No matter.  Between that first taste of it in the air and the moment it spat itself out of the woods and fell upon them was less time than it took Kruin’s heart to beat twice.  And that was time enough to look at all his hunters and know that some were about to die. 

If they fought, if they ran, it changed nothing. 

Kruin howled alert, he and every other, and the wyvern came boiling through the trees in a cloud of its own poison.  Its movement hurt the eyes, its voice tore the ears.  It was evil in every aspect, and it came with single-minded purpose to devour. 

The long neck shot out as lycan scattered.  Jagged jaws unlocked and disgorged a fume of toxic black to swallow one of Low River’s wolves.  The doomed one dropped, screaming, and the jaws snapped the life in half and ended all before flinging the corpse aside and seeking another.  Kruin saw and could only be grateful; the distraction had been enough for five to flee into the trees. 

Where were the others? 

“Run!” 

That was human-speak. 

Ice took hold of Kruin’s heart and sank all claws in deep.  Taryn.  He had forgotten she was even here.  Ah gods.  The lord of the Valley’s own loved mate, laden with cub. 

Kruin pushed a furred body on toward the trees, seeking her.  He saw first the reason she was shouting.  Lura was standing on the trail.  Just standing. 

Her eyes were wide, her hands slack.  The soil beneath her feet was damp with urine.  She stared at the wyvern and saw her death.  She did not try to run. 

All this Kruin saw and was powerless to prevent.  Eight hunters prepared for such a fight could kill a wyvern, he knew that much from his own experience, but sixteen surprised were not near enough, even if one were not human and cub-heavy.  But the time it took the beast to slay Lura may yet ensure the escape of others, and that was all Kruin could hope.  He shouted for Taryn, shouted command to run, and to his relief, she did. 

But only far enough to seize at one of the fallen trees at the steep hill’s base.  Seize and shake at it, as if, in her panic, she were trying to pull it apart and hide within.  He would have to go and catch her, drag her away.  He would have to do this, or she would die. 

Kruin lunged for her, only to collide hard with a fleeing Low River wolf, knocking him to the ground. Another wolf came down on top of him, trampling him into the hard knob of an exposed root with all their weight behind it and suddenly he had no air in him.  His head felt squeezed, his blood turned thick, and it took all Kruin’s strength to roll onto his side.  His jaws stretched, his lungs pulled, but there was no air. 
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Nakaroth leapt over him in a black wave, hardly seeming to touch the ground once as he sprang, howling, at the wyvern.  Gods.  He was about to lose his second, but all that Kruin could feel was gratitude.  If the wyvern tore Nakaroth apart, it may be enough time for Taryn’s sense to return and she might get away. 

But the wyvern didn’t even seem to notice Nakaroth’s attack.  Its tail swung, slapped his second out of the air long before Nakaroth’s claws could find the flesh they sought.  Nakaroth flew back, struck a tree, fell silent.  Dead? 

Stunned?  Kruin gripped at the ground, opened wide his mouth and pulled at air until the sinews of his chest groaned.  He was rewarded with a thin wheezing sound, and an even thinner trickle of breath.  He raised a hand, hammered at himself in blind fury— Work, damn you!—biting and thrashing and finally dragging another breath into his aching lungs.  He could feel the exact instant Anu’s grip on him opened, but there was no time for relief. 

He heard the wyvern scream.  Would it come for him or for Lura?  Or, gods forbid it, for Taryn?  Why did he bring Taryn? 

And it was Taryn screaming now.  Kruin flipped to his feet, head swimming, chest burning.  He saw the human running at the wyvern.  Running right at it with a dried branch in her hands like a spiny runka.  He lunged forward, fell to his knees, and had to stay there, helpless to do anything but watch as the Valley Lord’s highest mate threw herself at death. 

The wyvern fixed on her at once, then fell on her.  The neck shot out, the jaws unlocked— 

And Taryn jammed her branch right down the beast’s throat. 

The wyvern’s scream became a sluggish gulp.  Black froth spewed out around the wood.  The wyvern chewed, but could not sever the thing piercing it. 

It staggered back and Taryn pushed forward, shoving the wood in deeper.  The wyvern shook—hard, violent jerks that knocked Taryn in every direction—but she kept her grip, even when she lost her footing. 

She was still screaming, and still, by all the gods, still pushing on her branch, straightening the wyvern’s neck one crunching length at a time.  It fell onto its side, slashing madly, but could not reach the human, could not pull the thing gagging it free.  Its tail swung in howling circles, bursting the bark on large trees and snapping smaller ones into shards, but miraculously missing Taryn. 

A belching sound.  Black poison and blood came from its stretched mouth in rivers.  A length of wood as long as Taryn’s arm fell into the beast’s body in a sudden lurch and stopped again.  Taryn’s feet dug ruts into the soil. 

She kept pushing. 

The wyvern’s sides heaved, but there was no breath.  Its tail raised and it expelled three translucent, soft-shelled globes in a dying, desperate bid at continuation.  Another length of branch disappeared into the beast.  Splinters stabbed through the unnaturally-straightened neck and tore furrows as straight as 417

 

claws could make.  It scratched just once, blindly, at the ground, and then it collapsed and lay still. 

Taryn was still pushing.  Her sides were heaving now, as if she had taken in the breath of the dying beast and now fought with its same will for life. 

Kruin found feeling in his legs.  He was at Taryn’s side in a moment, but merely pulling at her did not bring her away.  He had to pry her hands from the branch.  They were bleeding. 

Movement.  Some lycan were returning, but not many.  Most had fled before Taryn even went for her branch.  It would be some time before they assembled to count their dead. 

“Oh my God.”  Taryn stopped fighting him suddenly and staggered back. 

“Oh my dear God.”  She looked at him without seeing, pushed away, and stared wildly around her.  “Is she okay?  I didn’t see her run.  Where is she?” 

Lura.  Kruin turned in the same daze and found his highest still standing rigid, still staring at the place where the wyvern had appeared.  At the first touch of the human’s hand upon her arm, Lura turned to lightning, snarling and snapping.  She shoved Taryn away, slapped Kruin when he moved to catch her, and screamed, “I didn’t need your help!” before racing off back to High Pack. 

“She’s okay,” Taryn said from the ground.  She sounded relieved. 

Kruin knelt to gather her and she clung to him like a cub, forcing him to stop and hold her.  She was cold.  Her teeth were chattering.  Ah, the things he was noticing.  He was no more well than she was. 

“I don’t believe I did that,” she whispered.  “Antilles is going to have a full-out fit.” 

And rightfully so.  Kruin rocked her in his arms, silent. 

“Is it dead?” Taryn asked. 

“Yes.  Very.” 

She began to cry in weak, hitching breaths, this warrior who had single-handedly slain the most dangerous beast in all his deadly Land.  “I’ve never been so scared in my life!” she wailed.  “What is it?” 

“A wyvern.” 

“Are you sure it’s dead?” 

He looked.  The beast was still.  Nothing moved on it but blood, and even that was slowing.  One of its unfinished eggs had torn during its hasty birthing and deflated into a pool of silvery slime.  “I am sure,” he said. 

She had killed it with a dead branch. 

“I can’t get up,” Taryn said. 

He pulled at her clothing immediately, searching for the blood of whelping, but there was none and she did not appear to have even noticed him doing it.  “Are you hurt?” he asked. 

“I can’t get up,” she said again.  She began to cry harder. 
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Kruin pulled her into his arms and stood.  Her weight dragged at him, settling worst in his chest, which still burned at every breath.  He paused to master this pain, nuzzling at her to disguise the reason while his pack may be watching, and Taryn’s little naked arms rose and locked around his neck.  She wept, hiding nothing.  He started for home, carrying her. 

Nakaroth was coming towards him, as steady on his feet as Kruin himself must appear, and yet his fur was still matted with sap and chips of bark. 

Kruin paused for whatever words his second might have to say, and Nakaroth paused also, but only to look down at Taryn huddled in his arms.  One ear flicked, and then the black wolf passed without speaking and went to take the trophy teeth from the corpse. 

Trophy teeth from a grown wyvern. 

Kruin’s arms tightened on Taryn and he was compelled to stop and nuzzle her until his racing heart calmed.  He did not need to think on this now. 

He did not need to understand it.  He was lord and all that mattered now was the end of this hunt, the return to his pack. 
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75.  Wyvern’s Feast 



They feasted on wyvern that night, a lordly feast that passed in grim silence.  And so it should be, for one of their number was gone, but only one dead at a wyvern’s attack was an unheard of thing.  High Pack saw fewer of the beasts than most packs, yet Kruin had been on wyvern hunts before, hunts comprised wholly of strong, practiced wolves that knew how best to bring the monsters down, and even those hunts too often ended in mourning howls. 

Likewise, he knew of many Full Hunts that had ended in the death of an unfledged wyvern and trophy teeth for the wolf who had singly slain it, but never, never after the thing was old enough to make its poison. 

Taryn’s nerves were strained to snapping, and he put her to bed immediately upon their return, placing her in furs he had so recently dampened with Madira’s mating.  He lay with her until she found escape in sleep, holding her in his arms and knowing from her twisted face that it was a Cerosan she clutched for comfort in her own mind.  He wished then that he could end this. 

He wished he could summon back her mate and send her home, with his allegiance even, if only to see her safely away.  But every eye in the Land was on him and he knew he could never do such a thing and remain its lord.  He had delivered a decree that marked the fullness of the moon and he could not break that word now. 

When he emerged from his den, he knew at a glance that the tale had been told.  They looked to him for confirmation or denial.  He said nothing but, 

“Prepare the fires.” 

It was not the first time a wyvern had been eaten at High Pack, not even the first in Kruin’s lifetime.  They had not claimed the entire carcass, of course, 420

 

only the choicest cuts from the beast’s haunches and belly, but someone had carved away the head and neck as well and dragged it back with the branch still protruding from the dead jaws. 

No one said anything during the meal.  Low River’s wolves stayed together, and High Pack’s likewise.  Periodically, one of them would rise from his place to more closely investigate the wyvern’s head or stoop to sniff at Taryn’s blood on the rough bark of the swallowed branch.  Of them all, the only one who seemed at all at ease was Nakaroth, who had settled himself beside the fire, taking bites of roasted flesh as he applied himself to the task of boring holes in the wyvern’s teeth for stringing.  It was the sort of thing a mate should do (females so seldom took trophies that Kruin was not confident of the etiquette at work), but Kruin allowed it.  He didn’t think he had the steady hands for such work at the moment. 

The females huddled around the tieneedle tree where Taryn liked to sit, all but Lura.  Although she tried several times to join the other females, she had done little since her arrival to engender affection and the others were too upset to pay her much attention.  When no comfort was forthcoming, Lura withdrew and sat by herself, looking angry and tearful.  Kruin supposed he should go to her, but the pack would want council and he had to be ready for it. 

When everyone seemed to have eaten their fill and the silence began to give way to mutters, Kruin led both packs in a mourning howl.  The heart of the wyvern, he burnt in offering to the Black Wolf of the River, and then Kruin had only to ascend the raised rock and wait. 

One by one, the males came to council.  Even the Fringes gathered close, and Kruin, for once, did not chase them off.  There would be words worth hearing by all, he was certain. 

No one was eager to be the first to speak, but finally, one of Low River’s pack raised his chin.  “Talos has a mate and three cubs he leaves behind.  Who will take her?” 

Chief Tibor glanced at Kruin and said, “I shall let her choose.” 

Nods of silent agreement made a thoughtful circuit of the council. 

Kruin’s thoughts moved again to Taryn.  His brave Taryn. 

“My Madira is mated now,” the other chief mused.  His eyes were on his daughter across the clearing.  “She even moves differently.  I scarcely know her.” 

Kruin looked.  His newest mate sensed his stare, returned it, and smiled tentatively. 

“She seems well,” Tibor said.  “So often, it goes badly for them.” 

“We at High Pack have certain rites for a female’s opening,” Kruin said. 

“Rites of female’s pleasures.  They will learn here not to fear their matings and they will make us many cubs when their heat is on them.  In time, they will not remember that it ever came with hurts.” 

A considering silence. 
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“Share this thing with me,” Tibor said finally.  “It would be a good thing for Low River’s females.” 

So Kruin told them of patience, of tenderness and touching.  Of the teaching of ways to ask and the use of words to tell.  Of coaxing that first rush of pleasure’s oils before her piercing so that what pain there was in tearing was eclipsed by body’s joy.  Of mating in rapture to the sound of happy howls again and again, bringing new females to the realizations of bliss that could be shared. 

“How did you think to try this?” one of Low River’s asked curiously. 

Before Kruin could answer, or had even decided if he would answer, another Low River wolf said, “It is how humans mate.” 

The others looked at him.  The wolf, an elder scarred with hunts and adorned with trophies, merely shrugged. 

“It is,” Kruin agreed.  “But how is it that you know?” 

The other wolf heaved a short, not-quite-laughing breath.  “I mated with one.”  He glanced at the others of his pack, smiling toothily.  “I’m hardly the first.” 

“The first I’ve heard of,” Chief Tibor said, shock in every bristling hair. 

“When was this?” 

“I don’t know.  Long past.  I was young.”  The old wolf gazed off into the distance, his eyes growing dim with memory.  “I was hunting in the thickets near Smoke Run when I saw her.  She was doing something…picking fruit or…or something.  She saw me.  She screamed and ran.” 

“And so you mated with her?” Tibor demanded. 

He shrugged again.  “It was hot.  The scream annoyed me.” 

“And she taught you pleasures?”  That was Alorak, and Kruin decided he did not like the lie of those upright ears or the tilt of his son’s head. 

“Not at first.  I let her go, she ran off, and I might have forgotten the whole thing, but…but she came back the next day.” 

“Alone?” Kruin asked.  It seemed more a circumstance for ambush to his way of thinking. 

“Alone.”  The old wolf shrugged, acknowledging the unfathomable minds of humans. 

“You mounted her again?” Alorak pressed. 

“It was hot again.”  The old wolf smiled broadly, tongue lolling.  “She fussed some, but when it was done, she got up and followed me.” 

“Why?” 

“I didn’t know at the time.  And didn’t much care, to say truth.  But I thought I’d ought to do something with her, so I scratched her out a den at a place I knew and set her up.  I hunted for her, brought her things…mated.”  His smile shrank, grew wistful.  “Good days, those.  I’ve never had another mate the same as her.  I’ve forgotten her name…forgotten her colors and the sound of her 422

 

voice…but some things I remember and I remember those were good days.  My best days.” 

No one said anything for a while.  Most of his pack looked embarrassed. 

Finally, Sakros said, “Did you ever learn why she came back to find you?” 

The old wolf did not reply for some time.  His eventual nod was stiff and shamed, although his expression remained distant.  “She told me once.  Said she ran back to her people saying what was done and they cast her out for it.  They said she was ruined, ruined so bad she wasn’t even fit to kill.  She didn’t know where else to go.”  He glanced at Kruin, then dropped his eyes.  “Not the best of beginnings, but she learned to be happy.” 

“And what happened to her?  This happy mate of yours?” Tibor asked in a dangerous voice. 

“She died the following snow.”  The wolf stared at the ground, no longer smiling.  There was pain in his eyes, old and tarnished and often revisited.  “In whelping.” 

That one word was met with a wave of movement—many recoils of shock and no small showing of disgust, but there was curiosity, also.  Kruin’s blood burned at the naked interest he saw in his son’s face, and he raked his claws over the stone beneath him, wondering what to do about it.  He sought Nakaroth’s eye, but his second kept all his attention on the wyvern’s teeth, scarcely flicking an ear at this latest revelation.  He found Sakros instead, and it was Sakros who spoke next. 

“I didn’t know humans could whelp,” Sakros ventured.  “With lycan, I mean.” 

“Neither did I, but it happened.  I don’t even think it would have killed her if…if she’d had someone else there.  Other females who could have helped her.  I tried to save the cub, but…Anu took them both.” 

Silence. 

“A son,” the old wolf said in a rough sort of voice.  “A perfect little son. 

He was late in coming, but he didn’t look it.  You’d never know his mother had been human to look at him.” 

Chief Tibor sent several frowning glances Kruin’s way.  His claws flexed.  He said, “Is that your cub the human carries?” 

“No.” 

Alorak uttered a thoughtful growling sound that Kruin disliked immensely and unreasonably.  He stared down the other chief, waiting for the question of why the human was here at all, knowing it had to come soon.  But instead: 

“She killed that wyvern, they tell me.” 

“Yes,” Nakaroth said unexpectedly.  He didn’t look up from his work, just continued to sit and work his awl through the tooth in his hand.  “I saw her do it.” 
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Three others growled short confirmation. 

There was a second silence, longer than the first. 

“With a bit of fallen tree,” Tibor mused, looking at the wyvern’s head. 

“Yes.” 

“My heart stopped cold,” one of the others said suddenly.  “I tell you, I saw the thing snap off her head, I was so sure it would happen.” 

“I didn’t know you could kill a wyvern that way,” another said. 

“Neither did she.”  Kruin found he was staring at his den and made himself stop.  “She didn’t even know what it was.” 

Nakaroth glanced up, grunted, and returned his eyes to his work. 

“Why did she do it?” Tibor asked bluntly.  “Has she told you?” 

Kruin opened his mouth to say he didn’t know and heard himself say instead, “Because Lura would not run.” 

This time, the silence lasted until the coals of the feast’s fire began to break apart.  Tibor raised his head at the sound of crumbling ashes and said, 

“May we stay one night, my lord?  I must be sure that Talos crosses.  If we leave now, he may try to follow.” 

And then he would be lost forever.  Kruin nodded.  “Stay,” he said. 

“Talos gave himself with honor so that his kin might live.  I can deny his chief nothing.” 

“Thank you, my lord.” 

The Low River wolves rose and went to find sleeping places here in the clearing.  The High Pack wolves moved among them, sharing condolences and quiet conversation.  Burgash and Ararro went to their den, and Sakros took Gef away soon after.  With eight—no, seven now—new males sharing the clearing, it was not the night to leave one’s mate unguarded.  And Sangar must sleep alone out here.  Kruin glanced at Nakaroth, still boring holes in the teeth that Taryn had earned, and his second said, without looking up, “I’ll watch her.” 

Kruin nodded, scratching at his chest, then rose and gestured to his females.  He was not unaware of the way Sangar curled on herself, but his thoughts had gone back to Taryn.  He was not even sure exactly what his thoughts were, save that they were soft and troubled and touched by a vague mingling of dread and desire. 

Madira’s whisper dispersed these phantoms. “I can’t go in there.” 

Kruin focused on her in sharp alarm.  She clutched at her father’s arm, almost in tears.  He frowned, leapt down from the rock, and touched her shoulder.  “What is it, my mate?” 

“I can’t go in there.”  She switched her grasping hand from father to mate, pleading with every part of her.  “Please, don’t make me.” 

“You are mated now,” Tibor said gruffly.  “Your place is with him.” 
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Such reluctance was not unusual in a new mate, but her opening had gone so well, he couldn’t believe she feared to share his den.  “Why will you not?” he asked. 

“She’s in there!” 

Kruin drew back, confused.  There was only one female in his den at the moment, but still, Madira’s meaning was not clear.  “Taryn?  What of her?” 

Lura growled somewhere behind him.  He started to send her a glare, but Madira collapsed into tears and all his attention went back to her at once. 

“She killed a wyvern with a stick!” Madira wept, both hands full of Kruin’s fur.  “Quiabe will come for her!  He will not know us apart and he will burn me up in his mating!” 

Oh.  Kruin glanced at Low River’s chief and caught embarrassment in the other’s eyes before he backed away.  Ah, but she was scarcely free of her cub-days.  Kruin sighed and licked consolingly at her shoulder, her shivering ear. 

“My mate,” he murmured.  “Quiabe has no interest in Taryn.” 

“He does!  She killed a wyvern with a stick!  Quiabe sires cubs of fire!” 

She looked at him, seemingly more frantic with each second that did not find understanding in him.  Her fists, knotted around handfuls of fur, pulled painfully. 

“Everyone knows that!” she wailed. 

“Taryn is already heavy,” Kruin pointed out, gently disengaging her hands of him.  “Quiabe will not come for her.” 

“He won’t care!  He’ll come and he’ll burn me up!” 

“What’s going on?” 

Every eye went to the mouth of Kruin’s den where Taryn stood, puffy-eyed and disheveled.  Her human-speak had served to silence even Madira’s hysterics, and now all was still but for the steady scraping of Nakaroth’s awl in bone.  She looked back at them, then sighed. 

“Whatever it is,” she said wearily, coming down the slope to the clearing, “it’s all right.  I’ll sleep out here with Sangar to—” 

Taryn stopped short in both words and action to stare in dismay at the wyvern’s head in its place of viewing.  Her face, already pale, became a second moon.  In a shaking voice, she said, “Someone please get rid of that.  Please.” 

Kruin set Madira to one side, but his son had already gone before him, seizing hold of the impaling branch and dragging the dead flesh swiftly to the trees.  Kruin kept on, bounding onto the raised rock to offer the human his arm, and she took it gratefully, hugging his hand to her heart as she walked.  Only once the head was out of sight, did Taryn detach herself and go on without him. 

Kruin did not want her to sleep here, not tonight, with so many strange males among them, but he didn’t know how to tell her so.  Everyone was looking, everyone was listening.  If he gave an order and she argued…no.  He must appear to approve of this, however much it may darken his heart. 
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He watched until Taryn was settled at the root of the tieneedle tree, watched Sangar’s arms creep around the human’s cub-thickened waist.  Then he made himself turn away.  He licked Madira’s ear again.  “Contented?” 

Madira looked nothing but miserable, but she nodded.  “Will you mate with me again?” she asked, a plaintive cry for comfort that sent surprise like a wind through the Low River wolves. 

Lura growled. 

“Yes,” Kruin said.  He gave her a nudge to send her on ahead of him, nodded to Tibor to move his pack about the business of denning down, and stepped over to Taryn’s tree.  He hunkered down before her, waited for acknowledgement that did not come, and finally touched her arm anyway. 

“I’m okay,” she said without looking at him. 

He considered his next actions carefully, weighing wisdoms, but in the end, he could not leave her like this.  He touched his open palm to her smooth cheek (and felt at once a tightening in his groin that reminded him in hot schism of Madira waiting in his den, of Taryn that day by the pond), forcing her eyes to his with gentle pressure. 

She tried to stare at the sky, at Sangar, at anything at all, but one did not become lord of the lycan without learning to command a stare, and eventually, he had her. 

“You did very well today,” he told her.  “I am proud of you, my mate.” 

