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Prologue

1890

 


Samuel laid on his back, gasping for air as a fish out of the sea... laboring. They had done all they could, now the burden lay with their descendants. His gaze lingered on the house that he loved, now covered in ash, the sun no longer a bright orb in the sky, but shrouded in gray. A hush fell over the land, the environs a pewter wasteland of nothing, cold seeping into his marrow inch by insidious inch. Many would enter the spheres that had been constructed by the Guardians. They spoke of selective population, which rang false to Samuel, or true, as the case may be, his grandchildren safe and beyond the pale of this time, this world that he was leaving.

He turned his head, rolling limply on its side, where his gaze captured Mae, also prone, a strange contraption with hand-hammered copper and a complex, inky black netting covering the greater part of her nose and mouth, leather thong-like straps braided and wrapped her skull, pushing strands of hair around like lost silver. She made odd, whistling noises as she breathed.

“Samuel, wear it,” Mae said, her voice distorted as she lifted the matching mask the Guardians had fashioned in the few preceding months they had been given.

“No, Mae. I wish to enjoy this fore-night without the chains of their advances.”

Samuel knew his stubbornness would cost him his life. The Guardians who were equal part savior and bearer of terrible news had made concessions for the elders. But those which survived would be the strongest, most virile, agile, smartest and etcetera among them. Samuel and Mae understood at their advanced age of sixty and one years both, they would be excluded from the mercies of the sphere.

With blurred vision, Samuel saw a familiar dimmed figure approach. “Father! Why do you not take rest in your own bed?” Stella asked, her comely face a salve in his approaching death. Her wool skirts swirled as she knelt, setting an illuminated candle beside him, hissing steam from its seams.

Raising his hand, he cupped the loveliness of her face, knowing the time had come to enter the sphere the Guardians had constructed for the select. Her eyes brimmed with tears. “Papa, the Guardians have told you that you might survive... all is not lost.”

Samuel put a finger to her lips. “Silence now, child. This is your place now. Do not forget the things you have been taught. Take this, Dear Heart, hold it safe to your breast, guard it. It is our history.” Samuel handed her a slim leather book bound with a black silk tie.

Stella pressed it to her chest, the tears once held in check, now overflowing down unprotected cheeks. Mae's eyes met hers. “Go now Stella-girl... take the opportunity you have been given.”

Her knuckles white as she clutched the book, misery etched its path on her countenance. “It will never be the same without you both.”

A clear bell-tone pealed, reminding Stella of duty. Her duty to leave her parents behind. While the knowledge of her future, the safe environment of the sphere was a burden laid on her heart.

Stella's face turned to look at the sphere, shimmering in a watery iridescence as a giant cloche. But people were not plants, their future safekeeping a promise of a life with a family, fractured by separation.

Stella bent her head to kiss Samuel and Mae goodbye. Gently unwinding the face mask the Guardians had constructed, she laid a kiss, soft as butterfly wings on the woman who had nurtured her every desire. The skin giving way like tissue-thin silk under the pressure of her lips. Turning to her father, his pale blue eyes watering, she cradled his head while she pressed a kiss to his forehead. She lowered his head and took a last, lingering look, knowing this was the final time she would view her parents in this realm.

Lifting her skirts, she pivoted away, dropping them as she walked...no, as she ran, brushing tears from her cheeks, the book clutched tightly in her other hand, the candle hanging from its copper loop in her squeezed finger. Approaching the doorway to the sphere, she was the last select to be ushered inside, casting one final glance, she saw her parents supine forms, clasped hands held tightly, her mother's mask forgotten beside her.

Stella whirled toward the entrance, losing hold of the book, dropping it on the earth now laden with ash. She picked it up, her last gift from Father. Seeing the title, she peered closer: Asteroid; A History of When the Rocks Fell.

Stella moved forward as the hole closed behind her, a fierce idea blooming in her consciousness to remember... who they had been. As an indeterminate future stretched before her....
  



CHAPTER 1

One Hundred Forty Years Later

 


Clara beheld the shrouded exterior as she did each morning, her hands pressed against the pliable interior of the sphere, fingers sinking into its surface, stopped before breaching the Outside. The yearning was the same, she wished to experience the Outside.

Sighing, Clara turned from the misty view outside the molded window. Her petticoats swept together, wrapping her bare legs, stockings laid out for her on the bed.

Olive knocked on the door. “Mistress, may I enter your chamber?”

“Yes.”

She entered with steam-pressed clothing draped over her arm, scads of material in a rich turquoise. Clara hated it, hated it all.

“Princess,” inclining her head.

Clara recognized she was penalizing Olive unfairly. Who truly wished to celebrate her Day of Birth? Utter nonsense.

Olive peered at her Princess from under her lashes, she was a formidable young lady, aquamarine eyes which flashed with energetic temper, deep mahogany hair that cascaded to her waist, very handsome but...uncooperative when it came to dressings.

“Please Princess, they await your appearance this day.”

“Does my mother await?” Clara asked.

Olive knew that the Queen was deep in her cup and it was not yet midday. “Our Queen has begun her own celebration.”

No surprise to Clara, deep in spirits, celebration or no.

Her people wished to see her adorned in her finery (a loathsome pursuit) to be reminded that she was their Princess, the one that saw to their happiness, where her mother, the Queen, failed them at every turn.

Olive interrupted her internal musings, “My lady, please employ the bedpost.”

Grabbing the stays that bound the corset, pulling each cross-member, Olive took up the slack, when reaching the end, she pulled with all her might, Clara gasped, “Must it be so tight, I cannot breath properly.”

“It must be hand-span,” as the last stay was tightened to faint-worthiness.

Finally, Olive bent to use the shoe hook on Clara's high heels, each button a luminescent mother-of-pearl.

Clara took in the altered version of herself, the one that did not roam any space in her head. “Do you not think you are agreeable, mistress?”

Clara gazed at her image, creamy expanses of pale skin met the weak light from the sphere window climbing up to a heart-shaped face with high cheekbones and strange-colored blue eyes, a dark fall of hair that was red in a certain light, brushed her hips where they swelled. Her mother would be pleased, she supposed. But Clara wanted to change into her waistcoat and linen skirt she wore when she visited the oyster fields.

She turned to Olive. “I look comely enough to satisfy the Queen.”

“And Prince Frederick,” Olive added.

Yes, she must not forget her upcoming nuptials to the Prince. The thought brought a searing tide of resentment, coiling in her breastbone painfully.

Clara sat at the vanity while Olive began weaving the pearls into her hair, a rainbow of shimmering colors began to wink and disappear in the plaiting. “Do you wish to wear it all at the,” she indicated the back of Clara's head, “your highness?”

She wished to not attend her Day of Birth celebration.

“No, Olive, just the forward section... leave the remainder down.”

She swept the forward part of Clara's hair off her face in an elaborate coil, twining at the top, back of her head, the pearls the size of a pinky nail, weaving around it like a crown. Then arranged and rearranged Clara's hair until she was satisfied.

“There. That will do,” she said with satisfaction.

Clara stared at her reflection, voluminous eyes gazed back, huge in her small face with part of the rich, deep red hair piled on top, the pearls shimmering in the low light.

She stood, giving Olive a gracious nod. “You are most clever with your ministrations.”

Olive gave Clara a deep curtsey, which she bore as she did her other royal obligations.

Clara procrastinated, wandering over to her window again, pressing her face almost to the sphere barrier, its soft but impenetrable surface her prison.

“Princess?”

“Yes, Olive,” Clara said without turning.

“I implore you, do not stand so often or close to the window. You have heard the reports of savages, have you not?”

Yes, she had. Again Clara thought of how she longed to explore, seeing for herself what lay beyond her world, the Kingdom of Ohio.

“Yes, I have heard and it aggrieves me mightily. If some have survived the bounds of this place,” Clara stretched out her hand to encompass the sphere, “who are we to feel disinclination? Should we not welcome others?”

“It is not safe, my Princess.”

“And who has such musings?”

“The Record Keeper, my lady.”

Clara's full lips thinned into a line of distaste. She detested the idea that one individual held the history and direction of so many.

“Please... make my excuses for another half hour hence.”

Olive hesitated, thinking of the Queen's displeasure. “Yes, Princess.”

Clara turned her face, Olive catching sight of it in profile, “You are not to be blamed, tell the Queen that I was obstinate, as is typical.” Clara's mouth curved into a smile, it pleased her that Queen Ada would suffer irritation and keep the dreadful Prince Frederick waiting. A bigger pompous ass the spheres had never seen.

Clara turned to face Outside again, Olive slipping out the door and closing it quietly behind her. A tension slipped out of Clara's shoulders, relieved to own another moment of time before the abhorrent celebration began.

She stood for time uncertain, watching the wind (as she was told that was what it was), caressing the Forest of Trees Outside. As she turned away, her duty before her, she saw movement, whirling around she pressed her face to the sphere's interior, her nose pushing in the softness as goose down. Outside her window, a great male stood, trees flanking his body, partially covered by branches. On his face lay a fierceness. Arrows were slung over a shoulder corded with muscle, a bow in one hand, and strange clothing covering only part of his body, a shocking expanse of skin showing, immodestly so.

He was fascinating and most assuredly... a savage.

Without warning he flew out of the stand of trees that Clara had been admiring since her childhood, rushing straight for the window she leaned against. Clara clenched her teeth, holding her position, knowing that the sphere was impenetrable but stale fear flooded her mouth as she stood watching the huge male advance at an incredible speed. Clara's heart thumped painfully in her chest and when a hair's breadth remained between the sphere and Clara... he stopped.

*

Bracus looked at the female behind the sphere that the Evil Ones had constructed in his grandfather's grandfather's time, her image obscure. He had watched the female for months and had seen her in strange clothing while supervising workers in the fields of sea creatures that yielded shimmering jewels.

He also knew she was beautiful and... he wanted her.

She was unlike any of the females he had seen, which were rare in his clan. A female was highly prized and safeguarded. His eyes caressed her face, the skin like cream from the cow, her eyes like the sea near his cousin's clan...hair the color of fire burnt down to embers. Bracus looked around warily; knowing he must leave, he was too exposed without the trees at his back. He gave a last look at the female, her expression indecipherable, already he felt
vulnerable that he had revealed himself after his careful months of hiding. Turning, he ground up the hill toward the stand of trees, his long and powerful strides eating up the ground ahead of him. Reaching the forest he looked back at the window where the female watched him, then he turned, disappearing into the stand and made his way back to the clan.

 


Clara released the breath she had been holding, letting it out in a rush. Light-headed, she sat upon the fainting couch and put her head between her knees. Between the strange episode with the savage and the absurd corset, she could not regain her breath. This is how Olive came upon her when she returned to escort her to the celebration. How could that hold a candle's excitement to what had just transpired Outside?

Olive rushed to her. “Princess, what ails you?”

Although not her favorite transgression it was effective and she lied smoothly to Olive, “I think the stays may need loosening.”

“Oh! For the love of the Guardian! Please... forgive me.” Olive rushed around to loosen the stays but Clara knew that would just lengthen the horror of the event and incur additional wrath from the Queen.

“Never mind, it matters not, Olive... hand-span it shall be.”

“As you wish, Princess.”

As she began walking to the doorway, she turned, giving one look back to the window, where the savage had looked at her so intimately. He had been so alive... vital. She knew one thing she had seen would distract her during the entire celebration.

The
savage
had gills.

Turning away from the window, Clara made her way to the door, swinging it open to the hallway which led to the Gathering Room, a place of joy. But not for her... not today.
  



CHAPTER 2

 


Clara entered with Olive at her heels, a lady-in-waiting who she also called friend. Royalty was a lonely role, every friendship sacred. Clara searched the crowd for Charles, surely he was somewhere around the room, nowhere... drat.

Her eyes continued to scan the Gathering Room, taking in the rich tapestries that lined the walls. Which was a misnomer, there was no puncturing the interior of the sphere. They had been hung cleverly with scaffolding to adjoin the material with copper fasteners. The huge Gathering clock donged, chiming at three hours past noon. Clara loved the enormous time piece. It had a symmetry that gave one pause, its beauty striking as sure as the chime she felt reverberate in her chest. Ten feet in diameter, the gears moved and clanked, clearly seen through a layer of crystal, steam running it seamlessly. The hot vapors rose to the highest apex of the sphere, flowed through unseen air portals, which fed to a central ventilator.

Relief swept through Clara as she saw Charles moving toward her. He had finished his studies one year past and begun to work in the fields. He would stay by her; especially with the understanding that she would have to spend a good portion of her time in the presence of her betrothed.

She noticed that he wore his clothes with alacrity, unlike herself, (formal clothing adding no joy). And indeed he did look dashing, his hat a shining wonder topping soft black hair, his time piece tucked safely in the front pocket of a smartly striped brocade vest. His soft velvet pants were charcoal, tucked into tall boots that rose to the knee and a deep black coat, its interior lined in scarlet, swirled mid-thigh.

Charles bowed. “Princess Clara.” His eyes twinkled as the sod knew very well how she hated the title.

Clara returned a perfunctory curtsy automatically. “I see you are in good spirits.”

“Ah yes, a Day of Birth celebration for my dearest friend, what must I feel badly about?” Charles said, raising a brow, tapping a finger on his head as if confused.

Olive giggled behind them, she found Charles amusing. Clara did as well, but not so much this day.

Charles examined her expression. “Clara,” he lowered his voice, “there is no alternative, you must persevere.”

His sadness cloaked her. Charles would rather slay himself with the sword he practiced with than have her married to Frederick.

Clara felt shame redden her cheeks, he was her dear friend, and as constrained by rules as she. Taking his hand she squeezed it and he leaned down, whispering in her ear, “That is the Clara I know, brave heart. Take my arm, Princess.”

Clara slipped her arm through Charles', noticing how tall he had become, the top of her head able to brush his chin. His dark eyes regarded her solemnly, it was time to greet Queen Ada, her mother.

They approached the throne which sat upon a circular dais. The steps leading to her throne shone in the warm light of the steam-chandeliers, their crystal orbs casting a golden glow directly over the dais, spreading like molten water over the floor before them.

The Queen regarded them with thinly veiled disdain, her tapered finger eternally running up and down the crystal stem of her emerald wine goblet that shimmered like a jewel in the light.

“Daughter of mine,” Queen Ada said with silken menace encasing every syllable, “what reason have you for being late to your own Day of Birth celebration. Leaving,” she gave a slight incline of her head, “Prince Frederick, in a most unescorted plight.” Her gaze bored through Clara with talons.

She allowed herself to look at Prince Frederick, whose thunderous expression told her that her mother was not the only one from whom she would have to assuage temper.

“Do not look at Prince Frederick,” Queen Ada roared, causing the crowd to gasp, “address your queen!”

Charles moved behind Clara, unlacing their arms and putting his hand at the small of her back.

Queen Ada's razor stare turned to Charles. “She is not to be coddled.”

Charles hand fell away from Clara's back and she stood, vulnerable and seemingly alone before Ada.

Clara took a stoic breath, bracing herself, knowing the shock wave she would send through the crowd. “I have a tale of great magnitude.” Every eye was upon Clara, a feeling of great excitement stole around her heart, squeezing it. “I have seen a savage.”

The gasps were as one, loud in their combined softness.

Queen Ada stood, her goblet temporarily forgotten, as Elvira, her lady-in-waiting, swooped forward to steady it. Clara watched her regain her balance, swaying only a little.

“You lie.” She stood in her swirling gown of deep purple, her favorite color, a long, sensuous rope of black pearls looped and knotted, reaching her knees. Samuel's pearls, only the rarest for Ada. She never thought of her mother as such, it was always Ada, or The Queen.

“I do not. I was taking my leave before this celebration,” Clara turned to the many faces, some of which she was close enough to reach out and touch, and spoke to them, giving her back to Ada, a brave thing, “and saw him at the border of the Forest which lays Outside.”

More gasping. The sightings of the savages had increased in number, along with the sentries at the critical sphere passages between kingdoms.

Charles grasped her elbows, turning her to face him. “You say you saw one? How close, Cla... Princess.” Charles corrected.

“I ask the questions here, not you.” The Queen turned her fearsome expression to Clara. “Perchance you use this ridiculous story as a ruse to grant you my mercy for the disrespect you show us by your lateness.” She looked at Clara, for all her drink, brightly and with a keenness that Clara knew very well.

Clara ignored the question, hoping to distract with her tale.

“He ran with great speed to my window which faces Outside.” Many voices began at once and Clara was forced to stop her commentary.

“Silence!” Queen Ada bellowed and the crowds' voices faded.

Ada swung her attention to Frederick. “What say you? Does my daughter bear tales?”

As if he would have a fig's reckoning of her state of mind.

Frederick glared down at Clara, she a terrible but necessary inconvenience, one he would obtain to further his wealth, she was but a pawn on his kingdom's chessboard.

Frederick sat slightly lower and to the left of Ada, the King of Kentucky to Ada's right. It was he, not Frederick who answered, “If I may, I feel disinclined that Princess Clara would falsify such a tale at a time when these savages are unveiling their presence.”

Clara gulped back her anxiety, eternally thankful for King Otto, who inadvertently paved the way for her next comment, “I may know why they survive Outside,” the silence was that of a tomb but Clara continued, “the male had...” Clara gestured to the slender column of her neck, and the many faces of the crowd followed her motion, “...gills. They appear to aid in his breathing.”

Excited conversations exploded all around Clara and she hazarded a look at Queen Ada, who looked as if her breath had been robbed, sitting down in a very un-royal heap upon her throne.

Charles studied Clara, his hand still encircling an elbow when Prince Frederick was suddenly there. “Unhand my betrothed, Mr. Pierce.”

Charles stared at the Prince with an unwavering gaze, his brown eyes steady, his fingers loosening... then falling away. Clara looked at Charles, her eyes warning him. She saw in his eyes a wish to maim, which would not do, it would not do at all. Her gaze traveling and finding the Prince's guards.

“Come Clara,” he said her name with an intimacy he would never earn, “sit beside your future king.”

Clara would rather drown in the oyster fields than be near him. She turned to look at Charles, and he mouthed, I will be here.

Clara lifted her skirts to assure her footing as she climbed the dais, sitting in the small, gilded throne at the lower left of Ada, sandwiched between the loathsome Prince and her drunken mother, the one who would whore her for free grapes, giving up their precious legacy of pearls for her love of the cup.
  



CHAPTER 3

 


Clara's gaze fell upon the crowd so deeply engaged in the titillating news of a close sighting of a savage. Not a glimpse, no, but an entirely intimate appraisal. She could feel the uncomfortable presence of Prince Frederick at her back, his displeasure with her a thing he bore. He had made it clear that she was not suitable for him. With her very unfeminine desire to man the oyster fields, he had been quite vocal in his dislike of her duties.

His irritation pleased her.

It was well-known (at least in her sphere) that the Kingdom of Kentucky was ill-managed; Prince Frederick acted not in the least concerned for his peoples' prosperity. There had been rumors of poverty which included starvation, unheard of in most spheres.

A hand gripped her collar bone painfully and Clara checked her expression so the pain would not show. “Smile, my dear, let them all know how happy you are that I have deigned to show my affection for you,” the Prince whispered, his breath so like a rotten fruit that Clara stifled a gag. She plastered a false smile on her face which immediately alarmed Charles, his foot resting on the bottom step of the dais. Clara gave a minute shake of her head, stay there, the look said. She was stuck as a butterfly with a pin through its wing; the Prince abused her in a multitude of subtleties. She could guess what a marriage with him would entail. He released her and the numbness where his hand had been faded, to be replaced with a throbbing that kept pace with her heart.

Ada leaned forward. “You will explain this later, my daughter, in detail.”

“Yes, my Queen.” Ada placed her hand at the back of Clara's neck and squeezed hard, a favorite tender spot to abuse. At every vantage point, she was higher than Clara, as tall as most men, and always higher on the dais, always. Clara struggled not to whimper at the double abuse of both the Prince and the Queen. It was a near thing and difficult to hide from her people.

Ada and King Otto had their heads pressed together in royal commune which suited Clara very well. It meant that the Queen's attention lay elsewhere. Finally, amongst the noise of the peoples' conversation, King Otto clapped his hands three times, causing Clara to flinch, which amused Frederick as the crowd quieted.

“Hail the People of the Kingdom of Ohio. On this day it is not just a Day of Birth Celebration, but also a day of exciting news,” a somber expression rode his face, “your Princess claims to have seen one of these savages near-at-hand and will now explain them to us.”

Once more, all eyes were on Clara. As unprepared as she felt, she knew the violence that awaited for non-compliance, so she began, “He seemed of rugged countenance but not a danger.”

A person from the crowd shouted, “How can that be? We know they are to be feared.” Clara's eyes narrowed, taking in the stance of the speaker.

“That is what we have been told by the Record Keeper.” A disquieted silence fell, “and this may be, but this
savage offered no violence. It is my belief that he was... curious of us.”

“Of you, Princess.” This came from one of the men which captained the pungy boat, used to navigate the oyster fields.

“Mayhap of me or it could be happenstance that I stood by the window, giving opportunity at just the right moment.”

Olive spoke next, “Tell us, your highness, what did it look like?”

The group in front leaned forward to catch her words, “He was of huge body and limb, with long hair to here,” Clara indicated her shoulders, “and of fierce expression.” Clara did not indicate clothing as it would be an embarrassment in front of the People, his nakedness scandalous.

The great time piece chimed four times, its deep timber reverberating inside the Gathering Room like a quaking of the earth. Steam rose to the sphere's arc, the hissing vapors seemingly disappearing.

The Queen broke through the questions with a final, “Enough of the supposed savage, let us celebrate my daughter's Day of Birth.”

Clara knew Queen Ada wished to know everything in private; an interrogation she would not escape.

Servants came forward with laden plates of grapes, cheese, and all matter of meats and pastries for the last course. A great cake was piled four tiers high. It was an absurd extravagance, more appropriate for a Wedded Joining than a birthday. They laid the feast at the foot of the royal dais on tables which had been arranged for the buffet. Another table was piled high with lavishly packaged gifts from her people.

Clara stood on feet grown shaky from stress and said, “Thank you all most kindly for your presence at my Day of Birth Celebration; I am most grateful for your allegiance and loyalty.”

Ada waved her hand dismissively. “Yes, yes Princess Clara, they understand that.” Her eyes narrowed upon Clara.

Clara thought that may be the case but felt the words were most important to say. The Queen cared not, but loyalty was an uncertain thing, cultivated through decent treatment, not fear. A lesson her mother did not ascribe to. A lesson taught by her father, King Raymond, long-since passed.

Someone she never forgot.
  



CHAPTER 4

 


Clara leaned back in her gilded chair, Ada discounting her words of thanks to the People, as was usual. Ever since Clara's father had passed, Ada had taken to the cup. Clara suspected it had been thus even before his passing but he had shielded Clara from this weakness of the Queen. Clara felt that great yawning sadness blossom within her spirit whenever she thought of her dear father, his stewardship over her a memory which pressed uncomfortably against her mind. It was he who encouraged her to come to know the fields that supported their sphere, showing her each tool, cultivation technique and trade practice that kept the sphere solvent. Not like her sister sphere, the Kingdom of Kentucky.

The sphere of inequity, rather.

Clara glanced at Frederick and he smirked back. Loathsome man...if he could be called such.

Queen Ada stood. “Announce my daughter so the celebration may begin.”

The announcer of the week came forward. Because, Guardian knew, a new one was appointed at every turn because of the foulness of her mother's emotional river, a current which ran swift, changing its path without warning.

He bumbled forward, almost tripping on the deep crimson carpet which had been laid at the foot of the dais for this occasion. Ada scowled deeply, he cast a nervous glance in her direction then seemed to regain his composure. “On this Day of Birth Celebration, Princess Clara Williamson, daughter of Queen Ada, celebrates ten and seven years on this 6th day of June, in the year of the Guardian, two thousand and thirty.”

As with a Day of Birth Celebration, there was also one of death, which made Clara think of the day her father passed.

*

Clara sat by her father, his deep golden hair, once lush, now dying wheat against the pillow, his skin of similar pallor.

“Oh Father,” Clara said, pressing her father's cool hand to her cheek, “I cannot bear the thought of you leaving.”

King Raymond gazed at his daughter, his only child, seeing the woman she would become peeking out at the edges like lace under a skirt, delicate but strong. The challenges she faced would be
much, and he hoped that his imparted knowledge would be sufficient to render success in her duties. His heart was heavy with the burden of it. Of the kingdom that would soon be hers. Not in name, but by necessity.

“Dear Clara, it grieves me to leave you, but the Healer cannot fix that which ails me.” Clara held the hand which was too cool, an unhealthy gray, her father's breathing labored.

They looked at each other, an understanding forming. “Your mother is not well,” he said suddenly and Clara's ears sharpened at this. She and the Queen had never been close but the possibility of another parent's demise was untenable.

Kind Raymond saw her expression. “No, my child, fear not, she will not...die, as I am destined to this day. However,” and his gaze held Clara's, “I leave you with her unfortunate proclivity. You must try to appease her. And marry well, Clara-girl.”

Clara felt sick, she did not desire marriage. Seeing her look, her father laughed...which turned into a terrible gasping fit of coughing, making Clara's heart ache. When finally he could speak, “Do not fret Clara, this is years hence. You are but ten and two years and the idea of matrimony is a distant thing. But heed what I say now: you must marry a man of character.”

“What of love?” Clara asked.

Her father's gaze grew thoughtful. “That is not always the way of it,” he said with a faraway look in his eyes.

It was in that moment that Clara knew that King Raymond may have not wished to marry Queen Ada, her mother.

 


Clara was jolted back from her reverie by the procession of people wishing to embrace the Princess on her birthday. She noticed that Prince Frederick had come to stand next to her. She was angry at his presence. To usurp her as he did! With them not even husband and wife, he galled her. What made it bearable was Charles was the first in the receiving line. But his eyes were all for Frederick, his expression clear, do not lay hands on her again. Frederic's lascivious grin reappeared. He knew that Charles did not have authority over him, and in this way he was very much like Ada.

Charles' gaze slid away from Frederic to lock eyes with her. His brown eyes met her turquoise ones and he pressed her hands to his. He leaned toward her, giving the most intimate hug acceptable within societal protocol.

Frederic's eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Not too close, Mr. Pierce. She is, after all... spoken for.”

Charles pulled back, looking at him, face inscrutable. “Princess Clara is not yet wedded to you and I do not need the reminder, Prince Frederic.”

Clara's heart surged with triumph. Charles' logic was irrefutable, but not so impolite that Frederic could take offense. Unfortunately, he would always have his eye on Charles, their friendship, everything. She clamped down on her expression so Frederic would not see her mirth. Charles did see it, allowing a small smile to appear.

“Happy birthday, dear Clara,” Charles said.

“Princess Clara,” Prince Frederic corrected.

“Indeed,” Charles said, inclining his head toward me.

“I thank you, Charles, for your kindness.”

He understood what baiting Frederic meant to her, as she was unable.

Charles wandered off to stand beside the banquet table. The large, multi-tiered cake stood at rigid attention in the center, flora and pearls scattered at every level, shimmering and dancing colorfully.

Clara was distracted by the obligatory percentage of the People she greeted, with a smile that reached her eyes, saying the correct words, all the while her mind stayed consumed with the savage, his intense eyes a window to his soul. What did he want with approaching the sphere? He had not seemed afraid but from the time of her youth, she had been taught that the savages Outside were a danger. She had not seen evidence of such with this man. He seemed curious, not dangerous. However, without the safety of the sphere between them, would she have felt so bold in her opinion? She could not help but smile, the truth of it was she was brave because of the barrier the sphere afforded.

Finally, the procession finished, Clara walked to the banquet table, Prince Frederic easily keeping pace. The feast was spread before her in lavish display, pressed glassware in a rainbow of colors presenting the mainstay of her people. Oysters of every variety, with the complements of red potatoes, fruit salads and every manner of drink. Clara found her appetite lacking as Queen Ada stepped up beside her. As Queen, she was always first, Clara's celebration or no.

Clara was not prone to violence but her mother coaxed it out of her with regularity, as now. Ada swayed, putting a hand on Clara to remain steady, her full glass of wine gripped in her other hand.

Her drunken gaze found Clara, and she hissed quietly, “Do your duty brat-of-my-loins.”

Clara stared at her with thinly veiled disgust. Ada embarrassed her terribly but it would make things worse if she reacted, experience whispered in the crevices of her mind. Charles had been close enough to hear the interchange and glared at Queen Ada, who calmly stared back; she cared not what Charles thought, his loyalty was to Clara.

Clara turned and elaborately gestured toward the drunken Queen. “Please, see that you take first plate at my Day of Birth Celebration, my Queen.” Clara curtsied, the corset not allowing full movement, but she was an expert at fooling the eye as if it did.

“You may rise, Princess Clara,” Ada said, staring at Clara as if she were a bug.

Elvira hovered near the Queen's elbow (a constant thing), and piled her plate with every variety of oyster, lathering the whole thing with white sauce, specially prepared for her. Clara knew the wine was the only thing that held interest, the food wasted, but the Queen was entirely about the show. Did she even eat food? Clara doubted it, Ada was little more than a skeleton with skin. Clara gazed at the Queen, her hawk-like features framing eyes that were a deep brown, almost black, her hair being her best feature, Clara admitted reluctantly. A true black, it shone in the low light of the steam-chandeliers, a burnished inky thing that moved like black smoke while she struggled to control her staggering (Elvira gripping the plate she would not eat from). Ada towered over Clara, often telling Clara she was a runt and unattractive. Clara had never been one to admire her form in the looking glass like so many of the giggling girls her age. She did not take the time, the fields needed her attention, and Ada was enough of a mirror-lover for them both.

Olive stood at the ready as it was unseemly for royalty to dish themselves, but Clara would dish herself on her Day of Birth. She chose the almost foot-long oyster. These were her favorite, mild in flavor, with a pink undertone, the looks of it on the plate filled her with pride. They were most difficult to cultivate to that size, their girth covering the pressed glass plate in a satisfying way. Clara dipped a small amount of red sauce and covered the open meat with a fine dribble. Olive gathered a small salad plate and filled it with greens, adding a dressing that smelled like cheese, imported from the Kingdom of Indiana.

Clara sat at the Royal table, placed on a small dais, with King Otto, Prince Frederic and Queen Ada seated at a large, rectangular table with the Queen at the head. All other tables in the Gathering Room were round; not the Queen's, she demanded the head.

A carafe of wine sat at her elbow, King Otto simpering beside her, laughing at the foolish comments she made. Clara knew that he should have a care, as Ada was alarmingly lucid, especially when she was deep in her cup. This should not be, but it was so. She had seen other royals misunderstand and underestimate her, at their peril. This sphere, with its pearls, commonly used as a money; trading was heavy with the pearls. For all Queen Ada's drunkenness, there was motivation to stay within her good graces.

Clara played with the succulent meat of her oyster, finally cutting her first bite, placing it in her mouth, savoring the flavor while she held it on her tongue. Prince Frederic stared at her, his own oysters gone. They were an expensive thing and he had not taken the time to do them justice, a vision of gluttony, scooping and slurping them down in haste.

“Why do you eat them slowly?” Frederic asked.

“They are meant to be savored,” Clara stated, shrugging a bare shoulder.

His eyes traveled from her face then to her bosom, which made a delicate flush rise, like all true redheads, not an easy thing to mask. She hated how he looked at her. Somehow, this made her think of the savage, although she knew not why. His gaze had been penetrating but not intrusive.

When Prince Frederic looked at her she felt violated.

She glanced to the round table a few feet behind her and saw Charles watching Frederic and knew that he had seen the look, his expression dark. She dreaded what he might do; compromise himself to save her honor. She had Charles to thank for assuaging her royal loneliness. The son of King Raymond's dear friend, they had been friends since toddler-hood and she cherished his wisdom and friendship.

Prince Frederic laughed, “So easily flustered, Princess. You will be very... entertaining when we are joined.”

Clara looked down to hide her expression. She would have rather vomited on his shoes and feared that her face would show it. He was considered handsome, with his height and Nordic good looks. Broad through the shoulder, and trim at the waist, he was the epitome of what the Queen would name good breeding. But handsome is as handsome does and his heart was stained, stained with blackness. She lifted her chin and met Charles' stare.

Frederic gave them a considering look, putting each finger in his mouth to suck the oyster juices off.
  



CHAPTER 5

 


Bracus jogged through the familiar path, vines twisting up trees grown tall over time, the canopy offering filtered shade. Its lazy light speckling the bare flesh of Bracus' legs as they flowed, smooth and steady over gnarled tree roots.

He navigated the path without looking.

His lungs burning, Bracus felt his throat slits open fully to bring rich oxygen to his lungs. He climbed higher, heading for the caves where he would report to their president, Arthur Bowen. As Bracus neared the cave's entrance he whistled, high and piercing. To the uninitiated, it would sound like a bird's call of distress. To Bracus' comrades, it would alert them it was he, and not an enemy.

They moved as one in front of the cave's entrance, bows strung tight, arrows poised; the whistle had not softened their response; Bracus was pleased, putting on a burst of speed.

Their arrows were trained on Bracus until he revealed himself with his salute.

“Sir, what did you see?” Kingsley asked, lowering his bow.

The other sentry, part of the Band, was Matthew Charier. He would not relax his stance, his arrow pointed above and behind Bracus' shoulder from his higher vantage point. He literally had Bracus' back. He was a good man, too serious by far, but a warrior unlike any Bracus had ever seen. Not a tremor, Charier's shaft as steady as the trees which towered above them.

“Much. I saw much.”

Charier's eyes flicked to Bracus then back to their former position. He spoke tersely, but with feeling, “Did you reconnoiter our position from yesterday?”

“Let me debrief with President Bowen. Then when you set your bow upon the earth, we will meet at the fire and discuss the future here...our mutual future.”

Stephen Kingsley made a disgusted sound and stomped back over to position.

“No effort at stealth, Kingsley?” Charier asked without turning.

“You know that I tire of the endless reconnaissance, I wish to develop a way for our people,” Kingsley said, kicking a small rock into the woods below them.

Charier lowered his bow. “Do not let your temper overwhelm your intellect, stay vigilant.”

It was Bracus that turned to stare behind him, while his two finest guards argued amongst themselves, leaving the cave's most vulnerable point unattended. Bracus knew why he was in command, he would not be distracted. He was not easily distracted.

Or he had not been before the female.

Her face filled his vision, the soft creamy triangle, with eyes which glowed like the shimmering marbles he played with as a boy. They took up her face, a window to her soul. He wished to know that soul... linger in it like a scented bath on his skin.

Bracus shook himself, his iron-clad control reasserting itself.

“Quiet,” he hissed at the two warriors, almost nose to nose.

They looked at their leader, shame riding their faces.

“Charier, get that bow where it belongs.” Charier lifted his bow and nocked the arrow.

“That's better,” Bracus said, clapping him on the shoulder. He turned to Kingsley. “You are not one ruled by your temper, what say you?”

Charier gave a rare smile. “I too, tire of the incessant scouting ventures. We need to move now, before it is too late to save ourselves. You know that our females are fragile, and too few.”

Yes... Bracus knew. He never forgot it.

“Carry on men, we will discuss this more upon my return.” Both men saluted him and he inclined his head in a half bow, his body already turning to enter the cave. To debrief the president.

Bracus stepped forward, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dimness of the cave. This small, little known crevice in the woods had been a clandestine meeting area for every president with the Band since the time of the Evil Ones and the days when the earth breathed ash.

“Bracus,” President Bowen said, his face in shadows.

“It is I... with news.” Bracus came forward, dwarfing the president with his height. All the Band members were huge men, it was a large part of the defense. With their superior strength, physical acuity and throat slits, they were the perfect protectors. But without more people, there would be nothing to protect.

President Bowen, a man of few words arched heavy brows above deep eyes, waiting for his report.

“I have located the lead female. The one you say is a Princess.”

The sphere-dwellers had a strange hierarchy of leadership. Instead of presidents and advisers, they had kings, queens, princes and... princesses.

“You have been scouting this location for months, we must take her soon. Contact is critical.”

“She does not frighten easily,” Bracus said, thinking of her standing her ground as he rushed the sphere.

“Good, this is exactly what we need. A high-ranking female, one who can be reasoned with. She must hear what we say, deliver this message to her people, then there may be negotiation. Surely they wish to meld our two cultures, experience the Outside once more.”

Bracus would be driven mad to exist in a place that was nothing more than a gilded cage. But the female had always been there.

“I do not know that it is so. I have watched now these past four months. They labor in those fields for the shellfish.”

“Oysters?”

“Yes. These... oysters. They harvest them for food and the small gems which are found inside,” Bracus said, thinking of how different the female looked while surrounded entirely by men, her dress and composure utterly different. Bracus had watched her tending these strange watery fields from a boat of pink and green, its weather-beaten surface pushed forward by two men with long poles. Interesting work. The female was always intense, inspecting the strange shell creatures, returning some, collecting many. Her hair up off her neck, a slim column of white with the deepest color of burnished copper on top of her head like a dying flame, a lone flower.

She held his thoughts prisoner.

“Bracus?”

“Yes, President Bowen?”

“I asked you a question.”

Prisoner:
a deaf one,
Bracus thought.

“I apologize, I was lost in my own thoughts.”

“I see that.” Bowen started round the table, a circular one which had stood in that spot for one hundred years, papers sealed under glass in the center, under a sphere of their own.

His fingers trailed the edge of the table as he walked, standing uncomfortably close to Bracus.

Bracus stood still.

“Do you know why you were chosen for this assignment, Bracus?”

Not at all. “No.”

“Objectivity.”

Oh. Bracus was sure that he was not as objective as he had been upon the inception of this assignment.

“You are not...developing feelings for the subject.”

“Of course not. This is about establishing a rapport between our peoples. I have not lost sight of our objective,” Bracus lied smoothly. There was nothing that would stop him from initiating this. The thought of another male with the same objective... carrying it out instead of him.

It would be himself or no one.

“Excellent, I wish to make sure that we remain of one mind; the propagation of the species.”

Bracus backed away, circling the table in the opposite direction, grabbing the paper which lay under the glass weight with a pencil at the ready.

“Let me sketch the primary area of acquisition.” Bracus briefly laid the groundwork for the sphere, showing with fair accuracy its placement in front of the great forest which sheltered his people. To the east lay their sphere's traveling pathway, a small sphere which served as a tunnel of sorts. This sphere tunnel, as Bracus thought of it, seemed to be a vital method of trading with the other spheres. There were also several intersecting tunnels which traversed over the great lake ending in much smaller spheres, a place where many workers lived who tended the oyster fields, all under the great umbrella of the main sphere. Those workers would be picked up in the strange pink and green boats which filled the fields. Searching, rendering and gathering the shell creatures, with the female their unlikely leader. If she were so vital in their leadership, why was she not under guard? Why were their females not better secured? So many questions to which Bracus wished answers.

Bowen leaned over the paper, indicating the point where the main body of the sphere, bisected the sphere tunnel. “This is the point of acquisition we discussed. It is the most vulnerable area.”

“Yes. Kingsley and I feel that their unusual ventilation system needs to release at this area. Also, and this is most interesting, the outside air is drawn in.”

“Fascinating. Myself and the Advisers surmise it is some kind of elaborate cycle of air cleansing. We do not know how this is achieved.”

“Steam,” Bracus said, remembering the heat which escaped the pin-sized holes in the seam that connected the sphere with the tunnel.

“Indeed. The Evil Ones were quite advanced.” The president pressed his fingers to the throat slits on both sides of Bracus' neck, closed at present. He let the uncomfortable intimacy pass without rebuff, but not without effort. It was part of their history. As yet, no one knew why some had the slits and others did not. Females did not have them. Slit breathing was a sign that they would become part of the Band. If you were born with the slits, you would be a part of the protection of his people. No matter, slit-breathers were instinctively protective, it was part of the fiber of their being.

“We will plan for three weeks hence. There will be a new moon that night, with little light, it should be ideal to retrieve the female.”

Today's mission had been the last before acquisition. All the practice and planning were finally behind him. Bracus prepared to leave, the interior guards silently coming forward from walls illuminated by candles, preparing to escort the president to the first rendezvous point.

“Wait.”

Bracus turned.

“What do they look like? Up close.”

Bracus stood thinking.

“They dress strangely...”

“We know it was the Princess's birthday. Perhaps that is traditional attire.”

Bracus shrugged, he was not sure if this was so. However, it made some sense as she normally wore plain garments, which covered her whole body. But not this day. Today she had worn ribbons of gems in her hair, winking at him as he had gazed upon her.

“She is a tiny female, fragile. But fierce in expression. The males seem of adequate constitution.”

“Similar to our males?”

“Yes, but none that compare with the Band.”

“It is possible there is no environmental need for a Band inside the cocoon of their sphere.”

Bracus shrugged.

President Bowen pressed his fist to his heart. “Godspeed to a Goodman.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

“Until then.”

“Yes.”

Bracus strode out. Leaving the president in the care of the central Band, he swept by Matthew and Stephen, the two other parts to their trio, his balance.

They jogged off into the night, melting into the border of the forest, moonlight shone on their backs as the quivers beat lightly with their pace.

Bracus' mind was heavy with his duties. A terrible portent rode his consciousness. With the date in the palm of his hand, he should have felt reassured, but did not. He felt the promise of this meeting with the female lay under some vague threat he could not name. A shadow of disquiet laced it. He would come back to this spot, when it was not required to do so and watch her. Somehow he felt she was in danger and could not make the feeling leave him.

The three of them accelerated, the throat slits fully open, ragged tears catching the oxygen as they ran through the woods, swiftly moving towards home, towards their clan.
  



CHAPTER 6

 


Clara put her hands across her face, prepared to take a blow even knowing that Ada never beat her where it showed. The Queen prowled closer. In her left hand swung an emerald green decanter which glistened wetly, bumping her hip on her approach.

Clara thought it made a fine weapon for bludgeoning.

When she neared Clara, she shoved her right hand upon Clara's stomach, pushing with drunken might, Clara fell on the wood floor. She looked up at Olive, who winced as she landed, trembling and angry in equal parts. But Olive knew her role, had always known her role.

“Insolent girl,” Queen Ada roared, “how like your father you've become. You must work the oyster fields, you must show your gratitude for the masses.” She swaggered away, steadying herself as she walked by Clara's bedpost. The same one she used to brace for the lacing of stays.

Clara stood, gingerly and covertly feeling her ribs, which she had landed on, feeling grateful she had not been abused further. Olive and she exchanged a look. Better that Ada not set her attention on Clara again.

No such luck. Ada turned, her purple skirts swirling about her legs like grape vapor. “You will do what I ask. You will not embarrass me in front of our subjects.”

Clara knew it was useless to defend herself with the Queen but tried nonetheless, “My Queen,” Clara took a breath to continue, a rib squawking, “...I like showing gratitude to our subjects, as I think they remain loyal and joyous when they are treated well.”

“Yes... you would,” Ada said with derision, her chest rising and falling, the liquor a wave of rotten fruit immersing the room in a cloying smell of things which sicken.

Ada came toward her with purpose now, swinging the decanter in such a way that Clara's eyes became mesmerized by it.

“Dear Guardian,” Olive whispered.

Clara's thoughts echoed.

Ada came closer, her hips swaying in time with the decanter, her dark eyes glittering with resolve. This might be something that Clara would not recover from. She was resigned to the Queen's drunken rages, kept them secret.

But she had not wielded an object before.

The chamber door burst open, causing all to jump, except Ada, who was as calm as the dead when deep in drink.

“Who enters?” Her tone said, who dares to enter?

“It is I, Queen Ada; King Otto and Prince Frederic.”

Clara looked away from the Queen (not always advisable) to see the two monarchs and should not have. She felt the Queen's hand sink into her hair piled with pearls and was wrenched backward, the strand of pearls tearing. They broke free like birds scattered in the fields Outside. A hundred shimmering gems bounced and rolled across the glossy floor, pooling around everyone's feet.

Clara's neck was bent at a tortuous angle, as the Queen held her lips above Clara's ear. “Do not forget who is sovereign here, my daughter. Now get ye gone from my sight.”

And with a mighty push, the Queen released Clara. She stumbled over the pearls, which ran like an iridescent stream upon the burnished wood and tumbled into Olive's arms.

The king rushed over to dispatch assistance. “Do not touch her, King Otto. She needs help from no one. Do you, Princess?”

Leaning into Olive she whispered, “No.”

Ada's gaze narrowed. “Olive, sweet Olive, how you hate me. I see my abuse upon your face.” Olive lowered her eyes, never able to hide her expression from the Queen. “Best you not show your feelings, servant. Take her away.”

King Otto said, “Is this not her chamber?”

Prince Frederic stood beside his father looking at Clara with a contemplative expression.

“It is,” she remarked, saying it to the king but giving the full weight of her stare to Frederic. “Your son understands discipline, do you not?”

Frederic suffered another look at Clara, dismissing her. “Yes, I think Clara and I have an understanding of how things will be once we are joined.”

Clara started fantasizing a way for harm to befall him from that moment onward. A seed germinated inside the dark recesses of her heart.

She could not be under this man's authority.

Her mother's drunken ire was something she bore because there was no choice. But his? She needed to formulate a plan and did not yet know what. She would confer with Charles.

The king gave her a look that may have been sympathy. However, he was weak.
Her mother's pearls meant more than Clara's harm at the hands of the Queen, and later, his own son.

“Let us take our leave of her chamber, Queen Ada. There is much for us to discuss. I have brought some of my most prized grapes that I wish for you to sample,” he wheedled.

Clara watched Ada's expression take on the greed so prevalent with her, looking down at her decanter, its weight not as heavy now that she had stripped it of its contents. “Yes, I need not be here.” She swayed and King Otto steadied her by grasping her elbow.

Clara backed away, Olive's arm around her waist, Olive her touchstone. King Otto led Ada away, several times steadying her. With each step she took, Clara's breathing quieted. Then her attention was caught by Prince Frederic.

He stalked to where she and Olive stood and she felt Olive stiffen behind her. “Your hair...it is everywhere, you had better clean it up.” He reached out to stroke a piece that had been released when the Queen tore it free of its pearl bindings. Clara jerked away from his touch.

Frederic's hand fell away, his gaze darkening and then his hands were suddenly around her ribcage, jerking her forward. He wrenched her out of Olive's embrace, against his body and a small pain sound escaped her mouth which made him smile. His hands moved down lower, encircling her waist. “You will like my touch... very much,” he said as he bent down to force his hated mouth against hers, just as Charles entered her chamber.

“Release her, Prince Frederic.” Charles' expression was thunder contained. He and Olive looked at each other and she gave him helpless eyes.

Frederic set her away from him and she shuddered. Charles would pay for that comment. Charles did not care as of yet. He suspected Frederic's character but Clara had more than suspicion:

She had foreknowledge.

He turned to Charles. “Have a care, Mr. Pierce. Our interaction is none of your concern,” speaking with quiet menace. He was showing restraint, Clara did not believe it. It was so unlike him.

Charles' hands were fisted. “If you were not Prince, I would beat you senseless.”

“Ah...but I am, am I not?” Prince Frederic said, a cruel smile sliding into place.

Charles' frustration was evident, his impotence clear. “Have you no honor? She is a woman for Guardian's sake.”

“Yes, I am very aware; soon to be mine.”

“She is not a possession... a thing to own!” Charles threw his hands up in the air.

The silence fell upon them. The only sound was of the steam sconces, their flickering flames along the chamber walls hissing their presence, the time piece on the wall, clicking the seconds as they passed into before.

Prince Frederic suddenly laughed, “I will let this interchange disappear, I can afford to be gracious with those beneath me. After all,” his gaze slid possessively over Clara, “soon, I will see to it that her eyes never behold you again.”

Stinging heat bit into Clara's eyes and she knew they were the tears yet unshed, burning for release.

“You cannot take away her companions.”

“You will not 'go away', you will simply be unwelcome in our kingdom.”

Clara gasped, “We have not yet chosen where we may settle.” She could feel her eyes brim and held them wide so those tears which threatened would not fall. Olive moved up beside her, clasping her hand.

Charles gave her an anguished look. He alone could intuit what near servitude it would be in this loveless match; the abuse she would suffer with Frederic. Something unimagined but balancing on the chasm of her consciousness. Far worse than the Queen's drunken efforts.

Frederic gave a brilliant smile, tipping his hat at Clara and Olive, who stood stunned at his bizarre behavior, then he gave a small bow to Charles, who fumed.

Charles and Frederic stood staring at each other in aggressive regard, one pale and one dark, evil encased in lightness.

He walked out without a word, leaving the massive door ajar.

Clara glided over to her fainting couch and slowly lowered her body onto it. Silent tears gliding down her face, partially covered by a curtain of hair. She watched dully as Olive, broom and receptacle in hand, gathered the fallen pearls which still littered the floor like glittering tears.

A satin waistcoat, quite lovely, appeared in her watery field of vision. Then vanished as Charles sat beside her, “Dearest Clara,” Charles began, placing a light hand at the base of her neck, wrapping it with long fingers which circled almost to the front of her throat. Such strength in that large hand, but what tenderness as he held her neck in the palm of his grip.

He pushed her head under his chin, his hand still holding her neck and the sobs came. Great, silent, hiccuping wails held quiet by habit, she could not get Frederic's wretched face out of her mind's eye. His smug patience, knowing it was a matter of time... a matter of when, not if.

She would not be powerless. Her father's teachings had not fallen on deaf ears. She had not built his empire to let it fall into governance by a Prince drunk not with wine, but with power. Charles whispered sweet endearments into ears stung by the night. A night that had been less celebration, and more survival.

“I cannot protect you... but somehow I must. He is dangerous. I fear he will hurt you.” Charles said, running his thumb up and down her throat.

“Charles is correct. He is not a real Prince of his people, my lady. He wishes to marry for power, for the pearls. He wishes to be drunk like the Queen,” Olive lowered her voice to a whisper, tucking her voluminous skirts under her knees as she knelt before Clara, “but not by wine... by greed.”

She was so right, dear Olive was absolutely right. They knew what was happening but what to do with that knowledge?

“Refuse the crown,” Charles said suddenly.

Clara wiped her eyes and sat up straighter looking at Charles, “Whatever do you mean?”

Charles had a stroke of insight and waved her lack of understanding away, “Queen Ada commanded you would not be Queen if you refused this arranged marriage, yes?”

Clara nodded, that had been so.

“Then refuse the crown. You do not care for all this.” He gestured around the room with its extravagant appointments, every surface velvet, satin or silk. Precious metals gleaming like small anchors randomly in a room holding every manner of implements and comforts.

That was true. Her richest treasures were with her now, breathing the air that she did. She looked at Olive and Charles, knowing what she would say next would upset them, “I do have that choice. However,” Clara swallowed, this was most difficult, “I am royal. It is more than a hollow allowance, I am the caretaker of my people, my subjects. If I am not Princess Clara for them, they will be left to the devices of the Queen. That, I cannot abide.”

“Clara,” Charles moaned in defeat, “think on it, do not martyr yourself for us. What good can you do as Princess to his Prince... if he means your death?”

Olive sucked in her breath, for Charles had said their fear out loud. It would be easy for something to befall Clara, with Prince Frederic the ruler of both spheres. The failing Kingdom of Kentucky and her own. Her head ached with the potential for it all.

Her gaze suddenly wandered to the sphere wall and she thought of the savage she had seen Outside. How she longed for help for a new way, a way to save her people from the hardship of this forced union.

Charles stood, and clasped their hands, Olive rested her head upon Clara's shoulder, “Let me think on it. There must be another way.”

Charles leaned forward, releasing her hands and putting one on each side of Clara's face, palming the entirety of it, and placed a gentle kiss upon her forehead.

“Are you hurt?”

“Nothing I cannot bear and bring to wellness in a fore-night or two.”

“The Queen,” he hissed.

She nodded. He closed his eyes and finally... Charles pulled away, his forehead breaking contact with Clara's.

He began to walk to the door then stopped, turning, he pulled something out of his pocket. A small, velvet bag in deepest blue, cinched with an icy blue ribbon, he walked back over and placed it inside Clara's palm, “This is what I meant to do when I came upon... when I came upon... the circumstance.”

Clara nodded, it was difficult to describe.

She slipped the ribbon open, its gauzy weight as light as a feather atop a pen, and scooped out a chain of precious silver. At its end hung a large, single pearl, held in a spider web gallery; complicated filigree surrounded it like an embrace.

Clara's head jerked up and she looked into Charles dark eyes, “A Samuel Pearl,” she breathed out in reverence. The rarity was beyond compare. In her water sphere fields, there was a tiny field for raising the rare, Samuel's Pearls. They were named for her grandfather's grand-sire, a man who had never set foot in the sphere, but perished in the Outside, in the time when the earth was covered in ash.

Charles' beautiful smile broke across his face like the sun of the Outside breaking free of clouds, “I knew you would love it.”

“I love it because of who gave it,” returning his smile with one of her own.

Charles ducked his head, pleased, “Let me place it about your neck.” She turned and he laid her heavy hair aside, securing the clasp behind her neck, rearranging the tousled hair over it.

“Oh, Princess, it is so beautiful against the creaminess of your skin, you must address the looking glass.”

None of them said anything about the bruises; the Queen's careless abuse in evidence.

Clara gazed into the looking glance, staring at the large pearl, the size of her pinky nail, a deep ebony, shining with metallic green iridescence. The luster encompassed the sea gem where it glowed softly at the hollow of her throat. Olive and Charles stood behind her. Clara noticed her disheveled hair, tendrils of deepest bronze escaping and suddenly felt older than her ten and seven years.

Clara watched Charles stroke a thumb over the grape-sized bruise at the side of her throat, his expression sad. It said, how much longer could she bear the mistreatment... could
he?

Charles gave her a gentle squeeze on her shoulders, his big, warm hands a momentary comfort, then he released her.

“I must go,” he glanced at the hanging time piece, one half hour until midnight struck.

Charles leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead, “Happy Day of Birth, dearest Clara.”

He straightened, a strange expression coming over his face, then he seemed to shake cobwebs away and saying a final good night, he left her chamber.

Olive had followed him and shut the massive door, engaging the huge brass bolt. She turned around, leaning against the door, her relief a palpable thing.

Clara watched Olive walk toward her, “He loves you, Princess.”

She loved him too... but she was not in love with him, he was her dear friend. Clara sighed, “I do not know for a certainty that he loves me any differently than I do him. We have been friends since grammar school,” she shrugged the idea away.

“No, it is different. He watches you as the sun orbits the earth, it is total.”

Olive's words were disturbing. Clara did not wish to mean that much to anyone.

“You have not encouraged his affections, but they exist, my lady.”

Clara said nothing, instead, moving toward the bedpost she twined nimble fingers around the part which narrowed. Her eyes following Olive as she moved to close the heavy drapes that stood open to the blackness of the Outside. They lay slightly damp against the veil of the sphere wall, the steam from the day clinging tenaciously to the fabric, adding weight. Olive used both hands to pull the two sides of the curtain together, the wooden rings sliding over the rod seamlessly but slowly, hindered by the heaviness. Finally, they were closed and Olive moved up behind Clara. Olive began at the top stay, releasing it carefully. With the first stay undone, it was usually a matter of synchronicity with the rest... however, release the first in haste, and each stay needed hand release, a bother at the very least. Clara gave a grateful exhale as the stays loosened and her ribs and breasts escaped the prison of the corset.

Olive breathed a sigh of relief, “The usual damage has been avoided, Princess,” Olive said, a discerning eye roving her torso.

“Oh?” Clara inquired. It felt about the same as all the damage she always suffered when Ada raged against her.

“Yes... it was the corset, my lady, the corset bore some of it.”

Of course! The dreadful encumbrance was worth something after all. The irony was not lost on Clara.

The rest of the garment slid off easily without the resistance of the corset. Olive folded it over the back of Clara's vanity chair, the dress obscuring the ornate bones of the polished wood, like glass in repose.

She returned with Clara's dressing gown which Clara took to dress herself. How she detested being dressed, this singular step she could do. As she took the gown, she bestowed a grateful smile on Olive. She was someone that had been steadfast and loyal throughout, in the terrible years after her father's passing, and before.

The dressing gown on, Clara walked to the vanity chair, sitting sideways so as to not interfere with the dress, while Olive gave her hair the hundred strokes.

Olive sighed, frustrated, “I am sorry, Princess, I will have to remove these ruined bindings.”

Olive carefully unwound the mess of the bindings, a few pearls still clinging to their careful housing, now beyond repair. Clara's hair shone as burnished copper in the faded golden light cast by the overhead chandelier, its cut glass globes piercing jeweled rainbows on the interior walls, some prisms absorbed by the wall of the sphere.

Clara, not one to talk idly, sat trancelike, as Olive brushed her hair, a ritual Olive's mother had established before Olive became her lady-in-waiting. It had never failed to calm her, especially after a horrible night at the hands of Ada. But this night, Clara could not calm herself, the normalcy of this routine stolen from her.

Olive paused in her brush strokes, “What disturbs you, my lady?”

What did not disturb Clara? Her Day of Birth celebration beginning with a face-to-face engagement with a savage, the spectacle of her mother's drunken behavior, the menace of her later in Clara's chamber, with the finish of Prince Frederic and Charles almost coming to blows? Oh... nothing of consequence! She must give just due to Olive, for this was all that she knew; the Queen drank, she beat Clara, Clara resolved to say nothing. Clara wished upon every star that lay Outside in its captured velvet...that she could do something to establish protective measures against Queen Ada. But the threats lay dormant, ready to be activated if Clara chose not to cooperate. Cooperate or the people of her Sphere would be ruled by tyranny, not mutual respect and collaboration. The ways of her father would not be forgotten because she was incapable of preserving them. That streak of resolve always held her in its fist when the days grew dark in Clara's soul.

Clara thought of her father, even though it made her sad, her memories of her girlhood in the oyster fields alongside her father were dear to her. She ruminated upon them more frequently than she cared to admit... even to herself.

*

Clara looked at the oyster King Raymond held in the palm of his hand, its wavy and hammered surface belying the succulent sea meat held inside, the pretty gem nestled in its dove gray folds. How the oysters fascinated young Clara! Each one a surprise. The pearl their reward for diligently and studiously care taking them until their maturation reached an end.

“Clara-girl,” King Raymond began, prying open a too small shell, one even she knew was not yet ready for harvest, “this young is not yet ready for yield.”

“No father! Do not, I wish no harm to befall the oyster.”

Her father gave her a look of soft compassion, “You must learn just the correct moment in an oyster's life span for harvest. One day, I will not be here, and who will make certain that our way of life continues?”

“You will always be here, Father!” Clara cried, smoothing her yellow skirt over her knees anxiously, the hem grazing the floorboards of the pungy.

The king gazed across the water, looking at the small spheres scattered about the Great Lake, as it had been called in his father's father's time, “One day, even I will be no more. It will be your job to steward over these creatures.”

He pried the shell apart, not a smooth practice, and inside the creature was undersized and the gem was but a sparkling speck, the color not yet true.

“Pay attention Clara,” she leaned forward, her father poking the flesh of the creature with his prying tool so she could see the interior of its home encased in shell. After they had examined it together, he placed the oyster in a wooden bucket with rope for a handle.

He gathered another oyster, this one of proper girth and length, stretching past his palm, almost to the tips of his fingers, “This is ready.”

Prying... it sprung open, splashing muck about the pungy, splatter falling on Clara,(she had the disquieting thought that mother would be cross). She was often cross with Clara, especially when she rode the pungy with father.

The creature was full to bursting its house (as Clara thought of the
shell) a glimmering gem cloistered inside the folds, its luster in stark relief against the dull-colored creature within. It was beautiful, the pearl was beautiful.

Father plucked the pearl out, the juices of the creature still covering it, and gave it to Clara. She immediately dunked it in the fresh water bucket, getting some of the grime off. It seemed to wink and glimmer at her from her palm... her first pearl.

She looked up at her father, delight on her face and he smiled back, “I also loved the fields and what they held when I was a lad.”

 


“Princess?” Olive held the brush in her hand, staring at Clara in the looking glass' reflection. Clara had been ten spheres away, in the depths of her memory.

“Yes, Olive?”

“I asked, 'what disturbs you'?”

So much to speak of, but she did not wish to go through it all again. Once in her mind was enough for tonight, “My thoughts lay heavy on me. Tomorrow, I will escape some of the Prince's attention by checking the fields.”

“Queen Ada will not be pleased.”

“I know.” Her mother wished to have others fulfill the oyster supervision duties, but Clara felt compelled to oversee much of what had been cultivated for over one hundred years within her family. After all, Ada was not from this Sphere originally, but the Kingdom of West Virginia, where there were no fields. What did she really care what happened to any of it, with her precious grapes in sight? Clara was her vehicle for their continuation.

“I tire, Olive. I would sleep now.”

Olive put the hairbrush down without a word, folding the bedding back, Clara slid underneath her coverlet, her eyes like great weights dragging her under. Struggling to stay awake, her eyes followed Olive as she dimmed the sconces and the chandelier from a central switch located just inside the chamber door. With one last look at Clara, she retreated to a smaller door which led to her much smaller chamber.

The last thing Clara heard was the lock clicking into place as she fell into a dreamless sleep of exhaustion.
  



CHAPTER 7

 


Charles lay in bed within his small chamber thinking of Clara... again. That was usually where his thoughts lay. Aside from her being the most beautiful creature he had ever beheld she was a most excellent friend. He rolled over on his stomach, his chin resting on his fist instead of a pillow. A heavy sigh escaped him, what to do? That strumpet of a man lay in wait for Clara, whoring himself with aplomb for the wine-pearl treaty. While Clara was held like a fragile tether between the two factions. If only King Raymond were still alive, he thought for the thousandth time, good Guardian, life was a wreck at present.

Sleep evading Charles entirely, he ripped the bedding away from himself and sat up, his naked form pale against the darkness of the bed linen. He padded over to the wall of the sphere, its clarity allowing the blackness of the Outside to permeate his chamber. His eyes roamed the Outside, the Great Forest an outline of staggered black against a deep sky filled with stars, the moon on the wane.

Clara had seen one of them today... a savage.

A new thing to worry over.

Although, curiously, she had said she sensed no menace in the brief snippet of time they had to regard each other.

Their history warned clearly in that regard, they needed to be ever vigilant with the savages. The Time Keeper had made it known that they were a people apart, possibly not even the same species. Charles doubted that. Early sketches showed them looking very human...if not larger, fiercer. As a boy, Charles had looked at many hand-written accounts and sketches of the savages, and they were markedly similar; large men (a female had never been witnessed), with unkempt hair and clothing (and from what Clara had conveyed, a shocking lack thereof). Weaponry had been noted as well: spears, knives and most prominently, bows and arrows. Charles thought of his own sword practice. It was not something that was required in his occupation, but was of keen interest to him. However, there was also the matter of the airways on the throat Clara claimed to have seen... gills, as a sea creature has. Charles could only surmise that this was in some way an environmental response to the air quality of the Outside. He longed to explore Outside, but it also filled him with a nervous dread. Would he survive? Because breathe he must! Charles understood Clara had been safe behind the security of the sphere but he had a disquieting portent of the proximity of the savage. What could have been the reason for his close approach? Were they being watched?

He did not like it.

And what if they possessed salt? What if they knew the weakness of the sphere's defenses he thought as he paced the room.

Charles went over the events of the night and how unable he was to protect Clara. The abhorrent Queen wielded her tyranny over Clara with a singular focus that drove him mad. Where was her compassion for her own offspring? Charles dreamed of dispatching her... permanently. The idea swelled in his head, especially acute after witnessing Clara's stiff posture. Seeing Olive's expression, Charles knew what had occurred. Clara dismissed his concern, accepting the rages as part of her duties. However, what if Queen Ada lost total control, deep in the cup as was often? Clara was a small female, her mother was not. Charles shuddered, Clara said that it was better that Charles had some contact with her, rather than none. “Do nothing,” she had said, “so that we may have a friendship. Do not defend me, or she will never let us consort.” That was all well and good in theory, but Charles brooded, remembering the bruise that blossomed on the whiteness of her throat, his fists unconsciously flexing. He had never wished to harm a female; but the Queen made him rethink himself.

Further, Prince Frederic was of a similar ilk, a male with the same disposition as the Queen, a terrible reality for Clara.

Putting a forearm against the sphere wall, he leaned his head on it, gaze fixed on the Outside, his flesh sinking into its permeability. How he wondered what it would be like to breathe fresh air of the Outside; to have answers to the questions that ricocheted around his skull! To not be surrounded by heat and steam? He and Clara often spoke in hushed tones of escape and exploration; she as interested as he. With a curse, Charles swung around, heading back toward bed. He must get rest, tomorrow was a full day in the fields with Trading Day one day hence. And...a plan must be devised to save Clara, his Clara (before he could stop the interior sentiment from forming).

He sat back on the bed, rubbing his eyes, grainy from the lateness of the hour, his eyes locked onto the small photograph of Clara that sat on his night table. A stiff pose could not counteract the vulnerable eyes that filled her face, the black and white colors emphasizing the lightness of them, showing as the palest gray. Her personality could not be denied in that face, he could see it.

He loved her.

Charles flopped back against his pillow, hoping sleep would come. He thought of the long days in the field, wishing a portion might be spent with Clara. Afterward, a small joy would take place as he sparred with Clarence, his steadfast opponent in sword fighting, how he dreamed of being a guard at the sphere intersects!

As sleep claimed Charles, his mind filled with the dangers of saltwater, and what it would mean to the sphere, to all of them, if that safety was breached.
  



CHAPTER 8

 


Clara's eyes came open and she stared at the apex of the sphere, there to greet her as it had each day she could remember. She listened for Olive stirring in the adjacent chamber of their huge, interior house. Modeled after row houses similar to the ones she had heard tales of from Before, every house was connected to conserve space. The sphere was a sound-absorber and noises from one dwelling to the next were not easily heard.

She shifted to her side, automatically looking at the drapes, which Olive had closed last night, her side aching dully. The corset had not buffered all, she noted. Of their own volition, her feet swung free of the bed linen and she hopped off the bed, the blood rushing to her extremities. She used a hand on the bedpost to steady herself then began slowly walking toward the drapes. Interesting... now that the savage had been spotted, the drapes were closed. After all, who concerned themselves over privacy when no soul left the sphere? However, with a savage coming inches away from the sphere's barrier, there was new concern over... whatever it was they were seeking. Aside from the beating and rough handling of the prior evening, Clara felt robust. A new day awakened with the promise of the fields and work ahead of her.

Working the fields made Clara feel accomplished... centered. Most importantly, she felt closer to her father. While she stood, legs anchored, her pole drivers guided the boat with smooth wooden poles used until they whittled away into nothing.

Clara stretched her arms above her, inhaling deeply, the rich humidity of her environment a salve on her throat. Smiling, she thought how convenient it would be that the queen would be feeling ill until mid-day, the consequence of her over-consumption. That suited Clara perfectly. She would be dressed, breakfast eaten and in the pungy before the Queen alighted from her bed.

First order of the day would be to open the accursed drapes. She detested the light from the Outside dimmed. Prince Frederic would be similarly disposed, the sloth. He thought nothing of getting up at the noon hour as routine, also perfect.

The drapes felt damp, Clara turned her body, using the strength of her legs for momentum, and with both hands, strode the left side of the drapes to the right, sweeping them behind the large, brass holder, which resembled a semi-circle. Head down, Clara walked quickly to the other side, using the same manner, putting some energy into the opening of that side. Swinging the heavy cloth behind the holder, the heavy material barely captured behind the brass, she turned to survey the Great Forest Outside.

A face loomed in her view, and her breath caught in her throat. By sheer habit, only a small sound escaped her. She realized she was half-naked before a man she did not know and was gazing at her with curious abandon. Her arms, ankles and half her back was showing...and Clara was frightened. This was clearly a different savage from the first. There had been a deep intensity with the former, but this one looked angry.

 


So this is the female that Bracus will take. He looked down at her obvious surprise and took pleasure in it. Bracus was weak, wanting this one, no female should have a hold over a male. No matter how much their captain thought he kept his feelings to himself, it was obvious to
this
guard what he felt. He looked at the fragile-looking female before him, trying to fathom what she could possibly offer the Band. She was interesting with her strange eyes, and deep red hair and the pale skin like the full moon. Women were not easy to claim in his clan or anywhere outside, fights would break out. The women had great power of choice over whom they would mate with, be with. This strange sphere held many, from the captain's reports. Reporting was all well and good but he wished to see up close. He watched as she backed away, wrapping the strange garment around herself tightly in an effort to hide her body. Why did she do that? He thought that strange. She seemed frightened of him, and he touched the wall which separated them.

 


He touched the sphere's wall from Outside and Clara leaped back, yelping. She hated the sound but couldn't help herself, he had startled her. She could not hear him, but he felt differently to her than the other savage. This one... she felt menace from him.

She jumped again as Olive came up behind her, “Is that he? Is that the savage?” she said excitedly.

“No. It is another.”

“Look at how he stares.” Olive had never in all her years, seen a male with so great expanse of skin showing. There was no kindness in his face, no softness. He was all hard angles and planes, all male. Then she saw it... the gills, “Your majesty...”

“Yes, he has them too. I see them.” The gills opened only slightly with his breath.

Both women were well away from the window when Olive asked, “Does he threaten you, my lady?”

“I do not know. But he feels differently than the savage who charged the sphere one day past.”

 


The savage stared at the two women. The one who had come through a door, entering the room of this woman... the Princess.(He scoffed at such leadership.) She was taller and wider of hip. A good breeder, he thought absently, his gaze roving back over the small form in front of him, her eyes blazing with heat. Yes, he would have her; dismissing the other female; she of the dull brown hair, and eyes which matched. He would have the red-haired one, the Princess. He noticed that she had marks on her throat. Someone had handled her roughly. A female abused...who could have done it? Mayhap females were not prized inside the oddness of this structure? Possibly she liked this interaction...he was puzzled anew. Looking around, the guard resisted his longing to gaze unabated, to plan with her figure before him. Instead, he would take his leave and when the time was right, he would capture her for himself. No one would be the wiser. He looked at her a final time, yes, he supposed he could see what Captain Bracus liked. He would never have it and it pleased him, it would be his secret.

 


Clara watched him look at her again... a considering look which made her heart speed, and then he ran off. No, that was not entirely accurate, he sprinted to the Great Forest's edge. He turned to look again, as the savage from the prior day had, then melted into the woods as if he had never been.

“I do not think it wise to close the drapes from this point forward, Princess,” Olive said as they stared after the savage.

“Yes, I think the whole group of savages could make an appearance and I, for one, would like to see them advance. This one gave me quite a start. I opened the drapes and there he stood.” Clara felt disconcerted. This did not have any of the excitement or curiosity of the other meeting. It made her anxious.

Olive turned to her, “Did you take in the sheer size? The breadth of chest, the height? He is a huge male!” Olive said in a tone of reverence. Clara would put a damper on that.

“And what of it, Olive? Let us put it in the proper context; would you be this enthralled had there been no barrier?” Olive shook her head, looking chastised.

“Princess, I do apologize, but for the love of the Guardian, he does impress one!” Clara understood that he was different enough from the men inside the sphere to be a novelty, but she could not slip the feeling of foreboding.

“I say that we exercise caution, Olive... and tell no one as yet.”

“But, my lady, the Queen should be told. Or what of Charles?”

Clara deliberated, rolling her bottom lip under her teeth, biting down, nibbling to ease her tension.

“I know not, but I do not wish to have more of the Queen's speculations upon me. With another savage seen at my bedside window,” Clara gestured with her hand to the Outside, “she could imprison me further. Speaking of which.. .I dare say it is time I dress and get to the fields.”

Olive sighed, her lady was stubborn beyond measure. Dare she go behind her back and at the very least, alert Charles that the savages have marked the Princess in some way?

The Princess's finger was suddenly under Olive's nose, “Do not think of it. Tell no one. Your face shows your feelings, Olive, you must learn to school them, especially around the Queen.”

Olive curtsied and thought that may be the end of it.

“I wish to see Sarah before the fields.”

Olive turned, “My lady?” That was an unusual turn. The princess did not typically linger in the morning, preferring to escape the Queen's notice as early as was possible.

“Yes, I wish to see Sarah, and... briefly visit with her.”

“Does she not have schooling, my lady?”

“Yes.”

Olive thought this odd, however, it may ease her mistress if they could confer. She went to the huge wardrobe which held the Princess' articles and clothing. She chose with care, the Princess was not one to enjoy the finer clothing that the Queen did. As summer was upon them now, she felt the linen best suited to the climate with the cotton blouse. She chose low-slung heels in leather, a scarce thing nowadays. She rifled around, slinging silk stockings over her shoulder, gathering the shoes, skirt and blouse, walking the whole of it to the bed and laid it on the made portion. Her thoughts engrossed in the encounter with the savage. He was everything that the princess had said they were. He was by far, the largest man she had laid eyes on. Even with as tall as Charles and [the horrible] Prince Frederic were, these savages were half a head taller, she would have guessed. And the nakedness... it made Olive lust for them, and the Outside. She giggled.

“What say you, Olive?” Clara smiled at Olive; who was prone to be silly.

“Oh, it is nothing, my lady, I was lost in my thoughts,” she looked down, blushing.

“It is the male, yes?”

Olive nodded.

Clara was not sure about all the giggling and silliness that accompanied the supposition of the opposite sex, it was bewildering. She could not figure it. However, there were so few men that she could have considered as a royal, and now that choice had been stolen from her. What was there to suppose? Or, for that matter, to dream about. Better to keep her mind about her tasks... her people.

Clara sighed, “Yes, he was... definitely male enough.” Clara said, remembering the height, the menace, the impressive musculature.

“Oh yes mistress, frighteningly male!” she laughed.

Clara turned and threw a pillow at Olive, which winged her alongside her head and she laughed harder, unable to stand upright. Finally, she clutched the pillow and flung it back at Clara, who caught it deftly, hugging it to her chest, she laughed with Olive, just two young women, one a Princess and one her friend, forging an alliance in an uncertain time.

Clara dressed quickly, making sure that her skirt covered the ivory flesh of her ankles, it would not do to show those about, and gathering herself, she proceeded to the kitchen to eat a small bowl of oatmeal and honey. She set her sights on a quick chat with Sarah, her only female friend aside from Olive, a school teacher, wise and true. She would have wisdom to bestow.
  



CHAPTER 9

 


The Queen was not about at present so Clara took her meal perched on one of the servant's stools, her favorite place. The cook, William, whom she called Billy, as her father had before her, appraised her with knowing eyes, “Princess Clara, are you about the fields today?”

Clara nodded, “It is best I make myself scarce.”

“How is that different than your normal duties?”

“The Queen was in ill temper last evening and it would be well-advised that I take my leave early.” Clara dug into the oatmeal with relish, she would be hungry soon even with this porridge before her. Billy's eyes roamed her neckline, though high, showed a sliver of a bruise which marked the skin about the lace. She shifted, hoping that little bit of cotton cloth may slide into position.

“She been after you again?” His kind eyes held a long-standing compassion.

She sighed, “Yes. She was unhappy with my behavior at my Day of Birth Celebration.” Clara looked down at her oatmeal, appetite gone.

Billy put his face on his elbows, two hand's breadths away from Clara's, “She is a disastrous monarch, Princess, do not fret. Soon, you will be on the throne and she will not dare injure you then.”

“This is true, as long as the wine flows.”

He looked at the bruise buried on her throat, anger darkening his expression, “If the King were here, this abuse would not happen.” He held his wooden spatula like a weapon, his knuckles turning white from the grip.

“Speak not of that, Billy. We cannot change circumstance.”

“And Prince Frederic,” he sputtered but before he could go on she held up a hand, “Enough, my friend. I am honor-bound to attend my subjects, you know this.”

His sad face regarded her, “I do not have to like it, Princess.”

“Nor I.”

Clara pushed the half-eaten bowl of oatmeal away, standing and brushing off her skirts. Looking up she saw Billy staring at her, “I have prepared a pail for your lunch, my lady.”

Clara inclined her head in thanks, “Thank you so much.”

“You are most welcome. Tell my boys 'hello' for me.”

Clara smiled, thinking of the brothers which were the captains of her small pungy, aptly named, Clara's Folly. It had been Father's, who named it for his small girl that loved the fields and the pearls that lay within.

She scooped up the pail with her lunch, laid in ice...maybe the oysters would be fresh when she needed to eat them. She peeked inside and saw that Billy had packed her favorite, tangerines. She adored tangerines, bought at high price from the Kingdom of Michigan, who had acres of hothouses in which to grow fruit that filled one's palm. Her mouth watered thinking of it like the sweetest of candy.

Clara said her goodbye to Billy, making her way down the long hall which would take her through the middle of the Gathering Room. Upon entering, she glanced at the great clock which was a whisper away from chiming eight o'clock. She was later than she had meant to be, she needed to make haste, speak with dear Sarah, then very nearly run to the fields to be at the pier in one half hour hence.

Clara picked up her skirts, hustling along the corridor until she came to the front door, where the butler waited at the ready.

“Princess Clara,” Peter greeted her.

“Hello, Peter, how do you do?”

“Very well, Princess. Off to the fields?”

Queen Ada never spoke to the servants, she commanded them. Clara loved being the Princess to her people, they gave her purpose in the madness.

“Yes, but not straightaway. First I must chat with Sarah.”

“Yes, mum. Perfect, then the fields.”

He knew her too well, “Yes, then the fields.” she smiled. Peter, like Billy, had been here in the royal family home before she was in existence. They treated her well. Peter's eyes flicked to the mar on her skin, but said nothing. His eyes spoke for him, where hard anger glinted. Ada was not popular and the few that were wise to Clara's abuse made her even less so.

She gave Peter a frightened look, “Do not worry, mum, a word will not be uttered,” he said it tightly, costing him something not to defend her.

She let her relief show on her face, “Thank you.”

He nodded and held the door open.

Clara stepped outside, the concrete stairs, six in all, deep and wide, they stretched before her, curving around both sides of the staircase. Walking to the end of the cobblestone path, opening the iron gate, she turned, latching it behind her. Her hand still resting on the black iron she glanced up at the Royal Manse, loving the look of it, as ostentatious as it was. The stained glass artisans, having outdone themselves with scrolling flowers and animals gracing all the tops of the windows, offering jeweled light inside every nook, albeit interior sphere light. As a child, she had enjoyed playing on the stairwell, the stained glass panel at the turn, one that still enraptured Clara. The scene was one of a fantastical mermaid, a woman captured in a net, the sea all about her in a riot. She had asked her father of it.

*

“There is a sea Clara, far beyond here.”

“Outside, Father?”

“Yes, far beyond the spheres, as the seawater can damage the spheres.”

“What must it be like, Father?”

“You remember the field of Samuel's Pearls?”

“Yes, the field under guard?”

Her father nodded. It was the singular saltwater field, where special protections were in place because of the dangers of saltwater. The rare Samuel's Pearls were cultivated there.

“That was named for my father's father, Samuel.” He saw her expression and laughed, “Yes, there was an actual Samuel. He had a daughter, Stella. And when she was a girl, they would holiday in a place named Cape Cod. This place stood on a great sea, called the Atlantic Ocean. In this place were cold waters, which tasted of salt. There is a ground there, which lay at its feet, of small shells that are crushed, the water moves back and forth on this carpet of sand. Samuel said that his daughter made castles of sand at the edge of this sea.”

Clara stood silently, thinking of a girl her age, at the edge of a great water where the real sun shone, and the wind moved the waters. She sighed with pleasure, “Are there mermaids?”

Father laughed from his belly, “No, those are myth. But, I will tell you...that your eyes remind me of the sea. Those waters look like your eyes, Clara. A part of the sea remains with you. You have only to
engage the looking glass to know those waters.”

Clara stared at the mermaid, suspended in raging waters, pearls glistening in hair the color of butter, her eyes a pale lavender blue, the glass increasing the intensity. The pale light from the sphere piercing the glass, she seemed to float on a mist of emerald waters washed by brilliant blue.

She turned to her father, “Tell me more of the sea, Father...”

 


Clara turned away from the Royal Manse, and with it, the happy memory. She walked down the sidewalk, avoiding the unevenness of the wider street, leaving that for horses and carts, although there were not many. She rounded the corner, leaving the treed park to the east of her home and saw the sign hanging off a scrolling iron bracket, which read, School for Children, Reading, Writing and Arithmetic.

She glanced at the sphere wall, distracting herself by looking at the Great Forest Outside. Subconsciously, she was hoping to catch sight of the savages
again. Stumbling, she righted herself. She needed to watch her footing, in the transition between the sidewalk and a boardwalk made of wood to the wider street with uneven cobblestone, it was easy to lose ones footing. Careless of her. She hopped up the steps, her light beige linen skirt weighing her legs down as she moved. At least it was not the season for wool! That weighed an hideous amount.

She peered in the window anchored at eye level in a massive door made of oak and used the bell. It chimed shrilly and she saw a smart-looking girl, two years her senior stroll to the door, while faces appeared behind her, curious to see who was visiting. When they saw that it was she, the Princess, hands were raised with hushed whispers behind them.

Sarah's face appeared in the glass, slightly distorted by the waviness of the pane. Her pale blonde hair was plaited in a severe braid on the lower part of her head. Sarah believed in each hair in its place, but she could not contain her impish manner, she was lively, with a friendly countenance, a perfect disposition for a teacher.

“Come in, Clara,” she said Clara's name low, for it would be unseemly for anyone to address Clara thus, and as Clara stepped inside the foyer Sarah asked, “What brings you?”

“I wish to visit but must attend the fields. Mayhap later this evening you can call?”

“Does this have anything to do with your pronouncement last eve?”

Clara smiled, Sarah was anything but stupid, “Yes, and there are other... more sensitive matters I wish to discuss.”

Sarah laughed, clapping her hands together, “Brilliant! Just name your time, Princess.”

Clara grinned, she thought Sarah wonderful. She was just the balm Clara needed and quickly calculated the safest time, “What of half past seven o'clock?”

“That is perfect. I will see you then.”

Clara gave a quick look down the corridor and saw a paper glider fly through the air, meeting its mark in the pigtail of a stout girl with deep chestnut hair, who squawked, “Thomas Harding, I am telling Miss Sarah.”

Sarah rolled her eyes, “I must go.”

Clara nodded, holding back laughter and Sarah leaned in, giving her cheek a kiss. And with that, the door closed and Clara watched Sarah regain control of a classroom run amuck.

Clara whirled, galloping down the stairs in a near trot (very unladylike, and certainly, exceedingly un-royal), at a near run for the pier. As she neared it, she could see the poles marking the fields, the water lapping the shore, the sand here not that of the great sea that Father spoke of but a respite from her life, one she would gladly take.

She could just make out the dark forms of Russel and Sydney. Their poles were buried in the soft muck of the bottom. She slowed her pace, seeing their laughing faces. They thought that she was most un-royal in her bearing. Clara agreed. Billy's sons waited for her as she approached the pungy. She used Russel's arm for balance upon entry into the boat, hopping down with expert grace, having done it a thousand times before.

“High color for your Highness.” Russel laughed, upon seeing her rosy cheeks.

“You were running again? A Princess running!” Sydney teased.

“There will be hell to pay if the Queen sees you, Princess,” Russel stated.

Sydney flicked the collar of her blouse, noting the bruise, “looks like there already was.”

The laughter faded as the men regarded her. She looked down, embarrassed. She should have insisted on a different garment, one that could hide Ada's fingerprints.

Russel used a finger to tilt her chin up so their eyes could meet, “no Princess, do not be ashamed. It is not you who should feel guilty, it is she.”

Sydney nodded agreement, “she needs some of her own handiwork laid upon her. She would understand better then, me thinks.”

“Shh, do not say such,” Clara put a finger to his lips and Sydney grasped it, kissing it then letting it fall.

Clara's blush deepened. Sydney had made it clear if she were not Princess, he would have courted her. It made things vaguely uncomfortable between them but Clara maintained more friends were better. She needed all the allies she could manage.

Russel cleared his throat, “Let us cast off.”

Sydney looked at his brother sharply, then nodded, “Yes, alright.”

They untethered the lines and Clara took stock of the wooden pails, she counted one only.

“Where is the fresh water bucket?” she asked, setting her lunch pail in the box built for such things.

Instead Russel was all for asking after her lunch, “What have you in your pail today, Princess?” he asked in that sly tone she knew well.

Clara laughed, he was after her tangerines to be sure.

Sydney wound the rope on the brass cleats watching the interchange closely, “Do not take what little food our Princess eats, brother,” he sounded with disapproval, his eyes roving over Clara's slender form.

Undaunted, Russel pushed the boat toward the fields with his well-worn pole, “Ah, the Princess has father pack extra of the sweet gems of orange, yes?”

Clara smiled, “Yes, I may have enough to spare... if you behave yourself.”

Russel grinned back at her, ever the jokester, he and Sydney's muscled forearms straining for just the right momentum as to not over shoot the first of the fields as they approached. The familiar woven fences came into view and the men stabbed their poles opposite each other to stabilize the pungy alongside the fence which held the oysters. Clara looked at their ghostly white forms under the shallow waters of the Great Lake, she held fast as the brothers used the stern to leap into the shallow water, rising fast to their calves. Clara readied herself to grade the first of their efforts.

The men searched the baskets for the largest (and oldest) oysters in the culch. There were few to be had, seeing the basket weighed down with less than a dozen. Clara sighed. She would need to use divers at the center of the Great Lake again, fed by the Ohio River. It was there that she would possibly meet the quota that the Queen had set forth. Ada wished to have the rare, round pearls instead of the baroque pearls that were the natural shape of what they cultivated. The round were lovely... but at what cost? Clara hated the need for divers, sometimes these males holding their breath for a depth of over forty feet. For what? A pearl to satisfy the Queen's need for yet another strand about her neck? Foolhardy was a word she assigned to the Queen more often than not. She gazed to the furthest point her eye could take her, where the middle of the lake lay, small sphere-dwellings surrounding the deepest trenches of the lake. By week's end, she would take the pungy to meet with the pearl divers, to inform them their services would be needed again. That would also mean a meeting with Ada. Clara could not avoid her all the time she supposed.

Russel leaped back into the pungy, making it rock chaotically to and fro, Clara's footing remaining true. Turning, he reached for the basket and dragged it inside, placing it on the floorboards. Clara looked at the biggest of the oysters, prying one and if adequate, take the rest for harvest. She grabbed her glove, and using her left hand, held the oyster tightly, grasping her oyster knife, she worked the tip in at the most open part by the hinge, moving back and forth until she finally flipped the knife vertically, breaking the stubborn shell open. Letting the muck drain while pressing the knife against the creature, Russel handed Clara the oyster fork so that she might search for the pearl.

There! It was in the interior fold closest to the back of the shell hinge. She moved it forward with her fork, the creature seemingly trying to suck it back into its crevice.

Clara plucked it out and gazed at it, holding the fat, pea-sized gem above her face, both men looking at it critically. She studied it; the size was perfect with the classic baroque “pinch” just off center. This field was cultivated for a perfect cream color and size, but, as with any organic thing, this oyster was not cooperating by yielding that butter color with a hint of pink. Clara brought the pearl down beside her and raised her eyebrows at the brothers.

“Pink,” Sydney said.

“Aye, it be pink, Princess,” Russel agreed.

She nodded. The Queen would wish the crop to yield that which was commanded but Clara knew that these results could be tipped. Perhaps it was the item placed that caused it. She asked the brothers.

“Glass, Princess, we use it always. It is what the Guardian's instructed for uniformity,” Sydney said.

It was confounding, Clara couldn't explain the color.

“It is not overly pink,” Sydney said.

“Just a sheen, is all,” Russel said.

“She will not like it,” Clara said, stomach becoming tight thinking about the Queen's displeasure.

No one asked who She was.

The remainder of the day was spent thus. Each field which yielded different size and colored pearls was checked, all but the pink were in order. Each field represented different colors at different levels of maturation, only the first field had a mysterious color result.

Drat.

After lunch, which was quite late, Clara used the fresh water bucket (that had been in a dim corner of the pungy) to rinse her hands of the sticky citrus of the tangerine. Russel not bothering a bit, but indelicately sucking it right off his fingers.

Clara laughed, “You enjoy the tangerines more than I!”

“Aye, 'tis true, Princess.” Sydney chuckled at the two of them with their tangerines, he not a bit fond of them.

The contents of their lunch put away, Clara said, “It is time to get back,” seeing how the sun had lost its highest arc, through the thick air of the sphere.

Clara looked at her time piece about her neck...half past four o'clock. Ada would most definitely be about and demanding an audience with her. Wishing to know how the fields faired, or rather, what they yielded.

Sydney, who read her well said, “Let us return to the pier.”

Clara nodded, wishing very much that she had the forethought to fetch a flat stool upon which to sit. Her legs were tired from standing the entire day. Tomorrow, she would need not be in the fields. Instead, she would attend Trading Day and see what wares the Royal Manse may need. That brought her round to thinking of Charles. Where must he be? She wondered if he had become busy in the other fields. Just as she thought it, there he was, skippering his own pungy.

“Hail Princess!” Charles called with a shout and a wave. His breeches tucked into supple leather boots of the deepest chocolate, tied in the front with laces which wound like Xs up the front. His shirt billowed behind him and his forearms bulged as he manned the pole. His younger brother, Alexander, “Alex” worked the stern as he worked the bow, only ten and two years and already a deck hand.

She raised a hand in greeting and called back, “Greetings, Charles and Alex!” She was quite happy to see Charles, a glad tiding to see him. His good will for her plain on every angle of his face, Alex a smiling mirror behind him.

Charles and Alex pulled beside the starboard side of her pungy, the brothers fixing large hands against the boats to keep them from hammering the sides together, Alex steadied the stern to anchor it.

“Are you heading back to pier?”

She nodded, “I am.”

“Excellent, I will accompany you.”

Sydney gave a glower, failing to hide his displeasure at Charles' interruption.

Clara sometimes thought her life was unduly complicated.

They moved alongside one another, Charles at their stern with Alex still aft, “What say you, Princess? What of your yield this day?”

Alex was a dear, “Yield is as expected, however...”

Charles glanced her way then back ahead of him, keeping the boats separated as the pier came into view, “What is it?” he asked without looking at her.

“A cream field that has a pink wash.”

Charles made a disgusted noise, “That will not be good.”

“Yes, I know that.”

The brothers kept their own council, not willing to add to her anxiety. Charles didn't bother, he knew the Queen would discuss the color. She would have to place blame somewhere convenient. No matter, Clara would deal with the consequence.

Clara stood straighter, squaring her shoulders, “In all truth, I cannot control the oysters. It is inexplicable why there be a color wash,” she said and shrugged. There was no more she could do.

They pulled up on opposite sides of the pier where the Pier Keepers took their lines, tethering them to the brass cleats on the deck, worn smooth from a million tethers, like golden cream laid solid.

Otis, a lean specimen of a man who was lead Pier Keeper, helped Clara out of the pungy and she turned, waiting for a brother to hand off her lunch pail. Russel did with a wink and a grin, “I do adore tangerines, Princess.”

Clara smiled, turning back to Charles, already on deck, “Let us walk together.” She gave a small wave to Sydney, who looked forlorn at her departure with Charles.

He turned to Alex, “You have the pungy and,” Charles dug around in the pocket of his breeches, finding his time piece on its copper chain, “one hour until supper, do not be late, or mother will have your hide!”

Alex ducked his head and Clara realized that the admonition must be warranted.

Charles confirmed this, whispering, “He does tend to dawdle about.”

She understood completely as she could be a champion dawdler when so disposed.

He, of course, knew that about her and gave a look between she and Alex, which caused a bubble of laughter to escape.

Charles frowned, “Dear Clara, do not encourage him.”

“Yes, I mustn’t encourage his dawdling.”

Alex giggled behind them as Charles swept her down the pier and away from the bad example she was apparently setting. The evening was shaping up nicely. Sarah would come calling at seven or so this evening and she had managed to put a peeve upon Charles, marvelous.

They walked quietly together for a time, looking at the houses, some with candles lighting as the supper hour drew closer.

“She will be angry, our Queen,” Charles said.

“I know. That, I cannot help, as well you know.”

“Let me accompany you as you explain the yield, the pink pearls.”

Clara thought about this. She mustn’t give him opportunity to avenge her in a fit of emotion. No, she would hope something else would assist her this evening.

“I think... she may be deep in her cup. As will be the case each day that King Otto and Prince Frederic dawdle here.”

A huge grin broke free across Charles' face, “Yes, they may dawdle about but I do not care for their dawdling half so much as yours and my dear brother.”

Clara had made a joke at the neighboring monarchs' expense and it was a small blight erased from her worry. She had only her mother's love of grapes made wine to possibly give her grace. With Frederic here, she was not sure how things would come to pass.

They had passed Sarah's school and this was the fork where Charles must split from her to venture to his own dwelling, “I do not require safeguarding this night, Charles.”

They stood underneath the street lamp which came on as dusk approached, its soft hissing giving away its operation.

Charles reached out a hand and pressed his palm to her face, the warm, dry hand that had helped shape games when they were young, guidance as they grew older, and tenderness when there was no one else, “You seek to protect me from myself, Your Highness.”

Clara lowered her eyes. Was she as transparent as all that? Could she not contain her expression better?

“Do not self-recriminate, Clara. It is who you are to think of others first. But think on this; what friend would I be to you if I allowed you to go to the Royal Manse unescorted, to face certain persecution for things that are not of your making?”

Clara did not have a fair rebuttal. She knew if their positions were reversed she would not leave his side.

“Alright, you may come with me. But, I implore you, say nothing. Do nothing. Promise me.” Her aqua eyes focused on his dark ones, hooded by the approaching twilight and he nodded, once.

He had meant it when he agreed. Some promises a person could not keep, even if their lives depended on it. That is what Charles would soon find out.
  



CHAPTER 10

 


Bracus, Matthew and Stephen slowed as they broke into the clearing, the clan fire burning brightly, a beacon of welcome after their long journey.

Members of the clan were gathered at the fire but it was the Band whose eyes Bracus sought. There they were, their height and throat slits an obvious marker of their status within the clan, noticeable even in the dim light. Bracus thought of how much the clan would benefit from additional Band members. But a strange twist of genetics made the choice for them. With just eight members, they protected the clan. Other, neighboring clans had near the same number...which led Bracus to think that it was greater than sheer coincidence. His thoughts traveled to the Evil Ones. They were somehow mixed about in these processes. As there was no record of this manifestation of physical differences before the Days of Ash.

Philip was even taller than Bracus and had a way of standing that flagged him to Bracus. Philip turned and gave a salute. Bracus nodded in return, then realized he may not be seen in the dim light and gave a short wave back. Philip strode to Bracus, clapping him on the shoulders as he stopped in front of him, “How goes your scouting?”

“Very well,” Bracus said, grinning. This was his childhood playmate, the one Bracus spent much time beating on and winning and losing battles with; practice for real war. Philip's hands fell away, the callouses of his dominant hand scraping slightly against the bare skin of Bracus' shoulder. Years of archery had beaten their forward hands into submission.

Matthew and Stephen walked toward the fire, shifting their weapons in preparation for disarming for the day.

Philip's broad shoulders blocked the light of the fire as he walked in front of Bracus, barring his words and expression from onlookers, “What of the female?”

“Can you not wait, brother?”

Philip grinned, “I cannot. I must know... what does she look like? Different from our females?” he asked, his head tilting to include the few that drew warmth from the fire.

“Much.”

That caused both men to turn and look at the lone pair of females near the huge community fire, its crackling presence flickering on the faces of all who were close. Bracus appraised them, John, “Jack” Blythe’s mate was one who leaned in against Jack, the newest member of the Band, his forearm wrapped protectively around her collarbone, he standing behind her with his chin touching the top of her head. His eyes met Bracus and he nodded, watching Philip and Bracus closely; the Band was protective of their mates. But only one of them was mated at present. Lillian stood in Jack's embrace, relaxed in the knowledge that her mate was a superior fighter, she had a protector of skill; a good thing for a woman of the clans.

The other female stood apart from all, Anna. Having escaped a clan she would not name, where a male had tried to force her attention, an abomination. Anna glanced warily at the two Band members, acting as if she might flee if they moved in the wrong direction.

Months she had lived here with his clan, and still she did not trust.

Philip sighed, sensing his brother's thoughts. “She wants no one. But there are ones who would want her if she was so inclined.”

“She is not yet ready.”

“Agreed.”

“Her fear is a terrible thing to see.”

Philip looked at him. “Yes, it is. But there are some males...” he let his voice trail off. Bracus was well aware that some clans were not run as uniformly as theirs. President Bowen wished to gather the clans together and institute a Police of sorts. Making the Bands of all the clans a universal protector.

Much to consider. It was a matter of priorities, the current one being the clan's sustainability; it was threatened by the dwindling numbers of females.

Philip and Bracus walked to the fire side-by-side, Bracus reluctant to disarm. He wished to take a bath in his dwelling. He would lay his weapons down in his own dwelling. Matthew and Stephen's quiver and bow lay at their feet as they used a log pulled close to sit upon.