Her face buckled, as with pain.  She nodded once, a lycan’s nod, lifting her chin rather than dropping it in human custom. 

He did not know what else to say and words were so important to human understanding, so he rose and stepped away from her.  He could see her pain, but he could not help her, and the longer he tried, the more his failure would become apparent to all those watching them.  He had the appearance of her fealty, at least, and however shallow it might be, appearances were all that kept him chief. 

Kruin left the human and Sangar together in the unprotected clearing with only Nakaroth between them and seizure by Low River, or worse, by the Fringes of his own pack.  He went into his den, step slow and heart heavy.  It felt empty.  He could smell Sangar’s scent, and Taryn’s, in the places they had slept, but they seemed pale to his senses.  Ghostly. 

Kruin moved around Lura to go to Graal.  Hers was a scent and substance he had known all his life, and he buried his head in her shoulder now, breathing in her reality.  Graal’s arms went around his neck, hugging him as she might her cub.  Neither spoke. 

At last, he pulled away, licked once at her neck, and then went to settle Lura. 

She crouched when she saw him coming, lifting her tail in invitation.  He waited, still standing, until she gave up and lay down.  She was rigid under his hand when he knelt to nuzzle her.  He tasted tears when he licked her face.  She 426

 

did not try to touch him or return any token sign of affection.  He did not know what to do about it.  There was a distance there, one that had always been there, unnoticed until he had caught those first golden glimpses of what mates should be, what they should share.  He thought of Burgash and Ararro, fumbling towards that same honesty and strength of bond that he saw in Taryn when she spoke of the Valley Lord.  It made his heart ache.  He had given Lura a choice, but he could not say that she had chosen him.  She had chosen the chief of High Pack, the lord of the Land.  Not him.  Not Kruin. 

She did not care for him. 

He did not care for her. 

Kruin started to nuzzle her again, but drew back with a sigh and patted her shoulder instead.  He moved away from her to his furs, where Madira waited, shivering.  He wished Sangar were here.  She had never been very high-ranked among his mates, and he wasn’t sure why.  She was plain to look at and didn’t have much of a hunting eye, but there was something in her that soothed him. 

Like the water that flowed from the rock, she was easily overlooked in importance, yet was cool during his heart’s summers and warm in his winters, always there and always quenching.  During the worst days following the Upheaval, she had spent so much time lying quietly beside him, sharing soft speech and touches, healing him with her mere presence.  He wished intensely to have her with him now, to share mating words and make her his own in the way of Burgash and Ararro.  Someday, he would, but tonight he was for Madira. 

Kruin lowered himself beside his newest mate, breathing her name as he immersed himself in her still-strange scent.  Her hands pulled at his ruff, eager but unschooled even more than he.  She did not guide him, only pulled him closer.  Her fur was soft, sleek with youth.  The slight body beneath trembled. 

He tried to let go to the Endless, here in her clumsy embrace and couldn’t quite manage. 

How many mates did Madira make?  His fifth?  His eighth?  But she would be different.  She had chosen him, the first of all his mates to truly choose him, and he would make himself worthy of that choice.  He would care for her. 

Had Taryn ever been so new, so unsure?  He supposed she must have been, once.  With Madira in his arms, it was easy to imagine a human hesitance to Taryn’s opening, but he was certain it had ended well.  Her hands on him that day by the pond had been so skilled and sure, fearless in exploration and unabashed in her desire.  Kruin heard himself groan; he bared his teeth at the naked yearning in the sound.  He led Madira’s hands to his swelling shaft, and again with patience when she flinched away.  He guided her through motions that had come so naturally to Taryn, closing his eyes to relish her warm grip.  He gave her words of encouragement, words of teaching, words of praise. 

Taryn slept on the ground tonight. 
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Kruin groaned again, pushing between Madira’s thighs to find her moist sex.  He rubbed his fingers lightly over her, exploring.  He had mated many females in his few years as lord, entered many by full sun or in dark dens, opened them and had them for the hundredth time, but he had never felt one so closely. 

The touch was silken, many-layered as the petals of a flower. 

Madira whined urgently, her hands working him faster and her hips pushing at his hand.  Kruin allowed her to impale herself on his questing finger, coaxing her from breathy howls to her first true words:  “I like you in me!”  She covered her face the instant they were spoken, curling on herself and crying in the helpless rush of sensations she did not know how to control.  Kruin spent several minutes prying her hands away with nuzzles and whispers, but she did not reach for him again.  She rolled onto her haunches, presenting herself as she shook, and arching her throat so prominently that her ears touched her shoulders. 

It was too soon.  Such mating was too new to both of them for there to be an equal gift of pleasure.  This must be for her again.  His time must wait. 

Resigned, Kruin gave in to her pleadings and mounted.  He cupped her breasts from behind, stroking at the hard pellet of her nipple as she keened and bucked back at him.  Her tight sex spasmed around him, pulling him deeper, and then he was tied to her.  Urgency left him and he bit gently at the nape of her neck, feeling with weary pride her shaking arrivals to female’s pleasure.  The pressure in his loins built toward a final release, no longer in his own control, but caught in the trap of her flesh.  He was free to give her all his attention and he gave as much as she could bear. 

At last, and after many uncounted returns to her rapture, Madira’s body reached a peak of heat-like passion and brought Kruin’s own to its little bursting of private relief.  He rested his hands on her back, teeth bared to the dark hollows of his den as he endured the uncomfortable sense of constraint and slow draining. 

It had not been like this with Taryn.  It had been only pleasure for both of them. 

It had been— 

Madira, still panting and trembling with echoes of passion, lay down, dragging him with her.  He found a way to arrange himself as comfortably as possible, waiting out the time of tying.  His loins still ached; his needs had been relieved, but his desires merely awakened.  He could hear, beyond Madira’s sleeping breaths, the sound of Lura softly crying.  He should go to her next and give her the only comfort she could stand to accept, but he knew he wouldn’t. 

That mating would be worse than merely one-sided, it would be empty of emotion or even desire.  No different, perhaps, than any matings they had shared in the past, but once the lie in them was seen, it could not be unseen. 

Madira’s grip eased at last and Kruin withdrew.  He backed away silently and stood, rubbing idly at himself to ease his soreness as his member resheathed. 

The urge to mate was still in him, but he forced it quiet and went out from his den, away from the overpowering scent of empty sex, to stand in the moonlight. 
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The wolves of Low River lay all around the clearing, most of them asleep or pretending to be.  Two lay much closer to Taryn and Sangar than Kruin liked to see, but the dimensions of the clearing were finite, after all, and Nakaroth was close.  Kruin found himself staring down at his lost mates regardless, at their arms wrapped together over Taryn’s hard belly. 

The Valley Lord’s cub. 

Kruin found himself recalling Madira’s tearful words outside his den. 

Everyone knew that Quiabe, Great Chief of all Gods, prowled nightly for mates with whom to beget his fiery young.  Taryn, though human, must surely have caught the Great Chief’s burning eye after this day.  He wondered if indeed the god would come to her this night, or if he would wait until the cub in her was birthed to plant another.  He could well imagine the cub, all flame-red as Taryn’s hair and fierce as her heart. 

He could imagine his own. 

Ah, useless. 

Kruin moved out toward the pond, turning his mind away from Taryn and mating and cubs.  A bath by moonlight to clear his fur of the scent of wyvern, a plunge to clear his head of fantasy, and then sleep.  Tomorrow was soon enough to think of other things, especially such things as Taryn represented. 

He supposed there was a place in his world for her sort of changes, but he knew—ah, he knew—there was no place in his world for her.  Someday, perhaps, when every mate chose one another, when every coupling was one of passion and every cub was wanted, there would be such a place.  When it was time for Sliver Moon’s foundling she-cub to take a mate, perhaps, but not now and never Taryn. 

He was bound to this Land and she belonged to another. 

He was not alone when he reached the pond.  Moonlight on wet fur turned the lycan he saw to unnatural silver, but scent told him it was only Sakros. 

Kruin grunted a greeting and waded in. 

“I must speak with you, my lord.” 

Kruin had no energy for another look at the events of the day. 

“Tomorrow,” he said, and readied for a dive. 

Sakros caught his arm and held it firmly.  “Now,” he said. 

Anyone else would have Kruin’s hand in a hard cuff and perhaps a scar to remind him that touches passed from higher to lower, but this was Sakros. 

Though tense, Kruin slowly straightened from his diving posture and faced the elder wolf fully.  “Then speak,” he said. 

Sakros dropped his hands to his sides.  His mouth worked, but made no words.  He frowned, all his body betraying thoughts of dread and darkness. 

Kruin waited, considering how best to prod the coals of this deep-burning fire free into open air.  He turned away as if to swim. 

“Your son,” Sakros said. 

Kruin turned, his ears folding slowly back.  “What of him?” 
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“My lord…”  Sakros made several attempts to speak under Kruin’s stare, then finally showed his full throat and bluntly said, “I fear for your life.  He means to challenge you.” 

“Enough.”  Kruin turned curtly away.  All desire for a swim was gone, but he prepared to dive anyway.  He could not see the other’s face while this rage was in him.  Challenge was the right of every lycan male.  What Sakros had just done was equal to an open declaration of unfaith in Kruin’s leadership and strength. It was the highest insult any chief could hear. 

Sakros caught at him again and this time, Kruin struck.  The old wolf let the blow knock him into the pond.  He crouched there, water lapping at his chest, and spoke on with a look of desperate determination.  “Lord, not every challenge is won by the fittest.  Sometimes, it is only won by the male who strikes from shadows.  Alorak could never best you in honest challenge, but he will strike.” 

No, this was the highest insult. 

“I sire no assassins,” Kruin said coldly. 

“He will strike,” Sakros repeated.  “He knows that he is your only son and he means to be chief and lord.  Now time is pressing and a way is opened.” 

Lycan’s anger and personal pride vied internally with a lord’s cool reason.  It was the lord in him who finally said, “What means do you suspect?” 

“The surest.  He will kill you.  He will seal his claim by taking your mates.  All your mates.  He thinks that if he can hold them, no one else would challenge him.” 

Kruin cocked his head. 

“By now, all the pack has heard that when the wyvern struck, Lura froze and Taryn slew it.  Who do you think has become the highest in our minds?  The male who is mate to such a one must be the strongest.  Now Low River tells us our kinds may breed.  Listen to me, lord!  Listen well!  He will kill you and he will take her.  He will kill the cub she carries and put his own inside her.  He thinks that this will make him lord, and forgive me, I think that he is right.” 

“Never.” 

“Old ways.  Beast ways.  But they were done once, lord, and how often have you heard him say that old ways were best?  Taryn has become his path to a lord’s den.  He will have at you before the moon is full and it will not be challenge.  It will be murder.” 

Kruin’s gut felt heavy and hot.  He did not speak.  Under his stare, Sakros again showed throat. 

“But my fears run even deeper,” the old wolf said, his claws flexing and scratching at the air.  “Think.  When the Valley Lord returns at moon’s fullness, do you think Lord Alorak will give back the mate who made him chief?  No. 

Will the Valley Lord show throat and leave her?  No.  Open war will come on us, open war with Farasai spearmen, with sileni mystics, with satyr archers, and perhaps even with the Forge-Lords themselves, for far-howls have told us for a 430

 

year that they are returning!  All the Valley will move against us and if, by fate’s whim, any of us survive it, what is there to come after but the terrible danger against which Taryn risked herself to warn us?  The danger that she believes demands we be allied, and there shall we be, broken by war!  This is not the hour for a new chief of High Pack, not even by rightful challenge!” 

“Enough.”  It was not the bold bark of his first speaking, but a weary whisper.  Kruin looked away.  The forest was a brace of black spears on every side, the water a spreading pool of dark blood.  “Enough,” he said again, and brushed at the stiff fur below Sakros’s ear where his fist had landed. 

“Forgive me, my lord.”  Sakros did not follow.  He stood bent-shouldered and broken, gazing at his reflection in the water and avoiding even those eyes.  “I could see no other way than to warn you.  You are a strong chief. 

You would fear no challenge.” 

The taste of bitter ash was in Kruin’s mouth.  He could not speak around it.  His son.  His own son.  If Taryn had never come, never made her bonesets or killed her wyvern, Alorak would wait.  He would wait and he would meet his father fairly, once this rashness of youth was long-buried by experience and strength.  If not for her, he would not see death in his own son’s eyes. 

His heart ached.  Not with blame (that was a word for other kinds, not lycan.  People did what they did, and there was no use in blame), but with a terrible, bleeding sorrow.  Sorrow for the son that had grown away from that firstborn in his proud arms into this shadow assassin, sorrow for the human who had only ever tried to bring peace to a Land that could not nurture it. 

“Must I kill him?” he asked softly.  A father’s heart would break to ask it; a lord’s heart knew it would survive, both the asking and the act. 

Sakros hesitated.  “Give Taryn to him.  Now.  When claiming her does not make him chief, he will look to find another way.  And that will take time. 

Time enough to take the teeth out of his plans.” 

“Taryn will not agree.” 

Sakros rubbed at his own throat, alone in the water, in the black and the moonlight.  “It is not for her to agree,” he said at last. 

Kruin shook his head.  “I will not kill that law while it is still wet from its whelping.” 

“Then send her home.” 

“No.  I cannot break my own decree.” 

Sakros finally came out of the pond but did not shake himself dry.  “He is pursuing her even now, I think.  To win her, as Ruaknar won Kahnee.  And he will mate with her if he has the chance, whether she chooses him or not.”  Sakros shook his head, staring dully down at his own feet, black with mud.  “He does not understand this choosing.  He will not understand when he fails to win her and she fights his mounting.  So he will force her, as males throughout all our 431

 

history have forced their panicked mates, to claim her.  And it is an easy thing to cause a female to lose her cub in such a fight.” 

“Yes.” 

“So give her, if not to Alorak, then to another.  Give her or send her home.” 

“I…I must think on this.” 

Sakros heaved a despondent sigh and moved away, his warning done and himself weighted by the giving of it.  His voice came back, a ghost’s own warning in a dead wood.  “Think quickly, lord.  You have no time.” 

Kruin looked up.  The moon was a sliver in the sky, but it was waxing. 
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76.  Moonlight in Rucombe  



It was just too hot to sleep. 

And in a way, that was a good thing, because these days, it seemed every time she shut her eyes, Rhiannon was sucked into one vast, unending nightmare. 

For a while, she’d escaped it by staying up all night and sleeping during the day, but not only did Ven start pouring tonics into her, but dreams of the tent eventually found her anyway, and Gabriel made her pay (good-naturedly, of course) for her efforts to elude him, by forcing her into deeper and deeper pits of sexual depravity.  Yes, it was funny to think of her dreams as autonomous entities capable of holding grudges and exacting revenge, and not ha-ha funny, either.  After a few more days and nights with the kelpie, nothing was ha-ha funny when she slept.  Sometimes, she swore she could feel him, even after she woke up. 

But they were just dreams, and dreams faded.  She gave up trying to get away and just did whatever she had to do to be allowed to wake up again, shutting her mind away from Gabriel-thoughts as soon as the sun rose.  She started every morning with a bath.  She never really felt all the way clean. 

But life in Rucombe made it hard to wallow in self-pity, even for a champion like Rhiannon.  There was just too much to do.  Sure, she could stay in Taryn’s lodge all day, but doing that only got Ven on her case, and those tonics were nasty.  So she let Shappa take her back to the Jiko and teach her the zen of pot-stirring.  It only took seven days before she could make a decent garden roll. 

Heck, give her another seven, and she’d probably be making those sticky-pies 433

 

Taryn was so fond of.  That would be a nice thing for her to come home to, when she came home. 

And then there was Arion.  Arion, who took every opportunity to keep her company during her grueling shifts in the Jiko, and who took her on walks around the fields while his butler carried cups of sun tea for them, and who even took her fishing when she finally got around to asking.  They didn’t catch anything, but that was hardly the point.   It felt good just to be with him. 

No.  That wasn’t something she could think about right now.  She didn’t want to fall asleep thinking about Arion, only to dream of Gabriel.  That…that would just hurt. 

Rhiannon rolled over in the sweltering country of Taryn’s bed, staring sightlessly into the black.  She’d forgotten how quiet it got when a person slept alone.  All this time, she’d been biting bullets to keep from complaining about in the noise in the lodge where Ven’s crew slept, and now finally she was alone and it was too quiet.  She could lie here all night, sleepless, and just listen to her own sweat crawl around. 

Where was Taryn sleeping tonight?  In a bed like this one?  In a room full of other people? Or on the ground, under these alien stars? 

Rhiannon began to see why Antilles wasn’t here.  It hurt to be in this bed, not knowing where Taryn was.  She could only imagine how much more painful it must be for him. 

For a moment, inspired by the heat and the hour, Rhiannon suddenly reached out her hand, pretending that the buffalo-like pelt under her was Cerosan fur.  Not Arion’s fur, of course.  Antilles.  Taryn and Antilles, sharing this bed. 

God, that was even worse.  She was spending way too much time with Arion.  She was turning into a pervert, too. 

Rhiannon got up.  She groped her way to the hearth, poked at the coals until she scared up a glint of red, and lit herself a tallow from the fading ember. 

By this faint light, she went to the far wall, climbed up onto the table, and opened the wooden shutters to the room’s only window. 

There wasn’t much of a breeze, but what there was sure felt nice.  The night was still, empty.  The moon, just a sliver in the sky, turned the endless Valley to silver.  In the distance, she could make out two or three horsemen on patrol, but she couldn’t hear their hoofbeats. 

Funny, how what could be eerie and too quiet in a dark room was only peaceful in an open field.  Beautiful, even.  Made a girl wish she’d never have to leave. 

Movement drew her eye toward the middle of the kraal.  Rhiannon’s arm rose to cover her naked breasts even as she leaned out to better see who it was. 

She must have known already, really.  She didn’t think she’d care if a horseman saw her in the altogether, but it wasn’t a Farasai she was looking at once he stepped out from the shadows. 
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She and Arion stared at each other in the moonlight. 

There was nothing else around him, nothing to distract her restless senses.  Without moving, without speaking, he overwhelmed her.  His body was light and shadow wrapping pure power; she could see the silvery slope of every muscle gleaming under his fur.  His eyes were dark suggestions in a face she could not see as bestial, no matter how hard she tried.  His horns were a halo, which made him easily the most bizarre angel there could be, but there he stood, and it was impossible to see him any other way. 

It bothered her and she retreated, closing the shutters and barring them. 

Rhiannon sat on the table next to her candle, frowning, aware that she was frowning, but not certain she knew why.  Her thoughts were all mixed up.  The angels of Arcadia—Arion and Gabriel—and she knew she formed a third point to that triangle, but she couldn’t see herself as clearly.  She knew only one thing: She didn’t want to be here tonight, not in Taryn’s room. 

She moved decisively to the little pile of her shed clothing and started dressing.  She doubted anyone would say anything if she crept into the cook’s lodge and crawled under the table for the rest of the night.  She wouldn’t sleep, but that was fine.  There were worse things than no sleep. 

The sound of the door opening on its well-oiled pins stopped her as effectively as an explosion.  She looked down at her skirt and watched it twist in her hands.  The leather creaked, louder, so much louder, than the sound of Arion’s hooves as he entered.  She shivered, wishing she felt cold. 

“Rhiannon.” 

She gripped her skirt for strength and spun around to face him.  Never mind she stood there in her panties and a tore-up t-shirt, she dipped into her inner armory of Fierce and came up with weapons.  “You can’t just come barg—” 

He raised one hand, silencing her instantly, and quietly said, “Before you bid me leave, let me only do one thing.” 

Rhiannon shivered again, became distracted by the candle flame, and when she looked back, he was right there.  His hand slipped around her waist, preventing her instinctive backwards flight, and then his mouth was at her neck, his hot breath pushing her hair back from her bare skin. 

She tried to scream, but all she made was a gasping sound.  She tried to shove him away, but her hands wouldn’t obey.  She felt the skirt fall from her fingers and after that, her arms hung limp, useless to her.   Her eyes were open, staring, shocked. 

“Rhiannon.”  He turned into the curve of her neck, the tip of his tongue gently tasting her sweat.  Now he shivered, and pulled her closer.  “How I love to speak your name.  Rhiannon.” 

Was that fur under her hand?  When did she raise her arm?  Was she pushing or pulling? 
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Her heart was pounding, slamming against her ribs so hard, it seemed her skull was reverberating.  She shouldn’t be able to feel anything else…but she could feel his hand slipping beneath her shirt to cup her bare back.  His fingers on the little valley of her spine burned like red irons. 

“S-stop it.”  She twisted, trying to find a place where he couldn’t follow, but he was all around her.  He was consuming her.  “Stop!” 

“Nay.  Bid me leave and I shall leave.  But if I stay, I will have all liberty.”  He drew back to gaze intently into her eyes.  “What command, my warrior?” 

Her lips moved.  There was no sound. 

Arion’s horns dipped and he closed on her again, breathing her name. 

She flinched hard, but he held her fast, licking and nuzzling at every inch of exposed flesh from one shoulder to the other. 

“You can’t!” 

“Mmm.”  Arion knelt, his mouth never straying from her flesh.  Down he moved, over the thin covering of her shirt as he lightly teased at her breasts, down the ticklish span of her midriff, down to the scanty cotton V covering her sex. 

“Let go of me!” she begged.  Her arms were stiff, her hands braced at his shoulders, but her fingers were clenched on his pelt.  Pushing or pulling?  She shook her head, fighting for clarity.  “Let go!” 

Arion’s tongue, thick and powerful, pressed hard against the full length of her cleft through her panties.  He licked back and forth, working the fabric in deep between her folds.  His hands tightened slightly, then relaxed, caressing her back before coming to rest on her hips.  His muzzle bored at her, wedging her squirming thighs further apart, forcing her to admit him. 

“Please!” 

He leaned back to hook his thumb through the waistband of her panties, but pulled them down only enough to lick at her navel.  “Thee surpasses all imaginings,” he murmured.  “I thought thy skin would be soft, but thy flesh is as petals newly unfolded, as pearls pulled fresh from the shell.” 

So unlike teasing, brutally-patient Arion.  Rhiannon felt again that whirling vertigo, she becoming Taryn, he becoming Antilles.  She had never really stopped to think about the mechanics of her sister’s sex life (beyond a vague sense of amazement), but now her mind was fired by a single image, vivid enough to wipe her actual surroundings utterly away.  She could see Arion bending over her, see him inside her, and with that first imagined thrust came a shuddering, cramping heat deep in the private core of her powerful enough to shatter her fantasy and show her the real Arion, really touching her. 