Matthew watched their approach, his backside tight against the ground and his feet crossed at the ankle, arms resting on the log. “Tell us. Our weapons finished... our day spent.”

Stephen gave a sour look, obviously tired of being left out of the immediacy of the president's inner circle.

Anna watched the group of huge men come together near the fire, the Band. She scooted back a few steps, giving up the warmth of the fire for the feeling of security the distance gave her. The captain, Bracus Goodman, was the only one she might trust at this time... might, and one other, her mind whispered. He was their leader and garnered respect through his treatment of others. He even took time with the children, a true and decent thing. Memories of her clan hovered near her, threatening to suffocate with the sheer terror they provided. She had prevailed, narrowly escaping. Anna forcibly relaxed her shoulders. Near a half year she had been here. She would not be able to keep her clan of origin secret forever. Possibly, the one who had abused her would find her and kill her.

He had told her so. She shivered, remembering.

*

Anna could feel his body pressing into hers, filthy hands groping about her clothing while one hand covered her mouth to quiet her. She remembered the trees that night as she lay upon her back, their swaying a black outline against the moonlight which spilled about her, the forest her witness. She kicked with all her might, bucking and fighting, his hand left her mouth and backhanded her across her face, she saw stars, stunned, she lay still and he continued his onslaught. He was a member of her clan's Band; one sworn to protect the clan, protect the females... yet he did not.

She felt her mind leave her body, this could not be happening to her. Just as he would have his way with her, a figure loomed above them, an older female, small boulder raised above her head. Anna's eyes bulged, the male seeing her reaction a moment too late before the rock fell on his head, and he slumped over, off Anna's body. She sat up with a hiccuping sob. Relief washed over her in a sickening adrenaline surge, overwhelming her limbs, numbing them. She opened her mouth to say something and it was Della, who put a finger to her lips to silence her.

The two women turned to look at the male, Anna's attacker. “Go now, far away. Before he awakens.”

“But what of you? He will hurt you,” Anna said, her body quaking.

She smiled grimly. “No, he will be occupied with explaining himself. However, this one is of a mind to not be remorseful. He will try again. You must go.” Della's stout body and dour face was set in purposeful lines. She held out a pack, with odd straps that wound
around ones arms.

“This has what you need for a journey of this length.”

Anna peered inside... jerky, dried fruit and nuts. More food than she would need. She gave a confused look at Della. “You need what is here and more... than I can give you. Follow the cobbled road until it ends. Head west.” Della rifled through the folds of her skirt, producing a rough map. “There are rumors that the mid-western clans are governed more fairly.” Della gave a significant look at Anna. The translation was: the males were true, without criminal transgression.

That was how the Clan of Ohio had found Anna; dirty, delirious, and half-starved. Her fear not as awesome as her desperation.

 


Anna started when a male spoke to her, “Anna?”

She instinctively backed away, then stopped, steeling herself. She must be brave. Not all males were as the one she had escaped from. Joseph stood looking at her, eyebrows raised, waiting for a response. She usually just nodded in return. But this night, still in the grip of her memories, out of the warm shelter of the fire, she wished to have some human contact, even if male... especially male. She purposely stepped closer, regaining the steps she had given up. She needed to start to believe.

To trust.

Joseph regarded Anna in surprise. She did not run off as she usually did. He watched as resolve formed in her eyes and he fought not to show his shock. He had been greeting her from the very first. When she came to them a starved, filthy thing, delirious from dehydration, asking over and over, “...is this the midwestern clan?”

He had watched these months as her shyness was for males, but females, she trusted. That had given the Band pause. They considered her to have been a victim of some kind. But when questioned she just shook her head. Even Bracus, who had found her and established some trust, could not extract the reason for her state upon arriving. What clan did she hail from? A mystery.

One Joseph wished to solve.

“Yes, Joseph,” she croaked out, her voice unaccustomed to being used.

The remaining Band around the fire looked up sharply upon hearing Anna's voice, a rare sound.

She immediately noticed their attention and faltered, but Joseph said, “Please.. .tell me what you think upon.”

Anna stood stupidly before him, all thoughts gone, save one. “I am cold.” However insignificant the statement, it was what she could say.

Joseph smiled, that
he could manage. He extended his hand, sweeping it toward the fire. “Join me by the heat then, Anna.”

She gave the barest of smiles and Joseph's heart soared; to see this quaking female regain a semblance of who she was, giving him the slimmest regard.

They walked toward the fire together, a man of the Band and a female hanging on to a grain of hope, fiercely.
  



CHAPTER 11

 


Charles and Clara climbed the steps leading to the Royal Manse, Clara with trepidation, Charles sure-footed as ever. He looked at her rumpled work skirt and blouse, tired from the day in the fields, her rosy cheeks giving testimony to the outdoor work. The sphere felt cloying with the moisture this day. Charles realized the time was coming for the cleanse of the sphere. When that time was near, the moisture level became unbearable.

“The cleansing is near,” Charles remarked, wiping his brow with his once-white handkerchief.

“Yes,” Clara said, smiling. She was nearly immune to the humidity of the sphere.

Charles gave her a glower, she looked much fresher than he, his breeches sticking to his body as a second skin.

Clara laughed, her smile fading as Peter swung open the double door, ushering them into the wide foyer, the steam-chandelier not yet operating. Fading sunlight streamed through the many stained glass windows like fractured rainbows slicing the interior.

“Princess, Olive has your change of attire waiting in your chamber.”

“Thank you, Peter.”

Clara turned to Charles, looking over his sticky breeches and slightly rumpled blouse, he shook his head. “You Princess, she will require formality in her audience, I am as a bug.”

Clara laughed, and he winked. “You will await here then, while I change?”

“Yes.” Charles and Peter watched her climb the great staircase which led to her chamber.

Peter sighed. “She leads a hard life, our highness.”

“Yes she does.”

Peter and Charles stood in mutual silence. They were bound by the same laws that governed everyone in the Kingdom of Ohio; pretending their monarch was not ruled by her own selfishness and the ebb and flow of wine, rather than commerce and the daily yield of life.

Peter and Charles continued in amiable quiet. For years, since Charles was a youth, Peter had been at this door. He had seen many things.

An intuitive man, he remarked on Charles' bearing, “What has happened this day?”

Charles hesitated, then continued, “Clara's cream field yields a pink wash.”

Peter's face fell. “The Queen will not like this. She will blame the daughter, whether it be her fault or no.”

“Yes.”

“This is why you accompany her?”

“Yes, and with Prince Frederic still about...” Charles let his words trail off.

“Yes, a troublesome man, most troublesome.” The older man looked at the younger, a gaze of perfect understanding passing between them.

“It will be good when he takes his leave,” Peter said.

“Yes, does he not have a kingdom to rule?”

Peter's lips curved into a wry smile. “Yes, that is the way of it. However,” he arched a brow in apparent amused disdain, “I believe whatever 'ruling' there is may be done by King Otto.”

“He is too weak, by far, to rule that sphere,” Charles remarked, to which Peter only nodded in agreement.

They looked up at the same moment that Clara descended, resplendent, the day's glow still upon the creaminess of her cheekbones, a dress of the palest pink falling to brush the tops of white shoes. The bruise the only reminder that hers was not a life of softness, but of survival.

She nodded at Peter. “Where is the Queen?”

“She takes rest in her chamber,” Peter paused. “Princess,” Clara turned, having already begun to make her way to the corridor, “...the King and Prince await you as well.”

Clara felt this was worse news. Ada seemed to gather more strength and anger when she had an important audience. At least she had Charles. “Thank you, Peter.”

“You are most welcome, Princess.” Clara knew that it was Peter's way of subtly warning her to be prepared for more than just the Queen's ire. She and Charles walked down the long corridor to Ada's chamber. It felt like the old stories of pirates, when the end had come, one walked the plank. Clara knew how those lost souls must have felt, her life balanced on the narrow wood.
  



CHAPTER 12

 


Bracus looked up, startled, Anna had responded to Joseph with actual words. It was a rare thing when she spoke. As a point of fact, it was he, Bracus, that she most often spoke to. She was reticent with males.

He observed the two of them say a few things to each other then they walked over to the fire together. Amazing... and wonderful. It would be a great thing for that female to find solace and finally reach out to a male, a member of the Band would be especially good. He swung his head back around and both Matthew and Stephen had matching expressions of surprise. Even unflappable Philip, usually the one that chose his emotions carefully, had paused at the scene. He turned and looked at Bracus, his gladness a cloak about his face, shadowed in the twilight that was giving way to night.

“Joseph has cracked her, I see?” Stephen said derisively.

Bracus frowned at him. “It is a good thing that she responds to anyone, you should be glad of it. She is not an egg, dolt.”

Matthew smiled, calm as always. “You just wanted her for yourself,” clapping Stephen on the back, who slapped his hand away.

“I care not. There will be females aplenty when the sphere is penetrated,” Stephen said.

“I caution you, President Bowen has only authorized a negotiation with this Princess. It is no guarantee that they will wish to help us in our plight. After all, it is not theirs, obviously,” Bracus said.

Stephen grimaced. “That may be. But, as I see it, if the negotiations fail,” he paused for effect, “I, for one, will be inclined to sway them to see reason.”

Bracus saw a vision in his head of the Princess, being coerced into cooperating by means of force or anything. He did not like it. He was managing his emotions again. Something as foreign to him as imagining life as a sphere-dweller. When he clamped down enough to not let his emotions show, he responded, “That would not aid us. If we are to convince the sphere-dwellers to come to our aid, coercion and violence will not be the way of it.”

Matthew looked between the two of them, the least volatile of the three. “Perhaps you are both in the right.”

The two Band members looked at him in surprise, he as steeped in logic as twenty bags of tea.

“Do you now?” Bracus quizzed.

“Do listen. If the Princess is disinclined to assist us, we may be able to persuade the other sphere-dwellers with our logic.”

“She as hostage?” Stephen intuited, and Matthew nodded.

“It is the same,” Bracus argued.

“Do you not see? She will either say yea or nay. If she does not, we go to her sphere, and tell them any matter of thing that we wish. And they may be so inclined with the sure knowledge that we have her. As you are well aware, they presume us primitive.”

Stephen said, “Only you. I, on the other hand, am naturally sophisticated.”

Bracus gave Stephen a sound punch in the arm. “Say Captain! Why do you strike me?”

“Your voluptuous laziness in the field today. Nary an ounce of sophistication was in evidence then.”

“He speaks true,” Matthew said.

They laughed together for the moment. Soon enough, Bracus imagined tensions would run high as the time drew near to acquire the Princess.

 


The guard watched the shy female with Joseph of the Band. He kept his smirking to himself. His time would come. A female would not be his weakness. He would bend her to his will. This slobbering obsession with protecting the females and groveling before the sphere-dwellers in the hopes of acquiring their females made his blood boil. His patience was a built thing, a manufactured thing. It was his greatest weapon. No one was as sly as he. He would use their emotions and weakness towards females against them. No female would ever be important to him again.

 


Bracus took stock of the Band, all in attendance by the great fire. He had not spoken with three of his team: Joseph, Jacob and James. He would wait for tomorrow. He did not wish to disturb Anna and Joseph with their fragile bond linking together before his eyes, sitting at the huge log worn smooth from a hundred years of fire watching. Joseph dwarfed her form from a solid two feet away, she was less than half his size. He was a good hunter, fighter and protector, he liked the man at his back.

The clans were not always on good terms with one another. Bracus' face darkened. He wished that all the Bands could see the strength of uniting. President Bowen did:

*

“Before the Earth Breathed Ash, Bracus, there was a force such as the one I am proposing, named the Po-lice. Their sole job was to serve and protect,” President Bowen stated.

“We are a different people,” Bracus stated.

“Not so different, warrior.”

“I have read the accounts. They were civilized, they gave people trial. There was much time spent on proving innocence when guilt was guaranteed.”

“It was flawed, however, we are as well. I accept that. But our strength lies in that which the Evil Ones gave us. This physical manipulation was initialized for a reason. You were bred to protect. It is physical; it is instinctual. We must come together and embrace that purpose.”

“We do have a cooperative with some clans,” Bracus said.

“Not all. That is the goal. I endeavor to acquire the Princess, and the negotiation being a successful thing, may create a positive ripple, one which inflates a sense of hope in all the clans. Once they see there is a possibility of a future for our peoples, they may be more willing to listen.”

Bracus nodded. Much of what Arthur said made sense. But Bracus understood human nature, and where there was not reason, fear would do as a handy substitute. He had seen the evidence of such.

 


He snapped out of his reverie as Jacob and James approached, cousins. Many of the Band were related, some distantly. They looked as different as two men could be. One fair haired and skinned with blue ice chips for eyes, cheeks a ruddy mask, the other with ink black eyes, dusky skin and hair that blended in with the surrounding night.

When James spoke, his teeth flashed in his mouth, “We see that Joseph has managed to get Anna to speak,” he said in a hushed tone.

The three men (and Philip, who had added himself to the group) smiled and nodded; Stephen the only one with a stony expression. They hung back at the edge of the forest clearing, enjoying the fire at a distance.

Jacob said, “A good thing, that.”

The Band nodded, with the ratio of males to females a dismal fifteen to one, any match was celebrated, births were greeted with a feast.

“I would give much to know of this clan that she comes from. That they would give up a female...” Jacob began.

“She was not given up, cousin, she escaped,” James said.

Bracus pressed hands to his hips, legs spread apart. “What say you? She has not mentioned any detail, nary one.”

“Nor to I,” and he leaned forward and all heads neared his, until there was a circle of six heads huddled together. “But Lillian has managed to get some story from her.”

The Band stood silently, James loved drama but would eventually get to the end of it. A great story teller, was James.

“She did not say all, but only that a male had attacked her.”

“I knew it!” Stephen intoned.

Bracus looked at him sharply, too loud, his look said. This would explain much. Her shyness of the males, where none had transgressed against her.

He had suspected as much.

Matthew and Philip stood quietly, thinking it through, as was typical of them.

“Is there anything more?” Jacob asked.

“Yes. Lillian thinks he was part of that clan's Band.”

There was a pregnant silence as the members deliberated on a female being in the hands of a Band member that meant them harm.

They would come to harm, of that there was no doubt.

“How could she escape him?” Matthew asked. Excellent question, if phrased oddly.

Philip looked at Matthew in question.

“Come now? You are all thinking it. How would that female,” he gestured to Anna, still sitting semi-stiff beside Joseph, her small form looking tiny next to Joseph, “defend herself against any of us?”

It was disturbing. All the Band felt similarly about females. Who would know how they would feel if the situation were not so desperate? But, they seemed uniformly protective toward females in a way that was above that of other males of the clan. The few clans that were allied with them had a similar urgency and protectiveness. To hear that there may be a faction desiring to abuse was against all that they stood for. It was expected from the fragment, but not of the clan.

Philip asked the most pressing question of the night, “Did he beat her? Or...”

“It was the other,” James said significantly.

“A terrible abuse!” Stephen whispered fiercely, looking covertly at Anna, still beside the fire.

“He should be flogged,” Philip said.

“Yes, he should,” Bracus said.

“Or possibly something more creative,” Jacob finished.

The men straightened up, Philip inclining his head toward the fire, leaving the subject for the moment. “Let us discuss the business of the sphere. I wish to be informed.”

Matthew and Stephen nodded.

The Band walked as one to the communal fire, commanding and deadly, an ancient force of reckoning, prepared to make a historic move destined to change their lives forever. As the heat of the fire washed over Bracus' body, that feeling of foreboding stole over him, the chill fighting the warmth emanating from the blaze. His senses, ever acute, were on full alert. As if there was something right under his nose he was missing, if he just sniffed a little harder, he would discover it.

He shook his misgivings away, heading toward Joseph and Anna, his spirits momentarily lifted at the sight of them together.
  



CHAPTER 13

 


Charles stiffened as soon as he entered the queen's chamber. Chamber did not accurately describe her quarters. The bed was in an entirely different area, a door between where he now stood and the place where she slept. This was a parlor of sorts, resplendent in every covering, dimension and scale. But for the blight upon the room, it would have been a reflection of beauty. Queen Ada made the room dim in Charles' estimation. She stood in the middle, her back to the audience of Clara and he. The deep purple folds of her dress were a rich warm velvet. The wrong material for the season, but she ran cold, he had heard, her scrawny form encased in the richest fabrics, regardless of the season.

He knew just how cold she really was.

Charles was acutely aware of the stickiness of his clothes as Prince Frederic's gaze lingered over the result of his day's work. The Prince was supremely fresh in his linen trousers, silk blouse of the finest weave and an overcoat of a rich, deep blue. King Otto sat beside him looking decidedly uncomfortable which struck a lingering question for Charles: what had they walked in on? What conversation aborted?

Ada turned suddenly, her back now to the Outside her dark eyes boring into Clara's, her subdued figure standing steady under the onslaught of the Queen's stare.

“Tell me, daughter.”

Clara sucked in a breath, girding her loins, no doubt. “The yield is as expected...”

“But?” Ada asked the question as a statement.

“...the cream has taken on a pink wash.” Clara kept her shoulders back and straight with effort. If she was uncomfortable it did not show to Charles. Of course, Clara was well-schooled in keeping her expression to herself.

The Queen's hands clenched and unclenched, she looked from Clara to King Otto.

“May I address this, Queen Ada?” King Otto requested.

She nodded stiffly and Charles heard a vague, grunting sound.

“I will trade the pink pearls for the rare grapes. That is not important.”

Clara looked confused for the briefest of moments. “Did you not wish to trade for the cream, King Otto?” Was it possible she would not be the whipping girl for the wrong color?

The King looked profoundly uncomfortable and Charles' stomach clenched moments before King Otto articulated his worst fear, “For the pleasure of a hastened Wedded Joining I will forgive the color and sweeten the exchange with the grapes that are so coveted.” His gaze slid to Queen Ada then back to Clara, “...and forgive even red pearls for the opportunity of a melding of our respective kingdoms.”

Charles was flabbergasted. Clara freshly ten and seven years! She was too young by far to be joined with Prince Frederic.

Before he could comment, Clara interjected, “We agreed that we would wait one year hence. Upon my Day of Birth celebration, marking my womanhood, ten and eight years.” Clara's face had a pinched quality and had paled but there she stood, resolute in her bearing.

Charles thought again how beauty had a faceted quality and hers was many.

Prince Frederic spoke, “I have decided I cannot wait to appreciate our new status, my Princess.” His smarmy tone indicated that which he referred.

Charles felt he would be sick, his anger infused his body, vibrating to his extremities. “She cannot wed legally, she must be ten and eight years, the age of legal consent. Even you must understand that, Prince Frederic, you being twenty and one years yourself?”

Prince Frederic sharpened his gaze on Charles, opening his mouth to say something scathing when Queen Ada interrupted, “He matters not. What he speaks matters not. He is here by my sufferance alone.”

She looked at Charles. “Yes?”

“Yes, my Queen.” Charles said with the greatest reluctance. He could not bear this man touching Clara. That she did not love him, want him... nay, that she did not even like him, was a misery he could not tolerate for one more moment.

Charles said, “Mayhap she does not wish to rule, my Queen.”

The Queen's eyes narrowed as she stared at Charles. “She has told you this?”

“Not in so many words.”

Clara turned to him, gripping his shoulders. “Do not try to help me, dear friend. You know that I must rule one day. Queen Ada will step down so that I may, once Prince Frederic and I are joined... rule this sphere.”

Charles' fists clenched into balls of anger. “You cannot mean that you wish this joining now.”

Clara's face looked pained while she searched for a way of diplomacy when there was none. “I wish for a proper betrothal, the length as originally negotiated upon. Not a rushed affair.” Clara stared at King Otto, who looked away from the naked accusation he saw there.

“You get what you wish, daughter...to rule the people that are so precious to you, and I get my grapes.” Ada threw up her hands triumphantly.

She knew very well how much of a weakness (or Charles thought, a strength), Clara's love of the People was. She wished for their happiness and the greater happiness of the sphere above all else.

They looked deeply into each other's eyes until Charles became aware of Prince Frederic in his peripheral vision. He turned slightly to face him.

Instead of breaking their interchange, Frederic came from behind Clara wrapping possessive arms about her waist and hauling her up against himself, her fingers falling away from Charles' shoulders.

Clara's breath caught at the unexpectedness of the gesture and she automatically struggled against the prison of his arms. Frederic laughed. “Have we not got over this futile resistance, my Princess? So soon you forget how much you will want, no... you will beg for my embrace.” Holding Clara against himself, he ran his free hand down her neck, dangerously near impropriety as he approached the bare upper skin of her bosom.

“Frederic!” King Otto reprimanded. Finally, Clara thought, a voice of reason. The Queen laughed at her discomfiture. Clara began to struggle in earnest. She knew what she must do, but he would not embarrass her further, the loathsome man!

Something deep and abiding in Charles broke then, his hand, already balled into a hard fist, swung backward of its own accord and he felt himself gain momentum as he swung it directly into the smug face of the Prince. Instantly, Frederic loosened his grasp on Clara, who ducked and like the smart young woman she was, got out of the way.

Charles surged forward as a bull before a crimson flag, launching himself at the Prince, the violence of his temper in utter control and the screaming voice of his subconscious trying without success to halt him. But stop he would not. The Prince attempted to shield himself from the pummeling he was receiving but Charles' fists had come alive in their own power. They rained down upon him, unabated.

“Charles! Stop this!” Clara screamed, afraid for him.

Vaguely Charles heard the Queen yell for the guards and Charles felt himself unceremoniously lifted off the prince, his royal blood decorating the floor, (giving Charles momentary satisfaction), before he was strung up like a turkey, ropes at his hands and ankles alike.

The Prince stood on feet which were unsteady, strode directly to Clara and backhanded her in the face, a move so completely unexpected that she fell against the wall from the force of it.

The Queen's guards moved forward, leaving Charles in stupid surprise, completely unable to defend her.

As the guards approached Prince Frederic, Ada said with quiet menace, “As you were.” She pointed back at Charles and the guards hesitated. When she repeated what she said the guards came back to where Charles lay with uneasy expressions of surprise.

Ada turned to Clara. “Remember, dear Clara, the other night when I mentioned that Prince Frederic understood discipline?”

Clara, whose mouth lay open and bleeding, could only nod. She used her hand, sliding it along the wall to steady herself, standing.

“This altercation has the surest signs of a lack of understanding, does it not?”

Clara was not sure of what was coming but nodded in agreement. The Queen did not really wish an answer, she wished an audience for her wisdom. Her supposed wisdom.

“Do you love Charles?”

Clara nodded. Of course she did.

“Does he love you? Now think on this, my daughter.”

Clara felt as one in a fox snare. She knew whichever answer she gave would cause her trouble but she settled for what she thought was the truth, but not before looking at Charles. He looked profoundly sorry, she knew not why. She had hated the Prince's horrible caresses more than the back of his hand.

Everyone waited for her response. “I believe he does... love me.”

Charles stared daggers at the Prince and Queen in equal turns while King Otto looked to be sick at any time. (He did nothing, Clara noted.) The guards struggled with their duty to obey the queen and their desire to protect Clara.

The Prince circled Clara and she kept her back to the wall, the small movement the only protection she had, her eyes searching those of the guards and finding indecision in theirs. Here was their future monarch, unprotected against another, her betrothed no less. While the queen gave orders which left her own daughter vulnerable against violence.

The guards were confused and uneasy. They had heard rumors that the princess was abused at the Queen's hand but had not anticipated this level of debasement. They looked at each other, neither sure what to do.

Quick as a snake, the Prince slapped the other side of Clara's face and she sank down to her knees, unable to stand. His blows hurt so much more than the Queen's, and about the face.

“No! Do not touch her again,” Charles bellowed, the guards holding him fast.

Finally, King Otto said quietly, “Stop this. Do not strike her again.”

Clara could not believe a more unlikely savior than he, but was grateful there may be a respite in sight.

It was at that moment that Charles vomited on the floor, distracting them all.

The Queen looked on in distaste. “Elvira...come see to this mess,” she looked at Clara, prone on her knees on the floor. “You see now how absurd your answer was, Clara?”

Clara could not see anything, her ears rang from the second blow and her head was buzzing with the beginnings of a punishing headache. Further, she did not care one fig about what her answer had been.

“He does love you, Clara. Nay, not simple love, but real love. He is in love with you. Your abuse was for him.” She and Prince Frederic looked at each other and then he looked at Charles.

Kneeling down face-to-face, Frederic a hand's breadth away from Charles, Elvira cleaning the mess at his feet he said, “It is so much more effective to seek my revenge upon you by using her,” he inclined his head at Clara. “Certainly, it would be satisfying to see you flogged, but to see you put away so miserably in your ineffectiveness to do nothing to aid her? Well that, I must say, is profoundly satisfying.”

Smirking, the Prince stood, gently dabbing at the corner of his mouth where it bled due to Charles' fists. “Profoundly,” he repeated.

King Otto stood. “It is settled then, three months hence, they will be joined in the Kingdom of Kentucky.”

From the floor Clara looked up at the King, utter disgust covering her bleeding face. His gaze took in her swollen lip and cheek. Then he looked from his son to his soon-to-be-relative and his shoulders slumped. Clara realized he would be no help to her. Her eyes sought Charles' and there was sadness and regret there. She gave a subtle shake of her head. It meant so much to her that he had tried to help her

The Prince approached Clara and she flinched; he laughed. She expected another blow and the guards looked ready to assist, perhaps having lost all sense before a woman beaten. Instead he reached out and tenderly ran his finger over the most sensitive part of her lip and she stifled a whimper.

“We will see if you are a woman who learns quickly. Mayhap you are. If not, I shall enjoy the lessons. Oh yes, I shall.”

Clara could not help it, she moved away from his touch, as if scalded. It was then, as she would think back on it later that she decided she could not marry this fiend. He would kill her. But first he would make her suffer. Then, he would take her kingdom and rule it with a scepter of tyranny.

Prince Frederick, King Otto and Queen Ada left her bleeding on the floor, the guards hauling Charles away to a special cell. Elvira waited until they were all gone before rushing to Clara and using a fresh washcloth, ministering to Clara's wounds. Clara thought not of the tears she wished to shed, but of the plans to be made. Sarah, who would be calling momentarily at the Royal Manse would know more of what to do. Together they could formulate a solution. Quickly.

****

Sarah was ushered in by Peter who looked at Clara resting on her bed and quickly away. “No...come, Peter. Do not fret.”

Peter, the faithful butler, looked about him in the hall and rushed to her bedside. She looked a mess, she knew. Her hair in disarray, framing a face swollen and red from blows and tears. Peter's face reddened in a most alarming way.

“Princess, oh my Princess,” Peter said, kissing the hand that had beckoned him.

Sarah looked down at her solemnly, her natural humor dead on her face. Clara had not gazed in a looking glass but felt that her People's faces told her what the mirror could not.

“You cannot wed him, Clara. He means your death,” Sarah said indelicately. True to form, Sarah was bold with her words. Peter put her hand upon the blanket and nodded in agreement.

“What of Charles?” Clara asked.

Sarah smiled. “And he asked only of you.” That caused Clara to smile, then she winced as the pain in her mouth lanced her.

“Ouch!” She instinctively placed a finger on the sorest part of her mouth. All of it hurt fiercely, throbbing, but one corner was very tender.

Olive slid through the chamber door, closing it softly behind her. “I have some ice, mistress.”

Clara eyed the bundle, swaddled in a thin, cotton cloth used for drying dishes. (Billy must know, she thought absently), and gave a sigh of relief when the crushed ice made soft contact with her mouth.

She closed her eyes briefly, the throbbing heat becoming more bearable.

Sarah looked at Peter and he stood to go. “I must not be absent overlong, Princess.”

Clara's eyes opened and she nodded. He wished to escape the Queen's notice; they all did.

Peter, Olive and Sarah looked at one another, then Sarah nodded and Peter inclined his head to the two women, taking his leave.

“He is a good man,” Sarah remarked, and Olive nodded.

“Yes,” Clara whispered through her swollen mouth.

“This must stop. The abuse you endure from her Majesty, our Queen,” Sarah said with obvious disdain, “is something I know you feel you do for our kingdom. But,” and she waggled her finger, “that creature that pretends to be a man. For Guardian's sake, what right does he have to lay hands upon you? None! I say none.” Sarah's face was bright red, she had spun herself up into high dander, pacing about the room and returning to Clara's side.

“Is this why you stopped by the schoolhouse? So that we may confer together? I must say, it is a long time coming if that be the case. You cannot wed him.”

“I will not,” Clara said in a whisper.

“What?” Sarah said, spinning around and leaning down to kissing distance from Clara's face.

“I said, I shall not wed him.”

Olive gasped, then clasped her hands together in delight.

“There will be a hell's ransom to pay, you know,” Sarah said.

Clara nodded, she knew.

“I will assist you. For you must escape.” Clara's eyes widened.

“Shh, do not speak. Listen to what I say.” When Clara lay silent, Sarah continued, “trading day is one day hence, correct?”

Olive and Clara both stared at her. Yes it was and what of it?

“It is a perfect time for you to move through the tunnels. I have friends in the other kingdoms, you could make your way there, possibly hide for a time until things quiet down.”

Clara smiled, Sarah, so naïve. Brilliant, but not versed in the intricacies of royal life. As if Clara's absence would buy her time without notice.

Clara held both hands out to Sarah who took them. “Dear Sarah, a most excellent plan, but it is time that is my enemy, not placement.”

“Yes, my lady, it has been announced that Clara is to wed Prince Frederic three months hence, not twelve,” Olive clarified.

Sarah's eyes widened. “What say you?”

“Three months hence.”

“Is that true, Clara?”

“It is.”

“Speak on this,” Sarah asked.

Clara did.

She told her the entirety of the interchange, leaving out nothing. Sarah stopped her, asking questions that she had not received answers for from Charles during her brief time with him.

Clara asked after him.

“He is fine. Eager to see you.”

“When will he be released?”

“A fore-night, no more,” Sarah said.

Clara nodded. She tried to not rely on Charles overly much, but she could admit, if only to herself, that the Prince terrified her, very much. She cast a glance at the door then looked to Olive, who nodded.

Olive walked quickly to the door, stepping into the doorway. Looking each way, she closed it softly, throwing the lock simultaneously with its closure. Clara felt the breath slide out of her body in bold relief, she could possibly sleep.

Sarah smiled. “Let me lie on your couch beside your portal which overlooks the Great Forest Outside. I will stay here this night, standing watch over you.”

Clara wanted to tell her no, Sarah was terribly stubborn. Not unlike Clara herself. She smiled at Sarah and Olive fetched a bundle of bed linen for the fainting couch.

Clara needed to relieve herself and brush her hair. She swept the covers aside and Olive was suddenly there. Clara quietly told the girl her needs and they walked over to the necessary together. Afterward, Clara sat down in front of the vanity and Olive stood behind her brushing her hair. Sarah flanked her. Slowly, Clara lifted her eyes up from her lap and met the ones in her face; if one could call the reflection which greeted her a recognizable likeness.

Clara stared at the swollen cheek, a lump of reddened flesh the size of one of her beloved tangerines, buried beneath an angry welt. Her lips were twice the size of normal, with a sore, open and bleeding on one side where it had been cut open. A bruise formed, seemingly out of nowhere, underneath her left eye, a shadow mark, making her turquoise eyes appear to float above the marks the Prince had laid.

She looked at herself and every abuse the Queen had ever made swam to the surface of her consciousness and her soul could bear no more. A strangled cry rose from deep in her throat and hot tears which scalded her wounds slid down her face. Her crying, for once, was not silent. Her two friends attended her as she cried tears of loss and grief.

Some for her people and many for herself.
  



CHAPTER 14

 


If Charles had anything left in his stomach it would be dispatched immediately. However, he did a fine job of it in the Queen's chamber. If the situation with Clara had not been so grievous, he would have taken a certain grim satisfaction in begriming her room so thoroughly. As it were, he could not.

Being helpless to protect Clara as the Prince savaged her had been the very worst experience of Charles' life. It left nary a doubt as to Prince Frederic's intentions toward her and their execution. He meant to deal with her as a possession he had a right to abuse, neglect, then throw away when the time came for such things.

It was enough to make one take one's chances Outside.

The idea rippled in his head like a stone on the Great Lake: he and Clara could make a fresh start Outside. Sarah had touched on the idea when she briefly visited him in his cell. He was warming to it moment by moment.

The guards had provided his supper (fit for a king; he knew it was Billy's doing). One of the guards had whispered in Charles' ear that it was a very good thing to have beaten on the Prince.

Charles agreed.

Not that he wished to be in the cell. It was all for appearances as Ada was deep in her cup and the Prince and King would avail her this last night before their departure one day hence for the Kingdom of Kentucky. Charles was very likely to get into deeper problems than his current situation. His sincerest wish was not for Prince Frederic's abuse, but his demise.

Sarah's idea mimicked his but it set Clara's escape squarely in another sphere. But they would never follow her Outside. They must set their eyes upon the Outside. Another sphere was too close for the long reach of the Queen's arms. Charles brooded.

Finally, he laid down on his back with his arms crossed beneath his head, thinking of Clara. It was very good that Prince Frederic would be journeying to the Kingdom of Kentucky after Charles was released. He knew that once he saw Clara's face, no force of nature would be enough to stop him from permanent abuse of the Prince.

The hour late, Charles felt himself fall into sleep, plotting escape and protection. Remorse for his actions stealing itself amongst his dreams like a seed which germinates.

****

Bracus watched the glowing pile of embers at his feet as they burnt down to ash. His eyes burned with the need to sleep but his mind wandered over and over again with thoughts of the Princess. He could not shake the feeling something was terribly wrong. He needed to satisfy his disquiet. He would return to the spot in the forest where he could view her; make sure that all was well. Bracus had not sat this long as captain of his clan's Band for nothing. He had learned through hard experience to recognize and seize upon his intuition. Three weeks seemed an interminable time to wait. He must be patient, anything else would give away his feelings. Bracus was not one to show his emotions. Philip was the only male he spoke to of that which weighed upon him.

He looked over at his brother, lying prone, deep snores resonating from his chest and pushing his throat slits wide. Bracus smiled.

Standing, he swung his foot out, making hard contact with the sole of Philip's foot. Philip sucked in a huge wallop of air and kicked out with the same foot, slamming it into Bracus' shin. Bracus stumbled backward from the impact, pinwheeling his arms for balance, regaining it, and finding a blade at his throat. “What say you, brother?”

Bracus smiled, Philip, asleep but aware, a marvelous thing. “Testing you, my brother. I wished to see if you were still warrior enough to notice me.”

“Aye, I am,” Philip said, pressing the point of the blade deeper into Bracus' neck until a drop of blood made its way down the blade.

Suddenly, Philip looked down to see Bracus' blade pressed against his vulnerable side.

They grinned at each other, stalemate...again. They lowered their blades and sheathed them. The other Band members were now fully awake after a night of heated discussion of sphere-dwellers that had waned into exhaustion.

 


The guard looked at the brothers' warily. His captain and his brother, Philip, even larger than Bracus. They would bear watching. He ruminated about that which had engaged them this night: acquisition of the female,
the Princess. They did not know his plan differed from theirs so hugely. They would soon enough. The sphere, all the spheres, needed to be broken open, their peoples mingling. He sat thinking. The clans would be the obvious rulers of the people, clan and sphere-dweller alike. It was most logical, considering the sphere-dwellers' inferior physical status and obvious lack of prowess, and abundance of females. Things would go as planned.

As
he
planned.

 


Bracus looked around him in amusement, the entire Band had dozed by the fire, only Jack absent. They all looked at him and Philip, eyes glittering in the light cast by the fire. Bracus looked at the sky, a few hours before dawn. He would stand first watch and Stephen second. Bracus announced the watch status, having allowed some laziness beside the fire. However, important developments straight from the president's lips needed to be conveyed and deliberated upon. Of that, Bracus felt sure.

Stephen rose, placing the flat of his palm upon the small of his back, arching and stretching as a cat.

Matthew gave his taunt stomach a glancing blow and Stephen crouched, at the ready. “See how you tarry?”

Stephen jabbed him back in the vulnerable solar-plexus.

“Guards!” Bracus hissed and they looked at him. “Now is not the time to seek romance with each other.” They glowered at him. No matter, there would be time enough for sparring when the female was within the safety of the clan. Until such time, he wished for the Band to be ever vigilant.

Stephen gave up and trudged to his post, not easily seen by the fire. No matter, there was a fence made from the towering trees which ran the length of the clan's primary compound and was not easily transgressed. Bracus, for one, enjoyed running the perimeter. He told himself he liked the exercise to remain in top shape for warring amongst other clans and the dreaded fragment. The truth was that he wished to secure the clan's perimeter each day. He never ran at the same time, wishing no one mindful of his routines.

Bracus had changed his mind, choosing to take second shift. This would allow him time to be at the sphere when dawn saw the new day. He would then creep toward the sphere, stealthily, and look once more at the female. He needed to calm his skin which itched with the wrongness of something he could not name.

He approached Stephen. “I will run, then return one hour past dawn.” They looked at the sky, judging the time. Stephen nodded. That struck Bracus as odd. Stephen was one to be vocal, always. But he had been unusually subdued this night. Bracus prided himself on being acutely aware of his Band's mental state. It was critical, their lives had depended on it... would always depend on it. He realized he may be letting his disquiet permeate his thought process too deeply. He shook it away, moving toward the perimeter, his throat slits relaxing in preparation for exertion.
  



CHAPTER 15

 


Clara slowly opened her eyes, or should she say eye. As it was, the bruising underneath her eyeball, exacerbated by her tears had swollen up from the underneath, distorting her vision. Clara swung her legs around until they hovered over the floor, dropping down and immediately she steadied herself as her vision swam before her, streamers of color running out in different directions. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Finally, when she was steadier, she shuffled over to her looking glass and gasped at what she saw there. Although the primary damage had settled down a bit, the swelling below the eye and her lip made it apparent that she had been struck, badly.

There would be no attending the fields this day. She could not suffer the questions, sympathetic glances, and cool the tempers of those that wished to avenge her.

Dawn bore its champagne light through the sphere, the slightly obscure nature of it burnishing the room softly so it glowed. Clara turned away from her pathetic reflection and wandered again to the window that was actually the sphere wall and pressed her body against it, her nightgown flowing around her legs. She could just make out the stand of trees and had a sudden wish that she could see the savage. Not the one that looked like he wished her harm but the other.

Sighing, she looked at the Forest Outside and he appeared.
Just as she remembered and her heart sped, the pulse fairly leaping the prison of her throat. But she was unafraid. He gazed at her from the stand of trees, then looking around him, he carefully set aside his bow, arrow and quiver...he was disarming.

 


Bracus lay his weapons aside, as to not intimidate the Princess. If he were attacked, in the open, at dawn, his daggers would do very well.

His throat slits opened wide, taking in the extra oxygen he needed as he sprinted the short distance toward the sphere. He arrived and stopped before the Princess, her face he could see as through dark water, shimmering and slightly obscure, the material of the dome a milky cloak.

 


Clara stood stock still, her pulse hammered and her hands grew damp, a fine tremor taking up residence as she watched that muscular form and long legs eat up the distance between them. He was a thing of beauty to watch in motion.

As before he stopped and she saw his face change in expression from fierceness to rage and she stepped away from the window, her hand to her throat, what had angered him so mightily? She had done nothing.

 


What Bracus saw caused his heart to stutter in his chest. She had been beaten. A black rage, the likes of which he had never known washed over him, making the blood rush through his body and roar in his ears, he tipped his head back and shouted to the heavens, his concern over circumspection forgotten in the face of her injuries. Who could have dared touch her in this way?

He would kill them he vowed, as sure as he stood before her.

 


Clara jumped when Bracus shouted his rage.

 


He approached again, his face edged with hard anger and beckoned for her to come closer. She shook her head.

Bracus could taste her fear, it wafted out to him on the wind. He looked more closely at the one eye he could see, the other almost completely shut from the blow she had suffered. Her beautiful lips, full and ripe when he'd last laid eyes on her, now were distended and bloodied. He felt his hands curl into fists. But he restrained his expression. He knew that this trauma she had suffered would make her uneasy with his show of emotion. Instead, he indicated he had no weapons then pointed to the area of her face that was injured, throwing his hands wide he gave the universal gesture for,
who? Then he leaned forward, his face almost pressed to the sphere and mouthed, “who did this to you?”

 


Clara would have been a fool to not understand that he wished to know what had happened. Her fear began to slide away. He was not the enemy her People thought them to be. For all his fierceness and huge stature, he was not intrinsically evil. Clara opened her mouth to speak and Charles walked in the room.

 


Bracus' head snapped to attention as a young male entered the Princess's room, and he growled low in his throat. Was this the male that had hurt her?

 


Charles came into Clara's chamber and immediately spied the
savage
outside her window. What in the bloody hell? He ran to her.

Clara felt herself being lifted from behind and shrieked, the memories of the night before fresh. She bucked and fought, fighting for all she was worth, the
savage's
roar of rage ringing in her ears. She could feel herself hyperventilating. Please, dear Guardian, I do not wish to be beaten, Clara all but sobbed.

“It is I Clara! It is Charles, be still, it is I!” Charles shouted.

But it was no use, Clara was a still bundle in his arms.

She had fainted.

 


Bracus looked at the scene before him, the male held the Princess with tenderness, belying how she had fought him. The male looked up at Bracus and he looked back with dark intent, he would kill the one that had done this.

Bracus had seen how the poor female tried to fight him off. And now she lay still and vulnerable in his arms. Every protective instinct he harbored screamed to be released, his hands as evil hammers of abuse at his side. There would be another day that he would exact his revenge. Three weeks hence was too long to wait for acquisition, the need to rescue her was now.

Where were her protectors? He looked at the male...he would pay dearly. With a final look at the Princess, he raced up the incline, bound for the stand of trees, his throat slits pouring oxygen into his circulatory system. Bracus needed it, he would run the entire way back to his clan, where he would alert the Band to this change.

 


Charles saw the
savage
look at him with murderous intent and realized that he thought that Charles' was responsible for the abuse he saw on Clara's face. Not that it mattered what a
savage
thought but it bothered Charles that another would think he could harm Clara. He was a huge male, inches taller than Charles, with the strange gills she spoke of, opening and closing with his breathing. But it was his eyes that transfixed Charles, eyes which narrowed, memorizing Charles' face. He looked one last time at Clara then turned, flying up the incline to the Forest of Trees Outside, his form slipping into the wood, disappearing from sight.

Charles stared for a moment after the
savage,
glad that the sphere protected him, as he had seen his beating upon the
savage's
face. His fixation on Clara made Charles uneasy. The
savages'
existence was a problem. Surely Clara could see that? And what of his plan to escape with her? To get her away from this abuse and safely Outside, but the
savages
were there.

Clara stirred in his arms and he lifted her up easily, she weighed nothing. He lay her down gently, a fragile burden, her face swollen and marked. His chest grew tight again, thinking of Prince Frederick and what he was unable to stop him from doing.

Clara opened her eyes and saw Charles. She quickly looked at the window for the
savage.

“He is gone,” Charles said.

Clara sank back in her pillow and Charles reached out to her face, gently running a finger over her lip, picturing the Prince. “I could kill him, you know.”

Clara captured his finger. “Do not,” as she lay his hand against her uninjured cheek.

“I do have a plan, dear Clara.”

“Is it the same one that Sarah has?” Clara whispered.

“It is. We will reconvene later, when you feel better and establish a time line.”

Charles looked at her face. “I am so sorry. He beat you because of me and I could do nothing.”

“He needed no excuse, it would have happened eventually.”

“Why do you say this?”

“He is of the Queen's ilk. He enjoys punishing for its own sake.”

They were silent for a moment.

Charles looked off at the window, his face darkening. “Why does the
savage
return to you?”

“I do not know,” Clara said, giving a small shrug, but added, “he does not mean me harm.”

“He looked like he meant
me
harm!”

Clara had a horrible thought. “I fought you...”

“Yes, I am sorry I took you by surprise, I thought that... I do not know what I thought. I saw him looming over you and lost myself. After last night, I feel just a tad bit more protective than before. It makes no sense, as he cannot breach the sphere...”

“He thinks that you harmed me.”

Charles nodded, remembering the
savage's
eyes.

“It cannot be good, I feel there is a purpose for these visits he makes. I do not know for what reason but there is one.” Clara sat up in bed with a clear sense of foreboding wrapping itself around her, stealing into her bones and she grew cold. Charles folded her into his arms and she allowed herself to be held. His strong arms tightened about her and Clara could feel his heartbeat, strong and steady. The smell of his maleness and the warmth of him a comfort she was used to.

****

Clara righted her appearance as much as she was able but looked battered. Taking the back streets that the street lights did not illuminate, she made haste to Sarah's domicile.

Clara crossed the threshold of the foyer that lay unlocked, always, the interior door barring intruders. Guardian knew, there was always a faction of the People that busied themselves with theft. She depressed a bell fashioned of a hammered brass scroll, slightly warm from the steam which lit it softly. Clara could see Sarah's form through the warped glass, over one hundred years old, distorting her image.

Sarah opened the door and gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “Good Guardian, it looks worse this day than one day past.”

Clara nodded, she knew from experience that it would not right itself for another week hence.

“It is bad, but has been worse.” But she had never suffered such about her face.

Sarah stared hard at Clara, then, saying nothing she stepped aside. “Please, come in, do not linger. Charles will arrive momentarily.”

Clara passed into the beautifully appointed interior, gazing upon all the things she had seen her whole life during a friendship that spanned their lifetime.

The foyer was lit by a single steam-chandelier. Its soft, apricot glow reflecting off the mercury glass balls that Sarah collected, stacked haphazardly in a large bowl inside the vestibule. Clara stood a little uncertainly, feeling the weight of an unknown decision pressing down upon her. She felt miserable at the thought of deserting her People, if even for an indefinite period.

Sarah stared at Clara critically. “Do not fret, you cannot help us if you are dead.” She made direct eye contact. “And well you know that will be the terminus with that depraved man.”

Charles entered, hearing the last comment. “I wouldn't call that cad anything close to 'man,'... abomination is more like it.”

He leaned down to Clara, giving her a feathers kiss on her forehead, the only unmarred skin on her face.

Clara leaned gratefully into his affection and Charles fought not to wrap her up into something more intimate. Sarah watched them both with narrowed eyes, Charles meeting hers over Clara's head.

Clara thought she was protecting her People, but it was her friends that were her protectors.

“Follow me,” Sarah said, moving ahead of him. The bustle of her skirt made a soft rustling sound as she entered the parlor, seating herself on a beautifully made rosewood loveseat. Charles and Clara settled themselves in the flanking chairs that matched the settee.

Charles began, “We will get Clara out of this sphere, however, it may be best that she disappear, into the Outside...”

“Are you mad?” Sarah asked.

Charles' eyebrows drew up into an offended scowl.

But it was Clara that answered, “We do not know enough about Outside to know the outcome of such an escape.”

Charles waved the comment away dismissively. “They live Outside. And might I add, seem to be of robust composition!”

Sarah scowled, males, she thought with irritation, never thinking about danger, but embracing it. “You must know that they have physical attributes which make the Outside tolerable,” she said with thinly veiled scorn. “Another sphere is the practical choice.” She leaned back, satisfied with her answer's truth.

Charles' eyes narrowed. “It is where they will not look.”

Clara could see where this was headed, the two of them fought like feral cats. “Stop this.” They looked at her, mouths open in preparation for rebutting each other.“I have decided what must be done.”

The silence stretched out, Clara could hear the steam rising from the small clock on the wall, the ticking loud in the silence.

“I will do as Charles suggests...”

Sarah opened her mouth in protest but Clara held a hand up to silence her. “Look upon my face.”

They looked.

“He will not let me live. He will chase me wheresoever I go and will not think that I would breach the sphere.”

Sarah made a last attempt to stymie what she thought was a dangerous plan, “You will compromise the sphere.” The comment fell as a stone in a shallow pond.

Charles glared at Sarah, who knew very well how closely Clara guarded the safety of her People. Sarah glared right back, she cared not, she wished for Clara's safety above her own.

Clara rolled her lower lip between her teeth, forgetting her injuries and wincing at the contact. Charles laid his hand on top of Clara's, his finger absently stroking circles.

“Dear Guardian, do you think I would endanger her?” he asked, aghast, insulted.

“Not intentionally.”

“I would not endanger her accidentally either.”

“It is unknown and there are the savages to consider.”

“They mean no harm. I do not care what the Record Keeper reports,” Clara said.

“Some mean harm, obviously,” Sarah said, giving Clara the full measure of her stare.

“What say you, Sarah?” Charles looked from one to the other of them, knowing they had a shred of secrecy tethered between them.

Clara looked down at her hands, tightly clasped in her lap, having let go of his hand.

“Clara?” he asked softly, prompting her.

Clara sighed heavily. “A savage appeared at the window...”

“I am aware...”

“No, not the one that you saw today... another,” Clara said quietly.

“You did not speak of this, why?”

“I know that you worry,” she twisted her hands mercilessly, “and it means nothing... as they cannot breach the sphere.”

“But they can,” Sarah said, looking at them significantly.

Charles looked back at her. “They may not know the peril of salt.”

“Why does everyone believe that they are not intelligent beings? Mayhap they understand us as well as we understand them. Possibly more,” Clara said.

She thought of the reaction of the savage and how it quickened her blood that he responded to her battery so passionately. She was resolute. She would not be reacquired in a neighboring kingdom. Charles was right, she needed to get away somewhere that she could not be easily found. Escaping her mistreatment loomed large for Clara. She was a coward to think of herself foremost. But her face hurt and her spirit wilted at the prospect of more savagery at the hands of Prince Frederic, who did not even have wine as an excuse.

****

It was decided after much discussion, their eyes growing grainy from tiredness, that after the monarchs' departure one day hence at midday, Clara and Charles would go on a trade to the Kingdom of West Virginia, the Queen's home sphere. Where Clara would breach the sphere tunnel walls, and slip through. The details mired down with the inclusion of the guard. Clara paced as she and Charles thought of what they could do so the guard would not prevent her escape but neither would they be blamed for allowing it. “We must use the sleeping potion that The Doctor uses for the twilight sleep,” Clara said.

“That is measured, what if we murder them by accident?” Charles asked in a flat voice.

“You are still contrary because of their indecision?”

“I am afraid it will remain thus, as it was they who saw fit to not aid you while they had me bound as well.”

Sarah broke in, “Charles, would you be at the mercy of the Queen if you could prevent it?”

Charles' scowled. “I would not choose it but I would have suffered much to help Clara out of that most dire circumstance.”

They were silent for a few moments then Sarah said, “How will you manage to accompany her then? I do not envision the Queen will allow you that reward.”

Sarah had hit at the bottom of it. Charles was not Ada's favorite because he was Clara's. She could do nothing about that. But she would endeavor to think up a scheme. Which she told the two of them, adding that Charles should procure the twilight drug that would make the guard fall into false sleep.

“Clarence is the guard at the start of the trade tunnel, he will let us through?” Clara clarified.

“The one you spar with, Charles?” Sarah asked.

“Yes, it is he,” Charles replied.

“Will he suffer at the Queen's hand?” Clara asked.

“I think not, he can blame the twilight sleep and she will have to be content with that,” he said.

Clara stood, every bone in her body weary, her conscience assailing her at every turn. She knew she was abandoning her People to save her wretched, royal skin. She had never felt less royal in her life.

Sarah knew she needed to say what she had before, “He will kill you.”

Charles nodded.

“I know,” Clara whispered.

She walked out into a night lit by lamps that illuminated cobblestones, their hissing the symphony by which she made her way home.
  



CHAPTER 16

 


Bracus' lungs were on fire, his throats slits hot slashes at his neck, overworked and begging for cessation. He ignored his body's demands to stop, as he saw the clan's fence come into view, the points on the top mimicking spears. He slowed to a jog and made the birdlike sound that alerted the guard that it was a warrior of the Band who approached.

Two guards were needed to open the gate. It was laborious and Bracus waited, taking great inhalations of sweet air, his hands planted on his hips. He hopped from one foot to the other, not wanting to be stiff. He needed to make a small team ready for the journey back to the sphere.

The Princess was in imminent danger.

Finally, the gate was set wide enough for him to slide through, the two guards bowing as he did. Bracus went straight to the well which held the great cistern of water the community drank from, a young girl at hand. She would soak the cup in lye, a wretched but effective product, she wore gloves made of duck skin so it would not burn her skin.

Bracus ruffled her hair and she smiled. A wee thing, only ten and two years. Bracus liked her, she was spirited but without friends. There were many males her age but only one other female to share her time with. That set Bracus' teeth on edge. They needed the females of the sphere, the
sphere-dwellers
must agree.

They must.

He drank deep and then still more, his thirst a beast of its own. Finally, he handed the cup back to Evelyn, who smiled at him.

Immediately Bracus looked around him, taking in the state of the clan, everything was as it should be, light trading of wares and most of the children (boys,
he corrected himself) learning to figure and read. Not that there was great need for that. So few books remained from the time the Earth was Covered in Ash. No matter, it was good for the mind.

He needed to fill his belly then find the rest of the Band
and
speak with President Bowen. He would need convincing, to be sure.

****

Bracus was tired to his core and more so now that he had eaten an entire chicken with every ground vegetation he could consume. He stepped out of the community dining center, but instead of seeking much-needed respite, he sought the Band.

They were easy to spot and he was surprised that none had seen him first. Philip stood slightly taller than the rest, maybe close to six foot and eight inches, an absolute slab of meat of a man. His shoulder muscles looked like they had been attached separately from his body, growing into his neck. He caught sight of Bracus and raised a hand, half in greeting and half in question.
Where have you been?

He strode to Bracus and embraced him in his mighty arms. “How fare you, brother?”

Bracus began with an utter lack of finesse, “The Princess has been beaten,” shock poured over Philip's face, “and we will need to acquire her much sooner than we had first thought. Three weeks is too long, and judging by the fist that fell on her face, if we wait, she will not be alive to acquire.”

“Who?” Philip asked simply.

Bracus thought on this but ultimately decided to mention it, “A young male entered her chamber and she fought him.” He clenched his teeth, Philip's expression darkened, “And he saw you there...outside the sphere.”

Bracus nodded, it did not make perfect sense to him either.

Philip palmed his chin. “What happened when she fought him?”

“She fainted...”

“Good Lord.”

“And then he held her.”

“Against her will?”

“No, she was unconscious; he held her most tenderly.”

“None of this makes sense. If he were in league as a protector of this Princess, then why was he not in attendance? And the better question, protecting her? And where is her guard? If she is truly a Princess...” Philip looked at Bracus for confirmation and he nodded. “Then she ought to have a guard. That she does not, speaks of some internal problem within.”

Bracus nodded solemnly, he had pondered the same.

Joseph appeared along with the other Band members but Jack was absent.

“Where is Jack?” Bracus asked.

There was shuffling of feet and downward looks.

Bracus growled out, “Where-is-Jack?”

It was Stephen that spoke up, “He is with Lillian, she ails.”

Philips eyebrows drew together and Bracus scowled. They did not need a sick female.

“It is not mortal... she is with child,” Matthew said.

Wonderful news, why the anxiety? Bracus wondered.

“We lose a Band member, while he lounges and moons over his woman,” James said, arms crossed stiffly over his chest.

Jacob broke out in a grin, clapping James on the back. “You are not mated or you would not speak such.”

“I cannot speak for the rest of you, but if my female was with child, I would not be out fighting, leaving her here, defenseless,” Stephen said. And several of the other Band members nodded, agreeing. It was well known mated Band members were fierce over their women. At least, when they
could
be mated. Further complicating things, it was postulated that The Evil Ones made some sort of genetic predisposition that certain females were more “appealing” than others. The rumored
select.
They would someday get that opportunity to see who would be their mate. Lord help them if there was a female that had that enigmatic gene of the
select
that appealed to more than one male in the Band.

“When is the celebration?” Philip asked.

“I do not know, but Jack seemed to think that after she stopped heaving up the contents of her stomach, she would be well enough for the Celebration of Conception,” Joseph relayed dryly.

There was a good-natured chuckle all around. Many females were terribly sick in the beginning.

Bracus nodded. This was good news and now he would have to deliver the bad.

After he finished with his report to the Band, they were all serious and quiet, deep in their own ruminations.

 


The guard contained his expression with an effort, he would see this female returned to her sphere, they did not need the sphere-dwellers. Her supposed abuse made his stomach turn, too close to memories which haunted him.

 


Bracus announced that a clandestine meeting would be needed with the president. Horses would be used, he needed to be fresh for tomorrow's journey.

“Matthew, you accompany me,” Bracus said.

“Of course,” he said in his steady way.

Bracus turned away.

“My brother?”

“Yes?”

“Let me join you in this journey,” Philip said.

Bracus shook his head. “You know that I will need you.”

“We will use horseback again?” Philip asked.

“We must. I wish not to be attacked with a female. Think of another clan getting hold of the Princess, or the
fragment.”

The Band thought of this with a soft horror. The
fragment
used females as breeders. The women were beaten and mistreated. Many tried to escape.
The
fragment
would do anything to propagate. Of course, they had no Band. They were fractured clan, refugees from clans who banded together, kidnapping females wherever they could. That is why the females had males accompany them when they ventured outside the wall of their clan. Food needed to be gathered so the females went, but not alone.

Bracus turned to fetch the messenger and Jacob put a hand on his forearm. “He has been summoned and dispatched. He hails the president now.”

“Very good,” Bracus said, looking at Matthew, who nodded back. Bracus and Matthew gathered their weapons, saddling the horses. Bracus raced to his dwelling to change from his sweat-laden clothes.

He changed into a fresh set of tight-fitting breeches, perfect for riding. His rough cotton tunic, snug against his lower chest, left his upper chest and arms bare to the wind. Perfect for movement in fighting, riding and of course, running.
  



CHAPTER 17

 


Clara received not one moment's rest and shadows lay as dark smudges beneath her eyes. She felt in the marrow of her bones that they would be discovered. The Queen could not let more than one day pass without inflicting some kind of absurd discipline on Clara.

Under the pretense of trading with the neighboring kingdom, Clara could take a small knapsack and the appearance of normalcy would stay intact. Olive entered her chamber at the same time that dawn illuminated, the tangerine glow laying its light against Olive's face. Clara must keep this secret from Olive too. The Queen was not above torture if she could excuse it and if Olive knew nothing, she could say nothing.

“Princess... what are you packing?” Olive's brows rose.

“Trading day,” Clara responded neutrally.

Olive gave a puzzled look at the knapsack. “Do you wish for me to ask Billy for tangerines?”

A blessed distraction for Olive, who gazed on Clara with thinly veiled suspicion.

“Yes, that would be most helpful.”

Olive nodded and turned to go, but remembered something at the last moment. “May I mention that if you travel for trading, the Queen will expect a certain wardrobe... and your crown.”

Drat. Clara was hoping to avoid that. However, it may play to her advantage if she cooperated with looking like a Princess. The Queen would be more lenient.

“I agree,” Clara said, which caused Olive to stare. Clara sighed, it was not typical for her to agree to anything that had to do with pleasing Ada.

Olive considered for a moment more then she slipped out the door.

Clara had just closed the knapsack with its supple leather ties when there was a rap on the door.

Excellent! She rushed to the door throwing it open, a ready smile on her face, but it was Prince Frederick who filled the doorway.

Clara blanched and stepped back as he entered her room, pacing her progress almost to her bed. He lifted a hand to his face to push his hair back and Clara flinched.

He laughed. “I will not beat you at every turn. But I must say, you do bruise quite nicely,” he said, reaching out to touch the bruise that lay over the swelling on the arc of her cheekbone.

“Do not touch me,” Clara said in a low voice.

“I will touch you when and how I like.”

“You have not the right!” Clara shouted into his face.

Prince Frederic leaned forward from his considerable height. “I will have all kinds of rights soon enough.”

“But not this day,” Clara said.

Frederic straightened with a sly smile, moving away from her and pacing about the room, touching all her things. Clara marked his progress with anxiety. She cared not what he touched, her hope was to not look upon the trappings of her royal life for some time.

He paused, whirling around and firing a question at her, “I hear that you go to trade this day.”

“ 'Tis true, but in the late afternoon.”

He nodded, almost to himself. “Then I will take my leave now, as I will not return until our Wedded Joining.”

He approached her, taking her hands in his, his sudden tenderness more disturbing than his beating her. “I will not always be unkind to you. If you would but do as I say, then this would be easier upon you.”

Clara snatched her hands away and said, “I cannot.”

He stared at her for a full minute, his eyes narrowing. “You will.”

There was a noise at the door and they turned to see Charles framed by the doorway.

He looked intently at Clara, then his gaze moved to Frederic, and his fists clenched and opened, clenched and opened. “Clara, are you well?”

Clara nodded.

“She is very well, you do not need to fret over her. Soon she will not need anyone fretting over her at all,” he smirked. “I am not overly jealous, as my time of solidarity with Clara is soon.” He looked at both of them with a knowing smile and walked out.

Charles' shoulders visibly relaxed after the Prince was gone. Clara rushed forward putting herself in the circle of his arms and he stroked her hair.

“I thought he was here to hurt you again,” he said.

“No, just to threaten.”

“It matters not. We leave today and he will not lay his hands upon you again.”

Clara was still grappling with the feelings of her desertion. Her face was long and her spirit much subdued.

Charles noticed her disquiet. “Do not, Clara. We have moved so far beyond what we thought you would have to endure. Now, because of his beastly manner, we know that it is better you escape. You cannot, as Sarah said, rule anything if you are dead.”

She nodded, biting her lip so she would not cry her weakness to the world.

If she began, she would never stop.

****

Charles left again after checking on her, the two of them going over the next four hours to the minutest of details.

Clara carefully dressed, taking care to put on royal attire, Princess attire.
Because of the lateness of the season she would have to wear something as lightweight as possible. Olive had come and gone several times, fetching only Clara's favorite food items for the journey. Clara decided on a teal dress, which barely grazed the instep of her heels. It had an organdy overlay in a light sherbert orange which caused the material to shimmer as the ocean with the blush of sunset upon it.

The corset secure and dress on, Olive came to Clara with the small tiara encrusted with pearls in all colors, diminutive Alexandrite gems encircled the pearls in their elaborate gallery, winking in different colors as Clara moved.

Clara came to stand in front of her looking glass, mesmerized by her small crown, which she had worn a handful of times. It sat awkwardly on her head. Turning away from her bruised reflection, she picked up her knapsack, preparing to visit Ada before her departure. Always an ordeal, the extra burden of the upcoming escape swirled in her mind like mud in a river.

****

King Otto and Prince Frederic had left and were well on their way to the Kingdom of Kentucky. Clara had not realized how encumbered she was with his presence until she knew that he was gone. It lifted a weight from her shoulders and dusted the cobwebs from inside her head for the upcoming conversation with the Queen.

She entered Ada's chamber and was struck by the mess. Even with Elvira's constant cleaning, Ada was a continual job.

Clara faced the Queen's back and she stiffened, just knowing Clara was present brought about the reaction.

Turning, she looked at Clara critically, then finally nodded. “You look as you should for once.”

Clara nodded. “I came to say goodbye for one day and night of trading...”

Ada threw her palm up, silencing Clara. “I have been made aware. And that is acceptable, especially as you have taken pains to appear royal and not embarrass me with your typical, foolish dress.”

Clara said nothing.

“Elvira,” Ada barked.

“Yes, my queen,” she said in her cowed way.

“Do you have the list of parcels for the Princess?”

Elvira nodded, her hair bouncing about her shoulders, having come undone from its confines with all the straightening.

“Fetch it then, servant.”

“Yes, my Queen.”

Clara loathed her mother.

Elvira brought the list to Clara, and while looking it over noticed a different thing. “What is this, spirits?” Clara looked up sharply, her suspicions confirmed.

“It was Frederic's suggestion...” Ada remarked casually.

He wishes to have her drunk with something stronger than grapes; this would aid his plan of power.

“Are the grapes not enough?” Clara asked with transparent disdain.

“Watch your tone, Princess.”

Clara waited.

“I tire of wine, methinks spirits a refreshing distraction.”

Liar,
Clara thought.

Well, she would not be getting any spirits on this journey. That thought appeared the happiest of the day.

Olive entered the Queen's chamber. After a low curtsey, she turned to Clara. “Princess, Sarah has requested your presence.”

“Really?” Ada's eyes narrowed and Clara rushed to explain.

“I was compelled to cut our visit short one night past.”

“That is not what I heard. I was told that you arrived back at the Royal Manse, half past one this morn.”

Clara was speechless for a heartbeat. “We had much to discuss.”

The Queen approached Clara, all subdued violence-in-motion, her hand moving restlessly over the strand of pearls she always wore about her neck.

“Do not let your discussions stray to royal tales, Clara.”

“I will not.”

“Will not,
what?”

“I will not,
my Queen.”

Ada smiled cruelly, and turned on her heel, giving a dismissive wave to Clara.

Clara was almost to the door when she spoke again, never turning, “What will you tell others when they see your face?”

“That I fell, Queen Ada.”

“Very well.”

And Clara walked out, eternally grateful to leave the space the Queen occupied.
  



CHAPTER 18

 


President Bowen was as distressed as Bracus over the Princess's state, but was equally interested as to why Bracus would have been in close enough proximity to know that the Princess had been thus abused.

“I do not have a plausible explanation but I had a feeling of foreboding...”

“One day past?” President Bowen asked.

Bracus nodded.

Bowen palmed his chin thoughtfully, bringing it over the front of his face, rubbing back and forth in irritation while Bracus waited.

“I cannot dismiss the relevance of that. I remember very well your intuition saving us during the
fragment
conflict.”

Still Bracus waited and the silence drew out.

Finally, Bowen said, “Take half the Band and extract her.”

Bracus swung around to leave. “Goodman,” Bowen called after him.

Bracus turned, his body illuminated by the early morning light that filtered in through the cave's entrance.

“Keep the casualties at zero, if you can.”

“Yes, President Bowen,” his chin brushing his sternum in a formal nod.

Bracus jogged outside the cave where Matthew waited, saddled upon his mount, his eyebrows raised in question.

“He agrees.”

Matthew's shoulders settled into a relieved posture.

“We must retrieve four members and acquire the Princess.”

“Including us?”

Bracus nodded, “Yes, we must keep a contingent here in our absence. There have been sightings of the
fragment.”

Bracus knew that the
fragment
lurked around the perimeters of the clans, searching for the lone female as easy pickings. Not during his time. It would not happen, had not happened. He was ever vigilant in securing his clan's safety.

Matthew brought him back from his thoughts. “Let us take our leave and alert the others.”

Bracus mounted his horse, and turned her, at the same time stroking the animal's side. Briar Rose was a fast ride, well trusted. He felt as if they were of one body when he rode upon her.

****

Bracus made careful selection amongst the Band. Philip would accompany him, of course and Jack would stay with Lillian as he would be too much in his head to fight if it were needed.

He looked at each of the male's faces and called out, “Philip, Stephen, Matthew, and Joseph.”

Matthew gave Bracus a hard look. “Captain Goodman, do you think only five is wise? Did the President not say...”

“He did. But,” and Bracus held up a finger, Briar Rose shifting under his weight, “I am not comfortable leaving the clan with only two of the Band.”

Philip looked sharply at him, his hand shielding the sunlight from his eyes. “Do you have... a...”

“Yes. I am disquieted on both fronts. We need to rescue the Princess and
defend the clan while the majority of the Band is not here,” Bracus said, looking at each Band member's upturned face, except for Matthew, who was mounted as he.

“We mustn’t return to a compromised security. This is the only way I can leave and have my heart stay within my breastbone.”

The Band laid their fists over their heart and Bracus was moved by their loyalty.

He dismounted and a lad of about ten and three years took Briar Rose. Bracus turned, telling the boy, “Please give her the oats and only one cube of sugar... you will rot her teeth out of her head, boy!” he said in admonition, but smiled to soften it. That boy took very good care of his mount, who looked upon him quietly as if she understood she would receive a treat.

He slapped her on her hindquarters, making it a long caress at its end, she neighed softly at him as she was led away to the stable.

There was much to do and Bracus wished to make the most of it. He gathered up his weapons and a fresh change of tunic for the journey, storing a soft, cotton blanket in a tight weave... what else? Ah! He grabbed his flask, filling it with the salt. It would not have done to forget that! Which reminded him to go to Evelyn and see how she fared with the hot water.

Bracus approached the cistern with a swinging bucket resting atop. Evelyn gave him her charming smile, her hair tied with a single, blue ribbon of satin.

“Captain,” she curtsied.

“Evelyn... how fare you?”

“Very well this day,” she said, smiling through platinum hairs which escaped their tether.

He smiled and held up his flask, which she frowned at and Bracus raised his eyebrows.

“Is it the flask that is lined with duck?”

He nodded and she sighed with relief. “Good, this will need to be very hot to dissolve the salt and...” she mimed twirling the whole lot of it, “needs to be shaken about like this,” she did it again, “to keep the salt from settling at the bottom and hardening like the clay beneath our feet.”

Bracus looked down at the dirt floor of his clan and did agree. It was heavily trod upon and acted almost like the cobblestone paths and roads he had seen outside of the clan, where vines grew rampant over everything the eye could see.

He grabbed the flask away from her and she held on, not letting go until he gave her a good tickle. Finally, she gave in clutching her ribs and giggling as he captured his prize. An important one, as it held the key to the penetration of the sphere.

The sphere which held the special female,
his female
his mind whispered. His heart sped in anticipation of rescuing her. For that was what it now was. It was no simple acquisition mission. Not that it ever had been simple. He now had her safety to secure as well. Who preyed upon her? And where were her protectors? Bracus thought yet again as he said goodbye to Evelyn.

He strode to Briar Rose, the lad Jonathan, gently holding the bridle, being mindful of her mouth. Bracus grabbed the reigns, tossing them over her neck with slack, he stuffed one leather encased foot in the stirrup and heaved his body on the saddle, settling in comfortably.

The Band looked at Bracus and he looked at who he left behind. They would be the protectors in their comrades' absence. It should be sufficient he told himself. But his gut churned and his intuition flared to life, whispering to him it was not a perfect solution.

They nudged their horses' sides and the great beasts sprang to life, taking the path that had been trod so often before. That which led outside the clan gates and into the forest below.
  



CHAPTER 19

 


Clara clutched Sarah in her arms, both women not wanting to say goodbye. Finally, Sarah pulled away and looked into Clara's face. “You are doing what is right, Princess.”

“Do not call me thus, I do not deserve the title.”

“Clara, our People do not wish for your death. And that is what this would be, if you stayed,” Sarah said, a finger tracing first Clara's lip then the swollen lump which made her eye a fraction of its normal size.

Clara sighed. “I am glad that you think so highly of me, it will take some doing for me to share your esteem.”

“It may not be as long as you think, once things settle here...”

“Or if they do not?” Clara said, anger slipping into her tone.

“We will not revisit this conversation, it is circular as well you know.”

Clara did.

Charles said, “We must go.”

The women looked at him, sighing then Clara nodded.

Sarah and Charles embraced each other and she said, “Take care of her, Charles.”

He looked insulted. “You know that I will.”

“I must say the words.”

Charles laid his hand on her shoulder, looking down into her earnest face. “I know, we are all on edge. We will see you sometime.”

“Yes sometime,” Sarah said sadly.

Clara ran to her again, skirt pouring behind her, all but flinging herself in Sarah's arms. “Do not weep for me, there will not be one day that I do not think of you and all that you have been to me.”

“And I, you,” Sarah said through a voice choked by emotion.

Charles separated them and pulled her out of Sarah's vestibule, with no definitive time of returning.

****

Clarence saw Charles' tall form and that of the Princess in her royal attire and fought his emotions. He was the main guard at the intersection of the trade tunnel and their sphere, and felt derelict in his duties.
Yet, after Charles had explained the Princess' plight, he felt honor-bound to assist them.

And as she drew near, the evidence of the violence divested upon her stood out in stark relief. Her glorious eyes, usually filled with fire and good humor, were now tight with anxiety and one of them almost swollen shut. Prince Frederic should be put out of his misery, Clarence thought, not for the first time.

“Greetings, Princess,” Clarence said, bowing low.

“Please Clarence,
Clara
is fine. The Queen is not here to notice in any event.”

Clarence contained his expression of shock as Clara's face came into view as the light grew brighter at this junction of the sphere. However, she noticed some of the dismay he could not contain and self-consciously covered her face in shame, a small hand in front of the damaged eye.

Charles took her hand away. “It is I that should be ashamed, as I could not aid you, not you. Never you.”

“Princess, he is less than a man for having hurt you,” Clarence added in agreement.

“I could do nothing, and that is what shames me, not the beating.”

They heard the hissing at the same moment and looked as the tunnel seams released steam to the Outside. That happened at the top of each hour. And sure enough, the time piece that hung, suspended from its copper housing, clanged two chimes, the gears moving almost soundlessly below the crystal.

“The hour draws near for my replacement to relieve me.”

Charles was already searching through his knapsack and finally came out with a small crystal vial with cork for a cap.

The liquid gleamed inside the vial, Charles also extracted a decanter with something in it.

Clarence raised his brows.

“Wine. We 'shared' a glass before you saw us through the first milepost.”

“Clever.”

“I thought so.”

“Oh! You two, you make me nervous, get on with it.”

They looked at her, her hands white from clenched tension, their self-congratulation lost in the brevity of the circumstance.

Humor disappearing, Charles solemnly poured a small amount in the wine decanter. Handing it to Clarence, who took it and brought it to his lips, downing the entire flask.

Giving it back to Charles he asked, “How long?”

“I do not know, but soon.”

Clarence nodded and sat upon the chair pulled up closely to the small table that was high and narrow. Upon it was the ledger of the comings and goings of all who passed to and fro the Kingdom of Ohio.

Clara and Charles stared at Clarence, his eyelids heavy. Finally, they drooped closed, and Charles approached him, catching him as he slipped from the chair. “Clarence, Clarence, wake up!”

The twilight drug had worked. Now Clarence was safe from prosecution, the blame placed squarely on their shoulders.

****

They moved quickly through the tunnel, making haste. There would be a rest station only a mile ahead but Charles wished for distance. They needed to arrive at the least-heavily trafficked part of the tunnel, then use the salt mixture to penetrate the sphere wall.

Clara was literally gasping for breath, the clothes she wore a hindrance, the corset constricting her breathing. The crown gleamed like a living thing atop her head.

Charles had stopped to allow a brief rest with water; Clara and he guzzling the lot of it like thieves in the desert.

“I am so tired,” Clara said, dangerously close to complaining.

“It is not much further, Clara,” Charles replied in a calmer voice than he felt.

He drew her body into the circle of his arms and she gradually stilled, wrapping her arms around his waist, resting her head on his breastbone. “Thank you for coming with me. I feel safer with you. And thank you for not hating me.”

Charles pulled back, looking down into her injured face. “I could never hate you. Do not say such. You cannot help who you were born to any more than anyone. We are righting an injustice.”

Charles was not entirely convinced that she believed him.

They replaced the glass bottles of water in the knapsacks. Charles checked his timepiece, thinking that Clarence's replacement would arrive at three o'clock and they needed to breach the sphere at the same time.

Ten minutes hence.

He grabbed Clara's hand and they hurried on.

****

Bracus rode hard, the Band flanking him, Briar Rose a sleek machine beneath him, her breath labored but steady. As the trees thinned on either side and the path narrowed, Bracus slowed, pressing his thighs into her sides, gently squeezing. Briar Rose slowed to a trot, then a walk, stopping as the crest of the hill came into view.

The Band dismounted, leading the horses to a small stream which flowed along the interior forest border. They drank greedy gulps, their sides heaving from the fifteen mile ride.

Philip came to stand beside Bracus, putting one hand up to shield his eyes as he looked upon the sun, ascertaining its position in the sky. “Mayhap two hours past noon.”

“No, I say near three.” Philip leveled a look at Bracus.

Stephen sighed. “We do not have time for sibling rivalry about the time Captain.”

Bracus did not need to be reminded of his duties and turned his penetrating stare to Stephen who threw up his hands, stalking away.

Tempers were short.

Bracus knew that much depended on the success of this mission. He sighed, turning to Philip. “We let the horses have their fill and tether them here.” Bracus indicated the pole they had fashioned for their exploration outside the forest perimeter.

Philip grinned, giving Bracus' shoulder a hard clap.

Matthew approached the pair, his solemn expression unchanged as always. “What is next?”

Bracus outlined the strategy to Joseph, Philip, Matthew and Stephen. Matthew asked thoughtful questions, but it was Joseph who asked the most intelligent, “What if she is guarded?”

“We assumed until most recently, that she would be under heavy guard because of her stature in the hierarchy of the kingdom. Now, we are not sure what is happening,” Bracus shrugged.

Philip said, “It is best for preparedness. Let us assume that she will be under heavy guard.”

“Our females would be!” Stephen scoffed.

“That is our way, our necessity, but
sphere-dwellers...” Joseph trailed off with disdain.

“We will have answers soon enough. Let us keep our speculations and curiosities in the back of our minds. We do not need to be inside our heads this day, but cognizant of the dangers,” Bracus said.

Their heads almost touching, leaning over the mock dirt map of approach that Bracus had outlined, they stood, straightening their posture. Philip rotated his massive neck, the muscles bunching and releasing with the movement. Joseph placed one of his hands on the opposite elbow, stretching the arm behind his head, then doing the same for the opposing side.

The Band was restless.

They were ready.
  



CHAPTER 20

 


Clara could see the rest stop just ahead, nothing more than a distended crescent along the wall of the sphere. It afforded a bench, towel and a spigot which stood three feet above ground, fed by the underwater copper piping that had been laid by the Guardians over a hundred years past.

As Charles and she approached, she was grateful for the sight of the slender, copper pipe, its goose neck posture a welcome view.

“It will be divine to have another spot of water,” Clara said gratefully. Her sides were burning and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth.

Charles nodded, gaining his bearings as he looked Outside; everything looked as it always did, the Great Forest Outside a familiar flag post. Turning, he dug for the water bottles again, and filling them, he saw that the cleanse had been most recent as the water from the spigot was still chilled.

Clara accepted her water with a smile, and careful not to gulp, consumed about half. The glorious water slid down her throat like a salve.

Vaguely, Clara became aware of approaching footsteps, but was unconcerned, they came from the neighboring kingdom. It would be at least another hour before additional guards were sent to see why Clarence was in a sleep from which he could not wake. And what of it? Charles and she would be well and away Outside.

Clara felt the first stirring of excitement swell inside her. Even as the circumstances were dire, it would still fulfill her fondest wish: to see the Outside.

Charles set his water down, concern riding his face. “I do not like this.”

“It is fine, just neighboring people traveling on trade day.”

“But we must concoct a deception and dispatch them immediately. We cannot afford to appear...”

“We will not, do not worry.”

Charles looked down at her face and she squeezed his arm, the brushed cotton of his blouse a familiar texture beneath her palm.

The group rounded the corner and Clara's heart fell to her feet: it was Prince Frederic and his royal guard.

****

Bracus and the others lined up at the swell of the hill where the forest met the open valley below, quivers filled and riding high on their muscular backs, the bows strung to their sides.

It was some distance but he thought he could make out the tunnel which led from the main sphere. The place that the sphere-dwellers used to trade goods with one another and travel.

Philip turned to him. “Why do we go here? Should we not acquire her at her chamber? That is where you have seen her before.” he said, his face set in puzzled hard angles.

Bracus shook his head. “No, we enter at the place that has the least of them.” He pointed to a point one-third from where the main body of the sphere met the travel tunnel, steam escaping in lazy spirals. “We will infiltrate here,” he unsheathed an arrow, pointing to a place that bowed out slightly from the tunnel.

Matthew summarized the plan, “We will enter there, retrace our steps, overtake their lone guard and enter the main body.”

Bracus nodded.

Stephen said, “We may meet resistance on our approach.”

“Yes,” Joseph said. “But, Bracus has said we will escape from her chamber, and they would be reluctant to follow; too busy with filling the hole we have created.” He held up his flask with the salt mixture that each Band member had. Things may occur out of the scope of their expectations, better to be prepared.

Joseph was of sound mind. They all were.

Bracus nodded, time to be about it. The Band carefully looked about them and Bracus gave the special call. The war call.

The shrill, ringing tone carried along atop the light breeze like music on the wind.
  



CHAPTER 21

 


“Well, well... my little Princess and her
friend
are here, how convenient for me,” Prince Frederic said, a knowing smile overtaking his face.

Charles pulled Clara behind him with a firm hand on her wrist.

Clara told herself that they were doing nothing wrong, that the Prince knew what they were about. That she had told him they traveled this day for trading with the Kingdom of West Virginia. But his face... his face told a different tale... and she knew not what it was.

“Did you think I was so stupid that I would not check on your plans? Your travel plans with this fool,” he said in a furious voice that shook with rage, sparing a glance at Charles, who stiffened.

Clara tried to step around Charles to address the prince, but Charles said, “Do not.”

“Prince Frederic, you knew of the Princess's plans to trade this day, what has provoked your ire?” Clara bunched her hand in the fabric of Charles' blouse, the heat of his body seeping into hands that had grown cold.

“We left a sentry behind,” Prince Frederic said as explanation.

Clara's thoughts turned to Clarence. One of the Prince's guard must have come upon Clarence...

Clara, once so adept at containing her expression had allowed some of what she was feeling to show on her face.

The Prince smiled. “I see by your expression you understand what I mean. Search them,” waving a dismissive hand in their direction.

The salt.

Charles thoughts raced, how could he extradite them from this now? Obviously, the sentry had come upon Clarence and communicated this to the Prince. And although he may not know exactly their plan, he must assume it did not include him or the kingdom that Frederic coveted.

Prince Frederic had four guards with him, all of similar size to Charles, he noted with grim uneasiness.

He must protect Clara at all costs.

Charles gave over the knapsack to the guard, the hilt of a hidden dirk lay at the small of his back, the element of surprise may be enough. He had been in training these many years to eventually be in the royal guard, he would need every ounce of that training now.

****

Prince Frederic approached Clara slowly, a shark testing the waters, and she stayed behind Charles, the guards busy ransacking their things.

One of the guards lifted the flask, opening it, he gave it a whiff, moving his palm back and forth over the top, smelling the contents.

He lifted his head. “Salt, Your Highness.”

Prince Frederic came very near Charles and Clara, Charles eyes following each step. “Now what, pray tell, might you want with salt? Diluted salt at that?” he said, eyes narrowing.

“To breach the sphere is to be executed, you are aware, Princess.”

He looked her over very carefully, taking in her royal attire, her crown, the vestiges of which lay awkwardly upon her.

“Very wise to wear your proper royal garb. But it will not save you, for I know what you are about. Your costume did not fool me.”

And with that, he reached his hand out, wrapping it around Clara's wrist, moving the bones together within the steel band of his grip as Charles shouted, “No!” at the same time releasing her other wrist, Charles smashed the flat of his palm in the Prince's face, and blood sprayed in a graceless arc.

He did not hesitate, grabbing the dirk from the small of his back, slashing in a tight, backhanded arc toward the neck of the closest guard at the same time the other guard grabbed his free arm. The first guard lay dying upon the ground, his mortal wound spilling his lifeblood upon the dirt floor of the tunnel. While Charles grappled with the guard who lay hold of his weaponless arm and buried the dirk in his upper chest. Staggering back, hand on the hilt, the guard gave a surprised, wide-eyed glance at Charles, who dismissed him. His full attention on the remaining two guards and now he was without the dirk.

“I think we shall have some sport. Guards, detain this man and make him watch while I teach my betrothed the lessons herein.”

Clara struggled in earnest then, knowing the beating she had suffered would pale in comparison to what she was afraid he meant.

Frederic shoved Clara down to the dirt floor, where she landed on her back, the wind whooshing from her lungs. She struggled to get up, the stays in the corset like unyielding bones which stymied her progress.

He slapped her so hard across her face that her vision dimmed and in her head swelled an impenetrable fog. She was vaguely aware of Charles struggling with the other guards, even so far as to hear the meaty sounds of his fist connecting with their flesh. But the prince was a distraction as he lay atop her, lifting the hem of her dress to her knees, trying to work it higher.

He meant to rape her,
with Charles as witness.

Clara bucked and fought.

He struck her again, pinning her wrists above her head with one of his hands, unlacing his breeches with the other and Clara lost all semblance of sanity, screaming wildly for Charles.

****

“Did you hear that?” Matthew asked the others.

Bracus nodded, changing his speed from jogging to sprinting. They moved toward the sphere tunnel as a lethal wall of menace, throat slits fully open, deep red slashes of flesh against their throats. Arriving outside the slightly bulbous outcropping of the sphere tunnel, they were not able to believe the sight which greeted them.

Bracus' breath caught in his lungs, prisoner. A man lay atop the Princess, undoing his breeches with one hand while she screamed for someone and struggled to free herself. But even Bracus could see she was no match for the one that rode her, a male of similar size to some of the smaller Band members.

Philip growled low in his throat, “Gather the flasks!”

Bracus nodded, shouting, “All of them, throw everything on my command...”

“Now!” Bracus' shout penetrated the interior of the sphere.

****

Charles was prone on all fours surviving a well-placed kick to the ribs, still crawling to help Clara when she screamed for him, the plea a stab to his heart, the abhorrent prince trying to have his way with her. He must reach her, he thought, when he heard a powerful yell from Outside.

Prince Frederic froze on top of Clara, his undergarment a thin barrier between himself the Princess and what he wished to defile. Looking over the top of her head he saw men. Huge men, like the rumored Vikings of his ancestry. The gills in their necks like slashes from a knife, opening and closing with their breathing.

Charles and the guards were transfixed when water hit the sphere and a moment passed with the liquid cascading down the outside, hissing and smoking. A tear formed and the fresh air of the Outside reached their lungs for the first time.

Clara was in a dim fog, her dress about her hips, the Prince poised above her when a foot connected with his jaw and he flew several feet away from her. She lay stunned, a dull ache rooting her shoulders to the awkward position above her head as she watched the scene unfold.

Huge men flooded into the confines of the tunnel, working without mercy on the remaining guards, slitting both their throats and dumping their bodies to the ground like garbage. The one who lay on his back, hilt sticking out of his chest like an exclamation point breathed shallowly while one guard came upon him, twisting the hilt while he screamed in agony. Finally, he removed it and slit that guard's throat, turning his head to look at Clara while simultaneously wiping the bloodied blade on the guard's clothing.
It was him,
Clara thought with a shudder, the
savage
who frightened her.

He gave her a grim smile and walked toward where she lay. Her breath coming in large gasps, she was frozen to the ground, unable to move. She would die here, in this tunnel, surrounded by
savages
on the dirt floor of the tunnel.

She craned her neck, her vision swimming and saw Charles being approached by two
savages,
their thick thigh muscles bunching as they squatted in front of him, a battered heap before them.

She screamed, not caring for her own safety but thinking only of him, “Spare him! He is my friend... please, spare him...” she cried in a pathetic whisper, her eyes swimming through a wash of tears.

A fierce face loomed in front of her vision and it was
he... the
savage
she had seen through the sphere wall, the one which looked upon her with tenderness, as he did now.

“Fear not, Princess, no harm will come to you,” Bracus said while lowering her arms down to her sides and lowering her dress. His expression was one of contained rage as his gaze wandered to Frederic, who lay unconscious beside her.

Her head swiveled back to Charles, the two
savages
kneeling beside him, awaiting the command of their leader. Her eyes met Charles' and he hung his head, realizing that their fate was in the hands of the
savages.

Bracus looked down at the Princess and the black spot in his heart spread like ink spilled as he looked upon her injuries, which led his gaze to the large male who lay breathing a few feet away. He knew in his guts that this was the male that had done the first abuse. The other, who lay on the ground near Stephen and Joseph, looked as though he had defended her.

“Bracus,” Philip said, staring down at him but his eyes strayed to the Princess.

“We must go. Let us dispatch these two and take our leave, quickly, before more arrive.” He cast studious glances around them.

Clara lifted a trembling arm, shaking from lack of blood circulation and laid it on Bracus' forearm, her touch light as a feather.

He looked down at the small hand, fascinated by its size,
this female was killing him,
but his expression remained stoic.

The Princess said, “Please, I beg you, do not harm him, he is my dearest friend. Take me and leave him, please.”

“Clara no! You know not what their intent is!” he shouted, trying to get to his feet, but the guards held him in position.

“Do not harm her! She has done nothing,” Charles said to the group at large.

To which Matthew replied, “That is not our intent,
sphere-dweller.”

Charles and Clara both heard the note of disdain in his voice and he looked at them as if insulted that they would think he would harm the female which lay vulnerable and injured at their feet.

Stephen looked down at Charles. “It was our plan to take her, not you. It was happenstance that you were here... and the others,” he shrugged. Like their death had been collateral damage and not of great importance.

Bracus knew that time was short. He stood, and bending over he hauled the Princess to her feet.

Clara was suddenly on her feet and up from her horrible position on the ground, but the movement had been too fast and she swayed, feeling overcome physically with all that had transpired. As she felt her vision narrowing, her body filled up with heat. It began at her feet and rushed to her head, she knew she would faint.

“No you don't, Princess,” the
savage
said, swooping her right off the ground. Clara wasn't sure this was an improvement as her face lulled against his huge chest and his arms folded her into his body as if she were the size of a child. To him, she probably was.

“Do not take her!” Charles yelled, struggling against the guards and Bracus gave Stephen a terse nod and he slammed his fist into Charles temple, his body slumping to the floor in a heap.

“No!” Clara screamed, struggling in the grip of the
savage, but to no avail, he had terrible strength and stood immune to her movements.

Suddenly, the
savage
that she did not trust was in her face. “Be still. You needed the rescuing from what we saw.”

Clara cringed back from him in fear and Bracus' eyes narrowed. Her response did not make sense. Why was she so afraid?

“Cease this; we mean you no harm,” Bracus told her.

She stopped and looked up into Bracus' face, his intense hazel eyes warm with sincerity and it was all too much.

Clara fainted.
  



CHAPTER 22

 


Bracus looked down at the still form of the Princess and couldn't believe she was finally in his arms. He checked his expression to escape notice. She lay so light in his embrace. A fragile thing. He hugged her tighter to him and her head rolled against his chest.

He looked over at the large male with yellow hair who still lived, rage shimmering within Bracus. Killing him now would be best.

He looked at Philip who nodded and prepared to land the killing blow but Stephen interrupted, “Do not.” Philip's hand hesitated, hovering over his breastbone. “He looks to be someone of importance.”

They took in his regal attire, heavy gold rings and thin band which lay atop his head.

Bracus made a noise in the back of his throat, he was a loathsome man. “He does not deserve to live.”

“I agree. But, if we wish for our negotiations to move forward, killing a person of importance may not assist our cause,” Stephen said.

He was right, but there was something primitive in Bracus that wished to end the life of he who had laid violence against the Princess.

He wavered.

Finally, he walked over to him and ground his heel into his groin with crushing force. A low moan escaped Prince Frederic.

Bracus smiled, that had felt good.

The Band laughed. It would be some time before he tried to take a female by force.

The Band silently made their way out of the tear in the sphere wall.

Joseph turned around once they were out, calling out to the Band, “Look upon it,” he said, pointing to the slit.

They watched it begin to repair itself. The Evil Ones had thought of a contingency for a sphere breach. They wished not for an intermingling of the two Peoples. Well... Bracus thought... they would have a surprise.

The Band closed in around him and kept their senses alert for intruders from other clans or the
fragment.

*

They reached the forest border, relief washing over Bracus.

They came upon their horses and with the evening meal almost upon them they found a mossy area by the stream and lay the Princess down upon it. She barely stirred. Bracus did not like the deep shadows that lay beneath her eyes and the paleness of her face. He brought out his knapsack and rifled through it until he came upon a blanket, the one he had chosen especially for its tightly woven properties. He laid it over her. As it was made for him, he was able to take the excessive length and use part of it to bundle up as a makeshift pillow.

The Band drew together and looked down upon her.

Stephen spoke first, “She looks weak.”

“She is, dolt,” Philip said, frowning at him, massive hands planted on his hips.

“It would be interesting to find out what her intentions were this day. Where were they going? Were they traveling with that guard?” Joseph reasoned out loud.

Bracus shook his head. “I do not think so. Did you notice the one that was committing violence against her? Their clothing was different. They are not from her home sphere.”

Bracus watched the slight rise and fall of her chest, having never laid eyes on a woman this small, she was very close in stature to the young Evelyn who tended the well. But how brave she had been! With huge, strange males all around, she had pleaded for the life of her friend. He looked more closely at her. She wore the strange clothes again and a bejeweled crown sat upon her head. He shook his head, the mystery of it all deepening.

“So frail,” Matthew said, bending down close to her still form he picked up her hand, the full size of it taking up only his palm, his fingers free of it.

“Don't touch her,” Bracus spoke to Matthew in a low, clear voice.

Matthew looked at him, carefully putting Clara's hand down where it had been, his eyebrows raising as he straightened to his full height.

“Why, Captain?”

Bracus realized his mistake too late. He did not want any male touching her. “I do not wish her to awaken and find your ugly mug above her.”

The Band laughed at the joke and the tenseness left like water through netting.

Philip clapped Matthew on the back. “Come, let us find food. It has been a long day, and I, for one, wish to end it with a full belly and the stars above me.”

Bracus chose Joseph to watch over Clara, instructing him to give the alert if she awoke. He nodded solemnly. He understood better than the others because he wished for Anna to love him. In turn, he may be more careful with this new female.

Bracus walked away, the need to stay by the Princess' side and unbearable pull that no amount of shaking off would loosen.
  



CHAPTER 23

 


Clara opened her eyes slowly, the cold waking her. She did not know at first where she lay. A damp, lightweight blanket covered her from foot to chin and she discovered one lay under her head as well. She cautiously turned her head to the left and the huge
savage
lay beside her, then at her right was the other
savage.
The one that made her heart race with trepidation.

Her mind flooded with memories of the last moments before she fainted: Charles struck down, the guards killed, Prince Frederic on the floor, unconscious. That they had not killed her was a mystery. They probably wanted details of the kingdom; they would not have it.

It was the least she could do.

Clara removed her crown, laying it behind her head, symbolic of her dislike of being a Princess, it could stay where it lay. She sat up quietly and looked at the sky, the stars glittered above her like diamonds in black velvet. Taking a deep breath she was assaulted by the dryness of the air, cool on her lungs, she stifled an urge to cough. The air was so strange Outside. The Record Keeper had been mistaken, for she lived.

She breathed, and she lived.

Her people did not need to be confined to the sphere.

Clara looked at the
savage
who lay beside her, his chest rising and falling with each breath, her eyes traveled to his gills and they fascinated her. They flowed apart and together with synchronicity.

She shook her misgivings away, she need not dally. Now was the time for escape. She spied her knapsack at the base of her bed and quietly crawled to the end of the bedding, careful not to rustle or make noise. She looped the knapsack over her shoulder as she stood, then round the other and backed away.

As she was turning she noted that there were five males, all the biggest she had ever seen in her life. She knew that they were humanoid, but not entirely. With the gills and the hugely muscled physique, she was not absolutely certain of it.

She moved away slowly, gaining distance, placing her feet in areas where the brush was least and she could traverse it silently. She looked above her, noting the moon was full, so bright outside the sphere it hurt her eyes to look upon it.

She traveled, wishing all the while that she could stop and appreciate finally having escaped to the Outside.
As she walked she made her way to the forest border, seeing the sphere beneath her and thought of Charles. What would be his fate? Again, it was more her fault than she liked to admit.

Tears burned unshed in her eyes,
could she do nothing for anyone?
She was by herself, having escaped Prince Frederic and the Queen's abuse. But what of food, shelter and clothing? She sighed, moving forward.

Feeling thirsty, she disentangled her knapsack. Lowering it as she squatted and searched for the water bottle she remembered Charles had filled before the guards and Frederic had come upon them. She shuddered, remembering. He would have raped her had it not been for the
savages'
timely interruption. A momentary pang of guilt seized her, but she would not let it overwhelm her. She needed to escape them as well. Charles' sacrifice would not be for nothing.

She gulped the cool water down, relishing its sweetness, placing her palm on the rough bark of the tree, feeling the texture of it for the first time. So many new tactile experiences.

It was at that moment Clara became aware of a noise behind her and immediately thought of an animal or some such. The Record Keeper told tales of large animals in the wilderness of the Outside.

Clara whirled around, her skirt swirling around her legs and before her stood the
savage. Clara's heart stopped in her throat, a look of rage stood on his face. Clara did not hesitate, she turned and ran.

She could hear his pursuit and realized it might be futile but she would not just stand there, prey to be taken.

Branches grabbed and tore at her clothing as she ran, her shoes a hindrance, the corset binding her lungs.

Crashing behind her, the
savage
came.

When she felt she could run no more and the breath burned in her throat his strong arms clasped her from behind and he lifted her off her feet. She kicked and flailed about, trying futilely for release but his arms were bands of brass, unyielding and hard.

“Be still! I mean you no harm!” he spoke by her ear urgently.

Clara stilled. It was no use, she could not escape the Prince and his guard, she could not escape the
savages.
Her fate was sealed, she was not her own mistress but
the mistress of others.