It was this place, she decided, looking dazedly around the dark room.  It was being surrounded by centaurs and griffins and dragons and it had nothing to 436

 

do with Arion per se, but only him as minotaur.  It wasn’t passion, in other words, only the fantasy come to life. 

Or it maybe it really was her.  Her own inherent licentious nature.  The whore in her that the angel in her dreams kept coaxing out, now calling to anyone with an itch to scratch in a voice she wasn’t allowed to hear.  Rhiannon looked down at the dark head that nuzzled her.  He seemed so sincere. 

But then, so had Jordan. 

Now Arion was pushing her shirt up slowly, his hand moving in small circles that bared her just a little more with each rotation.  He claimed what he uncovered with his mouth and she stood silent, watching until she felt the bunched hem of her shirt brush at the underswell of her breasts.  “I hope I’m doing this right,” Arion muttered unexpectedly.  “When one doesn’t wear clothes, one has no notion in the wide world how to remove them.” 

A giggle ripped its way out of her numb throat, breaking the invisible chains that had held her so mesmerized and allowing all the true horror of what was happening to come crashing down on her.  She stumbled back so suddenly that she actually got away from him.  “I told you to stop!” 

“As I told you to bid me leave,” he replied.  He rested one hand on his bent knee, gazing up at her with a calm eye.  “Say it, if you wish it so.  Say, 

‘Arion, leave me.’” 

She tried, but managed only a hurt, “Nunh.” 

He rose, and the sight of him standing up struck her as something titanic and strange, like watching Poseidon emerge from the sea.  He was beautiful.  Not creepy-pretty like the angel in her dreams, but beautiful the way mountains can be beautiful, or storms or rivers crashing over rock.  It was not wildness, exactly, but a natural-ness, a rightness.  That sudden, dizzying crush of fantasy came back and she imagined again how it would feel to have his weight on her, his fur against her bare skin, his breath on her shoulder.  Panic swallowed her. 

“You can’t!” 

“Bid me leave.”  He came forward implacably and she backed up until her knees struck the bed and she dropped into a sit.  He dipped his horns in that Cerosan smile, reaching out to touch her hair.  “But be swift if you so intend, my warrior.  I am rapidly reaching the end of my ability to walk about with dignity.” 

Rhiannon’s whole body flinched at this reminder of his nudity.  How could she possibly have forgotten? 

Her eyes dropped and there he was, all the masculine essence of him open to sight.  She shouldn’t look.  She had to look.  Her eyes moved up and down in frozen fascination, taking in all there was, all he offered her. 

As if her stare had substance, his great shaft began to stiffen and swell. 

‘For me,’ she thought, disbelieving, and scrambled back over shaggy fur and cushions until she banged into the wall. 
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He laughed at her, an Arion-laugh.  “Aha!  I finally discover what weapon makes my warrior quail.  Hai, ‘tis no killing thing.  Come, Rhiannon.” 

She shook her head wildly, but her traitor hand half-rose before seizing on the bedding once more. 

“Will you not touch me?” he asked.  His hand closed on himself for one lingering stroke.  She could feel her own palm itching; she clenched them both into fists and didn’t move.  He said, “I have wanted your touch, well, not since the first, in honesty, but nearly that.  I dream of you, only you.  I hear your name in the beating of my heart.” 

“No, you don’t!” 

“Aye.”  He put one knee on the edge of the bed.  “My warrior.  My Rhiannon.  Lie with me tonight.” 

She tried to tell him no, tried to scream it, but she couldn’t even shake her head.  She looked at him, at the dark rod rising from his thick fur, and felt heat sink into her as deeply as he ever could. 

“Are you frightened?” he asked suddenly, frowning.  “Truly so?” 

“I’m not afraid of anything!” she blurted and shuddered back. 

He laughed, relaxing somewhat.  “Nay, for there is the warrior I came to woo.  But if there is some fear of this unknown—” 

“I’m not a virgin!” 

“Nor am I,” he replied comfortably.  “Though new to the sport of thy fair frame.  But I shall not hurt thee, and I shall take nothing more than I am given. 

Here.” 

He lay down, stretching out across the width of the bed at her feet.  He pillowed his head with one arm and touched her shivering leg with the other, just a gentle brush of the backs of his knuckles, no more heavy than a breeze.  “At thy leisure, lady.” 

She avoided his hand, but somehow crawled onto her knees, edging around him and staring at his jutting shaft.  She supposed she could bolt now, get to the door and be gone before he could even sit up, but she didn’t.  And wouldn’t, she thought, dismayed.  She wanted him.  She knew she wanted him. 

Even if she ran away, it would only be far enough to find a place to take the heat out of her throbbing loins herself.  In the beating of her eager heart, she could hear Gabriel’s quiet, knowing laughter. 

“Why me?” she heard herself whisper. 

Arion blinked, half-rising onto one elbow.  “What?” 

“I’m not…”  She trailed off, huddled small in the bed. 

His frown grew, but despite the urgency apparent in his flesh, there was only concern in his eyes.  “What is it, Rhiannon?  Tell me.” 

“You don’t…want…me.”  The admission came out like razors and she rubbed at her throat, avoiding his eyes.  “You can’t.” 
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“Aye, I can.  I do.  Ah, Rhiannon.”  He laughed softly, stroking her arm with the side of one finger until she looked at him.  “I have had many lovers,” he said.  “And never have I wanted even one with half the fevered longing that has me now, that has had me for some while.  I can live if you send me away, my warrior, but I can no longer live without proclaiming honestly my desire.  I flatter myself that I have seen some equal yearning…?”  He paused to eye her closely, laughing when she blushed and ducked her head. 

“So never tell me that I cannot want thee,” he said as he settled back onto the bed.  “For tonight, I have seen thee at the window, more beautiful then the moon in her skies or home at the end of fifty years’ exile.  Tonight, I need air to breathe, I need blood in my veins, and I need my Rhiannon to lay her cool hand upon me.” 

Rhiannon’s cool hand brushed at her eyes.  Her fingers twitched at the touch of her skin, as though disappointed they had not found fur.  “Where?” she asked at last, and surrendered to her nature. 

“Wheresoever thee wills.” 

She reached out haltingly and touched his shoulder.  She heard him utter a soft, broken breath that may have been a laugh, but there was no impatience in it.  She relaxed, just a little, and spread her fingers to rest her palm on him.  He was warm, soft and yet hard.  She could feel the power in his body, his inhuman strength. 

Arion.  She was touching Arion. 

She kept her hand on his shoulder, but reached with the other to touch his horn.  Smooth.  Cool.  Striated, like a fingernail.  Porous, like wood.  Less polished than she imagined it would feel.  She followed the sweeping curve of it to the blunt tip and down again to the thick base at the top of his head, sinking her fingers into fur once more. 

Leaning over him to explore placed her at his mercy.  She felt his breath blush warm through her t-shirt, and then his strong tongue prodded at her breast. 

When she didn’t pull away, he reached up and lightly touched, petting at her to coax her nipples to peak, and then suckling at her through her clothing. 

Rhiannon touched his face, cupping the strange dimensions of his cheeks in both hands, and then down.  She closed her eyes and in blindness followed the path of his broad neck, his powerful chest.  She felt his heart beating, steady and sure.  Her own was the hammering of a clockwork bird’s. 

His hands were at the hem of her shirt again, pushing it up unhurriedly. 

She leaned back to make it easy for him, raising her arms as he bared her, and then letting them drop to her sides when he let the shirt fall.  She watched his eyes anxiously as he looked at her in the candlelight.  The sense of unreality was back, making it difficult to think, to breathe. 

Arion lifted one hand and let his fingers drift over the smooth valley between her breasts.  For a long time, he did nothing more.  When he finally 439

 

spoke, his voice was hushed, reverent.  “You are so beautiful.  My eyes cannot see enough how all your body moves together.  You are…so soft.”  He swirled his hand across her, caressing all of her in gentle patterns before cupping one breast. 

She was unprepared for the intensity of her body’s reaction to this, for the fiery surge that arched her back and tore a ragged breath from her throat.  She closed her eyes, fighting it, and alone with his touch in the darkness, she reached back for him.  She touched the shocking heat of him, and now it was his turn to arch and gasp.  Her fingers closed with an instinct all their own and the fire burning in her aching sex became incandescent. 

Apart from his size, he was no different from Jordan, or any other man, she guessed.  So why was her heart racing like this?  Why did every shaking pass of her hand echo itself so demandingly in her own loins? 

It was as though she were separate from herself, watching from some safe place as she caressed him.  She was mesmerized by him in his response, in the open, greedy way he accepted her touch, groaning and straining beneath her hand until— 

“Nay!  Nay, a moment!  Ah, Rhiannon!”  Arion gripped her wrist and pulled her away, pressing her palm to his muzzle in a kind of kiss.  “My warrior. 

My own.” 

“I’m not—” 

He didn’t seem to hear her.  He brought her hard against him, nuzzling at her with that amazing blend of power and control.  Her breast, her side, her arm, her throat, her wrist, her belly—there was no part of her that he would not touch or taste.  She could sense his urgency building, but he vented it with shocking unselfishness on her. 

His hands closed on her hips, pulling her suddenly astride his shoulders. 

She cried out, then slapped both hands over her mouth to kill any following sounds.  Unlike his cautious explorations of the rest of her body, this was something he knew well.  Her panties were no obstacle; the friction of the fabric between them added a whole new dimension to his mouth’s forceful movements. 

She writhed in place, muffling her cries as she suffered the excruciating pleasures of his tongue.  It was eternity before he even began to remove her panties, and by then, she couldn’t bear to have his mouth away from her even long enough to let him take away that last restraint.  In the end, she was able only to tolerate him pulling the material aside and then he was at, against, and inside her, seemingly all at once. 

She came like a crack of thunder, deafening in her own mind.  She couldn’t feel herself in space, his shoulders beneath her knees, or her hands over her mouth.  Only his tongue at her clit, driving deep into her passage, undulating in shivery waves before licking all along her cleft.  He tended her as though he 440

 

wanted to, as though he could be quenched by nothing but her, as though he could imagine nothing greater. 

The second burst of pleasure was even more powerful than the first.  It numbed her to all sensation, even that of him swinging her down onto the bed and deftly tearing her panties away.  Then he fell on her again, his arms wrapped tightly around her hips, burying himself in her to drink and drink and drink. 

She was saying something—God alone knew what, since she still had her hands over her mouth—but whatever it was, Arion heard it for her heart’s plea. 

He rose above her, breathing hard.  She reached between them to grip his shaft, stroking twice rapidly before guiding him to her.  He watched with burning eyes as she fit them together, and then he touched her face—that gentle, questing touch—and came down to her, entering her. 

He was careful.  She didn’t want careful.  She locked her ankles around his hips and yanked him deep, gasping as he imbedded himself fully in that single thrust.  Arion lowed, a bullish bellow that nobody and nothing could make but Arion.  She felt the sound shaking in her bones and ground against him for more, locked in a world of endless climax.  He seized a handful of pelt-covered mattress next to her shoulder and pulled hard as he surrendered to her, shaking her and the bed and the whole damn planet with the power of his thrusts. 

Rhiannon uncovered her mouth, gripped at his back, and buried her face against his chest to scream out all the passion he was putting in her. 

“Aye, Rhiannon.  Aye, my warrior.  With me now.  Oh, follow as I lead thee!” 

He was cumming, and suddenly, so was she, with a violence to break the chain of explosions that had been bursting through her.  His body and hers ceased to be separate and became instead a single flame, a single eruptive element lost in time.  Rhiannon let go, let it all happen, and hid her screams in the blending of their bodies. 

Arion slumped, catching his weight on his arms before rolling to one side in collapse.  She could hear his breath tearing at the air, a sound infinitely more real than her own.  She could still feel him inside her, filling her, completing her. 

‘Jeez, I’m glowing,’ she thought.  ‘This is that glow that everyone talks about.  He did it.’ 

But he wasn’t saying anything. 

Rhiannon felt her heart catch.  Not a lot.  Just like a zipper hitching on its perfect track when it crosses over a loose thread.  She touched her stomach, proving reality to herself, then turned and looked at him. 

He was looking back at her.  Just looking, still breathing hard, and his eyes were lost in darkness.  He wasn’t smiling.  He couldn’t smile, but knowing that couldn’t take away the awful feeling now congealing in her soul.  He was looking at her and suddenly it was Jordan all over again. 
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The way he had looked at her after he’d wheedled and coaxed and convinced and she’d finally let him and as she lay in his bed thinking how much better it would be now that the first hurtful part was done, he’d said, “Christ, that was easy,” in a whole new tone of voice.  Cold.  Disgusted.  “You couldn’t even pretend you never done it before?  God, how many times…never mind.  Just get dressed.  And if you think I’m paying for that lousy fuck, you can think again. 

Twenty bucks for burgers and a movie is more than enough for you.  I better not catch anything.” 

And as bad as that was, it was worse the next day, after he’d told all his friends, and they’d all told him that no, he couldn’t possibly have been the first, everyone knew Rhiannon stepped around.  It was worse the next week, when the first jokes started to be told, the first ‘I caught crabs from Rhiannon’ graffiti appeared on the campus walls.  It was worse when the condoms started flying and the phone started ringing and people were laughing and as bad as things got, you bet, it could always get worse. 

Arion was just looking at her. 

Rhiannon sat up, pulling a fold of fur over her hips.  “All right,” she said in a dull voice.  “You can leave now.” 

“What?” 

“I said, leave.  You got what you wanted, now get out.” 

“Got—?  What?”  He sat up, jaw agape and ears twitching as though hunting for more words.  “Rhiannon—” 

“Out!” she shouted, yanking the fur up to her neck.  “Get!  Out!” 

Arion scrambled back, falling from the bed in a heap of kicking limbs and shocked eyes.  “Rhiannon!” 

“Shut up!”  She leapt from the bed and ran to the door, heaving it jarringly into the wall.  “I may not be a virgin, but that doesn’t make me your whore!  Get out!” 

He was still sprawled on the floor, still staring.  The difference was that his head was shaking, mutely disbelieving.  “If you think—” 

 If you think you’re getting paid for that lousy fuck… 

Rhiannon screamed.  Arion leapt to his feet like a soldier at the sounding horn, and all around the kraal, windows and doors sprang open and hooves came on the gallop.  She didn’t care.  She grabbed blindly at a box from the shelf on the nearest wall and threw it at him.  It struck dead center of his chest, exploding in a cloud of tea leaves, and Arion stumbled back, hands raised, coughing. 

“Out!” she screamed, and snatched up the heavy bar for the door. 

“But…What…”  Arion ducked her first whistling swing, blocked the second with his warded arms, and finally retreated. 

She slammed the door on his last baffled call of her name (and on the sight of Tonka and his crew galloping up with runkas in hand), and barred it against him. 
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Rhiannon stood shaking for a moment, sick down to the soles of her feet, and then ran to the window and barred that, too.  Vaguely, she was aware of someone banging on the door, someone calling her name.  None of it mattered. 

The bed.  Taryn’s bed.  Taryn’s. 

Rhiannon burst into hated tears.  She grabbed the buffalo-thing, still pungent with sex and sweat, and heaved it off onto the floor.  The cushions went next, as she gasped and choked on tears, and then she threw herself down on the scratchy, straw-filled mattress and sobbed herself dry. 
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77.  Tonka 



Tonka waited until he could see through the dark mist of his anger.  He waited until he could hear the pounding of Arion’s fist on the door over the sound of his own pulse throbbing.  He waited until he could stand quiet on all four hooves.  He waited, in other words, until he was a master of himself and his killing hand. 

Then he swung his runka and thrust the edge of it under Arion’s jaw. 

Not deep enough to pierce, perhaps, but certainly deep enough to gain the Cerosan’s attention. 

“What did you do?” he asked quietly. 

Arion rolled an eye back at him without moving his head at all, a wise course, considering the placement of Tonka’s spear.  “I swear to you and to all the gods, I do not know.” 

There was bafflement, undisguised and unfeigned, in the other’s look, tone, and seeming.  Tonka considered, listening to Rhiannon’s storm of weeping on the inside of Taryn’s lodge.  That, too, was honest. 

He lowered his runka, but left it drawn.  He moved Arion aside and struck the door with the butt of his spear.  “Admit me,” he called. 

Rhiannon wept on.  Tonka fingered his runka, watching Arion from the corners of his eyes.  Beyond the pacing Cerosan, many of the kraal had gathered. 

There was a mighty gleaming of moonlight on bared steel. 

“Rhiannon!”  Tonka struck the door again.  “Open to your chief, kinswoman!” 
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No reply but tears.  It was not defiance.  He thought it quite likely that the human had not even heard him.  She was lost in her own world of misery, her pain plain for all to hear. 

Tonka turned from the door and immediately, Arion tried to engage in hammering it down.  Tonka’s spear point stopped him a second time, and again, there was only confusion in the Cerosan’s eyes.  He could not be unaware of the runka’s edge, but there was no guilt in his reactions. 

Tonka sighed and sheathed his weapon.  “Tell me,” he said. 

“I don’t—She—The moon was on her and—”  Arion wrenched away from Tonka’s gaze to the sealed door, his whole body locked in a look of anguish.  “I went to her, so much I confess, but I told her I would leave if she only bid me go!  She…I know I did not force her!” he burst out, striking himself on the breast.  “I let her come to me!  T’was her will as much as mine!  It—

Rhiannon!” 

Tonka was forced to take Arion by the horn to keep him from a further assault upon the door.  He dragged the Cerosan away a dozen steps (closer to the many points of steel still gathered, still silently judging) and then said, “I believe you.  But hark to that.” 

Rhiannon’s agonies filled the air.  Arion’s eyes mirrored her pain. 

“Meant or not, you or another, a hurt has surely been set on that one. 

You’ll not go near her tonight.” 

“But—” 

“Nay, nor the morrow.  Heed me well, traveler,” he added harshly.  “For that is my own kinswoman and I will have a vengeance if she is further harmed.” 

It seemed a battle for Arion to meet his gaze when Rhiannon’s door still stood in view, but at last, he managed.  The Cerosan’s shoulders fell.  He bent his head once, defeated.  “I know I did not hurt her,” he said.  “I know it.” 

“Even a gentle hand may open old wounds if they are never treated,” 

Tonka said, and leveled his hand at the lord’s brother.  “If she came to you tonight, let her come to you again.  But you are not to go to her.” 

At Rhiannon’s door, Ven now called for entry.  The impression of human fragility had been well-set in her through all of Taryn’s mishaps; she called with increasing anxiety, begging the human to submit to a healer’s examination. 

Tonka saw Arion flinch. 

“I would never hurt her.” 

“I believe you,” Tonka said again.  “But she’s been hurt all the same. 

Let her be, traveler, or I’ll see you gone from this kraal.” 

And that struck him more deeply than even Rhiannon’s tears.  Arion bent his head again, his hands clenched in helpless fists, and then he trudged away. 

445

 

































78.  Shappa and Psychore 



Alone in the dark was the best and worst way to soak in self-pity.  The best, because there were no distractions, no well-meaning people to try and cheer her up, no chores to help her get over herself and on with life.  Alone in the dark, there was no time.  The world ceased to spin.  The universe stopped expanding. 

She could cry.  She could sleep.  She could stare into empty space for hours on end.  She could do anything at all. 

But it was also the worst way, and ironically, for exactly the same reasons.  There were no distractions, no time, no outer world.  The mind got bored, and when it did, there was nothing Rhiannon could do to escape the memories it dredged up for her. 

She thought she would remember Jordan and she did.  A little.  Mostly on purpose, as she squeezed out more tears into Taryn’s mattress.  But when the dark crushed in on her and all she wanted to do was hide from her thoughts, her memories were of Arion.  She could see him clearly, as if the dark itself were trying to torture her.  She could see him stretched out in his chair that night she’d eavesdropped under his window, see him leaning against the door of the bathhouse for hours on end like the infuriating jerk that he was, see him standing motionless in the moonlight with every muscle shining silver.  She could see him rising over her, watching as she took him inside her.  And she could see him afterwards, just looking at her. 

Deep down, in the awful clarity of darkness, she knew the only emotion in his eyes had been warm ones.  He wasn’t Jordan.  She knew it, and long after she had to face it, she still couldn’t face him. 
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So she stayed in Taryn’s lodge and kept the doors and windows barred. 

She ignored the few horsemen who tried to coax her out (mostly foals, once Morathi, and six times Ven, who grew increasingly upset on each futile returning), and eventually, they stopped coming. 

The stripe of sunlight that came in under the windows and along the door was enough to see her empty hands by, and enough to know that time did exist somewhere.  Just not for her. 

Hunger and thirst drove her off the bed at last.  She drank the little water she had left in the pitcher, then found a half-full bottle of wine and drank that, too.  Powerful stuff.  She had half a buzz on before she’d finished the last swallow.  The thought of being drunk and depressed made her go looking for food, but all she could find on Taryn’s few shelves was a tin of very tough dried fruit slices.  She ate one, but the sweetness sat in her stomach like a stone.  She couldn’t manage another. 

Time and time and more time.  That tipsy feeling got stronger, held for awhile, and faded away.  She wandered the room, restless and miserable.  The perimeter took fifty-eight steps, around all the furniture.  There was a covered pot by the bed for poor, pregnant Taryn and she used it when the need came on her. 

She had everything a girl could want right in this room.  She’d never need to come out again. 

The light began to fade.  Thank God.  She could be alone in the dark once more. 

“Aye, then.  This has gone on long enough.” 

Rhiannon raised her head at the sound of Shappa’s irritated grumble, and then flinched when his fist banged down once in the center of the door. 

“Open this damned thing right now!” 

“Go away.” 

“I am warning you, human, and one warning is all you get from me.” 

Rhiannon retreated to the bed and sat down, rubbing at her knees nervously.  He couldn’t really break down the door, could he?  No, surely not. 

And even if he could, he wouldn’t.  This was still Taryn’s lodge.  He wouldn’t break Taryn’s door down. 

“Aye, have it your way.” 

Twin strips of steel suddenly thrust through the crack between door and jamb, just below the bar.  Kitchen knives, she realized.  She leapt up with a cry, but it was too late.  Shappa raised the bar on the backs of his knives and flipped it with a thud onto the floor.  He shoved the door open and glared at her, spinning the blades around like a gunfighter’s irons before sheathing them in his saddlebags. 

Rhiannon hovered where she was for an instant, then leapt for the window.  She was halfway through before Shappa caught her.  He hauled her 447

 

back in by the seat of her jeans, going hand over hand until he had her by the scruff of her neck. 

“What would I give for a whip in my hand,” he muttered, and banged her down on the table.  “Now you sit,” he ordered.  “And you heed me well, human, for if I’m to catch rebuke from my chief for riding in on you, I’ll have my say first!” 

“You don’t know anything about this!” 

“Everyone.”  Shappa put his fists on the table on either side of her and leaned in fiercely close as she shrank back.  “Knows everything about this. 

That’s what we do, Rhiannon.  We talk.” 

She pressed her lips together, flushed and trembling. 

Shappa studied her for a moment, his ears rotating.  He didn’t back away. 

At last, in a voice only slightly gentler, he said, “He was wrong, you know.” 

“W-what?  Who?” 

“Whoever it was who told you…whatever he must have said to make you think you deserve to be this unhappy.” 

Rhiannon flinched and tried to get down from the table.  Her arms were pinned in an instant, held easily in Shappa’s strong hands.  He waited for her few futile struggles to die away, staring her down with a determined look. 

“Were you hurt?” he asked at last. 

She blinked at him, shook her head, and looked away. 

A considering pause.  Shappa released her arms to cup her chin and bring her eyes up to his.  “Were you hurt?” he asked again, softly.  “Were you forced?” 

“No,” she whispered.  “He’d never do that to me.” 

“Then who did?” 

“No one.”  She shrugged away his hand. 

He touched her cheek, then got a good hold and turned her back to him. 

“No one forced me!” she shouted, pushing at him.  “No one had to, did they?  I don’t even need them to pay me anymore!  I just give it away!” 

A hint of frustration touched Shappa’s patient stare.  She heard his forehoof peck. 

And then he got it. 

She watched his eyes first widen, then narrow into a searching stare as disbelief turned to outrage. 

“Nay,” he said, almost conversationally.  And then he completely lost his cool.  His face darkened and his eyes took on fire.  He staggered back from the table, rearing and kicking in a rush of Farasai rage, his human hands clenched into fists that shook with the obvious need to hit something, and he bellowed, “Is that what they teach you in this Earth of all-wonders?  That profanity?” 

To hear him shout momentarily wiped out every shred of emotion, leaving Rhiannon frozen with something like awe.  She’d never seen anyone so angry.  And she knew angry when she saw it. 
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“If I had a spear for your whole stinking planet, I’d use it!”  Shappa started to say something more, and then turned aside and physically spat, stomping the little patch of wet into Taryn’s dirt floor like he could kill the thing or the thoughts it represented.  “How dare they?  How dare they put such a thought into the minds of their children!  That obscenity!”  He reared up ceiling-height and brought both hooves down in a thunderous barrage, then rounded on her, one finger thrust to her face.  “You heed me, human!  There are too damned many of us in this world who know sex solely as a means of procreation, pleasureless and friendless.  There are only some kinds for whom that act gives joy and even fewer for whom love may intersect it, and the only thing  sicker than a male who would force a mare is one who calls her filth for it!” 

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

“Aye, I do!  I see every scar plainly now!  He had your assent before you were easy about giving it.  He took his pleasure and he named you a whore!”  His voice rose on each of the last three words, then dropped back down to something furious and hoarse.  “If I thought I could find the man—aye, and it was a man!—

who did this to you, I would ride out and have a vengeance on him in your name, but he is on Earth.  He is on Earth, and so you brought him with you.” 

The sight of his livid face blurred out of focus.  She slapped at her eyes, killing tears.  She felt Shappa’s arms enclose her and tried to twist away.  He gave her a thump on the head with one knuckle and pulled her even more tightly to him. 

“He made it beautiful!” she said, or tried to say.  Her voice broke.  She shoved her face against Shappa’s chest and sobbed.  “He made me feel like I wasn’t even dirty!  Then he was looking at me and I just couldn’t let it happen again!” 

There were no It’s-all-rights with Shappa.  No You-should-haves either. 

He only held her to him, sending angry breaths into her hair as he let her cry it all out. 

“Is he mad at me?” Rhiannon ventured. 

“I think not, though he is badly shaken.  As most of us were on hearing your cries.” 

Rhiannon shrank from him miserably, sobbing harder. 

Shappa heaved a hard breath and stamped a rear hoof.  “Aye then, enough of that,” he said, and lifted her down from the table.  “You’re pulled thin and half-gone with the heat.  Come with me.” 

“I don’t want to talk to him.” 

“Nevertheless, you will,” he said sternly. “Yet it will hold until there’s food in your belly and cool water in your cup.  Come.” 

Rhiannon went along with him, leaning heavily on his equine shoulders. 

Her legs felt rubbery; her head, too heavy to hold up.  The last bout of crying, it seemed, had paid the tabs of all the ones that had come before her.  Her eyelids 449

 

were sandpaper against her eyes; her mouth was numb with dryness.  She watched her feet move on the dusty ground, too ashamed to even look around and see everyone too polite to stare at her. 

The Jiko was nearly empty.  The Farasai’s evening meal had come and gone, and now it was only the travelers to their kraal who were there, taking their pick from the leftovers before the pheasants got it all.  And that meant that one of the six people eating there was the one she dreaded most having to see. 

“Rhiannon!”  Arion shoved his dinner aside (spilling it all down the chest of his startled valet, though he did not seem to notice), and took one mighty leap toward her before halting in his tracks.  In an awkward voice, he said, “Are you…all right?” 

The Cerosan exchanged glances among themselves that ran a whole spectrum of emotions, darkest when it came to Psychore.  Rhiannon couldn’t look at any of them.  Shappa stood beside her as she avoided eyes and answers, then snorted and thumped his knuckle on her head again. 

“I’m fine,” she said automatically. 

Arion lifted a hand, dropped it, clenched it, relaxed it.  “They wouldn’t let me see you,” he said. 

“You were better off.” 

This time, it was Shappa’s open hand whapping at Rhiannon’s head.  She stared at her feet and saw his hoof stamp. 

“Are you…?  Would you like…?”  Arion gestured hopefully at the table. 

Several Cerosan followed the path of his arm, noted he was offering the place closest to his own, and looked at each other again. 

His valet picked a last leaf of lettuce out of his fur and gave Arion his dinner back, only somewhat mangled.  With that solemn, faintly long-suffering look unique to only the best butlers, he then walked around the table and fetched Taryn’s chair, offering it to Rhiannon. 

The other Cerosan in the room looked at each other some more.  One of them muttered something that wasn’t English.  Two others grunted.  They all looked at Rhiannon. 

“I shouldn’t,” she said, inching back. 

Shappa’s knuckle again. 

“Thank you,” she said, and sat, rubbing at the back of her head. 

Arion’s valet went with Shappa to the hearth and the two proceeded to put together a dinner.  Vegetables and bread and sauce.  She was sick just thinking of having to eat under all these stares. 

The fingers of Psychore’s left hand drummed twice on the tabletop and then stilled.  The Cerosan standing closest to her inched casually away. 

“I’m sorry,” Rhiannon said.  She took the cup that Eukliedes brought her and held on to it until her knuckles whitened.  Her voice was scarcely audible. 
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away.  “You didn’t do anything wrong, you just…really, really picked the wrong girl.  I…” 

She what?  Overreacted?  Sheesh, that went without saying.  Didn’t mean it?  She wasn’t sure that was entirely true.  Won’t do it again?  The implications in that (the invitation, specifically) were too disturbing. 

Her heart sank.  She stared into the still surface of her water, seeing the dark reflection of a young woman she didn’t recognize.  What did he see in her? 

It sure hadn’t been her charm. 

Her eyes ached.  If she had any juice left, she’d be crying again. 

Rhiannon stared at her cup, concentrating on keeping her voice even so that no one could hear a hitch and know. 

“I know this is difficult to believe, but this…this is as good as it gets with me,” she said.  “And as you can see, it’s not that good.” 

A loud clang behind her.  Shappa, banging his ladle back into some pot or another.  Probably glaring daggers at her back.  She couldn’t care too much. 

“So don’t take this personally, but…don’t come near me again, okay? 

I’m not worth the time.” 

Silence. 

Arion uttered a thin, forced laugh.  “What do I have but time?” 

“I’m serious.” 

“As am I!” 

Psychore groaned loudly, rolling her eyes all the way until she was staring at the ceiling.  “Just  ask her what she  wants!” 

Rhiannon’s cup trembled.  The woman in the water distorted, had trouble reforming.  She looked up.  “I don’t want anything.” 

“Oh, but have you not earned something for your labors?” 

“You watch your words!” Shappa said harshly.  His sides were heaving but his chest was still.  Funny, the things you notice. 

Psychore spread her arms defensively.  “She did not lure him to her for pleasure’s sake.  The whole Valley heard that much!” 

“I didn’t lure—” 

“Enough!”  Arion’s hands were fists again, and but there was nothing uncertain about him now.  He swung on his brother’s mother, horns low and lethal-looking in the dim hearth-light. 

“Aye, it  is enough!” Psychore shouted.  “Enough and long past enough! 

Our lord must have his human to wed, must grant her one-half his throne and all the trappings of his station, so lo comes this other and who for her but the lord’s own brother!  So time is pressing, human, and we are all hard-worn!  Put name to your price and leave your theatrics.  I would happily throw  all my coin at you if it meant never suffering your kind again!” 

“My…kind…”  Her breath was lead.  Rhiannon staggered to her feet, still clutching her cup. 
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“Oh.”  Suddenly quiet, ignoring whatever it was Arion was shouting at her in that other language of theirs, Psychore reached across the table to pat Rhiannon’s cheek.  “We all know what kind you are.  The only mystery is your price.” 

Arion hauled back his arm and slapped Psychore across the face.  It wasn’t a loud sound, just a fur-muffled ‘whup’, but it knocked her sprawling into the Cerosan behind her.  Psychore gaped, then started shouting.  There was more, but Rhiannon didn’t see it.  She headed for the door, setting her cup aside (and missing the table entirely, although she did not notice).  Someone caught her arm, not to pull her back, but merely to provide some of the strength that had gone out of her legs.  She looked dazedly up into the face of Arion’s valet.  Eukliedes did not look down at her and he showed nothing more than that same very mildly inconvenienced expression that he always wore.  He escorted her back to Taryn’s lodge and the only flicker of feeling in Rhiannon’s hollowed-out soul was that of deep gratitude to him for the silence he couldn’t really do anything about. 
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79.  A Place For Even You 



This time, Tonka did not wait.  As soon as he heard Shappa out, he raced to find Psychore.  He did not even step aside to see if Rhiannon were well, but went straight into the Jiko and through a loose crowd of grim horsemen to where the Cerosan were still gathered and still arguing, albeit in much lower and more restrained tones.  The one he sought looked up warily as he and Shappa galloped toward them.  There was shame down deep in her eyes, but simmering above it was only anger and a lofty disdain for rebuke.  She opened her mouth. 

“Psychore of Dis, I want you gone from my kraal,” Tonka said, and though he did not shout, his voice overlaid all other sound and silenced them. 

“This night.  This hour.  My lord may demand me have you back, but be assured, it will be his command alone before I ever make you welcome here again!” 

She looked genuinely shocked.  “Whatever did I do?  Am I to be exiled for calling a whore a whore?” 

Shappa launched himself at her with a wordless roar, and it took three Farasai to disarm him and two others to lay on hands and hold back those killing hooves.  Tonka was not one of them. 

“Get you hence!” he told her, and now he was shouting, aye.  “And do not you dare to speak to me again of why after what you have done to my kinswoman!  Had I less love for the lord of this Valley, I would set you on your way with this!”  He ripped the runka from his sheath and buried it in the wall behind her.  “Hunters!  See this malice-eating haggard to my borders!” 

He reared and wheeled about as she still gaped at him, and galloped now to Taryn’s lodge.  The door stood open and there was nearly as large a crowd here as within the Jiko, but they were barred from entry by the implacable and intimidating figure of a Cerosan, Arion’s servant, who was well-built for filling 453

 

doorways.  Yet he moved silently aside for Tonka, and so he went in to her, the human entrusted to his care, and what he saw alarmed him. 

Rhiannon lay curled on her side, staring straight ahead, absolutely still and dry-eyed.  Arion knelt at her bedside, holding her limp hand in his and softly speaking words no one else was meant to hear.  Ven stood at the hearth, preparing tea and tonics.  Her glance as he entered was more worried than he had seen her wear in many months. 

“Is she ill?” Tonka asked quietly. 

“I’m fine,” said Rhiannon.  “I’d like to be alone now.  Please go away.” 

It had the sound of much repetition, yet there was no emotion in her voice, no light in her eyes. 

“Leave us,” Tonka said. 

Ven stamped, her sides heaving, but she obeyed her chieftain.  Arion required a hard hand on his shoulder before he followed.  Tonka saw them both to the door, then closed it.  He stood there, his hand resting on the wood and his head bent.  He had now been chief some sixteen years.  He believed he was a good one.  He had been father to every foal, mate to every mare, a fair master to all who dwelled within his borders and a loyal servant to the lord who ruled without.  But he did not know what to do now and he wished bitterly that the burden were not his. 

“I’m sorry.” 

He raised his head but did not look at her.  “For what offense?” 

“I don’t know.”  She gave out the ugliest, weariest laugh Tonka had ever heard.  “I’m just a sorry sort of person, I guess.” 

Now he looked at her.  Her eyes trapped him; they were dark and dull and wounded, the eyes of a dying creature that had already surrendered to the spear.  They were Taryn’s eyes, if Taryn had no hope.  It occurred to him that if he had been told just two years past that to see such a pain in human eyes would move him to anger on her behalf, he would have thought the teller mad. 

“Tell me what you would have me do,” he said now.  “What vengeance will you ask?” 

“Oh Jesus.”  She rolled onto her back, covering her eyes with both hands. 

“I don’t want vengeance.” 

“You are entitled an answer for that insult.” 

“What insult?” she muttered.  “It can’t be an insult if it’s true.” 

Tonka looked away, allowing her a moment’s privacy to compose herself, but when he looked back, she was just as he’d left her, save that her arms now rested at her sides.  Her empty, aching stare now bored into the ceiling.  The sight stung at his very soul.  She looked like one already dead. 

“I’m going home,” Rhiannon said. 

“Nay, do not.  Not for this.” 

454

 

“No, not for this.”  She rolled again, now showing him nothing but her thin back.  “I never should have come here at all and I’m sick of being useless. 

And since I’m going to be useless no matter where I go, I’d rather be useless in a place where the furniture fits me.” 

He lifted a hoof, but set it down again without approaching.  He said, “I will have better furnishings built for you.” 

She shrank a little.  In a strengthless voice, she said, “Go away, Tonka. 

Please.” 

“Stay.”  He held out his hand, imploring the blank field of her back to heed him.  “At least until Taryn returns.  She is expecting you here.  She will need your strength.” 

“Figures.”  That was all she said for a long time.  Then she rolled back to him, sitting up on her hands, and searched his face.  “Why are you doing this? 

Seriously.  Why do you even care what happens to me?” 

“I care for all my kin.” 

“Oh please.  I’m not your kin.” 

He heaved a hard breath and went to her.  With difficulty, he lowered himself to his knees and settled on the floor so that their eyes would be more on a level.  He took her hand and she let him, although it lay in his as lifeless as warm clay. 

“The love I have for your sister was forged in very dark fire,” he said.  “I do not have such feelings for any other, nay, not even for Ven, whose love decides chieftainship.  Does this mean that all the love I have for my many mares is a lie?  Nay.  Neither is such love a paler shade than truth.  I care for all my kin. 

I love a great many.  And if ‘tis true that I carry Taryn in a place alone in my heart, so ‘tis also true that a heart may hold a thousand such rooms.  There is a place for you here, Rhiannon.  A place all your own.” 

Her face twisted, but at least she didn’t look away. 

“I wish that I could heal you,” he said, brushing strands of black away from her wounded eyes.  There was a stripe of honest red growing in close to the skin.  If she knew about it, surely she would hide it away.  Like every other piece of her true self, she seemed to hate the color of her hair.  “But ‘tis your heart that bleeds, and that I cannot touch…save that you allow me.” 

“You all act like this is such a big deal.”  She shook her head, shaping her mouth into something that should have been a smile.  “This is nothing.  I’ve heard people call me plenty worse things.” 

“Then you were wronged.” 

“Oh for Christ’s sake.”  She took her hand from his and folded it in her lap. 

“Ah, Rhiannon.  I hold the memories of a thousand, thousand evils.  I sleep beside the proofs of more terrible crimes than any living being should have to bear.  When I say that you were wronged, I do not say it lightly.”  He paused, 455

 

hunting for some sign that she was hearing him, and saw nothing.  “There are some who, surviving such evils, choose to live in them forever.  As you are doing.  But you need not.  I shall not say that you can be freed of it entirely, but you can emerge from the prison of that moment.  You can survive a thing and live on.” 

She closed her eyes, her head shaking as with a weary pity.  “Do you know why you’re chief?” she asked. 

Tonka drew back, searching her face in vain for clues as to what new attack she readied.  “Tis Ven who names a chieftain,” he said cautiously. 

She nodded and met his eyes without expression.  “And do you know why Ven made you chief?” 

He had never given it much thought.  Not when first he had been named by Ven-that-was, not when the Ven of this world named him after his appointment of her, and not even the second time she had done so, although he recalled thinking then that he was the only Farasai in his living memory who had ever lost the right to rule and regained it again after so terrible an injury.  He had taken a small point of pride from that.  “Nay,” he said simply. 

“Were you the best hunter?  Or the fastest runner?” 

“Nay.” 

“Were you the strongest?  Had the best aim?  Threw a spear the furthest? 

Were the best lover?  Knew all the words to  Cheeseburger In Paradise?” 

“I think not.” 

“Ven made you chief—and I’m sure if you asked her, she’d tell you exactly the same thing—because you  are a chief.  There’s just something about you, something everyone can sense.”  She raised up her arms and framed him in her hands, framing also her own weary face for him to see each line of anguish, each track of tear.  She studied him for a moment this way, and he waited, horribly certain he knew where this was going after all.  Then she let her arms drop.  “I think it’s like that for all of us.  On Earth, you get so many opportunities crammed down your throat.  Every kid is told that she can grow up to be an astronaut or a doctor or president of the United States if she wants to, but of course, she can’t.  Because sooner or later, like it or not, you are pigeon-holed. 

You’re a chief, because you had to be one, just like Shappa had to be a cook and Morathi had to be Morathi.  And there’s something in me—” 

“Nay,” he said sharply.  “This is not truth.” 

She laughed again, that same hurt, small laugh.  She lay back down and rolled away to face the wall.  “Yeah, whatever, guy.  But some things are true whether you want them to be or not.  I’ve spent a lot of time fighting this.  But I’m not a fighter, am I?” 

“Rhiannon—” 

“I’m a whore.” 
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80.  Broken Ones 



Tonka entered the Jiko at mid-point between the first and second meal, in part to find drink better than the stale water he kept in his own lodge, and in part to see Rhiannon for himself.  He was guardedly pleased to see her on her feet and working alongside Ven’s other aides, guardedly apprehensive to see her with little more color than the water he sought to avoid, and to Arion’s presence at the cookfires, he had no clear emotion at all.  He caught Ven’s eye, drew her to the far end of the lodge, and gave Rhiannon a pointed glance. 

“Ill,” Ven murmured, speaking Far.  “I have administered tonics.  She takes them without complaint, which in itself disturbs me.” 

Tonka grunted, acknowledging her concern.  Ven’s tonics were well-renowned for their ghastly flavor.  Taryn had once remarked that most patients got better solely to avoid them. 

“She has submitted to my examination at last,” Ven continued.  “And I see no marks upon her to indicate she was forced.  Indeed, she has told me that much, but more, she will not say.  Do you know what ails her, my chief?” 

“Aye, but ‘tis a human thing, and difficult to put into our own words.  To begin with, you must understand that humans have a word for certain of their females—”  Tonka stopped short, pricking up his ears at the sound of distant song, drawing nearer.  “Hai, curse the luck!  Mescha!” 

His foal, busily skinning blisterpods at the table, looked up at once, stamping with eagerness to be of help to chief and father. 

Once more in the human tongue, Tonka said, “Run and tell the Dragon’s own that Taryn is not here and should not be found at the peril of her life.  Letters 457

 

may be left here, but he is not to pursue her until her return at the full of the moon.” 

“Aye, my chief!” 

“Hang on, I’ll go with you.”  Rhiannon wiped her hands and turned away from the fires.  “I have a letter that needs to go out.” 

“You’ve not told your sire and dam—” Ven began, alarmed. 

“Nope, I’m lying up a blue streak.  Taryn would be so proud.”  Rhiannon checked one or two pots on her way down the hearth, paused when she reached Arion, and then moved on without speaking to him.  The Cerosan’s hand half-rose, then fell again.  If she noticed, she gave no sign.  “Go on, Mescha, just be sure the guy waits for me.” 

“Aye!”  Away at full gallop went Mescha. 

He was wasted here, Tonka mused, watching after him.  But the young colt was rash for a hunter and weak of eye besides.  Perhaps there was some other task that would fit him better, but for the present, the Jiko was a fair enough place for the colt to school. 

Abruptly, Tonka found himself thinking of the things Rhiannon had said of parents who favor one child over others, who want better for it than, well, than preparing foods.  A young filly, so schooled, might at least have hopes of one day becoming Ven, but for a stallion, such a position was an ending-place, and a dark one at that. 

Tonka considered Shappa, the lone male at Ven’s hearth now that Falka had crossed.  Was he happy at his work?  He seemed so.  But he had been happier for certain since the Passing Moon’s rites two Gatherings ago, when Taryn had chosen him before all others and said that he fed all, and who more deserving.  It should not be Taryn who said such things, Tonka thought, and determined to better inform his kraal of every kinsman’s usefulness and purpose. 

Every piece completes the whole, and every piece should know it. 

“I’m losing my mind,” Arion said suddenly, banging down his fists.  “I was not built for patience.  Give me something to do.” 

Ven obligingly set a large bowl of blisterpods and a paring knife before him.  The Cerosan started peeling.  “She’s noticed thee,” Ven said.  “Tis something.” 

“Ha.  She’s ignoring me.  And I should not be so easily ignored.”  He stabbed himself in the thumb, cursed, and withdrew to have it cleaned while his valet mutely took over the task of peeling.  When he returned to the table, it was to sit and brood in the direction of the Jiko’s door, occasionally drumming his fingers.  “I have been over and over the event in my mind and for the life of me, I cannot think where I went wrong.” 