****

Bracus looked down at the Princess as she struggled, good Lord, was she a fighter! For such a small female, how she thrashed about. Bracus worked to subdue her without hurting her, harder than it seemed. Finally wrapping his arms over the top of hers from behind and folding her against his frame where her head touched his chest. She slowed her struggles when he told her but he did not trust that she would cooperate. He cautiously released her and she turned on him, furious...those beautiful eyes flashing, one still bruised and swollen.

Clara turned on the
savage, angry at him for capturing her, angry at the circumstance, angry about everything.

“Let me go,” she hissed, her bravado slipping before such a huge male.

“I cannot,” he answered, spreading his arms wide.

Somehow, this is not how Bracus envisioned their first meeting to be.

“I have escaped the sphere and wish to be free. I do not want to be forced anymore,” she looked around her and became aware that the remaining
savages
had subtly appeared in the holes between the trees and her anxiety grew. She felt claustrophobic, their presence a reminder that possibly, a new prison awaited.

“We mean you no harm. We wish to establish a peace between our peoples...”

“So... you
kidnap
me,” Clara raised a brow, looking at each
savage
before her, their eyes glittering back in the shattered light cast by the moon. “You rip a hole in the sphere...”

“How else were we to establish communication?” Bracus asked logically.

Clara crossed her arms, narrowing her eyes, feigning bravery she did not feel. “Peaceably?”

Bracus was silent. This was not going as expected, her exterior did not match the fire within. “I am Bracus.”

“I am Clara,” she said, looking at each
savage
amongst the trees. If they meant to kill her, they would have done so already. Her eyes rested on the
savage
who had been outside her sphere the one time. She was not sure what role he played but she felt least confident about him.

“We need you to accompany us. Our President has a proposal...”

“Your president?” What was that? thought Clara.

“Our leader,” Philip said stepping forward and Clara automatically stepped back, which made Bracus itch to touch her, his hands clenching by his sides to halt the action.

They had no King she asked herself?

Bracus saw her expression and interpreting it correctly answered, “We have a different hierarchy, Princess,” he said.

“You don't seem like
savages...” except for the clothes, or lack thereof, she thought. But she wisely kept that to herself.

Bracus was offended. “We are not
savages. We are the Clan of Ohio. And these men and myself... we are the Band, the protectors of our clan.”

Clara covered her mouth, the what? She looked up at him, willing herself not to laugh but they all wore serious expressions.

The
savage
that frightened her came forward and she cringed back. Bracus, seeing her expression looked that way and saw nothing but the Band. What frightened her so?

He opened his mouth to inquire when she spoke, “What do you mean to do with me?”

“Just a meeting with our President for a possible negotiation. Then you may return.”

She never wanted to return. Not as long as the queen ruled or Frederic held her captive under the sham of a marriage for alliance.

“But first, I must ask: who has laid their hands upon you?”

She had no idea what he was talking about.

He touched his own face, indicating her injuries and she was reminded of the beating.

Automatically she replied, “I fell, in the Royal Manse, two days past.”

He stepped closer and she fought not to move away, her knees weak.

“I know the abuse of a hand and the difference between that and clumsiness. You did not fall,” he stated with surety.

Clara said nothing. By sheer habit and force of will she held her tongue. She was ashamed by her face, by not being able to defend herself. At least she would not admit it all to this stranger.
Bracus,
her mind supplied.

Bracus wished to run his hand over her injured face, erasing it from her; why would she not admit the truth? There was much here he needed to understand. There would be time for it. Somehow, in some way he could not explain, she reminded him of Anna, but not near so timid. She had a fire inside her that burned bright. He smiled at her upturned face.

She smiled tentatively back, her anger beginning to leak away. She did not feel harm from him. Clara felt she was near expert in determining if someone meant it.

He turned, making his way ahead of her and she followed. Her future lay uncertain before her and she must follow it where it led, even if the outcome was a mystery. He held his hand out, and she lay hers within it as he clasped it around her, the size swallowing it whole. He made her feel safe, she was not sure why. She turned to look behind her. The
savage
that she did not trust was at her heel, dark intent shadowing his face and she shuddered, walking on.

 


The guard was biding his time. The Princess,
Clara, he corrected, holding the hand of his Captain. She was so close he could have reached out and moved his palm through her hair, which had come undone from its tether during all the transit. But he knew that time was his friend... and soon enough, he would have his chance to have her all to himself. Protecting his clan from the dangerous females of the sphere.

****

They traveled back the way they had come, Clara and the Band. The horses came into view, Briar Rose appearing silver in the moonlight, a spattering of a darker color appearing along her back and sides. She shone like a faded star and Clara was drawn to her as a moth to flame.

Bracus released her hand reluctantly as she approached the horse, and he warned her, “Not from behind, Princess, a horse likes to see a person's approach.”

“Clara,” she corrected absently.

Changing the direction she had been moving, coming right up underneath the animal's nose, she turned to Bracus. “May I pet it?”

“Her,” he corrected. “Briar Rose.”

“From the fairy tale?”

He looked surprised. “I have heard such.”

“Mayhap we have some of the same literature.”

“Much of what we had was lost,” Bracus said.

Philip added, “In the Time when Ash Covered the Earth we lost many things of importance.”

Stephen interrupted harshly, “It is not important. Survival is important. That is all that matters now.”

Matthew shrugged and Joseph said, “It is a hard thing, survival. But, if happiness and purpose could be obtained as well, I would be keen for that.”

The group of men nodded and Clara felt that their two peoples were not as divergent as she had presumed.

Reaching out, she touched the great horse's nose and it was crushed velvet beneath her hand. She had never known another texture like it, so shocking.

She drew her hand away and looked at Bracus. “She is so soft.”

As if on cue, Briar Rose neighed softly, shaking her mane and bumping Clara's hand, an invitation for more petting that made her laugh.

Bracus could not get enough of looking at her. Here she was, kidnapped from the only home she had known, with five strange men and a new animal she'd never laid eyes on, beaten and yet she could enjoy a stolen moment with the horse.

Matthew broke the silent rapport, “Let us be about breaking down camp. We have much to accomplish and the clan does not need our lengthy absence.”

Matthew was practical and in this area especially, he was vigilant. They did not need the
fragment
to come lurking about while they were gone. Normally, five males would be too much to take, but Bracus had felt confident that it was required. Now that the acquisition of the Princess, (Clara, he corrected) was accomplished, he knew he had made the right choice.
  



CHAPTER 24

 


Charles groaned and looked about him, his eyes gradually adjusting, he became aware of pandemonium all around him. Guards and civilians alike were milling about, speaking in all volumes while Charles sat up, trying to get his bearings.

Clara,
Charles thought wildly. Looking all around him, finally, his gaze rested on the tear in the sphere side, now but a hazy scar of its former breadth.

She was gone,
taken by the
savages.

A great pain began in Charles' breastbone and spread like an icy fissure, cracking and infinite, he felt the breath stop in his body.

He had not protected her after all.

She was most assuredly Outside, as was their plan, but not with him... but with
savages
of unknown intent.

He did not care if he lived, the thought of Clara being in the hands of those
creatures.
He shook his head to clear it.

Wallowing about in grief at her disappearance would not get her back to him. He stood on shaky legs, his head feeling like a vise of copper had been about it. He looked down the tunnel, through the throng of people and caught sight of Sarah and Clarence and his heart lightened. Between the three of them, mayhap her rescue would be a possibility.

Sarah and Clarence quickened their strides, coming before him, their sides heaving.

“I ran almost the entire length of the tunnel,” Sarah yelled to be heard over the din.

“I have not much time,” Clarence said, looking decidedly ill, “the twilight drug that you administered has made me vomit up my internal organs.”

Charles smiled, “You will live another day, my friend.”

Clarence glowered but held his stomach gingerly.

“Where is she? And why, for the love-of-the-Guardian, are you not Outside and with her?”

Charles looked about him surreptitiously and noticed the Prince’s guards were hovering around him like flies to a fresh carcass.

Charles pulled his two friends away to the only available space there was and explained everything: the Prince's forced sexual advance against Clara, the
savages
breaking in and taking her... everything.

“He tried to rape the Princess?” Clarence asked, a look of dull horror on his face.

Charles nodded.

Sarah looked not as surprised, “And the
savages?
They struck you but took her? Did they mean her harm?”

Charles hung his head, it was his primary intent to find out.

“I do not know,” he answered.

They looked at the healing tear of the tunnel wall.

“It appears scarred, Charles,” Clarence said, as there was no going near it, the Queen's guards crawled all around it like ants scurrying on their mound.

“So the rumors are true? It is the salt that tears the fabric of the sphere?”

Charles nodded, “Yes, and the
savages
were aware of that fact.”

Sarah's hand trembled as she pushed her hair behind her ear. “What is there to do now?”

“I must escape of my own accord, quickly. They cannot have too great a lead.” But Charles had misgivings as he had seen how they moved and acted, spoke, competent travelers and fighters.

“But what of Prince Frederic?” Clarence asked. He spared a glance at the Prince, who was batting away his guard's offers of help, grabbing his nether regions as if they would come off without his hold.

“Why does he hold himself thus?” Sarah inquired.

“I am not sure, but it would seem that he may have suffered injury.” Charles said.

“The
savages?” Clarence asked.

“Mayhap. He was not able to finish what he started with Clara and did not harm her in my presence.”

“Yet, you were not conscious for her departure,” Sarah said, emphasizing the last word.

Charles shook his head.

The Prince noticed the three standing apart and walked toward them. Wincing as he walked, he gave up and limped toward them. Charles mastered his expression to not alert the Prince just how much it pleased him he was injured there.

“Mr. Pierce!” Prince Frederic shouted, his voice easily swallowed in the tight space of the tunnel with so many people packed together.

“I must speak with you.”

Sarah instinctively stepped behind Clarence. She wished for none of his notice.

Charles was having an elaborate fantasy where the Prince fell clumsily on one of his guards' swords where they hovered as he drew near.

Damn, here he was, right before him. Charles' head ached and his hand was itching to draw upon the dirk that lay buried in one of the dead guard's necks.

The image of Clara struggling beneath him was etched forever in his brain.

The Prince leaned forward until their noses almost touched, “You have killed one of my guards,” he began in a furious tone.

Charles smiled, holding up two fingers, “You have more.”

The Prince's rage overtook his face, painting it a red so deep it was nigh unto purple. “You will suffer for that insolence. Queen Ada will allow me whatever I wish.”

“Oh,” Sarah said sweetly, sidling up beside Charles but slightly in front of Clarence. Prince Frederic's eyes slid to her, over her body, encased as it was in sky blue velvet.

“I think not, as the
rape
of the Princess would not be well-received and,” she added, drawing her finger upon the flesh which rode the top of her bosom, his eyes trained upon it, “you have not the leverage, as the
savages
have taken Clara and she is not here for you to wed.” Sarah said smugly, her smile alight with the knowledge of his impotence.

Quicker than lightning he grabbed her wrist, jerking her body against his, “It does not have to be the Princess that I bed. It could be
anyone.
I was ensuring she understood what life she would lead in my tender care.”

“Release me,” Sarah said, her chin jutted out stubbornly.

Clarence intervened, “Prince Frederic, is this the attention you desire...” he looked about him significantly, the many people around them stopping their hurried conversations. His behavior judged unacceptable even for his station.

Prince Frederic exhaled in disgust, pushing Sarah into Clarence, who held her loosely by the shoulders and turned his attention once more to Charles.

“You and she planned an escape. The guards searched your knapsack and discovered the salt mixture.” He straightened and looked every bit the satiated animal except for the wince when he stood, Charles noted with a small stab of joy.

Charles searched the tunnel for any sign of his knapsack, seeing none, his eyes returned to Prince Frederic, “I do not see my knapsack about.”

The Prince yelled for a guard, and the one at his side jumped, “You there...” the guard's eyes widened, “find the knapsack which belongs to him,” he said, pointing a finger at Charles. If the guard thought the request was as absurd as Charles, he did not show it. Very wise...he must understand the Prince better than they realized.

His attention returned to Charles, “We are at an impasse, for now. But know this: I intend to retrieve the Princess, and you will not be part of that plan. Is that understood?”

Sarah spoke again, “What we understand is
you
do not have leverage of any sort with our Queen. She cares only for the grapes. If you do not recover Clara, there will be
no
combined kingdom.”

They stared at each other and Sarah did not back down. Clarence and Charles waited for the Prince to show his violent predisposition but he clenched and unclenched his fists, glaring at her.

Her words were true, there was no satisfactory rebuttal.

The guard approached, shaking his head.

Charles smiled at the prince and Frederic shook his head in disgust.

“It does not end it. I will find her and we will wed.”

“I think you underestimate the
savages.”

“No, they underestimate me. Whatever I desire, becomes mine.”

“That is yet to be seen, Prince Frederic,” Charles said.

They watched the Prince walk off, the slight limp in his stride noticeable to all that observed.
  



CHAPTER 25

 


Clara gazed about her, everything Outside was new, yet old. She had seen much from inside the sphere but it was surreal, to view it in the flesh. She felt the huge beast move beneath her body, a warm and stout presence. Clara kept her hands clenched tightly to the saddle, occasionally casting a glance behind her at the guard whom she did not trust.

Bracus said, “Princess, put your arms about my waist, it is not safe for you, the horse could throw you.”

Clara was sure that it was not proper for her to touch a man she did not know, but a stumble from Briar Rose made her mind up for her. She latched onto the
savage- Bracus,
and laid her head against his broad back.

Bracus tried not to physically show the Princess how much he enjoyed the contact. But he couldn't help but shift on the horse to put him infinitesimally closer to her embrace.

Clara sighed. She knew she should not feel remotely safe. Yet, he had not harmed her, she was Outside, and there was nothing she could do for Charles, she thought, frowning slightly. She wished with all her heart she could but know what was happening to him right now. However, she must persevere. Soon, she may have a life Outside. A plan to regain her father's kingdom could be fashioned in a way that he would be proud of.

Clara yawned against Bracus' back just as the sun made its way over the top of the mountains to the south, the tangerine glow painting the path ahead with golden light. The rhythm of the horse beneath her lulled her to sleep and she felt it pulling her under like a stone in a well.

Bracus felt Clara's breathing change and knew that she had fallen asleep. He slowed Briar Rose to a halt and her body began to slide away from his. He gently repositioned her in front of him where she fit in the cradle of his arm perfectly. As his right arm held her, he grasped the reins in his left, gently kicking Briar Rose's side and she continued to walk.

Joseph came abreast of him on his stead, a great chocolate beast that eyed him cautiously. “She sleeps, that is good,” he said, gazing down at her face, curled against Bracus' chest, her breath a warm tingle.

Bracus looked down upon her, knowing she probably would not have wanted to be held so intimately but in her sleep he could hold her as he wished.

After another hour of riding, with the weight of Clara beginning to numb his arm, the Band were at the clan's gate.

Bracus came alert immediately as people were running around in a panic. He unconsciously tightened his grip on Clara.

Something was wrong.

He felt the weapons against his horse's flank and was comforted by their presence; his throat slits involuntarily opening wide to gather oxygen in preparation for the unknown.

Philip galloped up to Bracus' side, having been rear guard during their journey homeward, “What is the trouble here?”

“I do not know, but we best be about finding out.”

Philip nodded, twirling his finger in a circle above his head. Stephen and Matthew began on opposite ends of the clan's large barrier fence to do a perimeter reconnaissance. If there was something amiss, they would find it. Their horses thundering departure was not heard above the noise of the people's panic.

****

The lead guard at the gate, Oliver, ran to Bracus, speaking in a rush, “Captain Goodman,” he said, not even bothering with a nod, “The girl from the well...” he stuttered out.

“Evelyn?” Bracus nearly yelled and Clara stirred, having been in a near stupor. He kept his hold firm, he would not have her away from him and out of his sight. But he did need to have both hands free and at-the-ready.

“Yes, sir,” he wrung his hands. “It appears that she has been taken... by the
fragment.”

Oh dear Lord,
she is but a child,
Bracus thought with dread pooling like rotten meat in his entrails.

Oliver looked at Clara in his arms with open curiosity.

“How?” Bracus barked, breaking his glance with the harshness of his words at the same time that Clara opened her eyes and saw that she was in the circle of Bracus' arms. She sat up, feeling ridiculous and groggy. Looking about her, she saw many people running about in a state of panic. She rubbed her eyes and pushed her hair away from her face, the tether which bound it long gone.

Bracus kept his arm around Clara, pulling her against his chest as he felt her stiffen. “There is a problem, and I need my hands free but I need you protected,” he spoke quietly against her ear, “if I let you down, would you stay by my side?”

Clara nodded, she was not interested in another problem and she was ill-prepared for it, her mind fuzzy. She was tired and hungry and wished to get out of her royal garb, an absurd thing to be wearing while riding upon a horse.

Bracus held her arms as she slid down the horse's side. Her feet hovered above the ground and she lighted upon it. Craning her neck back to look up at him. The bruising of her face was better today, but it made his guts clench to see it, he would never become accustomed to the sight.

Oliver came around the side of the horse to approach Clara, but Bracus said, “No, attend the gate, I will have someone from the Band assigned to the Princess.”

Joseph said, “Captain... I need...” he began

Anna,
good Lord,
the females. If the young girl was taken, who else?

“Yes, go to her now.”

Joseph galloped headlong to the gate, people scurrying out of his way.

Philip was the only one left, “Stay with Clara.” Bracus ordered tersely. He must see what had happened to Evelyn... how it happened.

He and Philip looked at each other for a swollen moment then Philip nodded. They needed their watch-care now more than ever.

Bracus kicked Briar Rose's sides, and she galloped to the gate.

To the answers.

****

Bracus all but threw his reins at Jonathan, who caught them deftly, his face grave.

“Captain,” he said, nodding.

He was the first person on the inside he had seen and should know more than Oliver, who had been in no position to leave the gate.

“What has happened to Evelyn?” Then, “what of the other females.” Bracus barked out.

“All are here, sir... it is only Evelyn.” Jonathan said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other .

“How could this happen?” Bracus said, somewhat more gently.

“She went to pick the berries...”

“By herself?”

He shook his head, “Nay, her father accompanied her.”

Bracus closed his eyes for a moment. Opening them, he grasped Jonathan's shoulder, giving it a small shake. “Speak.” and dropped his hand.

Jonathan looked down, a tremor in his voice, “I told her not to go this day. I told her it was safer to pick a day the Band was
all here,” Bracus nodded encouragement and he continued, “but she insisted, you know how she is, stubborn.”

He knew.

“Then, she argued that her father would be with her.” His eyes betrayed his frustration, narrowing, “and I told her it was not
enough. That the
fragment
was about, that they could be overwhelmed. She would not listen. She never listens. I could have protected her!” he shouted out, his fists clenched, the knuckles bleeding to white.

Bracus shook his head. “Did her father protect her?”

“He tried.”

“What of him?”

“Massacred.”

Bracus groaned, rubbing a hand over the front of his face, a male dead, and a precious female gone. Were the
fragment
so desperate that they would take a female that was not yet ready? He shuddered. They must reclaim her.

He looked down at the angry boy, “You could have done nothing. Do not assume the guilt of this. Her own father died at the hands of the
fragment. We will retrieve her.”

He nodded, “When?”

Bracus' thoughts shifted...
Clara.

“Today, as soon as we can restore our energy and pack our supplies.”

Clara and Philip approached, he a head and a half taller than she, his huge hands holding his mount's reins, the beast's sides glistening from the travel.

Philip cocked an eyebrow.

“The girl that works the well,
Evelyn, has been taken,” Bracus said.

“The wee one?” he asked, using his palm to indicate a height very close to Clara's own.

Bracus nodded.

Philip growled out his displeasure and Clara backed away from him. He sobered, turning to her. “She is but a child...only ten and one years.”

It sounded horrible, Clara knew, but she looked at them in confusion,
taken by whom?

Bracus knew from her expression her unspoken question, “It is the
fragment.
They take unprotected females.”

“Who are the
fragment
and
why do they take your women?” Clara asked.

Philip and Bracus looked at each other.

“What?” Clara asked, putting her hands on her hips. She did not wish to be ignorant of danger. Her days of being unprepared were over.

“They belong to no one. They are separate,” Bracus began.

“From whom?”

“The clans,” Philip responded. “All the clans.”

Those answers made more questions than they answered, Clara thought.

Bracus sighed, he did not have sufficient time to answer. And he did not know that enlightening Clara about the shortage of females at this juncture would help him with her. In fact, seeing the burning intelligence in her eyes... he thought not.

“We must retrieve the girl immediately.” He looked at Bracus, “I will assign Joseph, Stephen and Matthew here. The others will accompany us.

Bracus nodded, “Good choice.”

“Joseph will not be worth anything if his mind is upon Anna's welfare.”

“That was my opinion.” Bracus agreed.

Bracus was most comfortable with Matthew and Stephen, his first and second in command. They would guard Clara and be sufficient protection for the clan while the girl was rescued. No one took their people...their females. His gaze wandered to Clara, her battered face healing, and his heart beat painfully in his breastbone. Duty tore at him, his feelings for her beat upon him like the wings of a great bird, soft yet insistent.

He looked at her a moment more, “Philip, stay with her...I need to be about discussions with Matthew and Stephen,” he said, stalking off.

Clara looked at Philip, “What have I done?” She knew that her escape had made him dislike her but he had tended to her closely afterward. She determined he was a man of duty and did not subscribe to feelings of mercy.

“It is not you, Princess. It is the circumstance. He must protect the females; he is the Captain of this clan.”

“It is his duty then? He must face this
fragment?
What if,” she was loathe to utter it but plunged forward, “he is unable to overcome them?” she threw her hand out, indicating the forest which lay beyond the clan perimeter.

Philip looked down at her disdainfully and she struggled not to move away again. These men were so physically intimidating. She stood her ground with an effort. “He will not fail. We are the Band, we do not fail, we succeed.”

Indeed. A small smile formed on her mouth and Philip looked down at her, first at her lips then at her expression.
She was beautiful, he decided. Even underneath the healing battering, her unkempt hair and strange clothing, he saw a female worth having. But something told him in his gut, that it was his brother that wanted her, and that
he would not stand in the way of.

“Come,” he took her by the elbow. “Let us introduce you to Lillian and Anna.”

As they walked away together, Clara's thoughts were on Bracus, his intent to leave her with the clan, a group of strangers who lived Outside. But, she did not really know him either. It was he that stopped the assault upon her by Prince Frederic. It was
he
that she owed a debt of gratitude to. She was ashamed by her attempt at escape now. Clara knew that her heart and mind were conflicted. This is not what she and Charles had conspired together, the fruition of which was entirely not of their making.

They approached a small building amongst several that were similar. Made of stone with thatched roofs and thick wood doors that had circular windows at face level in odd, convex configurations. Clara immediately loved the one they came upon. The irregular stones they trod on led to one of the unusual doors which was flanked by wild roses, their buds dripping of delicious fragrance and shell pink blooms.

A woman lives here.

Clara was reminded of the great hothouses inside the sphere which contained a vast amount of roses. But without the constant presence of the steam to nurture them they would be unable to survive.

Clara paused, caressing a delicate bloom, and a thorn pricked her finger. She gasped, putting her finger to her mouth.

Philip frowned, “Let me see, Princess.” he said, holding his hand out.

“It is nothing, really,” she said, moving away. He caught her hand, turning it over in his huge one, her palm swallowed by his.

Philip felt a strange tingling when he touched the Princess's hand, it rushed up his arm in a hot surge and he dropped it.

“What was that?” she whispered.

“I do not know,” he said, rubbing his hand as if something remained there he wished to remove.

Just then, the door opened and Lillian looked out.

“You should not open your door first, without looking,” Philip said disapprovingly.

Lillian nodded, “Calm yourself, warrior. I know that the Band has returned and Jack is within.” She gestured behind her as Jack appeared.

Clara looked warily at another member of the Band and noticed how they all looked so much alike. All huge males with the strange gills. The other males looked like the men of her sphere. The woman looked ordinary compared to him. Deep brown hair grazed the swell of her collarbone, with sapphire eyes and honey-colored skin. It was her ready smile that caused a great, aching sadness in Clara, instantly reminding her of Sarah. She controlled her expression. Her sadness was not something she wished to reveal to anyone, nor her shameful circumstances.

She looked back at Philip, the odd expression still riding his face from the strange touch of his hand on hers. She remembered the tingling after he had touched her and wondered at its significance. She put her hand to her chest and looked at Lillian and Jack.

Lillian contained her shock at seeing the condition of the Princess. Who had done this to her face?
She knew exactly what Jack must be thinking behind her. The poor waif. She took in the disheveled hair, the ruined dress, her delicate face in various stages of healing. To Lillian, it was obvious that she had suffered beatings that were separate from one other. She would ask Bracus later, he would know more on this.

Her eyes met Philip and he shook his head, rubbing his arm in a most odd fashion. She made a decision, she would take care of her while the Band reconvened. She knew as she stood here and took breath they would go after Evelyn. She closed her eyes briefly, she
hated the
fragment. They were the only thing that kept the clan from true contentment.

She looked at Clara, “Please, let me help you get settled. You need new clothing, rest and perhaps a hot bath at the springs?”

Jack looked at her, narrowing his eyes. “It is not safe, Lillian.”

“I can have Stephen or Matthew accompany us,” she said coyly, stroking his arm. His anger melted like candle wax at her feet.

He touched a strand of her hair. “Mayhap, but it makes my guts twine to think of harm befalling you.”

“You must go with us to find Evelyn. Joseph, Stephen and Matthew must remain to guard the clan,” Philip said to Jack, but his eyes were trained on Clara and she lowered hers. She still felt like she had done something wrong and could not shake the guilt of her presence. Had she not been here, the girl would still be here with her clan.

She could not wonder overlong as Lillian looped her arm through Clara's hauling her inside the cottage, telling Jack to take his leave with Philip, “I am quite sure that the Band has much discussion and planning. And the Princess needs food and rest.”

“President Bowen must meet with her,” Philip said.

Her eyebrow swept up. “When?”

Jack looked at the sun's position, “One hour more...”

He looked at Philip, who nodded in agreement.

Lillian sighed, “Be off then...” she smiled to soften her remark and the men laughed, Jack swooping down to land a soft kiss upon her lips and Lillian pressed her body against his, mingling perfectly for the stolen moment. Clara looked away, embarrassed. It was very different Outside. She thought she might like it. They had an openness of expression that was sorely lacking in her sphere.

Jack left her, looking back one last time, as did Philip at Clara. She looked nervously away, not knowing what to think of it all.

“Come, Princess,” Lillian said.

Clara found her voice, “Please, call me Clara. That is what my friends call me.”
When the Queen is not in attendance,
she added silently.

“Alright
Clara,” Lillian said, walking away with the expectation that Clara would follow her and she did.

They wound their way through the small cottage, which at its back held a small kitchen overlooking a ravine. Clara listened and thought she heard running water.

“What is that sound?” she asked presently.

Lilian raised her eyebrows and stood still listening. She smiled. “It is a wee creek.” She turned and stood before an odd-looking sink with a spigot from which water flowed. Clara looked on in fascination. All the plumbing of the sphere clanked and hissed with the steam-driven machinery, but Lilian turned a strange handle shaped like a “T” and out sprung a rush of water, frosting the spigot simultaneously.

“How curious,” Clara said, reaching a hand to touch the stream of water. Thirst immediately boiled to the surface, her throat parched.

Lillian smiled, fetching a glass off a low hung shelf made of roughened wood, the glass' misshapen thickness sparkling from the dim light that permeated the windowpane.

She gulped the water greedily and looked about her, taking in the small house then she spied a looking glass and slowly approached.

Clara immediately regretted it; she looked atrocious. Her dress, once a beautiful turquoise, was a sodden and dirty green color and her hair lay unbound and filthy. She looked away, a high flush coloring her cheeks. She noticed with some relief that her face did not look as terrible as one day past. That was something at least.

Lillian saw Clara's discomfort and put on a kettle to heat some water. When it became hot enough, she would stop up the sink and use soap to get the worst of the travel grime cleaned off. Tonight, they would travel to the hot springs and Clara could soak for an hour and finally tell all that she knew to Lillian. Although, Lillian had the feeling that Clara was not a woman to divulge things readily.

“How many years are you?” Lillian asked.

“I just celebrated my Day of Birth, ten and seven years.”

Seventeen years! Good Lord, she was young. Lillian wondered why her eyes held such age?

She set the kettle upon the stove top, the fire low in the summer. It might take some time and the President would arrive shortly. It would have to be a tepid cleaning.

She turned. “Let us go to my chamber and I will fetch you something else to wear.” Clara nodded, weariness dragging at her marrow. She was so tired her eyes burned but she must stay awake long enough to clean herself.

She followed Lillian into her bedchamber and thought it lovely. Low ceilings hugged the room, plaster a muted cream color with heavy, deep mahogany timbers bisecting it. A lone window stood at its center, dim light softly illuminating a four-poster bed that lay shrouded in a canopy of gauzy ivory material.

Lillian brought out several long skirts and blouses which billowed in soft colors.

“You are a tiny thing,” she said, studiously holding up several different garments, finally saying, “This should fit you, it fit me when I was ten and three years!” she said with a laugh.

Clara asked tentatively, thinking of Olive, “Would you assist me in the removal of my...” and she pointed to her back.

“Certainly,” Lillian said.

She unhooked twenty hooks when she asked, “What is this strange garment you wear under your dress?”

Clara turned, her face in profile, seeing Lillian out of the corner of her eye. “My undergarment... with the stays?”

Lillian nodded in wonderment at the uncomfortable looking garment, grateful she had never had to wear such.

“It is my corset,” Clara said, one shoulder lifting then falling. “We all wear similar.”

Lillian did not comment further but removed the stays until Clara could slip out of the offending thing.

Clara covered her breasts, feeling exposed even in front of a woman.

“You cannot put the horrible thing back on,” Lillian insisted, eying Clara critically. “Here,” she rummaged in a simple looking dresser, the handles shone softly in the glow from the window, the brass like worn butter, “use this.” She held up a chemise which had built-in bosom cups. It seemed to Clara very much like the corset but without the stays. Lillian laced it up and Clara's breasts spilled out the top in a most revealing way.

“Nothing we can do about your figure, you are built like a wasp.”

“The creatures which sting?” Clara asked.

Lillian nodded, taking her two index fingers and drawing an imaginary hourglass in the air. Clara nodded.

“You did not need this contraption,” she said, picking it up disdainfully with her fingertips barely touching it. “We will burn it later.”

“Burn it?” Clara said then surprised herself by laughing.

Lillian grinned back. “Yes, I think that would be a good end for it, do you not?”

Clara did
and nodded. It felt wonderfully free to be without it. Yes, the new garment still bound her but not uncomfortably so.

Clara put on a brown skirt made of silk and cotton in a soft but crude weave, the waist was too large. Lillian approached and found an interior tie and cinched it. Better.

She stood back, sorting through the clothing she handed a pale, teal-colored blouse to Clara. It fit perfectly.

“Evelyn's,” she answered Clara's unspoken question.

Lillian's eyes lowered, then met Clara's in a steady way. Clara liked this new acquaintance very much.

“She came by our home one day past to help me with something and she spilled some juice on it. I had to clean it right away and,” Lillian's lip trembled and Clara saw her use her teeth to steady it, biting slightly, “I washed the stain out and....”

Lillian turned her back to Clara, facing the window.

Clara's heart went out to Lillian, she approached her from behind. “They seem very capable... your Band. I am confident they will return with Evelyn,” Clara said before placing her hand on the other woman's shoulder.

“It is true, they are. But it is you, Clara, that is the important one. You are our hope... our only hope.”

The kettle shrilled its whistle and with a last lingering look Lillian walked away from Clara.

Clara said nothing but wished desperately to know why she had been taken... why was she so important? Other questions pressed as well: why were there so few females? What was the
fragment
that would take a young girl and had half their protectors racing to reacquire her? She would find out.

Lillian poured the warm water into a large pottery bowl and noticed it was lukewarm when she began to wipe the grime off Clara's face, carefully avoiding the worst of her injuries. Her hair, which had been carefully bound up had not suffered as much but a few small twigs were removed and a thorough brushing helped immeasurably. Clara felt almost human when they were finished and a soft rap at the door led them both to answer it.

An older gentlemen (who had more clothes on, Clara noticed with some relief) stood flanked by two of the Band. Bracus and the guard that made her uncomfortable. She kept her focus on the man she was sure was their President.

The guard remained outside. Bracus and the President entered as Lillian busied herself in the kitchen.

Bracus looked down at Clara and noticed she wore clothing that was different and looked like she had rested. His heart sped at the sight of her and he noticed her face was beginning to heal, her eye almost completely open.

“Greetings, Princess,” President Bowen said inclining his head.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” Clara responded automatically.

The President turned to Bracus. “You did not overstate her condition.”

Clara felt uncomfortable heat rise to the surface of her skin as they referenced her beating.

President Bowen noticed her discomfiture and said, “We made a decision to acquire you sooner, Princess... as Bracus determined your life may be in imminent danger if you remained in the sphere.”

She looked at Bracus and he looked back for a moment then away.
Curious.
He must have been on some scouting mission, seen her after what the Prince had done and hastened this kidnapping of her.

She put her attention back on the president. “My foremost question is this: why have I been taken?”

She held up her hand before he could answer and said, “I must state my thanks as it appears I was rescued from a fate far worse than this one.”

She waited for the president to continue but instead he turned to Bracus who expounded. “We came upon the sphere and the Princess,
Clara,”
he corrected at her slight frown, “was being attacked, her companion could not aid her as he was restrained.” He looked at her for confirmation and she nodded. It was fairly accurate as retelling went.

Bracus turned suddenly, giving his attention to her. “Is he the one?” he asked, gesturing to her face.

Her flush returned, her face felt on fire. “He is.”

She watched the strange reaction take over Bracus, his fists clenching and opening, a vein standing out on his forehead. “We should have ended him back in the sphere then for what he did to you before,” and he swallowed, Clara hearing the dry click, “and for what he was attempting to do.”

The president turned his penetrating gaze on Bracus and a look passed between them she could not decipher.

“Let us sit.” Bowen indicated the adjoining parlor with a few simple pieces of furniture. Clara sat in the smallest settee and Bracus in the largest, his huge frame engulfing it, long legs flung out before him.

“Princess,” President Bowen began.

“Clara,” she corrected quietly.

“You must call me Arthur then.”

She nodded.

“Forgive my bluntness, but in light of the circumstances of Evelyn's kidnapping and the death of her father, I feel frankness is the best course.”

Clara waited.

The President shifted in his chair. “We are losing people Clara, females in particular.”

Clara's mind turned quickly. The crowd as they had come upon it had seemed odd to Clara but with all the chaos of the last day she had not struck upon what was odd. Now she realized.

The lack of women.

He saw the look of comprehension come over her face and continued his unflinching commentary.

What could they want with her? Then she thought of it. Standing so suddenly she tipped the chair she had been sitting upon, racing to the door which led to the hall, Bracus caught her easily.

“Clara! We mean you no harm. Please, let the president finish!”

Clara's heart beat like butterfly wings trapped in her throat. What was she to them, a woman to steal. To impregnate? She shuddered thinking about the last day in an entirely new fashion. They were going to use her as some... some kind of elaborate breeder. Clara suddenly felt doomed. She had escaped the sphere only to have
this
as the alternative?

She would formulate a plan but she must, at least on the surface,
pretend to give them her ear. Then Clara would escape this place, reunite with Charles. Despair welled inside her, filling her with stagnation.

What if there was no more Charles?

She shoved that thought out of her mind and concentrated on the present.

Forcing herself to still in the strong arms of Bracus, who had held her gently while they rode upon his horse, and now imprisoned her with his embrace, she said, “I will listen.”

Bracus set her down, warily watching for another escape, with Clara thinking all the while that the
guard
lay in wait outside, she would not test
any
boundary with him. She needed to tell Bracus and Bowen that he had visited the sphere before. She felt strongly that they were unaware of his dalliance. She had sensed much from him, all of it unknown.

She righted the chair as she sat upon it, folding her arms beneath her breasts.

Bracus noticed her posture and was not fooled. Her eyes flashed fire while she stared at them like enemies.

She would try to escape again.

Unfortunately, she was not understanding their true intent. If only she would listen. Bracus was beginning to see that beneath all the fragility, lay a woman of fortitude.

President Bowen began again, “It is not as it seems. For many decades our clan,” he stretched his hand to include the immediate area, “and many of our sister clans did not have females enough to grow in number. For every fifteen males born, only one female comes,” he said in a helpless voice.

“We think that the Evil Ones, may have made our ancestral pool too limited. And now, as our grandfather's grandfathers lay in this earth, we are in a desperate state to mingle with different peoples.”

Clara thought about it. She was not sure they were even the same species. When she looked at the Band, they were clearly
other.

She mentioned that. And what of the Evil Ones? Who were they to these people?

Bracus answered, “The Evil Ones created us, the Band.” He gestured to his throat slits and his extreme size.

“You are genetically engineered?” Clara guessed.

The president raised an eyebrow in surprise and she nodded. “We have a Healer in the sphere that knows a great deal of Science and she has developed many speculations...” she trailed off.

“It is our supposition that the Evil Ones postulated about our life and what the challenges would be and gave us a select few,” he gestured to Bracus, “for each clan that could be protectors of a sort. But as you can see with the female population dwindling there may be, in less than a generation little to protect.”

“That is what happens when you play God.”

Clara looked at Bracus. “I will ask again: who are the Evil Ones?”

Bracus' eyes widened in surprise. “They are responsible for everything here.” he gestured vaguely around himself. “Even insomuch as before the days when the Earth was Covered by Ash.”

Clara's breath stopped in her throat. “Do you mean, the Guardians?”

They stared blankly at her and she continued quickly in their silence. “They are who
saved
us. They and only they are solely responsible for our spheres.”

She looked from one to the other, the uncomprehending expressions on their faces told all.

They did not know what the history was.

She thought suddenly of the book that had been carefully maintained for over a hundred years that told of the inception of the spheres. And more importantly,
why.

“My grandfather's grand-sire devised a book, a history if you will, that tells of what our people were
before. That there was a time when we all were one people across this great land, in huge cities. Then,” she paused for a moment, “the rocks fell from the sky and damaged our planet. But the Guardians were able to save us in nineteen different spheres. And there we have lived since that time, one hundred and forty years past,” she finished, folding her hands in her lap.

President Bowen's shock was evident. “They are your saviors,” he said slowly, “but they are our nemesis.” He stroked the stubble which rode at the bottom of his chin.

“I have questions of a technological nature as well.”

Clara nodded for him to continue, let them ask, she thought. “We think that somehow you use steam in the sphere to manufacture and live day by day?”

“Everything is powered by steam. Our lights, time pieces, cooking apparatus, everything,” she answered.

“What of the climate?” Bracus asked, thinking of a home without the sun on one's back and no rain for the streams.

Clara shook her head. “I am not privy to all details but when it rains on the Outside, our sphere allows a fine mist to permeate its surface and plants and other organic,” she hesitated, “matter
is fed such. Also, the suns rays do gather and permeate, but not powerfully enough to darken the skin.”

She held out her slender arm, the color of polished ivory and Bracus' heavy gaze lingered upon it as she let it drop back on her lap.

“What of insurgence and weapons,” Bracus asked and President Bowen nodded.

“We have had battles amongst the spheres and guards which train with sword and dagger for protection.” Clara hesitated, did she say too much? Was she giving away information which would showcase the sphere's vulnerabilities?

“Who is that man who attacked you?” Bracus demanded and his tone gave Clara pause. The president gave Bracus a look of inquiry.

She said, “He is Prince Frederic,” she looked down at her hands tightly clasped in her lap. “We are to be wed.”

The silence had a pregnant feel to it.

It went on at length.

Finally, Bracus clarified, “You cannot mean to be mated with the man that attacked you?” He stood as he said it, towering over her so she stood as well.

There was a physical potential to him that frightened Clara, but not in the same way that she felt from the Prince. Rather, she felt it directed at others so she expounded, “I have no choice... I am royal.
My mother, the Queen, has betrothed me to him to align our kingdoms as one and to facilitate trade.”

Bracus glared down at Clara, aching to touch her. He was not like this around the few women of his clan. He thought back to the genetic predisposition of certain females that held a potential for members of the Band and thought she was such a female. Clara made him feel fiercely protective (more than was usual) and he longed to be near her. It made him edgy and angry. He realized he was not angry at her; he was a prisoner of her to a degree he was uncomfortable with.

He allowed his gaze to soften. “He has hurt you.” Bracus reached out putting the lightest of touches against her cheekbone. No longer a horrible grape color, but fading to yellow.

Those hands that had maimed and killed so many of the
fragment
and others
pressed tenderly against her face.

The President cleared his throat and Bracus took his hand away. “Princess...
Clara,
we have acquired you but briefly. It was my utmost desire that we may begin negotiations for an acquaintance with our peoples. After the Band surveyed the sphere for some time, you were chosen as the most likely person to assist in this...” he trailed off in a hopeful way.

Clara had misunderstood their intent. They hoped that they could intermingle with eventual cohabitation their goal. But they did not understand the Queen, she would never allow it.

“I am not supreme ruler of our sphere. It is Queen Ada that would have the final say,” she paused, trying to formulate words that would make sense, give nothing away, and dissuade them from approaching the sphere. “The people of my sphere think that you are a... primitive people and decidedly violent.”

She looked from one to the other, seeing mild offense in both faces, and she rushed to assuage their tempers. “Not all, but most. As humans we are most afraid of that which we do not know. And,” she looked at Bracus, “your rescue of me will be looked at as confirmation of these speculations.”

“What of your companion?” Bracus asked.

“Charles?”

He shrugged. “The one who dispatched two guards before we came upon you.”

Tears stung Clara's eyes and she thought of her childhood friend, confidant, protector.

Bracus saw her struggle with her emotions and wished to know what place this Charles
held for her.

“He is my very best friend and has helped me with...”
the beatings the Queen has rendered, “difficult situations.”

Bracus' eyes narrowed, he knew there was much she was not saying and he was determined to find out what it was. But not now with the President's hawk-like eyes as audience.

Jack came in at that moment. “Where is Lillian?” he asked, a trifle anxious, which made Clara on guard. Was something afoot?

Bracus saw the tightening of her eyes and posture. “Lillian is with child and sometimes does not feel well.” That was an understatement, Bracus thought.

Clara relaxed, she knew that was typical for women during the first part of their time with child. Though earlier she had seemed so energetic.

Jack said, “It comes on quickly. She may be lying down now. I will check on her,” he nodded to Bracus, then Bowen. “President.”

Bracus saw Clara's exhaustion and composure fraying around the edges and said quietly to the President, “Clara may need some time to acclimate to her new circumstances.”

The President nodded. It would be a tremendous change, coupled with the attacks she suffered. His gaze fell upon her and he looked at her, really looked at her. She looked like she was sleeping while standing, her frail figure held together by force of will alone.

“Yes, I will be here one fore-night more and then take my leave to the central clan,” he looked at Bracus. “We will speak more on this one day hence.”

Turning his attention to Clara he said, “I felt it imperative that we discuss our intentions so you would not feel unsafe here or misconstrue our intent.”

The guard floated up in her mind.
He, she did not feel safe around. She opened her mouth to say something when
he
entered the cottage. “Captain, they are ready to depart.”

Bracus nodded. “Very well.” he looked at Clara. “We will be gone a fore-night, no more.” As he gazed at her he hoped she may be able to discern how little he wished to leave her, even in the competent care of his Band mates. “We have three of the Band here and you will not want for protection.”

Clara nodded. She would say nothing with the guard standing there looking upon her with those steady eyes, intense eyes.

 


The guard thought the Princess might be understanding more than he liked and did not desire to give her unnecessary time alone with Bracus and President Bowen.
He would take her tonight,
it was the perfect opportunity for him. He was assigned duty to she and Lillian at the bathing springs. He would take her and she would be his to return to the sphere. He smiled as he thought on his plan.

 


Clara saw the smile slowly reveal itself upon the
guard
and thought that it would behoove her to never be alone with him. She maintained an uneasy silence.

Bracus felt her disquiet and could not ascertain its origin. He looked at his Band members and saw nothing amiss, but her eyes remained troubled. He did not wish to leave her yet, he must get to Evelyn.

He turned away, giving a curt nod to Clara. With the President ahead of them he walked outside and spoke quietly with Matthew, Stephen and Jack. “She may try to escape. President Bowen has told her enough that she feels confident that our intentions are for the good of both our peoples,” Bracus said, rolling his shoulders into a shrug.

Jack said, “Joseph will remain behind and either Stephen or Matthew will accompany the women to the bathing springs.”

Matthew looked at Jack.

“If Lillian is well enough to go,” Jack said.

“It matters not. The women like to primp and preen,” Stephen said disdainfully.

Jack replied, “Watch your tongue before I cut it out. Lillian does none of that. I think it is but an excuse to wheedle information out of the Princess.” He glowered at Stephen.

“There is much to be learned of the
sphere-dwellers,
that is true,” Bracus said.

“Another female may coax information,” Matthew agreed.

President Bowen reminded them all, “She is to be kept under close supervision. I wish to make haste with a treaty of sorts and that cannot be done if harm befalls her or she escapes and is picked up by the
fragment.”

Bracus would never let that happen.

Out loud he said, “Let us make haste to rescue Evelyn.”

“See that you do,” and with that, Bowen walked off with a member from the central clan's Band.

Bracus turned around and looked at the cottage, his gaze lingering. He desperately wished to see her one more time before his departure. No matter, there would be plenty of time upon his return to sort out his feelings and deepen their acquaintance. He knew he did not wish for Clara to return to the sphere.

Ever.

And as he stood there she appeared in the window, her form warped from the glass' imperfections. She gave a small wave and Bracus' heart became lighter. After all that she had been through, she bid him farewell.

 


The guard watched Bracus stare at Jack and Lillian's dwelling, his thought process clear to all that bothered looking for it. Oh how surprised he would be when his return marked the precious Princess as absent.

Perfect.
  



CHAPTER 26

 


Charles, Clarence and Sarah spoke quietly in her foyer, yet again.
The Queen had been caught unawares by their story. She had known that something was not quite right but when they placed the blame on the
savages'
kidnap of Clara, they were able to ascribe blame also to the drugging of Clarence. What they could not do was explain the Prince’s proximity or physical injuries very well. However, the Prince was in no great hurry to bring to light his assault against Clara. Beating her had been one thing but rape? Even the Queen may be given pause over that.

Charles was arguing with Sarah, who thought it too risky to leave the sphere immediately after their first escape attempt. But Charles felt there was no choice, and besides, his mind was quite made up.

“She is with
them,
the
savages. Each moment that I do not go after her. Guardian knows what could be happening to her... as we speak, Sarah!
Surely you must know that?” Charles' hands were planted on his hips and his legs spread wide, glowering down at Sarah.

Clarence said, “Charles, your voice.”

Charles glared at him then began to pace the small room, frustrated beyond measure. He must find her. Already he was a day behind.

He and Clarence looked at each other and Sarah asked, “What are your thoughts?” Her eyes searched his face. “You know that if you go now, you may never return while Queen Ada reigns.”

He knew and cared not. Clara was most assuredly in grave danger.

“I will go with you,” Clarence said decisively.

Charles turned. “You know what this means. Mayhap you would be trapped Outside forever with no clear future.”

Clarence lowered his voice and said quietly, “I do not care for our monarch. Without the efforts of Clara, what does it matter?”

“She will wish to return if she can. She cares nothing for her own safety. She cares only for her kingdom, her father's kingdom.”

“King Raymond,” Clarence said, laying a fist over his heart as Charles did the same. The three silently remembering a kingdom governed with a fair and true monarch.

“Aye, she will but a dead ruler cannot rule,” Clarence said.

“My sentiments exactly,” Charles said.

“She will argue to come back...” Sarah said.

They were all quiet for a moment and Clarence voiced what they had all been thinking, “If she can. Perhaps she is...”

“Do not speak such,” Sarah said.

Charles looked at Clarence. “I am sorry, but the odds are not in her favor, Charles...” he looked at Sarah. “Sarah.”

“I take comfort that they appeared to be expecting the situation. They were prepared. The manner in which they dispatched the Prince's guards speaks of planning. If that be the case, they may be holding her for reasons unknown. We may be able to reason with them,” Charles explained.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “They are
savages,
Charles. Their primitive brains do not comprehend negotiation.”

Charles shook his head. “I do not think so. They seemed sophisticated in their manner. Supreme fighters, they employed a degree of stealth that we could never have managed even with the finest of our guards,” he said, looking at each of them in turn. “I will take my chances.”

“And I will take them with you,” Clarence said.

Sarah huffed and turned her back on them both. Insufferable men! Could they not see the
tiniest
bit of patience may result in the element of surprise and an escape which would not be anticipated?

Charles swung her around to face him and she gave him a hard stare. “You were not there, you did not see them.
I have seen nothing like it. They are very much what the Record Keeper said they would be.”

“Tales, she bears tales,” Sarah responded, her arms crossed over her chest.

“Not in this. They are as she said: fierce, large, great warriors, and tenacious. They will not easily be dissuaded of their goal. And I think their goal may have been to capture Clara.”

Sarah leaned back, taking herself away from Charles' angry grip. “To what end?”

Charles shook his head. “I will find out. It cannot be good.”

“And the Record Keeper told stories which made people of the spheres fear the Outside. Look now,” Sarah swung her arm around her, “clearly we need not have worried, the sphere wall repaired itself and no one who was exposed to the Outside air died a miserable death.”

Clarence clarified, “It may have been very true at one time years ago. If the sphere had been breached, the toxicity of the Outside would have sickened and killed many. It is possible there has been enough years since the Days of Ash that we may be able to exist Outside.”

Sarah shrugged. “I trust none of them: the Healer, the Record Keeper, and most especially the Queen. To say nothing of that miserable excuse of a Prince.”

Charles thought they could all safely agree on that.

“Let us make haste and go this night,” Charles said, with Clarence nodding at his comments. Sarah rolled her eyes, there was no stopping them. She may as well offer help.

“Wait,” they turned. “Let me collect a few items for Clara.”

Charles sighed, exasperated. “We have not time for this.”

“Take the time,” she said, her eyes steady on his face. He stared back, realizing that she loved Clara too, not the way that he did but no matter. He and Clarence would go in her stead and this was her only way to communicate with Clara.

He waited while she put some items in a small sack.

“Where is your knapsack?” she asked.

Charles shrugged. “It has not been recovered by the Queen's guard.”

Clarence gave him a sharp look. “The
savages.”

Charles nodded.

Sarah studied them. Finally she succumbed, giving them fierce hugs. The last tie to Clara was leaving her and she wished with all her heart it could have been
she
who was going to her friend. One day she would see her again. Sarah held back tears as Charles and Clarence left her standing alone.

Alone.
  



CHAPTER 27

 


Queen Ada tapped her foot, waiting for that dim-witted woman, Elvira, to finally be about getting her wardrobe assembled for the day. Or what was left of it.

She gazed about her room and wondered when she could begin to sample the wonderful new wine that Otto had brought with him.

Not soon enough, as certain things claimed her attention: primarily where that foolish girl had run off to. Charles, that inept friend of hers, claimed that the
savages
absconded to the Outside with her.

Ada was not convinced.

Just because a few
savages
had been seen did not mean they had the presence of intellectual fortitude necessary to breach the spheres' defenses. However, there was no other plausible explanation and her own guards assured her that indeed, there was a scar, a tear in the tunnel wall.

That would mean the unthinkable.
That the
savages
had planned the capture of Clara; which secretly pleased Ada. She could be done with the wretched girl, gain sympathy and force King Otto's hand as this was certainly not her fault that Clara had been taken. She would still have her wine, and no more Clara. She would task the running of the kingdom to... she deliberated,
whoever
she thought with dismissive musing.

Ada would need to talk to that fool Charles.
And the incompetent guard that allowed himself to be drugged with the twilight sleep. How had that happened
for Guardian's sake?

Imbeciles.

Something was not agreeing here and she planned to get to the core of it.

Elvira came into the room with a gown of deep lavender and the Queen smiled. Perfect.

Everyone knows that royalty wears only purple.

****

Charles took the time to tell his younger brother what he was about, but only enough to satisfy him. He knew that if Queen Ada felt justification, she could bring misery down upon his family. There lay guilt, Charles realized. He remembered his father's words of encouragement, “Bring her back, son, there is no kingdom without her.” He couldn't have agreed more. But shirking his duties in the fields felt like an unfair burden to place on his father and brother.

He and Clarence made their way through the tunnel. Clarence was familiar with every part, having been the day guard there for one year past. “I know when David takes his break and he always uses the necessary. We have but a small time when he will not be in attendance and we can run for the alcove in the tunnel.”

Charles looked at Clarence, his feet shod in rough leather boots, buckskins, rough cotton blouse and a knapsack slung over both shoulders. His wavy hair moved about his face from the wind that was forced by steam cleansers which ran the length of the tunnel, the seams allowing the escape of humanity's pollution. Charles was dressed much the same, having borrowed his father's knapsack because the
savages
had taken his.

They reached the first sentry point and hesitated, pressing their forms into the permeable surface, sinking against the softness of it like a goose-down bed.

Clarence whispered, “One minute more...”

Charles looked at him thinking he had never felt the burden of time more acutely than now.

“Go!” Clarence urged and they sprinted from that spot. Their feet tapped their backsides as they put on a final burst of speed at the end, rounding the corner to the rest spot with the tear.

Charles was untangling his limbs from the knapsack, all but flinging it off in his haste to get the salt-mixture. It would be best used in the weakest part of the sphere.

Clarence glanced about him anxiously. “Hurry, it is because we try so soon after the Princess's capture that we have this chance.”

“I have found it,” Charles said, hauling out the flask with the salt mixture. It had been very difficult to get the raw salt needed for their escape, as none could be purchased at Trading Days. A certain royal cook had worked it so he had enough salt to break through two sphere walls if he chose.

Charles gave the briefest of glances at the wall, the area where it had been breached translucent, dimmed. He stood upright, flask in hand. Opening it, he spun the top away hurling the contents at the scar, reopening it like a raw wound.

The salt-mixture dissolved the wall almost instantly and the air of the Outside rushed in, mingling with the steamed environment of the tunnel. The cooler air was painful on Charles' lungs, he'd never felt anything like it before, having been unconscious for most of the event when the wall was open and Clara was taken.

Clarence gasped at the new air and squeezed out, “It feels thin,” he exhaled and coughed, “cold.”

Charles nodded, saving his speech for when he needed it. Regardless, it mattered not, they had done the deed and needed to press forward.

So they did.

They slipped through the hole they had caused and into a night filled with real
stars. Wind and air which felt fresh and fragrant, their starved lungs took in all that they could. The men raced to the Great Forest, lungs burning while guided by a moon which rode high and bright.

Lighting their path into the Great Forest Outside.
  



CHAPTER 28

 


Clara walked back to Lillian's chamber, passing through the kitchen, the glasses lining the wood shelf like drops of rain caught in the sunlight. A sharp stab of homesickness for the sphere pierced her heart. That she would feel thus filled Clara with confusion. What was wrong with her that she would miss it? It may be as simple as it being the only home she had ever known. It was a wonderful home before Father had died and she would think on that as she opened the chamber door to attend to Lillian, her eyes burning with tiredness. She must rest soon or she would drop where she stood.

Lillian lay upon the beautiful bed, the gauzy covering making her face appear luminescent, obscure.

“Ah, I see Jack has told the entirety of the clan that I ail,” she said with mirth.

“Not all,” Clara smiled back, matching the humor without effort. Lillian did look a tad green. Clara could not imagine tending to a babe at this juncture in her life. She sighed sadly, holding a fierce hope that someday she would have a family.

Lillian turned on her side, looking at Clara critically. “You look tired, Princess.”

“Clara,” she reminded absently.

Lillian nodded. Rising, she steadied herself on the bed post, walking past Clara and opening the door. “Follow me, we have a small room where you may rest. After supper, we will go and bathe at the hot springs.” Lillian looked away dreamily for a moment. “It is a sublime place.”

Clara was indeed looking forward to becoming clean. She followed Lillian into a tiny chamber with an open casement window, the hinges held by brass that had been nailed into the wood and gleamed with a red hue in the filtered light from the forest.

Clara spied a narrow bed directly underneath the open window. She walked slowly over to where it lay, resplendent with ivory bed linen and a light comforter.

She turned to Lillian. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome. You will see, Clara, that we are not savages here. We are a different people; we are human beings, just as the
sphere-dwellers
are.”

Clara nodded and smiled, which turned into a gigantic yawn. Her face felt much better. She ran her fingers gently over the worst of the swelling and thought it subdued. Her eye was almost completely open now.

Lillian smiled back. “I will go lie down myself.” and with that, she closed the door and Clara stripped off the skirt and blouse she had worn but an hour, laying them carefully over the sole wooden chair which stood in the corner of the room. Her hair hung loose and she wished fiercely for her knapsack which held her grooming tools and realized one of the Band must have hers and Charles' as well.

She lay down under the comforter and allowed her body to loosen in stages, so tense from all the running and tumultuous circumstances. Clara's tiredness consumed her but she lay awake for a time, overtired.

She listened to the sound of water, it was strange and delightful at the same time. And the air! She did not know if she would ever become accustomed to the fragrance of the woods which clung to each breath that she took.

Clara gazed out the window, taking in the great branches of the trees, their deep green shone like... like the decanter that the Queen drank her beloved wine from. Gooseflesh rose upon her arms, and it was then, in that realm between sleeping and waking, that sleep prevailed, dragging her under into unconsciousness.

The disturbing echo of her memories following the spiral of her sleep.

****

Bracus looked down on the sleeping form of Clara. Not a muscle moved, her breath causing the barest rise and fall of her chest. He gazed at her for such a long time, Lillian touched his shoulder and he sighed quietly as to not awaken her, closing the door behind him soundlessly.

“She needs the rest, do not fret over her. You have done as the President asked. She is here, safe.” Lillian looked at him curiously, the captain of the Band was an enigma. Not unkind... but not a member of the Band she would chat with casually. Jack spoke of him in the highest of terms. However, there was much below the surface of this warrior.

Bracus swung his face toward Lillian and met her gaze. “I do not like to leave the clan unguarded, the Band split by the
fragment
now.”

“We have Stephen, Matthew and Joseph. All will be well. They did not penetrate the gate, the perimeter, nothing.”

Mayhap it was not penetration they sought? Could it be that it was their desire to split the Band, so that when the clan lay more vulnerable to attack they could move against it? That is exactly what Bracus would do had he designs on striking another faction.

Lillian looked at the emotions that played over his face, not sure what they meant but she understood this: there was more to his interest in the Princess than mere protecting. She meant something entirely different to him. Call it woman’s intuition. And what of it? Except that Lillian knew that he would need to return her to the sphere from which she came and then what? Would the
sphere-dwellers
be agreeable? There was no way to know. She may not be a woman he could have.

Bracus would have felt better to see Clara awake and tell her goodbye. No matter. He would be gone but a fore-night.

He nodded a goodbye at Lillian, having turned down her offer of a drink. He did not wish to spend one more second inside the gates of the clan. He wanted to retrieve Evelyn and return to Clara. His duty then his wish. In that order. He was nothing if not disciplined.

Lillian watched him leave with James and Jacob. As she kissed Jack, he and Philip mounted their horses, Jack's face revealing how much he would worry over her in his absence. Why he worried she knew not. The finest guards were here watching over her and the clan.

What could go wrong?

****

Anna watched Joseph approach, grimy from the acquisition of the Princess. His grim expression told her he knew of Evelyn's kidnap but when his eyes caught hers, his face lightened. She could not help but give a small smile back. He might be a male who would treat her well. She had been here a half year and had yet to be threatened. She felt like a coward, leaving her clan, leaving the other females at the possible peril of the Band. There were more females in her sea clan and not all the Band was bad, but there was a great deal of in-fighting amongst the males over the females.

She had a hard life in her clan, the endless chores, the violence a constant thing. She was finally becoming accustomed to the easy cadence of this clan, everyone working together as a unit, gathering, working, cooking, and maintenance of the dwellings. Things were shared and it was something that made Anna feel a part of something larger and it lifted her heart. As he approached Anna she felt that stirring and tried to squelch it. His hold on her deepening like fingers in flesh. He moved her soul and she tried with everything she was to resist that pull. Her disappointment in other males kept her from allowing too much for this one.

Joseph was very glad to see Anna. Her tentative smile acted as a salve on his travel weariness and stress over the plight of the small girl, Evelyn. Who had surely seen the murder of her father then been torn from the woods by the
fragment.

He longed to sweep her up into his arms but knew that would scatter their fragile bond like dandelion seed.

Instead, he looked down into her face, still closed to him, and squeezed her shoulder. “I am glad to see you well.”

“And I you,” Anna said, stepping closer, her heart beating like a trapped thing in her throat, panicked.

Joseph held his ground, it was almost too much to hope for.
After months of working his way closer to her, trying at every turn for her acceptance, she had made a move toward him.

He held himself still. She must wish it, he would force nothing.

Anna placed first one hand on the left side of his waist and then the right, feeling the hardness of him underneath her hands. Supple skin over hardened muscle...she stepped closer yet, her head a breath away from touching his chest. Her fear and bravery combined in a heady rush, making her dizzy.

Joseph could stand it no more. She was touching him and he had to touch her back.
His hands found purchase on the small of her back, he pulled her to his body, molding it to his and she gave a soft moan of pleasure, surprising them both. As she began to pull away he held her tighter and she stiffened.

Anna was immediately frightened and although she had initiated the contact, she did not know what to do about it. His arms tightened about her like steel bands, his heart beating strong and fast in her ear.

“Do not... do not go. Let me hold you but a moment longer.”

Anna clenched her teeth, willing her body to relax. This was Joseph, a male that had treated her with kindness and been tender with her each day she had been here. She had to learn to trust him. She was so utterly lonely she could taste it like bitter fruit.

She would force herself to trust.

Joseph felt her relax in his arms and it was the single best feeling he had ever had the pleasure of knowing. This is what life was about. There must be something beyond existing and he meant to grab it. He kissed the top of her head, which smelled of the soap of his clan., everything that was clean and pure.

Joseph held Anna tighter.
  



CHAPTER 29

 


Charles and Clarence were tired. They had not time to appreciate their escape into the Outside. In the pursuit of Princess Clara as their focus, the distractions of the new environment were of no help. Twigs, grass, large branches hindered, tore and laboriously slowed their progress. Charles had only books on tracking techniques with which to guide them and this was the
savages'
environ.
They
were familiar. He and Clarence were not and more and more Charles felt that weakness as an exquisite paralysis.

They pressed on.

Presently they passed an odd looking pole, worn smooth, as long as the banquet table in the Gathering Room, with two shorter poles anchoring it. He noted there was manure scattered about the area.

Clarence squatted down, looking closer at the construction of it. A drop of sweat ran down his face from temple to chin, falling to the ground on top of droppings where lazy flies hovered. That was another thing that Charles could not get accustomed to: the sheer volume of insects and other small creatures roaming freely, untroubled by their presence.

“It is a pole to tether a horse,” Clarence stated.

“How do you know?”

“There is one for Trading Day that the other spheres which visit tie their horses upon.”

Charles looked at it, realizing that the mystery of the
savages
continued to deepen.

He and Clarence scouted the area taking deep pulls of water from their flasks. Soon it would not be enough. They would have to find a water source.

That is when they heard it... water. Charles could not believe their luck.

It was ten minutes more before they found the source of the water. A small creek flowed through the deepest part of the forest but what gave them pause was the depressions which lay beside the creek. People had lain here.

Clara had been here.

Charles knew this because her crown lay sparkling in the dim light.

He picked it up, searching the filigree gallery. Where was she? he thought, clenching the crown, its delicate metal biting the tender flesh of his palm.

He and Clarence looked at each other.

“Mayhap she left it as a sign she had come this way?” Clarence speculated.

Charles nodded. “Possibly. But I think it more likely that it escaped her notice. After all, it is not every day that one is kidnapped by a merciless group of primitives.” Obviously, they were not as primitive as the People of the Sphere had presumed.

They pressed on, using the hoof prints of the horses to follow behind, praying to the Guardians that rain would not come and wipe away all traces of the trail of bread crumbs which followed Clara.

Clarence and he counted five horses. When they stopped to look closely at the prints there was one set which left a deeper impression and Charles said, “This must be the horse that carried two riders.”

Clarence looked up at him, shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand. The open meadow allowed the heat and brightness of the sun to permeate into every pore. And they had thought that the heat of the sphere unbearable! This was altogether
as hot
but a different type of heat.

Clara was alive.
These prints were fresh, causing hope to swell inside Charles.

Clarence grinned as hope flared. They would be able to retrieve the Princess after all.

They bedded down for the night at the meadow's edge. The stars began to appear in the twilight which enveloped the day, winking at them from a dressing of inky velvet.

It was a view Charles had never seen, one he wished he could have shared with Clara.

****

Clara awoke, completely disoriented and slowly her memories assaulted her: the aborted escape, the attempted rape, her “rescue” by the Band, her new place here amongst the
clan-dwellers. She opened her eyes, unsure of what time it was but the light that filtered into the room spoke of twilight. Mayhap she had slept four or five hours. Her stomach told her she had missed lunch entirely with a low rumble.

Suddenly, Clara thought of the oysters: she would never eat oysters again. Another wave of homesickness washed over Clara and her eyes stung with tears. She reminded herself that living was better than the alternative which awaited her in the sphere.

It was a mantra that she tired of.

She swung her feet over to the floor, touching it immediately, the bed not high like the one inside the sphere. Clara gulped back her weak feelings of isolation. Spying a wash basin with a pitcher, she walked over to it using the water on her hands and splashing some upon her face.

She dressed quickly, again wishing she could have her grooming implements, she knew she looked a fright. With that lovely assessment, she quietly stole out of the room and came upon the remainder of the Band sitting about the eating table, their long legs splayed out before them. Lillian was not to be seen or Bracus.

She schooled her expression of unease. Unknown males were not something that instilled confidence and trust. And,
she had seen them kill the remainder of the Prince’s guard.

 


The guard looked at the Princess and thought how interesting it was that she was a master of her expression. One so young, she should show everything on her face. Yet she was self-contained in a way that was fascinating to him. No matter, he was sure, as their acquaintance progressed he could elicit emotions. Oh yes, he was positive of that.

 


The Band stood as she came into the room and she fought not to react to the sheer size of them. They were so huge, their stature filling the room. Instead, she bit the inside of her lip to a point of pain which filled her with the wakefulness necessary to be sharp-witted. She repeated to herself if they had meant to harm her they had ample opportunity and she could have done naught to defend herself against them.

She took a deep breath. “Good evening.”

“Princess,” they nodded at her. The guard smiled in a way that would have made a lesser woman squirm.

Lillian came in and relief took residence in her breast like a welcome friend.

“Oh! Clara, you are awake.”

“Yes, I feel much more myself.” she smiled gratefully.

Lillian said, “Please, let us find the community dining area and we will have some food. I am sure you are starving.”

Actually, Clara was.

“That would be wonderful,” she answered.

Joseph smiled at her and another woman came in, her simple clothing the same for all the females of the clan. But it was her demeanor that was so unique; she had a caution that was completely absent in Lillian, and she looked a bit different than the people of this clan.

The other two guards, Matthew and Stephen followed her out. She could feel one of their eyes boring into her back and wished that Bracus was here so she could but mention her feeling about the
guard.
that he had visited her while she stood at her window inside her chamber when she lived therein. Clara felt a trifle foolish...after all, had she been of such sound mind prior, would she now be in this emergent situation? Her shoulders slumped a little thinking of her future. A future unknown.

When they had all exited the cottage, Joseph turned and introduced the woman to Clara, her name was Anna.

She looked at Clara with ancient eyes in a young face, a mirror of her own.

“Anna is from a sea clan, far east of here,” Joseph said.

Clara looked at her with interest, her large brown eyes regarded Clara in an intense way, equal parts caution and curiosity.

“It is very good to make your acquaintance,” Clara said.

To which Anna replied, “And I, yours.” She gave a small curtsey.

Clara knew not how long she would remain here but it would be very good to have a bit of female companionship amongst all the males.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a most fragrant smell.

“What is that?” she asked.

“What?” Lillian responded over her shoulder.

Clara opened her mouth to elaborate when the guard stepped up beside her and said, “Meat.”

She was so engrossed by his nearness that she did not watch where she walked, stumbling.
She would have fallen if it had not been for him grabbing her elbow and it was as it had been with Philip, but more.
A charge of intense heat climbed up her arm at the point of contact, surging into her head and making the small hairs on her nape stand on end. She saw his eyes widen in shock and he snatched his hand away, rubbing it where it had touched her. But she knew although he acted as if shocked by lightning, it had felt good.

They stood facing each other and the group stopped, staring at the two of them. “What has happened?” Lillian asked.

Clara shook her head, she did not know. However, this reaction seemed to be something between her and the Band. But not all she noticed. Why did it not occur with all of them?

Joseph walked over, looking down at her. She explained as best she could, “I stumbled and he caught my elbow to arrest my fall,” she said, pointing to the guard, “and I felt a heat...”

“Akin to a burn?” Joseph asked.

Clara nodded. “Not precisely, there was no pain... but a...”

Stephen said, “We do not need to discuss the possibilities of all this right now.” His face and stance gruff, legs apart and planted on the ground, his arms crossed on his chest.

Joseph's cheeks colored and he turned to the first and second in command. “I will address this potential
with Clara later this evening.”

Matthew said, “Let us do it before much longer as she and Lillian wish to bathe at the springs.”

“Yes, a critical plan, that,” Joseph said, walking toward the building where they would dine on meat for the first time in Clara's life. She should have been sickened by the prospect of something that had been butchered and cooked for her. But hunger is a strange thing, a needy thing that does not have a conscience.

Her interaction with the guard obviously meant something to them that she was not aware of. She had certainly never felt that with the males of the sphere. This was a new thing entirely. Clara walked toward the dining hall.

Holding her elbow as if it were on fire.

****

Bracus slowed Briar Rose about one half mile away from the area where Evelyn's father had met his end, signaling with his high-pitched call to the Band.

They dismounted, Bracus leading his steed to the creek and letting her drink her fill, using an additional tether so she could reach the water should she thirst while he was gone and tied to one of the stout trees that stood near.

Jack approached sure-footed down the steep ravine to find Bracus tying secure knots.

Bracus looked at the big man, his massive arms stretched out, maintaining his balance as he reached him “Captain...”

Bracus raised his brows. There, a perfect knot, she would not escape it. He looked up. “Yes?”

“I cannot shake a feeling of unease about leaving the clan...”

Bracus frowned, it was usually not Jack Blythe that had intuitive leaps, it was he. However, his mate was with child, it was surely that which caused a greater need to be back at her side.

He told him so.

Jack shook his head stubbornly. “It is more than that. And, I must say, that I feel I have erred greatly in not telling you. I felt I could not share those things which I had been told in confidence.”

Bracus studied Jack, this was not helping his focus. It was bad enough that thoughts of Clara crowded his mind. He hoped there was not some other calamity that would wrest attention away from the coming turmoil of rescuing Evelyn from the
fragment.

Bracus turned slowly to Jack, his face full of puzzlement. “And you tell me this now?

Jack sighed as Jacob and James joined them. “What say you, Jack?”

Jack looked back at the tall warriors, their expressions serious. For once, James was not making a joke at someone's expense. “It is Matthew. I fear that he is not of sound mind.”

Bracus' disquiet increased, his puzzlement deepening. Many things plagued his mind but that which stood out was the absolute absence of lack of propensity. When had Matthew ever given him pause?

“You remember when Matthew came to us?”

Bracus nodded, he would never forget. He had been rescued; starved and mistreated far from their clan by the
fragment. It was only the clan's hunting such a distance away that allowed them to stumble upon him.

James steadied himself on the rough trunk of an evergreen. “What of it? He was ten and two years, it has been a decade since,” he said, shrugging it off.

“He is Band, that was clear when he was found,” Jacob said, indicating his throat slits with a casual wave of his hand, his bicep bunching with the movement.

“Out with it,” Bracus said, silencing the others with a look.

Bracus was acutely aware of the rushing stream at his right. Sunlight filtered through the canopy of the trees, the breeze rustling the branches.

He waited in the silence that was the forest.

“He does not like females,” Jack said quietly.

“What did you say?” Bracus stepped forward into Jack's space and he held his ground.

“We were reconnaissance for the acquisition of the Princess, you do remember?”

Bracus nodded.

“And he fell away from me, leaving to go closer to the sphere... to get a look at
her.”

Bracus said low and with feeling, “And you did not tell me this?”

“I thought nothing of it. I stayed behind and he said he was just curious about what the importance of the female was.”

“That is ridiculous! Of course the importance is because we don't have enough females!” James said, stomping off to another tree.

Bracus looked after him for a moment then swung his gaze back to Jack.

“He went to the sphere and showed himself to Clara, saying nothing to the rest of us,” Bracus looked at James and Jacob, who shook their heads, they had known nothing. “He returns to your mutual post and he says...” Bracus held out his arms away from his body,
what?

“That you did not deserve to have her. That all females needed to be brought to heel.”

“And we have left him at the clan with your
mate and Clara?”

Jack shook his head. “I make too much of this, he meant it as a joke, I am certain. But his background, his mistreatment by the
fragment...”

“He has never spoken of his time with the
fragment,” Bracus said.

James, Jacob and Jack shook their heads.

“How do you know of his time there, he has not divulged it to us.”

“You but need to watch how he behaves around females,” Jack said.

A thousand kaleidoscope pieces came together at that moment. For all Matthew's skill in battle, he had shown nary an ounce of interest in the few females of the clan, making a wide berth.

Far more disturbing was the incidences of Clara looking frightened of the Band. But it had not been all the Band but Matthew.

He must return to her. If Matthew had ill intent she was but a lamb being led to slaughter.

His guts churned with it, he had left her and there was no protection. His first in command was compromised and he had been unaware. But he must ask:

“Why does he think I am deserving or not?”

“We all know that you have feelings for the Princess, Captain. Whether or not it will come to pass... we do not know, but they are there.”

Philip exited the shadows, badly startling Bracus. That he would be so unaware of his surroundings spoke of how badly he had been shaken. “Yes, my brother, we all knew. But, we have bigger problems than his possible treason of the Band,” Phillip said.

“What could possibly be worse?” Bracus asked. His mind turned the facts and different reactions of a thousand days spent in the company of Matthew and found disturbing images start to connect like magnets to one another.

“I think that she is a
select.”

The other Band member's faces fell and Bracus' throat slits opened fully when he gulped in a lungful of air and roared out, “No!” his bellow causing the birds to evacuate the tree cover in a noisy rush.

He wanted to collapse on his knees but that would not get him to her sooner.

“How do you know?” Bracus asked, his voice fierce, his mind in turmoil.

“She pricked her finger on the rose that grows outside Jack's dwelling. I went to assist her... I touched her hand...” he looked down, almost ashamed.

“Did you feel it?” Bracus asked.

He looked up suddenly, his eyes a glittering intensity in the darkness. “I did.”

A
select. Only rumored about during his lifetime, the hope that a Band member would have a chance with a
select. They had given up hope. There had been females which possessed the trait that appealed so much to the Band and was the promised freedom from the dwindling population. But if that were the case, Clara alone was much more than just a female. She was The Female.

“Why did you not tell me?” Bracus asked incredulously.

“I thought there time enough after we get the girl to explore this,” Philip said.

He walked toward Bracus and put his hand on his shoulder. “It does no good to talk of it. It is but a feeling on Jack's part. That Matthew would harm a female... is unthinkable. We have known our brother how long, ten years?”

“Besides, you know what the history of the Evil Ones say. That if a Band member chooses from the
select... it is a biological imperative. There is no choice. The male would not harm her. He would be unable to,” Jacob said, lifting his hands up in placation.

But nothing said could make Bracus feel safer but having her near him. Maybe it was nothing but Jack felt it odd enough to mention and Matthew had revealed himself to her. And now she was a
select.

It was a horrible set of circumstances. He was honor-bound to rescue Evelyn. Of course he wished to, but a rare female of the
select
lay in possible danger and he could do nothing. His teeth clenched in frustration.

Jacob said, “Joseph and Stephen are there as well. They will not let harm befall the Princess.”

“I should have said nothing. My mate is there, and with child. If I had felt there was a present danger, I would have not come on this errand,” Jack said.

Bracus cursed. “I wish you had said something earlier. We will rescue Evelyn, then make haste to the clan. And Clara had better be in pristine condition,” he said, staring Jack in the eye.

****

Clara pushed the heavy crockery plate away and was so full she could not take another bite. In her bones she knew that after a bath in the hot springs and another night's sleep she would feel human once again.

She chanced a look at the guard which had inadvertently touched her but his eyes eluded hers. He had been strained since the incident and the whole group was treating her differently. She was not sure that she liked the new treatment. It felt a little like when everyone in the sphere were keenly aware that she was royal. She had enjoyed being just Clara to these people. Now, because of the odd reaction, they were all looking at her and at each other in the strangest way. Later, when she and Lillian had privacy, she would ask her what it all was.

They stood in an awkward pool of silence and finally Clara broke it. “I do not know what is wrong, presently, but tomorrow, when I am better rested, I do wish to be advised of this strange occurrence.”

She could feel his eyes on her and that strange heat she had felt earlier flared up. Her eyes met his and he stared at her and she could think of nothing else but him. That she had been nervous or scared of him earlier now struck her as odd. What was happening? What were the Band to her?

 


Matthew looked at her and was angry. She had done something to him and he knew not what. It did not alter his plans in the slightest. It did not matter that she was a
select, as all the others must be thinking now. It was a myth that he did not ascribe to. No female had power over men unless they told themselves thus. It was ridiculous, an excuse for weakness. He thought on his earliest memories with the fragment:

*

He groveled at her feet touching her skirt, his belly burning with acute hunger. If she would but give him some of the delicious food that she prepared, even a small amount he would be so grateful.

Instead, with a leather-clad foot she kicked at him and he moved swiftly before her foot found purchase. He knew he was different amongst these people: faster, stronger. He had strange airways which caused a constant onslaught of teasing. But he persevered, he would escape this terrible place with these people that hated him. The males around him beat the females. All the females hated all the males, save one. There was one small female that showed him mercy, sneaking food to him when no one was aware. Margaret alone kept him alive. And he had been too young to save her when she was savaged by one of the males, but they had forced him to watch. Yes, indeed they had. He could never erase it from his mind.

Her screams pierced his ears as they beat her, did things to her. His twelve-year-old mind tried to shut out her pleading but he could still hear her wretched wailing, “Matthew, save me!”

The males holding him said, “This is what happens to females that lie with monsters like you.”

“She did not lay with me! We are but children. She fed me when I hungered!”

“Shut up abomination,” and Matthew's head rocked back as a blow from a male of the
fragment
split his lip like a ripe fruit, blood flowing out of it. His tears of anguish added salt to the pain of his injuries.

Finally, after what seemed an eternity, he could hear her no more. The males who assaulted her took her limp body and threw it at his feet, laughing derisively, “A lot of fight in that one!” Matthew told himself he would not look at her... but then he did. Her frail form lay broken and bleeding. The long, dark hair strewn about like black water mingling with the pool of her blood.

Matthew looked up at the males responsible for her death, memorizing each face and vowed he would kill them all one day.

“Look at his face, he is so strong...” they mocked him. One kicked him in the ribs almost playfully but they did not give. Matthew had a very strong constitution but as the night wore on, it was proven that even he could not take all the beating they had for him. Eventually he passed out from the pain.

When Matthew could move again and he was certain he could escape, he vowed to never love another female. The pain too great a price.

People were not to be trusted.

His vow intact, he fled. Leaving the
fragment
and a piece of his heart there forever.

 


Clara saw Matthew's fists clench and unclench while he looked at her. Surely he was not cross with her? But rage burned twin holes into her body and she stepped back, confused.

He gave a disgusted exhale and strode off, narrowly missing a young man who was walking by.

Joseph and Stephen looked at each other and walked off, following him.

Lillian took Clara's hand. “Do not mind him... he is not at all sociable. Mayhap the interaction surprised him.”

Indeed, if that was the case, Clara felt she was more in tune with shock, having left surprise behind some time ago.

She allowed herself to be led away and fervently wished for the streetlamps that would have been burning inside the sphere to light their way back to the cottage.

Even with Lillian by her side she had never felt so alone.
  



CHAPTER 30

 


Queen Ada stood before the guards, giving them the full measure of her gaze. “My daughter is gone, and her cohort, Charles,
is also gone. And one of our own sentry guards has disappeared as well.”

She swayed over to the nearest guard, her hand lashing out to grasp his chin, eye-to-eye, .and those eyes were wide. No one wished to have the Queen's full attention. Her fingers bit into the tender flesh of his jaw. “Who is responsible for allowing those two traitors free access to the Outside... damaging the sphere-wall once more?” She threw his face away and he stumbled a little the crescents left by her nails filling with blood.

“It disgusts me that you would allow more damage. The sphere is the thickness of parchment now!” she raged, storming about the Gathering Room in a fit of temper as she threw up her hands in a jerky, chaotic dance. Bright, irregular spots of molted color appeared on her face and she whirled around, the royal guard stilling as one.

“You will find her
and those two traitors and bring her back to this sphere! It is apparent to all that we might now survive Outside. No matter.” She waved away the uneasy shifting and murmurings from the guard, none of which wished to risk the Outside. Their whole lives warned against it.

“Your Majesty.” Her eyes narrowed on a guard brazen enough to address her directly.

“Mayhap you should accompany us so that you may address her captors directly. Obviously they should be punished for daring to take our Princess.”

The queen stopped her frenetic pacing, the wine goblet stem a constant thing she stroked.

What of her wine?

But it was King Otto who answered, “Given the circumstance Queen Ada, myself and Prince Frederic would be happy to assist by maintaining things here for your short journey. And,” he said, mustering up false sincerity like a sudden storm, “we would very much like to supply
whatever you may need.”

The wine,
she interpreted with tremendous relief.

Yes, she would like to go on this journey. That wretched girl had done it this time. She probably begged to go with the horrible
savages.
Anything to
not
fulfill her betrothal obligation. She had never been grateful for Ada's sacrifices for her, for that stupid man she married... Raymond.
What a waste, a martyr like Clara. No matter, at least she was Queen, she smiled grimly. She had that and her wine.

“Very well,” she looked about her and caught sight of Elvira, “you-servant.” Elvira rushed over, her body and face cowed. “Get my reticule and everything that one needs for...”

She looked sharply at the guard with the big mouth.

“One week your majesty, methinks we need that much time.”

Queen Ada made an exasperated sound low in her throat.

Imbeciles.

Could no one get anything done with haste?

She looked back at Elvira. “Are you daft? You heard him, one week,” she enunciated slowly as if the girl could not hear.

Elvira scurried off, knowing the Queen would squish her like a noxious bug if she were to be afoot a moment longer.

Ada whirled around again, slightly unsteady, already loathing that she had sent that stupid girl away.

Her goblet was quite empty.

Prince Frederic looked at the guard and they gave him uneasy eyes back. “Why don't I take that from you, Queen Ada. Would you like to enjoy a brief respite with father, while I secure refreshments?” he inquired, never taking his eyes off Ada's.

He captured the goblet, plucking it from her limp fingers as she cast a benevolent smile upon him at the same time he was fantasizing about how close he had come to having her daughter in his grasp.

And he would again.

He would take his own guard, trailing behind hers in secret. And there would be an unfortunate ambush...one that she would not recover from.

Who would the pearl kingdom have then?

It would have him,
the Prince thought. Strolling away with the Queen's goblet in his fist, the brilliant blue crystal throwing shards of color as he walked away.

It speared the carpet, a path of blue blood splashing before him.

****

Clara and Lillian made their careful way to the hot springs, its beaten path anciently etched between great swaths of densely blanketed evergreen trees. Clara breathed deeply of the fragrant air, never able to get enough of it, the headiness a taste upon her tongue. There was nothing for her to match it in her memory, it was unique.

Lillian watched her and thought how strange it was that she smelled everything. Of course, she had never been outside before. For Clara, every sight, smell and taste was a first. She had been almost reverent of their crude food tonight, asking about every little detail. Lillian decided that she was quite good company. Not at all what a Princess should be.

They had an old book of fairy tales that talked about royalty like remote creatures that were above everyone. Although Clara had a strikingly delicate beauty, as told in the tales, she was comfortable to be around and not haughty in any way.

Lillian liked her.

Lillian was nervous of Matthew following a scarce twenty feet behind them, he had not seemed himself lately. Always quiet and brooding; since the acquisition plans for the Princess, his mood had changed from quiet and brooding to remote and edgy. Joseph and Stephen were sweeping the perimeter of the clan as was typical at this time. She watched Anna as she walked ahead of them. Lillian had invited her but she was so shy she removed herself from the conversation. Lillian sighed, would she ever relax with her? Of course, with a male close by, sometimes just their presence was enough to make her skittish as a colt.

Lillian glanced behind her and did not see Matthew. Thank goodness, checking all points of possible entry. Let him scout and be out of her sight. Soon enough, she would have to address Clara's status as
select.
That she did not look forward to.

Anna stopped ahead of them, the cave entrance to the springs directly ahead.

She turned, her dark eyes probing around them in the dimness of the twilight. “Where is Matthew?” her eyes danced restlessly.

Lillian shrugged. “Scouting, I presume.”

Clara looked where Anna did. Seeing nothing, she went to move forward and Lillian caught her wrist. “Have a care.”

Clara looked down and saw that the ground had grown soft and a pebbled path veered off to the right, leading down into the murky darkness.

But for some light!
Just as she thought it, Anna pulled a candle from her small reticule and Lillian poured the smallest amount of foul smelling fluid over it. Using a small ignition, Lillian lit the candle. Clara thought,
they have no steam to power their lights. The candle illuminated the path in front of them, but vaguely. Little more than enough to keep them from stumbling.

Finally, after another five minutes of walking, they arrived at a small dark pool. Lazy spirals of steam made a rich vapor in the air, clinging to the surface like departed spirits. A pocket of sky rode the open area where there was no tree cover. The moon, almost full, lit the water and Clara realized she'd been wrong. She could see quite well from where she stood.

The two women undressed quickly and got in. Lillian gave a satisfied groan of pleasure. “It has been two days since my last bath and I, for one, was in need of it,” she said, flipping suddenly on her back and floating. The moonlight caressed her form. The belly which held the babe with the barest swell.

“Do get in, Clara,” Lillian said.

Clara looked about her nervously. “What of Matthew?”

She did not want to be naked and vulnerable with any male around. The assault upon her by Prince Frederic was still a fresh wound.

Anna smiled and it took Clara's breath away,
she was lovely.
But had been so solemn since their first introduction Clara had not known what to think of her. The look of happiness suited her.

Looking about her once more, she was satisfied. Removing her clothes, she stood naked, the slight breeze refreshingly cool and unique upon her bare skin. This is what the wind felt like. For it could not be seen, only felt.

 


Matthew saw the Princess look right at him through the trees and held very still. The other women had already gone into the spring but it was she that made his heart speed, he had not bothered to even glance at the others. She turned her face away and his eyes stole from the top of her head to her feet. She made him ache. He did not know why.

How he hated her perfection: the perfectly formed body with a waist so small his hands could span it, and her eyes...! The heat that had infused his body when he had brushed her skin to arrest her fall rose up to the surface of him again.

So this is what a
select
could do. He would not have it and neither would the Band. He would get rid of her, take her back to the sphere or somewhere else. But as he looked upon her form, the moon making a silhouette of her body the ache grew in intensity and it made him more angry, not less. He would wait until they finished then take her with him.

No female could make him care again,
select
or no.

 


Clara immersed herself in water that was almost too hot for her flesh. Much of which was tender from the new movement of the horse, sleeping on the ground and she was still sore from the beatings.

Yet that
was fading and she had a glimmer of hope. It shimmered just below the surface of her soul, waiting to solidify.

Memories of Charles stole over her slowly and her mood turned melancholy.

“Clara...” Lillian spoke her name softly.

“Yes?”

“Because of the way you interacted with Matthew, we know what you are to us.”

Clara stilled in the water, the fragrant soap Lillian had given her a foamy pile atop her head.

“The Evil Ones...”
The Guardians,
Clara corrected mentally, “have a prophesy of sorts. Which speaks of this problem of our people dwindling and then the mingling of a new people. Females that will be our salvation. They will unlock the genetic code for us to begin to live again, have children again.” she touched her belly with reverence.

“You are one of the
select, Clara.”

Oh my Guardian, Clara thought. Those words were right out of the book that Stella, Clara's great-great grandmother, had kept safe for the royal family. It was no coincidence that the Guardians had called the people they chose for the spheres' the
select.
But how could they know? These
clan-dwellers?

“And what does this mean for me? For the Band?”

“Are there others like yourself inside the sphere?” Anna asked, finally entering into the conversation.

“There are many females and males as well,” Clara said, confused.

Lillian shook her head. “No, mayhap a relation or someone that is special...?”

Clara had many relations, much of them very distant. She told that to Lillian who shrugged. “You may make it known during your negotiation on behalf of our president that this is a wonderful possibility.”

Clara did not think the females of the sphere would be receptive to the
savages
needing special mates. But she did not say, not wishing to alienate these females who were working toward a fragile friendship.

Clara relaxed again, using the pause in conversation to rinse off her hair, her breasts tipped to the sky. Wringing the remainder of the water from her hair she sank down into the warm depths, grateful for the heat that stole the chill she had felt from the air.

Matthew's eyes followed her motions with an abiding hunger.

“Tell us of the sphere,” Anna said, her timid voice mingling with the sounds of the forest. They were small but so many it was a background symphony of nature, ebbing and flowing in volume.

Clara closed her eyes and spoke into the dark, “It is like anyone's life. I work in the fields by day and by night I think on royal things. My duties.”

Matthew drew closer, trying to catch her words. He wanted to know more as well. He crouched down, listening.

“The fields?” Anna asked.

“The oyster fields. They yield succulent meats and gems that we use for trade with other spheres.”

“How many spheres are there?” Lillian asked.

“Just nineteen,” Clara replied, thinking again how she would like to visit the sea. Suddenly she remembered Anna was from a sea clan.

“What of you, Anna? I hear that you hail from a sea clan.”

Clara waited in the darkness for so long she was planning to repeat her question when Anna finally answered, “Yes, I am from a sea clan. But I do not speak of it.”

Clara thought before she spoke, intuiting much of what may trouble Anna. “I too, have bad things which await me in the sphere. That is why I was
where
I was when the Band came upon me and Charles and Prince Frederic,” she whispered.

Yes, Matthew wondered. Who are Charles and Prince Frederic?

“Who are they?” Lillian asked, and a fine tremble broke over Clara, sweat beading on her upper lip. Thinking about the attack made her breath quicken and become shallow.

“What is it? Clara, what is wrong?” Anna asked.

Matthew stood, what was going on? He scanned the environment, his night vision that of an owl. Seeing no threat, he crouched again.

Clara reminded herself that the attack was not happening now but she was quaking like a schoolgirl. Prince Frederic was obviously not here.

She clearly saw the faces of Anna and Lillian staring anxiously at her and felt some explanation was in order. “I was to marry Prince Frederic of the Kingdom of Kentucky. The Queen...”

“Your mother,” Lillian clarified.

Clara nodded. “She wished to ally the kingdoms so that they may mutually benefit each other.”

“What do they have that you need?” Anna asked.

Nothing, Clara thought.

“Grapes,” she answered instead. “And we have pearls and oyster meat aplenty. Many of the spheres would do much for our alliance but Queen Ada chose this kingdom.”

Lillian's eyes narrowed, there was something here that did not quite agree. “If that were so, then why do you escape?”

Clara said nothing.

“If this alliance is so critical, why do you leave?” she pressed.

Anna interrupted, “Grapes for eating?”

“Yes, and for wine.”

“Spirits?” Lillian asked.

“Not exactly, but of a sort,” Clara responded carefully. “He was beating me.” she hung her head.

Anna floated over to where Clara was and put an arm around her. “He is not here now to hurt you.”

That Prince who attacked her was to
marry
her? Matthew could not understand a marriage between the two of them. Could he, in good conscience, return her to the sphere knowing what fate she might have there? He was troubled by what he was hearing. He listened.

Something tight and horrible loosened in Clara's chest. She almost felt safe.

“And the Band, they came upon me in the tunnel. Prince Frederic had somehow known I was attempting to break free and intercepted our escape. He tried... to rape me,” Clara whispered.

Dear Lord, Lillian thought, we have a monster living in the sphere. One that preys on females. That would not be tolerated in the clans. Well that was untrue, judging by Anna's expression. She understood exactly what Clara had been through.

Anna looked at Clara with sympathy. “I made a narrow escape from a similar event, one that led me here as well. Not all males are as that one.”

Clara knew that. After all, she had known Charles her whole life and he had been nothing but tender and loving. Their friendship unsullied by violence or rancor.

Matthew was shocked. He had thought her a spoiled female of high rank that possibly enjoyed violent trysts. But it did not explain the way her face looked before. Was there other violence against her? It made no sense. Why would their Queen allow the abuse of her own kin?

Clara suddenly felt flushed and wished to be out of the spring, her fingers pruning and her body languid.

The mood was solemn as they exited the pool. Clara took her time to dry off, the fragrance of the soap heady in her nostrils. Though she was somber in her mood, she found these females brought her happiness. It had been some time since her spirit felt weightless.

She dressed quickly and, gathering up their towels, and implements, she followed her new friends up the steep path.

Having lived a life where she was constantly aware of her surroundings she almost missed being taken by Matthew of the Band. But in the end, she was no match for his stealth, reacting a moment too late.

He claimed her from behind with ease, clamping on to her waist and covering her mouth. She could hear the murmured conversation of Lillian and Anna ahead of her, powerless to alert them as she was taken from the area with swift and deadly precision.

The guard,
Matthew, she thought, for she knew who it was as the fire, that liquid warmth climbed to the surface of her body like banked embers. He had captured her easily and ran with her body slung over his shoulder.

Clara fought in earnest and he held her tighter against his shoulder, his slow trot never wavering.

My Guardian, he was strong, he made the Prince look weak. She grew dizzy as the time wore on, his breathing becoming more labored as he tore through bushes, seamlessly navigating a path that she could not see, her head bobbing against his flank.

Finally, he slowed, then stopped. Roughly grasping her legs, he swung her upright and set her down on her feet with an alarming thud. Lightheaded after being upside down for thirty minutes or more, Clara swayed and fell to her knees.

Then she retched the supper she had so enjoyed onto the ground before her.

Matthew tried to not feel anything for the female, remembering that she was to be returned. Or at the very least, out of his clan but he had a physical reaction to her weak retching and dizziness, his gut churning and releasing. It was possible he had treated her too roughly, the constant jarring and subsequent dismount to the ground. He did not know, he had no experience with females except for Margaret.

That strengthened his resolve, he would not weaken before her.

Clara looked up at Matthew who gazed down at her coldly and wished she were dead. He had captured her and was taking her, Guardian knows where.
All her earlier peace gone on the wind. She wiped a shaky hand against her mouth, throwing spittle away in the ferns at her side. She shook her head, trying to clear it and started to crawl away. She would not go willingly if it killed her.

He could not believe this female! After all that she had been through she still would try to free herself of him.

Grimly, Matthew went after her and flipped her over on her back and she cried out, “Please!” she shielded her face. “Do not... do not hurt me.”

Ignoring the instinctive twist of his gut as her words speared his consciousness, Matthew grabbed her by her wrists and jerked her roughly to her feet. Taking her slender throat in one hand he slammed her against the tree. “We do not need females from the sphere.”

Fragrant evergreen needles fell on Clara like rain when her back hit the tree... her head swimming in a nauseating fog. She saw his face, the intense blue eyes boring into hers and she said the first thing that came to mind, “Kill me,” she squeezed out of her raw throat. Her vision dimmed to a small point and the edges began to fade to gray.

Matthew became aware of heat in his hand and saw her eyes start to flutter closed and a feeling of fierce, instinctive protection swelled up inside himself for her... for this female. As much as his intellect battled to assert his will, he could not physically harm her. He gathered her limp body with his free arm, and took his hand gently from her neck, her head falling forward on his chest. He scooped her into his body in a cradle hold, as confused as he had ever been in his life.

An inner turmoil raged within as he made his way to the fence which surrounded his clan, her still body pressed against his chest.

****

Lillian gave a low chuckle at Anna's comment, thrilled that she was so engaged in conversation and turned to look for Clara. Shouldn't she be coming along; what had her lagging behind so?

She paused and Anna turned, her eyebrow raising was clearly illuminated by the glow of the candle.

“Clara?” Lillian called. “do not dawdle, we have much yet to discuss.”

Anna's face changed to worry. “She does not impress one of folly. Was she not right behind us?”

Yes, she had been.

The women hurriedly retraced their steps and came upon Clara's reticule and towel, sprawled on the path in a wet heap.

“Clara!” Lillian screamed.