“Aye, well, she’s human,” one of Ven’s helpers said, shrugging.  She nudged the horsewoman at her side, grinning.  “Recall how Taryn was after her first mating?” 
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Grunts of amusement ran the hearth, but the words would not ring true. 

“Rhiannon is not new to mating,” Tonka said. 

“Aye, she may as well be,” Shappa muttered, and scowled at the simmering pot he oversaw.  “A mare reviled for mating cannot be said to have come to its pleasures.” 

“What now?” Ven gasped. 

Arion looked up from his valet’s expertly-peeling hands.  “What did you say?” 

Shappa, startled, looked to Tonka, who gave him a dark stare for starting gossip, but no admonition.  He stamped a rear hoof, avoiding every eye, and said, 

“They have a word, these humans.  Some of you may know it.  Whore, it’s called.” 

“I’ve…heard it said.”  Ven seemed uncertain as she sought Tonka’s confirming gaze.  “To mean a slave of sorts, is it not?” 

“Of sorts,” Tonka agreed. 

“It means a mare fit only for mating,” Shappa said, and immediately kicked at the hard-packed ground of the lodge, flushing with temper.  “Nay, not even that, for that implies some purpose and some affection.  For a vessel, then. 

For a…a thing to catch male seed.  And the mare so named, she becomes a kind of outcast, despised by all her kind.  Tis a curse, a filthy word to mean an obscene act.  Nay, she is not even given the sympathy of a slave, for she is marked, this mare, this whore, and given coin for her use.  She becomes a thing to be bought, flesh for others to use, not free to choose her stallion any more than a…than a blisterpod is free to choose its devourer.” 

Silence.  Ven had paled and all her hands at the hearth had stilled to listen. 

“Ah, no.”  Arion covered his eyes.  “Ah, Rhiannon.” 

“And she is this thing?” Ven managed at last, horror-struck. 



“Rhiannon?” 

“Nay, she is not!” Shappa spat, and stirred his pot with angry vigor. 

“But she has been named so by the  man who first mated her!” 

“But who would…?  Why?” 

“Why?”  Shappa threw his spoon at the table and stalked away to fetch the peeled blisterpods.  “Because humans are evil.  Taryn and her kin notwithstanding, they are evil!  They come of an evil world and they teach their evil lies for truth.  Rhiannon believes it, that’s the coal of the thing!”  Sauce splashed haphazardly as he flung the vegetables into the pot.  Shappa’s voice steadily rose, his sides heaving more and more with each new breath.  “She believes she is this thing, this whore, because she was named it and there is nothing,  nothing in all her histories to tell her otherwise.  A  whore!  She gave herself to a man who wooed her as a friend and he called her a whore!  And the 459

 

gods alone know what she has had to suffer under that naming on Earth, but then she came here and had to hear it from that dung-spawned  harpy that—” 

Shappa fell abruptly silent.  Head bent, hands fisted, he stood and stared at his simmering pot.  At last, he raised his chin, though he did not look at any of them.  In a tight voice, he said, “Mother, I shame myself.  I must be excused.” 

“Go,” said Ven, not unkindly.  She watched Shappa leave, shaking her head.  “Pitiable foal,” she said, and it was clear she did not refer to Shappa.  “But what to be done?” 

“What can be done?”  Tonka held out his open palms, a supplication to the gods themselves to provide answers.  “The hurt is in her own heart.  We must trust to time to heal her.” 

“Time is credited with too much power to heal.”  Arion picked a blisterpod out of the bowl his valet worked to fill and stared at it glumly.  “Some wounds it merely festers.  Damn me, I knew there was something having at her.” 

Mescha came galloping back into the lodge, distracting all of them (all but Arion, brooding upon his blisterpod, and the Cerosan’s valet, steadfastly skinning others).  The colt’s color was high as it always was after a good run. 

Born with a blaze and weak eyes.  The world could be so cruel. 

Tonka watched his young colt resume his place at the hearth and restlessly stamp as he took up the ladle that was his tool of office.  He wondered if it hurt to be trapped in a body that wanted so much more than it could handle. 

Little Mescha, who wanted to run and could not see the ground beneath his hooves.  The broken leg that was his future could not be pushed away by mortal hands, not even a chieftain’s.  And then, if he survived the injury and the recovery, he would be lamed for all that remained of his life, with nothing but the urge to run and not even the pretend-pleasure of a race around the flattened commons to assuage it.  Little Mescha.  These were his best days.  He would be broken before he was grown. 

As Rhiannon was broken.  Broken on the same Earth that had given Taryn such heart and courage.  Broken for that she wished to love, and now she had closed herself away from love for all time. 

“What are you thinking?” Ven asked, frowning at him. 

Tonka roused himself from the dark soil of his thoughts and looked at her, then at Arion.  “I think it is as Shappa says, the coal of the thing is not the insult, but her belief in it.  The word may have some power on her Earth, but here, ‘tis no more than a word.  Here, she might be healed of it, and yet she will not.  She’s found a thousand ways to hide instead.” 

“Who?” Mescha asked.  His eyes were shining still, his tail snapping, eager to be a part of all this serious talk. 

“She’s a warrior at the heart of her,” Arion said, and just for a moment, his eyes softened before filling again with misery.  “But so long as she believes the lie, there’s no hope she’ll ever fight it.” 
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“She lay with you,” ventured one of the horsewomen at the hearth.  “If she believed so entirely, would she truly have broken so?” 

“Who?” Mescha asked again, now baffled. 

“Hush,” Tonka told him distractedly.  “And nay, I think.  For if she did believe it, truly believe it, she’d have asked nothing more than payment and there would be an end to it.  There is something in her still that sees the lie and bleeds by it.  Perhaps you might woo her back to reason,” he said, glancing at Arion. 

“And the gods know, I would give you all rein to do so, but Psychore and her poisonous tongue may have undone whatever fragile mending you may have started.  The wound goes deeper now than it ever has.” 

“Tis more than Psychore’s slandering,” Ven said.  She pecked a forehoof, frowning.  “She’s paled, that one, and I mean not merely the color of her hide.  There’s something in her that’s worsened since her coming, worsened day by day.” 

“Or night by night,” another horsewoman agreed.  “Gods, how she thrashes in her dreams!” 

“Like Taryn in the wizard’s grip,” said another, and shuddered.  “Poor Rhiannon!” 

Tonka stamped hard to put an end to that line of talk, but just then, Mescha said, “Rhiannon?  But she’s gone!” and they all turned to look at him. 

Mescha shrank under their collective stares, stepping behind his mother’s protective flank and clutching his ladle in both hands. 

Slowly, Arion stood and moved around Ven to confront the colt.  “How do you mean, ‘gone’?” he asked. 

Tonka’s stomach sank, even before he heard the answer. 

“She went with the Pathfinder.  She said she was going home.”  Mescha looked from one face to another, deeply distressed.  “She said you all knew she was going to do it!  She said it wasn’t a secret!” 

And no, Tonka supposed it really wasn’t. 

Arion continued to stand there, horns low and hands fisted.  But his breath, his breath came harder and heavier at each inhale, until it rumbled from him in furious snorts.  One hoof rose, slammed and gouged, and then he spun away.  His valet moved to follow, but one curt wave halted him, and Arion went on alone, straight out the door and gone without a word. 

“A thousand ways to hide,” Ven said softly.  She touched Mescha’s shoulder, set him to tending sauce, and picked up her own chopping knife.  She went back to work.  The mid-day meal was coming.  Time was never moved by misery.  “Pitiable little foal.” 

Nay, you could not save every injured.  He did not need to tell the Ven of Rucombe this truth.  Some wounded wished to die.  He sorrowed for young Rhiannon, who chose to live in her own pain, and he sorrowed for Arion, who could do nothing to heal her, but mostly he sorrowed for Taryn, who would 461

 

return to find the last of her family gone.  But you could not save every injured, and no chieftain could change that truth. 

Tonka left the Jiko, passing Shappa on his return, staring out over the plains with a puzzled frown.  When Tonka moved by, he caught his chief’s arm to ask, “Where is Arion off to in such haste?” 

Back to Dis, one would assume, but when Tonka looked, he saw the Cerosan running, not for the Isauren Mountains and Dis at its heart, but away to the west.  Running off his anger and helpless hurt, he supposed, watching the figure recede.  What else was there to do? 
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81.  Quiabe  



Taryn knew she was dreaming as soon as she opened her eyes and saw that High Pack was gone.  Everything around her was a perfect, formless black. 

Not a scary darkness, or an oppressive depth of shadows, but a quality of absence that seemed somehow perfectly normal.  That was weird enough.  Weirder still, the grassy spot where she had lain down for this sleep had been transformed into a bed.  A normal bed, standard queen size, with sheets and blankets and pillows that you could buy in a store.  She groped for a handful of this miraculous bedding, brought it to her face for a homesick sniff, and smelled Tide detergent. 

Ah, bliss. 

She wasn’t alone.  Just how she knew this was a question mark; she couldn’t hear anyone and sure couldn’t see anything in the big nothing that surrounded her, but she wasn’t alone.  She wondered if it bothered her.  There were elements of this dream that struck her as very similar to some of the nightmarish encounters she’d had with the wizard, all those awful months and months ago.  But strangely, just the fact that she was allowed to know that this was a dream, and that she retained her will and thought, counted in the favor of the unknown entity who created it.  She just wished he’d show himself. 

As soon as the thought formed, he was there, fading into reality just out of arm’s reach from the bed.  It seemed to take some time before she could focus on him properly, and before she realized he was a perfectly-sized human being, she had the fleeting impression of tremendous size and strangeness. 

He sat on the floor, Indian-style, which was fitting, considering his nut-brown skin and straight, black hair.  Shadows fell across his face and down his 463

 

toned body, masking him very effectively.  She wasn’t sure if he was wearing clothes or not.  If he was, he’d omitted most of them.  It didn’t bother her.  She lay back down in her snuggly, store-bought sheets and drowsed. 

After a while spent dozing in this companionable silence, relishing the absolute comfort in which she lay, Taryn reached down to caress Baby.  Her hands slipped into a smooth valley—her waist, a phenomenon she’d almost forgotten. 

Taryn sat up to look at herself and sure enough, she was skinny. 

“Where’s my baby?” she asked, aware that she should be more panicked, but able to express only mild puzzlement. 

“This is the body of your soul,” came the calm reply, “and yours alone. 

But look there, mortal, and ease your mind.” 

She looked where he indicated.  A small blob of nothing briefly opened up to show her the clearing of High Pack, and herself a massive lump in Sangar’s arms, underneath the tieneedle tree.  She smiled, touching her flat stomach, and watched Taryn-in-the-wall rub at her goliath belly in her sleep.  The nothing closed in again. 

She turned back to the man sitting on the floor.  He had inclined his head slightly, but she could see very little more than she could before—the chiseled curve of his cheek, the square lines of his jaw, the thin bow of his mouth.  He looked familiar, but it was impossible to say just how.  The shadows were following him, and why not?  There was no light source in this place.  She had no idea how she was seeing him at all, but that wasn’t really the question, was it? 

“What are you doing here?” she asked pleasantly. 

“I wanted to look at you.”  One corner of the man’s mouth quirked up in a smile.  “I have heard your name and mine twined so often in these recent hours, I thought perhaps to visit and see what fancy took me.” 

“Fancy, huh?”  Taryn lay back down, relaxed.  “Pretty forward of you, fella.  I’m a married woman.” 

“I do not propose a sundering.”  The man rose.  He did it in an odd way, a very fluid way, making Taryn think of a marionette whose strings are smoothly pulled upwards so that the doll’s body did not stand so much as simply realign. 

He walked around the bed, looking at her all the while, and the shadows stayed over him.  “We’ve met before, I see.” 

“We have?” 

The shadows vanished, pouring off him and into the nothing, and there he stood.  Of course his features looked familiar.  He was Tonka, and to Taryn’s mind, there was nothing so bizarre as seeing Tonka with human legs.  “We have,” said the man wearing Tonka’s face.  “On Passing Moon night, in recent years.” 

Oh.  Yes.  That night.  One night with Tonka.  She had dreamed, or he had, or something. 
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“So that was you, huh?” 

“Not entirely.”  He smiled that crooked little smile again.  “Let us say the matter is complicated and have that be an end to it.” 

“Suits me.”  She snuggled deeper into her pillows, watching him contentedly as he circled her bed.  “That was a nice night, though.  I guess I should thank you for it.” 

“If you like.  It was done for his sake, not yours.”  The man smiled for the first time with his whole mouth, but it faded as his eyes trailed along the lumpy suggestions of Taryn’s body beneath the bedding and he spoke in a distracted way.  “He has served me well these many years.  He desired you and so I gave you.” 

“Just like that, huh?” 

“Just so.” 

“What if I hadn’t been interested?” 

“What of it?” 

“Jerk,” said Taryn mildly. 

The man chuckled—Tonka’s own dry laugh—and circled the bed again. 

“I think you forget that I was with you also.  I felt your hands on me, your mouth on mine.  I heard you beg for my touch.  ‘Have me,’ you cried, and struck rapture after rapture with every thrust of my shared body into yours.” 

“I didn’t say I wasn’t interested.  I said, ‘what if?’” 

The man shrugged expansively.  “Interest or no, when Quiabe has you, you succumb to heat.  For you, with him, it meant pleasure.  It might as easily have meant pain, but still you would succumb in raptures.  Such is the way mortal flesh translates immortal essence.” 

“Good to know.”  Taryn stretched out a leg, poking her foot free of the blankets.  She watched Quiabe stop, turn, come back to stare at her toes.  “So,” 

she said.  “What’s your fancy telling you now?” 

“Mm.”  He hunkered down, peering closely at her instep, but keeping his hands politely to himself, as if her foot were an exhibit in a museum.  The expression on his—Tonka’s—face was faintly incredulous and his tone, distracted.  “We immortals must spend all of eternity in one another’s reach.  It behooves me nothing to earn another’s enmity.” 

“Which means what?” 

“I see the mark of the Riverman on you.” 

Taryn sat up and pulled her foot around to stare at it. 

“Invisible,” said Quiabe, smiling.  “Yet indelible.” 

“Oh.”  She folded her foot back under the blankets and Quiabe rose, looking distantly disappointed. 

“Besides,” he said, looking away toward the blank surround of this non-place.  “I have been this night with Sri.  My carnal urgings are quiet.” 

“I don’t think I know her.” 

465

 

“Nor should you.”  He spared her a glance, a shrug.  “One of my own pantheon, from your world.  What your kind calls a demon.  And one of the last survivors of the war.  The other gods exiled here refused to bring her among them, fearing her malevolent will, but she was gentled enough by the prospect of death.”  That smile again.  It was a lot less likable now.  “I promised to speak for her, provided she submit thereafter to my sexual demands.” 

“Wow.  You really are a jerk.” 

“I am Quiabe.”  One shoulder lifted in an unconcerned shrug.  “Sri should have made a better effort to endear herself to her fellows when the opportunity was with her.  As she did not, it falls to her to suffer my embrace.” 

“Suffer.” 

“You mistake me, mortal.  I have caused pain, but never from malice.  I seek only my own release.” 

“Poor Sri.”  Taryn took a moment to reflect on the misery of this heretofore unknown immortal.  “What does she do now?” 

“Nothing.”  Quiabe was circling the bed again.  “She grieves.  She’ll lose her cohesion soon, I think, and die the death she feared so greatly when she fled your Earth.” 

“It doesn’t sound like it troubles you too much.” 

“Nor does it.  I have other goddesses to attend my needs.” 

“Jerk.” 

“And mortals such as you, though rare.” 

“Such as me,” Taryn agreed, rolling her eyes.  “What is it about me, anyway?” 

“You are human.  So many of Arcadia’s peoples were blended from human stock by magical means.  Deep in the bones of their memories, it lies in them to desire humankind, to breed by them anew.  Hatred absolves such yearnings, but you inspire no hatred, and so desire comes swiftly.” 

“Huh.”  Taryn lay down again, considering this.  “I hadn’t realized there was really a reason.” 

“For everything in all the Realms, there are reasons.” 

“How comforting.” 

“Indeed.” 

Taryn dozed a bit longer, rubbing gently at her flat stomach.  “Madira was afraid of you,” she said finally. 

“Mm.”  He slipped behind her and stopped there.  Looking at her hair, maybe.  “Why?” 

“She was afraid you’d burn her up begetting your cubs of fire.  You don’t look very fiery.” 

“Why would this…Madira…think I would come to her?” 

“I’m not sure, but I think she thought you’d just have everyone in the cave to make sure you got me.” 
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“How odd.”  Quiabe finally moved back into her field of vision, looking thoughtful.  “But no, never fear it.  Rare is the woman who may safely mate with immortals, and rare the woman who may procreate with one, but rarest of all is the woman in whom these two qualities intersect.  You are not so blessed.” 

“That’s fantastic news.” 

“It is different for human males,” Quiabe mused.  “For them, it matters not if death takes them.  They might sire of their killing throes regardless.  I don’t know why so many of your myths tell of fathering gods and mortal mothers when it is nearly always the other way around.” 

“Because myths give people an excuse to copy behavior,” Taryn replied sleepily.  “Men want to screw around and they want their wives to stay faithful.” 

“Hm.  There may be some truth to that.  For though Pacha Ven is well-skilled in the carnal arts, I do prefer Sri.  Her demon’s flesh has healing properties.  She is virgin each time that I take her.”  Quiabe smiled, then focused on her again.  “You interest me, mortal.  Will you remove these coverings that I might look upon your soul’s flesh?” 

“Sure.”  Seemed the polite thing to do, no different than when, back on Earth, she’d been asked to remove her shoes on entering someone’s house. 

Taryn peeled back her bedding and held it away while Quiabe studied her naked body.  “May I ask you a favor?” she wondered. 

“Equivalent to this offering,” he replied, not raising his eyes from his intensive inspection of her left leg.  “You may.” 

“Can you tell me if my baby is going to be all right?” 

“Not with certainty.  I have no interest in offspring beyond the act of conception,” he added.  But he moved toward her anyway, extending his arm.  “I must touch you,” he said, and dipped his hand down, onto her and then into her. 

Taryn looked at his wrist where it joined to her belly.  It didn’t hurt, but it did feel weird.  Almost like another kind of pregnancy. 

“I can say that you are healthy,” Quiabe said.  He sounded faintly surprised.  “Well fit for this sorcerous bearing.  It was you who bore the mark, was it?” 

The Sowing Mark.  The killing curse that the wizard set on her to make her willing, and which would have opened her mind wholly to him if only he had taken her afterwards instead of Antilles.  The wizard meant it to enslave her. 

Antilles had used its same powers to set her free. 

“Yes,” she said, closing her mind to that memory.  “It was me.” 

“Hm.”  His hand withdrew.  His gaze was speculative.  “I remember you better now from my follower’s coupling.  I think it would be quite entertaining to have you.” 

For a moment, no longer than the time it takes to blink an eye, there was fire in Quiabe.  Flames spilling up from his calm, staring eyes.  Flames crackling 467

 

through his smiling mouth.  His skin was hollow, a mask he wore and changed as necessary, but beneath it, she saw, Quiabe was flame. 

Then it was gone.  “Another time perhaps,” he said.  He returned to his place at the foot of her bed and sat. 

Taryn covered herself again and lay back into the pillows.  “Whatever happened to, ‘Immortals don’t bogart one another’s sha-boopies?’” 

“His interest may someday wane.”  The god rolled one shoulder in a shrug, then smiled, letting his eyes rove over her body freely.  “And when his mark upon you fades, I shall visit you again.” 

“Think so?” 

“What I desire, I possess.” 

“And you don’t care about anyone else’s feelings?” 

“I do,” he said, with a certain note of wounded pride.  “I know that the Riverman would feel distress if you are injured in our coupling.  Behold, I restrain myself.” 

“I kind of meant my feelings.” 

“Ah.”  He thought about it, then shrugged again.  “Then you are correct. 

I do not concern myself with mortal feelings.” 

Taryn laughed, shaking her head.  “You really are a jerk, you know.” 

Quiabe frowned.  The glow of hidden flame spread slowly through his body, illuminating his brown skin until he stood out from the nothing surrounding them in a way that hurt her eyes.  It wasn’t that he was bright, but he was real, so much more real.  Taryn twisted away as her subconscious mind spat out some fragment of Greek mythology, one of Zeus’s human lovers asking to see his true form and being burnt to ash by the sight of unrestrained divinity. 

“I am trying to understand you, mortal,” Quiabe said, burning out until she could feel the heat of him baking onto her bare skin.  “I give to this world.  I give its people health beyond the dreams of any world in all the universe.  You, who traveled from your own Earth to a world that had never known such things as smallpox, polio, influenza, you clasped hands with those you met and spared not a thought for what your idle hand may pass alongside your greeting!” 

Taryn pushed herself slowly upright in the bed, feeling her breath grow heavy and cold inside her.  Quiabe raised his chin, glowering, nodding satisfaction at her unease. 

“That is  my gift, mortal,” he declared.  “You live now because of my work in this world.  Did you think you had the right to freely go among satyr and Farasai, lycan and Cerosan, Pathfinder and griffin, and never suffer consequences?  That is no mere hubris, mortal, that is blasphemy.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said, and she meant it. 

Perhaps he knew.  He faded, eyeing her in silence, until he had taken back a semblance of normalcy.  As a kind of peace offering, Taryn shifted the 468

 

blankets, letting them fall around her waist as she sat forward.  His eyes went immediately to her bared arm, taking in every curve, every line and shadow. 

“No, I do not care for all the lives I steward,” he continued, his attention fixed to her inner elbow.  “But I serve them.  And as part of that service, I have had immortals only for my pleasure for hundreds of years.  I know what they say of me.  It is not true.  I would not snuff out even so transitory a life as yours merely to find sexual release.”  His eyes shifted, stabbing at hers.  “But am I not entitled payment equal to my labors?” 

She could see his point, but there was still something in her that resisted being thought of as payment.  She’d been currency in this world too often already.  She bent her head to think, unable to meet even this muted radiance and still form an argument.  “When Anu came to me,” she said finally, staring at her hands in a pool of blanket.  “He called me his priestess.  We shared something that felt sacred and pure.” 

“I am pure!” Quiabe said hotly. 

Taryn bit her lip and, muttering, he retreated a pace from the bed and gestured curtly for her to continue. 

“You don’t act like you want me for a priestess,” she said.  “You act like you want me for Kleenex.  Telling me that I owe you, that everyone owes you for what you do for us, but that I get to pick up the check just because it won’t kill me…that’s a kind of blasphemy, too.” 

Quiabe was quiet.  She risked a glance and saw him looking away into the nothing, still scowling, but also considering. 

“Your words,” he said at last, and with a great deal of finality, “are irrelevant.” 

He looked at her, examining her shoulders without seeming to notice their discouraged slump.  “Until the Riverman’s concern for you lessens, I shall not consider you as priestess, nor as…Kleenex.”  His eyes flicked to hers, narrowing briefly and with a touch of orange light, before traveling down to her breasts.  “When that happens, perhaps we shall converse again.” 

Taryn sighed, lifting a hand and dropping it again in a gesture of defeat. 

He saw it, recognized it for what it was, and remained unmoved.  “Your heat attracts me,” he told her bluntly.  “And for that, you have none to blame but your own kind.  Before our encounter with your Earth, before we were defined into these forms and imbued with these energies, I, like all my pantheon, had no interest in sex.  Mankind made us greater than themselves, but they made us in their own image.  In honesty, I confess that of all the changes humanity has made in me, I enjoy carnality the most.”  His attention wandered again.  He turned toward the nothing and began to fade back into its shadows as he walked away. 

“I will seek out Sri again, I think.  Perhaps she is healed.  And you, mortal, you should waken, if you truly wish not to mate tonight.” 

“Should I?” 

469

 

“Oh yes.”  The god raised his hand and splayed his fingers, releasing a grip on empty air.  “Waken, Taryn.” 



470

 

































82. Waking in the Dark 



Taryn opened her eyes.  It was early, before sunrise even made ‘day’ 

official, and while it was not Quiabe whose hands were stealthily attempting to pull her away from Sangar’s embrace and into the thicket, someone sure was and begetting was clearly on his mind.  “The hell?” was her intelligent query, whereupon that very realm seemed to open up and cover Arcadia. 

Nakaroth went from sound asleep on the raised rock to a snarling, avenging demon right in front of her.  The wolf who had her growled half-heartedly, took three punches in earth-shaking succession for his trouble, and ran yelping off into the woods.  Taryn couldn’t even say for certain who it had been. 

She kicked her way back into position against her tree, staring up at Nakaroth in shock.  Her heart was hammering and her baby, stirred by her panic, began to kick in the same hard rhythm.  Nakaroth didn’t bother to look back at her and when she stopped trying to make eye contact and took in a little more of her surroundings, she could see the shine of many silent, staring eyes. 

Nakaroth growled in the back of his throat and lay down where he was. 

The heat of his muscled sides pressed at her leg.  In a short time, he was quiet again. 

Taryn was not.  Although her pulse slowed eventually and her breaths lost that gaspy quality, sleep was good and gone.  She stared at the gleaming eyes of the Fringes until they began to shut themselves away, but the disbelief in her did not recede.  One of them had tried to take her.  One of them had actually tried to drag her away with him.  She hadn’t seen his face, but she had seen the pale stripe of his erection in his night-dark fur.  If she hadn’t said anything, or if he’d thought to cover her mouth— 
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“Easy, Taryn,” Sangar muttered sleepily.  “It happens.” 

And that, that simple female resignation, that was the thing that swallowed her with claustrophobic fear.  It  happens?  No, no.  Ants happen at picnics and rainbows happen after storms, but Fringe-wolves dragging people off in the middle of the night is not a ‘just happens’ situation. 

And now she had to pee.  Midnight panic or just a by-product of being a year pregnant, her bladder was sending out signal flares.  The thought of wandering off into the bushes (just like she’d done a hundred times already, confident in her safety as Kruin’s mate, untouchable, protected) raised icy gooseflesh on her arms.  The thought of wetting herself while she sat here with Sangar and Nakaroth wasn’t much better.  She blinked rapidly and felt the sting of tears. 

Nakaroth rolled over onto his back and looked at her.  His eyes were invisible.  He was nothing but a puddle of black with that single white crescent glowing out from his fur to indicate where he aimed his gaze.  He scratched lazily at his stomach and said, “Give me your hand.” 

The command baffled her and the confusion momentarily pushed all the fear to one side.  Taryn hesitantly obeyed, uncurling her fingers one at a time and waiting tensely for…something. 

Nakaroth’s hand, warm and leathery and incredibly strong, wrapped around her wrist.  The scratchy tip of one claw traced a line across the ticklish field of her palm.  A familiar line.  One she’d traced herself a few times.  “What happened here?” he asked. 

“I got an infection right after I got to the Valley.  That’s where Ven had to cut it out.  Ven is—” 

“I know who she is.”  Nakaroth released her wrist and took the other.  He traced that scar, too.  “There were Farasai in the Land of Tooth and Claw once. 

Long, long ago.  Most died.  The rest went away.  It is difficult for them to survive in forest-land.”  He was quiet for a moment, just touching her palm, rubbing that line in over and over.  “They are formidable hunters.” 

“They’re also formidable farmers,” Taryn said, trying to smile even though she didn’t think he could see it. 

“Here.”  He pulled her hand down, ignoring her startled instinct to yank her hand free of him, and soon her fingers were sunk into the thick drift of his belly fur.  “Do you feel?” 

A puckered ridge interrupted the smooth plane of his skin.  Taryn felt at it, frowning. 

“Wyvern,” Nakaroth said.  He sounded pleased with himself. 

“We don’t have them on Earth,” Taryn said.  “I’ve never seen anything so horrible.  I can’t even say just why it was horrible, it just was.” 

“Mm.  Yet you faced it.” 

“So did you.” 
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“Ha!  I have faced many wyvern.  Thousands,” he said confidently. 

“Eight and ten of them.  I have trophies of my own, ha.  Dark Water’s wolves hunt the young ones for every first Full Hunt. But I have never seen one of their grown slain by just one  hunter.  Do you hunt in the Valley?” 

Twin memories swam in on her at the same time, briefly generating a swell in her that was almost akin to seasickness.  She saw herself weaving baskets to catch fish down by the river.  She saw herself leaping to seize the horn of a charging nyati bull, heaving at its head to turn it before it could trample a fallen Tonka.  She said, “Sort of.” 

“Fellcats?” Nakaroth asked.  He was still holding onto her wrist, keeping her hand on him.  She couldn’t even be entirely sure just where she was touching him. 

“I’ve never set out to hunt a fellcat,” she said.  “Do you have them here?” 

“What a strange way to avoid answering me.” 

Taryn could feel herself blushing.  She said, “One time, I had to attack one.  Well, there were two of them there, but I only hit one.” 

“With a stick?” 

“With a rock.” 

“One of these?”  He tugged at her stone pouch.  He must be able to see, at least better than she could.  She thought she’d read somewhere that dogs and wolves couldn’t see very well at all.  But then, these were lycan, not wolves, as she had herself remarked, and she could write everything she knew for sure about those on a grain of rice.  With a crayon. 

“No,” she said.  “A big rock.” 

“Then you leapt at it.” 

“Yes.” 

Nakaroth grunted.  He moved her hand, making her pet him a few times before he released his grip on her.  “Fellcats come into our Land sometimes,” he said.  “A mated pair can kill a wyvern easily, but a mated pair of wyvern can kill even a denning fellcat, so I think there are no fellcats here now.  Do you have fellcats on Earth?” 

“No.  We have other things, but no fellcats.” 

“Did you hunt on Earth?” 

She laughed.  “No.”  And did her best to look at him in the near-total blackness, smiling crookedly.  “Is it part of your job to keep me calm as well as safe?” 

“My duties were not so specific.”  He sat up, then rocked smoothly forward onto his haunches.  He caught her hand again, then put something into her palm.  She felt points.  “This is yours.” 
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“I don’t think so,” she said, puzzled.  Her fingers quested along the object, identifying a string and many separate points.  A necklace, like the ones that lycan wore. 

“Yes.”  Nakaroth took it away, only to drape it over her head.  She could see the sliver of one eye studying the effect, and then he lay down again, his chin on the ground and powerful body stretched out between her and Sangar.  “Sleep,” 

he said, slamming the door on whatever thin camaraderie she imagined there had been growing between them. 

Taryn leaned back against the trunk of her tree, fingering her new necklace.  She realized she must be wearing wyvern teeth and let it drop, suddenly cold all over again.  She didn’t want reminders.  Not of that. 

Movement at the dark mouth of a den.  Burgash stepped out into the starlight and crossed swiftly to Kruin’s cave.  He crouched there and softly called Graal’s name. 

Nakaroth’s head raised, his ears swiveling forward.  There must have been a reply, although Taryn heard none, because Burgash stood, saying, “Ararro says the cub is coming.” 

Rustles of feet and the click of claws on stone preceded the appearance of many lycan creeping into the clearing.  Official sunrise or no, the night appeared to be over. 

Graal came limping out with Kruin behind her.  The lycan lord sent a glance down at Sangar, took note of Nakaroth’s new position, and then bent to nuzzle at Graal’s neck.  He watched his mate move away with Burgash to the cave where Ararro now appeared.  The three of them went away into the forest together and no one moved to follow them. 

Taryn squirmed, both hands cupping her belly in an effort to pull her weight up off her bladder.  She had to get up. 

Nakaroth growled again, sharply this time.  Taryn raised her eyes, but it was a difficult couple of seconds before she recognized the wolf standing over her. 

“Alorak,” she said at last. 

“Are you well?” he asked. 

Nakaroth’s growl slowly dialed up into a snarl.  Kruin was now coming this way. 

“I’m okay,” Taryn said.  “I just…had a bad moment and…I need to get up now.” 

Alorak offered his hand. 

Kruin reached past it a split-second later, firmly enclosing Taryn’s wrist and pulling her to her feet.  He did not look at his son.  “Are you well?” he asked. 

“Why does everyone…Don’t I look well?” 
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“No.”  Kruin gave Nakaroth an assessing glance.  Some secret communication passed between them and when it was done, Kruin’s ears were flat to his skull.  He released Taryn’s wrist.  “Go to my den,” he said. 

Taryn backed away, rubbing at her belly.  Kruin and Nakaroth crouched together, ignoring her to speak in their own language.  Sangar simply rolled onto her side.  Everywhere she looked, lycan turned away. 

Ah, but someone had wanted her tonight.  She couldn’t forget that. 

Taryn headed for the slope that led to Kruin’s cave, blinking at those damned tears again.  She made it halfway across the clearing and then veered away in desperation to find a friendly bush to water.  If she was going to be trapped in a cave with Lura’s hostility and Madira’s superstitious panic, she couldn’t do it with a bladder like this. 

She stumbled along for some time, heading downwind, mindful of the fact that everyone was awake now.  Everyone didn’t need to know what she was doing. 

Was she being followed? No, she couldn’t think like that.  No one would be dumb enough to try for her when everyone was up and moving around. 

But someone had been dumb enough to try when she was in Sangar’s sleeping arms and Nakaroth in leaping range. 

Come to think of it, this tree looked good enough.  Taryn stopped, gathered up the skirts of her shift and voided in an endless stream, straining to hear the stealthy footfall of pursuit.  There was nothing. 

She straightened, stepped away, and tried to reorient herself in the darkness.  She picked out the dark line of the path she’d followed and started walking again. 

“Taryn?” 

“Oh Jesus!”  She tried to spring away from the voice, but her brain had forgotten her body’s dimensions.  She fell into a tree instead and hugged it as she stared wildly around her.  “Who is it?  Who’s there?” 

Alorak moved out of the trees.  It must be getting lighter.  She could actually see him, not just as a shadow in the night, but as a big, hulking werewolf by the side of the path in the very darkest part of the forest.  “Forgive me,” he said.  “I did not mean to frighten you, only to…”  His ears twitched. 

“To…?” 

“Watch you,” he finished with a shrug.  “But that isn’t exactly how I meant it.” 

She heard herself laugh.  It had a shrieky quality she didn’t like, but there was a genuine humor in the situation. 

Alorak seemed encouraged even by that shrill sound.  He came a step closer, enough for her to make out his eyes, narrow with concern.  “I needed to know you were safe,” he said.  “You should not be here alone after what happened.” 
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“What happened?”  Taryn let go of her tree and grabbed at him instead. 

“What  did happen, for God’s sake?  Someone tried to…to…Why would anyone do that?” 

Tears again.  She gave up and let them out, burying her face in Alorak’s fur.  He did not embrace her exactly, but he did rest his hands atop her shoulders in a gesture that felt nonetheless tremendously warm and protective. 

“You are a lord’s mate,” he said.  “And he did not bring you under his protection this night.  Among our kind, this means he does not want you.” 

“No, he only did that because Madira—” 

“Yes.  Madira, he wanted.  And so he moved you aside.”  Alorak shifted to nuzzle at her neck, softening the harshness of his words.  “I know it was not his intention, but that is the seeming of it.  And you are not one to fall to Fringes. 

You, who hunt and heal, you who slay wyverns, you must never pass from a mate’s protection.  Our lord is trying to give you freedoms, but he should know better.  The old ways are best.  You should be with him even now.” 

“I’m sorry,” Taryn wept.  “I’m doing everything wrong.” 

“It is much to expect from you.  You are remarkable, but strange to our ways.  And you are whelping.” 

His hand brushed at her belly, but came back to rest when a little fist struck irritably out.  Poor Baby.  Too much commotion and hormones for the little guy.  Too much for her, too, dammit. 

Alorak’s face as he gazed at his open hand on her stomach was difficult to read, but he was smiling.  The smile was a whole lot less comforting than his words had been.  “Have you had many cubs?” he asked suddenly. 

“No.  This is my first.  And my last,” she added. 

He looked up sharply.  “Why?” 

“Cerosan and humans can’t breed…normally.” 

“I see.”  Alorak’s ears rotated.  He said, “Humans may breed with lycan.” 

“We can?  I mean, they can?” 

“Do you want more cubs?” Alorak asked.  His hand was still on her belly, almost, but not quite, gripping. 

She didn’t answer.  Her lips were moving, but her mind was a complete blank.  What exactly was he offering, anyway?  She swiped at her eyes, avoiding his stare and his hard, broad smile. 

Alorak stepped back, letting his hand fall to his side again.  She wasn’t sure, but she thought he wagged his tail once or twice.  “Will you walk with me?” he asked.  “There is something I’ve been wanting to show you.” 

“What?” she asked. 

“I don’t know how to tell you.”  He nuzzled her again, this time licking warm at her bare throat.  “But it is not so important.  I will take you to our lord’s den.” 
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“You know…”  Taryn stepped away.  “I think I’d really like a walk.  But it’s still pretty dark, and I don’t see too well at night.” 

“It will be day soon,” Alorak said.  He moved around her, his arm threading under hers, supporting her.  “Until then, I shall guide you.”  He smiled, showing her the pale points of his many teeth, and then he led her away. 



477

 

































83.  The Children of Earth 



It was a slow walk, the pace set first by the darkness and, after sunrise, by her physical limitations.  Alorak was attentive company.  He stayed close, ready to support her over rough terrain, to help her sit or stand when they rested, and to listen to her talk. 

They heard howls after a few hours, and Alorak stared in their direction, listening intently.  “The cub has come,” he said after the first undulating song died away.  He listened to the second and added, “A son.”  And finally, “Ararro is well.”  He smiled and turned to Taryn.  “New life for High Pack.  A good omen for your time.”  He nodded to her belly, looking pleased. 

“Thanks,” she said.  She wasn’t sure that was the correct response, but didn’t know what else to say.  “I was afraid that might be a, ‘Where the hell is Taryn?’ howl.” 

Alorak’s lips parted in a toothy grin.  “No,” he said. 

“Do you suppose they’ve even noticed I’m gone?” 

“Yes,” he replied, still grinning.  And then kept walking again.  The expression seemed to grow more feral the longer it remained on his face. 

Uneasy and ashamed of her unease, Taryn finally plunged back into conversation.  “Is it much further?” 

“No.  It is the reason the High Pack dens here,” he went on, taking her hand.  “To be close to them.” 

“But not too close, I notice.” 

“Do you require another rest?” 

Taryn shook her head, then nodded and found a sturdy tree to lean against.  “Sorry,” she panted. 
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Alorak hunkered comfortably before her, running his claws through the soil in furrows.  He regarded her boldly, moving his eyes over every part of her with undisguised curiosity.  It would have been creepy coming from anyone else, or heck, just coming at another time, but oddly, it was actually a little refreshing to receive such scrutiny after all these days of sidelong glances and pointed disinterest.  She looked back at him, finding all the little ways in which he so closely resembled his chief and all the subtle variations that made him his own person.  The longer she looked, the more she saw that was human instead of wolf.  She could see hands and feet instead of paws, a man’s form beneath the smoky fur, a man’s intelligent eyes, so difficult to look away from. 

Alorak stood slowly, his gaze locked with hers.  His body seemed to unfold forever, expanding out into lordly dimensions.  He was melting into his father right before her eyes, and that was Kruin’s stare, the way he had looked at her last night, when he said he was proud of her.  It wasn’t pride she was seeing in Alorak’s eyes, any more than it had been pride in Kruin’s then. 

“I’m ready,” she said. 

His nostrils flared and he stepped forward. 

“To keep going,” she said. 

He paused, ears rotating, and finally smiled and offered his arm.  “It isn’t far now,” he told her, and led her on.  “Tell me about your Earth.” 

“Again?”  It had been the one thing he kept asking after during all this long hike, and she was running out of things to say.  “Well…it’s a lot like Arcadia.  It has trees and rivers and mountains.  It has hot summers and cold winters and rain and snow and stuff.  It has more cities, though.  Lots more.” 

“How long have humans lived there?” 

“Forever.  We evolved there.” 

“Which means what?” 

He was smiling again. 

“It means that Earth is the world where humans came from.  Originally.” 

“And how do you know this?”  There was no doubt in his voice.  In fact, there wasn’t even surprise.  He climbed the hills ahead of her, patiently picking out the easiest path for her to follow.  His hand on hers was warm. 

“Well…we have lots of evidence.  Fossils, mostly.  Those are bones that have turned to stone after thousands and thousands of years.”  She watched him closely as she said this, knowing lycan had trouble with numbers.  Even 

‘thousands’ was something of an abstract.  ‘Millions’ probably wouldn’t mean anything at all.  But Alorak merely grunted, smiling, so she had to assume he understood.  “There were other things, like tools and caves, too.  They tell our scientists that humans evolved on Earth from earlier forms of life.” 

“From…?” 
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werewolf on another planet.  “You do understand that I’m not one of those scientists, right?” 

“Lycan did not evolve,” Alorak said conversationally.  “As with so many of the Arcadian kinds, we were made by magical breeding.  Everyone knows this, but no one speaks of it.  We came from another world to this one, by way of many others.  We don’t even know what world was our first.”  He shrugged.  “It must be good to know that you belong somewhere.” 

“I guess so.  I never thought about it before.” 

“Are there other kinds who dwell on Earth?  Other people?” 

The ground was evening out.  The forest thinned.  Alorak altered his heading without noticeable pause, now aimed at a high outcrop of overgrown stone that grew from the earth like a wall. 

Exactly like a wall, actually.  Its sides were nearly sheer, yet had supported many generations of trees.  There was something manufactured about it, making it seem a fortress of impossible size, lost here in this forgotten patch of woods. 

Distractedly, Taryn said, “Well, we have stories about some of the kinds of people I’ve met here in Arcadia, but there’s only humans on Earth right now. 

There haven’t been different kinds of people there since humans evolved.” 

“No?”  Alorak’s tongue lolled in a brief, lupine grin, then he let go of her hand and loped ahead.  She was right about this rocky outcropping; it was a wall, and there was a door.  A wide, V-shaped wedge had been cut into the side of it, leading to stone doors on thickly-greased runners.  There was no lock.  Alorak heaved one open with some effort and looked back at her.  The passage behind him beckoned.  “Yet once there were.  What happened to these others?” he asked.  “Do your wise men know?” 

“They just died out.”  Taryn approached slowly, letting him touch her arm as she passed inside.  The passage was short and the earthen floor showed plenty of traffic, but they were all hoof-prints she saw, as if a stampede of deer had been herded through here, not just once, but thousands of times over thousands of years.  There were other doors at the end of the rut that these hooves had beaten into the floor, as broad and heavy and well-maintained as the first set, but these were barred.  “The scientists didn’t think they could adapt very well to changing weather and…and other problems.  So they died.  But humans were smarter and just generally better at figuring problems out, so we lived.” 

“I see.  Quietly now.”  Alorak shut the doors behind her, then stepped around to open the ones ahead of her.  Sunlight laid a hard bar across his muzzle as he looked out, and there was tension in him for the first time. 

At last, he motioned for her to join him, murmuring, “Stay close beside me.  Make no sound until I tell you it is safe.”  He pushed the door open and gestured at the land beyond. 
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There was another world in here.  Another forest, rich with fruit trees and filled with signs of plentiful game.  She could hear streams splashing somewhere nearby.  It was beautiful, peaceful, and intrinsically disturbing.  Taryn clutched Alorak’s hand in both of hers, pressing close to his side as she searched the trees for some sign of the dangerous creature being contained here. 

They stayed close to the wall, which was much sheerer on this side, so that nothing but a little die-hard moss and grass could grow over it.  The stone was weathered, but not crumbling, not at all.  It was a very well-built cage. 

“I hear your heart beating,” Alorak murmured.  “So fast.  Easy, Taryn. I have never known them to come so close to the doors.” 

“Are they dangerous?” 

“They can be.  Ah, but no.  You are very safe with me.  I am overcautious, perhaps, for the sake of the life you carry, but there is no real danger.  Only come quietly and make no sound when you see them.  They are most treacherous when they are startled.” 

Overcautious.  And this was not the first time he’d found a subtle way to underline the fact of her pregnancy.  She stole some glances at him as they walked, looking again at his body and seeing a chief’s son, a lord’s son.  “Alorak, why—” she began, and immediately wished she hadn’t. 

He cocked his head attentively, obliging her to finish, however reluctantly. 

“Please don’t think I’m flirting,” she said, “because I’m not.  But why…why aren’t you mated?” 

His eyes had narrowed slightly on ‘flirting’, but now he seemed to relax again. He smiled at her.  “Now I must say it is because I have not been chosen,” 

he replied.  “But the truth is, when females come to High Pack, they go first to our lord.  It is for him to decide who will have a mate, and he is not eager to provide his successor with heirs.  But someday there will be mates for me, mates who ask for me, even.”  He laughed, somewhat unpleasantly. 

“You’re not too happy about that, are you?” 

“No.”  He admitted it freely, then shrugged.  “What female would not choose a chief?  And then he would have all and see how the blood of his pack will sour.  No.  A chief’s duty is to give mates and take the strongest for himself. 