“She has been taken!” Anna cried.

By whom, Lillian thought. Her mind immediately went to Matthew.

Where was he?

Anna whipped her head around to look at Lillian. “Where is Matthew?”

Where indeed?

The women wasted no time, rushing the entire length back to the clan. They stumbled into the dwelling area and found Stephen and Joseph who stood upon seeing their expressions, their backs to the fire.

“What is it?” asked Joseph eying Anna over carefully and finding no damage. She shook off his concern immediately, worried only for Clara.

Both women spoke frantically at the same time and Stephen put a hand up, silencing them.

Joseph was shocked, he had never heard Anna speak so much.

Anna looked at Lillian.

Lillian nodded and told the tale. She mentioned that she suspected Matthew and Stephen's eyes became hooded with anger.

“It cannot be him, he is Band. He would not harm a female, let alone take one.”

Joseph shifted uncomfortably, Stephen turned on him, grabbing his large bicep. “What say you?” he said in a low urgent voice.

“Matthew is friends with no one.” Stephen nodded, releasing him and giving him the gesture with his hand, go on, “even you, who runs with him, fights with him. You but know him a small amount.” and Joseph put his index and thumb together, leaving the barest of spaces between them.

“And you do? Know him?” Stephen spit out, angry at the situation, frustrated at their position. The Princess gone, maybe taken by a member of the Band. Or worse, in the hands of the
fragment.

“He spoke of his past only one time.” They all waited for him to continue. “And there was a girl...”

“How old was he when he came to us?” Lillian asked for clarity, knowing that Anna knew even less than she.

“Ten and two years.” Stephen said immediately.

“He was with the
fragment
and
how
he was with them we do not know, as they have no Band. But, he was mistreated by all, save one girl, Margaret. She saw that he had food enough to exist, but could do no more. Later, when some males discovered what she meant to him, they assaulted her in front of him unto her death. He vowed that he would never care about a female again.”

“This would have been good information to share,” Stephen said with real reproach.

Joseph sighed. “He swore me to secrecy. He promised it would not affect his duty to the Band.”

“Isn't it a biological directive to protect if you are Band?” Lillian asked.

“It is,” Stephen said slowly. “But it is entirely possible he has some internal wires crossed; his directive becoming mixed with the environment in which he was raised.”

“When he was forming, a young man subjected to that much abuse...” Anna trailing off, entering the conversation again.

“Yes, it would be a devastating start for one of the Band. We are aggressive by nature and that kind of treatment, over time would not be ideal.” Joseph said.

“Ideal?” Stephen questioned sarcastically. “If he has indeed taken Clara, then we are honor-bound to find him before something irrevocable happens to her or to him.”

“Agreed,” Joseph said. “But how,” he asked, flashing a palm toward the women. “We cannot leave them here and the clan unguarded.”

Stephen had an idea. “Is President Bowen still here?”

Joseph nodded.

A look of relief washed over Stephen's face. “He can remain with his Band and leave after our return.”

“What do we say about Matthew?”

“For now we treat this as a disappearance, what if Matthew is not responsible? Then we cast doubt upon him forever with an unproven accusation. No. We see the President now,” he looked at the women, “Go now to your dwellings, say nothing. We will return and tell you what will happen.”

Lillian did not like that Matthew was being afforded this benefit. But, she realized it was justice, of a sort. After all, he was twenty and two years and there had never been anything she had heard that was contrary to his loyal protection of the clan. Still, Clara was gone.

A frown furrowed the area between her eyes. How much more could the Princess withstand?

****

Charles and Clarence came into view of a huge timber fence with single logs too big for a man to embrace. The tops of which had been sharpened to pencil points. He was sure that he could see the flash of a fire which burned in the heart of it.

“It looks like this is the end of the trail. The
savages
must abide here.”

Charles nodded. They were achingly tired, having traveled two days to this spot. But he must try to penetrate the fence and find Clara. At the very least, he needed to know that she lived.

A large gate swung open and two huge men exited One was speaking heatedly with the smaller guard that was operating the gate. Another man that was noticeably older with an air of authority (the Queen came to mind) gestured toward a point which was north of here.

They crouched down, unmoving. “Savages,” Clarence breathed out.

Charles nodded, taking in the huge males' height and something he wasn't sure how to name. There was a lethal grace in the way they moved. He had trepidation about the potential to come against them, yet Clara had been taken.
He swallowed back his anxiety. Some things needed to be done, regardless of how one felt about it. Bravery was a matter of containing your fear while throwing away caution.

They watched as the
savages
threw strange-looking knapsacks on their backs. A small stable boy approached with giant horses; horses that bore no resemblance to those of the sphere. Where was Clara, Charles thought in frustration?

Suddenly, a women ran to one of the
savages
throwing her arms around him. He hugged her hesitantly at first then the hug turned fierce as he wrapped his arms around her until she was engulfed in his embrace, his size overwhelming hers.

They waited.

****

Anna and Lillian watched President Bowen argue with Stephen and knew that if Bracus was here, things would not be at the fever pitch that they had slid into.

“Bracus is rescuing Evelyn now and you are reclaiming the Princess?” President Bowen said derisively. “Why was there only one guard on her?”

Stephen held his temper, but it was a near thing, swimmingly close to the surface, as it was for all the Band. “It is as I said before. The women,” he gestured to Lillian and Anna, “planned to bathe at the springs and we felt that inside the border, they would be safe enough with one member of the Band about.”

President Bowen's gaze fell like a weight on Stephen. He held his breath, hoping beyond anything that Bowen would not intuit the circumstances of her disappearance. What if Matthew had claimed her in some odd way? What if she were a
select? After all, had she not responded strangely to first Philip and then Matthew? None if it bore any sense. It was his natural directive to protect, which would be even more amplified with a female. However, with the knowledge of his abuse at the hands of the
fragment,
his motives were now in question.

The President ran a hand through what little hair he had atop his head and with a heavy sigh said, “We will stay for two days hence, with
my
Band.” and he frowned. “But know this, I want that Princess back here, standing in front of me, unharmed. Do you understand?”

He did.

“I will, Mr. President,” Stephen replied, casting a glance at Joseph who looked like he may have been nervous. But the Band were predators, heaping emotion or perceived weakness under the veil of blankness. They all did that very well. It was automatic, akin to breathing.

Bowen narrowed his eyes at Stephen and pointed his finger at his chest, where his head reached. “Do not engage the
fragment,
they are too many without your Band mates. Even for her.”

He nodded but knew if she was coming to harm, he and Joseph would die to save her.

A sound made him turn and it was Anna, running toward them.

Now what?

Joseph looked at her with contained care, his desire riding in his eyes, bypassing his instinct for indifference. She leaped into his arms making him stagger back from the impact. Then hesitatingly, he wrapped her in his fierce embrace.

She pulled away from him just a little and they stared into each others eyes. Hers were brimming with unshed tears. On his face rode a stunned expression of surprise that he made no attempt to hide.

Stephen looked on with interest. He could not believe this was Anna.

Apparently, neither could Joseph.

“Why now?” he whispered bending down, his lips moving close to her ear.

“I don't want to lose you, I know that now,” she stammered, the first fat tear making a wet trail down her cheek. It trembled at her jaw and Joseph used a finger to catch it.

“I will return for you,” Joseph said simply, his fingertips climbing their way up her arms, where they grasped her shoulders. He drew her closer and she looked up at him, putting a hand on his chest.

She warned, “It will not be simple between us.”

Joseph shrugged. “Nothing valuable is gained through ease.”

She smiled and it was sun breaking through the clouds, he couldn't help but grin back. It was a contagious thing, breaking the tension of the preceding moments like rain in a desert. It was a fine thing to see a member of the Band commit to a female and she to him.

The President said, “I do not wish to separate two so newly linked...” he trailed off.

Anna looked at him with gravity. “I understand duty.”

He nodded. “I am glad that you do, but I will not lie. I am unsure as to how and where the Princess and Matthew may be... what danger awaits them.” he looked at Joseph and Stephen tilting his head in their direction. “I cannot make promises.”

She nodded, drying tears marking her face. But it was a face that shone with hope,
an expression she had not owned in some time.

Joseph felt for the first time in his life there may be something beside purpose and duty. And he now had an inkling about what made Jack who he was. He had Lillian, the other half that made him whole.

Anna felt the feather light kiss that Joseph brushed against her forehead and steeled herself not to hurl her body on his; stopping him from leaving her. Now that she had decided to trust him the grief she felt from his departure crushed her, immobilizing her. She prayed that he felt as she did.

She watched his broad back disappear on his horse, Stephen riding beside him.

Trepidation and fear swirled around her heart like clinging fingers of mist, a shroud she hoped not to bear forever.
  



CHAPTER 31

 


Queen Ada's gaze narrowed on the scarred mess of the sphere tunnel's wall. She was unconcerned about the ramifications of her actions. All that mattered is she retrieve her imbecilic daughter and keep the Wedded Day firmly within sight.

She looked about her impatiently, where was that ridiculous man?
Ah!
Coming toward him in a halting bumble was the Record Keeper's associate, Ernest. He was an abiding fool, but Ada needed him.
He held precious maps, set aside from the time Before Ash Covered the Earth.

He twisted and wrung his hands as he neared her. A fine sweat beaded his upper lip, his waistcoat soaked with nervous sweat. “My Queen,” he said dipping his head and bowing twice.

Insufferable fool.

She placed her hands on her hips, the guards swarming around her like pesky but necessary wasps.

“I have the records you need, the maps.” He held up long scrolls of paper bound together with different colored ribbons, each color signifying a different geographical area.

“Fine,” she said the word curtly and she saw him cringe. Ada looked around for a moment then snapped her fingers, her string of pearls hitting her hip as she whirled around to face the nearest guard who approached.

“My Queen,” the guard dropped to his knee before her.

She rolled her eyes. “Stand.”

He stood, his guarded eyes assessing her mood and finding it foul, as usual.

“You will be in charge of these documents,” flinging her hand in Ernest's direction.

“Yes, my Queen,” he said with gravity. What he really knew, looking at Ernest, who nodded with a bob of his head, was
he
would pay with his life if they left his sight or he guided them wrong. Or, if the Princess was not recovered.

He had a dim hope that something good would come of this. But like the other guards, he knew that without the princess' involvement in the kingdom, they were utterly lost. The Queen wished to drink from the cup and the Prince of Kentucky was a tyrant bent on reigning through fear, threats and abuse. How he wished for the days under Kind Raymond. Henry hoped that they could recover the Princess and put her where she belonged. Selfishly, he knew that the Prince was the very worst match for her. From what he had heard from the guards who were on shift the prior eve, the prince was a danger to the Princess as well.

There was no easy solution.

The Queen observed the machinations of Henry and did not care for a guard that thought overly much. She preferred her guards simpler. Ada had been fortunate not to have Henry or other guards like him that night when Clara had needed discipline.

“Leave us,” the Queen said, dismissing Ernest by turning her back on him.

He glanced nervously at her back then at Henry. Finally he shuffled to Henry, keeping a wide berth around the queen and handing the maps off to him. Henry nodded to Ernest as his departure kicked up dust from the floor of the tunnel.

Henry called over the guard who had the salt solution then turned to the Queen. “The sphere's wall is but a vapor now, my Queen. May I restate my earlier opinion that a...” he began.

She cut him off with an impatient wave of her hand, “Your opinions have been duly noted and I care not. Obviously, our need for protection from the Outside air has been greatly exaggerated. Mayhap the Guardians were not so benign after all.”

Henry sucked in his breath, she had overstepped herself. Such blasphemy was inexcusable.

She smiled slyly at him. “Fear not, the Guardians have not been a presence these one hundred forty years past. I do not quibble with things that are no longer real.”

Henry felt they were very real considering the advancements that kept their sphere and the other nineteen running seamlessly. The spheres themselves were also a marvel. Could she not see the importance of it all? He loathed her for her purposeful ignorance.

“We will traverse this wall, we will follow the trail of my disobedient daughter and her cohort. Do you wish to contradict me in this, guard?” she stepped into his personal space, so close that their chests were almost touching.

He stood his ground, keeping his gaze respectful with an effort. She took the challenge of civility seriously.

“I thought not,” she said triumphantly.

He wished to strike her.

Her thoughtlessness for the people of the sphere a palpable disregard.

She smiled at him, some of what he felt must leak out of the pores of his skin, he could not contain it all. His allegiance to the kingdom lay firmly with the dead monarch, not the living one. And in the future it would most certainly be with Princess Clara; that was his fervent wish.

The guard who Henry had called stood before him and he nodded. The Queen watched from his side as a large glass canister was emptied of its contents in one smooth movement and flick of the wrist.

It splattered across the surface of the tunnel wall, now thrice compromised, a thing of terrible beauty damaged forever. It no longer hissed but began to evaporate at a maddening pace. The once opaque iridescence dissolving to the Outside. The wind and smell of a million different things in a nature Henry had never experienced, assaulted his senses.

It was overwhelming.

He looked over at the Queen and saw that she was similarly stunned. The other guards shifted around nervously. Finally, after a few long minutes, the Queen's royal guard led their stout horses through the portal into the Outside, the sunlight streaming down upon them.

The heat from the orb lit upon their skin with a vibrant warmth that instantly cheered Henry, his very marrow awakening. He thought regardless of circumstance that he would like the experience. Very much. The smells of the Outside were like tasting food in his nose. Impossibly rich.

Henry immediately surveyed his surroundings, looking for the clues of other humans and found many. His frown deepened. The meadow grass had many imprints, but of varying size, depth and type.

He knew the footprints of the
savages
by sheer size alone. The leathers that they wore were distinctive as well. An odd configuration possibly meant for traction graced the soil in the soft earth. Henry was internally relieved that no rain had fallen since Clara was taken. That would have ruined the trail. He placed his shoe next to indentations of the
savages'
prints and saw theirs were thirty percent longer and half that more wide. They were formidable in size, the
savages.

He looked up at Queen Ada from his crouch and he could see that she understood his advice for the entire
guard
had not been unfounded.

They looked at each other for a swollen moment. Henry stood, looking at the guards on their mounts. He gave the signal with his finger that they needed to spread out, twirling it once, twice. One guard stayed behind, the Queen pulled behind his horse in a contraption most odd. But it saved her sensibilities and her wine was within reach as well.

She spoke to him almost on a level equal with he, lifting her flask, she used it to gesture at him. “What say you? How much longer?”

Henry held a neutral expression as she took a very un-royal like pull from the flask. “I do not know. However, they would have
had
to seek shelter somewhere nearby. They sought a place with cover, water... seclusion.” he shrugged. “Mayhap, it will be eight hours hence to reach such a place.”

Henry unrolled one of the scrolled maps looking at it intently. One such water source could be clearly seen. Perhaps it was the source of the Great Lake that the pearls were harvested from. He shoved that thought away for future reflection. He had not time to think on speculations.

Ada narrowed her eyes on him, glaring. He understood that she wished to find Clara but he could not instantly transport them to the proper location. He was as new to this terrain as she.

“Let us make haste,” she said.

Henry nodded. Finally she would be silent and let them begin the journey.

He walked over to his guards and they all took turns looking at the map, discussing the different routes. They decided on bedding down adjacent to the water source, which looked to be some kind of stream or small river. Possibly feeding into the Ohio he decided.

He jogged back to where the Queen was and conveyed the plan.

“Fine,” she said tersely, taking another pull from her wine flask. “Fill this, Henry. I become thirsty and need additional quenching.”

He turned, sighing quietly to himself... ghastly royal.

Henry poured the wine from the larger flask into the smaller then added some spirits. He would get the Queen drunk enough so that she passed out.
That would be merciful to the guard,
he thought, adding a bit more.

Turning, he handed over the flask and she tore it out of his grip without acknowledgment.

She reclined in her odd contraption, equal parts leather and wood. The cage-like creation of hammered copper with brass fittings held her in a half egg metal cocoon piled with cushions in the interior. Steam hissed to provide light when it was needed, hanging off a brass hook which shimmered like gold in the sunlight.

The steam canister would not last for more than a fore-night but Henry was grateful for the light it would provide for their first night Outside.

The horses began to climb the hill toward the Great Forest, the Queen's lantern catching the light and refracting it in a million diamonds across the unknown terrain of the Outside.

****

Prince Frederic and his guard looked through convex lenses attached to a heavy contraption that fit snug on the head. A sight magnifier that swiveled between an upright position above the forehead and one which covered the eyes. In the locked position it allowed distance-viewing. In the upright position your vision was your own.

The Prince had a perfect view of the Queen and her guard entering the woods.

Exactly what he planned.

He flipped up the lenses, pleased to see the momentary reflection of himself. He was quite handsome and knew it.

He turned to Jabez, the First Royal Guard. “We advance one hour hence. I wish to ambush them after they have bedded down here.” he pointed to his own map and his lenses flipped down as his head bent forward. He slapped them impatiently back in place until he heard them click into the fixed position.

Jabez looked down at where the Prince was pointing and noted it was adjacent to a creek or stream. He straightened, nodding. This whole quest made him uneasy. He was certain that King Otto was also nervous. If the Queen survived the royal spheres would be at war and that
the Kingdom of Kentucky did not desire. Better to place blame on the
savages
then capture both kingdoms. He was not certain that this was the best way.

Jabez glanced around him, he did not like the Outside with its strange smells and noises and it was disturbingly open as well. He also did not like the obsessive quality his prince had toward Princess Clara. It was not the first time that he had thought the prince mad and no small amount either. His sphere did not see a great deal of royal out breeding and most likely the prince had suffered genetically because of it. Yes, there was more to the alliance of Princess Clara and Prince Frederic. More than Queen Ada and Princess Clara ever realized.

Like not having insane royals.

He rolled up the map and retied it with its leather tether, watching his Prince as he strode about barking orders self-importantly. The horses that the guard sat upon shifted their hooves nervously in the soft dirt. They had never been outside the sphere either; their senses were overwhelmed by the newness of everything.

Jabez had counted the Queen's guard at ten. Why their monarch insisted upon going, he did not know. A Queen needed to stay in the sphere. With her daughter likely captured by the
savages,
she could not have been thinking clearly. Or her advisers were daft. She may have not listened to her advisers. She struck Jabez as stubborn and cruel.

Jabez and the guard were mounted and ready, keeping a discreet distance behind the Queen's guard.

They were confident in their plan of attack and eventual acquisition of Princess Clara.
  



CHAPTER 32

 


Clara woke gradually to rhythmic movement, a swaying sensation. She opened her eyes and saw the underside of a very masculine jaw.

Reality and memories rushed upon her in a confusing slush. It was Matthew who had taken her from the clan, from her new women friends. She was a ship without oars being steered by a male without regard for her welfare.

Her future prospects were bleak.

Matthew became aware of the female's change in breathing and knew when she woke. He slowed his running to something that was not so jarring.

He stopped underneath a deep canopy of trees, moss springy underneath his leathers. He looked around and noticed a dry area where the moss seemed less green and took Clara there, gently lying her down.

Clara looked at him and moved backward on her hands and legs until she felt her back meet the bark of the nearest tree, eying him warily. She had never given him great regard, with the chaos of the past days, just getting proper food and rest being foremost on her mind. Now she belatedly realized he should have had her full attention. She looked him over closely. He was as tall as Bracus, but fiercer of expression. What she had thought of as anger, when he had gazed at her while she was safely encapsulated in the sphere, she now understood to be some kind of intense indifference.

As if he willed himself not to care.

He spoke to her, “Do not try to run.”

She shrugged. “And where, dear sir, would I go? Where would I go and you not catch me and assault me further?”

He took a step nearer to her and she instantly regretted her flippant comment. He was huge in the way of the other
savages
and could easily harm her. Slowly, if he so chose.

He saw her eyes widen in fear and hesitated. Matthew was still unsure of what to do with her. His plan had been so full, so sure. And now? All he could see were those swimming aquamarine eyes and feel the heat of her when she touched his bare skin. He hated her power over him.
Mayhap it was not a conscious thing on her part. After all, if she were
select
it would not be something she could help.

She saw him hesitate and arched her brow.

“I do not wish to harm you,” he said.

Clara crossed her arms underneath her breasts and let her face fill with disbelief. Oh yes, he
so
did not wish to
harm her after the whole slam-into-the-tree episode and her fainting,
yet again. And the vomiting everywhere. Yes, that was it, her welfare was
so
important.

She felt battered and not just her body.

Matthew raked a hand through his hair, ripping a tether from his knapsack and tying it back.

She would be difficult,
he thought. Soon he would have the entire Band hunting them both and he would have to think of an explanation as to why he had taken her.

More and more he could not think of one.

Clara stood, stretching the tightness of her body, small popping sounds emitted from her back as the tension was released. She moved her neck in a small circle, the kinks slowly easing. She would kill for something to wash her mouth out with. Tentatively she reached for the flask in the knapsack that lay at her feet. Sniffing it and smelling nothing, she took a pull of water, discreetly spitting it out behind her. Then she took her fill of water, all the while feeling his eyes on her. She looked back at him as neutrally as possible. She wanted no more shows of force. Possibly, if she were cooperative, he would not be rough with her again.

Matthew saw her body moving to relieve the pressure of travel and he wished to rub her neck and back. He wished to touch a female,
this female. He clenched his fists. He would not touch her, it was too much of a betrayal of Margaret.
No other female could be as pure and vital as she had been. Yet his eyes strayed back to Clara's form again and again, watching her drink, watching her move.

Clara watched him watching her, his range of emotions going from indifference to pensive to resolution. She wished very much to find out about this strange man. Why was he not following Bracus' commands? Was he not second-in-command?

“Why do you kidnap me? When your captain returns he will be unhappy,” she stumbled over that word, thinking that it may be quite a bit more than that. “Surely there will be conflict. It has been explained to me what my potential role is for our peoples. You put that at risk. Your actions put that at risk.”

She gazed directly at him and that heat licked at him. She was beginning to undo him. He walked to her and her eyes widened but she did not back away. Clara was accustomed to intimidation, the Queen having been an adept teacher.

When he was but a foot away from her he asked, “Who did this to your face?” He could not stop himself as he put a finger along the chartreuse bruise which bloomed like an ugly flower; beginning at her cheekbone and fanning out toward her temple.

She felt the tender touch of his finger as it glided against her cheekbone, in sharp contrast to his rough treatment of her earlier. And it made Clara wonder, had he been
scared
of her before? Scared not of her
but what she represented?
What was he afraid of? The melding of their peoples, as preposterous as it sounded with the Queen's involvement, would be a positive thing for their peoples. She was puzzled and felt her brows knit together.

What was he doing? He saw her frown at his caress and took his hand away, a dull warmth throbbing where he had laid that small touch upon her face.

Her face smoothed out and as his hand fell away she felt like she had lost a granule of comfort. It was almost, with this stranger, as it had been with Charles. But how could that be? She and Charles had many seasons built upon one another, many events which bred their easy familiarity. She had nothing with this guard, except his disregard of the rules, his rough treatment of her, and his simmering anger which ran underneath his skin. She could feel it boil and ripple like a fish seen through a dark glass of water.

“I wish to know, why do you take me? Why not let our peoples mingle? You have a need for propagation and we need to be free of a life of only the sphere.” Clara thought briefly of the ocean her father had told her of and had a sharp ache of longing for that unknown sea far away.

“I believe that the Captain cannot be objective where you are concerned,” he rubbed his hands together. “He has shown a degree of...” he paused, “subjectivity. He has lost his focus, our purpose.”

Clara was not entirely sure but she threw out her thoughts, “Does he... is he...?

Matthew nodded. “He wishes to have you. If your people were resistant to the idea...” he shrugged.

“They will come for me, you know,” Clara stated.

Matthew's eyebrows came together. “It does not matter, the Band is not afraid of any that may come.”

“What of the
fragment?”

“What of them?” Matthew snarled out.

Ah... Clara thought, watching his fists clench, she had touched on something tender which bled. Of course, the girl, Evelyn, had been taken. She was obviously close to him, as Bracus had clearly been.

“Is it Evelyn? The young girl that Bracus seeks?”

He shook his head. His expression momentarily softening then hardening again. “It is not the girl.”

Clara cocked and eyebrow.

He sighed. “Not entirely the girl. I...” he shifted around, “the Band will retrieve her. But it is a personal matter between the
fragment
and I.”

Clara waited.

He looked at her and realized that somehow he had been cornered into saying more than he had intended. He did not wish to speak of his time with the
fragment,
of
Margaret.

They looked at each other, a tiny young woman with fierce eyes and a bruised face and the warrior with a troubled heart and an abusive past.

Could he trust her? Would it matter? Why was it important at all that he tell her anything...?

Clara saw the conflict rage within him without knowing what was the cause of it. Instinctively, against every internal warning she said, “Please, tell me that which causes you this suffering.”

He watched her silently, searching her face for any deceit therein.

She continued, answering his earlier question, “The Prince. He and my mother, the queen.”

“What?” Matthew asked, confused.

“Your question,” Clara answered. “That is who put this abuse upon my face.”

Matthew stood stunned. He had known that the Prince was a viper, as the Band had come upon him in the act of assaulting the Princess. But her mother the Queen? It made no sense.

Seeing his expression, Clara gave a harsh cough of a laugh that ended in a sob. She put her hands over her face so that she could not see him. Her shame shone as bright as the orb which burned Outside.

Matthew was moved, his soul churning. This tiny female had suffered abuse but not by strangers as he had within the
fragment
but by flesh and blood. He could not reason it out. But his heart, which ached for no one, now ached for her. He thought that he might comfort her but did not know how, could not.
So he stood awkwardly watching her misery, powerless to help her, hating his incompetence.

Finally Clara removed her hands. She swiped at her useless tears. Embarrassed beyond words by her stupid weakness as this huge male stood staring at her, expressionless, probably bored to weeping by her tirade. She straightened, building herself back up.

Matthew watched her gather herself together and grudging admiration began. Beaten, almost raped, and kidnapped twice.
And yet here she was gaining her composure. His hands ached to hold her but he remained where he was. There was one gift he could give her and he did; his trust.

It was a larger thing than his comfort.

“I was twelve when the Band found me starving and delirious from thirst, hunger and neglect,” he began. His mind wandered a million miles from that spot remembering:

 


Matthew lay down in the meadow, his head swimming with dizziness, flies buzzing above him, impatient for his death. He looked down at his body, the planes of it like weaponry: sharp hipbones, ribs like poles of a house, tethered together with skin. His eyes rolled, dry and swollen within their cavities to where he had heard a noise. He raised a hand at the alien noise, knowing it was not the
fragment.
Hoping, as only a young boy can, that someone would help him, that he could either end forever or begin with new hope.

A shadow fell over his body and he had not the strength to shield his eyes from the sun. The shadow form seemed to realize this and fell over his line-of-sight. A great warrior stood over him, weaponry hanging off his body like the leaves of a mighty tree. Matthew was too weak to feel fear but his heart paused its rhythm, stuttering.

The great male crouched down in front of him, grabbing him gingerly by the wrist, firm but gentle.

He seemed to pause for a moment, head cocked. Then he spoke to someone just behind him, “He is Band.” As he turned his head, Matthew saw a bow shift with his body and the boy took in his weapons: daggers lay at the small of his back in a complicated contraption of leather, a bow rested upon the back of his right flank and a quiver down his spine. A small dagger lay at his right hip and another at his ankle.

His eyes flitted to the great male above him and he smiled down at Matthew. “Where do ye hail from, lad?”

Matthew opened his mouth to answer but was too parched to form words. The male saw his problem and said, “Bracus, fetch me the flask. His heart beats steady but not for long. If we had not arrived...”

“Yes, father,” a young voice came from behind him.

Suddenly, a second shadow crossed the first and Matthew was looking into the face of a male that he instinctively knew was the same as he.

Finally, Matthew belonged.

Beleaguered, starving, thirsty... near death...he had come home. These were his people. He gave a weak smile, drank the water, the large male's hand cupped underneath his neck and then passed out.

 


Clara listened to Matthew quietly tell of his recovery by the Band. Why, she asked, had he been with the
fragment?
Why had they beaten him, starved him, treated him so terribly?

“Why does your mother beat you?” Matthew countered.

“I do not know,” Clara said, her eyes filling with unshed tears. Realizing, perhaps for the first time, that she wished that her mother loved her.

Matthew saw the loneliness and fear rise in her eyes like a poisonous tide and could have struck himself for being insensitive in his comment.

He tried to salvage things, “I think it may be because I was different and they knew that. I was threatening to them, their
way.” He thought carefully about his next statement. “You may also be a threat to your mother.”

“The Queen,” Clara corrected automatically.

Matthew inclined his head in acknowledgment, watching her distance herself from the familial tie.

“I do not threaten her. She is in ultimate control of all,” Clara said, sweeping her hand around the forest, visualizing it as her kingdom.

Matthew saw the marks on her throat from his fingers. They were reddening, just shy of bruising and he was ashamed.

Clara saw him flick his eyes at her throat and back to her face, an uncomfortable expression laying there. She narrowed her eyes, what was he thinking?

She asked the next question instead, the most obvious one, “What is this
fragment?”

His eyes became hooded and dark. “They are a people bent on taking. They take whatever they can, from whomever they can. Use it until it is no longer worthwhile then discard it. As the locust.”

Clara stared at him, watching his fists clench. The cords on his neck stood out, his huge hands bunched into fists the size of the reticule she had used, now laying by the hot springs.

“Bracus said that they kidnap women, for forced breeding.”

Matthew nodded, once.

So, it was true.
Suddenly, Clara became acutely aware that it was just she and Matthew. Band or no, here in the forest they were quite vulnerable.

Matthew saw the emotions pass over her face and knew what she was thinking before she did.

“Fear not. They would not dare try to take you.” Clara watched his posture change, becoming
more.
He would be something
for them to fight against.

“They have no Band?”

Matthew shook his head. “No. My existence with them...” he shrugged. “We do not know why I was with them. Bracus has speculated...” he trailed off turning away from her.

He could feel her approach. Her warmth a thing of solidity, worming its way underneath his skin.

“What?” she asked softly.

“That they may have come upon my mother...” he breathed out in a rush, his face hotter than he could hardly stand, but he continued, “ and they kept me for a slave of sorts.”

Oh, how horrible.
They may have taken him while he and his mother were outside the protection of their clan, whichever one that was.

And he had been raised a slave.

Clara was a hair's breadth from his back. She reached out to the broadness of it, the fine fibers of the tunic having small bumps where the linen and cotton mixed.

He had suffered as she. They actually knew each other well, she thought. At least in the ways that mattered.

She pressed her palm on his back. The spine formed a shallow canal between muscles that bunched and intersected, running from huge shoulders to a waist which tapered to the small of his back, where diminutive swords lay crisscrossed. But Clara was unafraid. His treatment of her was that of someone that did not know, could not know,
kindness, concern... care. How could one show compassion when one had never known it? And the males of the Band would include him but would not be nurturers.

She lay her head in the middle of his back, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. Silently lending her compassion to him, wanting him to know that she forgave him his treatment, that he understood he had a friend.

He felt her heat emanate into his body, seeping from the point of contact. It slid to his extremities. With a low groan he turned in one smooth motion and grabbed her upper arms, his hands completely encircling them and drew her to him until their chests were crushed together.

Clara felt him pull her against him in a spine-tingling rush of desire that swept over her in a heated wash and was powerless to remind herself that this must not happen, that he was not of the sphere. The
fragment
raged about them waiting to take the unprotected. His own Band sought them even now. Instead, she fell into his embrace like a woman lost, a bottle in the ocean, swept to sea.

Matthew put a hand underneath her chin, cupping it loosely, his fingertips moving up the length of it, gliding until they swept beyond her temple, carving pathways through her hair. He fisted it tightly and she gasped. He held her there and gazed into her eyes. He did not want to force her but he could not seem to help his actions, resisting as long as he could. He felt that his whole life had been but preparation for this moment with this woman.
All intellect lost before her.

Matthew let the question fill his eyes, she saw it and gave a very slight nod and he bent his head and pressed his lips to hers.

Clara was shocked by the softness of his kiss. For all his size and mannerisms she thought his kiss would be an onslaught. But it was not. It was soft, a velvet feather. With pressure and movement, his lips lifted, sought, connected and explored. When he took her lower lip in his teeth capturing it there, he nibbled on it then sucked it into his mouth softly, his tongue explored the inside of her mouth delicately then with increasing passion and Clara was lost in it, her body afire. Clinging to his shoulders like a lifeline, she gave back what she got, pressing her body harder into his, her hands sliding up around his neck.

Matthew was desperate for more of her touch and when her hands dug into his shoulders as she began to move up to encircle his neck, he lifted her right off the ground and she held onto him. His kisses rained down like rose petals on her throat... her neck, everywhere skin was, he worshiped it with his mouth.

She felt him move her until her back was against the very tree that she had cowered against earlier. The rough bark biting slightly as his body covered hers completely. Those large hands pressed her body against his, one hand exploring her ribcage and waist and the other holding her against the trunk.

Matthew became aware of far-off noises and broke off his attentions...his breath coming in quick gasps. His senses sharpening, he looked down on her. Clara's eyes were swimming pools of turquoise in a face flushed a deep pink, the marks of abuse fading and in their place lips that were swollen from kisses instead of fists.

Damn.

He wanted her, it sung in his body like a finely tuned instrument. But his senses had roared to life and that meant threats were near. Ignoring his Band's directives could not negate those deeply honed instincts that he had been born with.

“What?” Clara asked, languid and drowsy in his embrace.

“Someone draws near,” Matthew said, gently lowering her down, his arms around her, pulling her tight against his chest, his hand stroking her hair, his eyes scanning the distance.

He heard horses but not Band.
Fragment?
He pushed Clara behind him and said, “Stay behind me, no matter what occurs, do not leave my side.”

Clara felt sick, it was too many things, one on top of the other. She put her hand on the tree but met his gaze, nodding.

Satisfied, Matthew turned away from her. Releasing his daggers from the small of his back, his hands swinging around to the front of his body, his stance widening as the thundering of the horses hooves neared. Matthew lowered into a crouching stance.

Clara watched Matthew move in front of her and take the small swords from their sheathing, a singing metal sound as they briefly connected making her ears ring. She did finally hear the approaching horses and knew that her life would be changing yet again. She badly wished to move up behind Matthew, out of sight and hidden behind him.

But if there were to be a fight, she would be in the way so she stood where she was, vulnerability her burden to carry.

****

Charles and Clarence waited until the two
savages
were gone and the others back inside the gate then followed them after some discussion.

“She is not here, you heard those
savages. She has escaped...”

“Or been taken,” Clarence said.

Charles nodded.

“We follow them then. Where they lead, we shall follow and the Princess will be there.”

Charles palmed his jaw thoughtfully. “They went to the trouble to acquire her and then she slips between their fingers?” his fingers clenched, then splaying, he shook his head. Something was amiss. The
savages
seemed far too astute and instinctual
to allow such a thing.

“Agreed, but our path is laid before us, Charles. Whatever may have happened, it matters not. She is still in danger, true?”

“Yes,” Charles replied.

They followed, the
savages'
stealthy tracks a challenge to navigate but they did, for Clara.

****

Queen Ada sent Henry ahead to the huge complex which was surrounded by an intimidating natural fence made of the huge timbers that were so prevalent in this strange place.

It had not been without argument.

“Queen Ada, I implore you, that we behave in a friendly and peaceful way, not lurking about as if we mean harm.”

“We do mean harm, Henry. I do not wish to 'make peace' with the
savages. I wish to take what is mine, return to the sphere and have the betrothal go forward so that we may ally the kingdoms,” she said to Henry as if he were a simpleton.

He sighed, she was stupidly stubborn. “My Queen,” she smiled at him without warmth, “I will spy for you but I do not feel it is to our benefit.”

“Duly noted. Now go,” she said, uncapping her wine flask.

Henry eyed the flask and tried again, “Queen Ada,” she narrowed her eyes on him, “what of food? When was the last time you took a meal? Some cheese perhaps?” she glowered at him and he unflinchingly held her gaze.

“Fine,” she made a disgusted noise in her throat. “You, guard,” she barked.

The guard which dragged the load that was the Queen, jumped on his mount at her tone, turning quickly. “Yes, my Queen?”

She spoke to him but looked directly at Henry, “Ready some cheese with
grapes,” she spat the last word sarcastically. Henry was sure it was for his benefit. “So this worrisome nagging will discontinue.”

“Post haste, my Queen,” he said.

Henry could hear him rustling for the food.

“Satisfied?” she said, her question both a challenge and a statement.

“Yes.”

“Yes, what?”

“Yes,
my Queen,” Henry said with resignation.

She smiled at his discomfiture. Whatever made others uncomfortable seemed to please her, he thought.

She was a hateful example of humanity.

He turned away and left her and the other guards in the deepest part of the woods, making his way toward a fence constructed of huge logs that had their tops sharpened to dangerous points.

As he approached, he became aware of raised voices. He crouched down behind wild ferns with serrated fronds that rose about in all directions, the low branches of the evergreen trees almost caressing their tops; he could not be seen.
Yet one of the huge
savages
turned in his direction, his nostrils flaring, his hand hovering over the hilt of a dirk that hung at his hip.

But a short man with a barrel chest and a bald head of a certain age gained his attention and he was distracted. However, it was
what
they said that made the breath still in Henry's body.

“...but know this, I want that Princess back here, standing in front of me, unharmed. Do you understand?”

More words were exchanged, snippets heard but not in their entirety. Somehow, they had kidnapped the Princess, then lost her? To whom? Henry was more mystified than ever. This was no longer a simple acquisition mission. They had grossly underestimated the sophistication of the
savages. Wrongly assumed a state of primitiveness that was unfounded. He closed his eyes for a moment, despairing. Gaining Clara for the sphere was now no longer a directive by the Queen.

She was their last hope, their greatest chance for a future without tyranny.

****

Jabez watched the Queen's First Guard make his stealthy departure from yonder foliage. Taking his leave, he was certain, to explain the surprise of what he had also heard.

The Princess had fallen out of their grasp and she was being reacquired somewhere in this vast wilderness.

Jabez moved quietly away toward their camp. He had seen the
savages
scanning the area constantly, as if they may know they were observed, which was impossible. He thought upon their strange size, the gills, that only fish should have. Their way of movement was lithe and graceful, but deadly. They would be fierce fighters.

Jabez could envision this.

His heart raced with the anticipation of coming against them. The Prince's guard would prevail, there were simply too many for the
savages
to gain advantage.

They would surrender or die.

He hurried back to tell the Prince all that he knew.

****

Matthew's body trembled, adrenaline coursing through him, the female at his back. A new purpose drilled through his body which was almost painful. It was more than pure desire, he wished to share something more, something intrinsically powerful.

Life.

Now that epiphany was threatened.

Horses slowed and came into view... it was the
fragment, and they were many. Matthew's heart sped, he could feel Clara's fear behind him. The need to cover her with his protection choked him, singing through him, unlike anything he had ever experienced.

His eyes traveled the group of twelve and one female,
Evelyn.
Her eyes pleading with him, her hair a matted mess, one eye swollen shut.

Rage surged through Matthew. They would die. Or he would die making them sorry.

Then his eyes landed on one male, then another, whom he recognized. The decade past had not dimmed in his memory.

Margaret’s attackers.

The large male of the
fragment
dismounted, keeping his gaze locked on Matthew. “Well, what do we have here?” he said, his eyes flicking behind Matthew then to Clara.

Clara looked at the girl, obviously abused and knew instantly that it was Evelyn. She looked upon each cruel face and saw no mercy, only evil intent. She knew that look, she knew it very well. The
fragment
looked upon them as the Queen looked upon her. As Prince Frederic did. Good Guardian, this was a horror.

“Ralph, does this breeder look familiar to you?”

“Aye, he does, healthier though...” Claude chuckled.

Matthew eyed them both, calculating his dagger thrusts as they bantered back and forth. His mind was already gutting them like the swine they were.

Suddenly, from the other direction, horses approached. Matthew knew the gait, the cadence of those horses:

The Band... his brothers.

Matthew straightened as Bracus, Jack, Jacob, James and Philip came into sight. Their steeds' sides heaved, glistening sweat wrapping the horses' bodies.

Clara could not believe her eyes;
the Band.
She dared to hope.

Bracus laid his eyes on Matthew, then Clara behind him. What was happening here? He saw the
fragment,
still with Evelyn and realized the Band's surprise entrance into the heart of the
fragment
foothold had been for naught. They had not been there. Having taken Evelyn, they had then led a hunting party. She had yet to be taken to their stronghold. Then his eyes touched on Clara again.

What was Clara doing out of the clan?

Bracus' heart was hammering so hard in his chest he thought it may escape. He drunk in the sight of her, she was beginning to heal from the beating but looked as if she had traveled hard, her hair falling about her in a riot of burnished copper, shining in the sun which lit the meadow they found themselves in. Her eyes widened at the sight of them, scared and trembling, on the verge of shock.

Bracus shook off the reason as to why Matthew and Clara found themselves here instead of inside the safety of the clan. One disaster at a time. And right now, his priority was Evelyn. He glanced at Matthew, their eyes meeting, an uncanny understanding flowed between the two. Matthew nodded acknowledgment of Bracus' unspoken directive.

Matthew would protect Clara. The Band would concentrate on the
fragment.

The Band stood behind Bracus, fluidly dismounting as a single unit. They had no time to tie the horses down. But then neither did the
fragment, who had also dismounted.

Ralph tied the girl to the reins of the horse, let the hellion try to escape.
She had needed quite a spot of discipline for them to come to an understanding.
She'd be a fine breeder when she came of age, he thought, licking his lips. He looked into her upturned face and should have known what was coming next as she reared her head back and spat at him, much of which landed directly in his face.

Rage surged through him and he backhanded her hard enough that it threw her small body against his horse, who staggered a step backward, neighing nervously.

Evelyn slid down the horse's flank, landing with an indelicate plop beside one of the horse's hooves, her ears ringing and bile rising in her stomach.

Bracus roared at the Band, Evelyn's abuse untenable. They surged forward, Bracus in the lead, Philip on the far corner. He would tame the
fragment's
flank.

Clara watched the Band advance, their muscles flexing as they moved against the
fragment
in an elaborate dance choreographed of violence. Even with their superior size, they were yet outnumbered so how would they prevail?

Ralph met the large one with his dagger extended swiping forward, slashing a great swath at that broad chest. Bracus stepped into the swinging metal, meeting it with his dagger, the sound of clanging weapons lifting the birds from the trees.

Two of the
fragment
circled around Philip. Half a head taller than both, he brought his weapons away from his body, one dagger clockwise, the other counter. They swung in a semi-circle as one of the
fragment
came forward.
Claude, Clara thought, wondering if he had been the one to lay hands on that small girl which lay in a crumpled heap at the feet of a horse.

Everywhere Clara looked there were males entangled with one another. The noise of fists striking flesh, the meaty sounds of impact underscored by metal which struck, churning the silence into a clashing frenzy.

Claude distracted the large male, his eyes trained on the strange gills, fully open, having a bright pink interior as they assisted...his breathing. Claude feigned a lunge and another
fragment
grabbed the breeder from behind, leaping on his back and looping a forearm around his neck.

This only seemed to enrage him. With a roar, Philip used the male's momentum, grabbing the forearm about his neck, he swung him over the top of his shoulder and launched him as far as he could, at the same time he felt a deep burning in his side. He looked down, seeing the hilt of an unfamiliar dagger buried within him.

Claude, of the
fragment,
felt an evil smile fill his face. He had him now.

Philip ignored the dagger, leaving it in place, knowing there would be more blood loss at its removal. With a war cry he launched himself at Claude, his dagger arcing above him, the shine off the blade momentarily blinding Claude who sidestepped Philip.

Philip instinctively anticipated the avoidance maneuver and curved his body toward his opponent, slashing at his neck, downward. Then, with a vicious twist, he buried and turned the blade in one movement. Rolling to the ground the dagger pierced his side deeper as he landed, the pain turning into a roaring inferno. He lay on his back slowly turning his head to look at his opponent, who lay cooperatively bleeding out, his blood spilling like red water.

Clara watched the horror unfold before her as two of the
fragment
approached Matthew. Not wishing to distract him, she shrunk against the trunk of the tree making herself as small a target as possible. His blades clenched in his hands... he prowled toward them, meeting them before they got closer to where Clara stood.

Matthew was keenly aware of Clara behind him as the first male of the
fragment
lunged at him and he swung his head to the side as the male's blade pushed air against his face and the second male advanced. He did not turn. Hearing the movement of the second male's arm, he reflexively lashed out behind him, punching his dagger in the direction his senses were tuned to, at the same time thrusting the dagger in his right hand up and into the underside of the jaw of the first.

Clara watched blood pour out of one of the males of the
fragment
who were on Matthew's right side. The male who had been circling to attack from behind was nursing a slashing wound that had opened an eight inch gash from collarbone to shoulder, narrowly missing the tender flesh of the neck.

His eyes caught Clara's at the same time that two more of the fragment advanced on Matthew. The male with the wounded shoulder seemed to shake off the pain, blood running freely from the sucking hole. He came at Clara, who looked around frantically for the closest Band. She saw Philip was down and Bracus was actively working his way to the girl, two fragment were on the ground and the other Band were sorely outnumbered and fighting what remained.

No one noticed that Clara was in desperate trouble.

She whipped her head around for a weapon. The male, seeing her looking for something, smiled with grim joy and came nearer.

Clara lost her nerve and fled.

She heard the male come crashing after her but felt confident that she would be able to escape; his wound should slow him down.

It did not:

She felt strong arms wrap around her waist and her feet popped off the ground. She fought for her life, swinging and flailing about, trying to gain time. Time for the Band to find her.

Finally, she kicked behind and her foot found his shin. With a grunt her captor's hold loosened and she was free. Just as she started to run she was shoved from behind and only her arms braced her fall . Clara started to scramble away and was kicked in her side, the air leaving her body, her lungs began to burn and her eyes watered.

She could see him above her, blood soaking most of whatever tunic had covered him, no longer pale, but a bright tomato red. He wasted no time, grabbing the top of her bodice, he tore it open, the seams giving way with a powerful rip. Clara's breath came back in a rush. Finding her voice she screamed, “Matthew!”

The male jerked her upright by her hair and she yelped. Dragging her close to him, his sour breath pouring over her face. “Shut up or I'll beat you senseless.” His strange accent drug like grated glass across her eardrums.

It felt like he was tearing her hair out of her scalp but she laid still as he let her head fall back and started to undo his breeches.

Clara could only think of Prince Frederic.

She was tired to the bone from the beatings and the attempted rapes. She would die before allowing herself to be abused ever again.

She scrambled quickly to her feet with the male's blood covering her. The top of her blouse was hanging open where he had torn it, flapping loosely with her movement. She saw a bleeding and battered Matthew appear with Bracus, behind the male of the
fragment
who had not heard their approach.

The male of the
fragment
would have this female while the others battled, none the wiser. There were not enough of them in the
fragment
and he liked his females with a bit of fire. This one had spirit, he thought as he took out his dirk, hidden in a small sheath inside the waistband of his breeches. Maybe she needs a little encouragement.
Yes, that was the answer, what female could say
no
to the blade?

Clara was relieved for exactly one moment before catching sight of a small sword-like dagger that the male removed with a practiced hand from the waist of his breeches. She flicked her eyes to first Matthew's then Bracus' in warning as the male lunged for her and she threw herself just out of reach, stumbling then falling backward down a small slope. As she tumbled, Clara kept herself as loose as she could, hoping to avoid injury.

Finally, she came to a stop and laid there on her back, her eyes staring at the dappled light spearing through the forest. She cautiously wiggled her toes and fingers, taking stock of her limbs. It felt like everything was still working. She sat up and saw Bracus and Matthew navigating the small slope to get to her. Matthew heaved the broken body of the fragment down the ravine like so much garbage.

Bracus looked grim and Matthew relieved.

Matthew reached her first and a moment later, two different hands were extended to help her up. They glared at each other but Clara took both hands that were offered. Bracus' cool and dry, Matthew's a thing of liquid heat, making her gasp slightly. She knew that he felt it by the subtle widening of his eyes.

Bracus' eyes narrowed on them.

“Let us get back to the others,” Bracus said.

“Yes, Captain,” Matthew said staring intently at Clara as he added, “Why did you leave my side? I said, 'no matter what occurred', to remain.”

They walked up the hill together. When it became apparent that Clara was weaker than she wanted to admit. Matthew scooped her up and packed her the rest of the distance, walking as if she were weightless. Bracus glaring at Matthew the entire time.

Cresting the hill, they headed quickly through the small patch of woods she had fled through, stepping out of the forest into what was now a small battlefield. Clara stared at the Band: Jack stood straight and unharmed (Clara thought briefly of Lillian and relief flowed over her), Jacob and James both had wounds of little consequence and Philip was sitting up with a dagger sticking out of his side like an obscene flag. His skin had a grayish pallor and his breathing was shallow.

Bracus rushed over to his side. “My brother, let me take the blade.”

Philip nodded and Bracus turned to James. “Get the healing sack.”

James was already rummaging through the odd knapsack of the Band when he pulled out some gauzy material made of fine-colored beige linen and a small apothecary bottle which held amber-colored liquid. A large needle and thread were gathered and brought to Bracus.

Jacob stepped forward. “I will do it. I have the steadiest hand, Captain.”

Bracus nodded, taking up position behind Philip's head, cradling it while Jacob put a leather belt by his mouth. “Open up brother, this will give you something to bite down on.”

Phillip did.

Matthew put his arm around Clara's shoulders and she leaned into his body, Bracus' eyes taking them in, a cold shadow residing where none had been before. Clara shivered and Matthew drew her in tighter.

In one smooth movement, Jacob pulled out the knife and with a shrieking shout, muffled by the belt, Philip began to sweat in earnest, rivulets running down his face. Jack and James were on either side of him, their hands gripping his that were white-knuckled. Clara saw with real alarm that it was four inch long blade. They stared, the gaping hole looking like an open mouth. As they stood staring, the whiteness of the hole started to fill with bright blood and Jacob poured some of the liquid from the vial into the gash, the needle and thread moving in and out of the deepest part of the wound that he could reach. Dabbing at the slash, pouring the fluid inside, stitching then repeating the process, all the while precious blood pouring out.

It was a miracle that Philip remained awake.

Jacob worked feverishly, closing the lethal escape hatch that was Philip's side, his mouth set in a grim line as Clara looked around her.

There she was, Evelyn, looking pale and ill. Her small body lay wrapped in a blanket not five feet from where they repaired Philip. Clara nudged Matthew and he looked down at her, his expression a mixture of stress, relief and something she could not name. “May I check on Evelyn?”

Matthew nodded, reluctantly releasing her, his hand lingering on her waist before she slipped out of his grasp. She had felt so right against his side.
He watched her as she made her way through the bodies of the
fragment, their limbs entangled with one another like puppets cut from their strings, throats slit, some with cuts under their knees to slow their escape. Matthew thought of all this dispassionately, he was only sorry that he could not kill the men named Ralph and Claude himself, for they were part of Margaret's degradation, the finality of her life.

But there were others.

Eventually, they would all die under his blade for what they had done.

Bracus watched the two of them from his vantage point on the ground, becoming more disturbed as time went. How was a male as Matthew was, quiet to the point of being taciturn,
suddenly so intimate with Clara? Who had treated even he, Bracus, her rescuer,
with extreme caution? It galled him and he intended to find out. He looked down at his brother, who would heal this wound. It took much to kill one of the Band. As Bracus watched the wound had stopped bleeding, some color returning to Philip's cheekbones, the sickened color leeching away.

Jacob finished his ministrations and nodding, mostly to himself. “That will do, I think his major organs were missed.”

“Fool, it does not feel as though anything was missed, feels like the sod got a bit of
everything,” Philip said sourly.

The tension broke as the Band laughed.

Philip would live to fight another day, Bracus thought.

James fetched an additional blanket and rolled up another for under his head. Jack got the water flask for Bracus to give Philip a pull of water.

The Band looked at Matthew and he fought not to reveal his discomfort. Then they looked at where Clara was, talking softly to Evelyn.

“What say you?” Bracus asked fiercely, as a flush of red colored Matthew's cheeks, making the Band narrow their focus even more.

He could not stop his body's betrayal. He was awkward with these new emotions coursing through him. Matthew understood what he had done was wrong. It was a matter of time before Stephen and Joseph would find them and speak of his betrayal.

But they were not here now. He would stall. Gain some time to organize his thoughts. Which at present, were a riot inside his head.

Matthew opened his mouth to formulate a semblance of an explanation when two men appeared out of the woods.

Matthew recognized one immediately.

Sphere-dweller.

Instantly, the Band stood and faced the two men as Clara slowly rose from her crouched position next to Evelyn.

When Charles and Clarence appeared out of the forest Clara felt as a woman that sees a mirage in a desert and with it, a relief so profound she sunk back to the ground covering her face as she wept in blatant relief; Charles was here.

That is not how the Band assimilated Charles and Clarence's appearance. Daggers unsheathed, they surrounded the pair.

Charles spotted Clara right away, on the ground, crying like her heart was broken. What in Guardian's name was amiss?
Taking a step toward her he felt a strong hand encircle his forearm.

He turned and looked at Clarence. “Let me go, I must go to her.”

“Caution, my friend, look yonder,” Clarence said quietly, inclining his head in the direction of the Band.

Charles could see what he meant. The Band surrounded them at all points except behind. Every one of them had a similar stance, all but two were present. Charles' eyes flicked to a huge male laying on the ground, apparently injured with another
savage
beside him. A weapon naked in his hand.

They were ready to kill him, Charles thought. He looked at Clara who had stopped sobbing and was moving toward him, picking up her skirts she ran.

Clara had finally gotten a hold of her emotion. It would not do to have the Band kill Charles and Clarence for mistaking them for the
fragment
or some such. She hiked up her skirt and ran faster.

As she neared them she sailed past Bracus who grabbed her and pulled her against his body and with a gasp she was held in a grip that was almost painful. She was so close to Charles, only two horse lengths, yet she was held by the Band. Did they not remember him as her companion? He meant no harm to her!

Matthew turned to Bracus and growled, lowering his stance as if to attack and Bracus looked back at Matthew flabbergasted. What was this?
And then Clara's bare flesh touched his wrist and he felt it, the heat climbing his body and knew what it was that he held:

A select.

“Unhand her!” Charles roared, taking a menacing step toward the
savage
which held Clara against her will. A movement to his right caused him to duck just as a fist grazed his head, the glancing blow making his ears ring.

“No!” Clara screamed, tearing herself out of the dazed grasp of Bracus, who stumbled back as if pegged between the eyes with a hammer of brass.

She stepped in the middle of the fray. Matthew was grabbing Charles by the blouse and hauling him off the ground by its neck, Matthew, at least six inches taller, and Charles was no small man.
Dismissing the danger, she threw herself between them, pushing a hand against the middle of Matthew's chest, the heat of her palm warming him, leeching the aggression out of him. He had the male within his grasp, his face a foot from his own. But as he looked down, it was Clara's face that filled his vision, captured his mind, made him realize he was going to kill this male simply because he was near her.

Matthew lowered the
sphere-dweller
to the pasture grass, his face beet red and gasping for breath. Charles put a hand to his own throat as he backed away, Clarence behind him. He looked at the other faces of the
savages, who watched him warily but not aggressively. After all, apparently one of them was all that would have been needed to dispatch the both of them. Good Guardian, they were strong, like the oxen of old.

Clara looked up into Matthew's face, his fierce eyes wild and she kept staring, seeing a softening around the edges. Finally his shoulders relaxed, he lowered the dagger to his side and she let her fingers trail down his chest then away.

“He is my dearest friend... I must... I wish to go to him.”

Matthew's heart raced and he clenched the dagger until the hilt creaked in his hand.

Clara saw that wildness start to creep back into his gaze and quickly said, “Just for a time.”

Matthew looked at Charles and nodded reluctantly, his eyes never leaving hers.

Clara began walking backward keeping her eyes locked on Matthew... all the Band. Bracus was looking at her most strangely.
It was up to her to defuse things, she had ample practice.

Turning, she threw her arms around Charles. Her relief and love for him a cloak of intense comfort that she shrugged on, wrapping herself in its embrace.

Charles had never felt a moment of more intense joy than when he held Clara in his arms once more. Unshed tears of relief burned his eyes and he held them in check by the barest thread. He breathed deeply of her, smelling the strange freshness that was
Outside.
Sweat, fresh earth and beneath it all, his Clara. He stroked her hair and murmured those things when you wish someone you hold dear to feel safe.

Clara had no such compunction. Fat tears chased each other down her face. She cried and laughed, hugging him with such abandon and delight that the Band sheathed their swords. Bracus and Matthew both stared at them with a mixture of irritation and unhappiness.

He cupped her face. “You look well, my Clara.” his gaze roved over the healing marks upon her face.

She nodded. “Aye, as well as I can be,” she said through laughter and tears, thinking of what she had been put through and narrowly escaped.

Charles saw that her lovely eyes were healed, the swelling completely gone. Only the horrible bruise in a kaleidoscope of faded green and yellow remained. He couldn’t help his frown, laying a tender finger, the touch of which reminded Clara of when Matthew touched her the same way. But it had been different, very different indeed.

She backed away, suddenly uncomfortable... aware.

“It heals,” Clara said dismissively.

Charles nodded, not wanting her out of his embrace but allowing her distance. Claiming this self-restraint was not a pretty thing he realized, forcing an expression of neutrality.

Clara noticed Clarence for the first time and felt acutely embarrassed. She nodded to him. “Clarence, it is good of you to accompany Charles.”

He shrugged glancing at the
savages,
eyes guarded. “Greetings, Princess,” he said, bowing.

She curtseyed in her ruined clothing, feeling ridiculous but absolutely compelled in her royal bearing to reciprocate.

Matthew watched in fascination as Clara seemed to be another person entirely. She seemed confident,
regal. Perhaps when she was not being kidnapped and assaulted she was able to just be who she was.

Clara became aware of an awkwardness, everyone in the meadow battle-weary and beleaguered. She must introduce them.
She was the only one here that knew both peoples. She must form an alliance in this unlikely place. Their president had said she would serve as a liaison of sorts. Clara frowned, thinking of what awaited her in the sphere. She was not sure that she was the best representative. She shoved those thoughts aside. She looked from Charles and Clarence to the Band. Then her eyes took on the battlefield with bodies of the
fragment
laying about, lethargic flies buzzing above them for an easy meal.

Charles followed her gaze and saw the corpses in various stages of decomposition. The lingering violence clung to the meadow, the metallic smell of blood everywhere he breathed.

“What happened here?” Charles asked and Clarence grunted behind him.

Charles turned to Clarence who spread his hands wide. “It is not obvious?” Charles rolled his eyes, Clarence was always rash with his words.

“Yes, I see the dead. I wish to know why, dolt.”

Clara covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. It was too somber by far to engage in a giggling fit when they were knee deep in the presence of the dead.

She looked at the Band and Bracus nodded once, as if giving permission.

She began recounting the whole of it, leaving out why she had come to be in this place.

“So, let me rephrase this Princess,” Clarence paused, pacing a short distance back and forth, tramping down the longish grass in the field. “You found yourself here with these
savages,
then this
fragment
appeared and they sought to kill you. Why?”

Clara corrected Clarence quickly, “They call themselves clan.”

“Yes, we are not savages, but we can
be
savage,” Bracus clarified, a look of vague humor sliding into place on his face.

Charles looked around. “We see the evidence of such here this day.”

Bracus narrowed his eyes tensely, humor gone.

Clara continued, “They are a faction of people....” she stumbled to explain. She still felt that she knew so little about all of it: the
clan,
fragment, it was all so new.

Matthew began where she faltered, stepping forward, “They take our women, our meat... anything that we do not guard, they scavenge.”

James nodded, adding, “They speak not as we do and war with one another, gaining nothing. They are fools and cowards.”

“They are
more
than that,” Jacob said, inclining his head in Clara's direction, bringing her torn clothes to light once again.

Charles face darkened, becoming grim. “Why were you outside the clan then, unprotected? Why was this young girl here abused?”

He looked at the Band with accusation. Charles tore through his knapsack. Finally finding what he was looking for and wrapped it in his large hand. Raising it above his head he said loudly, “You have taken something that is most precious to the people of our sphere, kept her from us then allowed her in harm's way with a people less sophisticated than even you. How dare you!” his breathing sounded harsh while he leaned forward, the veins of his temples pulsating with his anger.

All eyes swiveled to the crown that glittered in his hand, pearls and Alexandrites winking in the brilliant light of late afternoon. He slowly lowered it, looking in each face. “This is not a game to us. We endeavor to escape something that is beyond our control and the Princess has gone from one untenable and dangerous circumstance into one which appears worse,” he said, throwing a hand disdainfully toward Clara's blouse.

Clara closed the loose cloth with one hand and turned to Charles. In a low, ringing voice she said, “That is
enough
Charles. They do not mean harm. They have done their best, hacking out an existence in the belly of their enemies. I was simply caught in the center of it.”

She searched his face and he looked back at her. “We must go, Clara. Somewhere that is safe for all, away from this,” Charles said, opening his arms wide.

“I do not think that is wise,” Clarence said, looking at the loose group that was the Band, tense as a cat in a room full of rockers is what he didn't add. Clarence sensed that any movement in the wrong direction would disrupt the harmony he sensed hanging from the thinnest of threads.

Evelyn walked slowly to Clara, slipping a hand in hers. Clara smiled at the young girl, almost the same height as she. She squeezed her hand with encouragement, thinking that there were some things that were precious. That the sphere was only one thing of many, that there were things bigger than she at work here and her sphere.

She looked back at the Band who were glaring at Charles and said, “Their President...”

“Whose,” Charles and Clarence said at the same time.

“Their leader, President Bowen...”

“They have no King?” Clarence asked.

“Quiet, run-the-mouth, let her finish!” Charles said, making Clarence huff and begin pacing again.

Clara smiled. “My taking was a planned event.”

The men looked at her, mouths agape. “They were not simply passerby, taking the opportunity that presented itself?” Charles asked, looking at the Band from a different perspective, yet again.

Clara shook her head.

Bracus said, “The Princess was a longterm choice. We wished, we hoped, she would be a liaison of sorts between our peoples. We needed to make peaceable contact and begin a negotiation. She seemed a good choice.” he rolled his massive shoulders into a shrug.

Clarence said, “Peaceable, really? Is
this
peaceable.”

James laughed. “Perchance he makes sense, Captain.”

Matthew grunted, “The best laid plans...”

“Run amuck...” Jacob finished.

To which Philip bellowed from his perch on the ground, “be a good nursemaid and fetch me another pull of water!”

Jacob raised his eyebrows. “Duty beckons,” and maneuvering around the corpses went to Philip in short order. Where words such as “nag,” and “simpleton” could be heard. Clara was sure had Philip been well and standing, there would have been a great deal more interchange of the physical variety.

“Let us take care of the dead,” Bracus said. “Afterward we will make a camp and speak more on this.

Charles' temper seemed to have cooled sufficiently enough to lend a hand. Clara and Evelyn walked to the area that began to transition into forest. She found a mossy area where they could sit and visit together. It was most obvious that Evelyn was desperate for some feminine contact and certainly Clara was. They sat down and began to chat in earnest.

Clarence and Charles helped the rest of the Band, all but Philip and Jacob, haul each member of the
fragment
as far away from the border of the forest from whence they needed to return to their clan (Charles knew the exact location, having followed two from there).

That got him thinking. “Where are the two Band that I saw leave the clan?” Clarence said, depositing a body on top of another. It had deep, slashing gouges, which allowed intestines to protrude like glistening worms laying open and shining in the glaring light of the day.

He used the back of his forearm to wipe sweat off his brow, mindful not to touch himself with hands that handled death.

James looked across the body at the pair. “Who?”

“Two males, like you,” and Charles pointed at his height, the gills on his throat.

A puzzled expression came over his face. “Captain!” he called, never looking away from Charles.

Bracus strode over. “What say you?”

“He said...” his eyebrows raised.

“Charles,” Clarence said.

“Charles
said...” he nodded, continuing, “that two of the Band left our stronghold some hours past.”

Bracus' eyebrows met as one. That meant there was trouble and the clan was unprotected. He said as much and the other man, Clarence, spoke, intuiting his expression.

“They were speaking with a short, stout man, who said there were other Band'?” he said as a question.

Which got Bracus nodding. “It did not sound as if they were alarmed.”

“Stephen and Joseph?” James asked.

Bracus nodded. Why would they feel compelled to leave the clan in the first place? They disobeyed a direct order of protection? It did not make sense. Again Bracus wondered why Matthew and Clara had come to be here. He would get to the bottom of this puzzle just as soon as they were done with the grisly clean up. The wildlife would smell the perfume of death and come this night, scavenging all. He wished to be far from this place before that occurred.

Bracus glanced to where Evelyn and Clara huddled together and thought of the reaction he had with her. He knew that somehow, rare as it was, she was a
select.
That greatly complicated things. His eyes sought and found Matthew, throwing another body on a second pile of
fragment. Mayhap he had been overcome in some way.

“Captain?” Jacob broke into his thoughts. Then he heard it, horses.

What now?
So deep in thought he had all but missed the upcoming threat.

He whipped his head around and saw with satisfaction that Matthew was sprinting toward the females and had reached them.

Charles wondered what all the fuss was about, alarmed when he saw the huge male that appeared constantly angry race toward Clara and the girl with golden hair. Not to harm. But Charles squinted and there it was, movement through the forest.

He saw it first and heard Clarence exclaim, “Dammit all to Hades.”

Yes, that was about perfect, he thought.

As the deep purple of the royal flag of the Kingdom of Ohio came into view, Charles heart sunk in his chest. The Queen was here, she had followed them Outside.

Bracus stayed where he was, scanning his men, their eyes sharp and ready. They looked at him for direction and he made an elaborate circle with his finger. Philip rose unsteadily to his feet. Hand at his side, he covered his dressings as he walked slowly to where Bracus stood.

“Brother, who comes?”

Bracus shook his head, but Clarence responded, “Our Queen.”

Philip and Bracus looked curiously at him for his tone was not one of reverence, but one of weary resignation.

Charles said, “She will wish Clara's return.”

“Of course. And she shall but not without a space of time to negotiate. This is fortuitous that your Queen is here. We can begin peaceable negotiations now and Clara can assist in this,” Bracus said.

Clarence barked out a laugh and Bracus frowned.

“Why do you laugh? What is funny here,
sphere-dweller?” Philip said with gravel in his voice, thinking he made a joke at their expense.

“He does not think there will be
negotiations
with Queen Ada,” Charles said.

“Why?” Bracus asked.

“Queen Ada negotiates with no one,” Clarence said.

Bracus looked at the entourage break into the meadow. An elegantly made copper staff with a deep violet flag flew stoutly from its top, held by a male of stature, the outline of the sphere etched into the rich material of the flag. His excellent vision could just make out the symbol of one of their strange sea creatures in the center. His frown deepened.

“Is she contrary in nature? Is that what you imply? Speak quickly, as I must know how to proceed,” Bracus commanded.

“She is our monarch. That is all the explanation that we may give you,” Charles responded.

“Worry not, you will know much inside the first five minutes spent in her company,” Clarence said, spitting out the last word like spoiled fruit upon his tongue.

Philip and Bracus became uneasy. He did not sense the easy loyalty that they shared with President Bowen. It was confounding. He had found Clara to be pleasant and of amicable disposition after she became aware of things, their purpose.

The Band spread out in the meadow and Matthew returned to the group with Clara and Evelyn, while the royal and her guard stood on the forest's edge.

They formed a loose circle together and watched as the Queen moved toward them. The Band unsheathing their daggers as one, the smooth sound of metal releasing its casing a single musical song note in the now-silent meadow.

*

Henry saw the group of fierce warriors, numbering five, standing about Princess Clara. Two of the sphere's subjects he had known their entire lives. The troublemaker,
now one of his guard, although only a tunnel sentry, Clarence and Charles, companion to the Princess. This was going bad quickly, he thought for the hundredth time. His eyes sharpened as he noticed the daggers which came from their sheathing to stand naked in the hands of these
savages.
The way they held them spoke of easy grace and much use. Henry swallowed a nervous lump in his throat, forging ahead.

The Queen spied Clara standing like the coward she was in the midst of the strange
savages.
Ada took them in,
drunk them in.
Now these were men, real men, her mouth watering slightly. And there her daughter stood. Ada narrowed her eyes on Clara, taking in the disheveled hair and her gaze fixed on the torn bodice and blood which covered her upper body. What had happened here? What had the stupid girl gotten herself wrapped up in? No matter, the queen thought, she would return with the wretched girl and after being cleaned and scoured, they would determine if she had been defiled. Hmm, the Queen pondered, she had better be pure. She wanted nothing to impact the treaty.

All of this went through the Queen's drunken fog in seconds as they neared the group and the horse stopped. She rose unsteadily from her cocoon as if she was in her royal throne room. Purposeful, determined, vital. She would have everything she wished,
savages
or no.

She was Queen Ada, reigning monarch of the Kingdom of Ohio,
she rehearsed, straightening to her full height.

Henry hurried over to assist their Queen but she shot him a withering look of such magnitude he halted in his tracks.

Bracus looked at the strange contraption. A half-egg assembly filled with voluminous pillows and a lantern of some kind which hissed with steam, the soft light catching the colors of the cushions within, metallic copper thread a light of its own.

Her First Guard hovered around her elbow, a hammered body armor of some lightweight metal was strung together with leather that ran the length of his torso, armpit to waist. Bracus immediately searched for entry spots. He had never fought in a war in which his enemy wore armor. It was disquieting. He could sense the Band searching as he was.

Clara stood alone. She looked to her side. She was not quite alone; Evelyn needed her, squeezing her hand again. Clara refocused on the Queen, rising from her moving throne she stood facing the group as Henry, First Royal Guard, stood loyally at her side. Clara felt sick, she wished to never see Ada again as the Queen gazed upon Clara with such lack of compassion and concern. Clara admitted, if only to herself, it was crushing to her spirit.

“Clara,” Queen Ada began, ignoring the Band as if they weren't there.

Clara curtsied. “Yes, my Queen.”

“You look terrible. Are you without pride?” she asked, her laser stare piercing marrow and bone.

Clara swallowed her despair in a bitter pill. No question as to the blood and marks of battle.

“I... I was a part of a....” she began.

Matthew was suddenly there behind her and Clara struggled not to show open relief. Only years of training to blank her expression enabled Clara to obscure her emotions.

Ada flicked her eyes to the huge male which came to stand behind Clara.
Most curious,
the Queen thought. He lingered about the girl, as if branding her.
His whole being seemed poised to take on whoever dare go near her. Ada paused. She did not like this male, he was entirely too concerned over Clara. That would not do. Then her eyes took in Charles, to the left of Clara. She scowled. That dreadful young man was like a weed which came up in the same spot in the hot house of roses. He would need to be dealt with as well, a thorn in her side. And
Clarence,
her scowl deepening. He had obviously been behind the escape from the beginning. Traitor. So be it. Queen Ada liked to solve problems, it came to her so easily; discipline to all.
Why King Raymond never saw the logic of that precept was beyond her. He was soft. She had always known that of him.

“Who are you?” Matthew asked, looking at the flag which bore the symbol of the sphere, framing the Queen perfectly.

Queen Ada let her eyes begin at his leather-clad feet, shod in shoes which laced up calves that swelled deliciously to powerfully constructed knees and joined thighs built like heavily-muscled timber, the like of which they had just traveled through. She was not accustomed to such flesh exposed on a male. Shocking indeed, but she found she liked it, she liked it very much. She took in his trim waist which broadened across a chest in a leather tunic which hung shoulder to mid-thigh, his hair swinging free in loose waves which moved in the wind. But it was his eyes which captured hers. Utterly wild, he was an untamed thing.
And as she stared he placed a palm around Clara's neck, meant to steady, the hand encircling the girl's throat easily. And a look of relaxation slid into her eyes, as if she felt protected by the brute. This was not good, not good at all.

She liked Clara in a state of unbalance., teetering.

“My Queen?” Henry asked. And Ada was snapped out of her reverie.

Matthew stared at her and she answered, “I am Queen Ada, sovereign ruler of the Kingdom of Ohio,” she responded in her imperious manner.

Then she told Henry, without looking at him, “Bring my traveling goblet, guard.”

“Yes, my Queen.” Henry walked to the travel bag which hung in a jeweled case of brass, welded onto the side of her traveling cocoon. He brought out the cup, fashioned by a blacksmith from her home sphere in the finest metal, titanium-lightweight and travel ready.

Matthew looked at the female and could not see a mustard seed of kinship between the two women. Clara had said they were mother and daughter but he could not see it. This woman was as tall as some men. Raven-colored hair and a ferret's face, feral and sharp and too thin by far. Did they not have adequate food in their kingdom? He felt Clara tremble slightly and his hand squeezed around her fragile neck. He alone knew that the Queen meant her physical harm. The other Band did not. That friend of hers, Charles, would know of her mistreatment, certainly he must. He wished opportunity to confer with them as this detail mattered. But, of course, as was typical... danger of circumstance preceded useful knowledge.

The Queen swaggered forward, coming to stand before Clara. Looking down on her she took in the disarray of her wardrobe, her eyes lingering on Clara's healing face. The length and weight of the stare grew uncomfortable but Clara had learned to never take her eyes off of Ada, so she waited.

Finally, Queen Ada said, “We have come to bring you back to the sphere. There is much planning and discussion for your Wedded Day.”

Clara knew what would happen but she spoke the words out loud, “I will not go back. I do not wish to be wife to Prince Frederick.”

The slap rang out in the meadow, Clara's head rocking back and hitting Matthew's chest. The Queen raised her hand again and Matthew captured her scrawny wrist easily, jerking her close to his face, while putting Clara behind him. “You will never lift a hand against her again.” he growled out as he released her so hard she stumbled backward, Henry catching her, his eyes meeting those of the
savage.

Yes,
Henry thought wildly, this goes most badly.
He held the Queen, her state of drunkenness notwithstanding as she could be quite lucid when deep in the cup.

“I am not wont to strike a female,
madame,” he said the word like
rodent, “but for you, I would make an exception,” his eyes glittering with intent. Ada immediately understood the potential in them.

She turned her eyes to Clara, seeing her hand print upon the girl's face and realized that mayhap if she had handled that differently, the girl would have gone with her. Now she saw all the eyes of the
savages
look at her with disdain. How dare they?
her eyes narrowed to slits. She was Queen here; they were nothing. She slapped at Henry's hands when he would keep her from saying more.

Charles and Matthew blocked Clara from her sight, but she would be undeterred.

It was Clara who parted the men and came forward. “Beating me will not make me accompany you, nothing will.” That was not entirely true but Clara suspected what awaited her return. “I have left our home sphere for my own safety,” the Queen rolled her eyes at Clara, looking as though she would weep with boredom. Clara forged ahead, “and will not return for more abuse such as I received from the Prince.” Clara left off the
and you.

“A little discipline is good for all of us Clara. Look at you, you heal already. No permanent damage was wrought.”

Matthew frowned at Queen Ada, was the wretched creature deranged? Could she not see that Clara was still healing? Did she not just strike her own daughter?

Clarence said out loud what they had been entertaining, “Are you quite mad? Do you not see the abuse which still heals upon her face? Did you not just add to it by striking her?” he started pacing.

“You overstep yourself, guard,” Ada said, her glance telling him that she would never forget the comment. He cared not, he was not in the kingdom, so she was not Queen here this day, in this time.

“The Prince attacked me before I could escape the sphere. He meant to...,” Clara paused, momentarily embarrassed but pressed on, “have his way with me,” she ended flatly.

“Now that is a tale I would be careful in bearing, Clara. Very careful indeed.” Her guard's horses shuffling nervously, their hooves making the grass rustle.

“It is not a tale,” Bracus began. “We were there, we saw what it was. This one,” and he pointed to Charles, who had come to stand at Clara's side once more, “was overpowered and could not defend her against the Prince,” he said with clear distaste dripping from his voice.

The Queen stared at him. This one seemed to clearly be in charge, she would reason with him. Surely he understood hierarchy? Even as a mongrel, he seemed to have a sense of protocol.

She looked around her, seeing the biggest of the
savages
appeared to have a deep wound in his side that he was favoring. A great many bodies were piled four deep a small distance away where flies droned in lazy circles above the hill of death.

Queen Ada switched tactics. “What has happened here? Was my daughter involved in battle without protection?” she asked, crossing her arms over her bony chest. Let her plant the seed of doubt that they were inadequate to protect a Princess.

Which of course they were!

“We do not use females in battle,” James scoffed. How ridiculous was that idea? They had too few females even if they wished to use them in that way, which they did not. He thought this horrible woman crazy. She spoke with foolishness and circular arguments.

Queen Ada smiled. She liked that they became defensive. She could feel herself gaining verbal control and relished
the power of it.

Clara knew what the Queen was capable of and saw her games even if the Band did not. She would put a stop to it and as she opened her mouth for rebuttal just as horses came galloping out of the woods. It was Stephen and Joseph of the Band.

What was this?

They pulled up short of the group. Their steed's hooves driving into the meadow grass, digging into the soft earth below and sliding to a stop. Dismounting in a rush with weapons laid bare, Stephen glanced but for a moment at the queen and her royal guard, his eyes touching on Clara and Matthew, then finally, Bracus.

“Captain,” he put his fist to his heart and Bracus returned the gesture, “a large contingent approaches. It is the same from the sphere tunnel.”

The Prince,
Clara thought with an anguish like heat washing up from her feet to head. She sat down with an unladylike plop and put her head between her knees. It was that or she would spray vomit where she stood. She was shaking uncontrollably, the mere thought of being in his presence after the recent assault was too alarming for words.

Charles knelt by her side. “He will not have you or harm you.
We will die before we allow it.”

Matthew drew her up against his body. Bracus and Charles both looked at him with identical expressions of irritation. They
wished to be the men to comfort her, not he. Matthew tightened his grip.

Clara could feel the heat of him, the wonderful masculine smell as that special warmth burnt between them. She allowed herself to be comforted for a moment, his heart beating against her ear where it lay just below. Then she pulled away, she had to look...to watch. She turned in the circle of his arms and what she saw stole her breath.

There were so many, she thought with dismay.

The Prince had the entire guard with him.

They had only seven of the Band and one injured; Clarence and Charles. There were thirty of the guard,
thirty.

She felt Matthew tense around her and understood what
he
thought of the odds.

The Prince saw the group of
savages
standing some distance from a pile of corpses and blood which littered the field before them. Good. They were tired from their battle with other
savages
or whoever they were. It mattered not. He looked upon the Queen in typical drunken indignation and thought it excellent that soon she would never be indignant again. Finally, his gaze slid to Clara. She had been within his grasp! He felt his heart speed with excitement, she would be underneath him again. He knew that as sure as he sat on his mount, smelling the remnants of battle around him. His gaze darkened as he saw the huge male that held her close to him and his vision instantly went red. How dare another man touch her? What had she done with him? Had she become a whore so quickly? He wondered and approached the group.

Queen Ada came stalking toward him, her rare pearls swinging between her knees and an image came to him of strangling her with those pearls. It made a smile come into place where none had been before. His anger at Clara clawed like an animal in a cage wishing to be free.

Bracus looked upon the Prince, taking his measure as a male. He was without a moral compass, Bracus knew, to harm a female as he had attempted with Clara. Bracus was unsure of the communion between this Prince and the Queen. He would watch but signal the Band to be ready.

The Queen saw the smile on Frederic's face and her step faltered, an internal alarm going off, which she promptly ignored. Instead, she thought: more wine will make all this dreadfulness go away. Clara will return to the sphere with the Prince, marry him, and she would have grapes aplenty. Immensely satisfied with her internal musings she rushed forward and as she neared the horse Clara had a sudden, internal portent and shouted a moment too late, “Mother, no!”

Too late, her guard responded to Clara's anguished cry, fierce hate and love intermingled in a confusing tide of emotion. Ada turned her head to gaze at Clara just as the Prince hooked his fist in the pearl's that hung around Ada's neck, jerking her close to his horse. With his opposite hand a small dagger arced, piercing her chest as he dumped her body away from him, her side hitting the horse on the descent then landing on her back. The pearls wrapped the hilt and fell about the grass like black beetles let loose from a jar.

There was utter silence for a moment when nothing stirred, not a
savage,
guard, bird, animal, even the flies ceased their droning. Then the world slid into an abyss of clashing metal and diving swords. The men launched themselves at each other and Clara hit the ground, Evelyn crawling after her.

She reached Ada and lifted her head, cradling it as blood welled brightly. A shiny flood of rubies cascaded down her pale flesh, soaking the deep purple velvet and turning it to black.

Her eyes were becoming glassy and Clara knew she would not last in this realm much longer. After so long living in fear Clara found an abiding sadness taking residence in her heart. All the lost time with the Queen, her mother, now gone.

With the sounds of battle all around her she held her mother's dying head and saw that she was trying to say something.

“Yes... my Queen,
mother,”
Clara said.

The name felt foreign on her tongue.

“...not... not... your...” Queen Ada gasped, her dark eyes bulging in their sockets.

“What are you not?” Clara asked, Evelyn beside her crouched in a semi-fetal position.

“...your mother,” she whispered, her breath coming in shallow breaths.

Clara felt her mouth open. She had just told Clara that they were not mother and daughter.

Queen Ada raised a claw-like hand and beckoned for her to move closer.

Clara did.

Queen Ada grasped her ruined blouse and jerked Clara against her, their chests touching, new blood mingled with the old.

With her last ounce of breath she said, “The mermaid...” and died.

Her hand loosened from the tangle of clothing Clara wore. Those eyes that had looked into Clara's a thousand times with loathing, disappointment, anger and disdain... saw her no more.
  



CHAPTER 33

 


Clara let her mother's head slide out of her grasp, falling to the grass, the flesh still warm and reached for Evelyn, who grabbed her hand like a lifeline. Looking about, Clara could not make out one from another, the Queen's guard blended with the Prince's. Only the
savages
stood out in stark relief, their movements choreographed like a beautiful, macabre dance of violence-in-motion. She and Evelyn huddled together, the horses scattered about as far away from the battle as they could be.

She saw Henry laying on the ground with his throat open and spraying blood leaking through his fingers while his mouth opened and closed. She turned to Evelyn, burying the girl's head in her bosom, marking her with Ada's slick blood. She watched one of the Prince's guards remove his head with a saber of some length, then he turned his attention to Clara. He sheathed his sword, making his way toward her, blood splatter from ruined throats decorating his uniform in a ghastly crimson pattern of death. Clara did not pause, jerking the girl to her feet and ran to where the Band's horses stood. She could feel her pursuer gaining and fought not to turn, the girl as fast as she.

She was almost upon the horses when Evelyn was ripped from her grasp and she turned without hesitation, launching herself at the Prince's guard, understanding the futility even as she moved against him.

She knew what it was to be unprotected.

The guard had Evelyn tightly held and Clara came at him like a wild animal, latching onto his forearm trying to meet her teeth as they connected with his flesh. He howled and released Evelyn. He lunged at Clara but she managed to avoid his fist as he was off-balance with a bleeding and throbbing arm.

Matthew's attention swung to Clara and saw her leap upon the guard. He let the dead guard slide down his body, then heaved him to the ground in front of him.

He ran to Clara.

Clara was playing a deadly dodging game with the guard. He would rush forward and she would back behind a horse. He would slap its hindquarters, it would trot off, revealing her.

Clara now stood before the guard. Evelyn had the sense to make her way into the midst of the horses, camouflaging her position. The guard's focus was all for Clara, which was what she had wanted all along.

To protect Evelyn.

“You are coming with me Princess, that is Prince Frederic's order. Do not attempt to bite me again,” he ground out, warily approaching her and she stifled a wild bubble of laughter. That a big brute such as he would be wary of
her,
then her eyes dipped to the wound that her mouth had caused and it was a disaster upon his arm.

She knew better than to take her eyes off him but too late she was wrapped in his embrace and an evil look overcame him as he searched for some place to take her. Suddenly, his eyes bulged and his body stiffened, a surprised cry escaping him and his arms loosened about her. He slid to the left, falling in a crumpled heap to the ground. A dagger stuck out of his back, a thick agate embedded in its hilt. She looked up and it was Matthew who calmly crouched above the guard, taking the dagger out and wiping it casually on the guard's uniform before sheathing it.

“Clara,” he said, moving toward her.

Her lip trembled and she told herself that she would not cry. Her relief was as profound as any she had ever known as she burst into tears. He drew her into his body, shielding her from the war which raged about them, the sounds of swords finally diminishing until the clatter ceased.

An unnatural silence took hold of the meadow, the sun slanting along the ruined and bloodied grass, the whole of it looking like it was on fire.

****

As soon as Clara could gain a measure of control, she backed away from Matthew, shaky and spent. Looking about her, she saw the Queen dead, looking as pale in the repose of death as she had when she lived. Clara shuddered, feeling numb.

Charles approached her at a jog. Following her gaze his eyes landed on Queen Ada and he flashed back to her, wrapping his arms around her. But she could not cry any longer, her emotions depleted.

He pulled away and looked down on her. “I am so sorry, Clara,” he thought but for a moment. “I know she showed you every unkindness, but she was still your mother.”

No, she was not, Clara thought, but said nothing. She would reflect on that disturbing revelation at another time. At present, she needed to take stock of what had happened.

Quite a lot, apparently.
Her eyes took in the battlefield where no less than thirty new corpses lay. As she looked, she grew more frantic. The Prince did not appear to be among them.

He lives.

Her eyes flew from one Band to the next, all alive, gore and blood covering some from head to toe. Bile rose in an indelicate lump, surging upward. Clara clamped her hand over her mouth and raced to the border of the field where she spent some time purging the contents of her stomach, which was small; nevertheless, her body heaved.

A small hand landed on her shoulder and she turned, seeing Evelyn, holding a flask and a cotton cloth, one in each hand. Clara took it gratefully from the girl, noticing that she looked a little better. Having all the enemies gone and still living yourself may have something to do with that.

Finally Clara stood, feeling much fresher and the first thing she noticed was the Queen's body covered in a loose shroud and by itself, a mound of white in the sea of blood and grass, the other bodies in a third pile. Clara swallowed, pushing herself to walk past the hills of the dead. She found the Band, who had marked her progress back into the meadow's center.

She saw them all, they were injured, true. Yet they had fought over thirty of the Prince and Queen's respective guards and all stood before her in various states of injury.

Clarence and Philip lay on the ground beside the band, Jacob attending them both. He must be a healer she thought absently as she came forward and went to Clarence's side, bending down beside him as she tucked her long skirt under her knees.

“My Queen,” he said in a clear voice.

Clara just stared.

She whipped her head around and looked at Charles, who formally bowed. “My Queen,” repeating what Clarence had uttered from his back, without a hint of sarcasm.

She was Queen now.

Clara curtsied at her subjects, her friends,
as if she were on the royal dais instead of in this bloodied field of death. Their acknowledgment of her new royal status the most surreal of her young life.

The Band watched this knowing that now the former monarch was dead, there would be no need for negotiation with anyone but Clara.

All eyes turned to her.

She looked at each one. Then surprising them all, asked, “What has become of the Prince?”

Bracus stepped forward. “He slipped out of our grasp, he and his weasel of a guard.”

Jabez,
Clara supplied internally.

“They will need to be found,” she said with halting authority. No one ordered the Band about,
“As he will try to...” she found she could not finish without emotion overtaking.

Charles nodded, approaching her side. “We will find him,
Clara.”

She looked at him. “What of our guard?”

He shook his head “All dead, Queen Clara.”

“Just Clara, please. She is no longer here to force formalities.”

No one asked who
She
was.

Clara looked at Matthew and Bracus, their intense eyes followed her with an uneasy intensity. Of course, her eyes followed Matthew as if magnetized. She sighed. Things were a mess, that was certain.

They began the ugly task of rifling through the belongings of others, taking all that they found useful; food and drink was of a critical importance. They gathered what they could and departed the meadow, leaving behind the gore for the creatures of the Outside.

Ada's body was dragged on a contraption of wood poles strung together with a leather bottom. Clara could make out her profile through the roughly woven shroud and it tightened her heart.

She looked away.

After eating in the woods, they drank their fill and traveled back to the clan. A long line of horses with the ransacked gear made a train-of-sorts, the Band its caboose.
  



CHAPTER 34

The Sphere

 


Clara dipped the ink quill into the glass jar of ink, while six anxious faces watched her pen strokes as if enthralled.

The truth of it was this:

They were now at peace with the Clan of Ohio, their sworn allies, this fourteenth day of July, in the year of the Guardian, twenty and thirty.

Clara looked up at all that watched, at the sea of faces in the Gathering Room who witnessed the event with a mixture of excitement and curiosity. Here were the reported
savages,
present in the sphere, their President and their people aligning.

It was an historic occasion.

Clara stood, the hot wax dripping from the Marker's personal seal. Stepping forward before it could cool, she pressed the royal crest from the ring that she wore into the soft wax, waiting, then releasing it with a light pull. The mark of the sphere with the oyster and pearl at its center stood out in stark relief and the treaty was complete.

The announcer (the same bumbling fellow who announced at her Day of Birth Celebration but miraculously more graceful) declared to the kingdom:

“Let it be known that Queen Clara Williamson, high monarch of the Kingdom of Ohio, has signed a Treaty of Peace and Alliance with the Clan of Ohio from this day onward.”

He stepped back and Clara gave him a small nod of acknowledgment and he smiled back. His voice had rung true and proud and she was pleased.

Charles came up beside her and gave her a gaze so full that she had to look away as tears threatened. Clara would have never foreseen these circumstances coming to pass and she ruthlessly collected herself so she could address her People; her emotions a shimmering thing that undulated right underneath her tightly held composure.

“Thank you all for being so gracious during this enormous transition of leadership.” There was a smattering of applause and Clara held up her hand to quiet it. “I would like to thank my adviser, Sir Charles Pierce, for his diligent service to the crown and my loyal guard, who defended the injury to our sphere until we could manage a portal that would safeguard us properly once more.”

She looked out over her people with shining eyes, and continued, “And for all of you that have shown and told me how much you enjoy this change of leadership and swore your undying loyalty, I thank you as well.”

Clara stepped back, taking a deep cleansing breath of the steamy sphere air, relishing its familiarity.

“Let us begin our celebration,” she announced.

The people broke apart, mingling and taking food from the large banquet tables, loud and raucous. Clara smiled, they were relaxed and happy, their new ruler someone they followed out of respect, not fear.

Charles was animatedly speaking with Sarah and everyone seemed to be deep in cup, food or conversation. Clara found her eyes seeking the man she could not stop thinking about.

There he was, his gaze already locked upon her.

Matthew saw Clara's eyes find his and his body moved of its own volition, the need to be near her burning from the inside out. It had been three long weeks of explaining and regaining trust and he had been kept from her. Now, finally, they could see each other.

Clara met him halfway, the throne a backdrop behind them, her gaze went to the gills on his neck and she belatedly realized that when he was excited they would fully open,
as they did now. The stripes of pink flesh decorated a neck the size of one of the small timbers Outside.

Her legs weakened as he got closer, then he was suddenly
there,
right in front of her. When he took her elbow, she could feel his fingers like brands of fire, running from the point of contact and radiating throughout her body, as warm heat spread.

His nostrils flared as he looked at her mouth and she knew,
knew,
that he wished to put his upon her lips. But propriety swirled around them and as they looked at each other, President Bowen appeared.

He cleared his throat and Clara felt Matthew's fingers slide down her forearm, then fall away and it felt like a loss.

They turned and faced him.

He looked at them both and indicated they talk in a far corner of the Gathering Room. Clara saw Charles watch her, his face darkening.

He was all for the treaty but did not like her role amongst the
savages... clan, she corrected herself.

She knew, as Sarah and Olive had both said, that Charles' feelings went beyond friendship. It was causing a strain this past month. A strain upon a friendship that had once been easy.

Bowen turned, taking her arm and Matthew tensed. She sensed he did not like anyone touching her, any male.

She came back to what Bowen had been saying reluctantly, distracted this near Matthew.

She interrupted him, “I apologize, President Bowen, I missed that first part...”

“Arthur, please, Clara.”

She nodded.

“As I was saying, now that the signing of the treaty is behind us, how do you propose to introduce the delicacies of ...” and he raised his eyebrow.

She was unsure how to broach the subject. Possibly, she could let it run its natural course. She said as much, Matthew's pulsating heat spilling into her.

He shook his head. “That may take time. Perhaps there are women who would wish to live Outside, become part of the community. Then they may find themselves amongst the men of the clan. Visitation would not facilitate unions with any expediency as compared to a change of residency.”

He was right, but how to say such without the whole of the kingdom becoming squeamish about the basest fact that the Clan was dying out because there were not enough females? There was not an easy solution within the societal constraints in which they lived.

“Unless....” Bowen trailed off.

Clara looked at him sharply, her mind racing furiously to intuit his implication.

“What say you, President?”

“Unless their Queen was to mate with a
clan-dweller.
In that way, she would lead by example,” he said, his eyes hooded, his expression cloaked in the shadows of the corner.

Matthew's eyebrows lowered and his hands became tight. “She cannot mate with just anyone, sir!” he said fiercely, his face a mass of tight angles. Clara reached out and he relaxed under her touch, his eyes softening.

“I did not say she was without choice. Obviously, it is entirely up to the Queen, whom she would choose. She is a
select,
after all. That very thing predicates the choosing.”

They fell silent, her strange
select
status a detail which needed much discussion.

“She needs to come to the clan, stand before the Band and be tested. This is the only way,” Matthew ground out.

President Bowen bowed his head, not meeting Clara's eyes.

“Sir...
Arthur,
what is this he says?” she asked, giving them troubled eyes.

“We have not encountered a
select
in many years, before my time,” he paused, spreading his palms away from his body. “It used to be these special females were meant only for the Band and that whoever they responded to most, would then be their chosen mate. It was not a matter of intellect, but rather, biology.”

“I am understanding that you wish for me to come to the Band, be 'tested' to see if I react to certain males more than others? And if so, I should choose which to mate?”

They stood there silently and Clara felt their discomfort.

“What?” she asked impatiently.

“If there is more than one male of the Band that you respond to equally, they may decide to....”

“To fight for you,” Matthew finished flatly for Bowen.

Clara stood there, struggling with her emotions. Is what she felt for Matthew some kind of odd chemistry? It was not real? She could possibly go to the Band, and feel this
with one of the others? It was a terrible potential.

Matthew's anguished eyes told her she was right.

But she had her duty, always her duty. It was not
just
to the people of her sphere. She had given her word that she would do all she could for the people of the clan as well.

Clara straightened. “When?”

President Bowen exhaled in a great rush. “One day hence.”

Clara nodded, looking at Matthew, what would this mean for them?

“Clara,” Bowen said her name.

She looked at him. “You understand that Matthew's standing amongst the Band has been compromised by your taking...” he trailed off.

She looked at him. “Meaning?”

“That he will not be included in the test.”

Her eyes met Matthew's tortured gaze and she could only stare.

“That is not acceptable,” she all but yelled. “Did he not tell you of his...” she looked at Matthew, not wanting to betray what she knew of him, “past circumstances? Surely that gives him some allowance?” she finished, placing her hands on her hips, her eyes on fire, the hair that Matthew so admired flying about her hips. He looked at her with a longing that shook her to her core. She would not desert him, wrest his chance with her because the Band and their leader were trifling about what had happened. She was fine, she was well, all was as it should be.

Abuse free at last.

“If I do this, at least allow his inclusion.” She gazed steadily at the President, their eyes meeting for a pregnant pause.

“Very well, but on this condition,” he said, looking at them both, “he shall be last.” His words sat there in the moist air, both men blotting their faces with linen cloths, neither acclimated to the humidity that was the sphere.

Clara deliberated. It was the best she could do and satisfy everyone. The larger question remained: what would happen if another of the Band made her feel the way she had with Matthew? What then? She happened to raise her eyes and saw that Charles' full attention was on her small group of three and his eyes narrowed. She knew he would never condone this. But for his own reasons.

It was an excellent political decision for the sphere. Her marriage to their allies would solidify and progress the alliance. That had been Queen Ada's reasoning, even though flawed with Ada wishing Clara to marry the sadist Prince. However, their friendship would suffer, and that
she valued, she
valued it very much.

As he approached, a thousand memories encroached and her spirit felt torn. He was her closest friend, yet, his love for her crippled his objectivity. She had not seen it before.

She did now.

“What is this, Clara?” Charles asked, looking at the two men, his eyes settling on her.

“We were discussing my designation as a
select.”

Charles' gaze darkened. “What of it?”

Clara drew a deep breath. “They have a tradition amongst the
clan-dwellers
in which if there is a
select, she is 'tested' with the males of the Band for the most beneficial mating.”

A silence cloaked the moment so thoroughly it felt as though the noise all around them was heard through glass and rain, deafening and at the same time, silent.

He kept staring and she stared back. It was when his face started to gain high color that Clara became alarmed, but it was not she that he directed his anger at it was
Matthew.
He was more than ready to respond, his emotions boiling beneath the surface.