That way is best.”  He glanced at her, shrugged again.  “Our lord wishes to show you that he is no animal and so he will show you changes.  But the ways that work for Farasai and Cerosan do not work for lycan.  The Land of Tooth and Claw is not the Valley.  Choice is a luxury for a gentler place.  That place is not here.  Wait.” 

He stopped, raising one hand to halt her as well.  His head lifted, slowly turned as he scented the air.  His ears moved rapidly, focused, then slowly rotated back.  He folded gracefully onto all fours, motioned for her to follow, and then eased on ahead. 
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Getting low to the ground wasn’t much of an option for Taryn. She managed to hunker down a bit, keeping herself behind a screen of berry bushes and broadleaf trees, but she took only another dozen steps before he signaled for her to stop again.  Then he pointed.  Taryn grappled with a tree trunk and his shoulder to get to her knees, then peered through the tight interlace of thorns and twiggy branches, her mind whirling with possibilities.  She saw them at once, recognized them at once, and then every thought she could ever have froze under a blanket of numbing mental snow. 

Some fifty meters away, a cave had been set into the wall.  Set was indeed the operative word, although she had no idea how it was managed or who could have constructed an enclosure like this on such a massive scale.  But all she needed to see were the creatures to suddenly see that this place, everything the walls contained, had been carefully designed to keep them.  The over-abundance of fruit trees and berry bushes, all planted.  The rich tracks of game, all brought in from outside whenever the interior stock ran low.  The splashing streams, like the cave itself and the too-sheer walls it had been set into, all manufactured, provided for them.  They never go as far as the doors, Alorak had said, and why would they?  All their needs were met right here. 

It was a good design, a prize-winning habitat that would be admired by any zoo.  The slopes leading from the ground up to the cave were shallow and deliberately roughened to provide easy footing and good traction even in snow. 

Paths worn by many bare feet made a rosette that connected cave with stream with bushes with trees.  And it was such a nice cave, so broad, so sturdy-looking, not at all dank or menacing.  It seemed to her that she could see many sub-chambers inside the cave, but it was dark and the cave only held her interest at all because the creatures around it were so horrible to her senses. 

Horrible, but not because of any monstrous appearance.  They were short; the tallest of them might reach her shoulder, but most fell well below even that.  Their bodies were squat, thick-boned, and even the females were wrapped in layers of powerful muscles.  They were naked except for a thin covering of coarse, springy hair.  They had broad, fleshy noses and wide mouths home to blunt, bad teeth.  So they were ugly, but not horrible. 

And they weren’t horrible for anything they did.  There weren’t many of them, two dozen at most, including the handful of children.  They were mostly just lying around taking the sun, well-fed and nicely-hydrated and satisfied with doing nothing at all.  One of them, the biggest male, was chipping at some stones, hunched far over to protect his genitals from shrapnel, so that he was nearly working over his own ankles.  He had another flake of rock in his mouth and as he worked, he rolled it from one side to the other in a distracted, contented sort of way.  Two of the females were working leather.  By their sizes, Taryn guessed one was the other’s mother and this was some sort of teaching exercise, although no words were exchanged.  They had removed the hair somehow 482

 

already and cut or ripped the hides into thick strips, but for the moment they used no tools other than their own bodies, chewing along the edges and jutting out their lower jaws to pull the whole strip back and forth rapidly over their teeth, turning now and then to spit bloody fat and other scraped material indifferently onto the ground.  Another female sprawled nearby, playing with a broken branch. 

She had eaten all the berries off it and now lay swatting lazily at herself—her thighs, her belly, her palms, her face, her breasts—not to chase flies but just, apparently, because she liked the sensation.  Her skin was bright red and deeply lined with the almost-welts caused by this fun game, but she showed no signs of stopping anytime soon. 

As Taryn stared, the one knapping stone abruptly hit a fault.  The rock in his hand shattered and he flinched back, smacking at his face and sneezing.  Then he sat up, glared furiously at his empty hand, and suddenly he was on his feet and raging.  He howled and barked and spat, but managed to keep the bit of rock he carried in his mouth clamped tightly at the corner of his lips like the stubby end of a cigar.  He jumped around, stomping on each and every shard of broken stone he saw, but none of them cut the soles of his filthy feet, which Taryn guessed had to be hard as hooves by now.  And throughout his temper tantrum, none of the others even looked around.  Most didn’t even open their eyes.  Perhaps sensing that he wasn’t impressing anyone, he soon stopped and stood grunting to himself and glaring at the others.  His eye lit on the one with the branch and his hand dropped to rub moodily at his penis.  He stomped over and announced his intention with a solid kick to her thigh.  She, indifferent, swatted lazily at him with her branch. 

Alorak touched Taryn’s arm.  She didn’t move, couldn’t move.  She stared in horrified fascination as the male first slapped at the branch and then grabbed the female and flung her violently onto her belly.  She didn’t resist, but he punched her anyway, barking and spitting again, entering her in one savage thrust.  The female picked at the twiggy ends of her branch, nibbled at a few, and swatted at her face with it, completely unaffected by what was happening to her. 

When it was done, the male got up grumbling and stalked back to where he had been sitting.  He knuckled at a few bits of stone, picked up a large flake and then a broad wedge, and sat down.  He hunched over, settled his elbows on his knees, and started chipping. 

It wasn’t a damn thing like Jane Auel said. 

Alorak pulled at her arm again.  Taryn backed away from the bush and tried to stand, but she had no strength.  She looked at him helplessly.  He was smiling. 

He lifted her, not just up and onto her feet, but all the way into his arms. 

He carried her swiftly and silently away and she clutched at him until her hands ached. 
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“Your wise men are correct,” he said, setting her down at a distance. 

“They do not adapt well.  Everything must be provided for them.  I cannot imagine how many died before they learned to eat Arcadian fruit.” 

“W-what…How did they…?” 

“The Great God Pan brought them here.  They were being kept on Avalon, by the humans there.  I suppose they must have thought they would make good slaves, for they are strong and fit enough in their own way.  Perhaps they were kept only for bloodsports, or mere vanity, because they look so similar to humans.” 

“No, they…they all died…” 

“When Pan heard of them, he brought them here, all that he could safely take, and had a home built for them.” 

“That isn’t what happened!” Taryn shouted, and clamped a shaking hand over her mouth, staring wildly around at the trees. 

Alorak was smiling again.  His tail swept slowly back and forth as he walked.  “What do your wise men say happened to the other people of Earth?” he asked gently.  “Was it sudden?  Was there a progression of many peoples slowly changing into those we have just seen?  Was there such a progression for your own kind, or did they just appear?” 

Taryn shook her head, but not in answer, and he knew it. 

“The dragons opened the first Roads, they say, but when the humans learned of their making, they were quick to carve their own.  They found many worlds—” 

“No!” 

“Among them, your Earth.” 

“No!” 

Alorak moved past her and opened the doors.  He pulled her, stumbling, through and shut them into darkness.  When the doors were barred and the zoo closed away, he came to her again, finding her effortlessly in the blackness.  His breath on her face tasted of blood. 

“Earth was seeded with humankind, as were hundreds of other worlds. 

Then the Mage Wars divided them, shattered the old Roads.  Earth was abandoned, then forgotten.  When the Wars ended, it was nothing more than another rumor in books no one read.  Thousands and thousands of years went by before Avalon found a way back to your Earth, and by then, they found their people ignorant of their origins and their conquered world filled with gods.” 

“Oh please, this can’t be true!” 

“Avalon brooks no competition.  The gods were slain, scattered.  Some came here.  Most died.  And in that war, the Roads were once more broken. 

Your Earth became one of the Remembered Realms, yet one that remains, for the moment, unreachable.” 
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Taryn tried to push out of his grip, but he would not allow it.  He did, however, open the outer doors, bringing light in stinging spears back into her dark world.  He let her stagger away from him then, but he held his hand out in open invitation.  Overprotective Alorak.  Supportive Alorak. 

“The Great God Pan knew the doom of his kind, and of all kinds that humans encounter.  He found the last Road to Arcadia and brought all he could find to the safety of this world.  He did not declare which should stay behind, which were fit to live or die.  He brought them all.  And when he saw that Earth’s last people could not make their own way, he had this place built for them, and made the High Pack their stewards.  Without us, the last true peoples of Earth would perish.” 

“True people,” Taryn echoed hoarsely, almost choking on the words. 

She wanted to tell him that she was Earth’s true people, that there were bones and tools and things that proved it, but she couldn’t.  What was proof, really?  Men saw what they wanted to see, proved what they wanted to see proved.  The truth was here, inside this secret cage, and it was greater than whole museums full of fossils. 

“These are the children of Earth,” Alorak said, staring down into her eyes.  “You are one of Avalon’s.” 

She had to listen now.  She was too tired not to.  But Alorak seemed to be finished.  He watched her as she stood limp and trembling before him, and finally he came to touch her arm. 

“You needed to see them,” he told her quietly.  “My father would rather keep you ignorant of your nature.  I do not know why.  Perhaps it is because you already seem so powerful.  Perhaps he is afraid that you might seek more, if you knew there was more within you to find.  Wizards have come here in the past.” 

He sent a brooding look over his shoulder, staring through the trees in the direction of the Valley, then shrugged and looked back down at her.  “But I believe that you have been honest with us all this time.  I believe you deserve honesty from us.” 

She nodded once, listless and cold. 

Alorak looked up, measuring the sun.  “Are you ready to descend?” 

She nodded again, still silent.  He offered his arm.  She took it.  After a while, that arm moved to enfold her shoulders.  She leaned in close, grateful for the warmth of his contact.  They didn’t speak, but she could sense his smile. 
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84.  Confrontation 



Taryn was not aware of the return journey except as colors passing before her eyes.  She remembered no rests, no conversation.  She remembered no clear thoughts, only a sickening weight in her heart and a few fractured images—

the overgrown and ancient outer wall, the male Neanderthal kicking the female, the hoofprints worn into the passage of the enclosure, the female idly swatting herself in the face with her branch.  The Great God Pan had brought them here. 

The lycan were made their guardians.  The last true people of Earth were being kept by werewolves in a private zoo. 

She was aware, very vaguely, of another lycan appearing in their path and of his ear-splitting howl, answered on seemingly every side.  She didn’t bother to stop or look around, but just kept following Alorak until they came to the clearing at the center of High Pack.  There, she had to stop, because there Kruin leapt down and seized her. 

“Where have you been?” 

He did not shout when he was angriest.  His voice was scarcely audible and scarcely coherent beneath his quiet snarl.  He was furious. 

And so, suddenly, was she. 

She slapped his hands off her and shoved him back into a group of wolves gone still as stone.  “You keep your damn hands off me!” she heard herself say.  “I can go wherever the hell I want to.” 

Kruin’s head slowly turned until it faced Alorak, but it was a long time yet before his eyes moved from Taryn to stare down his son.  He said nothing. 

His broad chest began to show each breath more and more clearly, but all in silence. 
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It was Sangar who finally spoke, nervously and from a distance, as if she did not quite dare to be present.  “No one knew where you had gone.  We…I was worried.” 

“I was taking a walk.”  Taryn took a single angry step forward, glaring up into Kruin’s stony face.  “Want to guess what I saw?” 

Kruin did not so much as glance at her, but he said (still very softly and heavily overscored with growls), “Get to my den.” 

“Kiss my Irish ass.”  She started to march around him. 

She saw the pack scatter back an instant before Kruin’s hand clamped over her arm.  He wrenched her around, his eyes blazing and teeth bared mere inches from her face. 

“You were given to me, human.” 

“And I can walk away any time!” she shot back, and shoved. 

It was like shoving a tree.  He remained exactly where he was and the only effect she had showed itself in a further flattening of his ears. 

“Go to my den at once.” 

“Why don’t you just build a wall around me and keep me there?” 

His nostrils flared and the next thing she knew, the world had spun around and she was being towed backwards up the slope to his cave.  She spent two seconds stunned to inaction, then punched him for three seconds more, and ended up carried the rest of the way with her arms pinned irrevocably to her sides.  She screamed.  She wanted to swear at him, but all she could think to call him was a son of a bitch and she didn’t think that was very insulting, all things considered.  So she just screamed, and the most infuriating thing about it was that all her screaming seemed to accomplish was a sore throat.  One of the Fringes they passed even laughed at her.  Taryn heaved her legs up and kicked that one in the chops, which made a lot more of them laugh, but didn’t make her feel any better at all. 

Darkness swallowed her.  Kruin lugged her to his furs and set her down, not too jarringly, which proved that no matter how angry he might be, he was not unmindful of her condition.  “Must I bind you?” he asked. 

She slapped him. 

He took two strong breaths, returned his eyes to hers and said again, 

“Must I bind you?” 

She yanked herself away from him, tears blurring the sight of his burning eyes.  “Was it fun?” she demanded.  “Listening to me talk about my world when you knew—”  Her voice broke.  She covered her mouth as if she could hold the sobs in physically, then rounded on him again.  “You knew the whole time!” 

“Yes.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“To what purpose?”  He stared her down coldly, unmoved. 
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“You wanted to keep me ignorant!” she spat.  “Is that it?  Did you think that if I knew I was really one of…”  Her mouth twisted soundlessly, unable to find the words she needed.  She could see only the magus in her mind, the son of Mab, the evil blight that had pursued her so single-mindedly, hurt and killed so many, ruined so much.  Her ragged breath became a cry and she shouted, “—that I would just magically turn into a wizard?  That I would march straight down to the Standing Stones and come back to kill you!” 

His eyes narrowed at the mention of that place, but not with confusion or surprise. 

“You didn’t trust me!  You didn’t trust me because I’m  human!” 

He did not reply. 

“Get out.”  Taryn twisted away, bracing her hands on the cave wall and squeezing her wet eyes shut.  “I can stay here, but I can’t look at you right now. 

Get out.” 

She thought he must have done so, but as the first sobs shook out of her, she felt his hand brush at her neck.  She slapped out blindly and this time, he left her. 
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85.  It Changes Things 



She spent the rest of the day alone in Kruin’s den, wallowing in an emotional mire of self-pity, confusion, and anger, all of which ran together to make an exhausting boredom.  Graal came in twice with food and both times, Taryn ignored it.  Sangar came in the third time, left her bit of roasted meat beside the other untouched offerings, and then came to sit beside Taryn. 

“You have to eat something.” 

“I can’t.  I’ll throw up.” 

“Are you ill?” 

“No.” 

Sangar picked a tieneedle off the freshest piece of meat, waved flies off the others, and finally looked at her.  “Shika is gone.  He was punished and now he is gone.” 

“Was he the one that…You know what?  I don’t even care.”  Taryn sighed.  “Just leave me alone, Sangar.” 

Sangar didn’t retreat.  She inched closer, scratched at her splint, and finally put an arm around her shoulders.  “What’s the matter?” she murmured. 

“I give up, that’s what’s the matter.  I give up.  I don’t even know what I’m doing here.  I don’t know why I bother trying.  I don’t want to be here.  I never wanted to be here, but I thought it was about building trust.  And clearly, it’s not.  So I give up.  You can all do whatever you want.  I just don’t care anymore.” 

Sangar licked at her throat.  Taryn wiped it away with the back of her hand.  She sensed rather than saw Sangar’s flinch.  The wolfish arms went away. 

489

 

Taryn couldn’t bring herself to call her back.  She found a corner to curl up in away from everyone else and closed her eyes. 

She didn’t sleep.  Outside her own little world, the pack hunted and howled and did the things they always did.  The light that found its way into Kruin’s den turned golden and then began to creep away.  Eventually, the lord’s consorts came in to den down for the night.  Kruin himself did not. 

Someone—it had to be Madira—asked a low question in the lycan language.  Graal answered, her voice recognizable by the scratchy exhaustion that was always in it, no matter the tongue.  Lura loudly and in English said, “If it eases you any, I always thought you were a murdering brute, so you have the best qualities of both Earth and Avalon.” 

Without looking around, Taryn said, “You want to shut right the fuck up, Lura.” 

And after that, there was nothing. 

Night settled into every corner.  Gradually, the sounds of others uncomfortably sharing this silence gave way to sleeping and the emotional miasma that rooted in her gave way to physical complaint.  The rock was hard and cragged.  She still wasn’t hungry, but she was thirsty; her off-and-on fits of tears had left her sticky and dehydrated.  Everything hurt and the baby wouldn’t settle down.  And of course, she had to pee. 

Taryn managed to get up without waking anybody.  She moved to the mouth of the cave (the meat that had been brought for her still sat there, considerably less appetizing after an evening of summer heat), and looked out on an empty clearing.  She’d expected to find Kruin here, waiting for her.  Not seeing him or having to confront him made her feel better and worse at once. 

She stepped down to the raised rock and stood there, searching the sky. 

The moon was not visible and its absence brought her right back to the edge of tears.  She wanted to go home.  She wanted Farasai food and Antilles with his arms around her.  She wanted Aisling’s chin over her ankle and Tonka with his Castles board.  She wanted Rhiannon talking to her and letters from home.  And mostly she wanted to be able to stop winning friends over and just be with the people who already loved her. 

Soft sounds from the cave shared by Burgash and Ararro distracted her—

little cries, the fussing of a new life.  Taryn listened, stroking the hard mound that was her own future, and heard Sangar’s voice raised in a growling song.  Taryn glanced toward the tree that had been Sangar’s denning place these last few days, and of course, it was empty.  Did it mean anything?  Probably.  Did she care? 

She didn’t know.  Maybe it meant Sangar had given in and let herself go to Burgash as a second mate.  Maybe it meant Ararro needed help for the first few days after giving birth.  Maybe it just meant Nakaroth wanted a whole night’s sleep in his own den. 
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She wanted one, too.  A whole night in her own bed, a whole night without having to worry about everything she said and did affecting the future outcome of two countries.  She wanted this to be over.  She didn’t even care how it ended anymore, as long as it was over. 

Taryn walked out into the woods, her head down and step heavy.  She used the bushes and then her feet just sort of carried her the rest of the way out to the pond.  She was hot and sweaty and she wanted a bath.  She also wanted to go home, but she could actually have a bath. 

On the bank of the pond, Taryn stopped and again looked for the moon. 

She still couldn’t see it.  The night was clear, but the moon was gone.  It felt unreasonably like a personal snub.  She took off her belt, laying her knife and her slingshot and her pouch of stones on a dry patch of grass where she wouldn’t have to look at them.  The only things she carried were weapons.  They were the only weapons in High Pack.  She hated herself. 

She started to loosen the stays on her shift and then gave up on them and moved to get a drink instead.  The water flowed as merrily as it ever did from the crevice in the sheer face of the rock and she thought again of how deliberate this fountain seemed, however much it may be disguised as a natural spring or a natural pond.  She wondered if the same people who built the habitat for the cavemen built this place as well. 

There was no breeze, but there was a whisper of branches overhead anyway.  Tumblers, she figured, or the things that hunted them here, moving through their own little world, oblivious to the one that lay below them.  And why not?  Everyone thought their own little world was the only one that mattered. 

Water splashed through her fingers, onto stone, into the pond.  She watched, her heart aching.  She thought she was alone right up until Kruin quietly said her name from the path that led back to High Pack. 

“Go away,” she told him, and cupped her hands for another drink. 

“It changes nothing.” 

“It changes everything.” 

“Because you allow it to do so.  You invite it in.” 

“Go away.” 

He was silent for a moment.  When he spoke again, he was closer, at the bank of the pond.  “Look at me.” 

“Don’t tell me what to do.” 

“Please.  Don’t be angry with me.” 

“Don’t tell me what to feel, either.” 

She still heard nothing, but he must have moved because his hand closed around her wrist.  She let the water go, but didn’t try to pull away.  She stood and stared at the fountain, letting her hand sit limply in his. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked, her voice dull in her own ears. 
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“To what purpose?” he asked again, and sighed.  “I didn’t know you when first we met.  And when I did…I did not want to change you.” 

“It isn’t your decision.” 

“Yes.”  His other hand rose to cover his first, a warm touch, a warm tone to cover the coldness of the naked words.  “They are all my decisions.” 

“Well, you made the wrong one.” 

“I think not.  Seeing you, I am certain I did not.  Taryn.”  He released her wrist, only to take her shoulders and turn her firmly to face him.  “Now that you do know, tell me what you feel.” 

Emotion surged through her, but even as she opened her mouth, he was shaking his head. 

“Not about me.  About you.  How do you feel about you?” 

Something hot and tight snapped somewhere inside her.  “Like it was a lie!” she shouted.  “It was all a lie!” 

She folded over in shaking sobs, catching at him to keep from falling to her knees.  She was choking on words, spitting them out like bile, hardly able to hear what she was saying let alone think about what to say next.  “We’re so damn smug about it, like it was something they lost, like it was a race we all entered, but we’re the ones who won, and all the time we stole it!  We just moved in and stole it, like we do over and over and over!  We’re nothing but thieves and murderers!  All of us!” 

“No.” 

“That’s what I am!” 

“Taryn, no.” 

“I’m a monster!” 

He pulled her hard against his chest and held her.  She could feel his claws digging at her back, but she could hear nothing—not his heart beating, not his growls of comfort, nothing but her own howls of hurt and shame. 

It was worse that anything she had ever had to experience, worse than leaving home, worse than losing her tent or having to depend on Arkes for her care, worse than anything the wizard had done to her.  She had always been able to mentally set herself apart when she heard Tonka or the others talk about humans.  She’d always just sort of assumed that there were some humans who made it away from Earth, that the Avalon she kept hearing about was a colony of some sort, a warmongering little nation she had no connection to, and now look. 

Earth was the colony, and it had a thousand warmongering little nations that could kill people on a far grander scale than anyone in Avalon ever thought of. 

She was no different from the men who had gutted the molly-girls and thrown them over the wall, no different from the wizard when he threatened to char every newborn foal in Rucombe until the kraal stood empty, no different than the first humans who ever stepped out onto alien Earth and started slaughtering the 492

 

natives.  She was just the same.  She felt humanity like a stain inside her and she hated it. 

It wasn’t until Kruin let her go to grab at her hands that she realized she had started slapping and clawing at herself, as though wanting to dig out her essential humanity, to stomp on it and kill it.  She fought him, then collapsed into his arms, wailing.  She was making a baby from that poison stock.  How could she go through with it?  How could she ever look Antilles in the eye again? 

“Ah, Taryn.  Ah, my mate.”  He lifted her into the cradle of his arms and then knelt, bringing her down with him, enclosing her and rocking her until he was all her world.  “We are not the sins of those who made us.  We are our own people.  And you are Taryn.” 

“I don’t know what that means any more!” 