“You cannot leave her alone, can you? What exactly did you do to her Outside, when no one was around to defend her against you?” Charles said in a low and furious voice which traveled better than she would have liked.

Matthew closed the distance between them in two long strides. “I have not forced my hand or body against her, sphere-dweller,” he said. Grabbing Charles by the lapel, he dragged them almost nose-to-nose, which instantly gained the attention of all the Band members and a few of Clara's subjects as well.

She came between them, struggling to assert her body, dividing their anger physically.

“Stop this, both of you,” Clara said. Turning in the tangle of their arms and facing Charles, her back pressed against Matthew's chest she stared at Charles. “Please, do not do this, not now. Let us discuss this later, in private.”

Her eyes dug into his, imploring him. Charles grappled, he was most assuredly done with hiding his feelings, he no longer wished to squelch what he felt for Clara, yet he did not wish to hurt her. He was starting to calm down when the
savage
leaned down and took a deep breath of the crown of her head, smelling her fragrant hair, which undid him utterly. Every intellectual command he had just given himself was gone in a red haze of rage and jealously.

He launched himself around Clara, landing a grazing punch on the jaw of the
savage,
who used one arm to twist Clara behind him, protecting her from him.

Clara couldn't believe this was
the Charles
she had grown up with, this raging animal who came at Matthew, death riding his eyes.

“Guards!” Clara screamed and they came to their Queen's command, grabbing Matthew.

“No!” she shrieked as Charles landed another blow on Matthew, and he retaliated, snapping his arm forward as quick as a snake, impacting Charles' jaw as she watched his head snap back and he staggered backward. But like an enraged bull, he came at Matthew again, his bell rung but not stopped. Head down he charged and Clara did the most stupidest thing she had ever done in her life. She ran in front of Matthew, as if her fragility was a shield that he needed.

“Clara, no!” Matthew roared and Charles' momentum carried him into them both, knocking the wind out of Clara. She fell against Matthew, who pinwheeling backward, grabbed onto her as she was falling, cushioning her fall. She bounced on top of him and her head cracked back into his forehead and she was saw stars, literally.

Bright spots of color danced before her eyes like fireflies, narrowing to a single pinpoint laser beam of light. The last face she saw was Bracus, his mouth moving but no sound coming out, then she knew no more.
  



CHAPTER 35

 


Clara came awake in stages with Charles at her bedside. She did not snatch her hand away but she said the one thing that came to her mind, “Matthew.” She saw Charles' eyes flinch and she had a stab of guilt, then recalled his behavior and was battling her remorse less keenly.

It was not Matthew but Bracus which appeared at her bedside. Clara gazed about her room and saw that there were four guards, two inside her doorway and two outside. Breathing easier, she sat up, releasing Charles' hand and arranging the pillows behind her.

She noticed that she was still in her royal wardrobe but missing the crown. Olive had put it away, she was sure. Clara had not yet donned the Queen's crown, preferring her own to the ostentatious ornament that had been Ada's.

Clara's head throbbed where it had landed on Matthew's forehead and she gathered her wits about her laboriously. “Bracus,” she began and he stepped forward under the glare of Charles' scrutiny.

“Where is Matthew?”

“He is in the guest chamber's of the Band,” Bracus answered.

She nodded, that was good. “Is he, did I hurt him?”

Bracus grinned so wide she heard his face smile, his gills opening slightly. “Nay, Queen Clara, a wee thing such as you bouncing off his thick skull would do nothing.” His smile faded and he looked at Charles briefly then back at her. “It is you that had us worried.” His gaze traveled her face as if he knew every curve and plane. Clara could feel a reciprocal heat warm her face and she knew that her response showed. Charles' eyes narrowed as he watched. What had happened to him? His anger seemed always near now.

Clara did not wish to incite Charles further and a pool of resentment bubbled up within. She was tired of tiptoeing about, walking amongst peoples' feelings as if eggs were scattered at her feet.

She sighed. “Bracus?”

He inclined his head, taking in her loveliness, that special fragrance that was Clara but also more,
other.
That “adviser” of hers was going to be trouble, even before today Bracus had known it. His feelings for Clara clear to all but her.

“Let me have a word with Charles at present and later today we will convene with your president and choose a time that works for all.”

“Yes, Queen Clara.”

“Please, we have been through entirely too much to stand on ceremony, it is my wish to be called Clara by you.”

Bracus smiled, she made a fine ruler for one so young. He did not mourn the other Queen's passing. Especially in light of what Matthew had told the Band. He paused remembering what he had said:

*

“She has known little of compassion since the death of her father, the king.”

“Why did the Queen beat her?” James had asked Matthew.

To which he had shrugged. “She drinks of the cup incessantly. She only breaks from it while asleep. Clara kept the secret of her abuse for years.”

“Aye, it is very good that she is dead. It is that wolverine of a Prince that gives me worry. He and that guard evaded our blades. I, for one, will not rest until his neck is beneath it again.”

The Band put their fist to their hearts, a promise was forged. For the protection of the new Queen, for the strengthening of the alliance between their peoples, the Prince must be found and executed.

 


“Bracus?” Clara laughed.

“I apologize, Clara, I was deep in my memories.”

“Of what, pray tell?” Charles asked, and Clara gave him a look of warning but he ignored her.

“I was thinking of the discussion I have had most recently with the Band about the Prince and the serpent's whereabouts,” Bracus said with gravity.

Charles nodded. “We have scouts on the patrol for him but with the rain of the Outside...”

Bracus nodded. The weather had made tracking virtually impossible.

“He will not try to enter the sphere again. Let him take his chances amongst the
fragment
and clans which are not as friendly as yours,” Clara said dismissively, the Prince utterly gone from her mind.

And that was where she wished for him to remain.

“I am afraid the
fragment
may welcome someone such as he,” Bracus said. “However, we can do no more and he has no force now that the king of that sphere has cast him out. He is but a refugee of the Outside,” rolling his tremendous shoulders into a shrug.

Clara nodded and Bracus began to walk to the doorway where a guard opened the massive door of oak, turning he looked to her directly. “I will speak with you later, all of us.”

Matthew.

Just thinking of him had brought a trembling energy to her body and she struggled to suppress it, Charles watching her facial expressions like a hawk.

Clara got right to it. “Charles,” she began, taking his hand, “we are the greatest of friends and although you have made your intentions for me known, my feelings do not extend beyond friendship.”

“Can you not see what we could be together?” he asked.

She
could
see, that was the misery of it. Clara loved him, with all her heart.
But there was no fire, no passion. Mayhap in time, it could grow, she did not know. Then there was the complication of being a
select. Whatever that meant. She did not fully understand it yet.
She knew that there was a certain biological compulsion working within her that colored her thoughts and emotional processes. Mayhap robbing her of what she may have thought and chosen in their absence. The facts were, it was her reality now. And apparently, for a few others as yet undiscovered. Clara was keenly aware that she was royal, her father never let her forget her sense of duty. If she were to marry, or mate, as the clan referred to it, she could not exclude the Band, as they were seen as the “royalty” of their culture. It was all very convoluted and she wished not to dwell upon it but dwell she must.

Clara needed to walk, holding on to Charles' hand she swung her stocking feet out from the covers and stood, Charles rising with her.

“You answered not my question.”

“I will, let us walk. I need to ease the throbbing in my head and I believe my blood moving will aid in that.”

Charles could not suppress his guilty expression. Clara had suffered because of his jealously. He held out his arm and she took it, the guard smoothly opening the door that led out of her chamber. He could not longer think and act rationally where Clara was concerned and it troubled him.

Clara felt a trifle lightheaded as they made their way to the top of the huge staircase and began their descent, Charles' right hand gliding atop the polished wood bannister.

“I do see what we could be, Charles. But there is more to my decisions than potential. I have many things to consider.”

Charles stopped on the stairwell, the magnificent stained glass mermaid observing them. Charles put his back to the glass, the colors of the sea washing him in a halo of aquamarine. Clara looked into his face and then the sun slanted into her eyes through the sphere wall, bleeding through the glass. Lifting her hand to shield her eyes at the same time she shadowed her eyes the face of the mermaid was in shadowed relief, only the eyes glowing softly down at them.

Clara's memory poured over her and she heard her father's words:

*

“Those waters look like your eyes, Clara. A part of the sea remains with you. You have only to engage the looking glass to know those waters.”

 


Clara's mind hovered on the edge of a revelation. She sat in Charles' grip, looking up at the mermaid as if she were an angel come from heaven, remembering the touch of sadness in her father's voice as he recounted the sea.

Suddenly, it slammed into her with the force of the ages:

“The mermaid...”
Queen Ada had said. She had said she was not her mother. Then Clara flashed her eyes to the window above her. The one that had looked over her countless times, walking, playing on the step, admiring it. And all the time it had been...

“Clara, what is it?” Charles shook her slightly.

“Charles, when was this stained glass window commissioned?” she asked with a thread of hope running through her. The beat of her heart a wild thing, like a moth in a jar straining toward the light.

Charles leaned his head back, a puzzled look coming over him. “After your birth.”

Clara's heart leaped with joy, could it be?

“It was not old, as the others?”

Charles shook his head. “No, it was replaced after your birth.”

“Do you know for what reason?”

Charles stood quietly for a moment, considering what she had said, the oddness of the question. Finally, when Clara felt she was near bursting he said, “I believe it was celebratory. I remember my father speaking of it.”

“Why is this important?” he asked, a hint of impatience leaking into his voice.

She is my mother.

It was the only way that my father could have her with him. That is why Queen Ada had mentioned it at the last. It was the one kindness she had ever bestowed on Clara. The Queen's actions made so much more sense now! She had never loved Clara as Clara
was not hers,
only King Raymond's and this mystery woman. Clara's eyes went to the glass. How she had never seen her own face staring down at her she did not know. But there it was, Clara's face with hair of spun gold and eyes of the palest violet. She must find her...
her mother.

She looked at Charles with barely contained joy that was so contagious that he smiled down at her in response.

She told him the lot of it and he turned to look at the stained glass apparition behind him, his face at once becoming an aqua wash, gazing at it for a full minute. He looked at Clara, then back at the glass.

“It is you, but not. Do you really believe...?”

“I do.”

“You do not think that she misspoke, so near death...?” he let his question trail off.

“I do not.”

He nodded, if anyone could be lucid, it was Queen Ada.

On impulse Clara reached up and hugged Charles fiercely and surprised at first, he stood still, then his arms came around her, her joy encompassing them both.

Finally, she went to let go and he cupped her chin in his large hand, palming her entire jaw and in his eyes was a question she had seen once before. Weakened by his nearness and their friendship, she allowed him to kiss her.

Charles didn't ask twice, he pressed her body against his, hip to chest and she could feel... all of him. His heart beat fast and hard against her chest and one arm held her against him while the other moved to the nape of her neck and climbed into her hair, tilting her head up to meet his kiss. When his lips touched hers they molded to her mouth as if they had a thousand times before and she felt such surprise at it her mouth opened and his tongue found entrance, caressing hers as he pressed and moved his lips over hers. Then he broke the kiss, moving her closer until she was crushed against him. He worked his kisses from her jaw to the tender places of her throat and a involuntary moan escaped her. She was not herself, the moment capturing her entirely. She responded against everything she knew was proper, her hands traveling and reaching his hair. She grasped it, winding slender fingers through the silky blackness and when his kissing went lower she came to herself, the velvet brushes of his lips on the tops of the exposed flesh of her bodice bringing her back to her senses and she said, “Charles... no... we mustn’t,” she said in the softest voice.

“Your body says yes but your words say no,” Charles said, raising his head. Any closer and their faces would touch, his eyes black pools of longing. That cooled the heat between them, her intellect slowly returning. But it was a sound at the bottom of the staircase that made them part.

Clarence looked up at the two, having come upon them while Charles was crawling down their Queen's throat, bending her small body backward even as he drew her closer.

They looked down at him and Charles looked guiltily away.

Clara met his eyes. Her swollen lips, flushed cheeks, hair forming a halo about her and Clarence was struck by her beauty. With the light from the window behind her, she looked like a goddess on the stairwell.

He shook his head. “What are you doing with our Queen, my friend?”

Charles looked down at him in anger. “Kissing her,
dolt.”

Clarence strode up the steps, taking them two at a time. “You forget your duty to her, to our kingdom, when you press your advantage.” Clarence's chest heaved, not with breath, but with righteous indignation.

“I want her to understand that the
savages
are not the only one she can feel passion with!” Charles said, disgusted.

“Your prejudice against them cannot affect her decisions as Queen, you know this!” They stood chest to chest, ready to come to blows.

Males.

“Stop this. I go to their clan. I will be
tested. If there is one amongst them that is a contender,” Clara stumbled over the word, “I will consider a courtship. That is the end of it.”

“What of us?” Charles asked.

Clara looked at him.

He stepped forward, and it would have been more comfortable had they been touching but he kept himself uncomfortably close, without contact. “You do not know.”

She nodded,
she did not. But she must be fair. Charles was her friend but he had proven something this day, that they
could
be more, if he captured her heart. But the heart felt as it would, without sense or direction. And the Band were not males that intellectualized, they were instinctual.

She looked back at the window, as did Clarence and Charles, their tempers cooled, following her gaze.

Looking at the face that stared down at her, a mirror of her own, Clara knew that she had much to seek,
many questions that needed answers. But not this day.

This day was filled with conversation with the Band and their president, for in the morrow she traveled.
  



CHAPTER 36

 


Clara stood with half her royal guard before the new portal that had been fashioned over the gaping wound of the sphere tunnel.

Curiously, the edges of the sphere, where it lay ragged, had begun to “grow” around the brass perimeter framework. She looked upon it and gauged it to be eight feet high by twelve feet in length. The doors were made of solid brass and fitted with pearls in the emblem of the sphere.

They were so heavy that they slid upon runners of brass, oiled by the oysters after the meat was evacuated and cleansed. When closed, there were great, built-in locks that rode the bottom corners, used to secure them.

Clara did not know if the
fragment
was aware of the saltwater weakness of the sphere as the clan had been. Their scouts thought not. But one could not be too careful.

“My Queen,” Clarence asked as both statement and question.

Clara nodded, she was ready. The portal doors took three guards to slide open. As the Outside was revealed, Clara took a deep breath and left the safety inside the womb of the sphere.

****

Clara stood nervously before the entire clan, a contingent of her royal guard at her back, the circumstances entirely different than when she had but dallied here briefly with Anna and Lillian. She searched the faces of the crowd until she came to Jack and Lillian, who smiled at her and she returned it. Then her eyes came upon Joseph and Anna and there seemed to be a tension there. Before she could think on it President Bowen came out and introduced Clara. Would she ever get used to the title of Queen? She thought not.

The Band stood to the right of Bowen, their backs ramrod straight, their expressions neutral, a backdrop of contained menace.

Bowen continued, “As you are all aware, the Evil Ones left a portentous book of sorts that cataloged some of the events of this time and we have, by necessity, had to act upon some of the suppositions therein.”

Clara could see that they were aggrieved to do so.

Bowen outlined the “rules” of the testing. This so incensed Clarence that he had wrapped his hand around her upper arm and was furiously whispering in her ear, she shook her head. She would allow it. They were a different culture, there were some concessions to be made.

Clarence went against her wishes, speaking directly to Bowen, “She cannot be expected to kiss each one? She is a Queen, not a common trollop!” Clarence sputtered, throwing up his hands and huffing about.

“Clarence,” Clara said with ringing authority, hating what she was about to do but realizing that she must, “you must stand down.”

He stared at her.

“That is a royal directive,” she finished quietly.

He came to stand before her and she met his eyes. Clara knew that she must set a precedence here, now, so that her authority would be respected. She was uncomfortable to do so, but she had her duty.

Clarence relented, adding a muttered, “I will remain here.”

That was as good as she would get from him, she thought.

The Band came forward: Bracus, Matthew, Jacob, James, Stephen, Philip (looking quite well healed she noticed) and Joseph. Clara swallowed the lump in her throat and sought out Anna, who looked back at her calmly. Clara was suddenly much more awkward than before. Only Jack remained, already mated to Lillian, whom he held against him.

She felt no accusation from Anna, but in her heart, she felt sadness.

Clara stepped forward and stood in the place that they had indicated. A groundwork of curiously beautiful stones were made in a pattern inside a circle, which looked vaguely star-like in its design. She turned briefly and looked at Bowen with a silent question.

“It has been assembled as written.”

Ah, Clara thought, the book from the Guardians. She stepped inside the circle and it seemed to hum with independent energy, a symbol whose weight she felt in her limbs, running through her in a low thrumming buzz, and knew that inside this circle, which was at least six feet in diameter, she was calm as a consequence of being inside it. She should have felt fear, but instead that curious energy stilled her.

James swaggered into the circle, his feet passing its perimeter and he almost stumbled, as surprised as she had been by the effect.

He quickly regained his composure and approached her.

They stared at one another. He tried to remain polite but already she could see desire pooling in his eyes and Clara knew before he moved that he would touch her. She felt the wind from his body, every small hair standing on end, as he wrapped her close to him, smelling of pine and earth and male. His arms were bands of steel as he pressed her against him and when his lips touched hers there was a jolt, shot through with the kind of spark one feels right after the sphere's cleansing and it is dry and you touch a knob of brass. It almost hurt and she gasped and they pulled away, only a brushing of lips, no true passion.

The disappointment on James' face was obvious. He looked at Bowen and shook his head. Looking at Clara he inclined his head in the barest of bows and retraced his steps out of the circle.

Clara rubbed her hands up and down her arms, that had been disquieting.

There was more to the testing than she realized.

****

Clara was tired. Her lips numb from being kissed, quite thoroughly, by both Jacob and Stephen with similar, jolting and somewhat painful results. And it helped not that the one male she might
enjoy kissing was last and off on the barest edge of where the stone perimeter was, anger riding his body.

He did not like other men handling her.

Joseph was next, coming to her as though he would rather be anywhere but here in this ring and she had great sympathy for him and Anna.

They came together awkwardly, he reached for her and keeping his body away from hers, he leaned forward, pressing a chaste kiss on her lips. The barest pressure and a spark ignited that licked as a flame and spread.

Joseph's eyes widened in surprise and almost as if he could not help himself, he pulled her against him and with a low groan he began to feed on her mouth all the while fighting it. Clara responded, her hands finding their way around his neck, but because of his size, she simply could not meet them. He pressed her lips once more, and forcibly pushed her away. She almost stumbled but caught herself. He looked at her with a mixture of disquiet and soft horror.

He was Band,
he was not commanded by causal lust. This Queen, had stirred something deep within him that he wished not to recognize. Joseph backed away, while his body fought him to get back to her. He all but ran out of the circle and away from Clara.

That left Philip, his brother Bracus and Matthew. She looked behind her at Clarence who scowled back.

Marvelous.

Bracus clapped Philip on the back and he approached her. “Queen Clara.” he inclined his head.

“Philip,” she said, noticing his side was without scar. “You are healed,” she said incredulously.

He nodded. “It is always such with the Band.”

Then he pulled her to him and the moment their lips touched the heat came upon them and his eyes snapped open. He pulled her closer. As the largest of the Band, he had to awkwardly maneuver her around until his hand found her hair and then he wrapped his fist in it, with his arm he lifted her off the ground.

“Philip!” President Bowen interceded.

He pulled his head away, his breathing harsh and stared down at Clara, eyes gone wide with shock and surprise.

Two of Clara's guard entered the circle and he turned in a crouch, jerking her against himself and growled at the guards.

Growled.

“Get back,” Clara said with a tremor in her voice. It was one thing to see the Band fight from a distance and quite another to be intimately pressed against one of them.

Bracus did not cross the border of stone but said in a low, clear voice, “Let her down, brother,” he said, putting a palm out in supplication.

They stared at each other for a long moment, his forearm jammed underneath Clara's ribs, her body against him, heat coming off his body in waves.

Gradually, he lowered her to the ground and said, “I will not look upon you now, Clara I fear it may be my undoing.”

He backed away from her, then turning, he made his way outside the stone perimeter. It was only when he exited that he looked at her, a sheen of sweat coating his face and arms.

Clara stood alone in the circle, wondering when it would be over. Matthew and Bracus paced outside the border, never taking their eyes off each other.

When Bracus crossed the border of stone, her body reacted with a dizzying rush of power, rising up out of the ground and flowing up her as if she were plunged in water... and he had not yet touched her.

Everyone that was close to the border gasped at the reaction and Bracus' face changed. He did not approach tentatively, but as a man drowning. He came for her almost at a dead run and she fought to remain where she was, telling herself that he had never offered her harm.

She had not considered what it looked like to her guard which swarmed the circle when their Queen was threatened.

However, they came too late as Bracus was upon her and snatched her up, taking her by the thighs and lifting her right to his mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck. His mouth was all over hers with bruising force. She opened it for him and still he pressed his lips down harder, making her gasp. He took that as encouragement and with one hand under her legs he forced her head to meet his and she leaned into it so her neck was not broken. With him kissing her that way. Clara couldn't think, she could hear
the guards trying to pull him off her but that just made him clutch her more tightly. It was about then that Clara realized she could no longer breathe and began to feel dizzy with her mouth pressed to Bracus' straining to reach him at the same time her breath was not coming.

Strong arms grasped Clara and she saw Bracus' eyes open and lifting his head, he roared in a primal surge, throwing three of the guard off his back and dropping Clara as he did. But Clara did not fall, instead, she was turned in one fluid motion and it was Matthew.

Moving away only a little, the fray behind them like white noise, he kissed her and the whole world melted away. It was only Matthew in a searing fire, washing away every other sound, noise and tactile sensation except his lips and hands that roamed her body. Matthew was raggedly panting, his hands moving everywhere they could, her shoulders, her waist, skimming the sides of her breasts, moving to each side of her jaw, his hands overlapping into the hair by her temples, his lips eating at her like a man starved.

She was torn away from him and she only needed to see Matthew's expression to know who held her.

The two men roared at each other and Bracus shoved Clara behind his back and charged Matthew, who used his momentum against Bracus. Taking the sprint full tilt, grabbing Bracus' forearm and swinging him in the direction he was running, stepping out a laced boot and throwing him as he tripped, Bracus flew several feet into a landing roll.

He popped up off the ground and swung around to charge when President Bowen yelled, “Clara! Leave the circle.”

Clara needed no urging, she lifted her skirts and skimming the ground she ran the five feet to the edge, both men chasing her down. She did not turn but kept running.

They were upon her in no time, one grabbing each arm. And she looked at them both, fear choking her.

Suddenly, Philip was there and spoke directly to Bracus, “My brother, have a care, would you tear her asunder?”

They all stood there quietly, Matthew's chest heaving, his grip on Clara almost bruising in its intensity.

Clara watched sanity gradually begin to seep into eyes that but a moment ago had been wild.

Bracus loosened his hold and his hand dropped from her arm. Matthew loosened his crushing grip but did not drop his hand.

President Bowen strode over and bowed. “I cannot apologize enough for this, Queen Clara. We have not had a rite in many years.”

Bowen was visibly tense but it was Clara that spoke, the royal guard at her elbow and surrounding Philip, Bracus and Matthew, “I gave my word that I would cooperate in this, and I did. I have not suffered injury.”

However, it was the oddest thing she had ever partaken in.

She could feel Matthew's warm presence at her back and Bracus' eyes never left her. She would have quite a path to hoe with these men.

Bowen said, “We have seen what has happened here,” the clans people murmured amongst themselves but he continued and the conversations died away and he held up his hand, “There will be two that will court Queen Clara. We will put this to a vote. As we are all aware, a secure union between our peoples is very important, a select guarantees offspring and other benefits.”

What were those?
Clara wondered.
She felt a trifle insulted, as if she were a special oyster in the field that they would cross breed for a rare color, she spoke, “President Bowen,” all heads turned to her. “There were four of the Band that had an unusual reaction to my person. In that group, two were most profound. A vote is acceptable but it does not predetermine who I shall choose.”

There was a great silent heartbeat and then Bowen, with grudging admiration said, “As the Queen says, so shall it be.”

The tension in the gathering area was suddenly much less and Matthew released her.

The crowd was loud, many voices discussing all of it. Finally, Bowen called for silence and a show of hands were required.

The names were read:

Joseph:
there was a smattering of hands but nothing significant.

Philip: twice the hands of Joseph.

Bracus: half the hands were raised.

Matthew: the remainder lifted their hands until every hand was in the air like tree limbs of flesh.

Bracus and Matthew would travel back with she and the guard, and a courtship would begin. Clara had a brutal choice ahead of her: two of the Band and her childhood friend. Her heart and her duty on opposing sides.

****

Clara was at the portal to receive her guests of the clan, thrilled to see Anna and Lillian, as she was sure that Matthew and Bracus were more than ready to see their kinsman, Jack.

The guards slid the heavy door aside and the group entered, Lillian coming to Clara and folding her in a fierce hug, the taller woman engulfing her. It had been a month since the rite and Lillian was showing, her precious bundle but a small bump beneath her skirt, Jack hovering about her, fussing over how tired she must be. It was interesting to see the fierce warrior so soft with his mate.

It was good.

Anna
and,
there he was!
Joseph had come as well. Clara looked at Anna, she smiled and Clara knew that all would be well.

They made their way back to the Royal Manse, the long walk made pleasurable by the company and Lillian said, “Clara, I must say you do not look like a Queen!”

Clara laughed. “I do not dress as such except for ceremonial events. It is not who I am.”

Clarence walked beside her. “Some do not need royal garb to be royal, my Queen.”

She smiled at him for he was always formal. “Thank you, Clarence.”

“I agree. It is bearing, not wardrobe, that make one seem royal.”

Lillian looked at her mate amused. “And how many royals do you know?”

Jack blushed and gave her a quick kiss on the mouth. “Wench, you will learn your manners!” he said playfully and all laughed at his teasing.

Finally inside and introductions made to Peter, he closed the doors of the Royal Manse, sliding the bolt in place.

“Masters Charles, Bracus and Matthew will be here to receive momentarily, my Queen.”

Clara inclined her head toward Peter. “Thank you.”

The group milled about in the huge foyer looking at all the strange appointments scattered about. Clara was sure it looked as unique to them as their dwellings had to her.

It was Anna though that startled Clara with a gasp, her hand going to her mouth. Turning, Clara saw that she was staring at the stained glass rendering of the mermaid, Clara's birth mother.

“Who is this?” Anna asked through her fingers.

Clara was not yet ready to admit her discovery so she responded rather vaguely, “It is a rendering after an actual person. I do not know who.”

Anna stared at it then said, “I have seen this woman, I know of her people.”

Clara stopped breathing- Anna had just recognized her mother, she may know her whereabouts.

Clara forced herself to remain falsely calm and Jack and Joseph looked at her strangely. They were sensing something. She tried harder to calm herself. “Where does she hail from?” she asked carefully.

“Her people are of the sea.”

“Do you say they live by the sea?”

She shook her head, looking at Clara. “Do you not see the throat slits?” she asked pointing at what looked like seaweed.

They approached the window, Joseph and Jack beside her, as curious as she. Clara could not see it...

“There!” Jack said. “Do you not see how the seaweed curls at the neck, changing color into gold striations?”

Joseph nodded his head, excited. “This would explain much.”

Clara was lost and then Charles, Bracus and Matthew appeared.

Jack explained everything to them.

Charles broke in, “This means, that this woman,” and he looked directly at Clara who had a wave of fear strike her. Dear Guardian,
say nothing, she thought.

“Exists in the ocean?” he finished.

Thank Guardian.

Anna was shaking her head. “No, that is not what I meant. They do not have a tail and fins,
as fish.
They can breath on land and
in the sea. That is what we know.” Then she looked at the males of the Band. “They look as you do, but can breathe in the waters.”

They were silent, digesting this. But Clara was ahead of them. Summarizing what it meant to her.
If her father had loved such a creature, her mother,
Clara self-corrected, it may explain why she was a
select.
Born without gills, but an affinity for the water,
attractive to males of the Band, as she was attracted to them. She had some biological lock that they had the key for. And at the center of it all was the Guardians. Somehow, they had known
about the inevitability of it all.

Charles and she looked at each other.

She was of both worlds; one in which they had never known about. They looked up at the window, clearly seeing how the artist had used “seaweed,” to twine gills delicately like silver and gold lace against a lovely, pale throat. It was cleverly done, but if one knew what they were looking for, it was quite obvious.

Bracus and Matthew approached her and Charles stood his ground. It had been a trying month with the three men determined to be her future king. She admired them all and was glad that she had the excuse of royal duties and oyster fields to tend so things progressed slowly. But the males of the Band were impatient for her to choose, and she realized that it may be some time before she did. She needed to discover who she was, where she came from.
She would find her birth people; these strange creatures of sea and earth.

****

She sat at the round table, the rectangular table long put away, as Clara did not liken to having anyone at the head of a table. With Bracus at her right and Matthew at her left, she was left facing Charles dead ahead. Their eyes met and Clara knew that travel was in her future, as did he. Looking at Bracus, his hazel eyes softening as he looked upon her and then turning into Matthew's intense blue stare, she knew that these men would be a part of it.

Gazing around her, she recognized she was the happiest she had ever been, her “mother”, the drunken Queen, was no more. Her kingdom was ruled with fairness and democracy as her father would have wanted and an important alliance had been formed. The Prince had not been seen these past months and it was safe to assume that he had succumbed to the wilderness. A suitor on each side, what worry could she have?

Yet... Clara felt there was more, had to be more. She would journey to this sea and there
she would uncover the remainder of her destiny, with whomever shared it with her.
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CHAPTER 1

East

 


Clara discreetly wiped the beads of sweat that had formed on her brow. The sun hung overhead, its merciless heat beating down on the group. A trickle of sweat crawled down the back of her neck and she was all at once through with the entire day.

Bracus approached with the flask of water and Clara gave a tired smile, accepting it from his large hand gratefully.

“Queen Clara,” he looked down at her upturned face, “take respite.” Bracus shielded his eyes from the sun's brightness, gauging the day's time. “We have traveled without rest for six hours. It is one hour until dusk. Let us break for camp.”

Clara looked around at her weary contingent. They had been traveling for days now and still they seemed to cover no distance. They had only one map, an amateurish affair that gave iconic points as an afterthought. No one, save Anna, had traveled this route.

How had she thought this an idyllic journey of adventure? What it was was a bug infested, heat laden, tiresome affair. Normally in good spirits, she found herself frazzled and not coping well.

She nodded to Bracus, correcting absently, “Just Clara, Bracus.”

He nodded, giving her a tender smile she did not deserve and began to bark orders to the rest of the Band.

Matthew's eyes met hers intensely and she turned away, undone by the simple look. In all fairness, she had allowed a courtship to ensue that was like a noose about her neck, slowly tightening until breath was a luxury.

The forest lay to their left (North, she corrected) and her Royal Guard, Charles, Clarence and the men of the Band hauled their travel accompaniments the entirety of the steep incline. Dragging it behind horses, their belongings bundled atop leather skins tethered to wooden poles, they made their way.

Charles found her and helped her pull up the rear, two of the Guard flanking her.

She was Queen, after all. A moniker she was still not comfortable with. It had been nearly a year since the disastrous events involving Queen Ada, the battle with the fragment and her position of alliance with the Clan of Ohio.

She had discovered she was part of a tiny human female group called the select. Apparently they were a perfect match for males of the Band. But what does one do when you are the best match for two of the Band?

That, Clara had determined, was something she was yet to answer.

As the time drew near for her to choose, she was alarmingly undecided and the two Band members were becoming increasingly hostile toward each other. For the sake of harmony between her sphere and the clan she must choose.

Soon.

“Clara,” Charles said her name, so deep in her musings she had forgotten he was there and had inadvertently slowed her pace to a crawl. Increasing her stride she moved as fast as he.

“I do apologize. I was one hundred spheres away,” she answered, exasperated.

Charles looked down at Clara and thought there was too much on her young shoulders. He had thought this many times over the past year. Her courtship with the two of the Band, Matthew and Bracus, should have cooled his feelings for her. On the contrary. It had increased his desire to rule by her side. She did not feel as he. Instead, she had been consumed by this worthless quest to find her kin.

Her supposed kin.

They reached the crest of the hill and he took her elbow. Clara looked up at him. “Do not begin to preach about this, Charles.” She snatched her arm away.

His eyes narrowed on her. She did not safeguard herself. It was Charles' burden to insist on her protection for she would not protect herself. He opened his mouth to speak and she held up her hand.

“Let us agree to disagree Charles,” she said, her eyes pleading to let the subject rest. They had argued endlessly this winter. She would not see reason. She wished to find this elusive mother. This woman that had gills as the Band. Charles thought it folly.

He took both her arms again and pulled her close to him, his eyes roving the vicinity for witnesses. They had entirely too little privacy and he loathed it.

“Stop it,” she wiggled in his grasp and his hands tightened on her just shy of painful.

“You do not need to do this Clara. Let us turn back. You have a kingdom to rule,” he shook her slightly and her eyes widened. “Do you forget your duty?”

“I have never forgotten, Charles,” she hissed back at him, tears burning the back of her eyelids. What had happened to their friendship?

Matthew appeared out of nowhere, his eyes lighting on the hands which held Clara.

“Take your hands off of her before I break them at the wrists, sphere-dweller,” Matthew said with quiet menace.

Charles' eyes flicked to Matthew's and Clara said, “We were having an exchange.”

“He may speak with you and need not use his hands,” Matthew said as Charles' hands fell away from Clara's forearms.

She fought not to rub her hands over where they had been.

Matthew saw her expression and reading it correctly his gills expanded, the pink innards like ribbons against his throat as he came forward, his hands balling into fists.

Charles moved forward to meet him.

Clara scurried between them, placing a hand on Matthew's chest, covered by a lightweight tunic. The bronze skin of his throat was a testimony to their month of travel Outside.

“Stop it, both of you,” she commanded in a low voice.

“What is happening here?” Thomas asked, his hand hovering over the dirk he wore at his hip, the deep violet vest he wore lifting in the breeze.

Matthew did not turn but kept his eyes on Charles'. “Your Queen's adviser,” Matthew spit the word out like errant phlegm, “has seen fit to lay hands upon her.”

Thomas released his dirk, the sound of it escaping the leather a harsh memory to Clara's ears. She reacted quickly so things would not escalate. “It is fine, Thomas. Charles and I... we have a difference of goals.”

Thomas looked from one to the other. Finally, his eyes rested on Charles. “You do understand, Sir, that you may never touch our monarch without express consent?” His hand held the dirk naked in his grasp.

“Of course, Thomas. It is not I that needs supervision,” Charles said with clear accusation dripping from every syllable.

Matthew drew Clara into his body and Charles' eyes narrowed.

“Somehow it is acceptable that the brute of the Clan touch her?” he threw his hand out at the two of them bound so tightly together.

Clara had but a moment's peace in the arms of Matthew, a place she did not allow herself to dwell, then stepped away. With the cocoon of his warmth now gone, a melancholy began to steal its way inside of her.

Sarah approached from the bosom of the forest.

“For Guardian's sake, what say you?” she huffed, her hands on her hips.

Clara gave a weak smile in her direction. Sarah would thrash her logic about and the men would be left gasping as fish without water.

“Charles and I were discussing...” Clara began.

“Arguing, more like,” Sarah corrected with a narrow look at Charles and Clara sighed.

Charles glared at Sarah and she saw his look. “You are behaving like a jackass!” she stated, affronted.

Thomas sucked in his breath and Matthew hid his mirth badly, a smile forming around his full lips, his blue eyes blazing out of a sun-kissed face.

“Stay away from this Sarah,” Charles warned.

“I will not,” Sarah stomped her foot in the dry prairie grass and it rustled in protest. “It does no good to volunteer to agree to journey with us then protest said journey at every opportunity. Must it always be your way, Charles? Does our Queen not deserve a peace? Does she not deserve to find a true relation?”

Sarah placed her hands on her hips, her blond hair blending with the wheat-colored grass that surrounded the group, moving about her as the wind picked up.

“You cannot be for this. She takes her suitors on this journey, leaves the kingdom to my father and we travel to Guardian knows where to find a mysterious relation. It is by far the worst thing. Oh! and let me expound: the
fragment
and rival clans lay scattered about and could kill us all before we reach the fabled Cape Cod,” Charles challenged.

“I should not have brought you,” Clara said with sadness. “I knew that things had changed in our understanding, but I wished for it to be as it had been before.” Clara looked at Charles with such sadness, a longing for the easy friendship they had shared.

Charles beheld her expression and could not understand why she didn't see reason.
He
was the choice for her. The Band? The Band be damned! It did not matter a fig that she was some
select? What of it? He fumed.

Matthew said, “We have not seen
fragment
these thirty days,” he shrugged a bare shoulder.

Charles turned on him and Clara saw Thomas tense. “What say you? You are so busy chasing her skirt that you let your duties for her protection wane to your voluptuous appetite.”

Clara turned in one fluid motion and slapped Charles' face, his head rocked back and she instantly regretted it.

Her wrist felt broken, for one.

A red imprint of her small hand lay upon his face. His nostrils flared and he turned without a word and stalked off into the woods.

Matthew took the hand that she cradled against her chest and turning it, he laid a feather's kiss on the inside of the wrist. He looked deeply into her eyes and she cast hers to the ground, her soft walking moccasins buried in the pale flesh of the grass.

Other shoes appeared beside hers and she looked into Sarah's cornflower blue eyes. “He has lost all sense. Can you not see? He does not 'advise' any longer; he rants,” Sarah said as she put a piece of copper hair behind Clara's ear.

Clara knew this. She could no longer shake the memory of what they had been together. Her best friend, her most loyal cohort in all things. The one that sought her relentlessly through the Outside to save her from an uncertain fate.

But he was no longer that person.

Charles could not accept a friendship that did not also include romance.

Matthew stood quietly beside her, as was his way. His hair danced along the tops of his shoulders, his eyes intent on her.

She sighed again. “My Lady,” Thomas began, the one guard in the royal contingent that had been left behind when her mother made her devastating journey Outside. “What would you have of me?”

Clara was mortified. She had lost her temper in a most repugnant fashion in front of her first officer of the Royal Guard. She was remiss. “Thomas, I am truly sorry you had to witness...” Clara floundered.

But Thomas broke in before she could continue, “We of the guard understand the position you are in with Charles Pierce. We think he is an excellent man of worth.”

The
but
stood in the air.

Sarah said what only she could, “He will have to serve in another capacity, Clara. He is too near to you emotionally to offer sound advice, of anything.” She shrugged.

Clara looked at Matthew and Thomas. “Please, gentlemen, leave Sarah and I to finish this conversation in private.”

Matthew shook his head. “There must be someone standing watch at all times, Queen Clara.”

“Clara,” she corrected him and he gave the barest incline of his head.

“Fine,” she said, vexed. Clara began to pace back and forth and Sarah tracked her frenetic rhythm.

“Matthew, Thomas, give us but a moment alone together so we may converse. She needs to be attended by a woman presently.” Sarah stared at Matthew.

He relented reluctantly. “I will stand right there,” he pointed to a stand of evergreens that heralded a natural break of entry into the forest. “I will be observing, very closely.” He moved forward and pressed a kiss to Clara's forehead and met Sarah's eyes over the top of her head, his filled with clear warning.

Clara felt the electric tingle that spiraled from the point of contact, his lips departing a thin thread that ran from the warmth of his mouth pressed against her skin to other areas. She blushed, feeling the heat of her embarrassment acutely, visible for all to see on her fair skin.

Matthew gave her a rare grin. He was very aware of what reaction a kiss would elicit from a
select
so closely affected by one of the Band.

He gave another look at Sarah.
Be careful, that look said. She nodded and he made his way toward the trees, his long stride eating up the distance. He arrived and turned, leaning against the tree and sharpening one of his many blades against a stone, the ghost of that smile still riding his lips.

 


*

 


“Tell me I am not mad like one of King Otto's relatives,” Clara said.

It was well-known that people from that sphere were too closely related, causing minds that were soft or worse.

Sarah grinned, pressing her forehead against Clara's. “Dear Heart, you are many things, but mad is not one of them.” She leaned against Clara and wrapped her in an embrace that was tight and fierce. Clara let herself relax against her friend.

Finally, when she thought she could speak once more, “Is this a fool's errand, Sarah? Is Charles correct?”

Sarah deliberated. She would tell Clara the truth, that is what friends did. True friends.

Slowly, Sarah shook her head. “He has a seed of truth in his argument.”

Clara's face crumpled and Sarah rushed on, “He does not understand what it would be to be a royal orphan. And it is somehow worse than that, Queen Ada was not your true blood.”

Clara stared at Sarah and whispered, “I should not have struck him. I am ashamed. After the violence I suffered at the hand of the Queen and Frederic. I should not have.”

Sarah laid her hand within Clara's and squeezed the smallness of it once and Clara winced.

“What?”

“It hurts!” Clara laughed.

Sarah grinned. “Ah, from the bludgeoning you laid on Charles?” she said coyly.

Clara nodded. “Yes, that.” A small smile began to spread across her face, her somber self-recrimination floating away for the moment.

Clarence approached and his eyes were for Sarah first but then fell on Clara. Her guilt over the interchange came surging back in a tide of emotion.

“Queen Clara,” he bowed and she executed a small curtsey. She had long-since given up coaxing him into calling her Clara. He was too formal by far to comply.

Sarah looked up into Clarence's face. “Why hello, Clarence,” she murmured while batting her eyelashes. Sarah knew full-well her effect upon him. He blushed a maddening brick red and muttered a greeting.

Sarah was antagonizing him. They had been friends, as Charles and she had, the four of them inseparable. But now there was a shift in awareness happening. The journey east had revealed many things.

He turned to Clara, ignoring Sarah for the moment and managed to get out, “Charles is remiss, Queen Clara. Please, would it be too much to ask that you engage in a reconciliation?” Clarence's eyes pleaded with her to understand.

Of course Clara understood. She wanted nothing more than for she and Charles to come to an understanding.

Sarah interjected, “She is sovereign here. Charles needs to quit acting the fool and allow her to rule, Clarence. It is he that needs to defer to her.”

Clarence turned with a glare on his face and she stepped uncomfortably close and his anger eased, his face softening before her closeness. “I know well your friendship. However,” her hand reached out and ran a gliding finger down the front of the royal purple vest that he and the rest of the small guard contingent wore, “you must be cognizant of how his feelings muddle his intent.”

Clarence tracked her hand, utterly forgetting Clara's presence, she noted with amusement. Sarah was playing a very dangerous game. Clara was not sure of Sarah's true feelings for him. And as she thought it, Philip came charging up on his horse. His eyes took in the scene of Sarah with her hand on another man. His brows shot down over his intense eyes, his steed's hooves dancing in nervousness underneath his massive body.

Sarah snatched her hand away from Clarence and he woke as if from a dream, startling.

“I was coming to fetch the Queen and Sarah,” he said in way of explanation.

“Yes, I see that was so,” Philip said with amusement laced with anger riding the prominent planes of his face.

Sarah smoothed her linen skirt and adjusted the neckline on her thin cotton blouse that needed no adjusting.

Sarah was always nervous in the presence of Philip. Bracus' brother was the largest of the Band, even more so than Bracus and Matthew. He dismounted, his head above the shoulder of his horse. The muscles in his forearms bulged as he slung the reins over the horse's neck and took it by the bridle, mindful of its mouth.

His gaze went to Clara and he nodded. “Clara.”

Clara nodded back. She had an easy alliance with Philip. After he had stepped down as a contender for her hand, there had been no reason not to. As this year had passed, she had come to realize he may have his heart set on Sarah.

But Sarah would have none of it. She avoided all the Band and seemed determined to skim the surface of civility with them. It was an infuriating dilemma. One of the many tasks she had to address.

Philip caught her gaze and she held his for a defiantly swollen moment then turned to Clarence. “Our Queen is in apt hands, let us go to the camp.”

She turned to look disdainfully at Philip. “I assume you and the others have readied it?” she cocked a brow in his direction.

His jaw tightened in response to her subtle rankling of him. “It is done. That is why I rode here.”

She smiled up at him. “Good, clansman.” The insult was not lost on Philip and his fists clenched.

Sometimes Clara thought for all Sarah's intellect she could not see what was in front of her face. The Band were not males to be toyed with. But warriors with an objective of clarity: kill to protect.

Those violent biological imperatives, part of the very fabric of their nature were not to be played as a musical instrument.

Sarah looped her arm through Clarence's and strolled off, giving a backward smirk to Philip.

And Clara had thought her amusements with Clarence dangerous!

Philip regained his composure and addressed her directly, “Clara, as I mentioned to your friends,” he exhaled forcefully and she controlled her expression, “the camp is ready for the night.”

Clara nodded and he helped her mount the horse. When they were upon the steed's back her eyes found Matthew's. His legs were spread far apart, his hair floating on the breeze, eyes pressing on Clara like an erotic weight.

Philip dug his heels into the horse's sides and they moved forward, toward the forest.

Toward the men.
  



CHAPTER 2

 


The camp fire was ablaze, the heat warming Clara's skin, her body blooming to life. The day's heat was long gone but the remnants of seven hours on horseback rode her body aggressively. She was tense everywhere. Clara felt the only place free of tightness was her big toe.

Bracus approached her and she watched Charles notice his path and scowl. She sighed.

Males.

She rose and he met her, his hands clasping hers and his eyes softening. They were much alike, Clara thought. They both worked to protect and rule their people in fairness.

He spoke first, “We have searched and have a special surprise for you.”

A genuine smile broke across Clara's face. “Tell me.”

“A soak in a hot spring should take the soreness away,” Bracus said.

Clara felt joyous. She had only had access to the lone pools of water that were icy cold. They tore the warmth away from her body and bathing was something to be done quickly. To have a warm bath after... She looked at Bracus. “How long since our last spring discovery?”

She watched his face as he thought about it, palming his chin, a shadow of stubble sprinkled on his jaw. “Two weeks past.” He nodded. “Yes, it has been about that.”

He held up a finger and Clara knew what would come next. “We must send one of the Royal Guard and one of the Band to accompany the women,” he shrugged.

This is the one point that Clara and he disagreed on. She was uncomfortable knowing that males were about. She understood it was not completely rational, but much had transpired that made her have an urgent sense of vulnerability in that regard.

Prince Frederic filled her mind's eye and she shuddered. The memory of him was enough to give her pause. Even now, surrounded as she was by the Band, she could not make her mind cease its conjuring of his whereabouts. She remembered the way he had looked upon her in the meadow glade during the battle.

He would not quit until he had her.

Bracus captured her chin with his finger and lifted it until their gazes locked. “He cannot hurt you. Nay, we know not even if he survives?” Bracus rolled his massive shoulders into a shrug. “Mayhap he perishes slowly, somewhere lowly and vile. A befitting end for one such as he.”

She could not find a rebuttal better than that. Still she was frightened.

Her eyes left his and sought Charles'. Her face must have shown some of the alarm that swirled about her consciousness because he stood, rapidly making his way to her. Bracus graciously moved away so Charles stood directly in front of her.

They stared at each other for a lengthy moment and Clara blurted, “I am so sorry I struck you.” A hot tear blazed a trail down her cheek.

He swept it aside with a finger and folded her into his arms, whispering against her head, “It is alright, Clara. It is alright.”

Clara trembled on the disastrous abyss of a breakdown, building herself back together by sheer willpower. She had wanted this journey. But the further they traveled from her home sphere, the less certain she became. Had she endangered the group for her quest?

“What has put that expression on your face?” Charles bent down and studied her. The pores of her skin laid bare under his scrutiny.

“Bracus has said they have found another spring,” she said , looking at Charles and he nodded. She went on, “That someone must stand watch.”

She shifted her weight in discomfiture. “He is right in that,” Charles conceded grudgingly. “We cannot have our Queen bathing and our other females...”

“Precious females,” Bracus interrupted in correction.

Charles nodded in agreement and continued, “Unclothed and vulnerable Outside without protection because it offends your sensibilities.”

Bracus frowned. “It is not that, Charles,” Bracus began with surprise. “Do you think she so modest as to not understand the protection imperative?”

Charles nodded. Yes, he did. He had known her all her life. With the exception of the despicable
select
rite of the prior year where she had been tested and matched for possible future mates, she was the epitome of female decorum. Charles huffed, “Then what is it, pray tell?”

Clara did not think she needed to say it but, “I am still having some trouble with what has happened.”

Charles did not understand. “With whom?”

“Prince Frederic,” she whispered.

Charles frowned. That dreadful serpent was no more. There had not been a whisper from anything or anyone about his hide spotted in the Outside or sphere alike.

“He is not about.” Charles waved his arms around dramatically and the Band by the fire flicked their eyes to his movements, Matthew's gaze heavy on him. “You worry for nothing!” Charles said, planting his hands on his hips in righteous indignation. Did she not think they would all die to protect her? She was entirely frustrating.

Clara lowered her head in shame. How could she articulate that she awoke with a scream buried within the depths of her throat more nights than not? That Anna caught her gaze and a silent communion of understanding passed between them. That her fear around males of small acquaintance made her terribly anxious, her palms sweating silently as she fought for composure.

Bracus studied her and replied in her stead, “It is not his uncertain demise, my friend, which makes her fret. It is what he inflicted upon her that has changed her into someone that is skittish around males; as a colt.”

Charles looked down at Clara. He really looked. Suddenly the dark circles under her eyes and her pinched expression meant so much more than travel weariness. The realities of last summer had left their mark upon her. She was not free of her experiences even though they no longer threatened.

“Come here,” she collapsed into him, biting her lip to stave off tears and he patted her back,murmuring the things one does to comfort. All nonsensical. All quite necessary.

Finally, she broke away from his embrace. And with a shaky exhale she looked up into three faces: Bracus, Charles and Matthew.

“What is happening here?” Matthew asked without preamble, his gaze scanning their environment as if there was a threat permeating their camp.

Clara put a hand on his arm and his breathing quickened. She quickly let it drop. It was obvious that touching him casually was ill-advised.

Not that she could do anything casual with him.

Or Bracus.

The Band was not an informal lot.

Sarah bounded up with a knapsack and Philip stood from his position by the fire, his form utterly blocking the blaze as his shadow fell over their group. Her relief was profound. A month's traveling with two virile men of the Band, both their attention set on her had been a fragile thing to balance and she felt herself losing her footing with the pair.

“Ready?” she asked, her smile quick, bathing implements in hand. Anna stood behind her with Thomas and Joseph flanking.

Clara nodded. She needed to be braver than this. She must be a Queen even Outside. A Queen did not shirk her duties. She would bathe, she would behave normally, she would not let the disquiet of her memories rule her.

They were only memories after all.

 


*

 


Thomas traveled ahead of Clara, the moon their guide. Supper that consisted of roasted rabbit and collected greens had been their meal and now the bathing chore laid upon them. Bracus brought up the rear.

The women were in the center: Sarah, Anna, Clara and Evelyn. Bracus had fought for Evelyn remaining with the clan but she had become attached to Clara. No one knew why but somehow Evelyn had seen Clara as rescuer.

Thomas stopped and hailed Philip. Philip gracefully moved past the group of females and the two conferred with one another for a moment or two.

Finally Thomas turned on his heel and moved into the brush and out of sight.

Clara's eyebrow rose in question and she realized that Philip may not see her unspoken question in the gloom. But the Band's eyesight was sharp and he answered, “He will keep watch at the forward section of the spring.”

Clara looked about her uneasily. Philip, noticing her unease, continued, “He will face away. He will remain where he is until you call out.”

Clara nodded, casting a wary glance about her. The woods were so deep. She felt that creeping unease threatening again as Sarah laid her hand upon Clara's arm and she forced her shoulders to relax.

Clara straightened her spine and made her way down the path through brush that had been cut by sharpened tools.

Anna walked beside her and she had Evelyn's hand clasped firmly in hers.
  



CHAPTER 3

 


Clara and Evelyn swam and frolicked, using far too much soap on every part that they could. Clara's hair, now ridiculously long, floated behind her like a burnished cloak in the steaming pool. It was eerie how much the spring reminded her of the one in which they had bathed near the clan one year past.

The one that Matthew had snatched her from. It seemed so ridiculous now, given how she felt about him.

She was very certain that she loved him. But there was also Bracus.

She was very certain that she might love him as well.

It robbed the smile from her face, those two men that meant so much to her. She could not have both. As it were, the two could barely abide one another. It was her fault. Yet, it was not.

She was something else. Why was she a
select?
She moved her hand absently to her throat, unadorned with what the
clan-dwellers
called throat slits.

Sphere-dwellers
called them gills.

Gills like her mother had.

Anna smiled at Clara and she grew calmer.
There
was a woman that understood exactly what boiled beneath Clara's calm exterior. She smiled back.

Clara looked around, trying not to be distracted by Evelyn's splashing of water in her face.

Where was Sarah?

She held her hand up to the others and tiptoed out of the pool. Grabbing a towel, she made the universal gesture to the girls, stay right here for but a moment. They nodded, broad smiles on their faces.

Her feet flowed over the deliciously cool moss of the forest floor. No mud in sight; the early summer months were upon them and had dried the dirt to a packed mass.

Clara stilled, listening. There! To her left she heard voices. She followed them and after a few paces she recognized Sarah's.

“Unhand me,” Sarah hissed, her body pressed and arched against Philip's, his size overwhelming hers.

Clara's heart flooded into her throat. What was this? Was one of the trusted Band assaulting Sarah? She opened her mouth to yell for Thomas when she heard Philip say, “I understand you better than you know. Stop fighting me.”

Clara watched Sarah gaze up at him, then burst into tears. Philip enveloped her into his arms and she clutched his huge shoulders, trembling as he stroked her hair. Clara stared, marveling. She could not believe her eyes. Philip held her tenderly as she sobbed. What in Guardian's name was going on?

Sarah finally pulled away and stared up in his face as he used the pads of his thumbs to wipe away the tears.

“I cannot be with you! It matters not how I feel. It is foolishness. Clarence is the prudent choice for me,” she said, stubbornly crossing her arms.

Sarah had feelings for Philip! But what was this talk about them not being together? Clara stifled a stab of guilt for her eavesdropping, her hair dripping over her wet skin, chilling instantly against her. She shivered.

Philip's mammoth hands ran up and down Sarah's arms. “Can he make you feel thus?” And he pressed his mouth on hers, his hand reaching behind her neck and cranking it back.

Sarah lay stubborn and immobile in his embrace. Then slowly, almost against her will, her fingers crept around his neck. They twined in his hair and with a fierce groan that sounded more like a growl, he picked her up in his arms.

Clara watched as they entwined like serpents, one arm holding her against his torso and she with her hands speared in his hair, feeding off his mouth like one starved.

When Clara heard Sarah give a soft moan as he pressed her closer she turned on her heel and quietly made her way back to the pool.

There was much to deliberate on.

Like the fact that her best friend was toying with two men. Giving an excuse to one while promising fidelity to another? It was so unlike Sarah she could not fathom it.

Clara was distracted anew in the pool, Evelyn and Anna both giving her curious looks. She was not about to expound on her sneaking about until she had a moment with Sarah.

Just as the thought solidified inside her, Sarah appeared beside the pool. Her appearance was disheveled, her mouth swollen, her clothes askew. Clara looked at her and decided something. “Come, let us bathe.”

Sarah gave a tentative smile and stripped her clothing off, revealing a body that glowed like the pearls Clara harvested, her blonde hair silvered in the moonlight.

They cleaned themselves and swam. The silence was broken only by the intimate conversation of women enjoying a stolen moment alone together in the vast Outside.

 


*

 


Sarah saw Clara staring at her. “What?” she asked defiantly, chin jutting out defensively.

“I came upon you and Philip.”

Evelyn and Anna stilled in the water, the ripples flooding around everyone as their motions ceased.

Sarah stared at Clara, the weight of the discovery in her eyes. “What of it?” she shrugged.

“You cannot be serious? The Band are not an amusement! Not to be trifled with,” Clara added, not as Queen but as a friend.

Evelyn said, “Does Miss Sarah have romantic intentions toward Philip?”

“Of course not!” Sarah fumed. “They are too different for that entanglement. It is a
sphere-dweller
that I must choose,” she paused, skimming the surface of the water, her eyes focused on the movement.

“That is untrue. They are to mate with your Queen, Clara,” Anna looked at Clara, nodding in her direction and Clara nodded in return.

Had she no sense? Clara wondered.

It seemed not, for she said, “He is lovely to look upon but we are not well-matched. Beside Anna, you yourself have said there are females which match the males of the Band exactly. They will have more choice, once we mingle with the eastern clans.”

Anna and Evelyn gaped at her. For someone with such a strong intellect, Clara thought her daft.

“Ah, do not look at me so!” she said to Clara. “It is Clarence that is the choice I must make.” She shrugged. “I told Philip as much but a moment ago.”

Somehow, with Sarah's response to him, Clara did not think that he understood that preference.

“You told Philip that you would be joining with Clarence?” Clara asked by way of clarity.

Sarah's eyes dropped. “Not in so many words. But I said that we could not be together.”

“And how did he respond?” Evelyn asked, her arms crossed over her nakedness.

“He did not speak, but made his intent known,” she said, her eyes dropping to the water once more. Clara did not need sight in the dimness of the moonlight to know she blushed.

“You cannot behave with these males as you do with a
sphere-dweller,” Anna said fiercely. “When they bond with a female, there are no others but she. They are a focused group.” She spun her hand above her head and water droplets flung themselves in all directions, landing like rain around them.

Evelyn smirked at her comment. “It was not the way you felt some months past.”

“Tis true. When I first came to the Clan of Ohio one year and one half year past, I could belong to no one. I could barely belong to myself,” she whispered.

“But no more,” Evelyn said.

Anna looked up at the women with eyes that blazed out of her face. “Yes. I have found joy and safety once more. One of the Band loves me and I grieve no more. I fear no more. He has released me from the terror that choked me when I lived with my clan.”

That was nearly the biggest speech that Clara had ever heard from Anna. She loved to hear her words. They were spoken fervently and from the heart.

Clara sighed. “Does Clarence understand how you feel?”

Sarah shook her head. “There is time aplenty for me to assure him of our betrothal.”

Clara was confused. “I understand you have made your intentions and feelings an ensnared mess for the men to guess about. Sarah, I implore you, you must choose. And choose now. These men are our protectors on this journey. They sacrifice much.”

Sarah glared at Clara and she returned the gaze. An uncomfortable silence descended on the group. Then Clara made a final comment, washing her hands of it, “I might add, that if the Band are good enough to be part of a ruling pair for our kingdom than they should be acceptable for you to consider courting.”

With that, Clara rose out of the steaming pool, the cool, early summer air nipping at her exposed flesh. The women exited the pool quietly, wrapping themselves in the itchy burlap cloth that traveled well but roughened the skin. Clara knew this and patted her skin dry, finally piling what felt like ten pounds of hair atop her head.

“Why do you think we have not seen the
fragment
about?” Evelyn asked and Clara stiffened.

“They are about. But they will not approach when four of the Band ride with us,” Anna said with certainty.

“You do not recall the battle? How many of the Band to that of the
fragment?” Clara asked her.

Evelyn nodded. “I do remember. But we are far and away from the safety of our clan. It is very open here.”

Clara knew exactly what she meant. Though the forest was to the north of them, they had traveled alongside the last sphere, the Kingdom of Pennsylvania, ten days past. There had been an abiding sadness as she saw the glow of the sphere fall away behind their procession.

“There was much prejudice there...” Sarah said meaningfully.

Clara was angered by some of the other spheres' inhospitable treatment of the
clan-dwellers
and especially the Band. They feared change. Feared the Band. Clara felt it was their future. The mingling of their respective peoples.

She felt it in her bones, in her blood.

She nodded. “Yes, refreshing our supplies was the most they would do.”

Anna articulated exactly how Clara felt, “They showed you insufficient deference, Clara.”

“I am aware. Mayhap time is needed for them to see there really is very little difference amongst the two peoples.”

“Nay, the Band is different.” Evelyn said.

They looked at her, their clothes sticking upon their damp bodies.

“Go on,” Clara asked.

“I listened to them when they spoke of the Band,” she said.

Clara was rapt with her attention. Evelyn was only ten and three years and had not been pressed about her brief capture by the
fragment. Mayhap she was ready to rid herself of some of the memory by speaking with those she felt safest with.

Evelyn looked at Clara for encouragement and she nodded her encouragement.

Evelyn continued, “They spoke of the Band as tools of the Travelers. They are to protect more than just the clans.”

“Who are the Travelers, Evelyn?” Sarah asked, unwinding her hair from the cloth.

“Miss Sarah, they are the Guardians. She looked at each of their shocked faces.

Anna recovered first. “The Evil Ones.”

Evelyn smiled. “Nay, they are not evil, but they have punished the
fragment
in a most unique way. Is it true the
fragment
and
clan-dwellers
could not penetrate the sphere but by the salted water?”

Clara nodded, thinking briefly of their own singular seawater oyster field under constant guard.

“The Band is the safeguard for your Guardians. They are the assurance of order in the chaos that is the
fragment,” she finished.

Anna shook her head. “No, they are but small pieces of disbanded clans strewn about...”

“No, it is more than that,” Clara said, studying Evelyn's reaction. “Tell us why you think the Band's purpose is broader than we know.”

Evelyn took a deep breath. “Clara, what do you remember about the
fragment
when we were engaged in battle?”

Clara's mind turned quickly, remembering the one who intended to rape her, the one that had cornered Evelyn and herself.

“They were criminal, filthy.”

Evelyn nodded but Clara sensed her frustration. She circled the answer but had not yet lighted upon it. “Their speech. It is their speech. They do not speak as we do,” Evelyn prompted.

She was right.
They had a strange way of talking. Clara had not touched on that memory. It was very small in comparison with all the others which crowded her mind and stole her sleep.

Sarah and Anna looked at Clara. “What she mentions is true. They spoke strangely.”

Sarah cocked an eyebrow. “In what way?” Her discomfort over the past conversation was overridden by her curiosity. After all, she was a teacher.

She and Evelyn looked at each other but it was Evelyn that spoke, “There are some that speak as we do but it is mixed. The majority slur the words together. With missing letters.”

Clara nodded, remembering. “That is true.”

Anna said, “Let us ask Matthew. He was held by them for years. He would have surely noticed differences.”

“Why do they label the Guardians, Travelers?” Clara asked. She was most curious as to why the Guardians had three different monikers amongst the different groups.

“Wait!” Sarah said suddenly. “Was their speech modern sounding?”

Anna looked at her. “Really, Sarah? If it were modern how would one identify that?”

But Evelyn nodded. “It seemed as if it could be speech that was shortened to facilitate communication.”

Sarah began pacing, excited by the discovery, the differences.

Of course, she had not met them in the flesh at battle. It would put a pall on lengthy conversation.

Evelyn faced Clara. “They are called Travelers because they move through time.”

There was absolute silence. It was as if the forest held its breath.

“What did you say?” Sarah asked in disbelief.

Evelyn looked at her feet and mumbled again. “They are not of this time, they are of another.”

Clara moved and took her hand. “Dear Heart, I think you are confused.”

“I am not,” she regarded Clara steadily. “They saved the
clan-dwellers, the
sphere-dwellers
but the
fragment
is another thing entirely. I do not know what their role is but the
fragment
spoke about the Travelers saving their 'precious people'. They harnessed time, Clara. They use it as their vehicle between now and some other time.”

“Why did you not tell us this most important piece of news?” Clara asked gently, trying her best not to let the disbelief leak all over her face. It was too impossible to believe.

“I thought I would not be believed,” she shrugged her narrow shoulders. “I am but ten and three years, unimportant, save for my sex...”

“When?” Anna breathed.

“What time?” Sarah asked and Evelyn looked confused.

“What time are they from?” Clara asked.

“The future. They are from the future.”
  



CHAPTER 4

 


Clara could not sleep. Her bedroll seemed pleasant and snug, the Band arrayed in a diamond configuration around the group, she at its center. She was restless, the news of the Guardians swirling around her mind like an insistent fog.

It did not matter that the night was cool and perfect, the stars casting a whitish blue haze above her head. She sighed again and turned over. Fifty paces from where she lay she met Matthew's gaze. He did not sleep either. Even in the gloom she could feel the heat from his eyes.

Quietly she rolled the top cover off and stood up. She looked about her, women in the center, the guard outside of them and finally, the Band at the four directional corners.

She moved between the sleeping bodies, making her way to Matthew. When she was almost upon him he met her and wrapped her body against his. Her thin nightdress pressed against the bare skin of his chest. Smooth and brown, the muscles flexed and moved underneath her cheek.

“We must move away from here so as to not wake the others,” he said.

“Is that wise? We are never to be alone...?” Clara asked, her heart speeding with his proximity.

His teeth flashed in the gloom. “Are you afraid to be with me alone, Clara?” he asked with the thinnest thread of humor in his voice.

“Never,” she breathed out. “But I do wish to be fair to Bracus.”

Matthew raised a bare shoulder in a half-shrug. “We must talk, you do not sleep. We will not go far.”

Clara pulled away slightly and he took her hand and he led her to a small stand of trees whose leaves rustled and sung in the breeze above them.

They stood facing each other with their hands clasped. “What bothers you, Clara?”

Clara craned her neck up to look at Matthew. They had come so far and worked through so much of his unease with others. She sighed. “Evelyn has revealed many things about the
fragment
that are disquieting, unbelievable. Truly unbelievable.” Clara measured his reaction but his face showed very little.

He answered, “You wish to know more of my time with them.”

Clara exhaled in relief. “Yes. What she has told us seems truly impossible.”

He raised his brow in the moonlight.

“She has said they speak differently.”

“Aye, they do.”

“She also told us a tale of the Guardians. The
fragment
hail them as Travelers.”

Matthew stood very still, his fingers beginning a restless dance on the fragile underside of her wrist.

“'Tis true, what Evelyn says.”

“And...?” Clara asked.

The heat from his touch rolled over her body and they stared into each other's eyes. He removed his hands and placed them on his hips. Clara's nightdress lifted and floated about her ankles. Matthew's eyes looked at her silhouette that could just be made out through the sheer fabric, reaching out to stroke a hair that had come undone from behind her ear.

“It was too fantastical a story for me to repeat. Especially to my Bandmates. It has taken a decade to become a fighting unit with them. And this last year their trust was deeply shaken from my taking of you.” His hand slipped away and fell to his side.

Clara huffed, “You cannot agree with this nonsense then not prove your words.”

Matthew's lips thinned into an angry line. “It matters not. The Travelers set the
fragment
here for their own reasons. Then instilled within our very marrow the imperative to be protectors for their flock. They left wolves here and we must safeguard the sheep. It is now not only the clan which we protect, but your kingdom must be considered as well. We do not have enough Band to protect our own clan and the sphere where you reside. Not both.”

“Wait. You say the Travelers meant for the
fragment
to be where and what they are?”

“They have always been thus. They did not speak freely in front of one such as I. They knew what I was.” He licked his lips. Clara knew it was not nervousness, that it was remembering the
fragment
which made him tense.

Clara crossed her arms. “What can you tell me that will enlighten me? As I have been tossing and turning this night, thinking of a way to tell our party this story without them thinking me mad.”

Matthew looked at her intently, deciding something. “Only a singular time did Margaret and I overhear a piece of news that may be pertinent.”

Clara leaned forward. “What say you?”

“They are returning. They return in intervals.”

“When?” Clara asked breathlessly, looking around her, expecting what she had known as a Guardian to spring up out of the forest floor.

“Soon.”

“That is not answer enough!” Clara cried and Matthew grabbed her and laid a kiss upon her lips, so quickly and fiercely she opened her mouth in surprise and felt his tongue pierce between her lips. Her arms wound around his neck and he pressed her tighter against his body.

Suddenly he stiffened and Clara's eyes popped open. Bracus stood behind Matthew, a naked blade flat against his temple.

Matthew's lips carefully broke their seal on her mouth and he said, “My Captain.”

Bracus backed away, holding the dirk in an easy hand away from his body. “You abide not by our agreement.”

“It is my fault,” Clara began and Bracus' look quieted her.

“It is he that must prove that he is fair in his actions. Sneaking about in the dead of the night is not just.” His eyes moved between the two of them and searing heat rose to her cheeks.

“He truly did not transgress, it is I that could not sleep.” Clara shrugged and continued, “He only sought to comfort me.”

“With his tongue?” Bracus intoned, sheathing his weapon.

Matthew turned on him. “I do not try to go behind your back like a coward. I but saw her restlessness from a distance and attempted to assuage that.”

Clara came between them. “Evelyn has told me a most disturbing piece of news. One that I wish we had known before. I simply could not sleep. Matthew saw that and we endeavored to discuss the matter. And,” her look was all for Bracus, “he was with them, the
fragment. He knows better than most what information I may need.”

Bracus' brows knit together then he looked at Matthew. “What is this? What has Evelyn said?”

Clara recounted the story as closely as possible, tripping over the most unbelievable portion as clearly as she was able. His reaction was as she expected.

He chuckled quietly. “That is quite a tale. Mayhap she uses this to ease around the horrors that she endured? She is but young yet...”

“She did not retell the tale in jest. She was serious.”

Bracus was quiet for so long a time Clara almost interrupted him but he spoke. “Clara, this is foolishness. Humanity is not equipped with the necessary physiological capacity to endure what would need to occur for such travel.” He rolled his huge shoulders into a shrug, his shape but an enormous dark bulk amongst the trees at the edge of the forest.

Clara shook her head and Matthew stepped behind her, the heat of his body emanating into her. Bracus tracked his progress, pulling his lips back from his teeth.

“Stop it and listen,” she commanded. “This is so much more than our courtship, this journey, ruling the kingdom.” Her eyes roved the planes of Bracus' face and her body reacted to him. It was almost too much. One of the Band at her back and one forward of her. Heat and erotic energy entwining the three. Ensnaring them.

Drat her genetics!

His lips curled in triumph. He could see her flustered response to him. The attraction between the three of them, a thing of biology, was almost as difficult for her as it was for them.

“These Travelers or Guardians, whatever name they masquerade by, are returning.” She turned and looked at Matthew who nodded. “We must discover what purpose they had for saving our peoples. Who the
fragment
are, why you are the Band? There are one hundred questions I need to have answered. There is a reason for our existence. And I, for one, wish to know what it is.”

“I believe none of it,” Bracus said. “Mayhap the girl misunderstood.”

“She did not,” Matthew said. He had been quiet during the interchange until that moment. Bracus' eyes flicked to his.

“I overheard them talk to one another about the supposed Travelers. It is as the girl says. Yet,” he looked uncomfortable with this next, “they are from a time much further than now.”

“The future?”

Matthew nodded once.

“Utter nonsense,” Bracus said with disgust.

“We cannot be so arrogant to believe that the spheres and their evolved construction came out of thin air,” Clara waved a hand about her. “Rather, they were deliberately constructed using machinations that were unheard of. Even now, my people do not understand it all. We only know that it works. It is powered by steam. The sphere is permeable yet strong. It is barrier to all but can be breached by salt water. Do you not see that a people more advanced than ourselves would have been needed to conceptualize such a thing?”

“Why save us?” Bracus posed to her.

She shrugged. “I do not know, but save us they did. Furthermore, they have engineered the perfect protectors in the form of the Band. Who would they be? No, rather, from
when
would they be that they could change the very framework of your human state?” she asked, using a palm to gesture at his gills.

“Mayhap we are
their
survival?” Matthew spoke quietly.

“For what?” Clara asked.

Bracus nodded, understanding lighting his face. “Their future. They protected us to save their own hides.”

Clara nodded. “Plausible. Yet, what of the
fragment? How are they a part of this? Uncivilized and criminal is what they are. Are you saying that they did not think of every eventuality? They housed my people in nineteen spheres, fashioned formidable protectors to guarantee humanity’s survival and put the
fragment
here to war? Steal? Rape?” Clara shook her head. It did not agree. Something did not make sense.

“Whether they come or not, it matters not. They did not go to the trouble of engineering the spheres and us,” Bracus looked at Matthew, “to offer violence.”

Clara's brow furrowed and she said nothing. The men waited. Finally she said, “I do not know. Their motivations are suspect. There is a reason why the clans call them the Evil Ones.”

She took one of each of their hands in hers and laid them on either side of her face. Their hands palmed her head, the heel of their hands almost meeting as a cup under her chin.

“Let us be about sleeping. I will have a long day ahead of me. Sorting this mess out for everyone.”

Bracus and Matthew looked at one another over her head, each one hating the other in their love for her.

The Princess that was now Queen.
  



CHAPTER 5

 


Charles and Clara stood fighting again. It mattered not that she had made every argument. He would not relent that there be even a single shred of truth in Evelyn's tale. He had publicly ridiculed her and Bracus had needed to be restrained before he tore off his foolish head. Even now, the Band watched their heated discussion from a distance, not trusting themselves not to intervene.

“I am not wont to believe in folly, you know this. But the more I deliberate on what she has said, the more it makes a bit of sense.”

“It makes none. You are a fool to think it does.”

Clara had the crazy urge to slap him again, her hand itching with it. In her periphery she saw Matthew straighten and belatedly realized she must have made some movement because he was upon them quickly.

“Do you harass your Queen yet again, Charles?” Matthew asked on a hiss.

Clara did not have time for this. They must press forward tomorrow. One more day at the spring and camping at the beautiful forested mountainside, then onward to the sea. Cape Cod in the state of Massachusetts, she thought deliberately.

Charles swung his head to address Matthew, his words sharply balanced on his tongue and Clara said, “Do not, Charles, I beg you. Nothing good can come of this. Think on the altercation of one year past.”

Clara and Matthew watched him remember the last time he and Matthew had come to blows. He visibly calmed himself. “I would not hurt you Clara. He behaves as if I would. After all I watched you endure at the hand of your mother and that vile Prince. Never. It is beyond insulting.”

“You would not willingly deliver harm. But that is not what I address. You anger because you cannot have her, so you use your words to whip her instead of your hands,” Matthew said with logic.

Clara put her face in her hands.

Charles pulled them away and she stared into his eyes. “I am trying. It is the very best I can do in the presence of the heathen.”

Oh, for the love of the Guardian!

Matthew's hand was on Charles' lapel before Clara could move and had yanked him against himself, four inches separating them. The men of the Band embraced violence so naturally, like breathing.

Bracus rode toward them on Briar Rose, her hooves sliding as the prairie grass gave way to the moss that edged the forest floor.

“Matthew!” Bracus commanded from his mount, travel dust embedded in the sleek muscles and crevices of the naked skin that glistened under the sun. He had obviously been about securing the safety of their camp.

Matthew did not look away from Charles, shaking him. Charles threw his head forward and a resounding skull impact echoed in the meadow, Matthew's grip loosening. Charles curled up his fist and followed the unexpected move with a stiff jab to Matthew's jaw. This did nothing but enrage Matthew who roared and charged Charles.

Clara was shoved out of the way as Matthew threw himself on top of Charles and meted out blows too furious to track.

Bracus leaped off his horse, his legs completely clearing the top of Briar Rose, swinging in an arc and landing with soft assurance on the tall grass. He tore Matthew away from Charles with an effort and screamed into his face, “We are being observed. I need you not to be out of your head right now!” he bellowed and Matthew stilled, the skin torn off his knuckles like paper shredded.

Clara felt dizzy and sat down where she had been standing, the exchange resounding with an appalling familiarity.

They were not alone, those two oblivious when the true fight was around them.

The Royal Guard, with Joseph and Philip, ran to where they were. Philip looked about him cautiously. Clara understood instantly he was ascertaining the safety of the open and where Sarah was.

Charles got on all fours and shook his head as if swathed in cobwebs then spat blood on the grass. His murderous gaze rose to Matthew's.

Matthew returned the stare and growled at him, “Stay where you are or I will make you meet the ground for a time.”

“You will not!” Bracus raged. “Did you not listen? I have finished my run and have found evidence of others.”

Matthew began to look around him, realizing that in the fight with Charles, Clara had been vulnerable to what Bracus was trying to warn him of. Regret filled his expression as Clara stared at him. She understood how easy it was for one of the Band to be swept away in anger. She blamed Charles, he could not rein in his temper around her anymore. It was all for what he perceived as important.

She missed him. Badly. This new Charles was not endearing to her. He was no longer the tender friend that she had known, but a slave to his emotions.

 


****

 


The women stayed in the camp with Joseph, the entire Royal Guard, which were few, while the remaining Band investigated the evidence.

They were not long in determining who the other presence was, returning to camp looking grim.

“Fragment,” Bracus stated emphatically.

Matthew and Philip nodded in agreement adding, “It is not clear if it is the
fragment
which roams our area or...”

“A different group,” Philip finished.

“It matters not. They are a danger. Let us ask of ourselves, have the
fragment
ever proved to be anything but hostile?” Joseph asked rhetorically.

Matthew's nostrils flared in synchronicity with his gills. “Absolutely not. They will be understood as the threat they are and we will guard with vigilance.”

Thomas of the Royal Guard queried, “Do we stay here one fore-night more or abandon our position and press forward immediately?”

The Band stood together, their expressions similar. There were problems with both. If they left now, with only one day and night of rest, they would carry their travel weariness with them as a crutch to be broken by the
fragment, who traveled with great numbers. Yet if they stayed, the
fragment
may move in. It was a quandary.

Bracus, as Captain of the Band, broke the impasse, “We will take rest. Two of the Band will have first watch, everyone will be guarded.” He shrugged as if to say there was not a better solution.

Clara agreed. She was still tired from a week's straight travel without respite. Her fear of the
fragment,
although acute, was not sufficient for them to move onward for another week.

She nodded and stood on feet still shaky from the interchange between Matthew and Charles. “I believe Bracus speaks true.”

Clara heard some of the guard grumble and gave a severe look at Thomas who responded, “Let us take our leave, your highness. We await like sitting ducks before the wolves. I do not like their numbers.”

Talking broke out and Matthew held up a hand to quiet them. “It may seem like a foolhardy maneuver, to stay in this place while they encroach.” Clara watched Thomas and the other four of the guard nod their heads to that most obvious fact. “However, gentlemen, we have been in many battles.”

The guard remained somber and quiet. They had yet to see a battle, having lived within the womb of the sphere their entire lives.

“If we move in weakness, with insufficient food in our bellies and time atop our pillows, you will fight your fatigue as surely as the enemy.”

“What Matthew says is true. We stay. Only Clara could force this party froward prematurely,” Philip said, looking at her.

Clara looked at her sullen Guard, then at the women. Finally, she gave her full attention to the Band who looked back at her steadily.

“We stay,” she decided for the party.

Lifting her skirts, she made her way to the camp. For better or worse, they would bathe, dine and sleep. It was the only way to be prepared for whatever they may face. A coil of unease unfurled within her even as she thought it.
  



CHAPTER 6

 


The dinner behind them had been a solemn affair where the entire group's thoughts were about where the
fragment
was.

Clara was tired of the dour tone of the evening and decided it was time for a game. “Let us play a game of hide-and-seek.”

Matthew immediately opened his mouth to protest and she held up a finger. “You may guard the group for the first round, then another will relieve the next,” she said with utter surety. They needed this, Clara thought, the nervousness of the day weighing on her like a black cloud.

Bracus grinned. “Very un-Queen-like of you Clara.”

“Yes, very,” Sarah said, matching Bracus' smile with one of her own.

Evelyn clapped her hands together and said, “That is why you are the best Queen in Ohio!”

Clara laughed, Evelyn was an infectious girl.

Anna frowned then laughed. “She is the only Queen.”

The Royal Guard chuckled at her enthusiasm. Clara was overjoyed to see Evelyn's eyes shining in a face that had not smiled much this week past. They should have relieved the tension in this manner even without the threat of the
fragment, Clara thought.

“Come brother,” Philip clapped Matthew on the back, “let them partake of some fun.”

Matthew and Charles stared at one another and Clarence spoke to break the tension, “Charles, let us have some spoil, it will be a welcome reprieve.”

Charles sighed and Matthew's shoulders relaxed.

Let the game begin.

 


****

 


Clara and Evelyn giggled together. As they were of similar size they hid inside the length of a fallen tree, the males crashing around looking for them.

“They sound like a herd of goats looking for a rear end to butt!” Evelyn giggled and Clara forced her face into stern lines, the darkness of their quarters relieved by the knothole which lay above them.

“You had best not tell them that comparison!”

“I shall! It is too precious,” she laughed as she grasped her sides, holding onto them for dear life.

Clara could stand it no more and disintegrated into gales of laughter, the vision of the Band running about, their heads forward, butting their foes.

Their laughter finally lessened to the occasional hiccup.

Clara put her finger to her lips to quiet Evelyn. She was certain they would be victorious as their small size was cleverly hidden in plain sight. The Band would never suspect that the pair could maneuver into the tight quarters they found themselves in.

“Queen Clara, I am uncomfortable here, it has been hours. Surely we have won?” she asked with typical impatience.

“Keep still, rascal. We have been here not overlong.”

“No, it has been at least three hours. I need to use the necessary and look,” she pointed at the filtered light that came through the hole in the log, “the light fades.”

Clara shook her head. “No, Anna said she would give the signal when they game had ended. The men must find us. I do not care how long it takes. It is quite a pleasant switch to trick them for once.”

Evelyn smiled, she found it challenging to fool the Band on any level. That the two of them could hide underneath their noses was a wonderful thing indeed.

Suddenly they heard Thomas call out, his voice panicked, “Queen Clara... Evelyn, you must come out!”

Evelyn struggled to come into position to exit but Clara whispered, “Do not! They hope to win!”

“Are you certain? He sounds...” she shrugged in the confined space.

Clara nodded. “We
sphere-dwellers
know how to fool one another. You watch.”

Clara smiled and Evelyn settled down to an uneasy silence.

They waited and the light grew dim inside the log. There was a complete silence to the forest. Clara grew uneasy. Surely Anna should have given the signal for the game's termination?

“Clara, I must go...” Evelyn began.

“I must go myself. I hate to admit defeat but nature calls.”

They moved backwards on their hands and knees until they had fully exited the log and stood.

Good Guardian, it was nearly twilight. Her stomach growled and she realized the game they had begun at the noon hour had stretched to the evening meal.

Something was wrong.

The frogs did not sing.

She and Evelyn looked at each other in unspoken consensus and did not talk out loud. They searched for some high brush that circled a lone evergreen and relieved their full bladders.

Much better Clara thought, straightening, her spine popping in a most satisfying way.

“That was a tight perch, Clara,” Evelyn whispered.

“Yes, it was,” Clara said, looking about her. “Let us rejoin the others.”

They made their way to the camp and Clara turned to Evelyn. “The forest is still, I feel ill at ease.”

“Should they not have been looking for us even now?” Evelyn asked logically.

Definitely, Clara thought.

They came upon the meadow that was circled by forest and were greeted by the bodies of the Royal Guard. Throats were slit and entrails littered about like grotesque worms. Flies buzzed above the macabre bounty and Clara's vision became dim.

Evelyn.

She must think of the girl. She could not afford to be weak in this moment.

Evelyn moved to rush forward and Clara brought her against her body, wrapping a hand over her mouth just as Evelyn was readying for a scream.

“Do not give utterance,” Clara said in a fierce whisper. “I will release you but you must stay by my side.”

Evelyn nodded her head and Clara removed her hand as Evelyn turned and they stared at each other.

“The
fragment
have killed everyone,” she mourned softly.

“We do not know that,” Clara said, the same sentiment whispering through her mind. But she refused to believe that all were dead.

Matthew and Bracus, her mind raged at her. Beating at her mercilessly. The men she loved dead or worse.

As they stood looking at the scene Prince Frederic entered the clearing holding a struggling Charles and Clara could not help the gasp that escaped her mouth.

Here he was in the flesh, very much alive and well.

Clara had known he was.

Prince Frederic did not look like a Prince any longer, but a man on the edge, his hair long and unkempt, his body lean and muscled through survival. Jabez, his first guard, came behind him, his eyes missing nothing.

Clara swallowed her fear, a thing which threatened to choke her.

“Clara!” Prince Frederic bellowed. She jumped at his voice and Evelyn clasped her hand.

“I have your precious Charles and he will die. I promise you.” Clara saw the steel glint at Charles' throat and her shoulders slumped. This was all her fault. She should not have insisted on the folly of the game when the threat of the
fragment
was upon them.

What had she been thinking? She had endangered her people, the guard now dead because of her frivolity.

“Come out, come out wherever you are. I know you are here and this one lies to protect you, still. Where he goes, you are near.” He pressed the tip of the blade into the tender hollow of Charles' neck and he struggled not to cry out and the Prince laughed.

“She will come out or you will die,” he said, his eyes searching the gloom where they hid.

“Do not, Clara! He means to abuse you as he has the others.”

Oh, Guardian, what had he done to her people? Clara could not stand it.

She turned to Evelyn. “You must listen. Leave this place, return from whence we came, stay tight to the forest and the waterway which flows here. Stop at the Kingdom of Pennsylvania if you see it and they will guide you from there. Stop for no one.”

“No, Clara, do not go,” a tear escaped her eye. “He will kill you. But he will do other things first.”

Clara knew this. But in that moment she knew what it was to be royal,
to be brave.

The brave were those that ignored their fear.

Her terror pressed inside her like a disease and she shoved it aside.

“Promise me you will go. Do not watch, no matter what occurs, leave now. Promise me.” Clara's eyes bored into Evelyn's.

She nodded her head vehemently, the tears cascading down her young face in a constant stream, mucus leaking out of her nose.

She threw herself into Clara's arms. “I love you, Clara.”

Clara shut her eyes fiercely. “And I, you, Dear One.”

She released Evelyn and turned to face the meadow, her body a twisting inferno of misery and fear.

She stepped into the open and immediately Frederic's eyes found her.

He shoved Charles at Jabez and came at her on a run.
  



CHAPTER 7

 


Clara braced for the impact as she heard Charles scream, “Clara, run!” A smack resounded.

Charles had been quieted.

When she felt nothing she opened her eyes and Prince Frederic stood in front of her, his feverish gaze roaming her form.

Somehow, it was worse that he did not touch her. She shuddered.

“Happy to see me, Dearest Clara?” he asked, touching her jaw with a finger, running it down the length of her face and she recoiled. “No. We will have none of that. Your precious Band has left you to my devices and those of my new found comrades.”

Clara looked about her and when her attention was off him but a moment, he grabbed her about the waist and she yelped. His lips moved against her ear. “You will have my attentions and like it.” He licked along the outer edge of her ear and she struggled against him. His arm tightened about her with bruising force and she could not move, could not breathe. She began to feel dizzy.

“Do not struggle against me. We will be joined. I will rule your kingdom with you at my side.”

Something had happened to the Prince during his time Outside she realized.

He was quite mad now.

Clara stopped struggling but continued to gasp for air. He pulled her into his embrace. He smelled rank, a bath not having been part of his regime for some time. Clara could not help but think of the clean smell of Matthew and the spicy sweetness of Bracus and stifled a sob that bubbled in her throat. Her eyes found Charles' form in a heap at the feet of Jabez. He met her stare with brazen eyes.

She dropped her gaze, her breathing picking up again. If she did not regain control of herself this moment she would be unconscious and at the mercy of this insane man.

Dear Guardian? What to do? Who were these people that Frederic spoke of? Where was the Band?

Then they came out of the trees like insects, swarming about herself and Frederic like a black plague.

Fragment.

She knew who they were without much inspection. The disheveled appearance, the lack of women. They had a different appearance than the
clan-dwellers
or the
sphere-dwellers.

One small girl struggled in the arms of a tall man in the middle.

Evelyn.

Dear Guardian, no. Clara slumped in Prince Frederic's arms. Could nothing be salvaged?

Evelyn struggled violently, flailing and working out a way to bite when the man casually cuffed her and she bleated out a scream that echoed in the meadow.

She held her head where he had hit her and glared up at him. He petted her like feisty livestock that he had disciplined.

Evelyn's gaze locked with Clara's. Her eyes were sorry and hopeless and Clara sighed.

Another man came forward and addressed Charles, “Is this the girl?” Clara noticed his speech immediately, definitely
fragment.

Charles nodded. “My future Queen.”

“Ah-huh, whatever you say.”

Frederic's eyes narrowed upon him. “She is Queen of all in the Kingdom of Ohio, heathen. You best remember that.”

He smiled in a chilling way. “We don't follow your ridiculous code of royalty, Prince,” he grated out, his enunciation clipped and harsh. “We only want what you've promised us.” He wore strange clothing fashioned like breeches but of a soft blue material. Clara could not take her eyes off of it.

“Like what ya see?” he said to Clara directly and she blushed fiercely, embarrassed. “Look at her, so innocent. She'll be fun to play with.”

“You shall not have her. She is not part of the agreement. But the other women are yours as promised.”

“What?” Clara turned to him horrified.

“Do not fret, my beautiful flower.” Clara cringed from his touch.

“How dare you promise our women to these people!” Clara spat at him, her fury overriding all sense of self-preservation.

Clara realized too late her error as his fist connected with her face. She flew the few feet backward, landing at the feet of the man that had addressed Frederic.

He crouched down beside her. “It seems to me that we'll have exactly what we want. Now that we have the precious royal, the kingdom is ours.” He moved her face to one side then the other and she yelped when he laid his hand upon the side that Frederic had hit.

“You did not tell me she was of
savage
blood?” he asked Frederic.

“She is not
savage. She is royal, fool,” Frederic said, exasperated, crossing his arms across his chest.

He shook his head. “I know one of the
savages
when I see one. She is of
savage
descent.”

Charles looked at Clara, prone on the ground then smiled. “Is this possible, tart?” Clara shook her head, not understanding all this talk of
savages. Her head ringing from the blow.

“See, she knows not of which you speak. Her mother, now deceased,” Prince Frederic smiled, relishing in the memory of her demise, “was also of royal blood, from the Kingdom of West Virginia. King Raymond's line is royal to the Kingdom of Ohio. Are you daft? Have I not thoroughly explained the lineage?”

The man glowered then said, “She is
savage
and I'll prove it.”

He jerked Clara to her feet and she swayed, looking frantically at any that may rescue her. The men stared at her with various expressions on their faces. None were good.

“We will go to the river and I will prove to you what she is.” His hand encircled her upper arm and he tugged her after him. She stumbled, still dizzy from the blow and the procession followed after him.

He was rough with her, utterly disregarding her as a female as she allowed herself to be shoved to the river's edge. The noise of it overwhelmed their strange speech as they spoke amongst themselves. The water rushed over the stones and deep pools of water vibrated, fish that were foreign to Clara hopping and frolicking in the depths.

“What, pray tell, do you propose to show us, Tucker?”

What sort of a name was that? Clara wondered.

He wrapped his fist into her hair and used it like a handle, shaking her and she screamed despite herself.

“You are hurting her!” Evelyn screamed and was slapped for her trouble.

“Are all the women like this?” another male asked, looking critically at Evelyn.

Frederic looked to her, then at Clara. “Most are not as spirited but these two appear to be very much alike in that regard.” He folded his arms across his chest.

Tucker looked at Frederic in triumph. “Another attribute of the dreaded
savages.
The temperament is obstinate.”

He smiled evilly at Clara and dragged her to the water's edge, announcing, “Through this river saltwater runs at its mouth. If she is of pure enough blood, she does not require air!”

His grip became unbearable for Clara, tightening mercilessly and she was plunged into the icy water face first, taking a small breath at the last moment.

She could hear muffled arguing, even though the water was muting the sounds. She opened her eyes, her lungs beginning to burn with the need for oxygen. She struggled and found another hand clamped to her back, she bucked and fought, her need for air her only thought.

She opened her mouth and the water dove into the recesses of her mouth and lungs, filling her. Her vision began to dance and swim before her.

She was drowning.

Suddenly a searing fire began in her throat, different than the burning of her lungs. Deep gashes licked their fire like stripes along the planes of her throat. The pain felt so fierce she forgot her fight. She drew in more water and as she did the flesh of her throat burst apart, slashes opening and precious oxygen filled her body. She gulped greedily as her body righted itself.

Clara was torn out of the water by her hair, her body arching at an uncomfortable angle, her back pressed against her captor.

It was Evelyn's eyes that she looked into first. They were shocked and wide, trained not on her face.

On her neck.

Prince Frederic took a shocked step back and pointed at her. “You are a monster, an abomination!” he stuttered.

It was at that moment that her body rejected the water that had been forced inside her. She spewed the water out of her mouth. A geyser that erupted from her in a noxious stream and she was released to fall to the muddy riverside, her fingers biting into the moist bank.

She opened her eyes, dry heaving at the waterline. The calm waves lapped quietly in front of her.

Clara looked at her reflection.

She had gills.

Beautiful, shell pink gills adorned the sides of her neck, delicate slashes that opened slightly with her breathing.

She fainted.
  



CHAPTER 8

 


Clara was moving rhythmically. At first, she did not know where she was and opened her eyes slowly. As her vision adjusted she was looking at the ground, upside down.

She was on horseback.

All the memories rushed back to her, assaulting her consciousness. She was as the Band, yet not. She had gills. She breathed underwater. She had been captured by the
fragment
who were in collusion with Prince Frederic.

Even now they made their way back to her home sphere to capture the women and do Guardian knows what.

Her hands were bound as were her ankles.

“She's awake!” the man she recognized as Tucker bellowed to someone beyond her line of sight.

A male of the
fragment
came running alongside the horse and said to Tucker, “Stop, you jackass!”

Tucker slowed the horse, then stopping, swung down from his mount. Clara craned her head to the right to see them in conversation, the sore side of her face protesting against the horse's flank.

“We need to keep her alive, Tucker. That fool of a Prince thinks that you'll keep to the bargain. Question the girl and kill that idiot as soon as we get to their sphere.” He planted his hands on his hips and Clara took in their strange attire of blue breeches and strange shirts which buttoned almost to the throat, leaving the hollow exposed. They spoke strangely and were clothed just as strangely.

“Don't tell me you give a crap about this girl. That you're feeling sorry for her?”

“No, Tucker. But think of the information we need to infiltrate their sphere. I want to get in and get out. Take the women, raid their goods. That's our strength; numbers and speed.”

“You do not have integrity, that much is clear,” Clara said in a low voice from her vulnerable position on the horse.

Tucker came and jerked her off the horse by her wrists, letting her fall to the soft grass of the prairie. “Shut up, Princess,” he raised his fist and she looked at him defiantly. He would not break her with his abuse. She had had enough and would not be cowed again.

The other stayed his hand mid-swing. “Even you shouldn't beat a bound woman. Beside,” he looked at Clara in a speculative way that caused unease to rear its head again, “she may be of some value later. How many are like her? She may be quite unique...” he let it trail off and Tucker's fist fell. Clara gave a relieved exhale of the breath she had not realized she held.

The other male of the
fragment
gently picked her up and cut the ties which bound her as Frederic bound up beside them. “Why do you untie her?”

“She's awake now. Tucker wants to get some answers, Frederic.”

“Prince Frederic to you,” he corrected.

The other male narrowed his eyes on him. “I'm not playing that game, Fred. You need us. So shut up and go along for the ride.”

Frederic huffed, “Which ride? Do not speak in riddles you imbecile. Speak plainly so we may all understand.”

Tucker sighed. “Daniel, remember... 1890.”

“Huh. What I'm saying is we're in charge here and you will do it our way until we get to the sphere, then you can negotiate. Do you understand that? Clear enough for ya?”

Frederic glared at him, then looked at Clara. Finally, he said, “I understand you do not communicate properly and it underscores my assumptions about your intellect in a most satisfying way.”

“What does all that mean, Prince?” Daniel asked.

“He's saying you're stupid,” Tucker restated.

Frederic smiled. “Very good as translations go, Tucker.”

Daniel's fists clenched and a vein throbbed at his temple. “I think it'll be lesson time for you soon, Fred.”

“Prince Frederic,” Frederic repeated.

Daniel moved toward the Prince and Tucker interceded with a hand on his chest. “Humor him. Soon, we will make arrangements that make everyone agreeable. Right?” he looked into Daniel's eyes significantly and Clara was instantly afraid.

“Right, Tucker. Fine,
Prince Frederic,” Daniel said.

“I am so pleased you see reason,” Frederic said.

Daniel glowered and turned on his heel, walking off with Tucker. He left Clara in the company of Prince Frederic which was not much better.

The Prince met her eyes and she backed away until her back was against the horse.

“Do not be so, Clara. If you would but comply, I would not have to be so harsh in my treatment.” He shrugged his shoulders reasonably.

“The facts remain, Prince Frederic, that you are my mother's killer and my attempted rapist,” Clara watched his face darken but went on where she should not have, “Not to mention the beatings that you administered so thoroughly in the past. Forgive me if I take pause,” Clara said sarcastically, the flat of her palm resting on the mount behind her.

Frederic approached and she shrunk further against the horse who neighed nervously, stamping its hooves. The Prince's eyes flicked to the horse and Clara understood he was nervous around horses. Interesting indeed.

She moved subtly about the rear of the horse, keeping her hand on the animal so it would not be startled by her presence as Bracus had taught her. She had an idea forming.

As she moved, the Prince followed with a puzzled expression painting his face. “Come here! You will see reason. Mayhap something can be salvaged as those revolting gills disappear when you are not immersed in water,” he said conversationally.

Presently, the absence or not of her gills were of little concern. Surviving was. And she was certain that she would not survive with extended exposure with the likes of Frederic.

She turned and ran, swatting the rump of the beast as she passed. As she had hoped, it flung its hind leg backward just as Prince Frederic raced to capture her, landing a hoof squarely in his chest and he flew backwards, the wind momentarily knocked out of his body. Clara ran, her copper hair streaming behind her.

Daniel looked up and saw the Princess running and Tucker's mount charging away. What in the blue hell? Where did she think she was going?

He signaled to a few of the others and they closed in around her.

Daniel was struck again by her fragile beauty. She was a tiny thing, huge, sea-colored eyes in a lovely heart-shaped face and deep red hair. It shone like burnished copper. He jogged to where the men tried to find a place to hold onto her that she wouldn't kick them.

He would have her for himself.

That stupid Prince was nothing but a wolf in sheep's clothing. He loathed Tucker, hated his existence amongst the
fragment. Why did he have to atone for the sins of his ancestors?

They'd better figure it out soon. Even though their number was at forty, it would take only a handful of their Band to put a hurt upon them all.

She was shrieking, “Unhand me!”

Her fear pierced him and he shoved it aside, knowing to bury any sign of weakness or his brethren would be upon him like vultures.

“Let her go! She won't go anywhere.” He gestured about him to the open prairie. The forest border to the north.

“You! Go get Tucker's damn horse,” he told Robert who shot off after the horse. Daniel noticed the Prince lay still in a very unroyal-like heap a dozen yards away and he chuckled. He saw the Princess' eyes narrow on him.

She tore her arm out of the grasp of one of his men and said, “There is nothing that is remotely humorous at present.”

Fascinating speech, Daniel thought. It was as if he was living a slice of history. He had heard about the
sphere-dwellers
but had never had the experience in the flesh. She was beautiful, her whole demeanor on fire. He felt something integral slip in that moment, her eyes regarded him like startled jewels in her face.

He inhaled deeply, exhaling on a rush, collecting himself. “Did you cause Tucker's mount to strike Fred?”

Clara had to control her expression, his use of the nickname so unexpected she almost laughed in the midst of her anger. The foolish nickname somehow suited the Prince and she found herself critically appraising this man of the
fragment. He seemed somewhat different in a way she could not pinpoint.

“I engineered it,” she admitted, waiting for an unknown punishment.

He took a step nearer and she fought not to move back from his advance.

He saw the subtle flinching of her eyes and stood his ground. “Why?”

She looked to either side at the male who still held one arm. Darrel's eyes flicked to him and he dropped them. She smoothed out her wrinkled blouse and straightened her spine. “He has brought me much harm. I cannot be in his company,” she answered simply.

That is not what the Prince had relayed to them when he was found half-starved and wandering aimlessly Outside. As a point of fact, Tucker had taken a liking to him right away. Daniel hadn't. There was something off about him. Something beside his inflated opinion of himself.

“Tell me,” Daniel said, brooking no argument.

Clara did. When she hesitated over Frederic's attempt to rape her in the well of the sphere she looked up at Daniel, expecting lasciviousness but found a glimmer of compassion instead.

Daniel became angrier with each successive tale that built one on top of the other. The Prince was far more than a bad seed.

He was crazier than a loon. A violent offender. The likes of which were common amongst the
fragment.

Another thing to thank the Travelers for, he thought with an abiding anger.

Robert returned with Tucker's horse's reins in his hand, sweaty and out of breath. “What a hassle,” he said, wiping a hand on his forehead.

Clara's brow shot up.

He saw her puzzlement. “It was difficult to get the horse.”

She crossed her arms. Their strange way of talking was almost another language. She would have to be about paying close attention.

“Okay, so no excessive time with Fred,” Daniel said

Clara felt the corners of her mouth turn up and put a hand to cover her smile and Daniel saw the gesture and grinned at her.

She could not believe that any humor could be found in this horrible situation but at least one of the
fragment
was not terrible. Her eyes immediately sought Tucker, her scalp still stinging from proving her
savage.

Mayhap her status as
select
was not such a mystery after all. It may be as simple as being
savage.

Being of
savage
blood.

Clara instinctively looked to the forest's edge. Where was the Band? They were not amongst the dead. The Royal Guard of her sphere alone were dead. A dreadful sadness stole inside her heart with the knowledge that more of her people were dead. Charles had been more right than she had believed.

Mayhap staying in the sphere, the mystery of her lineage a permanent unsolved puzzle piece would have been better than the predicament she found herself in.

Daniel followed her eyes as they traveled the forest border. What was she looking for so diligently? The
fragment
had found only her guards, now dead, and the one that she called Charles. His unease grew as he studied her expression, laced with a melancholy edge.

He would find out more about her. After all, they had many days before they reached her home sphere.

Daniel gave another long look at the deep forest, his foreboding deepening, then turned to move toward Clara.
  



CHAPTER 9

 


Bracus and Matthew stood shoulder to shoulder, their quivers pressing against their sides.

Matthew's eyes tracked the one of the
fragment
as he spoke to Clara, noting his posture, which did not seem straight and angry. His nerves were shredded as he spoke to Bracus, “For the tenth time, we must act now and get her back to us!”

Bracus pressed a palm on his shoulder and turned him to face him. “Do you not think that I wish for that very thing? Count their number, Matthew!” he hissed. “Even such as we do not have sufficient number to dispatch that!” He stalked away, pacing the small space amongst the forest where they had tracked the
fragment
in parallel. When they moved, the Band crept alongside in the forest, hidden by the gloom.

It had been a tense number of hours. Watching Clara's handling by the
fragment.
Also her horrible position atop the steed. Bracus shook his head.

“I cannot stand this!” Matthew moved to leave the forest and Philip held him fast.

“Do not, my brother!” he said in a quiet voice.

“You are not my brother!”

Philip and Matthew stared into each other's eyes. “You kill her if you go now. Think on it. They will fight to keep her and that lot will kill her before they see you resume possession of her again.”

“Do you not think that I long to be with Sarah? That Joseph wishes to carve his name upon their flesh? Wait for the eve. We will butcher them as they sleep. They will be as lambs underneath our blades.”

Matthew shrugged off the huge hand that restrained him and stalked deeper into the forest and Joseph sighed. “We feel the same. Matthew is more...”

“Vocal,” Bracus said.

“That did not used to be the way of it,” Philip said.

They nodded. Much had changed in Matthew since his taking of Clara. For one, he made no secret of his intent to be her mate.

Bracus had not given up and for every intimacy that Matthew gained, Bracus struggled to assert his own.

Ultimately, she would have to choose. Right now, she was in the bosom of their enemy and Bracus' first priority was to obtain her safely. Where Matthew would go off half-cocked and fueled by emotion, Bracus would use those same emotions to finely hone his plan.

It had been the worst moments of the Band when the game had turned terribly wrong. The women were hidden all around them while the
fragment
came upon them before the women could be safely gathered. The best the Band had been able to manage was to hide until the females had been taken. Then they followed, fashioning a plan to reacquire them.

Of course all of that would be moot if the violence vested against them would be too great. Then caution would go to the wayside.

Bracus sighed and called to the one of the Royal Guard which remained, Clarence.

Clarence came, stiff, formal and wary.

“What say you?” he asked.

“We wish for you to be party to the plan,” Bracus said.

“We move tonight, Captain Bracus?” he asked hopefully, thinking of Sarah, Bracus had not doubt. He gave a subtle look at Philip and noticed him frowning at Clarence.

Tempers ran high.

Bracus nodded and looked into the murky depths of the forest, whistling like a bird for Matthew. He reappeared soundlessly before him, his face in grim lines of determination.

Bracus outlined the plan and the men pressed their heads together. All the Band assembled and the lone member of the Royal Guard.

Bracus hoped the element of surprise would gain them their females' return.

In the end, hope had very little to do with it.

Savagery was the order of the day.

Or the night, as it were.

 


****

Matthew could not quiet the churning in his guts as he watched that male of the
fragment
speak with Clara, another with his hand upon her arm.

The urge to move away from the woods and tear said offending limb off of the male's body was almost unbearable.

And the Prince! He would be one of the first they would dispatch. But he was wily. He had escaped their grasp once before. However, Bracus' plan was sound in that regard. As long as that one lived, Clara was not safe. Matthew remembered, thinking on how he had chased her behind the horse (the fool), then had received a nice hoof to the chest. A perfect move executed by Clara. She was beautiful, Matthew thought for the thousandth time, but she was clever as well. He had seen her deliberate and act out many decisions with alacrity.

In this situation, she had given herself a respite. The viper of a Prince would be coddling himself for a few hours hence. Matthew's mouth turned up at the corners and Philip saw his expression.

“What amuses you?”

Matthew swung his face to Phillip, the biggest of them all, steady. A terrible warrior if one was on the wrong side of his aggression. “Ah, I was thinking of the Prince getting taught a lesson by the
fragment's
horse.”

Philip chuckled. “Yes, most excellent. He is without a brain to move behind a horse in that way.”

Matthew nodded and Bracus, having heard that last said, “She is an apt pupil. She takes to the horse quite naturally.” He gave a pained expression, no doubt remembering with fondness the many riding lessons he had bestowed on her.

“Do you think that she manufactured the incident?” Philip asked.

Bracus nodded. “Aye, I do. She is a clever female.”

“It is a sad state of affairs when a female must use a horse as a weapon of defense.”

They were quiet at that for a few long moments. Matthew clenched his fists. He would beat that horrible male into a bloody blight upon the ground.

Bracus put a hand on his shoulder and a look of understanding flowed between the two men.

Prince Frederic would suffer.

As would the
fragment.

 


*

 


Tucker watched the Princess visit with Daniel and narrowed his eyes. The fire blazed about them. The others had grabbed as many rocks from the forest as they could manage and built a great stone pit and the heat from the fire baked their group.

Daniel had always been soft toward the females. He wasn't sure why. They were breeders, nothing more. He was a formidable fighter and Tucker enjoyed the confidence his skills afforded him in the skirmishes that occurred with other
fragment.
But this one weakness of his was an Achilles’ heel. Survival inside the confines of the
fragment
hinged solely on trusting no one, loving no one.

Tucker stood and turned to Robert. “Get the females.”

Clara stopped talking with Daniel and stood. “I thought that Evelyn was the only one of us that was taken,” her voice quavered slightly and Tucker was glad. There was something about this female that set his teeth on edge. He wished to hurt her, cause her to submit. In that way, he and that stupid Prince saw things equally. An idea lit his mind and he embraced it. Why hadn't he thought of it before?

She swiveled her head to Daniel, her eyes pleaded with him as she asked, “They will not hurt the wee one, Evelyn?”

But Daniel did not give her encouragement. He knew Tucker too well. It would be all he could manage to keep Clara safe. He had already resolved in his mind that he would die trying to keep her safe. But the other females, it would be him against many. They may face a horrible end. Maybe he could appeal to Tucker's greed.

It was legendary.

Without females, there would be no babies. He had to outline his debate carefully. Tucker was naturally suspicious of everyone's motives.

Even his.

Of course, in the case of Clara those suspicions may be valid. She made him want to be a better man.

Daniel straightened. “What's going on, Tucker?”

Robert and a few others brought a struggling Evelyn.

And Anna and Sarah.

Clara's heart fell within her breastbone. She had thought she had only herself and Evelyn to concern herself with. Now it appeared that there were more that she need protect.

Tucker walked toward her and she instinctively moved back, stumbling against Daniel, who pressed her against him.

Tucker noticed, his eyes flicking to the semi-protective grip that he had on Clara.

“Princess,” Tucker began, “we are not brutes.”

Clara held her tongue. She had been present in the battlefield the day that two of the
fragment
had been absolutely brutish.

“However, it has come to my attention from Prince Frederic that you are quite concerned,” he let that word lengthen, “with your people. Now, that includes both peoples, eh? The
savages
and the
sphere-dwellers
alike.” He waited for her to respond.

“They are clan, Mr. Tucker, not
savages,” Clara clarified.

“You are so wrong,” he said, waving away her comment. “You're
savage.
They're ordinary but necessary.”

He moved toward Sarah and she glared at him as he reached out and grasped a hunk of her wheaten hair.

“Do not touch me,” she hissed as she jerked away and he slapped her face, her head slamming into the male that held her. She spat blood onto the ground and her eyes met Clara's. Clara shook her head slightly.

“Tell her to remain still or I will make what I just did look like affection.”

Daniel squeezed Clara's shoulder and she quickly said, “Sarah, try to remain calm. Do not antagonize this man.”

Tucker turned to look at her. “I don't think I like the way you say
man, Princess.”

Clara shrugged the shoulder Daniel's palm rested on. “I care not. I followed your command. Now do as you said you would; cease this abusive behavior.”

“I'm going to enjoy the breaking of you, Princess. Very much,” his jaw clenching as he said it.

Clara was struck by how much he reminded her of the Prince.

Daniel saw the plan form in Tucker's eyes and had an inkling of what it might be, having seen him brutalize whatever female he took a liking to.

That would not be the purpose for Clara he promised himself. Somehow, she would escape that end.

Clara looked on in despair, her fate and those of her subjects uncertain. She was fast losing hope for The Band as an avenue of assistance. She was at once back in the bowels of her childhood. At the mercy of others, no one her advocate save herself. She trembled as the familiar suffocation of futility and helplessness overwhelmed her.

Then her gaze was captured by Anna, Sarah and Evelyn. Hope strengthened their expressions with surety.

They believed in her.

She straightened, resolve to fight like a rod of steel keeping her rigid.

Tucker saw her resolve and smiled. She returned his gaze silently.

She wasn't rising to the bait and Tucker relished the challenge, determining to goad her further. “Bring them forward. I want a closer look at our new breeding stock.”

“No! This is absurd!” Clara said, almost tearing out of Daniel's grasp. He held her fast, whispering in her ear, “He's playing with you. Don't react. Just stand here. When he can't get a rise out of you, he will stop.”

“A rise?” she whispered.

“Elicit your temper?” he guessed at words she would understand.

“Oh, I understand.” She rolled her lip underneath her teeth and nibbled, preparing herself to witness the degradation of her friends. A thing she was certain would not come easily.

He approached Evelyn first and she bucked and fought. He grasped her chin and jerked her head to the left and right. His gaze went to her hips and a look of distaste crossed his face. “Too young. We'll have to wait on that one ripening a bit more.”

Robert stroked her blond head and she was powerless to get away, held as she was by one of the other men. “Not too young boss. Let's take a chance.”

Tucker deliberated and Clara bent at the waist, retching at her own feet, the thought of those animals touching Evelyn more than she could bear.

Tucker laughed. “No, we have to save her up for a little while. But I appreciate your enthusiasm. It is worth it to see how it affects the Princess.”

Clara raised her head, pressing a shaky hand against her mouth as Daniel supported her.

Tucker stared at Daniel, studying him closely. “You will not have her. Do not think for a second that it's going to happen. She will be put into the pool of breeders like the others.”

“She is
savage.
She may breed true and then where are we? We do not need male breeders. Think of the history, Tucker. One throwback and all that the
fragment
has is threatened.”

Clara watched the wretched man consider Daniel's words and could not believe they were discussing her this way. Her eyes sought Sarah's, a hand print reddened on her fair skin, her blond hair all about her. Clara's eyes skipped to Anna's great chocolate orbs as saucers in her face, the male that held her cautiously sniffing at her neck.

Clara exactly understood her panic.

Tucker moved from Evelyn and made his way to Anna, who had begun to breathe in ragged gasps, no doubt thinking of the male that had abused her almost two years ago. The memories floated in her expression like dust motes in the air.

“This one is already terrified. Why is that, Clara?” He turned his attention to her. Clara feigned as much indifference as she could muster.

“I know not. It may be your foulness,” she said with thinly veiled contempt.

Tucker smiled and swung his gaze to Robert. “Get her companion. Now!”

Clara looked around and noticed something she had not before:

Charles was not in attendance.

Robert and another of the
fragment
dragged out the lifeless body of Charles and the breath stilled in Clara's throat.

Charles!

This time she did tear free of Daniel and ran to Charles, almost falling over the hem of her skirt in her haste. She dropped to her knees and the men left him there for her inspection while Tucker circled her like a shark.

Oh no, Clara mourned. Have they killed Charles?

Ignoring everything around her she pressed her ear to his chest, the only spot that had no blood and listened for his heartbeat.

At first, there was nothing and a pit of grief, the likes of which she had not experienced since her father's passing, choked her. Then, very faintly, she detected a thready pulse, a slight rise to the chest.

She looked around for a place to touch him that was unharmed and settled for moving the hair away from his face, his nose broken.

Twice.

She stood so suddenly that Tucker took a step back. Then realizing how it looked, he stepped forward again.

 

Clara could think of nothing else but hurting him. Oh...how she wished for the physical menace of the Band in that moment.

Instead she took her finger and jabbed it into his chest. “You will pay for what you have done here this day. I swear it.”

Tucker looked at her for a moment then threw his head back, howling laughter.

Clara longed for his death.

When he finally gained a measure of control he said, “You're not in any position to negotiate terms of conduct, Princess. You're a unique breeder, no more. But I'd have to concede that severe discipline will have to wait until we gain control of your sphere. However much the Prince and I share the same inclinations.”

Clara knew that which he implied and was sickened beyond words. Although she admitted that there was not a grain of surprise. If he were willing, as much of the
fragment
appeared to be, to degrade human beings in all the various forms, he would be willing to do anything unspeakable.

Prince Frederic chose that moment to make an appearance. He put a casual foot atop Charles' chest. That one action caused a fissure of rage to explode within Clara and she felt it as an integral shift within her. One moment she was standing in front of Tucker and the next her foot had connected with Frederic's groin and he slumped onto the ground, holding his nether regions in a most satisfying way.

Daniel picked her up from behind and got her away from him as Jabez came at her on a run and too late she realized incapacitating the Prince did not stop retribution.

Daniel put her behind him. Jabez moved around him to get to Clara and with a sweeping motion to his left he threw a leg out as he wrapped Clara's right wrist, jerking her to his side as Jabez flew to his left to land on the patch of grass behind them.

He rolled and sprang to his feet, his eyes flicking to the six-inch blade that lay naked in Daniel's hand.

“No,” he intoned quietly to Jabez.

“You have heard your leader. She is nothing but a breeder,” he spat as he looked at Clara. “She will be a whore for the
fragment
soon enough. A perfect end for her. She was never good enough for my Prince in any event.”

Prince Frederic moaned in the background and Clara smiled. He could ascribe whatever name to her and still she would remain who she was.

Jabez's face darkened as he noticed her disregard of his low esteem.

Tucker laughed again. “Not that this isn't amusing but we have other things to attend to.” His look took Clara in, starting at her feet and rising to her head. Clara tried in vain not to blush but the blatant appraisal was immodest at best, perverted at worst.

It was definitely the latter.

Tucker's eyes flitted to Daniel, giving him a mock salute. “Sharp moves there, Daniel. Remember she is yours to coddle until we reach the sphere. That does not mean that there may not be sport to be had.”

Daniel frowned.

“She is not to be marked where the eye can travel,” Tucker elaborated.

A horrible sense of déjà
vu overcame Clara at his words. Memories surfacing of how careful Queen Ada had been to keep interested subjects uninformed about the abuse of her daughter.

Supposed daughter.

Tucker studied her. “Hit a nerve, Princess?”

She did not understand the talk of one's nerves but the gist was clear and she viciously locked down her expression. The less this excuse of a man knew about her, the better.

Daniel broke the awkward moment, “Let's get them under guard and work at setting up camp.”

Tucker tore his gaze away from Clara. One thing he was sure of: she was a problem. He'd already wasted too much time dealing with her. He was not happy with the concern that Daniel displayed. It was a complication he didn't need with one of his best men.

That was fine. Tonight he would get all the assistance he needed from that self-absorbed Prince. Tucker looked at him, struggling to stand even with the help of his first guard. Maybe he wouldn't be able to dominate the Princess. Whatever, Tucker gave an internal shrug. There were many willing men who would enjoy proving to the Princess just who was in charge of this little group. He smiled at his internal framework. It always made perfect sense to him.

Clara watched him thinking and was deeply disquieted to see the expressions wash over his face, changing like an uncertain tide of misery.

She steeled herself mentally, she would be on her guard. She counted nothing of the tenuous friendship that Daniel had offered her. It may be an olive branch that was still attached to a tree.

A twisted tree which rotted from the inside out.
  



CHAPTER 10

 


Anna, Sarah and Clara spoke in muted tones, the two guards standing a distance of perhaps two horse lengths away. Too close to speak loudly, Clara was mindful of the pitch of her words. “I am sorry that you suffered his abuse. I feel it is my fault.”

Sarah's brows shot down above her eyes in a stern frown, the swelling at her cheek a grotesque mar upon her ethereal beauty. “Do not. That man needed no excuse to strike a woman. He is of that ilk.”

No one said the words,
as Prince Frederic is. It hung in the air, unsaid and understood.

Clara closed her eyes and held the fragile emotions that swam beneath the surface, ready to bubble over and make her a sodden mess. It would not assist them in their escape.

She opened them and both women were looking at her for direction. She was the reluctant leader. Clara thought of what Father, the king, had once told her about leadership, about being Queen.

 


*

 


Father chucked at her with his finger as it lay beneath her chin.

“I wish to be a Queen someday,” Clara had said as she and her father floated in the pungy together. The waters of the oyster field lapped gently at the sides, adding to the endless fade of the pink and green of their boat.

“A noble goal, my daughter,” Father paused, then added, “let us pose the question, what is your reason to be Queen?”

Clara opened her mouth to give the quickest response which sprung to her mind that had known but eight years.

King Raymond held up a finger to silence her. “Think on your answer. It may not be that which is foremost on your heart but something deeper.”

He looked at Clara thoughtfully. “It is as the onion,” he clarified.

Clara scrunched up her nose in puzzlement. Onions were decidedly foul, she thought with confidence. They had a distasteful texture which squished unpleasantly during consumption.

King Raymond saw Clara's expression and laughed out loud. “You misunderstand, Clara-girl. You have seen Billy peel the onion?” He cocked an eyebrow.

Clara nodded. She spent a great deal of time with Billy, who never scolded her for wearing breeches about the Royal Manse.

“Pretend that to be Queen you are as an onion. That the top layer is your attire and royal accoutrement. Then each layer thereafter is but another until the core...” he raised his eyebrow in question, hoping that Clara would supply the correct answer.

Clara's mind sailed from one thing to another. What could Father wish for her to say? She thought of her mother's beautiful royal attire and crown. Although beautiful, how did it make the kingdom fare well? She puzzled as she pushed her small face into her palm.

Finally, she thought she may know the answer. She did not wish to disappoint Father. Yet, she knew of his patience.

She made her decision. “We think of our people first.”

A broad grin spread across King Raymond's face and he ruffled her hair. “That is very good Clara. Royalty is but an onion. It can look whole and good on its exterior, but the core may be rotting. See that your core is whole and fresh, the first layer matters not.”

“Yes, Father.”

He looked at her for another moment, his face flushing slightly and Clara thought he looked like he was fighting tears.

Men never cried; Clara knew this.

Nevertheless, in a voice which broke, Father said, “You will make a fine Queen, my daughter.”

She smiled and King Raymond's heart swelled with love for this slip of a girl, so pure of heart.

 


*

 


“Clara?” Anna asked, breaking the tether of her memories.

“You were one hundred spheres away!” Sarah quietly laughed.

Evelyn rolled her eyes at Sarah and corrected, “There are not one hundred spheres, Sarah.”

Clara smiled, so literal.

“It is but an expression, tart,” Sarah said.

Evelyn huffed but remained silent.

Clara was bolstered, if they could quarrel with humor, all was not lost.

Clara gave a surreptitious glance at the guards who were not worried about three females and a young girl.

Excellent.

“I believe there is hope. The Band did not come to our aid for a reason.”

“Clara, could it be that there are forty members of this contingent?” Sarah asked as if she were daft.

Clara looked severely at Sarah. “That is exactly my thought. Now, did any of you see which of the Royal Guard was...”

“Killed?” Anna said gravely.

Clara nodded.

“All except Clarence,” Sarah said, her bravado hanging by a thread.

They grew silent at the scope of Clarence as the only surviving member of the guard.

“What of your friend, will he...” Evelyn began, biting her bottom lip, thinking already that she should not have brought attention to the merciless beating Charles had received.

Clara's shoulders slumped. She felt each person's mistreatment acutely. She could not disengage the feeling that somehow this Tucker was making every lash a vicarious abuse against her personally.

Using her people to needle her. Breaking her mentally.

In preparation for what? Clara thought uneasily.

Sarah articulated her thoughts, “He beat Charles for a reason. What that reason is, I dare say it cannot be good.”

Clara shook her head. “It matters not. The time is at hand, the Band will come for us.” Her eyes searched the women's faces. “We must survive until they arrive. I know their mettle. They will protect us. No matter how far, no matter the cost.”

Anna's head hung low on her breastbone. “What say you?” Clara asked softly, seeing the desolate expression on her countenance.

She lifted her face to Clara's and tears lay like bulbous diamonds, falling not. “What if they have been...”

“Killed,” Evelyn interjected bravely.

“They have not,” Clara said, laying her fist against her bosom. “I would feel it.” She looked at Anna until she swallowed taking a shaky inhale then finally nodding acquiescence.

“Be ready. Be alert. They will come if there is breath in their bodies,” she said.

 


****

 


Bracus and Matthew watched the women huddled together in heated conversation, as two guards of the
fragment
flanked their position.

Philip let out a growl, “I see that someone has laid a hand on Sarah.” His expression became as dark as the thunder clouds that roiled above their heads.

The weather change was not lost on Bracus. He swore, berating the ill fortune of inclement weather making the rescue that much more challenging.

Joseph said, “My brother, do not rage, it is to our advantage. The
fragment lay about, complacent in their numbers. They do not hold the constitution of the Band.”

Bracus' look was steady on Joseph's face. “'Tis true, however, we are but four.”

The statement hung in the humid air, heavy on their tongues, a sour reality none would swallow.

Clarence pushed forward, grasping a strange contraption strapped to his head with odd spectacle attachments on the top. He pushed between the warriors and clicking the lenses in place, leather straps binding about his head in a tight circle, he gazed out to where the women were.

Philip tapped the strange device. “What is this?”

Clarence smiled. Mayhap the Band were nearly indestructible physically and battle ready, but the
sphere-dwellers
were intellectually superior, he thought with more than a touch of smugness.

“It is something by which to see long distances,” he replied.

Matthew rushed forward and Clarence flinched. “Let me use this device.”

“And why, pray tell do you need to? When your introduction has only just been at this moment?” Matthew looked at Clarence and reminded himself that he was a man of honor, even though he made a point of educating the Band on how soft they were in the head.

Bracus clapped Clarence on the shoulder and he jumped, stifling a yelp. “It is a magnifier of sorts, yes?”

Clarence gave a numb nod, trying to calm his speeding heart.

“Matthew has some unusual skills from his time with the
fragment.”

Clarence swung his head toward Matthew. But for his interest in Queen Clara, Clarence had not given the man a moment's forethought.

The
savage,
he repeated silently.
Man
somehow did not quantify them. He was deeply offended by Clara's lack of hesitation in a Wedded Joining with one of them. Could she not see the clear aberration from humankind that they were?

With as blank of an expression as he could manage, he handed the binoculars over with a slap into Matthew's waiting palm.

Matthew stared at him until his eyes dropped.

Matthew adjusted the straps and saddled the awkward unit upon his head, setting his sights on Clara's lips. He watched silently for several minutes, motionless, keeping the field of vision squarely before the twin magnifiers. Then he removed the contraption gratefully, his eyes strained and dry in their sockets.

“How far, do you estimate?” Bracus asked.

“Mayhap ninety horse lengths,” Matthew responded after a moment of internal calculation.

“What is Clara about?” Bracus asked.

“She speculates that we wait and tells the others to be ready,” Matthew replied with a troubled expression.

“What say you?” Joseph asked, noting his grim face.

“It is their plan for her that may necessitate the acceleration of our rescue.”

They stared at him and he repeated what he had seen Prince Frederic say, “They said they would attack her later. While she slumbers.”

Bracus' fists clenched. He had contemplated the possibility, but to know with certainty it was discussed, planned felt unbearable. He turned a murderous expression to Matthew and found the mirror of his own embedded in the planes of his Bandmate's face.

“How do you know this? You have paranormal hearing?” Clarence scoffed.

“No man! He reads lips,” Philip explained.

Bracus moved his palm back and forth. “What is the count?”

“Forty-three,” Matthew responded.

Joseph exhaled loudly. The four stared at each other for a lingering time.

Clarence could feel something indefinable build in the air, the subtle pressure mimicking the sultry storm that approached.

The men lifted their fist in the air then laid them on their hearts.

“For Clara,” Matthew said.

“For Sarah,” Philip said.

Clarence glared at him.

“For Anna,” Joseph repeated.

“To protect at all costs, to ourselves. To all,” Bracus finished.

The pressure burst about them like a bubble popped and Clarence rubbed the gooseflesh which rode his arms in a fine blanket. A promise had been made.

The Band would keep it.
  



CHAPTER 11

 


Clara knew, without need of a looking glass, that her gills had retracted against her flesh.

Surely Sarah would have commented upon their existence had they not.

Why did they not remain like the other of the Band? Why, in the name of the Guardian, was she not
savage
at all times? Where was the benefit of being of
savage
blood if she could not count on any of the abilities that were renown with the Band? Of course it mattered not. Even if she had their physical stealth and prowess, she would lack the basic understanding of the execution of such.

In an oyster shell, she simply did not know the skills.

Battle skills.

She lamented her ridiculous physical attributes. Her small size was not a benefit.

No one knew her secret except the
fragment
and the Prince.

Charles did not know. Clara imagined their relationship was of little concern in the face of their imprisonment. However, she realized this would widen the chasm they found themselves in.

It explained much about her status as
select.
Obviously, her lineage had much to do with it.

The guards approached their now silent group and the women stood. One was the guard she recognized as Robert. “Time to eat. Follow us.”

Evelyn hung back, no doubt remembering him as the one that had fondled her head with anticipation. Clara clasped her hand and Evelyn looked at her gratefully.

Her anchor in the storm.

 


*

 


Clara lay atop her bedroll, an elbow her pillow. She gazed up at the wonderful blanket of stars and was filled with gratefulness to be alive. Her circumstances were dire, but she embraced what she could. As she focused on the positive, she felt Evelyn's hand creep out to hold her arm which lay by her side.

She turned her face to look at the girl. Pale moonlight illuminated her and they stared at each other for a time. No need for words. The girl should sleep but Clara was as anxious as she had ever been.

Mayhap she had been premature in her vehement confidence in the Band?

She watched Evelyn's eyes grow heavy, then finally close.

Thoughts of Charles and Prince Frederic crowded her mind. Frederic had been absent from the spartan provisions that had been provided for their nourishment. As was Charles.

Not knowing whether or not her childhood friend lived, whether he fared well? She could not dwell on it. Regardless of their most recent strife, Clara cared deeply for Charles.

She loved him, truth be told. But it was not the flavor of love that he craved. That she could not give.

She sighed and turned away from Evelyn when she heard her breaths deepen, laying once again on her back. Anna and Sarah lay but a horse length from her position. Their group was a small distance from the main group of
fragment
soldiers, Daniel amongst them.

He had been most odd at supper. His eyes following her everywhere she went, watching the smallest of her movements as the falcon. She was uncomfortable with his scrutiny but mayhap there would be something to gain? He was different than the others. She knew not how but he reminded her somewhat of the Band.

Clara pressed her eyes tightly closed, allowing herself the deepest part of the night to shelter her tears. She cried for Charles, she cried for the women and Evelyn, whom she could not protect.

She cried for a future she may never know or satisfy. She floated along that slim edge which separates sleep and wakefulness, the twilight of consciousness wrapping her like a cloak.

She heard a small noise and her eyes sprang open.

Rough hands grabbed her shoulders and startling, she slung her arms up in a protective stance immediately.

She saw the face of Tucker upside down and swung her palm into the nose that loomed above her. She had a moment of supreme triumph upon hearing a crunch, having struck an accurate jab. She rolled and swept her nightdress aside as she stood. Facing him, she crouched down as she had seen the Band do. He covered his nose with fingers which seeped blood like oil from an oyster.

Clara backed up and collided with a solid chest and was grabbed from behind. She knew it was Prince Frederic.

His smell preceded him.

“Get that bitch over there,” Tucker hissed quietly, stalking toward her.

Clara began to struggle in earnest, frantically looking around at Sarah and Anna. They slept peacefully through her flailing. A familiar heat began to crawl along her neck like fingers of fire wrapping themselves like vines around her throat.

The Prince hauled her to the forest's edge and threw her to the ground in a heap, her nightdress riding immodestly to mid-thigh. The Prince gazed upon the bare expanse of her legs and she jerked the gown down to her ankles.

“It seems that I have recovered sufficiently enough from your ministrations to perform. In all truth, it took very little persuasion from my good companion, Tucker, to see keeping you in hand is a two-man affair.”

Tucker grabbed her wrists and jerked her upright. Her head the height of his shoulder, her arms high enough that the sockets threatened to detach.

“They return,” Frederic said flatly.

“Huh? Ah yes, what do we have here?” Tucker said, as he jabbed a finger into the delicate gill membranes that had erupted on Clara's neck and she screamed in agony. It felt very much like someone was digging around the inside of her mouth with a dull knife.

In this case it was a blunt finger.

“You are as vile as them, Clara. It is time you are treated in a way that is worthy of your new station,” the Prince said, moving forward.

Tucker had tired of the ruination of her new body part that throbbed from the assault, blood trickling down between her breasts from the abuse.

The Prince latched onto her bosom with both hands and she lost all hope. Tucker behind, keeping her arms taut while the Prince assaulted from the front. He mauled her viciously and she cried out, her chest a searing blanket of fire.

Her eyes had been tightly shut, her feet near dangling from the awkward hold that Tucker used. When she opened her eyes she thought they lied.

Matthew.

His eyes captured hers and she saw the men's death in them.

He slid behind the Prince and aligned the blade at his neck. Clara's gills widened unmercifully, reacting to her fright and shock like a swimmer when drowning.

He ran the blade across the Prince's throat and a gap like a second mouth appeared, arterial blood spray blanketing Clara's face and splattering the gills that were open to the night. She began choking, her lungs constricted by the hold and her new slits filled with the Prince's blood.

Tucker dumped her to the ground as Matthew let the Prince slide to his feet and charged Matthew.

Clara watched from the ground, gasping for air and feeling her vision waver. All around her the sounds of battle raged. She saw Clarence in the distance stabbing the hateful Robert and Bracus taking four of the
fragment
by himself.

The two men above her fought with bare fists and Clara saw the dagger used on the Prince lay a few feet away from Matthew as he pounded his fists into the face of Tucker. Tucker was on his knees, hanging onto the edge of Matthew's tunic. A final pummel and he fell to the side, his head a beaten and bloody egg against the grass.

Clara watched as three of the
fragment
advanced behind Matthew and raised a shaky hand in warning, her gasping breaths slowing.

She was drowning. Her nose had shut down and breathing out of her mouth was now an impossibility. The gills were utterly useless and would mean her death. If she had not been so panicked about her demise she would have laughed at the absurdity of it all.

She clawed at her throat as Matthew fought the three that approached. Two attempted to hold him as one beat him, but he tore one arm free and grabbed the nearest head, bashing it into the one who beat him. His powerful arms cracked the two together over and over again. Then bending at the waist, he scooped up his fallen dirk, the hook at its end backlit by the moonlight and drove it into the third as he rose, stabbing him soundly in the lower belly. He punctured the belly of the
fragment
in a final upward arc, dragging it to his sternum. The skin split and steaming entrails fell out like tangled and bloodied ropes.

Clara closed her eyes, the crashing and fighting a background symphony as her heart slowed its rhythm, her tenuous hold on consciousness slipping away.

Suddenly, a gentle hand held her head up, and she used every ounce of strength left to open her eyes as Matthew's face swam into view.

His startled face beheld her gills. “Clara...”

She tried to speak, “I... I... drown...”

His eyes widened and he shouted for Evelyn. Clara watched as an elf with silver hair skipped between lumps that lay in the field.

“Oh no! What is wrong with Clara?” Clara watched recognition form on Evelyn's face. “She is Band...” she said, her eyes wide in her face.

“Grab my rucksack. Now! Be about it!”

Clara watched her run between the bodies, her hair glittering in the starlight and closed her eyes again. She was so tired, she must rest.

Matthew scooped her tight against him. “Do not die, Clara. Do not die!” he yelled. “I cannot lose you as well, I cannot,” his voice breaking on the last word.

His grip was painfully tight as Clara breathed in his clean scent.

And breathed no more.

“No!” Matthew bellowed. “Evelyn!”

The next thing Clara knew, liquid was splashing on her neck and a hiccup of oxygen entered her. She gasped, struggling anew, trying to get more. Her heart rate climbed in a system bereft of air.

“More! Poor it into her throat slits!” Bracus bellowed.

More deliciously cool liquid entered her gills and the hiccup grew into breath, releasing the stranglehold of suffocation that had nearly robbed her life.

Gentle hands pressed against her sternum rhythmically and she opened her eyes to see Anna pressing on her chest, her hands in the shape of a cross, tears staining her face and trembling at her jaw before falling between Clara's breasts and drenching the spot. Carefully, Anna removed her hands from Clara's chest.

Sarah wiped the hair off Clara's sweaty brow and Bracus and Matthew had either of her hands. Clara took a deep breath, her breastbone aching as she did so, a cough erupting out of her mouth.

Sarah pulled her head onto her lap, the men moving to stay near her. “Dear Guardian, we thought we had lost you,” a tear escaped her eye and rolled over the lump on her cheekbone, distended from the abuse of Tucker.

Clara said nothing for a moment, absorbing the scene around her, silently looking for the people that she felt responsible for.

Charles was absent.

“Where...” her voice rasped and she cleared it, trying again, “where may Charles be?”

Bracus and Matthew looked at each other. Clara nodded. “I know what state he is in. Where is he now?” Her eyes moved between the two men.

“He is safe,” Clarence said on his approach. Clara saw him staring as if mesmerized by the sight of her gills. She fought embarrassment. He had thought her royal and now she was clearly in another category.

Other.

Clarence seemed to shake something off. “How fare you, Queen Clara?”

She nodded. “I fare well as the Band was near at hand.” Clara's gaze roamed the tight group that were gathered.

Evelyn came forward. “It is what we do when the Band rides away from the clan.”

Clara's brows rose.

Bracus said, “The salted water calms the throat slits when there is a foreign body...”

“Blood,” Matthew said with regret. “The throat slits cannot have anything but air and the salted water inside.” He gestured to his own, flaring slightly as he spoke.

Clara looked at him with her heart in her eyes and a small sliver of happiness took residence in his face as she said, “It is because of you that I live. Prince Frederic meant my death.”

Clarence nodded. “From all accounts, he is not wont to stop.”

Sarah looked a question at him.

He sighed. “This may be too tender for feminine ears,” he said significantly.

Evelyn huffed. “Tell us, Clarence. It matters not what gender we find ourselves in.” She glowered at him and his brows shot down above his eyes.

As Clara saw him preparing to chastise Evelyn she preempted it, “I think, dear Clarence, that pertinent information may be more important than our feminine sensibilities.” Clara did tire of the endless circular speak when there was mixed company.

“Speak plainly, Clarence,” Sarah encouraged.

He looked at their faces and said, “There were rumors that the Prince had indulged himself with females of his sphere. That he had mayhap gone too far with one and King Otto moved heaven and sphere to quiet it.”

There was silence for a time and Clara noticed the sky had lightened, losing the depth of true night.

Bracus saw her looking and said, “Dawn approaches.”

Clara lifted her torso off Sarah and sat up, looking at Clarence.

“Whatever the Prince may have been, it matters not. His lifeblood covered me in his death. He will no longer be able to abuse females.” Uttering the words a relief she could taste.

Joseph and Philip walked up, each one with Charles' arms around their necks, his height dwarfed by theirs. He slumped and stumbled intermittently between them.

Clara tried to stand and Bracus and Matthew helped her to her feet. Her hand immediately went to her chest where it throbbed painfully.

“Look!” Evelyn said, pointing to Clara.

All eyes turned to her.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Your throat slits are no more,” Matthew said, wrapping his hand around her throat, his thumb stroking the center of it, settling in the hollow between the bones. Her heart sped under his touch. Their gazes locked and she stepped away from him, his hand falling away.

She turned and walked slowly to where Charles hung between the two Band. Her heart ached at the sight of his face. It was a swollen mess.

She came before him and he watched her out of the slit of one of his eyes. She pulled his face to her and pressed her forehead against the only uninjured spot that remained.

“How fare you?” she whispered against his neck, her breath easing around him like a cocoon of heat.

He nodded, taking one arm from around the neck of Joseph and pulling her against him. “I fare well, now that you are within my sight, my grasp.”

Tears rolled down Clara's face and Charles rubbed them away with the pad of his thumb. “Cry not, Clara. I shall live to see another day.”

“Why did they beat you?”

He shrugged and winced. “For sport.”

“I loathe them,” she said fiercely.

“And I,” he agreed.

Clara pulled away and faced the group. “Where are the
fragment?” She looked about her, bodies lying everywhere. “We know their number as forty men...?”

“Forty-three,” Matthew clarified.

She stared and Bracus responded. “We have dispatched over twenty...”

“There is bad news, Queen Clara,” Philip said.

What more could there be?

“Some of the bodies are missing.”

Terror pierced her heart and it began to beat wildly, her arm automatically reaching out to grasp Charles for support. She was instantly ashamed of her fear. But her body remembered everything for her and its response she was helpless to control. “Whose?”

The Band looked at one another.

“Who?” Clara asked as a command.

“Prince Frederic....” Joseph said.

Evelyn came to Clara and looked at her. “And their leader, Clara.”

Tucker.

Clara backed away shaking her head, hysteria beginning to hem her in. “No! I saw him die! I wore the Prince's blood on my face!” she yelled. “He
cannot
live.”

Matthew grabbed Clara and held her against him, putting her face against his chest, her hitching sobs muffled by his body.

“You killed him,” she whispered and his arms tightened about her.

Bracus stroked her back, his hand winding around the back of her neck. “He suffered a most grievous injury. Most could not survive it. Surely he has slunk off somewhere to die.”

Clara wanted to believe the Prince was bleeding out as she stood there in Matthew's arms, but he had escaped as an eel in butter before.

“What of the other...?” she pulled back, searching their faces.

Joseph shook his head and pulled Anna to him. “We have not found them.”

“The remaining
fragment
has fled. We are free to leave this place. With their diminished numbers, they dare not attack,” Philip said as Sarah gave him a look from beneath her eyelashes. He saw it, boldly staring at her until her gaze fell and heat rose on her cheeks, noticeable even in the gloom.

“We ride now. There is nothing good with lingering here. What if they gather their wits about them? I, for one, need food and water,” Bracus commanded then looked at Clara, his eyes softening.“We must press forward, Clara. I cannot let another round of fighting with the remaining
fragment
ensue. Your protection and that of the other females is paramount.”

Clara took in the group, the women with wide shocky eyes, the Band bloodied and filthy. They stood with the skin shredded off their knuckles. They had hit human flesh with enough force to slough the skin of their enemy off their bones. Finally her eyes rested on Charles.

She nodded at Bracus, longing for another embrace.

Aching for one.

Instead, she turned to find some clothes that she and the women could change into for the long travel that lay ahead. It was critical that they put distance between themselves and the
fragment.

Distance from the Prince and Tucker.

Her hand floated to her neck, smooth and free of gills. The Band watched her gesture. She was different in their eyes now. She was more than a
select.

She was a female of the Band. She was not Band, but the organic matter that made them ran through her veins, her body.

The mystery of her gills reappearing and disappearing would need to be solved in the future.

Very soon.
  



CHAPTER 12

 


Clara was decidedly tired of the quest. The horses had moved endlessly northeast. The Band had assured her that it would be no more than a week hence. That the sea would be within their sight.

Clara ruminated on the glass piece that marked the stairwell turn in the Royal Manse. Were the waters of the glass as blue as the sea?

Was her natural mother the woman in the glass? Immortalized with the sea a riot of flaming waves around her? Did
her
gills disappear?

Bracus halted the procession. Clara tugged the white gloves, now layered gray by travel dust, off her hands and flexed her fingers. She shielded her eyes with her hands, hitting the wide brim of her hat as she did.

Clara tired of all the accessories that she must wear Outside or her skin would blister. Evelyn wore no hat, but used a foul-smelling, grease-like substance on her nose and cheekbones that kept the sun's damage to a minimum. Consequently, Clara enjoyed teasing her. She looked as the skunk, a creature which lifted its tail when threatened and sprayed a fetid smell such that ones eyes watered with it. Stripes lay under her eyes and her nose had a stripe of fair skin that ran its length.

Bracus dismounted and jogged back to the middle, grabbing her mount's reins. “This is a place we shall remain for two fore-nights. There is a glade, which lays very close to the river.”

She stared down at Bracus, the sun beating upon shoulders connected to arms that were the size of her thighs. A blush struggled to assert itself on her already flushed face at the sight of his physique and what it made her think.

A small smile graced his lips and was gone. He knew what effect he and Matthew had on Clara and he would not press his advantage. It was a dangerous thing, Matthew and he toe to toe on more than one occasion.

“Does it have salt?” Clara asked as a distraction.

“You know that it does,” he looked at her levelly. Bracus had broached the subject of the appearance of her gills. How had they manifested, under what conditions?

Clara could still not bear to think of the near drowning, her hands shaking whenever she thought of it, her chest tightening, her hands dampening.

She could not speak of it.

Matthew and Bracus had argued. He felt Clara should not be forced to confess things that gave her such obvious, physical distress. Bracus disagreed, saying that the knowledge of their appearance was more important.

Charles had ended the disagreement by insisting Clara choose a date that she would speak of it.

That date was today.

It had been one week past that the
fragment
had been subdued in battle. Even now, the twenty or more that had fled may be reassembling for another attack. Prince Frederic and Tucker were possibly amongst them. When she closed her eyes she could still feel the blood splatter on her face and neck, see him slump to the ground, remember the meaty sounds of Matthew's fist pummeling Tucker.

She glared at Bracus and he laughed. “Dear Clara, do not attempt to intimidate me. We must know what happened at the river. It is not curiosity that motivates me.”

Clara crossed her arms, she did not believe him.

“Not entirely,” he amended.

“Humph!” she exclaimed, expertly dismounting into Bracus' arms.

“What!” she spluttered and he laughed, swinging her around in a circle. The heat that climbed her body from their contact was a fire licking between them. The easy smile slipped from his face to be replaced by a burning intensity, need.

Clara's arms wound around his neck and he stared into her eyes, his grip tightening about her waist.

“I believe you forget yourself, Captain Goodman,” she said in a droll way.

He sighed, allowing her body to slide down the front of his.

Very unseemly.

Matthew rode up upon his mount, casting a dark look between the two of them so close together.

“What say you, Captain?”

“I say that we must set up camp,” Bracus said to him, his eyes all for Clara.

“Mayhap our Queen does not need such thorough assistance in her dismount,” he said in a level tone.

Bracus looked at him, saying nothing. Their gazes locked and tension began to build as static upon the air.

Clara stepped in front of Bracus, pressing her back against his chest and gazed up at Matthew upon his mount. She took off her hat and twisted it in her hands. Matthew's eyes fixed upon the loosened hair that hung about her like spun copper in the sun. “You are too right. I tire but not enough for more than a hand to but guide me.”

Clara looked at him and as he gazed at her she let all the feelings she had for him fill her eyes, her intent and emotions naked to him.

He let out a mighty exhale and his eyes shifted to Bracus. “We break for camp then,” he said as a statement.

Bracus nodded and Clara allowed him to take her horse as he and Matthew followed her into the forest, the cool depths a salve to the heat of the day and their tempers.

 


*

 


The faces glowed around her, the firelight dancing with moving shapes on the group. She searched each one, finding only acceptance. Clara took a deep breath, Charles at her right hand, Sarah her left.

She began, recounting the whole of it. The game of hide and seek going too long, Thomas calling them out. Finally needing to leave their hiding place.

“When did you realize you were alone?” Clarence asked.

“When my guard lay about, gutted like swine,” she replied without emotion.

Matthew and Bracus looked at her. “You understand that we could not find you. That you were hidden and our number was not great enough. Without the element of surprise, we dared not take on the whole of the
fragment?” he asked, the standing question in his eyes.

Clara's eyes remained steadily on Bracus. “I have never had protection until now. I am not accustomed to relying on it. The only thought in my head was of Evelyn.” She glanced at the girl, cuddled up against Bracus' side.

Matthew's hands clenched and Clara stilled his response with a palm. “It is not that I believed you would not come for us. I was certain you would.”

Sarah interjected, “She said if there was 'breath left in your bodies, you would come'.”

Philip looked at her for a long moment and she swallowed. His look spoke for the Band.

“In any event, I had not but a moment's contemplation. Tucker...”

“Who is that?” Clarence asked.

“The one that I may have not killed,” Matthew said in way of explanation.

Bracus clapped the back of his shoulder. “He had our Clara, mayhap you were too much in your head.”

“I was,” Matthew glowered, a tic in his jaw pulsating in the light of the fire.

Clara continued, disallowing questions until she was through with the part where Tucker determined drowning her the best course of action.

When she finished there was a protracted silence that was broken when Joseph said, “Matthew, are these the same
fragment
we fought from the battle one year past?” palming his chin thoughtfully.

“Nay, they are different,” he said as he cocked an eyebrow.

“Their leader...?”

“Tucker,” Bracus supplied and Joseph nodded.

“He seemed to understand a great deal about our physiological design. How would he, one of the
fragment, be aware Clara was Band?”

“No. He did not recognize me as Band. He said...” Clara began.

Charles interrupted, “What Clara? He said what?”

“He said that I was of
savage
blood.”

“He was obviously demented and delusional in his thought processes. Our Queen is not a
savage,” Clarence said in indignation.

The Band turned as one and looked at Clarence. “What?” he asked.

Philip said, “That is a most stupid supposition, dolt. Obviously she is something. Our entire clan witnessed the Rite of the Select. In which there was a physical reaction to certain members of the Band? You were there, you know what it was. Why is it so far from the realm of reason she is not in some way of like kind?”

“She is royal, fool. It is but an anomaly that she is a
select...” he sputtered.

Philip stood, taking a menacing step toward Clarence.

Good Guardian, Clara thought.

Males.

Clara stood as well and added, “Gentlemen,” all eyes turned to her again, “I do not think this Tucker was inaccurate. I am not at all certain as to
why
he recognized me as thus. But, I will say that he is correct.” Clara glanced at Anna. “Anna made it clear that my people are sea-clan. I am more than just clan. The same heart that beats within the Band, beats within me. This is the basis of why we endeavored to travel on this quest. There are questions which need answers.” Clara looked at the faces, making sure she had their attention. “We know not what we may encounter. The Band that Anna hails from is not the one that I know,” she looked at Anna and she shuddered, Joseph pressing her against his torso. “I hypothesize that all
select
are related to the Band,” she said and watched Matthew nod.

“It is true when I was held by the
fragment
I was but a wee lad, as Evelyn,” he nodded to her.

She said, “I am a girl, not a boy! As you very well know,” she crossed her arms huffing at him and the adults laughed. Her youthful manner neutralized to the somber tone of the conversation.

When the laughter had quieted Clara continued, “The question that is foremost in my mind is how Tucker knew what I was before I did. He looked at me and told Prince Frederic that I was of the blood of the Band.”

“We have rarely to encounter females of the Band,” Bracus shrugged.

“I have seen a female of the Band but one time,” Anna recounted and everyone looked at her as her voice lowered, her memories flowing from her lips...

 


*

 


Anna moved awkwardly with the saddle basket strapped to her hip, struggling to keep up with Stella, who having much broader hips than she, had one on either side. How she wished to be roomy of hip as Stella was, attractive to the males and a good child bearer. Anna pursed her lips as they made their way to the marsh to collect the grasses that were edible for the salad that night.

The ground became soft beneath Anna's feet and she hiked her skirt, longing to have worn breeches but they were hot and uncomfortable, especially beside the humid marsh.

“Keep up, girl!” Stella shouted.

Anna looked about, hoping one of the Band kept pace. She was relieved to see that it was not He. The one that followed her with eyes that were hungry. He scared Anna.

Finally at the marsh, she scooped and picked, placing the tender bulbs in the depth of the basket and sliding the grasses against one woven side.

They worked diligently, their brows glistening with the activity.

Anna thought she heard the approach of horses but did not break from her work as the Band used horses. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and stretched, little popping sounds resounding with the movement. She glanced briefly to where the sentry of the Band should have been and saw his arrow knocked and her heart stilled.

It was trained on a rider coming at a gallop.

Her fair hair streamed behind her and a tunic hugged her body, laced tightly at the sides. A spear-type weapon in one hand and reins in the other, the pure white horse that she rode upon glowing in the sunlight.

A triangle formation of huge men flanked her and flared at her back, their horses riding hard to the marsh.

Stella stopped her gathering and came to stand beside Anna.

Their lone guard of the Band racing to the women even as the horses rode to the spot where he had stood. He turned quickly his arrow re-sprung in its knocking.

The woman slowed to a walk, her body dancing rhythmically atop the horse.

Samuel of the Band did not waver, nor did he look intimidated by the number that faced them.

A Band that included a female as its leader. Anna's attention was riveted on her; she curled her lips into a smile as Samuel laid his arrow in line with her heart.

Anna could not see the humor in the situation.

“Greetings, Brother,” she said in a voice that was equal parts sultry purr and feminine command.

“What say you, Sister?” Samuel asked, his arrow tip never wavering.

“We come peaceably, you do not need to train your weapon. Or is this how you regard females?” she asked, her expression darkening.

Anna slid closer to Stella and they gave Samuel the room he would need should defense become an imperative.

“You are not a female of the clan to be safeguarded, but Band. That is a different female entirely. A warrior who looks soft but fights true.”

“You are so right, warrior. It is good that you know this,” and with that she leapt off the horse and stalked to him, pressing her chest against the arrow tip, drawing a drop of blood.

“Slay me now or replace your arrow to its quiver,” she smiled up at him. Anna was struck by her beauty all wrapped around an attitude of confidence and strength. She was unlike any female that Anna had ever laid eyes on.

Samuel knew that she was Band and mayhap he would have sprung the arrow at a male but she was absurdly female, throat slits or no. He could not hurt her. She had bloodied herself and that was a blight on his maleness. He let the arrow drop between them, slotting it within the quiver with a practiced arm.

“You play a dangerous game...?”

“Rowenna,” she said, cocking a pale eyebrow.

“Samuel,” he responded, laying his fist above his heart.

She responded with her fist, mirroring him.

“It is not often that I encounter Band other than our own, Samuel.”

“What Clan do you hail from?”

“The Greater Clan of Massachusetts,” she responded.

Samuel's eyebrows shot up. “You are far and away... what region?”

“The clan by the sea, Cape Cod,” she murmured, her lavender-colored eyes studying him intently. It was only then that Samuel noted the difference from their Band. Many were of stout constitution and a few had hair of bronze.

She looked at her Band and they stared back at her. “We depart forthwith.”

Rowenna returned her gaze to Samuel. “We often journey to Pennsylvania to trade with the Red Men.”

“What say you? The heathen?” Samuel asked in disdain.

Rowenna's brows shot down over her lovely eyes, her spine straightening to a height just a few inches shy of Samuel's. She was very tall for a female. “Mayhap you confuse them with the other...?”

“There is only one heathen, who take our women and steal all that we do not lay down in chains.”

She shook her head, flaxen hair shimmering to her waist in the sun. “No, do not confuse the
fragment
with the Shawnee. One is not the other.”

“Do you speak of the painted face or the other.”

She shrugged her nearly bare shoulder and replied, “The Red Men call themselves Shawnee. They are warriors as well but different from us,” she gestured to her gills that lay slightly open and pink at her throat. “They war with the
fragment
as we do, their enemy is our enemy. They have aligned themselves with us.”

“That is good information, Rowenna, I thank you,” Samuel said cautiously.

“I must go.” Her eyes lit on the women behind Samuel and he moved infinitesimally to block her view and she smiled, her eyes softening. “You are a true warrior. We will meet again. However, now we must go and trade with the Red Men, as our time away from the sea must be brief.”

Samuel stepped forward, and Rowenna's Band tensed, their eyes flicking alertly to his. “Why must you return in haste?”

“We do not fare well away from the sea.”

Samuel's question lay in his eyes and she answered it, “We do not know. It has always been thus. Since the time of the Travelers.” Rowenna turned and strode to her horse, alighting upon it by a jump and a swing.

Samuel nodded to her and she him. She turned the horse and they were gone.

Anna saw one of the rear Band turn and look her in the eyes before they crested the hill and were gone.

 


*

 


Anna closed her mouth softly, Joseph laying a tender kiss upon her head and she scooted closer into the cradle of his body.

Clara thought on this in the silence of the campfire. Finally she said the thing that made her heart the heaviest, directing the question to Anna, “Is she my mother? The woman from the glass?”

Anna gave a small shrug. “I cannot know. But, she looks very like the rendering in the Royal Manse. Her complexion was very unusual. I cannot believe there would be another that looked like her.”

“I am curious about this Band?” Bracus mused and Clara smiled. His mind was always upon matters of protection and territory.

Anna replied, “As I said, we had not encountered them before. They were not something I had thought of until I beheld the window.”

Matthew stood and paced. “It is interesting that the salted water made Clara's throat slits appear initially.” He looked at Clara. “And their next appearance was...?”

“When I was attacked...” Clara said on a whisper.

Matthew's expression said he was sorry but he continued, “Both instances were under conditions of extreme duress.”

Joseph nodded. “That is true. It may be but one of many different manifestations of defense.” Anna nodded in agreement beside him.

“Her body is forcing itself to change when it is in a circumstance of danger,” Philip said, following the trail of clues to the source.

Everyone began talking at once, their speculations a dull roar and not easily picked out.

Bracus gave a shrill whistle, silencing the group. “Clara.” He looked at her and she saw the smile that he wore. “Did you feel anything else when the gills escaped your flesh?”

She shook her head, thinking. Finally she said, “I thought only that I must survive.”

“Could you breathe in the water?” Bracus questioned.

“Yes,” she responded.

The Band looked at one another in silence.

“What is it? I have already said that the water saved me.”

“Anna said she thought the people of that sea clan could dwell in land and water?” Matthew shot the question into the open.

“Mayhap I was connecting logic that was not there. However,” she looked at each of us, “there was an obvious symbolism in the glass rendering. It clearly showed the parallel of the sea and the female which had gills. Now that Clara has told of her encounter, we know that it is possible. The Band is not just protectors of the land, but they may protect in water as well.”

“Are there more females of the Band?” Philip asked with longing and Clara saw Sarah's expression grow angry.

Well, she may wish to make a choice between Clarence and Philip before they reach the sea, Clara thought less than charitably.

“I do not know. But I had the impression that females were not typical. She seemed less like a leader and more like a Queen,” Anna said.

All eyes turned to Clara.

Matthew said, “There is no royal hierarchy in clans.”

“You cannot suppose to know that the clan all operate as the Midwestern Clans do,” Bracus qualified.

They looked at Anna and she laughed. “I do not know! I have never heard, as you, any clan which had leadership other than our President.”

“Bowen has never made mention of it in our meetings,” Bracus said.

“He may not know. As you are aware, we stay tight within a two state territory and have not journeyed further until now.” Philip shrugged. Then continued, “Mayhap they need a different structure.”

“Be as that may, Rowenna was brazen with Samuel. Either she was the fool to lay herself defenseless before him or very smart.”

“She does not sound the fool,” Bracus stated.

“On the contrary, she sounds formidable,” Joseph said.

“She sounds like she could be Clara's kin,” Matthew said with surety.

Clara began to deny it and Matthew asked her the question, “Did you fear for your life?” he asked, and she instinctively understood he meant the latest
fragment
insurgence.

Clara nodded. “Of course.”

“Dear Clara, what was your greatest fear? Was that utmost?” he pressed.

Clara shook her head. “I fretted about where my friends were, Evelyn.”

“I will restate: you were held by Tucker and being assaulted by the Prince yet your mind dwelt upon the whereabouts of your subjects?”

“Yes,” Clara said softly.

Matthew raised his hands up in the air and let them fall, as if to say,
you understand my thoughts.

Charles spoke up for the first time, “You are as the oyster our sphere yields, in reverse.” She gave him a puzzled frown. And he clarified, “The soft pink flesh with the jewel that shimmers on the inside is your exterior. The tough and uncompromising shell is your interior. They mistook you. They see only your fragile exterior. They do not realize what lays beneath.”

“Well put, Charles,” Clarence said. “As a royal should be.”

“It is not that she is royal. It is
who
she is. She happens to be royal,” Evelyn said.

All at once Clara's vision wavered through a sheen of tears. They did not understand how terrified she was. She must confess. “You ascribe bravery that I do not feel. I do not deserve. I was beyond terror, I have no words sufficient for how I felt in those moments.” She looked at the Band. Her Band. “But for you, I would have had a horrible end. I thank you.”

The Band stood, putting their fists to their chests, strong hearts beating underneath hands that had murdered.

For her.

“We will follow you to the sea and beyond, Clara. A female such as you is worthy of our servitude and loyalty,” Bracus said, his eyes trained on her face.

She walked to them and grabbed Bracus and Matthew, touching the face of each Band member she whispered, “I hope that I may be the leader that you believe me to be.”

“You already are,” Matthew said, grasping her hand and bringing it to his chest.

His heart beat underneath her flesh, warming her to the core.
  



CHAPTER 13

 


As Bracus promised they exited Pennsylvania. Or so they hoped, the map they used was but a very rough sketch.

But it was the shimmer of the ocean that heralded their position and their mood lightened, contagious to all that were around.

It was Evelyn that was especially excited. She had spent much time with the girl. Clara looked at her, her face shining with happiness, the stripes of white flesh almost gone now, a golden tan taking up residence. Clara noticed for the first time that Evelyn held onto childhood by the thinnest thread, her bosom and hips growing inside a dress which was once shapeless and now fit disconcertingly well.

Clara brought this to Bracus' attention. “Mayhap she needs another female to guide her, Bracus.” He looked over to Evelyn where she laughed and chased Anna around.

“You fret too early, Clara, she is but a girl.”

“She is not!” Clara said. “Look at her with eyes that are not fatherly and tell me what you behold.”

Bracus did. He was quiet for some time. Finally he said, “Mayhap you speak true. How did this happen so quickly?” he asked with a growl, more statement than question.

“Children grow up.”

“And you so old!” he laughed. “You are but ten and eight years and so grown up.” His full mouth had a smile he did nothing to contain.

“ 'Tis true and she has been through some things that have aged her prematurely.” Clara paused, “But I believe her childhood lingers about longer than mine.”

The smile faded on his face. “You are right, she may enjoy the bosom of childhood longer within the protection of the Band.”

Clara sighed, she had been whining and hated herself for it. “I only meant...”

He put his finger on her lips. “I know which you meant. You do not think I have lost sleep over not protecting you from your family? From that lecher of a Prince?” he said, his eyes searching hers.

She shook her head. The past could not be remade however much one may wish it.

“I have dreamed of aiding you, but could not.”

“I am the woman I am today because of those things which molded me.”

“Mayhap you would have still been she without the suffering.”

“We will never know. Let us not think upon it,” Clara finished.

He nodded. “I will try.”

“That is all I ask of you and Matthew.”

Bracus glowered at the mention of Matthew when they were together.

Her eyes flashed to his. “You understand that his circumstances predicate his feelings in this matter.”

“I do,” and he lowered his voice, “but you are not Margaret.”

“I know, but I am symbolic of all females for him. His mother, Margaret, all. You said yourself that a male of the Band, in those circumstances would be quite...”

“Damaged,” he finished for her and she nodded.

“It is a miracle that he pursues me, that he wishes contact, that he trusts at all.”

“Clara, he is a fine warrior. But he may be too broken for even you to repair. You cannot entertain being with him solely because you feel sorry for him.”

Clara turned on him, fire blazing from her eyes. “I do not make decisions based on sympathy, especially ones concerning my future mate.”

“Trying to talk her out of our courtship, Bracus?” Matthew said, approaching at a leisurely pace. But any fool had only to look into his eyes to see the rage, caged there like an wild animal.

Bracus tensed, hauling Clara against him protectively and she struggled against him.

It was Matthew for Guardian's sake, she was not fearful!

Matthew's eyes flicked to the hands which held Clara and rolled to her eyes. She knew not what her face held but Matthew reacted and with a roar he charged Bracus.

Clara could not have them fighting over her she thought, sweeping out of Bracus' arms just as he relaxed his hold on her, anticipating Matthew.

She rushed him and got wrapped up in her skirt, Matthew's fist connecting with her body as she moved through the air in an elaborate fall created by tangled legs. At the last instant Matthew's superior reflexes pulled the blow but it glanced off Clara's shoulder and her arm fell numb to the elbow. She shrieked in pain as she fell and landed on her back.

Joseph and Phillip rushed into the circle and Bracus bellowed, “Hold him.”

“No!” Clara yelled, her opposite hand gripping the wounded shoulder. “It was but an accident. Do not punish him.”

But Bracus had murder on his face as Matthew dropped to his knees beside Clara. His were pools of sapphire fire, regret lay in them like a shroud of sorrow. He reached a hand out, the largeness eclipsed by the shaking when Philip and Joseph jerked him to his feet as instructed.

Bracus came to him and swung his fist into his muscled torso, the skin around the flesh rippling outward at the impact and Matthew gritted his teeth and bore the assault.

Clara struggled to her feet coming at a limp, her shoulder making her lame and unbalanced. “Do not touch him!” She shouted, beating a small fist on Bracus' back, her other arm hanging limply.

He struck him again and Matthew did not defend himself. He behaved like he deserved it and it broke Clara's heart.

Clara would stop this, she took the flat part of her instep and kicked out, connecting with the back of Bracus' knee. It unbalanced him and he stumbled. It was the best that she could manage.

He turned on her in a rage and she stumbled back, falling again. He stormed to her and she whimpered, only wanting the violence against Matthew to stop. She put her hands up above her face, as she had many times in the past. An imperfect solution.

But it was what she knew.

Then Matthew was there, shielding her body from Bracus.

Bracus stilled. “What? Do you think I would beat her? As you just did?”

“It was but an accident. You know I would cut off my own hand before I would strike her. It is you that is beyond control. What would you have done had I not been here?”

“She needs to see reason,” Bracus stated, evading the question.

“You mean, she needs to choose you?” Matthew said, pulling Clara into the hollow of his body, reddened and bruised where Bracus had struck it.

Charles jogged to them. “What goes on here?” he demanded as he looked at Clara in Matthew's arms and glared at them. “Are you hurt? Have they injured you?” He looked between the two silent Band members then his gaze landed on Philip and Joseph.

“What say you? What in the name of the Guardian is going on here?” They were quiet and Charles repeated, “This is our Queen. Speak now.”

They began at the same time and shifted their weight nervously.

Clara began instead, “It is my fault. I have incited some kind of rivalry that we cannot escape from by my indecision with Matthew and Bracus. They fought and I came to be in the way.”

Charles' mouth fell open. “Really? This slip of a girl got between two raging bulls?” Sarcasm laying upon his words like molasses.

Matthew's eyes narrowed on Charles'. “Mayhap your memory grows shorter. I remember very well the circumstance at the alliance when you charged like a bull which raged. Clara was in the way and it mattered not.”

Clara put her face in her hands again. This was all so difficult.

Bracus crouched down beside her and she flinched and his eyes tightened. “I would never hurt you. You know this. Why do you react thus?”

“I know that you would never hurt me. But Bracus, I
have
been hurt. I cannot shut off my responses like a spigot.”

“Enough!” Charles said and Bracus stood, looming above him.

Charles stood his ground. “Mayhap when you wish to abuse each other, you do it out of the presence of Clara. Then there can be no instance of injury upon her?”

Bracus' fists clenched. He knew that this worked to this man's advantage, looking the victor, looking so calm. But he was not Band, he did not understand their temperament.

Only Band knew Band.

He looked down on Clara. “Choose.”

Clara looked up at him. “I am Queen and I will choose whom I shall be wedded too. No amount of bullying will speed my decision. Once we are settled at Cape Cod and the answer to my kin is known, I will announce who shall join me at the throne. Until then, I need distance. It should go without words but I will say them nonetheless: it went against you that you would direct the Band to hold a comrade and beat him. Look around us,” Clara gestured to the wilderness, “we are not safe and you use your strength against each other.”

Matthew stood with Clara against him and she yelped as her shoulder tweaked. Bracus lurched forward but she held up her hand. “Do not. I unhappy with both of you. Matthew should not have sparked this fight but you took out your frustration on my ambivalence against him. I will not abide it. We are almost there,” Clara said, pulling away from Matthew and staring at them both. “Both of you stay focused on our journey, not the underlying matter of our relationship.”

“Well said, Clara,” Charles said, leading her away by the elbow. As they walked away, Charles looked back and smiled at the Band.
Fools, that look said.

Bracus looked at Matthew. “He looks better at each turn. His lack of violence is almost an aphrodisiac to Clara.” He gave a level look at Matthew. “I am sorry, my brother. I behaved shamefully.”

Matthew looked back at him. “I accept. Let us come to an understanding here.” Bracus looked back at him. “We do not compete so much with each other as we do with him.”

Bracus looked thoughtfully after where Clara and Charles had walked off together. “You are right, he has the advantage of many years with her. He knows her as we do not.”

“She is
select. That is our one advantage we will always have.”

“Her blood calls to us,” Bracus stated and Joseph and Philip nodded.

“And ours to her,” Matthew said.

Bracus smiled. Simple biology would make her theirs. Charles could only be a distant third.

Which man was the real question.

Matthew and Bracus stared at each other for a tense moment, finally breaking off to break down camp.

The sea lay waiting.

And with it, Clara's answer.
  



CHAPTER 14

 


A meal of stewed rabbit lay in a lump in Clara's stomach. She had never felt less like eating in her entire life. The altercation between Matthew and Bracus lay as a stone inside her belly. She sighed and turned on her side, wincing. She had forgotten her shoulder.

And it had been a glancing blow.

She shuddered. A male of the Band would do incredible damage to someone under their fists. The vision of Tucker's pulverized head floated behind her eyes.

She moved to her back and tried to relax her body. Mealtime had been a tense affair. Everyone strung along a tight-wire, the sea within grasp, answers to her questions like an adrenaline surge in everyone's system. Mayhap one day's travel more, Bracus had promised. Clara had felt something integral shift inside her when she caught sight of the sea in all its shimmering glory. It was as if she had returned home after being away on a long sojourn. But she had not. Her home was a month's travel from this spot.

Her sphere; the Kingdom of Ohio.

She felt a stirring inside her and just as she would have looked about her a hand covered her mouth and the sound she made was swallowed by the warm palm on her face.

She gazed into Matthew's face, which was upside down.

He put a finger to his mouth for silence and her vision lingered on the lips beneath it.

She nodded and he took his hand away. She quietly stood, thinking this was the worst of ideas.

Being alone with Matthew.

But her body had no such compunction, she grasped the hand he extended and followed him deeper into the forest.

 


*

 


They leaned up against a tree, its bark surely cutting into Matthew's back but he did not complain.

“Let me see the wound on your shoulder that my clumsiness put there.”

“It is nothing,” Clara lied.

He turned her in the circle of his arms until they faced each other. The moon was waning but three quarters. Without the strong, steam powered lights of the sphere and the vast wilderness all round, the stars and moon lit everything in a bright phosphorescent glow. It was an entirely different effect and Clara gazed up at Matthew, illuminated by silver, his body a shadowed and muscled bulk around her.

Her expression did not tell him no as his fingers traced the collarbone revealed from the nightdress which covered the top of it, smelling of the lemon soap of the clan and fresh hung laundry. When his fingers traveled to where his fist had brushed her he paused. “I must know,” he said.

She gasped as his warm fingers grasped the shoulder, the shadow of his knuckles a mar on her pale skin.

His head lowered until his breath was above the spot.

Then his lips pressed against the tender area. “I am so sorry,” he whispered.

Clara did not care about the pain, his lips took everything away. She did not think on Bracus, Charles or the paradox of her blood.

Everything drowned in the face of this moment with Matthew.

His forearm curled about the small of her back and pulled her against him as his lips traced a path from her injured shoulder to the hollow of her throat, fire from his lips a trail which blazed where his mouth had been.

Clara's arms came about his neck and he lifted her off the ground, pressing her against him so tightly she could hardly breathe. Her hand ran pathways through his hair and held on to the back of his head, using the gentlest of urging to find her mouth.

When his mouth came to hers she opened it to him and his tongue licked her lips sensuously, one at a time and she groaned.

It was then that he put his hands about her waist, the fingers meeting and turning her, he pressed her back against the tree. Matthew lifted his face and looked deeply into her eyes, which were glittering pools of onyx in the unrevealed light of the moon.

“I love you,” he said simply, kneading the smallness of her ribcage.

“And I, you,” she replied honestly.

He dipped his head again as a large palm rode up to where her heart beat and he used a finger to trace around the sensitive tip of her nipple that lay beneath her nightdress and it hardened She moaned, pushing against his finger and he heard her small sound of pleasure, covering her breast with his entire hand. Unlike the assault by Prince Frederic he cupped her sensitive flesh tenderly, moving his mouth and covering the cloth which encased it, sucking and teasing the nipple which rode underneath the thin fabric. Clara felt the electric heat begin there and surge to every extremity she had.

Every one.

She tried to swim to the surface of her consciousness and tell Matthew to stop. But it would have been a lie. She wished not to stop.

She wished for more.

He was so in tune with the vibrations of her body he lifted his head and looked at her. “You but need ask me to stop and I will.”

The thought of him stopping struck her with grief and she ground against him slightly and she watched the breath catch in his throat. “Do not tease me, my Queen, I am not as most men. I give you your leave but at great cost.”

“Do not stop,” she whispered.

“Ask me,” Matthew said.

“Please do not stop,” and Matthew smiled, taking her away from the tree, holding the back of her head as he ravished her mouth with kisses that were almost bruising, her lips swelling in response.

Matthew lay her upon a bed of moss and straightened, stripping off the tunic over his head and she watched the beauty of his body as his muscles flexed and rippled with the movement. He lay beside her and tucked her head into the cradle of his body, fanning her hair out and away from her body.

His hand carved into the hair which lay at her temple, his head bending down to gently kiss where his hand lay buried in her hair, then moved across her brow to linger between her eyes. His lips moved again to her mouth and she kissed him fiercely. His hands left her hair and gathered her into his body, their bodies married together, hip to head.

Matthew had lost all sense, he knew what he did was unfair, that he must not press the advantage that he had over her, but she was as a beacon to him. He must be with her, touch her. Pressed against his body like this he could think only of her.

His hands moved along her sides, cupping her breasts that lay like luscious globes beneath his hands, the smallness of her fitting underneath him perfectly. He was struck anew at how this tiny female could move him so passionately and he thought about how it had been to see her in the arms of those that wished to harm her.

 


*

 


Matthew sprinted, the fighting of the few Band and the
fragment
a clanging and meaty thing. He tried to pick out the females, Clara was not easy, her hair dark against the night. His eyes searched.

Finally, he opened his senses to her as a
select, letting that internal barometer seek her heat like a moth to a flame.

His head whipped in the direction of the pulse of heat he had felt and with it, fear.

Clara was afraid.

He ran.

His gills opened fully and he used the oxygen to propel him toward that small heated signal. There! He saw her being held by a much taller figure, blending with the gloom.

It was the nightdress she wore in white that allowed her to be seen even at the distance he was from her.

He ran harder when he heard her scream in pain, a figure partially obscuring her form. Even from a distance he recognized who assaulted her.

The vile Prince had his hands upon her body.

He would die.

Matthew crept up behind the Prince and watched the man he would later know as Tucker widen his eyes in alarm. He had but a moment to see Clara's eyes fill with relief before his dirk was against the flesh of the Prince. He pressed the blade until he felt the flesh beneath it give and began to slash in a practiced arc.

As he watched the blood splatter across Clara, he belatedly saw the delicate throat slits fill with the blood of the Prince, the shock of the sight made his blade waver, the cut more shallow than he intended.

He dumped the Prince and leaped over him to get at the man which held Clara. He dragged him to his body and began to hammer his fists into the male's face until he heard bones crunch to his satisfaction and dumped the body.

He crashed beside Clara and saw that she was drowning in the Prince's blood, her gills struggling to aid her breathing and her main airway blocked.

She was Band, Matthew noted in a shocked daze as he called to Evelyn to bring the water which would cleanse the throat slits...

 


*

 


He crushed her to him, raining kisses upon her, her throat, her face, her breasts. He moved atop her and pressed himself into the hollow of her hips, his weight on his elbows.

Matthew looked down at her fragile beauty, belying the woman he knew lay underneath. He would always protect her.

He watched her eyes widen just as he felt a blade at his throat. He rolled off her and swung his leg at where he thought the arm would be and connected with Bracus.

He watched the shiny arc of the dirk as it spun off into the woods and he sprang from the ground, his body hovering in front of where Clara.

Clara squealed and righted her nightdress backing up into a little ball, covering what she could.

Bracus' eyes flicked to hers, his eyes raking over her disdainfully. They settled on Matthew's. “She was unprotected while you had your way with her,” he shrugged. “I could have been the
fragment, the abominable Prince. Anyone. You neglect her for your brainless pursuit of burying your flesh.”

Clara gasped and Matthew struck a blow to Bracus' chin. Bracus roared and charged him. They met with a smacking of flesh that Clara was sure would wake all within one hundred yards.

They struck and fought each other, grunting and rolling about, Clara moved away from where they fought. She saw the brow of one break open and begin bleeding.

Finally, Matthew tore Bracus' arm up between his shoulder blades and turned him to face Clara.

She stood there in the moonlight. She could not have known how it framed the silhouette of her body, the form of it in stark relief underneath the material. She was a shining thing before them and it stilled Bracus' breath.

“Look upon her!” Matthew whispered on a hiss.

Bracus did. Tears rolled down her face and she glided over the dense carpet of cool moss soundlessly. Standing before him she raised a shaking hand to his cheek and held it there. “I am so sorry but I love you both.”

Matthew released Bracus and he scooped Clara into his body, cradling her against him. “I cannot let you go. I cannot bear to see you with him,” he said as he buried his head in her neck, wrapping her up in his massive arms.

The three of them stood that way silently for a time. Finally, Clara extracted herself from his embrace and looked at Matthew and Bracus. Blood had congealed and lined Bracus' brow and temple, Matthew's jaw was swelling near his chin. Scrapes and welts peppered their bodies, their gills fully open from the fight, their eyes boring into hers.

Clara had made up her mind. “I choose no one.”

They came to her then, both of them pulling her against them and Clara began to cry harder, she would have to let them go so they could find happiness. She was not their answer.
Select
of no, she was a source of strife and animosity. She could not be that. She must rule and not always be selfish.

There was sometimes sacrifice with justice. A true ruler would lead her people with fairness and keep their happiness above her own.

One could not always have their heart's desire.

Clara's intellect had decided for her but a splinter of her heart belonged somewhere else.

What was left beat without joy.

She sobbed while four arms held her against them for the last time, pieces of her joyless heart breaking off and floating away.
  



CHAPTER 15

 


It may have well been a funeral wake. The listless group approached the sea's edge without pleasure. The events of the past night was known to all.

Charles was pleased beyond measure. He had always known that Clara would not choose the
savages. They were simply not a good match for a royal. Even one of
savage
blood. Mayhap she had seen reason and would finally look upon him in the correct light.

A romantic one.

He was trying for patience but the way she moped about like a schoolgirl rankled him mightily. Sarah flew around her like a butterfly, so concerned. It was ridiculous. She would get over her infatuation in a few weeks and realize the inappropriateness of wedding with anyone but one from the sphere. He and Clarence had conferred at length and they both saw the same thing: royals of the sphere should marry within the sphere. It seemed a simple enough idea.

The alliance was a fine thing in theory and mayhap some of the women of the sphere would choose to marry the clansmen. But the thought they would be forced to wed with the brutes of the Band? They seemed entirely ill-suited to domesticity. But rather, protection should be their sole purpose. Had not the Guardians, in their infinite wisdom, seen to some things well? There was a reason for everything, Charles believed. As a point of fact, he was concerned that Clara's new knowledge of the supposed Travelers bordered on blasphemy. One knew that the Guardians were the saviors of the
sphere-dwellers. The absurdness of the time travel theory was beyond him. Perpetuated by the
fragment.

Heathens spreading gossip. And he was supposed to believe their secondhand story told from the mouth of a clan girl not yet ten and four years? No!

His internal musings were brought up short by Clara as she hiked her skirt up, brazenly showing the skin of her ankles and dipped her feet in the water. Charles sighed, she had certainly changed since her introduction to Outside.

Evelyn waded in beside her and before long the girls were getting themselves drenched. Charles deliberately reminded himself that she was royal.

It was not without effort.

 


*

 


Clara grinned as she put her toes in the sea, lifting the hem of her skirt to not soak it, dragging sand everywhere she went.

She looked up as splashing permeated her senses and Evelyn was there splashing her. Clara turned and heaved water into her face. Evelyn began choking and Clara showed no mercy, splashing continually until Evelyn dove underneath the surface and dragged her beneath the cool waters.

Clara had only swum in the cool fresh water lakes they had at the edge of the fields and this was much different, the sea teeming with life. Evelyn's arms wrapped around Clara and she panicked.

She could think only of the river that Tucker drowned her in.

Her gills burst out of her throat and sucked in oxygen and Clara was suddenly breathing. She opened her eyes and turned in Evelyn's arms, shoving her away.

Rough arms plunged beside her and latched onto her arms, jerking her out of the water in a rush.

It was Bracus, Matthew at his side. Tears trembled on Clara's lashes, the memory of Tucker so near she could taste it on the air.

Then with great effort she looked about her, telling herself this was a different place, a different time.

That the strong arms of the Band held her.

“I'm sorry, Clara. I did not think...” Evelyn began then burst into tears.

Clara opened her mouth to respond and seawater poured out. Bracus turned her and she did not fight it but let it come. It was less like vomiting this time and more akin to expunging.

Finally, catching her breath she turned to Evelyn. “Fret not. I cannot help that memory surfacing.” She gently took herself out of Bracus' hold and he released her.

“He was but worried, Clara,” Matthew said by way of explanation, his hungry eyes burning into hers, her body responding despite her will.

It was most difficult, filling her with sadness. She felt Bracus' warmth leave her arms and she felt bereft.

They had agreed to be her protectors, honoring her decision to be her suitors no more. As she looked at their faces, she was unsure of herself, the decision wavering within.

Philip interrupted her weak moment with, “Captain, others approach.”

Bracus looked at Matthew for a heartbeat and Matthew nodded, clasping Clara to him they left the water.

Clara was acutely aware that her dress now clung to her like a second skin, gills naked on her throat, her bronze hair in coiling wet spirals laying everywhere, dripping.

She was unsightly. And had never looked less like a Queen in her life. Ada would have beaten her for an entire fore-night and she shivered at the thought, Matthew glancing down at her and he held her tighter.

How she loved him, stifling a sob.

Gripped like she was in his arms, her heart a splintered mess, she watched the group gallop to the shore, the sun shining on the leader.

Her hair shone as spun gold with the sun at its zenith, her tunic laced tightly around a figure that curved exactly like Clara's.

She stopped within two horse lengths of Clara and she looked into her eyes.

Lavender colored eyes.

“Daughter,” she crooned in a husky contralto.

 


*

 


“Rowenna,” Clara acknowledged and a golden brow arched. Clara fought not to squirm under her scrutiny. It was not such a difficult thing to manage after her years with Ada.

Her eyes broke contact with Clara and they touched on each person in the group. They settled upon Anna and she started. Joseph pulling her subtly in against him. Rowenna followed his movement like a falcon, her expression puzzled.

“I know you. You were there that day at the marsh when we traded with the Red Men.”

Anna nodded. “Aye, it is I.”

“Your Band seeks you,” Rowenna stated, studying her.

She cowered back against Joseph and he put her behind him. “She has not need of that Band. She is part of our clan now.”

Rowenna set the reins of her mount over its neck and dismounted. Clara watched her walk toward them and as she did Bracus and Phillip spread to either edge of their group, Clarence pairing with Philip and Charles with Bracus.

Rowenna swung her gaze to the men. “Fear not, I come in peace.”

“Be that as it may, you are a foreign Band, with higher number,” Bracus stated the obvious with a massive shrug.

She stopped her advance, looking at him. “Are you captain of your Band?” she waved that away. “I am Rowenna, from the Band of Cape Cod and you are...?”

Bracus strode to her and one of the Band which rode with her trained an arrow on Bracus. He paused. “That arrow feels very much like war, Rowenna.”

She looked up at him from beneath long lashes, femininity wrapped in a dangerous package. “Maddoc, do not.”

He kicked his heels into the sides of his steed and moved toward them. Dismounting beside her he said, “Mother, let me stand beside you.”

“I do not need your protection,” she replied levelly.

Bracus raised an eyebrow, skeptical.

The young Band member smiled. “She speaks true. However, she is a rare female of the Band and my mother as well.” He shrugged. “She cannot stand unguarded while a warrior of a different clan approaches her.”

“That is wise, but I would not harm a female, Band or no,” Bracus said.

His face sobered. “There are some Band whom garner corruption. It is rare but it does happen.” His gaze traveled to Anna and she looked back, bewildered.

Clara felt there was some critical thing they did not understand and would soon find out. She hoped it was a surprise of glad tidings. She could very much use such.

Bracus put his fist over his heart and said, “I am Bracus, Captain of the Band of Ohio.”

She echoed his movement with one of her own. “It is very good to know you, Bracus.”

“And I, you.”

Her attention turned to Clara as she approached. Clara stood her ground. Rowenna's gaze traveled from the top of her head to her feet which were buried in the sand. The sea grasses whistled as the group stood quietly.

Her eyes went to Matthew's. “Is this your mate?”

Clara shook her head, a strange tingle taking residence in her chest as she drew near. It felt like a faint chime. She was reminded of the great steam-powered clocks of the sphere and what they sounded like at a great distance.

Matthew drew her in tighter and Clara almost smiled. He was protective in an obsessive way. She had never known such concern for her welfare. If it had not been such a complication she would have reveled in it.

“He behaves such. Very much,” she said.

“She is not yet mated,” Bracus said from behind her and Maddoc looked at him curiously.

Rowenna did not turn. “I see.” She looked at Clara's throat. “Why do your throat slits meld with your skin?”

Clara's hand touched her throat and found it bare of the gills which had laid there moments before.

Maddoc's brows shot down over his eyes. It was then that Clara gave her full attention to him. He looked as she did, down to the ivory skin and deeply bronzed hair, his eyes the color of the sea that were steps from her feet.

“She is some kind of half-breed,” Maddoc said with a derisive tone.

“Hush, do not speak thus of your sister,” Rowenna said and all eyes turned to Maddoc. His face turning slightly pink at the attention, his expression sullen.

Clara did smile then, he had more success in fighting the blush that she had never beaten.

Her brother looked down at her with something like disgust and she was instantly sad. She could not help what she was.

Matthew growled low in his throat. “Apologize boy, or we will teach you respect. She is a Queen of her people,” his hands balling into fists.

But it was Evelyn that strode up to him and slapped his haughty face. The sound competed with the roar of the surf. Clara gasped and put her hand over her mouth. Evelyn could barely reach his face. She stepped back and put her hands on her hips. Her drying hair lay as dark gold to her waist.

“You insult our Queen! You know her naught. From what great well of knowledge do you ken?” she asked reasonably. As if she had not just slapped a male that stood six foot three and two hundred thirty pounds, a full foot taller than she.

A male that had the imprint of a palm on his pale skin.

Rowenna laughed, a deep throaty thing that startled everyone around her.

“Perfect!” she clapped her hands. “This tiny female,” and she looked at all the males' faces, “is brave beyond measure. I did not need to discipline my son when she does such an exquisite job.”

Evelyn blushed fiercely at the backward compliment but stood her ground.

Maddoc looked at her, their gazes locking then that gaze shifted to Clara. She was shocked anew at the uncanny resemblance to herself. “Your friend has made me see reason. I apologize for my choice of words.”

“I accept. As it were. I have no other family. I am glad of you. Even if I am not pure.”

Matthew squeezed her arm in reassurance and she fought not to lean into him gratefully. Mindful of Bracus' gaze on her face.

Rowenna swiveled her head toward Clara. “What say you? Raymond is no more?”

Clara shook her head, fighting the rush of sadness that always came upon the mention of Father.

She looked at Matthew. “Let me embrace my family.”

He looked down at her, his heart in his gaze. She closed her eyes against the emotion she saw there, she could not bear it.

“I will be near you.”

She nodded and turned away from him.

She walked to Maddoc and he looked down at her neutrally. She reached out to touch his face, expecting rejection but he smiled brilliantly when her flesh touched his. And he captured her hand. “You are kin, I can feel you,” he said in wonder.

Clara knew exactly what he meant, the chiming a precious bell peal in her heart. He reached down and lifted her off the ground in a great hug, his face at her neck, where she could feel the soft crush of his gills against her.

“Sister, please forgive me,” he whispered against her ear.

“Worry not. There is nothing to forgive,” she replied.

He put her down and looked at her. “You look so much like us, yet, you are such a tiny thing. Mother,” his gaze swept to Rowenna and it occurred to Clara that she had utterly forgotten her presence. “Look upon her.”

Clara thought better of her that she had let them connect first.

Rowenna came to stand beside Maddoc and she looked at the pair. Rowenna, who had looked so tall, looked petite next to her son. “Yes, she is of mixed blood. But for the height and the disappearing throat slits, she could be from our Band.”

“Do you feel it?” she asked Clara suddenly.

“What?” Clara asked.

“Does the sea not sing to you? Does it not call your blood?”

Clara nodded. She had felt the call, the bell.

“I thought that was between us. Because we are family?”

“It is the sea. But it is also us. We are of the sea, it mingles within the very marrow of our bones.” She splayed her fingers, webbed lightly at their intersects and put them between her breasts. “Do you feel it here, as a bell which rings.”

“Yes,” Clara said breathlessly.

Maddoc nodded and they smiled at each other.

She was home. She tried to catch Maddoc's eyes but they were on Evelyn and Clara wondered out loud, “How many years are you, Brother?”

His gaze swung back to her. “I am ten years and almost seven,” he said proudly.

Good Guardian! He was a monster and not yet seventeen.

He saw her expression and said, “What say you, Sister?

“You are...” Clara lacked the words.

But Evelyn interrupted with, “I am certain that he is quite done growing.” And she crossed her arms.

Clara tried to cover her expression and appear neutral but it was difficult as the rest of the group were grinning. Rowenna especially.

Maddoc was not. “I am as I should be for my age. I will be as the others when I reach my full maturation.”

“If you say it is so,” Evelyn said, managing to sound like she was quite knowledgeable on the subject.

“It would seem that there is one female that does not think that you are the perfection of the sea,” Rowenna said.

Maddoc gave her a withering look. He gave Clara's shoulder a squeeze as a temporary goodbye and she winced. He looked at her for a heartbeat in question then stalked off to his mount.

Rowenna looked after him then turned to the group with a smile. “Come, let us celebrate with a feast. We have much to discuss,” she said, looking at Clara significantly.

She had five Band with her and they made introductions and helped the small group break down camp.

Clara saw Bracus heatedly debating something with Rowenna and Clara came upon them and they grew silent.

“What say you?” Clara said in her plain-spoken manner.

Bracus glowered and Rowenna smiled as if nothing was amiss. Clara knew trouble when she stumbled upon it.

“Your captain was outlining your quest and made mention of your courtship with himself and Matthew.”

“That is true. We have an alliance of one year now,” Clara said, looking from one to the other.

Rowenna sighed. “We will have discussions after the evening meal. Come,” she said, holding out her arm. Clara walked to her and looped her arm through Rowenna's.

They walked away together and Clara looked at Bracus over her shoulder.

Thunder darkened his face.
  



CHAPTER 16

 


Clara was overwhelmed. The Clan of Cape Cod was large, much larger than the Ohio Clan. She looked about her, positioned at her mother's right hand, which had an ironic surrealism. She watched her brother as the small amount of young females flocked around him. He was quite handsome to look upon. He had not forgotten that she sat across from him and she often caught his gaze lingering on her. He was as curious as she. The two a mirror of each other, save for size.

A sudden thought occurred to Clara and she waited for a break in the conversation Rowenna was having with another of the Band.

“Rowenna,” Clara began and she turned her head to Clara and she was struck by her beauty. She could understand why Father had been with her. She was fully engaged in life, vital. Every fiber of her being was present in the moment.

“You will call me Mother one day, yes?”

Clara blushed. “Yes, one day.”

“Very well,” she smiled.

“I see that you have more females than the Ohio Clan.” Clara said, noticing the females as bees to honey, her brother the sweetness that called to them.

Her expression grew serious. “Captain Bracus and I have compared numbers and ours are slightly higher.” She held up a finger. “But they dwindle.” She shrugged. “It is as the Travelers predicted. However, now that you are here, all will be well.”

Clara was silent, the steady thud of her heartbeat in her chest the only thing she felt. “Why is that?” The mention of the Travelers made her uneasy. They were not the Guardians that she knew.

“You have come, as they predicted you would, to mate and repopulate this great land.”

Clara opened her mouth then closed it again. Her eyes sought Matthew's and Bracus', their expressions dark. What was this nonsense? But Clara had been raised a political animal and kept her expression cool. It would not do to behave ignorantly.

“I do not understand. I discovered just one year past that Queen Ada was not by natural mother. I have since discovered that I am clan...”

Rowenna shook her head, the golden hair sliding over her bare shoulders. “Savage
Clara. You are Band.”

Clara nodded her head at the clarification. She had the thought the word was derogatory. Mayhap not?

“It was I that decided, because of a clue left in glass, that mayhap I had kin which lay at the feet of the eastern sea. My father, King Raymond, spoke of Cape Cod and his great-great grand-sire and their visits to this place. It seemed most logical that my answers would be here,” Clara finished, using her palm to sweep the sea that pounded in the background.

Rowenna looked at Clara thoughtfully for a time and she waited. “How long has it been since your father...?”

“It was six years, one month past,” Clara replied.

Rowenna nodded her head. “Let us discuss the Travelers.”

Clara nodded. She wished to know more but first she told Rowenna what she knew from the
fragment.

Rowenna gazed at her. “They speak true. It is a vile group, that.”

There were murmurings of agreement around the table and she held up her hand to quiet them.

“Did they hurt you, Daughter?”

Clara shook her head and Rowenna scowled a question at her. “They are not known for softness with females.”

Clara nodded. “ 'Tis true. They had a most terrible scheme planned for my sphere. But before it could be implemented they wished to...” Clara could not speak of it.

Rowenna looked at her sympathetically. “Did your Band dispatch them.”

“No,” Matthew broke in sharply and Rowenna raised a brow at him.“I saw that they were upon Clara and acted quickly. When I saw her throat slits appear my blade faltered and the vermin underneath it escaped finality.”

“I see. Who was this man that assaulted you?” she inquired of Clara.

“Yes, who is he? I shall break his legs and put him in yonder ocean so he may try his luck in the surf,” Maddoc said and the females fawned and crooned over him.

Evelyn huffed in the background.

Clara smiled. “Prince Frederic, my betrothed,” Clara answered.

“You were to be mated?” Rowenna asked in alarm.

“Wedded. Yes, my moth...” she paused and corrected herself, “Queen Ada insisted on the joining as it was the most advantageous plan for our spheres.”

“Whose?” Rowenna asked, eyes steady on Clara's face and she felt heat rise on hers. She was ashamed anew.

“Hers. Their sphere was a grape-bearing one. It produced much wine. She wished to wield it solely.”

Rowenna leaned back in the great chair which dwarfed her frame. Clara waited, watching the ivory damask tent that had been erected over their dining area flap in the breeze from the sea, the smell something she would never tire of. Crisp and salty. Wondrous.

“She was attached to the cups?”

Clara nodded, shame from her experiences choking her.

“That must have been most difficult. To be promised to one such as he. And this one of the Band,” she looked at Matthew, “was there to save you at a most opportune moment?”

The blush flared back to life. “He was.”

Rowenna became silent, the sound of silverware clanking and goblets sipped the only sound save the surf.

“Let me tell you of your father.”

Clara sighed with pleasure. Finally she would tell her why it was Father had mated with this woman of the sea.

All eyes were upon Rowenna and she began...

 


*

 


Rowenna arrived at the meeting place. Her heart like a caged bird in her chest.

It had always been thus. The Travelers would come. Her clan would receive instructions and they would follow those for a time. Until the next rendezvous. Rowenna had been asked for specifically. Of course, she had been meant to meet here at this preordained time when she was but five years. The Traveler who was messenger had told her parents that when she reached ten and five years she would meet at this exact spot, where the air was thin and given the instructions.