“It means exactly what it meant yesterday.  It means courage and strength of heart.  It means compassion.  It means love.” 

“It’s a lie!” 

“No.  The wrong was done and forgotten ages past.  Your world is the world you have made of it, and if such as you can come from it, it cannot be wholly evil.” 

“Yes, it can!” she sobbed.  “You don’t know anything about it!  You don’t know what we’ve  done!” 

He nuzzled at her.  She felt him shiver, and then his hand was pressed to her cheek, tilting her chin up so that he could graze his teeth along her naked throat.  She twisted away from him, from the comfort he offered and that her whole body ached to receive, but there was no place outside of his reach.  “I know what you’ve done,” he whispered, sliding one hand up along her leg to grip her bare thigh. 

She’d never felt so ugly in her whole life and here he was, stroking at her hair and licking the tears from her cheeks.  She shook her head in wordless disbelief and covered her face with her hands.  He paused to pull at her wrist and when she only masked herself tighter, he sighed and released her.  She scrambled back and fell clumsily to the ground, huddling there and crying while he watched her. 

“Do you know what I felt when I found you missing?” he asked finally. 

She swiped at her eyes, managing an awful, bitter laugh.  “Relief?” 

He inched closer to her, brushing at her arm with the back of  his hand and leaning back on his haunches when she pushed him away.  “It was a pain that I have never known.  Second only to the pain I felt when you returned.” 

She sniffed, unable to meet his eyes.  “I’m sorry I hit you,” she said. 

He sighed again.  “No.  Not that pain.  It was that I did not see the human I had agreed to hold against her lord’s obedience, but that I saw my mate, and worse than any blow of her hand was the truth that she was not mine.”  He rose, 493

 

took one step, and crouched again, now close enough that she could feel the heat of him all down her side.  “And did not wish to be.” 

“You’re better off without me.” 

“Perhaps.  They say ignorance breeds contentment, and I have been contented many years.  But I am aware of you now, and being aware, I cannot bear your misery and anger in silence.”  The leathery pads of Kruin’s fingertips touched her chin, tracing upwards along the path of her tears as he turned her to face him.  “You are aware now.  What will you do with what you know?” 

Taryn tried to turn away.  He wouldn’t let her.  She shut her eyes instead. 

“Keep it secret,” she whispered. 

“Yes.”  The one word puffed against the hollow of her throat and then his tongue was there, tasting and warming her as he nuzzled his way up to her ear.  He shifted; the heat of his body moved from her side to press down on her back.  “But remember this, when you remember your secret:  Even Avalon birthed heroes in its day.  No world is wholly poisoned.  Remember you are Taryn, and you have done much good.” 

His hand gathered her hair and pushed it over her shoulder, baring the back of her neck for the light touch of his teeth.  He cupped her breast through her shift, his thumb teasing out her nipple until it stiffened.  Taryn tried once, half-heartedly at best, to push his hand away, and he let himself be moved, but only so that he could draw his hand down and grip firmly between her thighs. 

“You are Taryn,” he said again, rubbing slowly and deliberately.  The fabric of her shift bent around his fingers, adding rough friction to his touch as he parted her.  “And because of you, I will learn to love every mate that comes after you.  I will have this pleasure, this joy of words and flesh.  You have taught me to feel it.  You have taught me to expect it.  And you have taught me to give it.” 

Taryn hunched around herself, gripping at the ground, but opening for his hand.  She ground at him as he stroked in this intense and touchless union, and in seconds only, came to a brittle and despairing climax.  It washed away much of the awfulness of the day when it receded, leaving her to feel only him as he pulled her skirts up around her waist, as he slipped the strong support of his arm around her to take her weight, as his powerful thighs spread hers even wider and the hot core of him sank deep inside her.  He leaned over her, groaning against her neck, and pulled her swiftly and fiercely back into his first hard thrusts.  Then he stopped, shivered, and began again, slowly, gently. 

Taryn’s hands slid through dry summer grass and found a ridge of mossy rock to brace against.  She bent lower, bowing for him, her head pressed to the ground, and gave everything up to him.  Everything about this was wrong—the wrong time, the wrong setting, the wrong mood, the wrong man—but it felt so good and she couldn’t stop her body’s desperate, surging bursts of pleasure.  She thought she might still be crying, but she was not aware of any sorrow anymore. 
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Confusion, yes, and a terrible draining homesickness, but not sorrow.  That much, at least, he had taken away. 

“Yes, my mate.”  Kruin’s hand dropped below her shift, traveled up her naked thigh, and cupped the mound of her sex.  He caressed her folds as he moved in her, sometimes drawing back to tease the sensitive nub that crowned her before plunging back down to coat his fingers in the oils he coaxed from her. 

The perfumes of her desire flowed out around her, thickening every breath.  “We have only until the moon is full.  Say that you are still mine until then.  Say that I am yours.” 

She couldn’t say anything at all.  Pleasure and heartache combined to render her speechless, but she howled for him, arching her throat to receive his shielding hand. 

“Ah, forgive me, Taryn,” Kruin groaned.  “Forgive me all that I have done to hurt your heart.  And forgive me…”  He tensed, pressing the crown of his flat head between her shoulderblades and panting hard against her back.  He shifted, pulling her even more tightly against him, and managed another two strong thrusts before his finish.  “Forgive me,” he breathed, still cupping her bare throat.  “For all that I must yet do.” 

Her shoulder was cold when he withdrew.  She reached back and smoothed moisture into her skin, then looked at him.  He stood over her and would not meet her eyes. 

“I cannot love you,” he said.  “I will not try.  And I am not sorry that I did not take you to see Earth’s people, only that it wounded you.  I regret so much the wounding of you.  But hear my words, Taryn, and know that I was honest with you tonight.” 

She straightened slowly, tugging her skirts down to cover herself against a chill that did not come from the summer air. 

Kruin closed his eyes and stepped back.  “Take her,” he said. 

Before the words could even finish registering, a lycan shadow fell on her.  Hands covered her mouth, yanked her to a hot, black body.  She could see Kruin for a second more, standing silent and alone in the grey light of coming dawn.  Then her eyes were blinded by a furry chest and she was borne away. 
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86.  Kruin 



Kruin returned to his den and there, lying sleepless in the center of his soft bed, he waited for morning to come.  Time had no sympathy.  Time never did.  It came and brought light to bear upon the awful thing that he had done.  He watched it bleed into the dry air—grey to rose to pale gold—and he did not move until his mates began to waken. 

It was hot already; his flesh acknowledged this, but his heart and soul were frozen.  In the same way, he was aware of Lura leaving the den, followed shortly by Madira, but Kruin did not immediately go with them.  His eyes rested on the hollow place across the cave where Taryn had last lain.  Her usual sleeping place was below him, but her scent there was already dim.  A true wolf would be able to smell her in his den for moons to come, but they were not wolves.  They were people.  In another three days, there would be nothing left of her for him to remember. 

Was she there already?  He thought perhaps she was.  Nakaroth was strong and swift-footed.  Perhaps she had been taken into the Underneath even before her first glimpse of daylight.  Her last glimpse.  Would she know when the dawn came?  Was she cold?  She had not touched the meat he’d sent in to her all yesterday afternoon.  He should have fed her last night, fed her just once before he— 

Kruin covered his eyes, robbing himself of the sight of Taryn’s last denning place.  There was pain in him, pain in splinters that he could not bite out, but ah, his heart was numb. 

“My lord?” 
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Graal.  She had paused, lying half on her side with one leg gathered to rise, frowning at him and rubbing her breast.  He fixed on her hand, ignoring her words, and tried to feel something. 

“The pains again?” he asked. 

She stopped rubbing.  “They come and go.  Are you well?” 

“No.”  Kruin lowered his chin, heaved a sigh, then gained his feet.  He helped Graal find her balance, but lingered in his den.  He breathed in deeply, one last thief’s touch of Taryn’s fading scent, before he turned at last from the shadows and moved out into the light. 

Alorak was crouching mid-way down the slope, facing up to the chief’s den.  His eyes were intent, his ears full forward.  There were furs under his hand, a gift for the only one among them with any use for furs.  Kruin took a breath as he passed his son and remembered, or imagined he remembered, how it had felt the first time he’d taken that scent in.  His son.  A whining, squirming cub in tired Tan’s arms.  He had been no bigger than Kruin’s own cupped hands.  Still the same scent…when did everything else change? 

Kruin took a place in the sun on the raised rock and hunkered down to watch his pack emerge to go about their business.  He watched Sangar limp out of Burgash’s den and give the day-old cub back into his father’s care.  He watched Gef reach up on her toes to nuzzle her mate before joining Madira for morning chat.  He watched Sakros prowl away in hunting posture, followed by a loose group of ambitious males from the Fringes.  The one wolf he did not watch was Alorak. 

As time dragged on, Kruin heard several stealthy footsteps as Alorak inched up the slope behind him.  It was an act that took some nerving up and many, many stops and starts.  Kruin could hear each careful footfall, the dusty slide of the furs as they were lifted and set down again.  He looked down into the clearing and waited for his son to finish his ascent and find the chief’s den empty. 

Sangar had gone to her resting place now and settled there, but not completely.  She was staring up the slope as well, poised to rise when Taryn emerged so that the two could engage their day’s routine.  Kruin’s frozen heart took note: there was no one now to check the fit of Sangar’s boneset, no one who would even know how.  He had helped to cripple the female that had once been his own, who had come so close to healing. 

Madira and Gef were together close to the borders of the forest, preparing to follow Taryn as she went about her morning hunt.  There would be no more of those, either.  He had taken meat away from the pack, meat they could ill afford to lose in this cursed summer. 

A swift intake of breath behind him betrayed Alorak’s arrival at the mouth of his den.  There was a sound that might have been a growl, swiftly swallowed.  Kruin waited, relaxed in his posture of patience, ready at any moment to meet the storm he had set in motion. 
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Alorak came down fast, making no effort now to quiet his step.  He was aimed at Kruin’s back initially, but veered off toward his own den after only a few paces.  Before he reached it, however, he swung back.  He stalked toward the raised rock, halted, turned away.  The longer he vacillated, the more attention he attracted.  And of course, the more attention he attracted, the harder he would find it to merely slink away. 

Kruin ran the tips of his claws thoughtfully over the surface of the rock. 

It made the bones of his hand itch.  He watched his pack wake to the realization of something building, watched them either draw away or creep closer so that they formed a single ring around them both.  He waited . 

The furs in Alorak’s hand suddenly slapped into the ground.  “Where is she?” he snarled. 

Kruin raised his head, but did not turn and did not answer. 

Alorak came for him, but stopped well short of arm’s reach.  “Where is she?” he shouted.  “Where is Taryn?” 

“What concern is it of yours where I send my mate?”  Kruin rose, stretching languidly, giving his son the chance to see the body of the chief he was challenging.  He flexed his claws and turned, meeting Alorak’s furious stare without emotion.  His frozen heart beat slow and strong.  “I feel no obligation to answer one such as you.” 

“Your mate!”  Alorak backed up, fists closing submissively only to open into claws.  “A mate you must drag to your den!” 

Kruin smiled.  “She asked my forgiveness for that unseemly display.  I gave it.  And it is still no concern of yours.” 

“If this is true, let us hear it from her!  Let us see her choose you again!” 

“If…this is true…”  Kruin pushed his ears forward, still calm, still easy, but focused now, and letting his son see that focus.  “Do you call your chief a liar?” 

Alorak shut his mouth with a snap.  He stood silent, shaking with the strain of keeping quiet. 

“She asked my forgiveness,” Kruin said again.  He closed the distance between them in two lazy strides.  Alorak tried to fall back further and there, the appearance of ease was shattered at Kruin seized his son by the scruff of his neck and shoved him to his knees.  “She asked and I gave it.  A wise chief forgives the rashness of those in his keeping.” 

Alorak’s teeth were winking in and out of sight.  He stared straight up, throat widely exposed even as growls shook their way in fury from his heaving chest. 

“She asked more than that.”  Kruin pushed his empty hand up to his son’s muzzle, a hand still pungent with Taryn’s mating oils.  Alorak’s nostrils flared.  His eyes flashed with white.  He wrenched back and Kruin yanked him forward, shoving his hand right against Alorak’s nose with bruising force.  “And 498

 

I gave,” he continued, pinning his struggling son in the crook of his arm as he forced Taryn’s scent on him.  “I gave and gave.” 

“Get off me!” 

“Ah, but we are both wolves of our mating moon.”  Kruin pursued the twisting target of his son’s face, his voice low and even as he rubbed the proof of passion into Alorak’s fur.  He showed no emotion, felt only the most distant pangs as he betrayed his trusting Taryn again and again with these barbed words. 

“Shall I tell you how it was with her?  Shall I tell you how she moved against my touches, like water rippling over stones?  Shall I tell you how her heart raced, how readily she took my shaft in her hands to pleasure me in human ways?  Shall I tell you how I mounted, how tightly her well gripped, how it felt when she struck her raptures and I was deep inside her?” 

Alorak snarled, the sound alive with unreasoning fury, but there were no words.  Words did not come easily to the wolves of High Pack, but even if that were not so, he doubted Alorak would have speech for him now.  He had been made nearly mindless with lust and loss and anger.  And that was just how Kruin wanted him. 

The lord of the Land of Tooth and Claw released his son with a broad shove, throwing him face-down into the stone.  “Quiabe should breed that one,” 

he remarked, turning away.  “It was mating such as gods must have.  Matings such as lords deserve to know.  But you, low wolf, you never will.” 

There was a scrabble of claws on rock, a deceptively frantic sound. 

Kruin braced his legs, drew a breath, closed his eyes.  His heart was numb. 

Alorak howled and sprang. 

Kruin whirled and met him. 

Time went away.  All was here.  All was now.  And all was cold. 
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87.  Gates of the Underneath 



Taryn was terrified for about sixteen minutes.  She guessed sixteen, because that was as long as it always took Baby to settle down after sex.  She used to joke that she could set Tonka’s watch by it, back in the days when she felt like joking.  But as terror waned, disbelief came swimming up to take its place.  She sort of had to believe in the lycan who was carrying her at his lupine run through the forest, so that made Kruin her sole target.  He had hidden Neanderthals from her, hidden her own true origins, dragged her off to his den in front of the whole pack while she kicked and screamed, and then ruined her perfectly good funk by following her out to the pond and seducing her, all so he could ship her off.  The more she thought about that, the more amazed she got, but eventually, she hit her overload and after that, she was just pissed off. 

That was an emotional state Taryn was good at stomaching, although Baby didn’t like it.  She lay crushed against the lycan’s chest, rocking in his loping gait, just nurturing her anger.  When at last they reached wherever they’d been going and he set her on her feet so that she could see him, she was too furious to focus beyond what it took to aim her open hand across his snout. 

His head rocked back with a high yelp and both his hands flew up to cup his tender nose.  He peered at her over the protective bundle of his fingers as she paced out a small portion of her anger.  Slowly, he uncurled them enough to wryly say, “Truly, you are fearless.” 

“And you’re an ass, Nakaroth,” she snapped.  “I kick asses.” 

He straightened, his tail wagging once, as if against his will.  “My lord commands and I obey.  I do not apologize for this.” 

“It’s not your apology I’m interested in at the moment.” 
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“Ha!  You would have made a fine high mate.”  Nakaroth swung one arm behind him without taking his eyes from her.  His fist banged into something metallic, producing an echoing, gong-like noise. 

“What are you doing?” Taryn asked warily, stepping back. 

“Only what I am bid to do,” was his placid reply. 

“Well, you had better start involving me in the bidding if you’re planning on getting my obedience.” 

He grinned.  It was the first time she’d seen that expression on grim Nakaroth, and the most unsettling thing about it was that it seemed so genuine. 

“Since your slaying of the wyvern, you have become a prize in many eyes.  Our lord is sending you to safety.” 

Bluntly put and not unreasonable, even in her current state of mind. 

“Why didn’t he just tell me what he was planning instead of having me abducted?” 

Nakaroth’s tail wagged again.  “He thought you might feel threatened. 

When you feel threatened, you tend to fight.” 

Taryn felt herself blushing.  It annoyed her.  “And this was the only plan he could think up?  To hide me under a rock?” 

Nakaroth banged on the gong again, still without looking at it.  “It was his will.” 

“You’d jump off a cliff if he told you to, wouldn’t you?” 

“I would.”  He had not even hesitated.  “Because I know he would not ask unless the need were dire.  Although I will confess to private disappointment in this decision.  When he told me of his concern, my plan was much simpler.” 

“Which was?” 

Nakaroth took a step toward her.  “I asked for you.” 

She backed up, wary all over again.  “Why?” 

“If you are not our lord’s mate, you are no lordly prize.” 

“I have news for you, pal. I was a lord’s mate before I ever met Kruin.” 

“Ah, but the Valley Lord’s mate.” 

Her anger, which had died back to a low simmer, was instantly back on full boil.  “Antilles could carve through every last one of you in a single afternoon and never break a sweat!” she declared. 

“I know.” 

It was as good as a slap at shutting her up.  Taryn blinked at him, rubbing at her churning belly.  “You…Look, would you just make it a little more clear whether you’re insulting him or not so I know if I should be smacking you?” 

“The Lord of the Valley gave you in full view of all the true wolves of High Pack.  To the thicker minds among us, that means he is less inclined to take you back.”  Nakaroth grinned again.  “Kruin made an impossible demand of him, to forestall his decision, yet your Antilles agreed.  Or rather, you agreed, and he 501

 

released you.  So all who witnessed saw clearly that the Valley shows throat to our Land. 

“Politics,” he said, exactly as she groaned it.  He nodded.  “There are too many of us who serve blindly.  And much as I may seem to be, I am not one of them.  But I do trust to my lord’s wisdom.  He is High Pack born, and the wolf in them is strong, but Kruin has always known that there is more in him, in all of us, than the wolf.  He is a great lord in his own way.”  He eyed her again, still broadly smiling.  “And you have made him even greater.” 

“Is that why you offered to take me off the prize table?  Out of your respect for a great lord?”  She tossed her hair and glared when he only shrugged at her.  “Don’t even try to tell me you actually—” 

“Want you?  Mmm…debatable.”  Nakaroth licked his chops, running his eyes up and down her body.  “I’ll admit to a certain perverse curiosity…but no. 

What your possession gives me is combat.  Every low wolf and not a few Fringes would have at me to win you.” 

“Bloodthirsty beast.” 

Nakaroth banged on the gong.  “Quiabe himself may come to challenge me, if I had you.  My desire lies there, not astride your naked back.”  He paused, then smiled.  “Though I would be a liar if I claimed that what I saw this night did not move me.  I give you human choice, Taryn.  Shall we go back together before our lord and you agree to be my mate before the pack?  In deference to your human modesty, I will only mount you once before witnesses.” 

Taryn shook her head, hearing laughter she did not feel slip dryly between her lips.  Then she punched him. 

He staggered back, shook his head once, and again with more force, then bared every tooth he had in a fierce grin. 

“Now I want you,” he said. 

And then the side of the mountain opened up. 

It didn’t fold in, as of a door opening, or slide to one side, it simply melted away.  In the tunnel now visible, Taryn could just make out the shadowed figure of a very tall man, naked to the waist, but for a great deal of glittering jewelry.  Beyond that, he wore some sort of long, tapering skirt.  His hair seemed to have been twisted into eight thick strands that swept up and back from his face in a dangling sort of crown, and the beaded tips clattered as he moved.  And he moved very oddly, not forward, but side to side, as if dancing in place. 

The man spoke in a hushed and reverently inquiring tone, but in a language alien to Taryn.  Nakaroth answered in kind, then said, “Our lord wishes you to keep this human as your guest.  You are to release her to none but my own self.  None.  Not even the Lord of the Land.” 

The man bent very low, swaying in that fluttery, dancing way.  “Your humble servant, I obey.”  And there, eye level to Taryn’s considerable stomach, he looked at her for the first time. 
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His hands shot out to grip the sides of the open mountain.  His were long fingers, decked with rings, attached to slender, scaly, gold-and-gem wrapped wrists.  Then he lunged out at her with all the speed of the striking serpent he appeared to be, his slit-irised eyes fixed on her midsection.  His lipless mouth opened, but out came nothing but a wordless, hungry groan. 

Taryn grabbed a double-handful of Nakaroth’s fur before she even realized she was going to do it.  “You are not leaving me here,” she whispered, her eyes huge. 

“Then you will mate with me after all?” he murmured, and chuckled when she let go and slapped him again. 

The snake-man pushed himself further out, pursuing her as she backed away.  His naked waist grew down into a thick, serpentine tail, which propelled him awkwardly forward.  A long, forked tongue extruded endlessly from his mouth, licking at the empty air just inches from her face.  He hadn’t blinked.  Did snakes even have eyelids? 

“I feel threatened,” Taryn announced warningly, groping at her waist for the belt she too late remembered removing back at the pond. 

Nakaroth laughed, then stepped swiftly forward and barked, “Is this how you accept your charge?” 

The effect on the snake-man was immediate.  He flattened himself to the ground, writhing and hissing apologies in and out of English.  It wasn’t very reassuring.  In some ways, it was even creepier. 

Nakaroth put his knuckles on Taryn’s back and gave her a nudge.  She stumbled forward a step, then looked back at him.  “Will you give Kruin a message for me?” she asked. 

He cocked his head, his ears pivoting as though listening intently to all the arguments she wasn’t making.  His chin raised just a little.  “Yes,” he said. 

She thought about socking him again, thought long and hard and wistfully, but in the end, she only shook her head.  “Tell him I forgive him for this.” 

Nakaroth’s faint, fierce smile vanished.  He looked back at her, his eyes narrowing. 

“What the hell,” Taryn muttered.  “I forgive you, too.” 

Nakaroth frowned. 

“Take care of Sangar while I’m gone.  Make sure she gets enough to eat and drink.  She feels bad and she doesn’t ask for enough.  And make sure she moves around.  Help her keep clean.” 

Nakaroth inclined his head as his ears swept submissively back.  “I will.” 

Taryn inched forward.  The snake-man slithered backwards ahead of her, clutching at the air just above her foot as though towing her on some invisible cord.  The tunnel yawned black before her, exhaling a thin, chill breeze. 

“Taryn.” 
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She looked back at the lycan standing dark and grim behind her. 

“Reconsider,” he said.  “Be my mate.” 

“No,” she said.  “This is what Kruin wants.  I trust him.” 

Nakaroth nodded, looking thoughtful.  “Just as well,” he said, and turned around.  “I would never give you back.” 

The rock began to melt together.  Taryn took one last breath of summer and let herself be swallowed. 
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