Rowenna was scared. She was told to come alone but Father had sent one Band, who hid in the forest amongst the trees. She breathed deeply and began to calm herself when she saw the air ripple but three horse lengths from where she stood. A bend appeared and two figures folded out of the ripple, as fabric being turned inside out.

They seemed in pain and one brought a small vial from his pocket and punched a sharp end into his companion and a hissing sound could be heard.

Rowenna watched as he built himself up before her, his cheeks losing their ashen color, his breathing quieting. He turned and punctured his companion in a similar fashion, his companion wincing as it pierced his flesh. When they were in command of themselves they turned to look at her.

She wished to run. These strange men did not seem as her clan, they wore odd garments that appeared constraining and strange, their hair and manner different.

She tensed for flight as the one who was taller said, “Rowenna.”

“It is I,” she replied, straightening her spine. She was afraid of no man. She was a female of the Band. She would not run like a coward.

He approached and she stayed the course, her heart slamming into her ribcage.

She could feel her Bandmate's eyes a comforting weight upon her.

“Don't be afraid, Rowenna. You knew this day would come, that you'd be important to us. Your future descendent's survival depends on your cooperation with our plan. My name's Joe.”

“Joe?” she asked. Did he mean Joseph?

“And the companion by your side?”

“Gary.”

What ridiculous names were these?

“Why do the pair of you travel here? I was instructed it would be one male, nary two.”

Joe looked at Gary. “I think it'll be easier if you speak with her. Remember, circa 1890.”

“What say you?” Their diction grated on Rowenna's ears as crushed glass; strange, harsh and slurred together.

Gary came forward. “I am the translator for my people. I will propose these negotiations in a way that you may understand.”

Rowenna nodded, that was much easier. Why did the other male not understand how to enunciate? No matter.

She listened.

He outlined their endeavor and it was a lead weight upon her heart.

“I will have to give up this child of my body to be raised by another woman? A
sphere-dweller?”

“Is that what they call the people in the bio-spheres?” Joe asked.

Gary nodded. “That's what our Intel says. Of course, we're trying for a light footprint here Joe. As it is, we're in this mess because of how things were handled one hundred forty years ago. Now we're cleaning up our ancestors' mishandling.” He sighed, raking a hand through his hair as Rowenna stared at him in puzzlement.

“What are those strange things you say?”

“It is called slang.”

“What does this 'slang' mean?”

“It is a phrase that is not literal in its meaning, but abstract.”

“Why not speak plainly, so that all may understand?”

Gary translated, “I do not know. It is the way we have spoken for many years past.”

Joe looked at him. “This is like a History lesson.”

Gary smiled then turned to Rowenna. “You understand what it is we need from you? That your unique genetics are key to the diversity of the future?”

She nodded but restated. “You desire
savage
blood into perpetuity. That, I do understand. Why must I mate with a
sphere-dweller? Why not with a clan that is not my own?”

Gary and Joe looked at each other and Gary said, “There has been a great disservice done to the future people. The Travelers from before made two separate peoples. They inadvertently caused an unnatural imbalance in the procreation that now must be corrected.”

“The females which dwindle?” she asked.

Gary nodded. “That is part of it. The 'Band' as you call them were a police of sorts.”

“A which?” Rowenna asked.

“A group of protectors.”

“Against whom?”

“The people which reside between the clan and the
sphere-dwellers,” Gary answered.

“Who are the
fragment?
Why are they allowed to flourish?” Her eyes shifted between the two. Could they not, with all their advancements, purge this vile faction forever?

Finally, the one that could not speak clearly said, “They're the prisoners of our time.”

Rowenna thought she had misheard.

Gary repeated it for her in a tongue that did not falter, “They are the people that will never be civilized, whom transgress criminally against all they interact with.”

Rowenna's head spun with the ramifications. They were not people from here, from her time. They were criminals from the future. Human dregs to be set upon this land for the Band to deal with.

Rowenna's expression darkened.

Joe said to Gary, “They might have an 1890s understanding but this girl isn't having any trouble connecting the dots here.”

Gary shook his head. “Believe me, if there was another way to fix this debacle, I'd be on it. But this is the only way. We need to fix this catastrophe of genetics before the spheres diverge further.”

Rowenna said, “So the Travelers divest themselves of the horrors of their time by depositing their inhumane for us to govern? And now, you come to me to breed with a
sphere-dweller
to help you? I think not.” Rowenna crossed her arms underneath her bosom.

They were clearly mad.

Gary pulled out his Ace of Spades. “Rowenna. If you do not assist in this matter, all the kin you may have will be doomed to a future of madness and physical depravity.”

She rolled her lip into her teeth, biting on it as she deliberated over his words.

Gary interrupted her musing, “We have already seen such in one of the spheres. There has been too many that mate too closely. It causes the mind to soften in the offspring, the physical traits which are weak become magnified. This pathway will widen, taking all that come upon it, the spiral of which will take humanity to its knees.”

“You sound like a poet,” Joe said.

“Shut up, it's how they communicate.”

Rowenna thought of the beautiful children she would have once mated. She thought of the world they may face in the future. True, she would not be here to see the outcome but to know of it now...

“Who is this
sphere-dweller?” Rowenna asked. Hating that she would be a whore for the Travelers. She determined she would extract her pound of flesh before this vile transaction commenced.

“He is a king of the sphere. He is to marry a neighboring Princess from another sphere.”

“Marry?”

“Mate. They call it a Wedded Joining.”

“It is 'marrying' in your time?” she asked.

He nodded.

A young man came out of the woods after his words were swallowed in the glade, the thin air stealing them.

He was awkward and thin, his hair dark, his large eyes on her face. He blushed and she realized he was but a year or two older than she.

“Is this he?” she asked, approaching him. Rowenna circled around him, noting his uncomfortable-looking garments. They were completely wrong for the climate.

Raymond looked upon the girl and thought he had never lain eyes on anything lovelier. Her eyes were the violets of the books that described such things and her hair a woven tapestry of gold, the colors rioting in the bright sunlight. He had never been Outside before and was overwhelmed by all of it. He could not help but notice the delicate gills upon her neck. Her slender, beautiful neck.

She stopped dead, her eyes spying something behind his back. “What have you that you are hiding?”

Raymond smiled. He brought out that which he had thought to bring at this auspicious meeting.

Rowenna gazed upon it and thought it lovely. The blooms of the strange flower, wrapped each other in a tight bud which spiraled in a wonderful way in its center, forming a bud. It was a bright tangerine with a hot pink center. He handed it to her and she took it.

“Smell its core,” Raymond instructed her.

She did, bending her head over the fragrant bloom, its smell reminding her of the citrus fruit which grew in their houses of glass. She looked up and met his eyes.

They were kind and bright. Eyes a female could love.

Raymond turned to Gary with a frown. “I must marry Princess Ada?”

He nodded.

“I have told you how I feel about this. This female will bear my child, yet I will not know what becomes of her. I cannot protect her.”

“I do not need your protection,
sphere-dweller,” Rowenna said.

He looked at her for a few moments and she grew ashamed by rejecting his kind offering. “Mayhap, but I would give it to you nonetheless. It is what is true, Rowenna. I would mate with you but if it were allowed. Unhappily, it is not.”

They looked at Gary and he shifted uncomfortably.

“All that I may afford you is the guarantee that your daughter will come to your clan when she reaches maturity. She will be the genetic key to the succession of both the clan and
sphere-dwellers. There is not another way. It is her blood, solely hers, that will allow the survival of the human race,” Gary promised.

Raymond nodded slowly. “Know this, Travelers. That if I had any way save the weight of the coercion you have laid upon us this day, I would take this woman in a Wedded Joining.”

Gary nodded. “We are aware of your integrity, Prince Raymond. It was one of many reasons you were chosen. You, above almost anyone else have seen what is becoming of the spheres?”

“Aye, I do.”

Joe shrugged. “Let's get on with it.” Gary frowned at him. “Give them a second to get acquainted, will you? They're just kids, for God's sake!”

“Mayhap we are children in your time, but we are not in our own,” Raymond said and looked a question at Rowenna.

She nodded. “He speaks true.”

Raymond came before her, cradling her face, noticing that she was the barest bit shorter than he, with a slender form, fiercely muscled. “I am sorry to make your acquaintance in this manner, Rowenna.”

“I am glad it is you, Raymond,” she whispered, only for his ears to hear...

 


*

 


The surf crashed and no one uttered a word. The tears trembled unabated at Clara's jaw and Charles dabbed a napkin along her jawline, soaking up her sadness. There was so much she could barely breathe.

Rowenna looked at her with empathy. “It is a fine day that I meet the babe that I gave for Raymond to raise. Tell me he turned into the man that I saw promised within the boy.”

Clara nodded, choking back a sob and Evelyn and Sarah were there, each holding a shoulder. Finally, when Clara could gain a degree of control over her emotions she said, “He was that and so much more.”

“What of the woman who raised you? Ada...?”

The pounding of the waves filled the well of silence and Clara responded, “She was killed in a battle with the
fragment.”

“I am so sorry!” Rowenna cried, touching her hand to her gills.

“Do not be. She was not fit for the royal calling,” Clara said.

Rowenna frowned. “She was not fit for her leadership or not fit as a mother?”

Charles spoke for her, “She was not fit to breathe.”

Rowenna looked at him and a look of understanding came upon her. “She was not a good match for Raymond?”

“Nay, a match but not one of his choosing.”

Something occurred to Clara and she asked quickly before losing it like a wisp of smoke, “What was the pound of flesh you gained from the Travelers?”

Rowenna's lips curled in triumph and Clara knew that she had won a small battle of importance.

“They can no longer dump their human garbage about.”

“The
fragment?” Clara asked.

She nodded. “It has been a generation since new
fragment
has been added to the old. It was the only concession I could think of that may aid my people now. In our time.”

Clara thought of Daniel and wondered if he had died that day during the skirmish with the Band. She would ask sometime later. She had understood him to be one that had what her father had in abundance: integrity.
  



CHAPTER 17

 


Rowenna walked with Clara along the shore, the Band keeping a discreet distance. Their arms were entwined together, walking in companionable silence. Clara had so many questions she did not know where to begin.

She began with the most pressing, “How often were you and Father together?”

Rowenna looked at Clara sharply, a lovely pink coloring her cheeks and she sucked in a huge breath, letting it out in a shaky exhale. “Many times, but briefly. We always came together in the glade.”

“But how? Our home sphere is forty days travel by horseback from your clan.”

“Yes. But, he came the way that they did.”

“Who?”

“The Travelers.”

Clara stopped and faced her. “What mode of travel allows a body to go through time?”

Rowenna shook her head. “It was not the barrier of time that they breached in this instance, but distance. They explained it as a 'folding'.” Rowenna used her hands to mime folding a napkin or similar. “It is akin to opening it thus,” and she mimicked opening a small blanket entirely. “See the distance is here,” she touched on one corner, then ran her finger to the opposite end. “Then,” she folded the imaginary cloth in two, then half of that again. “Suddenly, this distance is much smaller.” She shrugged. “I cannot begin to ascribe a degree of logic to how it occurs, just that is is real.”

“That is how you came to be together?”

She nodded. “He had but three short months to aid with your conception then he had to fulfill his mating obligation to Princess Ada.” She looked at her hands momentarily, seeming to resolve something internally. “The folding sickened Raymond, Clara. He knew that he would sacrifice longevity for this cause.” Clara saw a sheen on her lavender eyes and afforded her privacy, looking away.

“He died because he used their way,” Clara stated.

Rowenna nodded, pinching the bridge of her nose as she did so.

“He would need a time after he came through the ripple, to come to his senses. Sometimes, he would need to be ill.” She looked at Clara. “I loved him, you know. Even though he was a
sphere-dweller. The man that he was...”

Clara smiled through a wash of tears thinking of the two unlikely lovers, brought together for the future of humankind and finding love. “I know what man he was.” And Clara told her of the glass that Father had commissioned on the date of Clara's birth in her honor.

Rowenna began to sob and they held each other, their tears blending, the sadness of what was missed an abiding weight which pressed upon both their hearts.

 


*

 


They made their way back just as the sun's great weight melted above the vast ocean, turning it into a sea of blood.

“Tell me of Maddoc,” Clara said.

“He is from my mate, Rolland,” Rowenna said.

“Where is he?” Clara asked, thinking she had not yet met him.

Her face took on a sad expression and Clara halted. “He died in battle with the
fragment.”

Clara was enraged instantly. “Now I know that without the misery of the Travelers, that we would not need to worry. They are scourge.”

“ 'Tis true. It has been many years. He mated me when I was but ten and six years.”

“Do you wed so early?”

Rowenna began to move forward again and nodded. “We do. Ten and sixteen years is an age of acceptance in the clan. In fact, that girl that was so...”

Clara knew she meant Evelyn and smiled.

“If she does not have a drop of
savage
blood, I will toss my dirk into the sea.” She smiled.

“Mayhap,” Clara laughed, thinking of the girl's temperament.

“How many years is she?”

“Nary unto ten and four, I believe.”

Rowenna grew thoughtful. “Your brother is my only child,” she looked quickly at Clara, “aside from you, of course.”

Clara understood the newness of her presence and did not take offense.

“He is accustomed to the adoration of the females of our clan. He is one of very few males his age and we have a glut of females at that age, but not many of other ages.” She shrugged.

So he was a sole rooster in a coop of hens, Clara thought, enjoying her thoughts.

Rowenna smiled at Clara. “Tell me what you think upon, my daughter.”

“I think it is very good that he has made Evelyn's acquaintance.”

Rowenna chuckled. “And I.”

Mother and daughter looked at each other and laughed as they entered the dwelling that served as dining hall and recreation hall. The scene which greeted them was several of the young Band surrounding Evelyn. Maddoc had a look of feigned nonchalance that Clara immediately saw through and Rowenna gave Clara a wink and nod, sliding away from her to greet members of the clan.

Charles found her and said, “I am very glad that you have returned. Where were you?”

Clara retold all that Rowenna had conveyed, skimming lightly over their romantic entanglement as she thought it was somehow wrong for him to know of their intimacy in any detail.

“This is why your father died when he did? He was sickened by their magic transport?” It wasn't a perfect summary but it was accurate enough. Clara nodded.

“Did he know he sacrificed growing old for this problem that was of the Guardian's making?”

Clara nodded again.

“They were never our saviors but playing the part of a god?”

“It appears that is so,” Clara said sadly.

It seemed that her father's life had been full of sacrifice. The woman he truly loved lived forty days away and from a culture looked down upon by the people he ruled. His heart had been held by her. His royal obligation and leadership was so much more to Clara in light of what she knew now. Marriage to Ada must have been hell on sphere for him. And Clara growing to look so much like the Band of his secret love.

She shuddered thinking of all he had endured.

Rowenna came to Clara and said, “We will have a huge feast in honor of your return to our clan. We will announce our kinship and your place within the clan. It will be a joyous occasion.”

Clara smiled, she felt so honored to be a part of their family.

Rowenna turned to her suddenly and her eyes flicked momentarily to Charles'. Clara intuited she was concerned to speak with him nearby. “It is fine, he is my adviser and dear friend,” she said, patting his arm and he gave her a glowing smile in return.

Charles would bide his time. Now that the savages
could
no longer court Clara, he was her most logical choice. His eyes sought Matthew and Bracus of the Band and found their eyes already upon him. He smiled. They could go sod off. They glowered back at him and the one brute, Matthew, laid his hand upon the handle of his dagger where a large polished stone was embedded. Charles stifled a recoil. They were a repugnant lot. What had Clara been thinking? Charles tried not to dwell on the fact that she was actually related to the Band. That she was, in fact, Band herself. He came back to the conversation reluctantly.

“Did you not say that the
fragment
knew who you were?”

Clara nodded. “Yes, of course. It was because of Prince Frederic that they knew who I was.”

“Do they know that you are now Queen of that sphere?”

Clara thought about her brief time with the
fragment. Slowly, she shook her head. “I do not believe so. Their leader, a man named Tucker, referred to me as Princess. They do not know. Although, it should have been most obvious to Frederic. He did murder Ada,” Clara said, swallowing a huge lump in her throat. She did not know why she mourned the atrocious woman. The memory of her bloodied neck spilling against Clara and the blackened pearls scattered about in the middle of the field would be one that would haunt her forever.

Rowenna's eyes narrowed. “What say you?”

“I was remembering the battle that led to her demise. It was...”

“Bloody?” Rowenna supplied.

“Yes.”

“They are always thus,” she shrugged. “It is the way of it. She obviously did not understand with whom she dealt.”

No, she had not, Clara thought. Knowing in her heart that Ada had not been sober since her father's untimely death. She did not see the snake in the grass until it struck.

 


*

 


Evelyn watched Rowenna and Clara speak at a distance, that dolt Charles lingering about. Her eyes found Matthew and Bracus, their eyes trained on Clara. This was beyond boring! Could she not just choose one of the Band? And be about it? She looked around all the young Band that was here and thought them handsome. But, it was that rogue Band that she was smitten over.

Maddoc.

He had eyes only for the females of
his
Band though. She wanted to slap him again. Did he not notice she was fair of face? She was not a weak female of the clan either. Her grand-sire had been Band. Their blood beat in her veins. Although she had not throat slits like Clara. Oh to have them! Evelyn thought it would be quite wonderful. She had missed one of the Band's words that he spoke to her, his eyes filled with desire.

Ugh. “I do apologize, what say you?”

“I asked if you would walk with me.”

Hmm. Evelyn did not really wish to walk with him but mayhap it would cause Maddoc jealousy? Presently, he was allowing two dark haired beauties of his clan to drape themselves all over him. Mayhap they were a year older than she. But they still had the figure of a boy. She had finally lost hers and was glad of it.

From the appreciative looks of the Band, they had noticed as well.

She flounced off with her young admirer.

She did not see Maddoc's eyes break off from the females that he had tolerated fawning over him to watch the slight sway of Evelyn's hips and the golden hair that cascaded to her hips. Nor did she see his expression darken as Lee of the Band put a guiding hand on the small of her back, the entirety of it covering the hollow and disappearing under the sweep of her hair.

“Do not look at her!” one of the females giggled and he rolled his eyes, suffering them with the barest amount of patience. How he hated their prattling, their simpering. His eyes strayed to where Evelyn had been. He was not a close companion to Lee but knew that he had a healthy appetite with the females.

They never said no to him.

But Maddoc knew this female was different. The same fire that ran in his veins ran in hers.

Like knew like, she was of
savage
blood. He knew it.

He excused himself to a hail of grief at his departure. He strode out of the Gathering Hall, first looking to make sure at least three mature of the Band were inside. His mother was as well.

Good.

He went outside and his gills opened, allowing his acute sense of smell to find the girl.

Evelyn.

He found her scent and followed.

 


*

 


Evelyn was bored to weeping. Lee of the Band was but a rock with no sense of amusement, talking about war and weaponry.

As if this would be the least amount interesting or amusing? She wished to talk of the sea and the differences in their clan. She wished to know what the young did to amuse themselves. But he wished to talk of battle.

Finally, they came upon a log and he asked her to sit upon it. She did, narrowly avoiding utter rudeness by a slim margin. She put on a brave face and false smile, belatedly realizing that she had missed her intended target by twenty horse lengths.

Maddoc had not noticed or cared at her departure. She kicked a shell with her toe and buried it under the sand.

Lee had said something else and she nodded, having not really heard and her heart leaped in her chest as she realized she should have listened as he bent to kiss her.

Too late she shoved her hands into a chest that felt made of stone. Good Lord he was strong.

She fell back into the sea grass with a surprised yelp and he mistook it for excitement. He was on her at once, his large hand wrapping into her hair and holding it tight as he lowered his face once again, a knee between her legs and pressing against her groin, pinning her.

Evelyn whimpered in fear. How had it gotten this out of hand?

“You are most eager for ten and four years,” Lee said softly, mistaking her signals again.

“No! Please, I did not mean for you to kiss me...”

He rammed his lips down on hers with bruising force and she tried to get away from him, but he was too big, covering her body fully and then again by half.

She did the only thing she could think of, she bit his lip and he howled, rearing up off her.

She tried to scurry out from underneath him and he said, “I see how your are, you like to play rough. I am very about that.”

Evelyn got to her feet and sprinted and he chased her. She reached the forest that lay to the north of the beach seconds before he. She rounded a corner and hit a wall of warm flesh, bouncing off it as the breath left her body.

Lee rounded the corner and saw Maddoc. His confusion gave way to mirth. “Ah. You want a bit of sport with the new female?” he said, nodding his great head, arms flexing as he reached for Evelyn.

Evelyn lay on the ground, still without air and her eyes found Maddoc's.

Maddoc immediately understood her terror but was not sure of its source. Had she not left with Lee? Did she wish to be left with him?

She shook her head, moving to get away, warding him off with a hand. The air rushed back into her lungs and she screamed.

“Quiet! Someone will come thinking you need aid,” Lee said jerking her to her feet and she recoiled.

Maddoc had had enough. “Do not touch her.”

Lee's eyes flicked to Maddoc's in the gloom. “What say you? I will share, she is a hot temper. It will be great fun.”

Maddoc looked at her face, like a terrified colt. He shook his head. “She comes with me.”

Evelyn blew out the breath she had held. Mayhap she would escape this disaster at hand. She was embarrassed beyond words that the young Band that stood before her she had abused this day and all along he had been a true protector. She was ashamed.

Lee jerked her against him. “You have your pick of the few females we have in our clan. You begrudge me sport with this new female. Look at her,” he said.

Maddoc did and swallowed. Even from this distance she affected him. His eyes traveled her body and stopped at her lovely face. Then he looked at the hands which held her.

“Please, I did not wish, I do not...” Evelyn floundered for the first time in her life. “I have not yet been kissed by a male. I did not wish to be kissed this night.”

Maddoc looked at Lee and sobered. “Explain.”

“She lies. She was all about wanting my attentions but a moment before,” and with deliberate slowness he moved the hand that held her arm and covered her breast with it. He squeezed and she whimpered in fear, her panic a nauseating pulse in her body.

Maddoc felt a red haze of rage descend in front of his vision like a veil. One moment he was a horse length away and the next he had torn Evelyn out of Lee's grasp and was swinging his fists into his face. Lee rolled and swept his feet into Maddoc's ribs and Maddoc recoiled as he swung his knee into the face of Lee. He howled as blood sprayed from his nose. Maddoc drove his head into Lee's torso, the both of them flying onto the forest floor.

Blood sprayed onto Maddoc, temporarily blinding him as Lee took a jab at his jaw and he fell backward, Lee riding him to the ground, his hands around the sensitive throat slits at his neck.

Blood dripped into his face from Lee's nose and Maddoc took the two knuckles of his right hand and jabbed the injured nose, causing Lee to release him. Maddoc kicked him twice in his hard belly and he got up on all fours, shaking his head, blood flying like liquid ink.

“Stay down or I will finish you.”

“She is nothing to you. You can have any female of our Band,” his voice gurgled out.

“You have said that, dolt.”

“Why her?”

“Stay down.”

Maddoc turned to Evelyn.

She had fled.

 


*

 


Evelyn watched as Maddoc beat the one of the Band, Lee, into submission. It was not easy, Lee being the older of the two but Maddoc attacked him like an animal. Evelyn thought of how his hand had been a brand of fire on her arm as he tore her from Lee and she had been most glad. She had yet to be as frightened since her time with the
fragment.

She backed away. Maddoc frightened her, his fists like bloody and deadly hammers as they struck Lee.

Most of all, she was afraid of herself and how she felt about Maddoc.

She turned and fled.

The branches from the trees slashed her as she ran. She needed to get back to her own Band, to Clara. They would protect her. Maddoc was a dangerous male.

As she ran she thought she heard something behind her but Evelyn did not turn until she was taken from behind. Her mouth opened to shriek, it was Lee, she knew it. He had recovered and was here to...

“Be still, Evelyn,” Maddoc said, wrapping her in against his body.

She whimpered in fear, remembering the beating he gave Lee. Surely he would not hurt her? But the image burned in her mind and she struggled.

He turned her in his arms and the scream stilled in her throat.

There was no mistaking the expression of tenderness which lay there. “I will not hurt you.” He reached out and pushed a piece of hair behind her ear and trailed a hand down the side of her face.

The past half hour came crashing down and her lip began to tremble as she tried not to cry like some weak female of the sphere. Maddoc looked at her face and moved her into the cradle of his body, stroking her head and her reserve broke, she sobbed against his chest, soaking his tunic.

“I thought he would... would...”

“I know. I knew that something was wrong,” Maddoc said.

“How did you know where we were?” Evelyn asked, her head cranked back to look up at his face.

“Your scent.”

“Oh.”

“But how did you know that I did not...that I did not desire his attention in that way?” she asked, wiping the tears from her face.

“It was the blood about his mouth that told me you did not reciprocate his attention.”

She nodded her head, biting her lip to keep from crying again and backed away from Maddoc. He frowned. “Do not go, let me walk you back to the Gathering Hall.”

Evelyn nodded. She would go with him but she would not be a part of the harem that he had so clearly already established. She thought of her own Band and how they were so much older than she. There was no male close in age to her. However, she would rather be without a male than have one that she had to share. Maddoc was a good male of the Band but she would not be less because of his bevy of females.

They walked in an easy silence and she broke it with, “Where is Lee?”

“Off in some corner of the wood, licking his considerable wounds,” he said with a smile as they neared the Gathering Hall. She turned to him and the faint light which streamed out of the summer tent caught his face and she saw where Lee had bashed his jaw.

Her hand rose to the spot, her arm fully extended and she placed her hand upon it, feeling a well of remorse boil to the surface of her body. She had been foolish. Wishing to make him jealous at such cost to his bandmate and him.

Maddoc looked at Evelyn and felt a piece of his soul reach out to hers. She was utterly unlike the females of his clan. She looked differently, acted differently. She was beautiful as she covered his wound with her hand. He could see her emotions as they washed across her face and he covered her small hand with his, pressing her palm tighter against his face. “Do not fret. Lee did not understand that you would be unwilling to his advances.” He shrugged. “He is used to every female being most cooperative.”

Evelyn snatched her hand away, silently thanking him for reminding her of the obvious females that were plentiful here. He had been only acting out of sense of duty to protect her.

She was not special.

Maddoc saw her face shut down and did not understand what the cause of it was.

“Thank you for reminding me of what the Band is here.”

“What say you? Lee was not about rape. He misunderstood I admit, nothing more.”

“Then why beat him? If it was a simple misunderstanding, why did it necessitate a beating?”

Maddoc was uncomfortable. Did he tell her that he would have behaved similarly with any female? That he had been with females in the presence of Lee? That he knew Lee to be a buffoon, that he had not interpreted Evelyn as he did? He rejected all of it. He would be about the truth.

“I knew that you were different. I would have protected any female I understood to be in distress. Lee is a dolt, he knew nothing of you.” He shrugged, hoping it was enough.

Evelyn crossed her arms underneath her breasts. “And you know so much!” she huffed.

He smiled. “Your face is a plethora of emotion, everything you feel is plain upon it.”

Evelyn's brow came low atop her eyes and Maddoc frowned. He had inadvertently said the wrong thing. He sighed.

“I am so happy you were able to do your duty! And that I am an obvious female for you to read with ease!” she said, stomping off.

Maddoc watched her storm away and shook his head. Should she not have been more grateful for his timely intervention? She drove him mad! And only a day acquainted! His hand rose to the spot she had touched but a moment ago.

The fire still burned where her flesh had been.
  



CHAPTER 18




Clara saw Evelyn storm in and had but a moment to wonder what the Guardian was going on when a flushed and somewhat beaten Maddoc stormed after her.

Clara began to go after them and Charles stayed her. “Do not interfere with the clan's affairs.”

Clara looked up at Charles. “I thought we had moved past this prejudice you feel for them. For my kin.”

Charles winced at her words, her forcible reminding of her relationship to them.

The
savages.

“He is my brother and she is a girl I have sworn to protect.”

“Half-brother. And it is not your place to protect anyone, Clara. You are but a small female and royal beside. Let the guard or some such as myself or Clarence be about your welfare. Your safety.”

“Do not take the change in my relationships with the Band as invitation to command which things I do. I will not abide that.”

Charles' eyes narrowed upon her and he grasped her other elbow, holding her still.

Clara did not like anything which resembled a physical restraint, her heart speeding, her fear and anxiety a live thing which began to choke her.

Charles needed to make her see reason. She would see reason.

“What say you?” Matthew of the Band asked, his eyes on the hands which held Clara in place.

Clara should not have looked into Matthew's face as the discomfort mayhap showed in the tightness about her eyes.

“Let her go, you fool,” he said to Charles with soft menace.

Charles did and noticed Clara rubbing the spot where his hands had been as she stepped away.

As if he were filthy.

He looked at her, then shifted his gaze to Matthew. “You are no longer of any importance. She has chosen neither you or Bracus. What makes you believe you can command me?” he scoffed.

Instead of answering he turned to Clara. “Were his hands welcome on your body?”

Clara looked up at his eyes and was drawn to him immediately. She had to physically restrain herself not to move into his arms. She had been avoiding him and Bracus as much as possible of late. The memory of those lips on the most tender spot of her breast burned behind her eyelids. She knew she should lie to allow Charles to save face but when held by Matthew's gaze she could not. His presence had forced Charles to back away from her and she was grateful.

And his nearness was most welcome.

She shook her head in answer to his question.

“Clara, tell him,” he said.

Clara did not need to wonder what he asked of her.

She turned to Charles. “You know that I love you?” Her eyes pleading that he understand her intent.

Charles nodded, alarmed and thrilled. Of course she loved him!

“Please do not touch me again. I do not like the feeling of being restrained.”

Charles looked at her in soft horror. She lumped him in with the serpents who had tried to ravage her? Prince Frederic? That cad! How dare she think of him in that category?

He took a step toward her in anger and Matthew came in front of her. “Do not, you arrogant fool. It is not you that she holds in low esteem, it is the things she has experienced that make her uncomfortable with contact that is ambiguous.”

Charles looked around Matthew's solid form, meeting Clara's eyes. “I do not mean harm to you, Clara. You of all people should understand that.”

“Your tongue says that you do not but your body tells a different tale. You are controlling her. Trying to control her. She cannot be a true Queen when you disallow her will.”

Charles looked up at Matthew. “I have stated already where you lie with her. Nowhere.”

Clara felt Matthew tense and moved to his side. She had to stop his assumptions now. “You do not speak for me, Charles. I love Matthew and I love Bracus. Do not speak to him in this manner. Or I will, I swear it, find another adviser.”

Matthew tried to contain his shock. Clara had just said she loved him! Him!

The next moment he remembered she had also said she loved Bracus. That had been the entire reason for the discontinuing of the courtship. She must still choose one or the other. She was predestined to mate with someone of the Band.

It would be him. If it was the last breath in his body,
it would be him.

Rowenna sidled up to the group. Immediately sensing the tension she asked, “What say you? It appears to be a very intense interchange.”

Charles glared at her. Clara's mother or no, she was interfering in something private. Rowenna held his gaze with one of her own. He finally dropped his eyes from the penetrating stare she gave him.

“Daughter, I have something I wish to discuss with you.”

Clara looked at her gratefully. “Excellent, I could stand a moment's repose.”

They walked away as the two men stared after them. “What is that about?” Rowenna asked, giving Clara a sidelong glance.

Clara wondered how much she should say. Finally she decided a measure of truth was in order. “The Clan of Ohio had a Rite of the Select and there were two that I was most drawn to.”

“Let me guess?” Rowenna smiled. “Bracus and Matthew?”

Clara nodded.

“It is the
savage
blood that runs in your veins, Dear Heart. If it were not so, it would not call to the men of the Band. Even now it causes problems with your brother and that wisp of a girl, Evelyn.”

Clara raised her brow in question.

Rowenna nodded. “My son entered into a ruckus with his bandmate, Lee, over the girl. How many years is she?”

Clara told her.

“She appears older...” Rowenna allowed that to trail off.

“That has been a most recent development. It was but one or two months past that she had the figure of a boy.”

Rowenna looked at Evelyn, surrounded by all the younger Band and shook her head, trying to reconcile the curved female that she saw with the one that Clara said looked like a boy but recently.

Clara laughed. “It is most difficult to believe, is it not?”

“It is.” Rowenna joined her in the laughter.

“Does Maddoc fancy her?”

“He does,” Rowenna said.

“How do you know? For I do not wish for Evelyn to be trifled with. She has had a most difficult time.”

Rowenna looked at her sharply. “What do you say?”

“She was taken by the
fragment, one year past. She was also part of the kidnap of myself and the other females of our group most recently.”

Rowenna frowned. “She is a formidable female.”

Clara nodded. “She witnessed the execution of her father as well.”

Rowenna turned to her. “Fragment?”

Clara shrugged. “Of course.”

“I loathe them. And I loathe the Travelers for allowing their presence.”

“What did this Lee do?”

Rowenna answered, “I do not understand exactly the conflict but he bore the worst of it.”

Clara looked at Rowenna for a moment and determined she would seek out Evelyn.

This moment.

Clara looked around for her, spying her with a hand on her arm.

Maddoc's huge palm encircled Evelyn's upper arm, the fingers wrapping around themselves and Clara was struck by how delicate she looked beside her brother.

How they complemented each other.

Clara rushed to their side and Evelyn looked at her like a wounded animal and she was instantly furious.

“What have you done, Brother?” Clara asked, taking in Evelyn's disheveled appearance, her flushed face. She saw the other young male of the Band approach, his face looking like it was battered by a ram.

Clara knew that look and her eyes swept to her brother's knuckles, the skin hanging in shreds. The incredible healing of all the Band overtook the flesh, turning it pink and new as she watched.

Their eyes met and Clara understood two things: he had not hurt Evelyn. And the one of the Band who approached, had.

Rowenna turned as Lee approached and Clara watched Evelyn's reaction carefully, her face open and telling.

Evelyn saw Lee walk toward her and fought her need to run, it was simply too soon since her taking by the
fragment.
The instance when the men had come and taken her as her father lay bleeding, his sorrow at his inability to protect her in his eyes as he lay dying. She had listened to what Maddoc had said, that Lee had misunderstood her reactions. But all she could recall was his mouth forcing itself on her, his hand groping her breast without invitation and she began to hyperventilate.

Clara's mouth fell open as Evelyn's breathing became erratic, a high keening noise escaping her mouth.

Maddoc's expression darkened. “He will not hurt you Evelyn, I promise.”

She was whipping her head back and forth and Clara heard her say. “No, no, no.”

“What has he done that this girl would behave this way?” A look of thunder crossed Rowenna's face as she beheld Lee.

His beaten face looked contrite as his eyes met Rowenna's then shifted to Evelyn.

“Do not look upon her. She is in terror of you,” Maddoc said, drawing Evelyn into his body.

Evelyn hated the attention from everyone and was keenly embarrassed but she felt safe in Maddoc's arms. Even if he did not care for her and she was but a tired duty, she saw how he had reacted to her fear and she trusted that about him.

“She wished for my attentions then she bit me and ran! She is confused in her responses! I did not know she would be different from our females,” Lee said.

“She is a guest of our clan. And but ten and four years of age, Lee.”

He looked sharply at Rowenna. “What? She looks as a woman...”

“She is. But a young one.”

“She has naught been touched by a male,” Maddoc growled and Evelyn shivered against him. An overwhelming urge to cover her in his protection overtook him, coursing through his body in an adrenaline surge that numbed his extremities. She clutched at him and buried her face in his chest.

Clara watched a decision form on her brother's face and looked at Rowenna for support.

“Her bloodying your lip and running was not enough information for you to leave her alone?” Rowenna asked.

He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Mayhap I did not wish to listen.”

“That is most troubling. You would have to ignore your inbred imperative. Your inborn imperative to protect.”

“I am sorry. There is something special about this female. I was overcome, I admit. I could see nothing but my wish to consume her.”

Rowenna watched as Matthew and Bracus moved through the crowd, Joseph and Philip following closely behind them.

“What has happened?” Philip said on a growl, his eyes raking over the two young of the Band, noting the bruises as they faded before their eyes.

Maddoc said, “This one pressed his attentions upon the girl and I stopped it.”

Evelyn's eyes peeked out from the bunched cloth of Maddoc's tunic and met Bracus' gaze.

Her vulnerability was more than he could bear.

Clara saw Bracus in a blur as he fisted the material of Lee's tunic and dragged him in until their noses touched, the younger Band shorter by inches.

“You dare to force a female of my Band? A girl, you ruffian!” he spat into Lee's face and Lee stood straighter, pushing Bracus, who stumbled back.

There was a swollen moment when Clara thought that it would end, then Bracus charged and everything dissolved as Rowenna leaped forward. Spinning on the balls of her feet she landed between the two men and Bracus barreled into her. She used his momentum and grasping his huge forearm she swung him to the side over her outstretched foot as he started to fall. He wound his hand around her forearm, mirroring her movement. She fell upon him, a dirk naked in her hand and pinned against his throat.

A sound escaped her and Clara saw his hand circled her arm with crushing force. Bracus' eyes widened in alarm and he immediately let off the pressure, his face would have been comical had the situation not been so serious. She lay atop him, her breasts crushed against his chest, the point of the dagger sinking the tiniest bit into the tender side of his neck, his gills a hair's breadth from the point of entry.

“You bloody me for that scoundrel,” he whispered.

“No. I bloody you because you will not discipline my Band. They are my sole responsibility.”

Philip came behind her and Maddoc put Evelyn into Clara's arms as he moved to intercept him but in a smooth motion, Rowenna kept the blade against Bracus' throat as her opposite hand struck out behind her. Philip skidded to a stop an inch before the remaining blade punctured him.

Her attention split, Rowenna said in a low voice. “Maddoc.”

“I am here, Mother.”

“Guard me as I rise.”

Joseph laughed. “He is barely a man, he cannot guard anyone against four of the Band.”

“Mayhap not, but he is my brother and should not be pressed into service,” Clara said, her gaze steady on Joseph.

Rowenna rose, a blade in each hand, her gaze wary.

Bracus jumped to his feet, grabbing Rowenna about the nape of her neck, bringing her against him. “Pierce my flesh, Rowenna. Do your worst.”

Clara watched those fingers that would have done harm, curl around Rowenna's slender neck.

Maddoc moved to assist Rowenna and Bracus said, “Do not. I will not harm her. I could never harm her.” Rowenna's eyes widened and she let her blade drop to the floor, their bare flesh pressed together.

Bracus kissed her, his arms crushing her against him and the room stilled, the collective breath leaving it, stealing its oxygen.

Maddoc stood watching his mother melded against Bracus in a storm of conspicuous passion.

Her arms rose to encircle his neck and he clutched her tighter against him.

It looked as though Bracus had made the choice for Clara.

 


*

 


They broke apart and Rowenna touched her lips with her fingertips, her blades laying at her feet.

Bracus appeared similarly stunned. He recovered and looked at Clara. “I... I am sorry. I do not know what has just happened. One moment we were warring and the next...”

“You touched my skin and all thought of harming you...” Rowenna began.

“Vanished,” Bracus finished.

She nodded.

Maddoc glanced behind him at Evelyn, seeing she was with Clara, he came to stand beside his mother. “What has happened?'

Rowenna shook her head. “It is as the Travelers said it would be.”

Clara approached, her hand clasped within Evelyn's. “What say you? Is there something I was not told?”

Rowenna tore her gaze away from Bracus and he reached out to touch her and she shivered as his flesh connected with hers.

She did not pull away.

“All females of
savage
blood are the fabled
select
that the Travelers prophesied about. I am a pure blood of the Band. It was bound to happen eventually.”

Clara was confused. “Why after Rolland passed did you not mate with another?” Clara was trying not to think on the fact that her mother had been kissing Bracus. The man she had just ended her courtship with.

“Rolland was from another clan, he was a perfect match for me.”

Clara thought about what it all meant. “You must mate with a male of a foreign clan?”

She nodded. “It is the way of it. We are always matched by the Rite of the Select.” She shrugged.

Maddoc looked like he would kill Bracus and she stayed him with a hand on his arm. He glared down at her, his anger at the incident between his mother and Bracus unexpected and unwelcome.

They did not mate within their own Band members. That is why Clara had been special. She had simply had
savage
blood which originated from another Band.

“How many females of
savage
blood remain?”

Rowenna looked again at Bracus. “Too few,” she finally said.

“Too few.”
  



CHAPTER 19

 


Evelyn and Clara spoke into the latest part of the night, dawn approaching as their voices faded, its pink light spreading like fingers in the sky. Finally Clara fell asleep. But not before she determined that the Band were not alike. Neither the females.

The pressure of being predestined to save the future weighed on her mind. No, that was not accurate.

Weighed on her soul.

The Travelers did not sound like a people she wished to save. They had been meddlers with history, saving whom they pleased and letting a situation of cloistered communities within the spheres weaken the people. Both their physical and mental constitutions were degraded. It explained much of Prince Frederic's sphere. She had never felt he was quite right in the head.

Then there was Queen Ada. They had been so very much alike in temperament as to be an uncanny resemblance. The issue of the
fragment
being the criminal of their time and deposited here with nary another thought for the people which remained was untenable. Of course, not all the
fragment
were evil. Clara's mind wandered to Daniel. He had been of a different ilk. What had become of him? He had tried to keep the worst of it from her. He had reminded her very much of someone but it was too preposterous for words. And too unlikely. She shoved it aside.

 


*

 


Clara awoke late in the morning feeling unrefreshed. The prior day's drama swirled in her head. In addition to the information she was now privy to regarding her importance as the human key of successful procreation for the future.

For the Travelers.

She dragged herself to the Gathering Hall. It was but a stout tent erected close to shore for the summer months. No one had woken her and she was grateful. Having traveled for over a month she had grown accustomed to it but did not yet miss it, she thought with a small smile.

She caught Anna as she was leaving and she rewarded Clara with a large smile, Clara's at the ready. “Clara, let us bathe at the spring that Rowenna said is nearby, we have much to discuss,” she said with a wink.

Clara smiled, she would very much like another female to talk with about all the happenings. Anna was an excellent choice. She was surprised anew at how much Anna had changed since their acquaintance first began. The timid woman had bloomed into a true friend of gentle humor and friendliness.

“Wonderful. Where may Sarah and Evelyn be?” she asked softly, as to not give notice to the many of the clan that milled about underneath the tent.

“They await us even now. I was just about fetching you as you seemed determined to sleep the day away.”

Clara felt her cheeks flush. She was typically not one for lazing about but had stayed up late.

Anna pressed a finger to Clara's lips when she opened them to explain. “Worry not, my Queen. Evelyn told us you stayed up into the wee hours to soothe her.”

Clara nodded. “I will gather some food and we will leave straightaway.”

Clara grabbed whatever was easiest. As was the case of all the clans, they seemed to have an abundance of fruit and cheese. She put the food inside her reticule and put that in a larger rucksack with her grooming tools.

The spring was quite close to the clan and Clara felt a little guilty avoiding a happenstance meeting with Rowenna. She needed time to come to terms with Bracus connecting with her own mother in the way of the
select.
Of course, she had released him from his obligation to her. Clara picked her way carefully along the trail which led to the water, deep in her own thoughts.

It was not long before she recognized feminine voices. The area in the forest narrowed then abruptly widened, spilling the women into the moss that as it neared the spring became saturated with the heated water.

Many women were at the spring and Clara sighed. She was not particularly modest but she had spoken at length with Evelyn and had been told that the females of this clan chased the males of the Band around unmercifully, without regard to propriety. Evelyn knew what their sudden presence meant to that delicate balance.

Clara easily found Evelyn with her blond hair that was nearly white, her ivory skin flushed pink from the heat of the water and emotion.

She was arguing. Clara disrobed and sunk into the warm depths, paddling to where Evelyn was in heated exchange with two young woman of a similar age.

“You know naught of what you speak!” the one female said indignantly to Evelyn.

“It is as Jocelyn says, he would not want you enough to defend you. And as it were, it would only be as a duty because you are friends with their Queen and our clan leader's daughter,” she spit out in Evelyn's general direction.

Clara looked at the young women who had cornered Evelyn and could see their obvious jealousy of Evelyn. However obvious it may be to Clara, to a female from a clan of so few, Evelyn might be stunned by the unkindness of the females. Clara was not. She had been raised by Ada and royal as well. She was intimate with pettiness in all its forms.

The females looked up as she approached and grew quiet. Evelyn had a deep flush upon her face and was clearly upset.

Clara looked at them sharply. “What say you?”

The one named Jocelyn looked disdainfully at Evelyn and said, “She claims that Maddoc, son of Rowenna, saved her from Lee. That he meant to have his way with her and she not wanting it.” The girl rolled her eyes and Clara narrowed hers.

“How many years are you?” Clara asked levelly.

“I am ten and six,” Jocelyn said and Clara's attention went to the other girl.

“I am the same.”

Anna asked, “What do they call you?”

“Ella,” she responded sullenly.

“Well Ella and Jocelyn. Evelyn is but very soon ten and four years. She is not used to the company of other females and speaks true. It is not like her to act with guile.” Clara let what she thought run through her face. She was not impressed that they allowed themselves to say whatever they wish without regard to Evelyn.

“She is not yet ten and four?” Ella asked with true surprise.

“Aye,” Anna said, glaring at them.

“She is mixed, yes?” Jocelyn asked.

Clara nodded. “If you are asking if she be of
savage
blood, she is. Her grand-sire was Band. Is this the cause of your rancor? That she is special? That she may be a viable match for one of the males of the Band?”

Clara had hit upon it, she could see by their expressions.

No matter. Evelyn would not be punished because she was not simply clan, but had blood of the Band running through her veins.

“Leave her be. She did not know until just yesterday what it meant to be
select.”

“We do not care that you are Rowenna's daughter, thought lost to us all these years. You have Band that you could choose. You need not claim our males. You or she, or anyone else.”

Clara smiled, they were truly wretched. “You misspeak. It is not up to us who chooses whom. It is simple biology. That you do not ken that reflects the soft intellect that you use to make your assumptions.”

Evelyn giggled and Clara held their gaze. They would have to do much more than this to move her.

Clara was not easily intimidated.

“I believe she has told you both that you are quite stupid,” Evelyn explained.

Jocelyn glared at Evelyn. “Have your fun, half-breed. It will not matter. In the end, you will depart and none of the Band will choose a child bride. Especially not Maddoc. He would not be with a whore who has been passed amongst the
fragment.”

Clara heard the sound of her palm as it echoed against Jocelyn's face. Her head rocked back as she stumbled in the spring, falling into the water completely, taking it in her mouth and spluttering.

Evelyn stood shocked. Clara was not wont to be violent but had apparently had a change of heart this year past.

“She is not a whore,” Clara said in fierce rasp. “ However, she
did
witness the death of her father by the
fragment
and was rescued by our Band. Furthermore, she was abducted with my party most recently. She has never been touched by a male except with their fist. That is her exposure to the
fragment.” Clara's chest rose and fell in her fury, her hands shaking with the need to launch herself at the girl. She seemed years younger than Clara. Could it be that she was but two years? She was soft. It was obvious to Clara that she had never seen the bad side of anything.

Jocelyn was without internal fortitude.

Anna and Evelyn came to flank Clara and Jocelyn swam forward and stood, the water rivulets gliding down breasts that she made no attempt to hide. They trembled with her anger in the cooler air. “I would take care of you,
Queen Clara,” her voice enunciated sarcastically, “but I know Rowenna would punish me. So you are protected, for now. But come hither,” none of them moved. “Fine. You will be unprotected one day and we shall see how brave you really are. You behave as such but look at you. So small, so weak, you could harm nothing. Nary the butterflies which float above our flowers. You deserve not to be Queen along with your subject, the ugly Evelyn.”

Ella looked at Jocelyn, a wide smile covering her face at her friend's clever words. Jocelyn's attention shifted to Anna for a moment then with a snicker, they floated away and exited the opposite side of the pool, giving a solitary glance back.

Clara felt if a look could maim, she would even now be crippled.

Clara waited until they were out of sight then told Evelyn to come to her.

Evelyn's lip trembled but she did not cry.

Clara was so proud she felt she would cry herself.

“They would not leave it lay. They said that I was lying. That Lee was a wonderful male of the Band, that I had given 'wanton invitation'. That he would never think to even want me because I was ugly.”

“Was it your lack of beauty that upset you?” Anna asked.

Evelyn shook her head. “I know that I am not of the beauty of this clan. I thought I was fair of face. But now? Compared to how the others look...”

“And what of this talk about her being passed about the
fragment? Why have they made this supposition?” Anna asked.

“I do not know. They assumed such. They thought I was older than I truly am.”

“Listen to me, Dear Heart,” Clara said, tucking a finger under her chin and lifting it until their eyes met. “They are angry because new women have come amongst them,
select. It is a rare thing to have the blood of the Band beating in our hearts.” Clara said, placing a small fist against her wet breastbone. “It is not something you or I asked for. It is something that we are, without choice. That they would anger over it is mindless and cruel. Do not let it bother you.”

“What about that last? I was uncomfortable with her gaze,” Anna said, gooseflesh rising on her arms.

Clara looked at her. “I did puzzle at that.”

“What if she means to do something about Anna's clan? Her old clan?” Evelyn asked.

“What say you?” Anna asked, an edge in her voice. She looked around nervously, her arms wrapping her breasts.

“I say, what if those abhorrent creatures mention to the wrong set of ears that Anna resides here? With this clan?” Evelyn asked.

“I spoke with Rowenna,” Clara began, tripping over using the name Mother as yet, “and she said that the male of her Band that attacked Anna has been shunned.”

Evelyn's eyes became big like saucers and her hand covered her mouth. “Really? It has been many decades since such happened in our Band.”

Anna looked down at her hands. “I have weakened my former clan by his absence. But Lord help me, it relieves me mightily to know that he is no longer there. He would have harmed another.” Her brown eyes met theirs and they clasped their hands together, lending comfort to one another.

 


None saw the pair of malevolent eyes that roamed the feast of naked flesh before him. He would bide his time. And then the female would be his. His eyes took in the others. Mayhap them as well. His smile broadened at the thought.
  



CHAPTER 20

 


Unlike Clara, Rowenna did not feel any of the disdain for tables which placed their leader at its head. However, she did not wield a scepter as Ada had. Clara intuited that Rowenna was a fair and just leader. Her placement at the head was warranted and not meant to make her people feel lesser.

Rowenna had, after much searching, found a suitable garment for Clara to wear to the feast in her honor. Every surface was covered with food and Clara was thrilled to see that tangerines were amongst the delicacies. It had been some time since she had consumed her most favorite fruit and she would be indulging this night.

Clara could not keep her eyes off of Bracus and Rowenna. She recalled the conversation that she and Rowenna had partaken in during Clara's dressing.

 


*

 


“Tell me you love him and I will step aside. We do not have to ever see each other again.” Rowenna said earnestly.

Clara looked at her mother as Rowenna anxiously bit her lip. Clara thought that she was never anxious and wore the emotion awkwardly.

“I thought I did. But when things began to cause strife between Matthew and Bracus, it seemed fair that I no longer hold them to the constraints of courtship with a miserable girl such as myself who was unable to choose a mate.”

“Daughter, you are not miserable. But you speak true. You will know your mate, he will sing to your heart. You are
savage, the blood will know what it wants. I will warn you, it will be one of the Band. And what of the male, Matthew? He is very good to the eye, eh? And close in years to you.”

That was true, Clara thought, her face turning pink. But she was curious about something and asked, even though she was quite sure it was rude, “Rowenna, how many years are you?”

“Ah, Clara. You should know this! I am but ten and six older than yourself. Actually, a tad less.”

Clara believed it. In fact, Rowenna did not look very much older than she.

Rowenna laughed at her expression. “The Band ages slowly. How many years did you take Bracus for?”

Well he was surely Matthew's age? Then she thought about it. He had been a boy when he came upon Matthew after he escaped the
fragment,
true?

“He is ten and twenty, Clara.”

Thirty! He was ten and two older than she?

Rowenna laughed. “You will see. Even if only my blood runs through your veins you will look the age you are now for ten years hence.”

“People of the sphere do not die quickly,” Clara said. She thought of Father. How the Healer was able to do nothing to save him.

Rowenna's face became sad. “Your father knew the sacrifice he made for his descendents. He knew the travel through their time pathway would sicken him but he chose it. He was Band in his heart.”

“Have you not been curious? Have you not wished to visit our sphere?”

Rowenna shuddered. “No. I was there when Raymond burst out of the ripple, as if expelled from an evil womb. He was so ill after his travel that he could hardly...” her eyes met Clara's and she nodded. Clara understood what it was that she could not say.

“What was my father like? As a man? To you?” Clara asked softly.

Rowenna looked at Clara, holding tears that brimmed and glittered on her lashes but did not fall. “Tender,” she said on a whisper.

“You miss him,” Clara stated.

Rowenna nodded and turned away.

Clara put her dress on in the quiet of Rowenna's bedroom, both women remembering one man.

 


*

 


Rowenna used a fork made of wood and lightly tapped it on a small brass bell which chimed. She stood and Clara noticed that she wore a long skirt and tunic which matched. They were a deep violet, not the grape color which Ada had fancied, but a rich plum that perfectly deepened the lavender of her eyes.

“This is a happy day of glad tidings that my daughter, Queen Clara of the Kingdom of Ohio, has been called home by her
savage
blood. The blood of the Band beats within her. The Traveler’s portent of this momentous occasion has come to pass. As they foretold, she is the key to our future prosperity.”

The
clan-dwellers
stood as a group, the Band standing in a loose circle at all portals of the large tent exits.

“Now, as well you know, my daughter is destined to mate with one of the Band. A match amongst our own Band would not be advantageous, but from another, it would be most welcome.”

Clara stayed seated, a horrible precognitive feeling descended upon her and she found Matthew's eyes. What she found there confirmed her suspicions.

The smile which she usually wore became frozen in place as Rowenna introduced a male of the Band she had not noticed, tucked amongst the shadowed corners of the tent. “This is Edwin, from the Clan of Massachusetts. He is the primary candidate for Clara.”

Clara paled visibly. Rowenna had known of this, planned it, said nothing. She watched Matthew leave his position at the tent entrance and snake through the many
clan-dwellers
who stood, getting a view of the visiting male of the Band.

Clara turned to give him her attention, and had never been more glad of royal bearing. It had been literally beaten into her. She stood and gave a small curtsey, extending her hand at an angle. She had been taught that a male could squeeze, shake or kiss her hand and it was a position of neutrality.

Edwin grasped her small hand in his, the breadth of his palm completely engulfing it and raised it toward his mouth. She let her hand relax, as that was the best way to consummate the greeting.

Clara watched her hand rise and finally her gaze locked with his and she startled, in spite of her automatic reserve. His eyes glowed a rich amber in the dim candlelight of the tent. She immediately wondered what color they would be in the sun. His hair was black like a raven's wing and the contrast was startling. She had never seen one who looked such as him. It was then that she became aware of the heat from the connection of their flesh.

His lips pressed against not the top of her hand but the delicate underside of her wrist, her pulse beating against the suppleness of the skin of his lips. His eyes rolled up as his lips held hers and then he released her hand.

Clara's breath rolled out of her on a shaky exhale. The whole of it had been but a moment but he had shaken her and knew it.

He smiled. “It is excellent to make your acquaintance, Queen Clara.”

“And I...” she cleared her throat of the thickness that had settled there, “you,” she finished, her eyes never leaving his.

Edwin’s eyes flicked to something behind her and she instinctively felt Matthew move behind her.

Rowenna approached and physically turned Clara to face her people. “They are well-matched, yes?”

The crowd cheered, drowning out any and all dissent. The tense member of the Band at her back a constant distraction.
  



CHAPTER 21

 


“Why did you not warn me?” Clara asked in a fierce voice.

“I thought you would be most pleased, Daughter. He is a prime specimen, no?”

Clara huffed. “He is not an animal to rut with. We have not reduced ourselves thus, surely?” Clara put her hands on her hips. She had suffered through the celebration stoically, rendering smiles when she was not the least bit happy. Matthew had been a sullen presence the entire evening with Edwin making things worse by never leaving her side and being attentive to the smallest detail. It had been atrociously awkward.

And then there was the matter of Charles, he had made a scene with Rowenna, calling her a pimp of sorts for trying to match-make between the two clans. He noted that it was no better than what her false mother had unsuccessfully tried to force upon Clara.

Clara was beginning to feel an echo of familiarity with all of it. However, the men involved were not harming her at every opportunity so there was that consolation.

Rowenna simply did not see the logic in not selecting Edwin. “You have broken your commitment with both Matthew and Bracus, no?” Rowenna held her gaze.

Technically, this was true, but only because of the complication between the two. Clara told her as such.

“Yea or nay. You are promised to no one?”

“Nay, I am promised to no one,” Clara admitted but her heart said someone.

Matthew.

An image of him coming for her with the blood from her attacker wet upon his blade and drawing her into his body as the battle with the
fragment
raged all around them, his body covering hers with his protection. When Ada slapped her and Matthew had grabbed her wrist to stay her second strike.

Rowenna dismissed Clara's hesitation, breaking her thoughts apart like glass. “I have promised our allied clan that the first of age female with the blood of the
select
shall be brought before them and mated straightaway. It is a great honor. And that it would be my daughter, even more so!” she slapped her plum encased thigh for emphasis and Clara bit her lip to keep from jumping.

She heartily desired to be on solid footing with her mother but the logic could not be placed on her shoulders to understand. Clara had been subject to an entirely different upbringing and culture. There were similarities between the two peoples but some glaring differences as well.

This was one of those.

“Rowenna. 'Tis true I no longer avow myself as promised to Matthew or Bracus of the Band. However, my heart chooses Matthew. In fact, if I were to be honest with myself...”

“Are you one bent on self-deception?” Rowenna interrupted.

Clara met her stare. “No. But it has been a long year of courtship, manipulations and guilt. I feel that I handled the length of things badly. In my kingdom, a woman cannot marry until she is ten and eight.”

“Humph!” Rowenna scoffed. “That is ridiculous. Many a female is ready as early as ten and five. I was!”

Clara smiled. What would Rowenna not have been ready for?

“Mayhap this be the case. But it is not the way of it in the spheres.”

“You are ten and eight,” she stated.

Clara nodded. “Two months past.”

“To whom do you defer? Are we not discussing the courtship between you and Edwin?”

“Actually, there is no courtship as of yet.”

Rowenna's brows shot down over her eyes and her arms cradled her breasts. “Clara. You must deliberate on all things. Is this Matthew really the best match for all? I understand during the Rite that he and Bracus were the most blessed.”

Clara nodded, suddenly deciding to bring it up. “And now Bracus would enter into courtship and eventual mating with you if you would allow it.”

Rowenna smiled. “I can see that you gained your father's wits. That is most excellent.” Rowenna paced and Clara watched her march back and forth in her chamber, a frenetic energy fueling her movements.

Clara waited, thinking that the potential loss of Bracus' attentions should make her sad. It did not, she felt relief instead.

“I will respect your wishes if you but give Edwin a chance,” Rowenna pleaded. “It would mean much for our peoples to have peace. It would expand our territory and unite us on all fronts. It would mean additional protection against the
fragment.”

Clara knew political machinations when she heard them. She also knew the importance of it all. But having been so close to a forced loveless match with Prince Frederic, she would not be rushed in her decisions. And there was another matter which needed addressing.

“Matthew is a male of the Band and has been most patient with me.”

Rowenna opened her mouth to speak and Clara held up her hand.

“If he still wants me...”

“Aye, he does.”

Clara shook her head. “It matters not. It is my duty that my conduct be equivalent to his. If he were, it would make things terrible for me to ask to partake in another shared courtship. It is too much. He has protected me when he did not need to.”

“Do you wish to be with him?”

Clara felt the heat rise to her face. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Why do you become embarrassed?”

Clara met her eyes then looked down again. “It is not something which is freely discussed in the spheres. We have another way of discussing things.”

She laughed. “Methinks not at all.”

Clara smiled. That was more true than she wished to admit.

Rowenna faced her. “What do you decide, Daughter?”

Clara gave a shrug. “I do not know. But I must speak with Matthew. I do not know this Edwin. He may not be to my liking.”

Rowenna moved very close to Clara. “It appeared that he was very much to your liking from my perspective.”

Clara looked up at Rowenna, her mother. “My body responds but my heart must agree,” she replied simply.

Rowenna took Clara into her arms and Clara clasped her mother to her, grateful for the relationship, fearful of its duration.

 


*

 


“It is awkward between you and Rowenna?” Matthew asked.

Clara nodded. “It is for me. She does not appear to suffer awkwardness as I.”

Matthew laughed, taking her hand as they walked. “She thinks as a male but looks as a female.”

“That could be,” Clara said, bringing his hand to her face and rubbing her cheek against it. He folded it around her cheek, cupping it, his fingertips sliding into the hair at her temple.

They looked at each other. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her I must speak to you about her proposal.”

“Do you want him?” Matthew asked with a growl.

She looked at him for a moment and he said, “Your silence is answer enough.” His hand slid away from her cheek and she said, “Do not go,” in a low voice.

He turned, anger making his face hard.

“I do not have a right to ask but things are tenuous between my mother and I. We have just made our acquaintance and she has encouraged me to make a good faith effort to court Edwin.”

“It is for her benefit, Clara. How is she different than Ada? When will you choose what is best for you? It is always, 'what is best for the sphere, the clans'. Never for you.” His hand wound around her neck and he shook her softly. “Why can you not see that you have a right to rule and not be ruled? I know that she is important and you wish to not ruin what you have just found. But self-preservation is in order,” he said as he pressed his forehead to hers, a flame igniting between their connected flesh.

Then his other arm moved behind her back and pulled her infinitesimally closer to his body. When touching would have been more comfortable, he allowed that small space where their bodies lay poised on the brink of contact as his lips passed from her forehead to her jaw. The kisses sizzled as they made their path down her face.

Clara's emotions began to unravel. She had ached for Matthew since she had told him and Bracus to court her no more. The looks passing between them full of unbridled heat was all the contact she would allow. The energy crackled between she and Matthew like a painful conduit.

The dam breaking about her, Clara allowed herself to be swept into his embrace, their bodies pressing together, the gap no more.

She moaned and he clutched her as he laid kiss after kiss upon her mouth while kneading his hands along her ribcage. He encircled his hands around her waist until his fingers met and he pulled her ever nearer. She wound her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Her promise to Rowenna was no more than a dim bell that chimed dully.

A noise made them break apart and there stood Edwin, a sardonic smile on his face. “You are quite busy for a Queen.”

 


*

 


“It appears that I have come too late for a courtship. That you have already selected your mate, Queen Clara.” Edwin's black brow arched.

Matthew said nothing but turned Clara to face Edwin. Clara struggled to recover from the moment of passion interrupted. “I have spoken with Rowenna...”

“Your mother?”

Clara nodded. He made a gesture with his hand,
go on. “She has encouraged me to entertain your interest in me.”

She was startled when he laughed from his belly. “Really now? My interest. Yes, let us discuss this. You see, my dear Clara,” Clara did not need to see Matthew's face to feel his tense displeasure at the endearment.

It was not lost on Edwin, whose smile broadened. “You are the first true
select
in a decade. The first female, aside from your mother, that has come to breeding age. Yes, I think my interest is true.” His gaze darkened as he took Clara in. Her bronze hair shone like embers in a fire which smoldered, her eyes capturing the sea that washed upon the shore but steps away. Edwin found her beautiful. She had the look of this clan, but somewhat different. He knew that she was but half-
savage
but had heard that she could produce throat slits.

She would breed true. He could feel it.

Edwin turned his attention to the male that had been feeding off her with his mouth. He would be trouble, Edwin thought. There was a wildness about him that was unsettled. It felt like unique circumstances had challenged this one of the Band. He would find out all he could about this male.

After all, he was his adversary.

“Let us be well-met, Matthew of the Band,” Edwin said, sticking out his hand in the offensive.

Matthew's eyes narrowed. He had no choice but to be reciprocal. This male was clever, he would need to be wary. Matthew's choice made, his hand grabbed Edwin's in a tense clasp of force, the two hands locking and turning white at the edges.

Clara saw the men measure each other through the handshake, neither soft. She moved between them, their hands shaking from the pressure they applied. She put her small hands over their meshed hands. “Please, let us discuss things like civil people do.”

They looked at her at the same moment and Clara smiled, their handshake breaking.

She walked away from them, not waiting to see if they followed her.

They did.

The Band was not known for civility, Clara thought as she entered into the most dangerous game of her life.
  



CHAPTER 22

 


Clara was homesick. It had been two weeks at the Clan of Cape Cod. She had established a routine of sorts and spent more time than she cared to admit beside the shore. She had decided that she would sacrifice being ladylike to feel the sand between her toes. She strolled the shore each day, usually joined by either Matthew or Edwin. They were of the Band and did not think the flesh of her feet was an immodest sight.

Charles had.

“Clara,” he had said but one day past as he found her feet buried in the sand, the hem of her linen skirt drenched in saltwater. “You should not be walking about without stockings and shoes. Just because we are here amongst,” he paused significantly, “the
clan, we are still of the sphere and as such, we should cleave to our own ways.”

Clara rolled her eyes. Things had irrevocably changed between herself and Charles. Edwin had been introduced as suitor and Matthew was back as a romantic feature. Charles was not going to court her.

It had never been an option. Even if she had not been bound to wed with one of the Band, she felt naught but friendship for Charles. That he took out feelings she could not change against her? Well, it worked against him. As he was doing now. Pecking at her like a misguided hen.

She sighed.

“You are Queen. Queens do not lounge about without their proper apparel on hand.” He crouched beside her as she wrote with a finger in the sand, ignoring his words. “Clara,” he said more softly, “I am meant to advise you. What has happened? You listen to reason no longer?”

“I have spent my whole life being reasonable and received nothing for my trouble but the back of a hand. I am now trying to live within greater constraints than I have ever known.” She lifted her head, her eyes like the angry sea at their feet. “But I am under threat for my safety no longer. And for that I am grateful. You would do well to remember what it was like but one year past. You dwell on things that are not important. Let us think on what is best for the kingdom, the clan we are now aligned with.”

She stood, brushing off her skirt, the sand clinging like greedy fingers. She bent at her knees and picked up her silk stockings and leather moccasins Rowenna had given her. She had taken them in trade with the Red Men. They were supple and beaded liberally, small colorful stones sparkled about the top. They looked strangely pretty and the comfort was superior to anything she had ever worn. However, without the heel she was accustomed to, she was acutely aware of her height even more. Or her lack thereof. That was the main difference she saw amongst her kin. They were all tall, strongly built people. None looked as frail as she.

She looked up at Charles and struggled to keep liking him. His manner had digressed into a pious mix of obnoxious bitter resentment.

“When do we depart from this place, Clara? And what is truly the plan with this one of the Band of Massachusetts? You do not care for him already?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Methinks she likes my company very much,
sphere-dweller,” Edwin said, his approach muffled by the surf.

Clara smiled at Edwin. He was the opposite of Matthew, who was quiet and serious by nature. Edwin had a ready smile and an open heart. She liked him very much. She did not share the torrid history of battles and strife that bound Matthew and she so closely, but there was something about his readiness that was a compliment to her. She was unsure of where it would lead.

Charles whirled around and scowled at the newcomer. That swine of a man, so dapper. Or so he thought, Charles fumed. Clara was so gullible as to think that any of the Band truly cared about her. Or understood how important her role was. They were so caught up on her
select
status they could not see her importance past the tip of their own noses.

“And what, pray tell, do you need of her right now?”

“Her company, of course,” Edwin said, giving Clara a large grin. She grinned back. He was exactly what she needed after the dour interlude with Charles.

He moved past Charles and held out his arm and she placed hers in the crook of it. Charles huffed and strode off in the opposite direction.

They walked for a time on the beach and then Edwin led her to a piece of driftwood where she sat and rubbed her bare feet free of as much sand as she could. She hesitated in putting her stockings on in front of him. They were long and much of her leg would be visible to him. Already his eyes were on her feet like a caress.

Mayhap Charles had some small point, she deliberated. No matter, she would never give him the satisfaction of knowing she may agree with him. Instead she slipped on the moccasins without the stockings. She would don them later.

Edwin smiled. A modest female. He intuited exactly why she did not wish to put the stockings back on but said nothing. Their culture had significant differences. Edwin liked Clara, he had grown accustomed to her sharp mind. And for one from such a cloistered upbringing she was surprisingly independent. He had carefully learned of her entanglement within the
fragment
and Matthew's timely rescue and protection of her. He was yet to decide if she was attached to him by way of gratefulness or by a deeper emotion.

Mayhap she loved him.

He sensed a deep part of her story that lay beneath the surface which she had not yet relayed. He had been about finding out. He had finally made acquaintance with the woman that she was closest to, Sarah.

Sarah had no such compunction about keeping that part of Clara's life private. Between the serpent Prince and her vile “mother” she had suffered much. He asked her now from a point of educated knowledge. He hoped to surprise her into telling him even more.

“Sarah has told me that the Prince may still live.”

Clara looked up at him sharply, his golden eyes hooded in a face devoid of expression. She took a deep breath. “She has, has she?” she whispered, offering nothing.

He frowned. He had hoped that it would go easier, that the words would come.

“I do not see how this is relevant. I do not speak of my time with the Prince,” she replied as evenly as possible.

“I would protect you,” he said.

“Any of the Band would,” she replied.

“Did Matthew dispatch him with finality?”

Clara looked down then met his eyes. “He was startled by the appearance of my gills. It made his blade waver.”

“Gills?”

Clara thought. “Throat slits.”

Ah, a most curious thing, that. “My blade would not have wavered.”

“You do not know what your blade would have done in the middle of battle with a female you supposed was one thing, only to find out that she was entirely something else.”

He smiled. Matthew of the Clan of Ohio was obviously something of a question amongst all the Band. Quiet and brooding, he kept to himself. But his devotion to Clara was clear to all that bothered to notice.

Edwin was noticing. He could not disparage Matthew to gain her trust; it would not be a successful tactic with Clara.

He switched his tack. “You are right, I am sure that I cannot know all.”

Her face softened at his verbal retreat and they resumed their walk. “Let us walk to the spring. You still wish to bathe?”

She nodded. “I was to meet Anna there.”

“Excellent, I shall accompany you. How many sentries do they have guard this day?”

Clara told him she thought there were three.

“More than enough. One cannot be too careful of our females.”

Clara knew this to be true. Even now her heart sped when she neared any spring. It was there that Matthew had taken her. She knew now his intent had been all mixed about with his life's experience and his newness in understanding her as a female of the
select. Regardless, that was part of the fabric of her life. Her memories. Its nearness made her anxious.

Edwin stilled beside her, sensing her discomfort. “What is it?”

She shook her head, trying to clear it of the unease. “It is nothing. Sometimes, I feel ill at ease when I am at the spring.”

He frowned, taking her by the upper arms and drawing her closer. Clara gasped at his nearness, at once drowning in the physical closeness. Desperately wanting the contact and feeling intensely frightened about it.

Edwin loved the feel of the
select
in his arms. There was no comparison. The ordinary female of the clan was great company and of course, lust would always rear its rightful head. The truth was, his body already felt mated to her. It mattered not that she had not chosen. His body had chosen for him. His heart was slipping toward her as well. In his mind's eye, he saw her hand the depository for his love, he held it away from her with the last of his free will.

“Please, just let me...” he bent his head to hers and Clara tried to pull away, she felt wrong with his intent hanging above her. It was too soon. But he pressed his lips to hers even as her mind told her body not to respond. She stayed stiff in his arms, the liquid fire from his point of contact on her mouth spreading through her like an open flame.

He determinedly worked his mouth over hers softly, with an urgent intensity that shattered her. She understood in some dim way that this was biology at work and she needed to fight it. Tears brimmed on her eyelashes as her arms circled his neck and they fell, staining the face that he was kissing.

Edwin felt her resistance falter just as the wetness began to soak their skin. What was this? He pulled away from her, looking down upon her swollen mouth, her lovely eyes luminescent in the gloom of the forest.

His heart fell. “Why do you cry?” he asked bending down and scooping her jaw into hands that cupped her whole head. He brushed the tears away with the pads of his thumbs, his gold eyes searching hers.

She shook her head violently, her hair falling forward like a bronze curtain. He let go of her chin and crushed her to him. “I cannot abide your sorrow. Tell me what is wrong and I will fix it.”

“It is me!” she cried. “I am a horrible female without tact, without remorse.”

Edwin smiled, putting her away just enough that he could tuck the hair behind her ears. “You are
select. You are meant to respond to males of the Band. It is quite natural for you to do so.” He hugged her to him again, loving the way the smallness of her body fit so well against his larger one.

She pushed against him. “I am weak. If I were the woman that everyone thinks me to be, I would not be a wanton thing. Kissing whomever I court.” She pushed against him weakly again, her self-hate riding her body like a loathsome smell.

He took her face in his hands, looking at her intently. “Hear me, Clara.” She reluctantly looked at him, disbelief flooding her face. She was not wanting to listen, her mind made up about herself. “You are brave and fierce as the lion. Do not be other than what you are.” His eyes gazed into hers and she cried in earnest then.

Clara wanted to be just a woman. She was tired of being Queen, being a
select. Being
savage.
And foremost, she hated that she was not woman enough to shoulder it all. She thought of Evelyn and the other females that depended on her. She sighed, her breath blowing the fine wisps of hair away from her face.

She looked up at Edwin with determination, choking back the tears in her throat. This is what her father had meant when he said to rule was the hardest thing to master. She was not mastering anything well presently. She could not even command her emotions.

“I will not kiss you again unless I wish it.”

“You seemed as if you did wish it,” Edwin said with a small smile.

Clara glowered at him. “You press your advantage over me. We have not even had a Rite in which to determine your suitability as a Potential.” She huffed, crossing her arms.

Fast as a snake, Edwin clamped onto her arms and enveloped her again, giving her no time to respond he clamped down on her lips, forcing them apart. He moved one hand to the small of her back and the other to the back of her head. She held stiff for such a long time Edwin almost begged off his assault. Then slowly, she kissed him back, her hands fisting into the back of his tunic her tongue licking his bottom lip.

Clara had no warning as Matthew barreled into Edwin and they rolled into a tangle of limbs, their bodies rolling down the incline toward the spring, as she stumbled backward.

Good Guardian, what had she done? Clara stood up and ran after them, her skirt an encumbrance. She jerked it up to her knees and sprinted.

Edwin had straddled Matthew and was striking him in the face. She saw his fist strike Edwin's nose in a fierce jab that caused blood to spurt. Clara threw herself onto Edwin as Matthew's fist came forward and he checked it at the last second.

“Clara!” Matthew roared. “Stay as you lay!”

Edwin rolled on top of Clara, his arms a cage above her body as Matthew went for him. He grasped Edwin by the shoulders, tearing him off her. Edwin had time only to see she was stunned but unhurt before Matthew struck him in the deepest part of his gut, the breath leaving his body. Edwin used his head like a battering ram and launched himself forward. His throat slits stung with their need for oxygen just as his head connected with Matthew's torso. The Bandsman was ready and took him about the neck, further constricting his airways and wrapped them both up and threw him to the side, letting go at the last moment. Edwin rolled and as he came to a stop he watched from upside down Matthew advance on Clara, his face as thunder.

Would he hurt her?

Edwin shook his head, the air sucking into his throat slits like precious water and sprang to his feet, running to where Clara was.

Clara looked at Matthew as he threw Edwin away from his body, the muscles bulging and constricting as he did. He turned and looked at her, his face a mask of rage.

She cowered in fear. There was nothing more frightening than one of the Band when they faced you in anger.

But it was Matthew.

Matthew had come upon her kissing Edwin. She jumped to her feet and ran, the blood from Edwin covering her face. Matthew came crashing after her.

She felt his breath on her neck before his fingers bit into her shoulders and hauled her back against him. He turned her around and the rage had been replaced by concern. He searched her face and body frantically. “Did he harm you?”

What? “No, he did not!” she cried.

“Why are you covered by blood?”

“It is his blood which covers me.”

He grabbed her and pressed her into his body. “I could not have borne any harm coming to you again, Clara.”

“Nor I,” Clara said into his tunic.

Edwin came upon them. “Do you protect her or harm her, Matthew?”

Matthew turned with Clara in his arms. “I may ask you the same, Edwin. What I came upon looked as if she fought you while you laid your intentions upon her.”

Edwin shifted his gaze to Clara and she flushed a deep red. “Did you wish for my attentions, Clara?” he asked in a low voice.

Matthew looked into her eyes, begging for her to answer him in the way he wanted.

She could not. “I did not wish for his attentions.” Matthew's face lit with triumph and Edwin's expression darkened. “Nor was I able to resist him.” Clara looked down at her hands, embarrassed beyond any measure she had ever known.

“Do you not care for me?” Matthew asked. Clara looked up at his searching gaze. “You know that I do,” Clara whispered.

He looked at Edwin. “You know what it is like for a
select. They are meant to respond to us. You are forcing her hand. You cannot take an unwilling female and manipulate her biology.”

Edwin's eyes narrowed on Matthew and he spit a wad of blood onto the moss. “I do not have the advantage of time with Clara. I have not rescued her, or attempted to,” he gave Matthew a look and a shadow of doubt crossed Matthew's face. “She must see that another could make her just as happy as you. And,” he tapped his head, “your captain has bowed out of the race. He has his prize in her mother.”

“Do not talk of her as such!” Clara railed against him.

He looked at her. “It is the truth. The blood which pounds through your veins, runneth in hers as well. Why do you think he responds as strongly to her as he does to you? Do not be naïve, Clara.”

“When will this be over?” Clara cried.

“When you consummate the union of your choice!” he yelled back, his composure finally slipping.

Clara's surprise shocked him and he turned to Matthew. “Have you not told her? That when a male consummates a relationship with her she shall no longer feel the pull of the others?”

Matthew shook his head. “We did not want that to be a part of her choice-making. She should not be swayed by that.”

She turned on Matthew. “I do not like critical information being revealed in the eleventh hour.”

Edwin saw his chance and approached her, Matthew moving to put her behind him.

“No. Edwin is no threat to me.” She looked between them both then said, “Please leave me. I would bathe and not have the two of you within thirty horse lengths. Please leave.”

“Clara,” Edwin began.

“No,” she said with thinly veiled disgust. “You have rode a fine line of deceit: telling me only what assisted your motives.”

Matthew smiled at him and he glared back.

“And you,” she turned to Matthew. “You must stop attacking everyone who touches me. And we will never be together if you are not completely honest with me. I need all facts. Not the ones which others think I need to know. What they think I can manage. I am Queen, I must manage that which I care not to.”

She put her back to them and walked down the trail to the spring. Looking forward to a male free place in which to confer with Anna.

 


His eyes watched the red-haired female make her way to the pool where the females bathed and thought she must be something special for two of the Band to fight over. His eyes burned into her back and she faltered, spinning to look directly at him. His form was buried in the shadows and he did not move, he knew he remained unseen. He had a very good look at her face and found it striking. He had never seen a female like her. His throat slits flared, catching her scent.

Select,
his senses translated. How he recognized the scent without having ever encountered one was a mystery.

Perhaps it was instinctual.

When he had his way with the traitorous female in the spring, he would take this one and play with her.

Savor her.

He smiled as a new plan unfolded before him.

 


Clara felt eyes on her and whirled around, fully anticipating Matthew or Edwin coming after her but there was nothing save the soft noises of the forest. Still, she could not stop the feeling of eyes crawling over her. She searched the trees, many with deep holes of blackness between them.

She shook her head at her unease. She was shaken by the encounter with the the males. It was only residual. She turned away, the creeping feeling clinging to her uncomfortably.

 


*

 


Anna waved when she spied Clara moving toward her. They had the spring to themselves. Actually, it had been a manipulation on Anna's part. She knew this point of the day was not used overly and thought it would be wonderful to have some feminine respite. She had grown quite fond of Clara and felt almost like herself again. The memory of the attack was a black stain she had all but eradicated from her mind. She was very happy with Joseph and looked forward to her mating ceremony upon their return to the clan. She sighed. She did not look forward to the five weeks of travel which awaited them. Rowenna had made mention that they could not leave a moment past the first of October if they were to get ahead of the cooler weather. Anna shivered. It would grow fierce and she did not want to be caught outside the comfort of the clan.

Clara disrobed and Anna watched her as she moved into the water, sinking into it like a lover's waiting arms.

Anna thought Clara beautiful. In fact, Clara did not see her own beauty. She was self-conscious of her size and thought her skin too pale. But it was not. Her skin was a rich, polished ivory, it glowed like the pearls she farmed. Anna smiled. It was not so bad to be ruled by someone that was not consumed by themselves. She noticed the dried blood on her face and asked her of it.

“It is Matthew and Edwin,” Clara said and explained the interchange.

Anna smiled a knowing smile. “It is typical male behavior of the Band.”

Clara arched a brow. “Truly?”

Anna nodded. “It is like that with the females of the clan. I do not know what it would be with a
select.”

“Worse, apparently,” Clara said in a droll way.

Anna passed the soap to Clara and she lathered her head into an elaborate turban on her head and Anna giggled. “You look silly.”

“Yes, I know,” Clara said. “I do so enjoy it when no one is about to see.” She looked at Anna from beneath her lashes and they burst out laughing.

They visited about her mating ceremony with Joseph and Clara listened thinking how wonderful it would be to have a clear choice and nothing weighing on it but her will. She became more relaxed as she and Anna chatted and realized it was exactly what she had needed.

They decided it was high time to get out when their fingertips were as prunes. Clara and Anna toweled off, grabbing their undergarments. Anna asked Clara to help with the loose stays which bound her breasts. Clara put her back to the forest and tied the last, unreachable tether. Anna turned and thanked her.

It was her face that told Clara there was something to fear. A fist connected with the back of Clara's head. Stunned, she fell slowly, her image of Anna a sideways tumble, her vision blurring together.

Clara lay on her side, her head throbbing as a male whom she did not recognize loomed in front of Anna. Grabbing Anna he threw her to the ground, she screamed until her throat was raw and he slapped her across the face. Blood flew and hit Clara from Anna's wound.

Rage took hold of Clara and cleared her head. She crawled to where the male tore at Anna's undergarments, his intent obvious. Clara knew he was not from any Band that she knew and instantly remembered that the male that had attacked Anna had been shunned.

Was this he?

His hands wrapped Anna's slender neck, his goal to make her unconscious and then what?

Clara got beside him and he did not notice, his fervor to rape Anna consuming him. She made her hand a weapon and gritting her teeth, she used the stiffness of her fingers and stabbed him deep in his throat slits.

She wished for salt.

She flattened her body on the moss as he screamed in agony after she tore her hand out of his gill. Her hand came away with sinew, blood and other bits covering her fingers to their first knuckle. Anna squirmed out from underneath him and ran.

Leaving Clara but a horse length away from him.

Where were the Band?
Clara raged in her head, scrambling on all fours to escape. He grabbed her ankle and she kicked backward, but his hand was a vise about her, crushing it against him and she cried out. He used her foot as a tool and twisted it until she flipped over on her back. She saw his fist rear back.

It was a dark moon sailing down to her.

A crushing pain erupted at her temple and her vision tripled, narrowing to black.

Clara fell into an abyss of darkness.
  



CHAPTER 23

 


Anna burst out of the wood and saw two of the Band lay unconscious and screamed for help. Her hands and legs shook so badly she fell to the sand. The entire Band would have heard her.

Joseph was first and threw his arms about her. He pulled away, seeing her smashed face, her lip swelling and blood leaking out of her nose. Then he observed that she wore only her torn undergarments. “Who has laid their hands upon you?” he growled.

She hiccuped back a sob. “It was he! Clara is down there with him. Please help her!”

Maddoc, Matthew and Edwin came upon them. Seeing the downed Band they turned to Joseph. “Where is Clara?”

“Anna says she is down there with the man who attacked her.”

Their faces showed the rage and impotence of the moment so clearly. They ran into the woods at a sprint, the branches crashing about them.

Maddoc reached the spot where the moss lay crushed, blood staining it black.

Clara was nowhere to be found, the wood empty and still.

Edwin reached down and scooped up the stockings that she had been too modest to put on in front of him. He had never felt more like weeping in his life.

He had never cried.

“No!” Matthew roared. “How is it that they were unprotected?” he asked to no one in particular.

The men turned and rushed through the forest and met Joseph and Anna. They looked at her face and none said what was foremost on their minds.

Clara may be in worse condition.

Anna cowered against Joseph, her teeth chattering. “He is Band. He is the man from my Band. The one that... that...” her large brown eyes pleaded with them to understand.

“We need to be after her. Now!” Matthew yelled.

“Yes, my brother. But first, let us get the details before we charge after her,” Edwin said reasonably.

“She is my sister, I do not need too many details. I say we pursue and kill him,” Maddoc said.

Matthew nodded, moving to charge toward his horse.

“Wait!” Edwin said and he turned to Anna. “How was it you were able to escape?”

Anna told them.

“She stabbed him with her hand? In his throat slits? You are certain...?” Maddoc asked incredulously.

Edwin could not help it, he laughed.

Matthew glowered at him. “What brings humor? While this male of the Band is doing who knows what to Clara?”

“He is wounded, dolt. Can you not see, he will be able to be overcome. Our delicate Clara has a steely core. She has incapacitated him for our overtaking and rescued her friend as bonus.”

Maddoc smiled. “He speaks true.”

“It matters not, I cannot think until I lay hands on her and know she is safe once more. That one of the Band could overcome the Band here does not speak well.”

Maddoc's brows shot down over his eyes. “We are to guard against the
fragment. Not other Band!”

“No more words, we must be after her,” Matthew said. He turned to Joseph. “Tell our captain what has happened here.” His eyes turned to Anna, they stole to her torn bodice, then moved to her face. A livid mark lay upon her cheekbone, her eye swelling above it, her lip puffy and cut.

He turned without a word and leaped onto the back of his steed, Edwin and Maddoc echoing his move with their own mounts nearby.

 


*

 


Evelyn cried uncontrollably, taking solace from no one. She absolutely loved Clara above all others. Why had this happened? She gave a disdainful look at Anna. How could she have left Clara behind? Why had she not stayed and tried to help her?

Now she was gone. She would never survive the violence of this deranged male of the Band.

Rowenna slapped the table with her bare hand, making all that lay upon it shake. Bracus lay a hand on her shoulder and she reached up without thinking, covering it with her own. “I take responsibility. I should have been more diligent with the guard. We have never had a problem but with the random
fragment. I should have concerned myself more with that rogue Band. I knew that your Band sought you, Anna. But word must have got out that you were near. He came seeking revenge and found my daughter instead.”

Anna sat looking at her hands, the guilt a wretched ache in her chest.

Joseph leaned down and whispered in her ear, “You could have done nothing. If you had not run and alerted the Band, even now he would have you both or worse.”

Anna nodded. She definitely understood what the “or worse,” would have been.

It almost was.

Still, she could not protect Clara. She looked at Rowenna, full of remorse. “You should have seen her, Rowenna. She was so determined. She stabbed him. But her face, I will never get the memory of her face out of my head.”

“What of it?” Bracus asked.

“It was a fearsome thing. A perfect blend of fear and anger.”

Rowenna allowed herself a small smile. “She is so much my daughter.”

Bracus let his hand fall away from Rowenna and began to pace the room. “They will recover her. He is weakened by what Clara has done. The throat slits do not repair quickly like other parts.”

He was right, Anna thought. There was that small victory which may serve as an advantage.

“How can we just wait here and do nothing? Do you not love her Bracus?” Evelyn wailed, her heart breaking.

Bracus looked at her steadily. “I will always love Clara. We
have
done something. Three of the Band, one her own brother, seek her even now.”

Evelyn's eyes narrowed on him, then shifted to Rowenna. “No. It is she that your eyes seek.”

Bracus strode to her and grabbed her to him, hugging her against him. She stayed stiff in his arms, angry at him, at everything.

“It is she that broke things off between us. She could not have Matthew and I both. You know me, Evelyn. If she had chosen me, there would have been no other. That I may yet find happiness with another female is beyond what I had hoped for myself. Has Clara said to you that she begrudges me this?”

She pulled away. “She has not.”

“Well then, wee one, let it be. She will return to us, safe. She will choose her own mate and we will live together in happiness once more.” But it was not Evelyn's face that Bracus looked upon as he said this.

It was Rowenna.

 


*

 


Randall was worried about the female. She lay in front of him as a pale and lightweight lump, a horrid and swollen bruise at her temple. She was so still he had stopped his steed twice to check that she lived.

He had hit her harder than he had meant.

His breathing came in fits, her small fingers having lanced his throat slits deeply, one was not working at all.

As soon as he had picked her up he had known what it meant to be touched by the
select.

A terrible heat like fire had raced up his arms when he pressed her unconscious body against his. She wore only the lightweight garments she had underneath the heavier skirt. Instantly, when all that unprotected skin had touched his body it shook as if on fire and his need to protect the female that he had just beaten overcame him, nearly bringing him to his knees.

He had ignored the legends of the
select
his entire life.
That the Band was bred specifically to protect the clan. But above all else, any of the
select.
That stupid female, Anna, had changed everything for him.

Now that he had taken a
select, the Band would be coming for him. He had thought a loose plan of using her then dumping her wonderful. He would have his fun, then scamper away into the wilderness, continuing his existence in exile.

But no longer, he would fight one hundred of the
fragment
and ten of the Band for one day with her. The thought of them tearing away his fragile burden made sweat bead on his lip and his heart race in his chest.

He slowed his mount to a walk, then stilled the beast. Its sides heaved. He had galloped for miles, the entire way knowing it was jarring for the female but distance was his priority.

He gazed down at her. He pushed her deep red hair away from the temple. Almost before he knew what he was doing he kissed the bruise he had laid upon her.

Her eyes flew open and she stirred in his arms, turning to look at him.

She said nothing, just stared.

He lifted his hand to push the remainder of her hair out of her face and she lifted her arm weakly to defend her face.

His breath caught in his throat. She moved to defend herself against him, as weak as a kitten. “I will not hurt you again.” He knew what she had seen. Did she not realize the other female was not special? She had deserved his retribution but he knew that her scorn would soon turn to understanding.

He lowered her arm. “I will not beat you again.”

He carefully dismounted with Clara in his arms and she turned her head to the side, weakly throwing up, her head spinning, streamers of colors lay about her and she could not steady her head. That she lived while her head felt the way it did was beyond her.

Death would have been a mercy.

Randall felt terrible, she had nary the strength to empty her stomach. He had hurt her terribly and did not know how to fix it. He brought her to a glade underneath a stand of trees, towing his horse behind him. Gently, he laid her down upon the grass. He brought a flask with water out of his rucksack and cleaned her mouth. He held her head gently as she took small sips of water from him.

She began to shake and he got the only blanket he had and covered her with it.

Clara looked up at the giant who fed her water and could not believe she was held by the male who had tried to rape Anna. Her despair knew no boundaries. She knew that Matthew and Edwin would find her. She but needed to stall him here as long as possible. Moment by moment she felt slightly better.

Randall looked down at her curiously and said, “Your wound heals.”

Clara did not feel healed. She felt that her head had been crushed in a vise. However, she felt better than she had but moments before.

“What do they call you?” Randall asked.

“I am Clara,” she whispered out of a throat raw from vomiting. He moved to put the small pillow he had beneath her head and she flinched. He sighed. “I have told you that I will not abuse you further.”

“I know who you are. You are the male of Anna's Band that she ran from. The one that nearly had his way with her,” she said, her voice raspy.

He looked at her with disdain. “She is one of the females which tease the Band, they do not deserve our mercy.”

Clara stared at him. It was then she realized he was quite mad.

He reached out and touched the pulse which hammered in her throat. “So brave,” he crooned. “But your body betrays you.” His finger slid down between her breasts and she gasped, the heat from his touch licking along her breastbone. It should not have filled her with desire. It was an intimate betrayal that her body would not understand what her intellect shouted to her in fear.

His eyes flicked to hers and he smiled, thinking she would see that they should be together. He gathered her to him and placed her on his lap and began stroking her hair. Eventually, when she offered no resistance, he pushed her down against the moss and covered her with his body, clasping her wrists in one of his large hands he put them above her head.

Clara had never been so frightened in her whole life. He planned to rape her but not in the way of Prince Frederic. No, he planned to claim her so she could never be with another of her choosing. If he penetrated her then her ability to choose a proper spouse would be stolen forever.

He kissed her, beginning at her injured temple and moving down her face. He buried his face in her neck and as he passed to place his face between her breasts she whimpered and he brought her in tighter against him. She shuddered within his grasp, feeling his knee part her legs. She tried to squirm but with her weakened condition she was horribly vulnerable.

Dear Guardian, Clara thought, was this what her life was reduced to? All the struggles and hard-won triumphs for naught before the result of this crazed Band by happenstance stumbling upon her?

Clara did not see the longsword as it whistled through the air but heard its descent and the widening of the male's eyes before his head was taken off his shoulders, the blade's deliberate arc missing her face by inches.

Clara instinctively closed her eyes and in not so much as a week's time she was sprayed by yet another male's warm lifeblood.

When she began to cough and choke it was Matthew that soaked the gills that sprung from her flesh in response to her adrenaline. The salted water allowed her breath to return to her in a gasping fit.

He looked at her face then gathered her into his arms and stood, kicking the male's body away. Clara was dizzy as he walked and heard the voices of her brother and Edwin.

“How does she fare?” Maddoc asked, jogging alongside him.

“Whose blood?” Edwin asked as he thundered beside Matthew.

But Matthew continued walking, never taking pause in his stride. As he neared his horse, Edwin restrained him with a hand on his arm. “Let me look upon her. Let us evaluate her condition.”

Clara rolled her eyes to Edwin and he took in a swift breath. “That is a fearsome wound.”

Matthew nodded tersely. “It is his blood which coats her. If you are done gawking, I would ready her for travel back to the clan.”

Edwin's eyes narrowed, his hand tightening on Mathew's arm and Clara thought she would be torn apart again and said in a whisper, “Please, just take me from this place.”

Matthew looked down at her, his face moving from anger to tenderness, Edwin glowering in the background.

It was Maddoc that pressed them forward. “Do as she asks. My mother will know how to tend her. She is not as the rest of the Band. She has but a fraction of our strengths, she is fragile.”

Edwin looked at her thoughtfully. “Mayhap not. As it seems to me that the wound mends as we watch.”

They looked upon her and she closed her eyes. Finally, after what seemed an interminable amount of time, she felt Matthew mount his horse.

He whispered in her ear, “Can you stand a gallop?”

She nodded against his chest. “Please, do not let me go,” she said as hot tears scalded her face and soaked his chest. He gripped her in his mighty arm, swinging the horse with one hand.

“Never,” he said.

They rode, her face pressed against his heartbeat.
  



CHAPTER 24

 


Many arms and hands carried Clara to a bed that welcomed her like a feathered nest. She was beyond tired. Her bones ached. She had been beaten, ridden a horse at a gallop with a head that felt like it was not her own, and was now back at the clan of her mother.

When she opened her eyes, the comforting presence of Evelyn was the first that greeted her. Her lower lip trembled. “Oh Clara!” she cried, jarring Clara with her hug, a flare of pain in her head letting Clara know that she was not completely well.

But it was Clara that comforted Evelyn, now an orphan, without family, save Clara and the members of the Band. And Maddoc, Clara noted, her eyes meeting his above the weeping girl. His gaze was latched to Evelyn's bent form. His eyes begged that she would not give him away. Clara would not. Nor did she want Evelyn played with. She had been through far too much to be trifled with.

Evelyn finally pulled away and smiled through her tears. “We thought... We did not know...” and when Clara saw she may go into a fit of crying again, she grasped her hands and said, “I am fine. Do not fret.”

“You do not look fine, Clara.”

Clara knew this. With the blood of the rogue male covering her and the wound his fist had created, she was sure she was a sight. A blush of heat came over her when she realized she was in nothing but underwear. Her arms, bosom and half her legs were on display for everyone to see.

Matthew came into the room and smiled when he saw that she was better. His expression changed when he noted her discomfort. “What troubles you?” Then he laughed realizing the ridiculousness of the question. “I meant, what troubles you at this moment?”

“I realize I am wearing very little,” Clara answered, a new flush of heat creeping up her neck.

“Aye. Yet, you live, sweet Clara. That is all that matters. Your state of clothing is of little importance.”

“What is this obsession the
sphere-dwellers
have with being covered? It is confounding, given the season,” Maddoc said.

Evelyn shrugged. “It is their way. But I did see Clara in bare feet a few days past,” she said, winking at Clara.

It was true, Clara was losing her civility inch by insidious inch. But somehow, it did not feel wrong to her.

Clara was saved by answering when Sarah rushed in. She threw her arms around Clara's neck and she cringed as fresh pain settled into her head again. “I do apologize! I should have been at the spring today! I was otherwise engaged and now you are here, abused again,” Sarah said as she slapped her own forehead.

Clara immediately wondered if she had been with Clarence, who she deemed a proper suitor or capturing a moment of stolen passion with Philip.

Clara released her from her guilt handily. “He would have had more females to take or abuse. It is good that you were not.”

Sarah looked at her thoughtfully, touching her head gently. “I am not so sure.”

Clara held out her hand and Matthew came to her bedside, taking it. “You very nearly nicked me with your sword.”

He gave a great smile and said, “Nay, I swung true.”

“Very,” Clara said, nuzzling his hand with her cheek. It was at that moment that Rowenna, Bracus and Edwin entered.

Matthew let his hand fall with a frown while the three of them crowded around her bedside and Evelyn and Sarah made room for them.

Matthew stayed where he was.

“Daughter,” Rowenna said, leaning down and kissing the least abused side of her face. “It is very good to see you again.” Her eyes held a sheen, Clara noticed.

“It is very good to be here,” Clara responded sincerely.

Bracus leaned over her and pressed a gentle kiss on her forehead. “It is well that the blood that you wear is his and not yours.”

He turned to Matthew. “My brother,” and Clara saw him fight his emotions. “You did well this day. Edwin has told me he lives no more.”

Matthew nodded.

“He lost his head,” Maddoc said and laughed.

Everyone looked at Maddoc who shrugged. Edwin began to laugh and then they were all hysterical, Rowenna having tears running down her face.

“It is not funny in the least!” Evelyn said as she continued laughing, arms wrapping her ribs.

It had the desired effect of relieving tension. The grave affair one for which the silliness of their laughter was the only cure.

They all left save Rowenna. “What did he do to you, Clara?”

Clara sucked in her lip, the images rifling through her head as playing cards. But she began simply, “He tried to rape Anna again,” she paused, looking at Rowenna who encouraged her with a nod. “When he was hurting her, I intervened by,” and Clara showed her with her hand what she had done and Rowenna winced, envisioning the scene. “He turned on me and used his fist to do this,” Clara pointed to her head. “It is a bit foggy after that but when I next had my wits about me I was lying in a glade with the wood all around,” Clara said, remembering. “Then he was kissing me and trying to...”

“Did he?” Rowenna asked. “It is important.”

Clara shook her head, then stopped at the pain that ensued with her movement.

“Because...”

“I understand, Rowenna. They finally told me about consummating with the Band.”

Rowenna nodded. “If Rolland still lived, there would be no other. That he is gone frees me to be with another. The call of a male of the Band is fearsome.”

“Why are we so few?” Clara asked fiercely, fresh resentment boiling inside her for this blood that governed her.

She shrugged. “I know not.” She did not look away. “I am glad that Matthew reached you in time. We would not want you bound to another.”

“He would have killed him regardless,” Clara said, knowing Matthew.

“True. It is terrible to kill one of the Band. But his mind was gone, yes?”

Clara thought of his strange words and soft actions, such a digression from the initial beating and shuddered. She nodded. “He was very strange. He beat me, then he was tender toward me. It was a confusing event.”

Rowenna laughed. “I think frightening is more the way of it.”

“Oh, it was that,” Clara shivered.

They heard arguing outside her room and Rowenna held her finger up to Clara. Clara shrunk underneath the thin sheet which covered her.

It was Charles, trying to barrel his way inside. Finally, after much discussion he burst inside. “Clara!” he cried. “Clarence and I were just told of your abduction by that heathen.”

Clara winced at the name, knowing how rude it sounded to the people of the clan. He was obviously beyond caring as he began anew, “What has he done to your face?”

Clara looked down at her hands which twisted about, the sheet held taut underneath her armpits. “He struck me whilst I tried to assist Anna.”

“That loathsome brute! What has the Band done about it?” he seethed.

“They have not told you?”

“No. What measure have they taken?”

Clara began to laugh, which grew into great gasping fits of laughter.

“What could you possibly have to laugh about?” he asked, exasperated.

“He will not be thinking about another attack again,” she choked out between fits of giggles.

“This grows tiresome, Clara. Just tell me.”

“He has lost all thought processes along with his head!” Clara whooped and continued laughing.

Charles looked at her dumbfounded, his mouth hanging agape. Finally, when it was obvious she would not settle down, he began to laugh himself until Clara's laughter turned to tears and he came beside her and wrapped his arms around her, smoothing his hands up and down her bare arms.

“I am here, Clara, do not cry. I am here,” he said.

Clara sobbed like her heart was breaking, the last year's blur of activity culminating into terror. She had had enough of that in her young life.

She clung to Charles and wished for normalcy, as her head throbbed in time with her heartbeat.

A normalcy that escaped her.
  



CHAPTER 25

 


Maddoc worried at the handle of his dirk that hung high on his left hip, watching Evelyn. She was pacing around the outside of the room which Clara lay in, waiting until that insufferable
sphere-dweller
left. Why his sister was so enamored of his sentiments was beyond Maddoc. He and the other of the Band thought him a dolt. Maddoc wanted to comfort Evelyn but was unsure how. Just as he would make his way toward her Ella and Jocelyn approached him. He fumed. Mother had taught him to be kind to the females he was sworn to protect but this pair were his least favorite. They followed him around and hung about him like an ill-fitting tunic.

He watched them fasten their eyes upon Evelyn and smirking, they came for him like twin leeches. Evelyn stopped her pacing and looked briefly at the young women as they advanced on him, then looked away. Maddoc seethed inside, he did not wish for Evelyn to presume he wanted their company. She had the blood of the Band running in her veins. Her very essence called to him. As of yet, she had not warmed to him though. He was waiting for her to notice him, show interest. After the way that fool Lee had behaved, he needed to prove all of the Band were not an insufferable lot of imbeciles.

“Well, well, how fare you?” Jocelyn asked in her best attempt at seduction.

Maddoc barely restrained himself from rolling his eyes. He was not impressed with her efforts, his eyes straying back to Evelyn.

Ella sidled up beside him and put a warm hand upon his arm, pressing her breasts against him. It distracted him for a moment, his need to respect her warring with his desire to speak with Evelyn. A small noise made him look back at Evelyn. Lee was walking toward her and Maddoc forcibly removed Ella's hand from his arm.

“Maddoc!” she cried, sulking.

As he passed her Jocelyn said, “Do not go to her. She is not worth your time!”

“I will be the judge of that, Jocelyn,” Maddoc said, never pausing as he moved toward Evelyn.

Evelyn saw Lee walk toward her and her feet became rooted to the spot outside Clara's door. She was not some weak-kneed female but his pushy sexual advances were fresh in her mind. His hand on her breast was a charred memory seared into her brain. She hated herself for it but she looked to where Maddoc stood with the two witches of the clan. But he was moving toward her already. The relief that flooded her brought her shame. Evelyn desperately did not wish for him to know how he affected her. Nor did she want the two hussies that crawled after him to know either.

Lee and Maddoc faced each other. “Why do you not walk away now, Lee?” Maddoc asked in a pleasant voice that did nothing to veil the threat his voice held.

Lee shook his head. “I come but to apologize to Evelyn.”

Jocelyn and Ella strolled up. “She has told us what you did and we do not believe her. She thinks to gain some kind of false sympathy,” Jocelyn said, looking at Evelyn in feigned innocence.

Lee frowned at her. “Mayhap you are right?” he said, giving Evelyn a narrow look.

“I have told you, so, it must be true,” Jocelyn purred at him.

Evelyn wished to vomit on the bodice of her revealing blouse.

“Ooh, she looks so angry. See how her face puckers,” Ella said, trying to copy what she thought Evelyn's face looked like.

Evelyn put her hands on her hips. “I have not uttered one word of untruth since my party has arrived. From whence I come the Band protects females.
My
Band protects females,” she gave an accusing glance at Lee.

“You did not say 'do not'.” Lee shrugged in defense.

“The blood from your lip was answer enough,” Maddoc said in a low voice, his hands curling into fists.

“It is not an apology to agree with females as soft as these,” Evelyn said, raising her palm at the two women. “They believe their own deceit so it is truth to them. I know what real truth is and you offered me none of it one night past.”

Evelyn gave a look to Maddoc and a curt nod. She turned her attention to the others and gave them a withering glance as she stalked off.

 


*

 


Evelyn felt hot tears burning the back of her eyelids and bit the inside of her lip to keep from crying. Those stupid females! She felt a fool. They were obviously beautiful and desired by the Band and she not yet ten and four. Why did they not treat her as a guest? Did they have no respect for Clara, the daughter of their Band leader? It made little sense.

She walked into the woods, but not too far. She did not wish to be about without the Band. She looked around in the dim light of the wood and remembered how mindful a female needed to be of the
fragment.
She went deeper into the wood to a special place of respite that no one knew about.

Or so she believed.

 


*

 


Jocelyn and Ella rummaged about in the supply chamber. Finally, they found some foul smelling twine made from the guts of seals, like bands of steel when it dried, it would make dandy ropes.

“She will be taught this lesson and learn what it is to follow directions from her elders,” Jocelyn giggled, snapping the rope taut between her outstretched arms. It made a loud snapping sound and her lips curled into an evil smile.

“We will not hurt her?” Ella asked uneasily, wondering to herself if it was the best of ideas. It had sounded like great fun when Jocelyn had first proposed it. They would be near to shunned if Rowenna became aware of their little scheme.

Jocelyn glared at Ella and she shrank back. That silly girl would pay. An image of Evelyn stood in her mind, her ridiculous hair that was a golden color not found in nature, her eyes so blue she could hardly bear to look upon her. And the curves that she flaunted! She narrowed her eyes on Ella and saw her gulp. “She is a tart that needs to learn a lesson. She acts the part of the whore, flaunting her unnaturalness to our males. What does it matter that she has a small drop of
select
blood running in her veins?” Jocelyn shrugged then went on, “I was but this far,” she put her index and thumb a hair's breadth apart, “from capturing Maddoc.”

Ella had not thought so but wisely said nothing. Instead, she remembered barely contained tolerance from Maddoc toward Jocelyn. Ella
did
remember Jocelyn allowing Lee to paw her from head to toe on more than one occasion.

“Help me do this, Ella. This will keep the wretched girl from interfering between Maddoc and I.”

Ella was still uneasy about it but shoved her disquiet away, she had sworn fidelity to Jocelyn. “I will help. We must tie her up but briefly.” She looked around. “If anyone catches us we will be found in the wrong.”

“Nay. No one will believe her. She is not of this clan. It will be our word against hers,” Jocelyn smiled, thinking of how clever she was. She thought of Evelyn bound in her hiding place in the wood and smiled, her pretty mouth gagged, her curves untouched by any of the Band, those blue eyes soaked in fear.

Yes, she would like that very much. They gathered the implements of restraint and covertly hid them in a rucksack.

 


*

 


Maddoc was searching for Evelyn everywhere and could find no trace. He opened his throat slits fully, trying to capture her unique scent. She and Clara smelled alike to him. Clara more strongly of his mother but he realized it was possibly that they scented similarly because they were kin, that being
select
was secondary. He did not know, but he was desperate to find her.

It was not as Jocelyn and Ella had said to him. They believed that it was only out of a sense of duty that he wished to protect Evelyn. Their arrogance was beyond description. He remembered Jocelyn's words that she had uttered but moments before:

“She is utterly plain Maddoc, and will return to her own clan forthwith. It is a kindness that you bestow upon her your protection when she claimed to need protection from your bandmate. But let us look at it. She is barely ten and four. She has not need of protection. She is not yet a woman,” Jocelyn had said, putting her fingers across the flesh of her bosom and allowing them to trail there.

Jocelyn infuriated him. He was absolutely ill from her constant infatuation. Any fool could see that Evelyn's womanhood could not be measured by her age alone. His mind supplied the image of her blue eyes, laying as startled jewels in the ivory of her face, the golden hair that held streaks of platinum which framed her face. She was all the woman that he wanted, thinking of the slap she had given him the day they met. He smiled. None of the females of his clan would have been so bold.

“Do you listen to my reasoning?” Jocelyn said, anger seeping into her voice.

“I see a female that chokes on her jealousy of another,” Maddoc had said, walking off before she could refute him.

Now he was frantically searching for her. His sense of danger had risen. Where was she?

 


*

 


Evelyn lay upon her back and looked at the bare patch of sky revealed in the dense canopy of trees. She hummed a little tune and tried to quiet her heart. She badly wished to visit with Clara but that stubborn Charles was attending her presently. She sighed. Mayhap she needed to stop feeling sorry for herself and make friends here. Evelyn knew they would depart soon and though she looked forward to visiting with Jonathan again, she longed for a female of her own age to chat with. She had had high hopes of friendships within this Band, but too soon realized that they saw her as a threat to their chances with the Band.

Then they discovered her grand-sire had been Band and treated her most terribly since.

She could have easily gone to Rowenna and relayed the unfair treatment but it was something she instinctively felt she should handle. Today was the last straw. When the two worst females said in front of the Band, in front of Maddoc, that she was lying she had to leave. This was the one spot that reminded her of her home clan. It was a place very much like the one off the trail to their bathing spring.

She never saw the females of her musing until it was too late.
  



CHAPTER 26

 


Jocelyn saw Evelyn, laying about on the moss as a doe; a blond-haired, blue eyed one.

She crept forward, keeping her body sideways and narrow on her approach. Her lilting voice made its way to Jocelyn's ears and the clear beauty of it grated upon her jealousy like a discordant instrument.

She pounced, landing squarely on the girl's legs and Evelyn squealed in fright and pain, completely unprepared as Ella grabbed her wrists from behind.

Too late Evelyn realized how vulnerable she had been and tried to get up, but the weight of Jocelyn coupled with Ella's body weight pressed on her wrists was too difficult to overcome.

Then Jocelyn swung her palm back and slapped Evelyn's face, her skull biting into the soft moss behind her head, her skin stinging like a thousand biting ants.

“Sit still, whore of the Band, whilst we teach you a lesson you will not soon forget.”

Evelyn's heart began to race, she looked about her and then her gaze locked with Ella's. “Please, do not tie me here and leave me. The
fragment
may come. They will hurt me.” Hysteria bubbled up in her throat unmercifully. Her time with the
fragment
lay as a cold hand on her heart. Surely they would not leave her here alone?

Ella was worried. Jocelyn had promised they would not hurt Evelyn. Just teach her a lesson. As she looked down into the girl's eyes, her fright stripped away the older look she wore about her.

She looked ten and four, her wide blue eyes terrified.

Ella did not believe that she was a whore.

She looked at Jocelyn.

But Jocelyn had narrowed her eyes on Ella. “You are a part of this now. Do not try to fail me because your spine becomes weak.” Ella saw the ropes clenched in her hands and sighed, bearing down with her knees on Evelyn's wrists and extending her hand for her portion.

Jocelyn smiled. Stupid Ella needed her. After all, she was a natural born leader.

Evelyn bit her lip to keep quiet. She knew Jocelyn's ilk. No amount of tears and pleading would set her free. She had set her sights on hurting Evelyn nearly from the first moment of their meeting.

She would not beg.

Finally they had secured her to Jocelyn's satisfaction. Her wrists were bound together and tied to a gnarled tree root behind her back, her legs bound together. She could move her body but could not move from the tree that she had lain against.

Ella stood and warily backed away from her. Evelyn noticed her face. “You let her give you orders like a dog. You know what they call a female dog Ella?” Evelyn asked.

Jocelyn smiled, turning to Ella. “Do you see what this is? Even now, bound and vulnerable, she calls you a bitch.” She crouched down and dug her fingers into Evelyn's scalp, jerking her head to her face, Evelyn's shoulders straining against the bounds which held her. “You are the female dog. Meant to breed with the Band when you do not deserve the crumbs from their table. Stupid girl.”

Jocelyn let her head drop, Evelyn's scalp throbbing painfully. She set her jaw and glared up at Jocelyn.

Jocelyn swung her foot back and kicked Evelyn in the ribs. Evelyn grunted, hissing with the pain.

Ella grabbed Jocelyn's arm. “Let us go before someone finds us.” She looked into Jocelyn's eyes. “You said we would not harm her and yet you beat her. Tying her is enough. Let us go, Jocelyn,” she pleaded.

Jocelyn glared back at Ella and wrenched her arm away. “Where is your precious Clara to defend you now?” she asked.

With one more sullen glance at Evelyn, she lifted her skirts and whirled away, Ella following closely behind.

Evelyn waited until they were well and away before the first hot tear fell, her side a hot and broken pain she bore.

She thought of Maddoc and how she had not said thank you.

Evelyn shut her eyes and cried.

 


*

 


Maddoc was beyond frantic now. He had gone to see Clara and told her of the events of the last day. Clara became quieter with each new fact he lay before her.

“Do not play with this girl, Brother. I have just met my real family, yet I do not know the fabric of your integrity. You are Band but that does not resolve all.”

Maddoc raked a hand through his shoulder length bronze hair, so like his sisters. “I do not play with her! Lee made a grave mistake with his advances. She is not like the silly females of our clan that wish to play games. And,” his gaze held and locked with hers, “she is
select. Even now, I can feel her blood, it calls to me.”

Clara hid a smile at his ardent feelings. He was so young, yet he did look very much the male. He was but an inch or two shy of where Matthew and Bracus stood. He would be fully grown mayhap one year hence.

Clara sighed, she never seemed to escape the dramatic events regardless of where she was. The brief time of transition between her being Princess to Queen was the only peace she had known since the demise of Father.

“Turn about while I dress,” Clara said.

“No, do not rise. I know that it has not been long since your injury.”

“Do I still bear the bruise?” she asked.

She watched him as he searched her face, his seawater eyes intense on her temple. “It fades. You appear to be becoming a female of the Band moment by moment.”

Clara smiled. “It appears so. I would give much for a fraction of your strength.”

Maddoc smiled back. “Mother is fearsome,” he agreed, then he grew serious. “But she is still female, a warrior of great skill. But against another of the Band with equal skill, but with the size of a male...” he let his statement run out and shrugged.

“She does not acknowledge that difference?”

He shook his head. “Our mother is not one for admitting weakness.”

Neither was Clara.

“Let us question the two females. Mayhap they know where Evelyn has run off to and Bracus should be made aware as well.”

Maddoc did better than turn, he waited outside for Clara. She quickly dressed and gazed into the small looking glass that had been made available. The blood of Randall of the Band had been cleared away but a new tightness had left its mark about her eyes, a fading blossom of chartreuse laying upon her temple.

She walked away from her reflection, never wanting to see another abuse on her face, but realizing it may not be the last.

Violence seemed to follow her wherever she may go.

 


****

 


Jocelyn and Ella were lying; Clara felt it with absolute certainty. Jocelyn kept her gaze sullen and locked on Clara's but Ella's eyes flitted about like butterfly wings, never landing on one flower too long.

Bracus was especially concerned. “Evelyn is not one to flounce about. She is responsible. She would not leave the security of the Band overly long.” He wasted a scowl on the two girls and Rowenna came to his side. He unconsciously reached behind him and clasped her hand.

“If I find that you two females are in any way responsible for her absence you will be punished.” She looked from one to the other then added, “Most severely.”

Jocelyn shrugged. “She is the one that absconded somewhere in a schoolgirl's huff. We cannot control her moods.”

That part smacked of the truth, Clara thought. But she could not put her finger upon the part that was false. She was surely missing some critical part to the puzzle. And they were completely mistaken of her character. Evelyn was neither moody nor schoolgirl-like. She narrowed her gaze on Jocelyn.

“It matters not. They do not know her whereabouts. Let us form a small search party. She is female, her feelings may be bruised,” Bracus rolled his massive shoulders into a shrug. “However, I do not take her absence lightly. I fully appreciate her awareness. She is not a trivial female, she will be mindful of the
fragment. I know this of her,” Bracus clarified, tapping his head.

Edwin rushed up then. “Captain Goodman!”

They turned. “Your scout says there is a band of
fragment
that hovers at the boundaries of the clan.”

Clara saw Ella startle as if a ghost had wandered over her grave. She whipped her head to the two females and they shifted their weight uncomfortably.

Rowenna's eyes narrowed and she strode forward, tension singing along her toned body. She came to stand before the pair. Jocelyn tried to keep her natural resentment and contrary nature hidden. But to Clara it was seeping out from her very pores.

“Speak now. If you know where this girl is, tell us,” Rowenna held her gaze for an uncomfortable length of time, never blinking. Finally it was Ella that spoke up.

Maddoc watched the emotions play over her face and knew that they were close to recovering Evelyn.

Ella told them.

Maddoc roared, turning on Jocelyn. “You have endangered her you bitch!” The cords on his neck stood out and Edwin held him back with a hand on his arm.

Rowenna did not correct his slur.

Jocelyn shrank back. Even still, she fumed. He was worried about stupid Evelyn.

Rowenna did not need to be held back, she being female as well. She grabbed the girl around her neck and hauled her close to her body.

“Tell us where she is or I will beat you until your bladder loosens.”

Clara gulped. Mayhap she would have been inclined to speak without that gentle persuasion. She tried to work up to a point of sympathy with Jocelyn and found she could not.

Jocelyn tried to unfasten the fingers clinging to her throat, her eyes staring fixedly at the gills that were splayed open with Rowenna's rage.

“Rowenna,” Bracus whispered his head bent beside her ear.

“Yes,” she hissed, her fingers clenching the slender column of Jocelyn's neck as a fragile flower stem.

“She cannot talk with such a tight hold,” he said reasonably, with a touch of humor.

“Yes,” Rowenna said flatly and released Jocelyn. She fell to the ground in a heap, her legs splayed before her. She clasped her hands around her neck and rasped, “I will not say.”

Rowenna advanced on her, her fists balled and hard.

“Wait!” Ella yelled and rushed forward. “I will tell you where she lays.”

Jocelyn looked at her with such pure hatred that it was not guesswork for Clara to surmise the friendship had ended.

Maddoc grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Where?” he hissed into her face.

Ella told them where Evelyn was.

“How long has she been thus?” Maddoc growled at her and she lowered her eyes, shamed.

“Good Guardian!” Clara shouted. “What have you done?” Clara walked to her directly and with a mighty shove, she sent the girl sprawling.

“If one hair on her head is touched, female or no, you will know pain upon my return,” Maddoc stated, leaping on his steed.

“Wait!” Clara yelled.

He shook his head. “No, Sister. I do not want any females that I care for when I am about her rescue. I could not bear...” He looked into her eyes and she understood. He did not want her injury or death on his hands as well.

He roared off in the direction of the wood.

Edwin and Bracus conferred briefly. They did not have enough Band to spare. A hunting party had been dispatched and only a minimum number of Band remained behind to defend. Bracus was torn. He did not wish to leave Rowenna, his flesh wished to cleave with hers. He could not believe the process of mating had appeared to have begun. But, a
select
of his clan lay bound in a deep part of the wood and he must rescue her.

Again.

“Go,” Rowenna whispered. “My son precedes you into danger. Protect him. I will be fine with Edwin, Lee, Joseph, Matthew and Philip.”

Bracus debated, hearing the list from her lips of the Band that would remain.

His soul torn, he finally decided duty would prevail. In that way he and Clara were much alike.

“Go after my brother, Bracus. He alone saves dear Evelyn,” she said as she looked at Jocelyn in a pile on the bare earth. Her gaze shifted to Ella who silently shook with sobs.

They disgusted her.

Bracus nodded, drawing Rowenna and Clara into his chest, his arms circling them both easily. He smiled briefly at Rowenna, who thought herself a fierce adversary but was built so small. He shuddered to think what would occur to her against a male of the Band. One such as Randall. Bracus pulled away and stroked a finger on the bruise on Clara's temple.

With a sigh and a last look at Rowenna he nodded at Edwin and turned, mounting Briar Rose with a pivot and practiced jump, galloping after Maddoc.

 


*

 


Bracus rode hard to the wood, coming to a skidding stop. Dismounting, he threw the reins over a stump and wound them quickly, Briar Rose giving him a soft neigh of inquiry.

He turned and ran, his throat slits opening fully. He allowed his eyes to close halfway, using his olfactory and tactile abilities to navigate the forest floor with its slick and uneven terrain.

He soon came upon Maddoc on his knees, crushing something to his face.

He slowed to a stop, Evelyn was not there.

His eyes met Maddoc's.

The
fragment
had preceded them. Footprints, broken branches and disrupted earth made a chaos of debris all around them.

Maddoc turned and stood, his eyes swollen and red. He had something clenched in his hand.

A sapphire ribbon fluttered in the slight breeze of the forest, waving like a desperate flag.

They turned and ran back the way they had come, soundlessly.

Their throat slits the only visible thing on their thick necks.
  



CHAPTER 27

 


A horrible pain penetrated the fog of consciousness that Evelyn found herself in. She realized the gait of a horse the instant she tore through the shroud of hazy wakefulness. Her hands and torso slapped gently along the flank of the horse that she rode upon. She had been thrown along its backside and was flopping along, tethered loosely.

Shards of glass stabbed her eyes and neck. The men of the
fragment
beat her until she lay still. The biggest finally picked her up when she struggled no more and tore her blouse from her body, grabbing her breasts and mounding them together. Then a rough voice had said they would have to be off. That a clan lay close-by and would miss this female.

The
fragment
had found it mysterious that a female of such quality would be bound and left as a gift in the forest. In all their years as they scavenged they had never tripped upon a prize such as she.

The leader had thought it was a trap. But after almost one half hour of careful waiting, it became apparent they were alone in the wood. They overtook her easily, reveling at her fragile beauty, her obvious youth. She fought them like a tigress and they had needed to subdue her. As vicious as the
fragment
was, there were some that were uncomfortable beating a female.

Lyle was not; he enjoyed inflicting the pain. It was only when she fell into unconsciousness that he discontinued, much to his disappointment.

“Lyle, it was dumb of you to beat the girl. We will not get top trade for her with the Midwestern
fragment. They sent message they travel this way. A beaten female will garner less.”

He gave Stephen a withering look. “Tucker will not care. It is female flesh that he desires, not the condition. Besides,” he lifted a piece of her hair as she lay over the horse, “she will heal.”

Evelyn rolled over smoothly on her back, which was arched fully across the horse's back and jabbed her hand into Lyle's nose. She allowed herself to slip off the opposite side and with a stumble she set off running. She didn't realize how badly she had been beaten until the sight in front of her doubled.

She plunged forward and was caught from behind. She screamed.

 


*

 


Maddoc pulled his horse up shortly, clutching his chest. Bracus pulled beside him, twisting the reins and bringing Briar Rose around.

“What say you?”

“I do not know. I have a pain here,” he stamped his fist above his heart.

“Are you an Intuitive?” Bracus asked quickly.

Maddoc nodded. “Mother uses me to locate enemy position during war.”

“She is in danger presently.”

“Evelyn,” he breathed.

“Yes.”

They turned, digging their heels into their steeds' sides. They galloped toward Evelyn.

 


*

 


Evelyn bucked, her head swimming with dizziness. Rough arms turned her and she raised her arms to ward off the blows.

But they did not come.

Slowly, she took down her arms and found herself staring into the face of one of the
fragment
whom she knew from before.

Daniel.

And behind him she saw a cruel smile form on the male that stood behind him.

Tucker.

Evelyn's hand clutched against her chest as her heart broke from despair, the world swirling into a dark void of oblivion as she fainted.

Daniel's heart ached. He knew the girl was but ten and four and the
fragment
which held her had beaten her savagely. He hated them. They were worse than the one he traveled with.

He'd never felt like he belonged. He wasn't sure why, but he fit badly with the men. However, he'd fought his way to the top. It was he and Tucker and no other. The small bundle of female lay in his arms and he instantly wondered where Clara was? Was she well? The battle had ended badly, the remaining of the
fragment
had fled. He saw the member of the Band slice the throat of the Prince and beat Tucker's face into a bloody pulp.

It would've been fantastic if Tucker had been killed. Then he'd lead by himself.

He looked behind him and saw Tucker's crooked nose, the scars of battle still disfiguring his face. It would always look mangled. He couldn't think of anyone who deserved it more.

He stood, the girl in his arms.

Tucker looked closely at her still form. “Those idiots. They have beaten her in the face.” He turned on Lyle like a dog in a fight.

“You idiot! You know you'll get less of a trade for a beaten female. Did you pleasure yourself with her as well?” he demanded.

Lyle glared. “No!”

“Well, there's that, at least.” He went back to inspecting Evelyn as she lay against Daniel. His eyes flicked to Daniel's. “This can't be the same girl that we had in our grasp just two months ago? She had the figure of a boy,” he said, looking at the curves revealed by the lightweight undergarment she wore.

Daniel looked down at Evelyn. As she slept gooseflesh appeared on her arms, her blouse gone. She was cold.

“It is.”

“Humph,” Tucker said. “How old do you guess she is?”

Daniel thought of the best answer. Tucker usually didn't attack females that were too young, he purposely guessed young, “Maybe ten and four?”

“Fourteen? I don't think so! Look at the figure on her?” he said, gyrating his hips rudely.

Daniel shrugged, trying to look casual. “Some look older but are not. I remember the Princess said that she was young. That seemed the age I remember.”

Tucker shrugged. “It's excellent that they ran into her. Have they said where the Princess is? I would love to lay my hands on her.” His gaze traveled off into the distance and Daniel could clearly see that he wouldn't rest until he had Clara.

Daniel wouldn't allow that to occur.

“Are we ready then? We will travel to her sphere. She does not need to be there but the Princess will come when she discovers the overtaking.”

Daniel nodded. Clara had seemed to be a monarch that was not in name only. The intel from the
fragment
told them that each sphere was run differently from the others. He hoped that if Clara were to return, that he was firmly in a position to help her.

After he murdered Tucker.

They assembled the men that they would need to travel to the sphere and were discussing taking the girl.

“We have already traded much with Lyle for her, it makes no sense to leave her!” Daniel argued, knowing full well that if they left her, this
fragment
would not leave her untouched, even with the threat of retribution so real. Damaged goods weren't valuable.

“Then you'll be in charge of her. She is dead weight and wounded. I don't want the distraction. We need to be at the ready, when the element of surprise is most useful.”

Lyle was listening to their guarded conversation. “What do you hope to gain by penetrating their sphere?”

“Are you really asking that question?” Tucker scoffed, the scarred flesh of his face puckering as he sneered. “Their women, their meat, their clothes, whatever lies around will be taken. We'll kill the men and take the women. It's exactly as it has always been except that we do not have the Band to contend with for once.”

Lyle scowled. “The spheres are impenetrable,” he said, folding his arms across his chest.

“True,” Tucker commented easily.

Daniel knew the secret and stayed quiet.

Lyle walked over to him. “You seem confident of penetrating the sphere? How is this?”

“Tucker is an enterprising man,” Daniel said, holding his mocking tone inside.

Lyle turned his stare on Daniel. “You seem odd. I have never gotten the sense of you.”

Daniel shrugged, going for nonchalance. It was very near the truth and he didn't like this idiot showcasing that difference.

Tucker looked at Daniel thoughtfully. He'd always been set apart from the other men. He couldn't put his finger on that difference but it was there, nonetheless. He frowned, there was something on the edge of his consciousness but not fully formed...

Daniel said, “Let us make haste in our travel.”

Tucker felt the mental connection float away and frowned. He'd been on the point of a revelation. Whatever, he'd figure it out at another time.

“You're right.”

He looked at Lyle. “Until next time, thank you for this find.” His eyes traveled to the girl and his mind thought on the Princess. That was the prize he really wanted. He would revel in her degradation. He had a feeling that she was strong-willed and he would enjoy crushing her spirit.

Daniel saw the smile on Tucker's face and didn't need a great deal of deliberation at its source.

Lyle's
fragment
packed up their gear and heaved it on their horses. It was a scant forty minutes before they were ready to depart.

Tucker waited until they were black dots on the horizon then turned to Daniel. “It's time.”

Daniel nodded and as he walked away he looked at where he had laid the girl down on the grass and she began to stir. Her eyes opened in her bloodied face, the blue deeply contrasting with all the red.

“Daniel,” she whispered.

Mindful of Tucker watching him he walked over as if she didn't matter. “What?”

Doubt crowded her eyes and he saw her rethinking his position and was sorry. But it couldn't be helped. After all, Tucker would see any weakness as something to be exploited at the worse possible time. He flicked his eyes in Tucker's direction and he saw understanding in hers.

She was a smart girl, she knew something was up.

Evelyn looked at Daniel. The only male of this
fragment, for the other one that had beaten her was no longer about. Evelyn remembered that Clara had said he was kind inside. At first, when he acted like her welfare mattered not, she had felt hopeless. But then his eyes had shifted to the awful Tucker and she realized it was a signal. Very much like the ones Jonathan would give her when the adults were around and he had a secret. She decided to pretend that he was as Tucker.

“I thought I recognized you from before.”

“So? It means nothing unless you tell us where the Princess is?”

“You mean Queen Clara?”

Tucker and Daniel looked at each other.

Tucker walked over to where she lay and she scooted backward. “I thought that she was Princess?”

Evelyn was not sure why this was important but felt like she had made a grave error by admitting her stature.

“Prince Frederic did not tell us that she was Queen,” Daniel said.

“She didn't either,” Tucker said thoughtfully.

“What does it mean?” Daniel asked but thought he knew.

“It means we have a traitor in our midst.”

Evelyn frowned and the movement caused her face to flinch over the worst of the wounds and she made a pain sound.

Tucker liked the sound she made.

She saw his reaction to her and had to hold herself still as her body wished to flee. She knew that Lyle would have beat her again had he caught her. But he had not. Daniel had.

“Let's go.”

Tucker nodded reluctantly, thinking how fun the sport would be with all the unsuspecting females of the sphere.

Daniel gave a hand to Evelyn and helped her up. She looked up at him gratefully and he gave the smallest smile.

It was enough.

She followed him by the hand to wherever Tucker was going.

 


*

 


Evelyn saw the anomaly even from where she stood. A shimmering oval stood in the middle of the glade. It was a strange wave in the middle of the air, it undulated as the breeze moved through it.

Daniel looked at the ripple, so benign.

So deadly.

Tucker knew where it was located and the time line that ruled it. They were here not by accident but for a purpose.

It was time to travel the Pathway.

The twenty members of the
fragment
that had escaped the siege by the Band had assembled in front of the ripple, their eyes wary. The group was superstitious to be sure. They knew that the travel sickness was real. There was only a certain number of times the human body could travel the Pathway without irreparable harm.

Daniel squeezed Evelyn's hand then let it fall. It wouldn't do for Tucker to think him soft. He needed to appear as he always was; ready.

“Move into the slit. We don't have a lot of time. Maybe another twenty minutes,” Tucker said, herding the soldiers of the
fragment
toward the iridescent mouth that opened obscenely to welcome them into the Pathway.

One male broke away and began to run. Tucker took off after him and pausing briefly, he gripped his dirk at the handle and threw it after the fleeing figure. It buried in the back of his skull and he crumpled to the ground. The five remaining of the
fragment
hurried inside the waiting hole. When the last one was ready to enter, he put out his arm tentatively, pushing it into the gaping mouth. The arm disappeared but his body remained outside.

Tucker crouched beside the fallen
fragment
and using both hands, he gripped the blade and yanked it backward, the skull cracking open wider as he did.

Evelyn covered her mouth and whimpered. The gray matter of the brain covered the blade. Tucker wiped it on the back of the
fragment
and stood. His eyes met hers and he smiled.

She backed away.

He looked over as the last soldier pressed his arm through and said, “Do you need encouragement from the dirk? As your comrade did a minute ago?”

The soldier's wide eyes took in the man that lay dead with a hole in his head and slipped in the rest of the way. His body remained visible for a moment, then eerily disappeared from sight.

Tucker looked at Daniel and Evelyn, re-sheathing his dirk at his waist. Daniel heard something and looked at Tucker. Tucker looked a question back to him but did not sense what Daniel did.

Riders.

He walked the distance to the ripple with Tucker and Evelyn.

“Riders approach,” he said.

Tucker looked at him. “I don't hear anything.”

“It sounds of the Band,” Daniel said and Evelyn tensed to flee. Daniel felt her weight shift and held her against him.

“Don't,” he said. Evelyn's heart sank. She was traveling to Clara's sphere with the
fragment. The mode of travel was something that frightened even the males.

They would pillage the sphere. Then her life would be one with the
fragment. Degradation. Abuse. Pain. Death.

Evelyn was without hope.

 


*

 


Bracus and Maddoc scented the
fragment's
trail.

Maddoc could barely make out Evelyn's scent for it was covered by another.

Blood.

He knew from the change to her scent she had been hurt.

His fury sped him onward.

They broke into the clearing at the same moment.

 


*

 


Evelyn's head snapped up as the Band entered the glade. Hope slammed back into her body, adrenaline surging to her extremities.

Her eyes met Maddoc's and she screamed for him, “Maddoc!”

Maddoc was already moving forward, his heels buried against his mount. The horse surged forward and he leaned into the wind to give her the speed she needed to reach Evelyn.

Bracus galloped slightly behind him and watched as a large male of the
fragment
held her tightly against him and the leader slightly behind. Bracus recognized him immediately, the damage on his face evidence of Matthew's fists, his features distorted.

Too late Bracus recognized the vehicle of their departure. But it was Maddoc that screamed for him, “No!” he bellowed just as Evelyn was jerked backward into the slit, her battered face disappearing from view.

The ripple hovered for a moment in the sunlight, glimmering and moving as a supple serpent suspended in the air. Then it winked out of existence with a sizzle.

Maddoc and Bracus stood paralyzed. No amount of nearness would make it reappear.

Evelyn had disappeared with the
fragment.

 


*

 


Evelyn saw Maddoc coming for her and hope welled up inside her. She had believed that he was acting out of duty.

She felt her body still as she was sucked back by Daniel. She was encased in a horrible coldness, the icy coating leeching into her body.

Her eyes met his over the head of his horse and it was then that she knew it was more than duty.

Determination filled his eyes.

And love.

The vision of his face galloping toward her narrowed until it became a pinpoint then disappeared.

Evelyn felt a crushing weight descend upon her, she could no longer feel Daniel holding her. She was flying through space without end.

She folded into unconsciousness in a cocoon of ice and fire, speeding into absolute darkness.
  



CHAPTER 28

 


Clara and Rowenna looked up as Maddoc and Bracus burst through the doors which led to Rowenna's chamber.

Empty-handed.

Clara's face fell. They would not have returned without her unless something horrible was afoot. Her stomach clenched as she prepared herself for news of Evelyn.

Maddoc looked at Rowenna. “They have used the Pathway.”

At first Rowenna seemed stunned. Then, coming to herself she asked, “Whom?”

Bracus answered, “The
fragment.”

“But that would mean...” Rowenna began in dawning horror.

Clara looked at Bracus and saw an uncommon emotion on his face.

Fear.

Not for himself but for her.

Clara felt the world narrow and consciousness slipping away. She bit the inside of her cheek until blood welled and her mind righted itself.

“They travel to my sphere? That is where that 'ripple' leads, true?” Clara asked in a panic.

Rowenna nodded sadly. “They will be ill when they arrive, that is the only weakness. But when they become themselves once again, they will pour through your tunnel and kill every male in sight.”

Clara left the room and bent over in the hallway, throwing up on the floor. The horrors of the
fragment
had been laid bare before her. They would murder her people, savage the women, and take all that was precious.

She straightened, wiping a shaky hand over her mouth. She felt Rowenna's hand on her back and Maddoc handed her a flask.

“We will go after them,” Clara said.

“You cannot, Clara. The sickness...”

Clara turned on Rowenna. “Fear not, I care not if I die when trying to save what Father held dear. I cannot leave them there unprotected.”

“Do you not have some Royal Guard present?” Bracus asked, immediately gauging the defense of the interior of the sphere.

Clara shook her head. “Nary seven. No more. The others accompanied us here and were killed earlier.”

It seemed so hopeless to Clara. She rummaged about in her brain for a plan. She would leave but with whom?

“Bracus.”

“Yes, my Queen.”

Clara smiled at the title, even in the midst of everything Bracus was ready and responding as a true ally. “Assemble everyone. Call to the nearby Band of Massachusetts. And,” she held up a finger and directed the next question to her mother, “Rowenna, do you have a homing dove?”

Rowenna nodded. “We have a small flock. They were bred to move between your sphere and here.”

Clara thought. Mayhap that would not be enough. There was a fifteen mile span between the Clan of Ohio and her sphere. Could the Band there receive a message? Could President Bowen be alerted in time to wage a battle?

“My father?” Clara asked.

Rowenna nodded. “He thought if there were ever need in an emergent situation...” she shrugged.

Clara thought that she could not admire her father further. Yet she could.

She did.

“I follow what you say, Clara. You think one of the Band may scout and come upon the bird?”

She nodded.

“It is bred to return to the perimeter of where the tunnel intersects with the main body of the sphere,” Rowenna explained.

“How would you know this, Rowenna?” Clara asked and Rowenna explained, “Raymond drew a sketch of sorts of the sphere and I have kept it these past years. I can show you... ” she offered, lifting a brow.

Clara could not believe she had not been made aware of this earlier. Rowenna saw her expression and laughed. “I am sorry, I had not remembered to mention it.”

Clara drank more water and spit it out into a basin, trying to get the horrid taste from her mouth. She followed Rowenna back into her chamber as she crouched down beside a solid wood trunk and used a key which lay between her breasts on a twine of leather to unlock it.

She pulled a scroll on parchment paper, tinged at the edge in yellow and unrolled it, laying it flat upon a small table.

Clara saw her home and her heart squeezed painfully with homesickness then on top of that fear.

Her sphere was in peril.

She had a sudden stab of hate for the Travelers. They had allowed this to happen with their meddling.

Clara returned to the task at hand, noting the mark that Father had made that clearly showed a bird at the point that a sentry would be. She had not remembered anything there and said so.

“Do you remember how 'thick' the sphere is at the junction of its connection with the main body?” Rowenna asked.

Clara nodded. For the most part, the sphere was translucent to clear. But at the seams where the sphere intersected with the trading tunnels, it was so thick one could not see through to Outside.

“It is there that your father placed a pen for the dove's return.”

Bracus palmed his chin. “The Band will scout this area and surely the homing pigeon will make its presence known.”

Clara puzzled at the different label for the bird but said nothing, noting yet another subtle difference between clans, spheres and regions.

Rowenna nodded. “It will.”

“Let us make haste with an alert,” Bracus said, taking command.

Rowenna had to but look at Maddoc and he sprinted out the door.

 


*

 


Clara stood in the glade that housed the ripple, the homing dove long sent. Four of the Band of Massachusetts, her home Band and Maddoc and Rowenna waited at her side.

Clarence and Charles were arguing with her. “You know not what the outcome will be. And forgive me,” he gave Rowenna a long look, “you do not yet know her with enough intimacy to gauge the accuracy of this venture.”

Clara huffed and glared at Charles. “Am I Queen or am I not? It is our people that lay like sheep before the slaughter. I cannot rule the dead. She had told me this is how Father made his way to her. That the Traveler’s intended their union to produce me. I exist for a purpose.”

“He died for them, Queen Clara,” Clarence intoned quietly.

“I am aware,” Clara said. “But he traveled many times. It is my fervent hope that this singular attempt will not sicken and shorten my life.” She looked straight in his eyes, then her gaze shifted to Charles. “But if it were, it is a risk I am willing to accept. Nothing you say can dissuade me. A message has been sent by dove to President Bowen....”

“One that may or may not reach him,” Charles said.

Clara nodded. “ 'Tis true, but I cannot fail because my help will arrive or no.”

“It is a safeguard. My scout will travel every other day and the message moves even now,” Bracus said, shrugging.

Charles could see that he was unperturbed by the huge odds against them. The other of the Band would not arrive in time. He told them this.

“Mayhap, but we have been up against greater obstacles,” Edwin said.

The Band murmured their assent to that and Clarence interrupted them, “But did you have females to defend in your midst?”

The Band grew quiet.

“Enough!” Clara said, holding up her palm. “We leave. Time is passing and each moment they recover and move forward with their scheme. I am certain that I was to be held hostage to coerce the people into compliance. But since that has failed, they will use force to subdue my people. It cannot be discussed any longer. We leave. Now.”

Clara looked from Charles to Clarence. “You do not need to attend me. You need not risk yourselves. You are not rulers. I alone can decide my own fate, not yours.”

Charles' eyes softened. “You know I would not let you go alone, Clara.”

“Nor I, Queen Clara,” Clarence agreed.

“That may be. But it will be informed consent. Know this,” she looked at all that had gathered, “my father, King Raymond, was murdered for conceiving me. It did not happen immediately. But year by year he sickened and died before his time. All because of his travel through the Pathway. Do not come if you fear this end.”

The Band stepped forward, their fists on their hearts.

Bracus stepped forward. “The Band serves you, Queen Clara.”

“Aye, we do as well,” Clarence said, Charles joining him by his side with a nod.

Rowenna came forward and took Clara's hand in hers. “Where you go, I do as well, Daughter.”

Tears of gratitude fell down her face in a hot trail.

She looked at the faces that surrounded her, love and loyalty bound in their expressions in a beautiful mix. She held out her arms and they gathered around her, a circle of friendship and protection. Her fear tasted like a bitter ash on her tongue.

They walked toward the ripple.
  



CHAPTER 29

 


The
fragment
lay in the tunnel, their bodies tingling, their insides heaving up. Tucker thought that his entrails would be disgorged from
his body. His throat burned and fine needles pricked every inch of his body. The cold left his fingertips numb.

Slowly, he became aware of his surroundings. The Outside could be seen through the milky interior wall of the sphere. He looked and it was Daniel that stood, shaky but not nearly as affected as he.

Curious.

Beside him the girl lay at his feet. Her eyes, or the one that was not swollen shut, caught his and she sat up too quickly and swayed. Daniel was quick to steady her.

He thought he was so clever, that Tucker did not notice his softness for the females. He did. He noted everything that was unusual.

Like his resistance to the effects of the Pathway.

Tucker made his way with grueling slowness to the spigot that lay in an alcove shaped like a half-moon, making the tunnel widen on one side. A large sliding door stood to open to Outside. It locked at both the top and bottom. It would not open easily. There was no sentry but Tucker knew that there was one which guarded the entrance to the Sphere of Ohio.

They would breach that easily and then the sphere and all that it contained would be theirs. He looked at the girl again but she stood beside Daniel, her form dwarfed by his height.

Tucker turned and cupped his filthy hand underneath the spigot, using one hand to pump the water that sprayed out in a rush, soaking his pant leg as he gulped greedily. Others of the
fragment
lined up behind him, muttering and groaning from the travel.

 


*

 


Daniel watched Tucker studying him and realized the element of surprise was fast dissipating. Tucker knew there was something afoot and would be watchful. He looked down at the blond head of the young female and thought about what might occur. They'd seen the two of the Band charge after them while they stood at the portal's door and if he understood the Band correctly, they'd follow them through the Pathway. The only respite they could hope for would be the Band would assemble more, then follow. Hopefully, he could dispatch Tucker, take hand of the
fragment
and enter into peaceful negotiations with the sphere before the Band came upon them and slit all their throats. He'd met them in battle but a handful of times and knew that although the
fragment
outnumbered them four to one, it mattered not.

They were fearsome.

Evelyn looked up at Daniel, her belly in knots. She had managed not to heave the contents of her stomach as many of the males had and the cold had left her. But the oppressive weight of the travel still lay heavy upon her, she did not feel herself. She was sluggish. Daniel appeared to have fared the best. He stood tall and unmoved. She knew he had not vomited, nor did he appear tired and dizzy like the others.

“Do you not feel ill?” she asked in a whisper.

He looked down at her and lied, he couldn't have anyone thinking he was different. “I have felt better. My stomach hurts and my head swims, but not so much now.”

Daniel actually felt almost normal. When they had first exited the Pathway, there was a period of intense dizziness when they had fallen from a point mid-air in the sphere tunnel to the floor. His stomach had lurched horribly but he gritted his teeth, fighting the physical malaise and finally overcoming it.

The
fragment
came together and Daniel fought the urge to put the girl behind him.

Tucker looked at each face, some had the pallor of ash. “We must press forward. Daniel and I saw two of the Band approach as we entered the Pathway. They'll follow. I think this female somehow belongs to them.” His malevolent gaze rested on Evelyn. “Do you?”

She did not answer and he stepped forward, reaching for her from Daniel. He moved to stop Tucker and his eyes met Daniel's. “Why do you protect her?”

Daniel thought quickly. “She can be used as a hostage should the Band follow.”

Tucker thought his logic sound. He looked at the girl again. “Will they follow?” he ground out.

She nodded. “They shall.”

He huffed in disgust. “The Band and their servitude to the weak females. No matter, they can't save them all,” he said as he smiled to himself.

Evelyn gulped and heard a dry click. Daniel led her to the spigot and she cupped her hands under it, filling them fully then splashing it on her face. She winced at the contact, her swollen face protesting under the cold water. It was at once refreshing and painful. The next handful was for her parched throat.

“Let's move!” Tucker said. He gave instructions to two of the
fragment
that were low to the ground and fast. Mayhap only ten and five, Evelyn estimated.

Evelyn watched them race ahead, moving in the shadows like eels in a stream.

 


****

 


Clara fell, weightless through the darkness, ice coating her body as she hurtled through the inky black of the Pathway. She could not feel the arms that had bound her to their bodies: Edwin's and Matthew's. She felt utterly alone. She knew that they grew closer to the end when the black became murky and her stomach lurched inside her, rising of its own accord. And as if she were underwater, she began to see a light shining below her. She shut her eyes as colors raced alongside in the periphery, the velocity making her nauseous.

When she opened her eyes, she saw Edwin beneath her and had but a moment to put her hands before her as she landed on top of him.

He grunted as she fell from a height of at least one horse length, mayhap two. She tried to scramble off but Matthew was at her back and rolled her away from Edwin. Turning he leaped to his feet with her in his arms and backed away as the Pathway spit the remainder of their party onto the floor beneath it. As a giant mouth, it expelled them onto the dirt floor while Edwin and Bracus dragged them away before the next expulsion.

There would be bruises, Clara thought. Her stomach felt terrible and her head spun. She would not have been standing if Matthew did not have her in his arms. “Matthew.”

Matthew looked down at her, the bruise at her temple almost a memory. He cocked his brow.

“Please, put me down.”

He did, his hand remaining at her elbow. She watched as Charles and Clarence stumbled to the side, vomiting where some already lay. Anna came next and threw up with them, Joseph holding her hair away from her face as she did.

Philip had Sarah in his arms where she lay unconscious. Clara rushed to her side. “What is wrong with her?”

Philip shook his head. “I do not know. But she was held by me the entire time.”

Clara looked at her. She placed her ear above Sarah's mouth. “She breathes. Mayhap she needs more time to recover?”

Philip shrugged. “We do not leave until she awakens. That I do know.”

Clara turned away with a smile. It faded when she saw what lay around them. Aside from vomit still cooling in the tunnel, there was a great mud pool around the base of the spigot.

Fragment.

They had been here and gone.

Clara looked at the faces of the Band. They stood straight and true. A furrow formed between her brows. “How fare you?”

Bracus and Rowenna came forward. “I feel somewhat off-kilter, otherwise much as I usually do,” Rowenna said and the remainder of the Band nodded assent.

Clarence, Charles, Anna and even Sarah seemed quite ill. She herself felt affected, but not to their extent.

Clara said what she thought, “I think the
savage
blood affords a barrier of sorts. The Band is not sick. The
fragment
will be. I am mixed, so I am affected less. Nonetheless, I would not take on my normal tasks with any reasonable amount of vitality,” Clara said as she swallowed the bile that threatened.

Bracus nodded. “It seems the Travelers extended that protection when they tampered with who remained.”

“It would seem so,” Edwin murmured.

“I would like to put them through the Pathway,” Philip said with venom.

“Mayhap one hundred times or so,” Matthew smiled.

“Excellent, my brother,” Maddoc said.

Rowenna rolled her eyes. “If you males are finished making jest there is a sphere to save.”

They smiled, the tension lessened with their humor. Clara looked at Charles and Clarence. They were holding on to the side of the sphere wall, their hands sinking into the surface a few inches, the flesh buried out of sight.

“Clara, do not go without Clarence and myself,” he rasped out through a throat raw from expunging.

Matthew growled low in his throat. “The Band will protect her. You are not able to do much more than raising your head,
sphere-dweller. We must go. Do you not wish to secure the safety of your family? Do you not have younger kin that sit in wait, unprotected? Do not let your pride hamper your intellect.”

Clara looked down, Matthew was extremely unskilled in conveying things in a diplomatic way. The effect of that was apparent in the brick red flush that crept up Charles neck. “I would not leave our Queen defenseless.”

Matthew raked a hand through his hair, exasperated. “Do you think the Band would?”

Clarence staggered forward, catching himself on the back of the bench which stood close to the brass doorway that led Outside. “You do not understand our duty to her.”

Matthew's expression darkened and that of the other Band. “Aye, we understand duty. We have pledged ours to her.”

“I advise you shut that hole beneath your nose before one of us fills it with a fist,” Philip said, moving forward.

Sarah stirred in his arms and he halted. Clara saw that he had forgotten she lay there when his temper flared.

Good Guardian.

Clara flung up her hands. Everyone's eyes fell on her. “Joseph.”

He stood, making sure Anna was secure by seating her upon the bench.

“Would you stay with them until we send someone when things are ascertained?”

He nodded, then looked at the others of the Band.

“Someone must guard the females that are too weak to travel,” Bracus said logically, tactfully leaving out the fact that both Clarence and Charles would have had a tough go as well.

Charles looked defeated and Clara's heart ached for him. But they must go to the sphere. She turned away from that look and with a hand motion from Bracus, they left.

 


*

 


Philip looked back at Sarah, his intent obvious. He did not wish to leave her here in the tunnel with only one of the Band for protection. Yet, what lay ahead of them was unknown as well.

He was needed.

He tucked her in beside Anna, her head resting on Anna's lap.

He ran after the others, his duty before him, his heart behind.
  



CHAPTER 30

 


Clara heard the screams before she saw the scene which greeted her. The pleas and shouts were horrible. Matthew took her behind him, the Band spreading into a V-formation with Bracus at its point. Rowenna stood at his side, her dirk naked in her left hand.

He looked at her for the briefest moment. “Fight by my side so I do not become distracted thinking of your welfare.”

She held his gaze for a heartbeat then nodded.

Clara saw that the suspended clock had been ruptured, a great fissure had spread and shattered its beauty, a casualty of the violence. The
fragment
having killed every man in sight, they lay bleeding and torn all around.

Clara knew a rage unlike anything she had ever experienced. These were her people and they were being killed for no reason.

Save greed.

A heat began in her torso and spread out to the tips of her body, the very roots of her hair felt on fire. She charged forward into the melee.

 


*

 


Matthew watched as Clara surged forward, rage contorting her face and was instantly by her side, preemptively striking the first
fragment
before she could be in his path. He used his longsword and with a downward sweep severed the arm at the shoulder. It fell off and the
fragment, his mouth an “O” of surprise, fell to the side as a boat without a rudder.

He jerked Clara to her feet and launched her behind him roughly, giving himself swinging room. He located Edwin, battling three
fragment,
the other of the Band avoiding bleeding bodies, two deep in some spots.

Clara stumbled backward, nearly falling, trying to keep Matthew's broad back in sight while she kept a distance that allowed him to defend. Everywhere she looked the cobblestones of the street of her youth held blood, it ran in the cracks and crevices like a stream of life now lost.

Her mother and Bracus fought, their backs touching, an uncanny dance of intimate battle ensued. A male of the
fragment
would approach Bracus and he would swing Rowenna around to meet the enemy with a blade.

Her blade.

Clara watched as her mother swung it high as Bracus wrapped his hand on her forearm, giving her momentum. Rowenna brought the longsword down as she came about the front of him, the curved portion biting the flesh of the enemy. Bracus swung his dirk into the thigh of another, severing the precious artery that ran the junction of thigh to body. The
fragment
toppled, his blood spraying out as a geyser.

Clara backed away from the scene, her breaths coming quickly. It smacked so much of the battle with the
fragment
Outside one year past it was as though she relived it now.

She saw Matthew turn to gauge her position and his mouth opened in a scream. She could not hear what he said but saw her name upon his lips and turned to see what lay behind her.

Prince Frederic stood just behind her, upon his neck stood a grievous slash, the flesh an angry red gash, healed badly. She stood completely still for one moment, then turned. He reached out and grabbed her, pulling her completely off her feet. She screamed and it was swallowed in the clang of swords and thump of flesh smacking flesh.

Her fear choked her, she could not get breath in her body. She felt her gills burst from her flesh and sweet oxygen filled her lungs. She did what she had seen the Band do and swung her head backward into the Prince's nose. A satisfying crunch sounded, making her ears ring and head swim.

She began to lose consciousness as she felt him connect his fist with her face. She slipped to the ground and began to crawl away from him, her vision trembling before her as her palms maneuvered ground fouled by blood and gore.

He came after her, his face a mass of blood, the cartilage of his nose revealed as dull ivory. He had a dagger in his hand as he bore down upon her.

She rolled onto her back, her hand slapping the ground behind her in a futile search for something to help her. A weapon.

Anything.

He landed on her body, straddling her. She could hear Matthew and Edwin approach, screaming her name.

They would not make it in time. She watched as Prince Frederic raised the dagger, the soft light of the sphere causing the blade to flash silver. A drop of blood from his nose trembled on his jaw then fell to land on her breastbone.

Time hung suspended.

A figure loomed behind Frederic and an arcing blade came down just as his blade made its descent for her heart.

A fist punched the blade away as it grazed the flesh of her bosom just as a dagger struck the meat of the Prince's throat, the hilt an obscene flag standing at attention at his neck. He gurgled, clawing at the dagger.

Clara watched as his crazed eyes flooded with the knowledge of his death.

And she was glad of it, a fierce joy squeezing her heart with his imminent demise.

She watched the figure kick the body of the Prince off her where he lay, gasping for breath beside her.

Daniel looked down at Clara, thinking that he had never done something he felt better about in his life.

He also saw how beautiful she was as she lay there, how alive.

 


*

 


Clara rolled over and away from Prince Frederic and saw Matthew and Edwin circle Daniel. He looked at them and unsheathed his matching daggers as he faced them, one in each hand.

“No!” Clara croaked, rising to her shaky feet.

Matthew's eyes flicked to hers, his fist bleeding freely from where it had connected with the blade meant for her heart.

“Do not!” she wailed, running to Daniel. They did not know that he had spared her much from before.

She slithered between the men and crashed into Daniel, her legs giving way from weakness and injury. He scooped her up against him. His eyes searching his opponents.

“Drop the Queen,
fragment,” Matthew said in a conversational tone.

“If I'd wanted to hurt her, I could've,” Daniel responded in the same way.

Matthew felt a strange tingle begin at his words, but left his weapon at attention.

“Let her loose or suffer the blade. Ours do not have enough blood, we would be happy to add yours,” Edwin said, his eyes shifting to Clara, hanging onto consciousness by a thread.

“He is not...” Clara began, struggling with staying alert so they would not cut him down. “He is not as he seems.”

Matthew and Daniel regarded each other. The heat of recognition ignited in their bodies.

Matthew's blade dipped and he straightened. Edwin looked at him. “What say you? This is our enemy and he holds that which is most precious.”

Matthew nodded and looked into Daniel's eyes. “What say you?”

“Brother,” Daniel said, sheathing his blade and picking Clara up into his arms.

Brother?
Clara thought as her body sucked her under into a blanket of healing unconsciousness.
  



CHAPTER 31

 


Clara came awake in stages. She felt battered and ached but the battle was over, her people safe.

She opened her eyes and it was precious Olive who greeted her. “I say, you are in deplorable condition,” she said, softening her words with a smile.

Clara grinned. It was divine to be home. “Yes,” Clara croaked out, agreeing, as Olive brought her a cup of water.

“How fare you, Queen Clara?”

Clara thought it through, wiggling her bare feet under the covers, noticing her familiar nightgown was encasing her tired body. “Very well, thank you, Olive”

No one but she and Olive were in her chamber and Clara sighed with relief. It was good to come to herself and regain her bearings. She had many questions but she would bathe and eat, then address the myriad of horrors which awaited.

“I have drawn a bath. I had a sense of when you may awaken.”

Olive had been her attendant following the beatings, she knew the symptoms of consciousness. It was a horrible knowledge but one bred through experience.

Clara made her shaky way to the necessary and its bathing apparatus.

She sunk to her armpits in the copper tub, the steam rising in fragrant swirls of heat about her and sighed. She did not think she would ever come clean from what they had just gone through.

What her people had just gone through.

Olive studied her face and her smile that had been so ready, faded.

“How many?” Clara asked directly.

“Many,” Olive whispered, intuiting Clara's inference.

Clara leaned back until her head rested on the back of the basin, the copper warm and alive, conducting and keeping the heat of the water easily. She spoke to the ceiling, “How long have I been unconscious?”

“Only but a few hours this go,” Olive said. Then added, “The men ask of you.”

“Which?” Clara asked, rolling her head to the side to look at Olive.

She blushed and responded, “Matthew and Bracus, of course. But there is a new one of the Band Edwin. They hold another prisoner...” she trailed off.

Clara gripped the rim of the tub and lurched unsteadily to her knees, her vision streaming and distorted. She drew a deep breath. “Who do they detain?”

Olive shrugged. “It is one of the
fragment. It matters not,” she said in a dismissive tone.

Clara stood, the water dripping from her body, the soap clinging to her, rivulets of water cascading back into the tub. “It does matter,” she said, her voice fierce. “If it be Daniel of the
fragment, it is because of him and only him that I remained unharmed during my time with them. I must see him! I must make testimony of his worth. He is not as the others. And mayhap there is something else as well...”

“My Queen,” Olive hesitated then put her palm on Clara's back. “Finish your bath, eat some food,” her eyes raked over Clara's form, noting the collarbone which protruded from her skin, every rib in stark relief. “You grow too slender, even for you.”

Clara allowed herself to sink back into the tub. Inside the turmoil boiled. She must find Daniel and make sure he was safe. She must find out what he and Matthew's connection was.

She must attend to the dead.

Her people would be properly buried, her lower lip trembling.

 


*

 


Clara had been almost rude suffering through the ministrations of Olive. The brushing of the hair, endless. The dressing, interminable. Finally, when she could bear no more, she fled. She realized she did not look royal, that her crown and pearl adornments were not in place, she cared not. She swiftly made her way out of her chamber and down the hall toward the great Gathering Room.

When she entered, all conversation stopped and her face effused with heat, the attention causing her to blush.

“Queen Clara,” Bracus said formally and she flew into his arms as if they were alone and not surrounded by half the kingdom.

He smiled down at her with affection that was untainted with heat. He had found his mate in her mother and she was happy for him. Yet she cared for him deeply and was most glad to see him. There were gasps from the onlookers and murmurings but Clara did not care. She searched the faces that were near to her and saw Rowenna, Matthew and Edwin. They made their way to her side, each of the men taking a hand and Bracus released her, sliding his arm around Rowenna's waist.

Matthew physically checked her body for harm until she told him to stop. “I am fine, Matthew, do not fret.”

Edwin smiled, thinking himself having much restraint as to not paw her in public.

Clara smiled as she watched Edwin's expression. He did not know Matthew as she. He simply did not care who was about. When something lay on his heart, he was one to show it and did not embrace words readily.

Rowenna smiled and said, “I am so happy to see Raymond's home that he spoke of and to be with you, my daughter.”

Clara turned in the circle of arms which held her, her skirts twirling around her ankles. “How do my people fare?” she directed at Bracus.

His smile faded. “We have but half who remain, Clara.”

Clara staggered backward. “The
fragment
killed half of all who reside in the sphere?”

She grew dizzy and Matthew and Edwin held her up. Half?

Half.

She had not gotten to them in time. She must have made some sound for it was Charles who took her into his arms as she lay limply in his embrace. She had been shuffled from one man to the next and could not come to terms with the news. When would she ever?

“Clara,” Charles whispered into her hair, “I am so sorry.”

She pulled away, her eyes glossing with tears. “Who?”

His eyes met Bracus', then Matthew's, returning to hers. “Half our males, Clara. The
fragment
focused their killing on the males.”

“Our females and children?” Clara gulped, barely able to form the question.

Charles shook his head. “Some are battered, but alive.”

Clara wobbled over to the nearest chair, taking a seat not on the dais and throne, her rightful position, but whatever was near and sturdy.

She looked up at the Band. “What of Daniel?”

Matthew looked away then back at her. “He is to be executed for what has transpired here.”

“No!” Clara roared, startling those around her. “I will not allow it!”

Edwin and Bracus looked confused but it was Matthew she turned to with an accusing stare. “He is more than
fragment
and you know this!”

Bracus looked at Matthew. “What say you?”

Matthew looked uncomfortable but answered, “I felt kinship recognition, Captain.”

Bracus moved forward. “What?”

“He is my kin.”

“How is this possible?” Edwin asked and Rowenna frowned.

“He is
fragment,” she scoffed.

Matthew looked at everyone and slowly shook his head. “No, he is Band. Somehow, we are kin.”

Clarence came forward. “I do not give a fig what he is. He partook in the murder of the subjects of the Kingdom of Ohio and as such he must pay for his crimes.” Charles nodded in agreement and Clara scowled at him.

Maddoc came between the men. “How is it that he rides with the
fragment
and battles at their side and now
you
say he is Band?” A blond head peeked out from underneath his arm and that was the first that Clara got a good look at Evelyn's face and her breath stuck in her throat. She had been woefully abused.

Before she could inquire, Matthew explained, “My mother and I were taken when I was but a wee boy,” he made a show of how tall he was and Clara thought maybe just two years. “I was raised by the
fragment
until Bracus and his father came upon me after I attempted to escape when I was but ten and two years.”

Distrust crept into the expressions of everyone from the Band of Cape Cod. Bracus held up a hand. “Matthew is beyond reproach. But it was never learned what became of his mother,” he said meaningfully. “We assumed she had met a final end that was possibly unpleasant.” He gave a sympathetic look at Matthew whose stony face showed nothing.

“It may be that Daniel is somehow mixed up in a future we were unaware of. As it is, we know very little about him.”

Clara stood. “He may be one of the Band. Having lived amongst the
fragment
his whole life, thinking he was other than he was as we stand about here in conjecture. Let us go!”

The Band and Clara all but ran to the only cell in the sphere.

To Daniel.

To answers.
  



CHAPTER 32

 


Daniel had been beaten rather soundly and lay on the cot that was attached by knotted brass chains fastened to scaffolding that hung just inside the sphere wall. His lips were chapped and the hide of his knuckles shredded from beating his assailants. It'd taken three of the Band to subdue him and he'd gotten plenty of hits in before he could no longer stand, even now they may wear the evidence of his fists.

He looked about his strange environment with curiosity. The
fragment
had always seen the view of the sphere from the outside. It appeared as a great, milky globe which lay upon the ground in opaque form. But now that he was inside of it, his senses were struck with how homelike it was, a cocoon. He knew the walls to be impenetrable but they looked fragile, like soft clouds come to earth.

He folded an elbow behind his head as a pillow, wincing as the skin of his hand rubbed against a woolen blanket.

Far off in the distance he heard many footsteps approaching. He leaped to his feet, his hands moving in front of his body in a fighter's stance.

The first face he saw was Clara's and he straightened, dropping his hands.

 


*

 


Clara rounded the corner and caught sight of Daniel's face.

His swollen and battered face. She knew the look of fists upon flesh and understood immediately he had been beaten. One eye was swollen shut, a cut prominently displayed on his nose and his knuckles as he dropped his hands were a bloody disaster.

She tore the key ring down from its hook opposite the cell door and in one smooth motion she turned it and flung open the door.

They stared at each other for a pregnant pause then she flew to Daniel, throwing her arms around him. “I will not let them kill you,” she said against his shirt.

 


*

 


Daniel felt Clara crash into him and fierce protection roared up from his belly and ignited his keen senses just as the Band pushed their way through the door.

His senses alive, he pulled Clara behind him and crouched in front of her protectively. The pain from his wounds dimmed in the face of potential danger to her.

Bracus laughed and Daniel's eyes bored into his, never shifting.

“Definitely Band,” Edwin said, shaking his head in wonder. “How did we not see it before administering our justice upon him?”

Clara came from behind Daniel and asked, “As I lay unconscious you beat him? You beat him!” She ran for Edwin, reaching him and slamming his chest with her small fists. “You do not decide who shall be punished.”

Edwin made no move to defend himself against her. Matthew grabbed her wrists. “Clara, he did not know. He had sport with who he thought was
fragment.
We did not know,” he shook her slightly and she met his gaze. “We did not know,” he repeated, his stare going to Daniel's

“Don't hurt her, or I'll bash your brains into my bed and sleep on your blood,” Daniel said as he moved to take Clara from Matthew.

“Definitely Band,” Maddoc said with a chuckle.

Matthew looked at Maddoc and he shrugged.

Matthew sighed. “We are not here to harm, but for answers.”

Daniel straightened then looked at Edwin. “Fine, but I don't have to answer to him,” he said pointing at Edwin.

Matthew released Clara and his hands lingered on her upper arms. She huffed out of the cell and motioned for all to follow her, Rowenna moving to her side.

“There seems to be much of the story we do not know,” she gave Clara a sidelong glance.

“ 'Tis true,” Clara said. “But soon we will make the most of the truth. As there seems to be much riding upon it.”

Clara left the area where the cell lay and went directly to Queen Ada's chamber, untouched for a year. It was there that she would make a Queen's decisions, eradicating the ghost of her false mother forever.

 


****

 


Clara looked at the assembled, Matthew and Daniel each looking at the other with curiosity.

Finally, Clara turned to Bracus. “What do you know of this 'recognition of kin'?”

Bracus rolled his shoulders back, inhaling deeply. “It is but legend, really. It is something all the Band was taught. That
savage
blood calls to like blood. Those that are Band know other Band. Those that are blood-tied, feel it as fire in their chests.” He laid his palm over his heart in illustration.

Matthew spoke for the first time. “We are kin. I understand that.”

Daniel gave a reluctant nod and Matthew continued, “But how is that possible? I have not seen my mother since I was a small boy. I do not remember her,” he finished softly.

Daniel looked at him sharply. “I do not wish to be the bearer of ill news,” he said, walking to where Matthew stood.

It was at that moment that Clara saw the resemblance of the two so sharply, one with gills, one without, the same height, the breadth of shoulder, the intensity of expression. Only the eyes were different.

Matthew stood in icy silence, his stare never wavering and Clara walked to him, placing a palm on his back.

“She was passed along the
fragment
that she was traded to. My
fragment. When she came to be with child, she had me. Then...”

He looked into Matthew's eyes. “She took her own life.”

Matthew's eyes became red, the vein in his forehead throbbing and his fists clenched. “My mother was your mother?” Are you certain?”

“I am now.”

“How do you know?” Matthew pressed.

“Because it was told to me that a female of the Band was taken with a small son who was a pureblood. The son remained in the
fragment
which captured him, but the mother was traded to the
fragment
I was a part of.”

“Who was your sire?” Clara asked.

He looked at her, his face devoid of emotion. “I don't know.”

“How was it that you were not in danger? They beat and starved me, treated me as a burden. How was it you were able to fare as one of them?” Matthew asked, rage the only expression he wore.

“My wet nurse told me when I was old enough. I didn't have throat slits. And neither did she. It was presumed that she was clan only.” He shrugged. “I am sorry. I never knew our mother. She was but a ghost of the past. Someone that was abused and I was a product of that abuse. But my wet nurse, she loved me. She told me what she knew so that I would know what I am.”

“What are you?” Maddoc asked and Clara saw Rowenna lean slightly forward to hear it all.

“I am like your Queen, a half-breed.”

Silence filled Ada's chamber, the thick dust that lay over her possessions unmoving with the stillness of their bodies.

Charles broke the silence, “He killed our people, Clara. He must die. He is not the Band that you are allied with. He is part of the
fragment. The people that rape and beat women, kill everyone, take all that is not theirs. He must be punished. And,” Charles paused for affect, “he knew what he was and said nothing.”

Daniel turned sharply to Charles. “I did what I had to do to survive, fool. I had all around me that were not of my blood. I was determined to kill Tucker, then make peaceable relations with the sphere. But it was just me, nobody else.”

“You talk as the
fragment, the horrible dialect which hurts the ears. You fight like the
fragment,” Edwin said.

Daniel narrowed his eyes. “I wouldn't fight fair when it is three to one in any event.” His eyes took in Edwin's, he didn't see the other two of the Band that had laid the abuse on his face. Edwin's face was lacerated and painful, but like all the Band, he was healing. Daniel healed more slowly but was known amongst the
fragment
for being the most resilient. They certainly knew why now.

Evelyn came forward and Daniel saw her face as Maddoc reached for her. She turned and shook her head. “He will not hurt me.” He dropped his hand reluctantly and watched her as a lion watches a gazelle.

She approached Daniel. As she drew near, she reached out and squeezed Clara's forearm, smiling around the wounds on her face and Clara stifled a sob.

She remembered what it was to have her face look like that.

Evelyn looked up into Daniel's face. “I believe you. I remember exactly how you tried to protect the women. You reminded me of Band even then. He does not deserve death, Charles.”

Charles was disgusted and strode to Clara, tearing her away from Matthew, circling her upper arms with hard hands. He shook her slightly. “Do not give him fidelity. You cannot save everyone. Do you not see this? He does not deserve your sufferance and protection.”

Charles felt a hand on the base of his neck as it bit into his flesh. “I don't know what place you hold here in Clara's kingdom, but if you do not release her I will break your hands off and beat you with them,” Daniel said with quiet menace.

Matthew met his gaze and smiled. He had been thinking much the same.

Charles disengaged his hold on Clara and shook off Daniel's hand. He turned back to Clara, but she saved him the trouble of speech.

“He
does
deserve my protection. He gave me his with great risk to himself. Protection is a sacred gift. I would know, Charles. I was without it for years. I do not take the gift of protection lightly.” She crossed her arms and too late realized her careless words.

Charles face hardened before her eyes. “So soon, with your precious Band around you, you forget the protection I afforded you in those dire times.”

Clara opened her mouth to apologize. Of course Charles had been there but neither of them had been able to prevent Queen Ada and her tyrant's fists. And those of Prince Frederic alongside. She stood uncertainly before him.

He interrupted her before she could continue, “Why do you think he wishes to protect you Clara? Has that entered your head? Think upon it. Could it be what all males wish? He is
fragment, it is all they think of. He does not think of your soul, Clara. He thinks only of what lays underneath your garments,” he said the last with sarcastic finality.

It left Clara speechless as if he had slapped her. In a way, he had. Even if it was the truest thing in the sphere, to say it out loud, with such lack of compassion told her where they now stood with each other.

Clara's heart was breaking but she stood strong. She felt Matthew's solid hand flatten against the small of her back where it cupped the side of her waist.

Charles saw the movement and smirked, as if affirming Matthew's intent.

Clara was instantly incensed. “I think it is time that we serve differently within the sphere, Charles. We will never agree with regard to the alliance. If you continue to see them as enemies whilst they seek mates, friendships and camaraderie I cannot have that as an obstacle while I rule.”

He moved forward, his fists clenched and Clara automatically took a step backward into Matthew. His face showed the shock. “I would never hurt you.”

Clara's head dipped to her chest. “You already have,” she whispered.

Clarence came to stand beside Charles. “Let us go. This has been an emotional and violent ordeal. There are many things Queen Clara needs to decide and adjudicate. Let us give her that respite.”

Charles looked at Clarence then his gaze shifted to Clara. As if compelled he spoke in a fierce whisper, “We are not through with these discussions, my Queen.” He looked at Matthew, then Daniel. They stared back unflinchingly.

“Let us leave,” Clarence said, guiding Charles away. Charles stared at Clara another moment then spun on his heel and strode away.
  



CHAPTER 33

 


Clara was a coward and studiously ignored and avoided Charles for the forthcoming two weeks. Instead she rolled up her royal sleeves and worked to rectify the lopsided mess that was her sphere. There were now many tasks and chores needing accomplishing that could not be executed.

There were not men enough to do it.

Bracus called many of the clansmen and temporary housing was erected and they began the onerous process of learning the oyster fields and all the other dailies that made the sphere viable. The worst of the processes were disposing of the bodies. So many needed burial that they were forced to establish a large cemetery Outside.

Clara would walk the cobblestone streets of her home and look through the wall of her sphere and see the wooden stakes which marked each grave. They floated like ghostly beacons above the mounds of earth. It was vaguely disturbing. The clansmen had insisted on fashioning the wood into an elaborate cross for each grave. The saws which moved by steam became a constant sound within the sphere.

There were hundreds of graves. There had been more than twenty of the
fragment. The sentry had been killed at the intersect. His keys used to open the great brass doors to the Outside, where the remaining
fragment
had poured in unabated.

A portal of destruction. The doors were now barred with a huge arm that slid across them. It took four men and two of the Band to move it. The
fragment
would need more than locks with keys to penetrate again.

Clara walked the tunnel with Bracus, Rowenna and Matthew. Edwin was busy with one of the many tasks for the Band.

Men of the Clan were already at the doors, sliding the bar away from the front. They crouched down and unlocked the two locks at the top and bottom. The doors opened, the sunlight and late autumn heat poured into the sphere tunnel. Clara closed her eyes and let the moment of fresh air, so much drier than the interior sphere warm her skin, stealing her breath in a pleasant rush.

When she opened her eyes, she found Matthew's on her. She smiled up at him. He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, squeezing it, saying nothing as they walked Outside.

Clara watched the clansmen as they dug graves but one stood out to Clara.

Her eyes took in Daniel as he speared the ground with a stout spade. The ground broke and he dug and flung, dug and flung. His muscles flexing under the movement. He looked so much like Matthew it was startling. Until his eyes met hers and a smile overcame his face, the whiteness of his teeth a slash in his sweaty face. She watched as he stabbed the ground beside him and jogged to where she and Matthew stood. She could not help but notice he was very well put together, his stomach muscles bunching and flexing with the run. The sweat glistened on his skin, tanning under the sun at its zenith. Clara had far less difficulty with the immodest expanse of skin than she once did. This was probably not to her benefit, she mused, disconcerted.

“Clara,” Daniel said. “It's good to see you.”

Clara had become accustomed to his strange speech and tried a phrase that he had taught her most recently. “It's good to see you too.”

He laughed, delighted. “That's so much better than, 'and I, you'.” His face took on all the emotion of the moment: pride, happiness, purpose and the one she feared most.

Love.

She and Daniel had just finished a tense discussion the day before where she fruitlessly tried to explain her alliance and future courtship with Matthew and Edwin. Although Band in his blood, he had been raised amongst the
fragment
and did not ken to the formality or procedures that were so common amongst
sphere-dwellers
and to a lesser extent, clansmen.

In the
fragment, they simply took what they wanted. It was survival of the fittest. The best fighter, the most cleverest intellect, or in combination, had the best of all. The cream rose to the top, so he said.

He wanted Clara.

Not because she was Queen. No. That had not mattered. As a point of fact, he had not known she was anything but a lowly Princess when they first made their acquaintance. No, as he explained it, she was his. She was the thing that he had been waiting for, fighting toward.

Underscoring the meaning of why he existed...

 


*

 


Clara felt uncomfortable. Daniel had asked for an audience alone with her, and Matthew had come undone and they had needed to be separated. Brothers reunited and both of them wanted Clara. However, she was not flattered by the attention. She was aggravated. She had found some measure of relief when Bracus had been swayed to her natural mother's side. Rowenna deserved another after the death of her mate, Rolland. She did not begrudge her that.

Clara had always been slightly more drawn to Matthew. She and Bracus were too much alike to make a good ruling pair. She would need someone different enough from herself as a complement. That is what Father had made clear to her on more than one occasion. Two different minds were meant to come together and make a well-thought-out monarchy.

She reasoned with Matthew, “He will not hurt me. So there is nothing to fear,” she had said, her eyes searching his.

“It is not all that I fear. I already share a courtship with Edwin. It has been over a year since the Rite of the Select and still we are not mated. And neither are you with another. My patience is not limitless, Clara.”

He crushed her to his chest, his hands everywhere and nowhere, pinning her to his body, his lips covering hers as they moved over hers in a rhythm that brought a gasp from her mouth, his hand finally winding around her neck and pushing her against himself, deepening the kiss. He suddenly broke the kiss and put her away from him.

Clara felt hazy, the kiss stealing her good sense like smoke through a chimney. “Tell me you do not feel as I do and I will leave you and you may be with another.”

Clara could not. Instead she stood there, warm in his arms, aching for more kisses, her feet rooted to the spot where she stood, helpless before the fire of their attraction.

She was weak.

He drew her closer again. “Not everything is about duty, Clara,” he said softly, his forehead pressed against hers as he covered her bosom with his warm hand, the fingertips to her left shoulder and the heel of his palm against the other. “Some things are about the heart. Your happiness is important as well.”

A tear escaped from her eye. Her body trembled on the brink of wanting just what Matthew offered. Security, devotion, protection, love.

The door opened and Daniel stood there, taking in the scene with the two of them.

He smiled at Matthew and shook his finger. “My turn brother. You'll not sway her so easily.”

He held out his hand to Clara and looked at her face. “You promised to speak with me.”

She began to walk away and Matthew grabbed her from behind and pulled her in against him, kissing the top of her head as he did so. Finally he let her go. His reluctance and subdued possessiveness filled the room like a tangible scent.

Daniel just smiled and kept his hand out. Clara moved to take it, and he grasped her small hand in his and moved her into the room, closing the door softly behind him.

Clara looked behind her as Matthew's face disappeared from view, his expression unreadable.

He turned her to face him and she was stiff in his arms. “I do not know you, not really. Keep that foremost in your mind as we converse. I have a history with Matthew. I have agreed to court Edwin of the Clan of Cape Cod.”

Daniel scowled, his finger tracing the contour of her jawbone, trailing down to her collarbone. He did not address what she said.

“You are too thin,” he said absently and bent to lay a kiss at the hollow where her heart beat and she pulled away from him, the spot burning where his lips had been. His hand snaked out and latched onto her wrist and she was suddenly afraid.

His eyes looked into hers. “I would die to protect you, Clara. You know this. When you were taken by the
fragment...”

“Yes,” Clara nodded in agreement. “Let us discuss the
fragment.”

His expression darkened and she knew she had hit on a nerve, as he would say.

“Your culture is all about taking. Our culture is not. We compromise, we interact, we deliberate. We are civil.”

He shook his head. “That's not true and you know it! Look at that sap, Charles...”

“Which?”

Daniel thought about his wording. “The sap. The fool.”

“What an odd expression.”

Daniel shrugged, continuing, “He has been taking his whole life. From what I hear, he has been pressuring you for years.”

Clara was flustered that he may know so much. “I do not know who has given you this account...”

“Sarah,” he said, putting his large hands on muscular hips, long boots laced up calves that had seen physical labor aplenty.

Oh, Clara thought, Sarah.

“Doesn't she tell the truth?” he asked rhetorically.

His eyes sparkled, he knew the answer.

“Aye, she speaks true,” Clara admitted, not liking where the conversation was leading.

“I don't know what Matthew has said. But the courtships grow old with him. He is Band. He is more purely Band than I. If he feels more than I do for you, it would be an exquisite torture. Daily.”

Clara shifted uneasily under his scrutiny. She had never been one for ambivalence but now found herself mired in it. She was pulled in so many different directions. Who should she choose? It would make her mother happy to have her with Edwin, to connect their people and hers with Massachusetts. It would strengthen the alliance with President Bowen and the Clan of Ohio if she chose Matthew. It would be of no benefit to choose Daniel.

“I've got nothing to gain, except my feelings for you. Maybe that fool Charles has that one thing right. Possibly your allure is not for you as an individual but what you bring to the table.”

Clara understood the core of what he said but the delivery puzzled her.

Seeing her expression, Daniel rephrased, “Mayhap what you are is more intoxicating for the political advantages than who you are.” It was blunt but effective.

Clara bit her lip, it was a terrible possibility. Of course, had she been any different? She had been thinking about herself second to all the variables of her position and what the kingdom needed. And now the clan.

“Do you see my point?” Daniel asked, then quickly added, “The possible objective?”

He moved forward very deliberately, until the space of their bodies were but a hand's length apart. He put a finger underneath her chin and lifted it until their eyes met. “Tucker has seen the Travelers. He knew where the Pathway lay. He used it to further his end. Ask yourself this: do you think if you're the key for their sustainability, that they'd allow him that knowledge?”

Clara shook her head. She knew that somehow she was vital to their future, but not exactly how.

“It is foretold by the Travelers that the key would be the one to change the face of all we knew. Tucker knew who you were and had a plan that included your termination.”

Clara shuddered, stepping away.

He prowled closer. “Do you think this will all be here forever?” he threw his hand around, encompassing the greater sphere.

The spheres had been all she had ever known.

“You need to be with someone that is adaptable to the climate of change the
fragment
had foreseen.”

“What has been foreseen?”

“The demise of the spheres. All of the people coming together to forge unity.”

Clara scoffed, “That would never occur. There are too many factions that war, who collide with their ideals.” She turned her back on him.

He whirled her around and cupped his hands around her shoulders, slightly stunned by her size. She loomed so fierce and large in a delicate package, a paradox. “They would not be so unwilling if they had a pair that led them with everyone's blood running in their veins!”

Savage.

Fragment.

Clan.

Daniel watched her mind work and was ready for her retreat when she grasped the logic he presented.

“Maybe they would follow a mixed pair...”

Clara pulled away from him. In that moment she hated him.

Loathed him.

Just as she was settling into a mindset that may actually work for her he threw this in her face.

Once the seed of the logic took root, it spun out of control in her mind. Bashing about and letting her think of nothing else. She actually put her hands over her ears.

“What do you think already happens in your sphere? Half your males gone. No Royal Guard. The
clan-dwellers
are
in dire need of females. You're vulnerable here. Now, because of circumstances set in motion, you must accept
clan-dwellers
and the Band's protection.
They will soon meld into the population of the sphere. There is not another way now.”

She knew he was right. She had hoped to gradually integrate their peoples. But with the
fragment's
genocide of her people, it had greatly accelerated her objectives. And Tucker had escaped. He would not stop until she was dead. Her existence somehow threatened his. It was a fact she could no longer dispute. That Prince Frederic had given up coercing her and progressed to attempting her murder proved it.

He pulled her into his arms. “Let me in, Clara. Let me try to be the one that helps you, protects you.”

She squirmed in his arms, feeling an echo of the attraction she had with Matthew and the intense guilt which followed it. “And what of your brother?”

His face clenched, his eyes tightening at the edges, his hands around her arms. “He is kin. I acknowledge this. But there's something greater at stake here. If my joining with you saves the future, or gives it a greater chance of survival, then the feelings of my brother are not as important in the face of that. As it should be for you also.”

He looked down at her intensely. She made a move to step away and then his lips were crushing hers with bruising force, it was open to him or be hurt. She did and his tongue came into her mouth, his hands jerking her forward and she gasped at the thinly veiled violence of his kiss, the hands on her body. Their blood became warm between them, the song of it trilling a note that their bodies knew, her mind rebelling against.

Matthew entered the room and saw nothing but his brother, bending Clara back in an embrace she looked entirely too comfortable in and he charged, reaching around Clara and yanking Daniel's head back in a savage jerk.

Daniel pulled away from Clara and gently pushed her away.

That is what struck Clara, his hard mouth and firm hands, grabbing and holding her with a violence that shuddered just beneath the surface then moving her out of the way as his brother came for him.

So she would be unharmed.

Clara sank to the floor while they beat each other until neither was standing.

She wept.

 


*

 


As she gazed at Daniel in all his half-naked glory her face turned red at the memory of those last moments together with him. The tension between the brothers was a thing she could reach out and touch. Clara elected to make a decision to ignore them both for the moment.

“I have asked the kingdom come together this eve for a mandate about our future. I believe my people are ready to hear what they can expect with regard to the integration of our peoples. The circumstances...” Clara faltered, tears welling in her eyes as she thought of the grievous loss of the males of her sphere.

Matthew and Daniel reached out for her at the same moment and glared at each other. She sighed.

Still ignoring, she thought with determination. “Our neighboring spheres do not offer help in the rebuilding of what has occurred and do not see the integration as beneficial.”

“Prejudiced bastards,” Daniel said in his easy way.

Clara gasped at his language even though she agreed completely.

“Aye,” Matthew agreed.

Clara soldiered on, “We meet this night at six chimes.”

“Has the great clock been repaired?” Matthew asked.

Clara nodded. “It was one of the first things I asked to be done, besides the...” her eyes took in the mass of graves, the whitewash of the crosses standing sentinel above their charges.

Matthew nodded curtly then Daniel said, “We will get done with what we can today and attend your side tonight.”

“All of us,” Matthew said, his eyes narrowing.

“Yes, all,” Daniel agreed without rancor.
  



CHAPTER 34

 


The metal of the crown she wore still felt cold, Clara thought. Of course it had been Ada's. Her things always felt awkward to Clara. Nevertheless, Clarence had come to her and was acting as adviser since her falling out with Charles. He had said it was important to look every bit the Queen tonight as she was determined to go through with her foolish plan.

She did not think she was foolish, but pragmatic. It was exactly as Daniel had outlined: her men were dead, there were not sufficient enough to protect the sphere from future assault. The horrible Tucker was still about with his mind festering as an open wound to kill her. She needed the support of the sphere firmly seated at her back.

Clara had never worn violet. Instead, she chose a gown of aquamarine and as Olive laced up her corset, Clara had thought how nice it had been having not worn one these months past. She made her way to the Gathering Room with trepidation.

Finally, she stood on the dais and finished the last of her words as the face of the crowd looked upon her. Hope and expectation squeezed her heart so she could hardly breathe.

“As you can see, a melding of our two peoples in this manner will allow several things needed for the continued viability of sphere-life as we know it.” She swallowed, suddenly desperate for water. As the next thing would be a surprise of the nastiest variety.

“I have since returned in a most unconventional way from a distant clan of the sea.” Clara gestured to Rowenna who gave a regal nod, but a foot away from where Clara stood. “Many may have wondered about the purpose for my journey. Queen Ada,” and there were groans and mutterings of dissension in the crowd which Clara quieted with a raised hand, “Queen Ada revealed with her final breath that she was not my natural mother.”

Total silence filled the Gathering Room. Clara went on in the middle of it, a wave unbroken on the shore.

When she had finished speaking it was Charles who was the lone subject who raised his hand. She held her breath, expecting him to make a comment that would undermine her goals.

She was not disappointed.

“Queen Clara, you ask much from the people of the Kingdom of Ohio. We are to welcome the
clan-dwellers
and Band alike into our bosom. It is because of their involvement that the
fragment
could do as they did. Further,” he spoke quickly as Matthew made his way to him, “you yourself have admitted to not being of pure
sphere-dweller
ancestry.
Savage
blood runs in your veins. How are we to know that you advocate solely for us? That it is not their interests that you promote even now?”

Much of what she felt must have shown on her face, her body numb with shock. No, he would not hit her with his fists, but his tongue lashed against her and she stood bleeding from the whipping.

Clarence looked at Charles in horror. Sarah began walking toward him as Matthew latched onto his arms and she saw Charles' death in his eyes.

A boy that she had loved and cherished, a man that now hated who she had become.

Sarah stood in front of him, shaking with rage. “Do not talk to her like that! She cannot help all that has transpired. Can you think past the end of your nose long enough to see what she must sacrifice for you? For us all?” She whipped her hand about, taking in the subjects. Clarence looked at her with a measure of wariness. Sarah's temper was a keen thing.

Charles looked down at her smugly. “And you benefit as well, a tart like you. Already you have one of the Band who chases you about like you are a bitch in heat.”

The slap rang out in the Gathering Room, the sharpness swallowed immediately by the soft ceiling of the sphere, hissing steam the only noise which replaced it.

Good Guardian. Clara ran to Sarah as Charles wrapped his hand in her wheat colored hair and jerked her to him. But suddenly Philip was there with his blade laid against Charles' throat and Matthew released Charles and intercepted Clara.

“No! I have listened to you about him for these months past. He is not who he once was. He has let his heart grow black with hate.”

He held her as Clara screamed, “Do not kill him Philip!”

Philip's eyes did not leave Charles'. “Release her or die. Queen or no, I will not allow you to harm this female.”

Charles thought about it, the silk of her hair wrapped in his fist. His gaze rose to Clara's and he read the fear, disgust and anger there. He came back to himself, suddenly realizing that he had raised his hand in anger at a female and was ashamed. He shifted his eyes to Sarah's and hers were wide with fear.

Of him.

He let her go and the blade came away from his throat. He looked around him for the support he knew his comments would garner.

The people backed away from him, suspicion and bewilderment on their faces. He was disgusted with them all. Could they not see that Clara was under the spell of the Band? That she no longer acted like herself. Who was this defiant creature who listened to him no longer? Her supposed best friend since childhood. Her defender?

Clarence took his elbow and he wrenched it away. “Fine,” he looked around. “Believe her ideals. Nothing has been proven. Do not come to me when things begin to unravel and suddenly she is not who rules here but another. And it may not be someone of our sphere. Most definitely, it will not,” he finished, striding off.

Matthew gave a nod to Maddoc, who followed Charles as he pushed and surged through the crowd.

Matthew said nothing, but he did a splendid job of holding Clara up.

 


*

 


Clara had slipped out of her chamber between the changing of the guard at her door and followed the smells of bread baking. The moon was setting Outside.

She pushed the solid wood door of the kitchen open, the convex glass portal at the top reminding her of Jack and Lillian's dwelling. It swung closed behind her and she met Billy's eyes. Flour dotted his face and a rolling pin was clutched in one hand.

He said nothing of the late hour, or the fact she was in her immodest nightdress. He set the roller on the floured wood bread table and opened his arms, she ran to him and buried her face in his broad chest.

“I am a wretched Queen,” Clara sobbed.

He patted her back and flour got over everything, her hair, her nightdress and she sighed with comfort. This is where she had gone when there was nowhere to hide. When Ada had been in the throes of one of her rages, Clara would hide in the kitchen.

Billy had saved her from additional abuse. As he saved her now.

“There, there girl. It will be alright,” he said, stroking her hair.

“What Charles said is true. I may not be able to bring what I envision to fruition! I may be making the wrong decision...”

“Clara,” Billy smiled at her and put her on the nearest stool, “have some bread.”

She shook her head. “I am not hungry.”

“A hungry Queen is something we do not need,” he said, pushing the plate of steaming bread, lathered in butter, toward her. He gave her a disapproving look. “You have come back from your journey a starved waif. Did no one see to get you decent food?”

She shook her head, tearing off a hunk of bread and shoving it indelicately in her mouth. He grunted in satisfaction, rolling out the next loaf, kneading then covering it with a loose weave cotton cloth.

“They did feed me. You know that I am not one to eat when under duress.”

“That fool Charles did not help matters, methinks.”

Clara's face grew red.

“Do not take that man's sentiments to heart, Queen Clara.” He lifted up his knife, pointing at her and the bread lodged in her throat. “He has had a hankering for you many years now. That he cannot have ya, is not something you need to fret over. I would not have thought it,” he muttered.

Clara took a sip of warm milk and cocked an eyebrow, stuffing another hunk inside her mouth. The delicious flakiness of the bread melted inside her mouth and a nostalgia for days past came over her. She smiled around the emotion, swallowing thickly, the tears at bay for the moment.

“Thought what?” Clara asked, taking another sip. The warmth of the milk made its way through her, calming her.

“That he would use your sense of duty against you for his own end.”

Clara looked up at him startled.

He nodded at her surprise. “You never saw what we saw. Was he there to comfort you when Queen Ada took after you? Aye. But what of it? Any dolt could have held your hand. He had his eye on the crown. You were a sweet thing he thought he could control.”

Clara thought about Charles and all they had been together.

“You are different, Clara. You are more what you were intended to be. You are King Raymond's daughter,” he made a fist and placed it above his heart for a moment, honoring his memory. “Apparently, you have more than
sphere-dweller
running in those veins of yours. You come from something that is fierce and wild. To deny that is to rule without truth. Use what you were given. Make decisions based on how you feel. Your compass leads true Clara. It always has.”

Clara looked down at the last piece of bread that sat in her hands, twisting it about.

With deliberation, she put it in her mouth and chewed, her gaze locking with Billy's.

He smiled. “You will do fine, girl.”

“Thank you, Billy.”

He put the roller down again, the bread beginning to rise under its shroud. Covering her hands with his big ones he said what she needed to hear.

What was true.

“We believe in you. You were always our Queen.” His fist stood above his heart again.

Clara swallowed past the lump in her throat.
  



CHAPTER 35




A routine of sorts had developed in the sphere. Bracus had made an effort to divide the Band's time between the sphere and the clan. Rowenna used the dove of their clan to send a message to hers that she would be wintering at the sphere then travel back when spring's warmth had taken the last of the inclement weather with it.

A ceremony of loss and celebration of the lives of the fallen males of Clara's sphere was conducted and it offered a sense of finality to the kingdom. The people of the sphere moved forward. Sarah began teaching again, resisting the charms of Clarence and Philip. There were many available females for Philip that had made their interest known but he had eyes only for Sarah. Clara thought her behavior most wicked.

Clara and Sarah walked the sphere-tunnel together as they did each day, the sentry guard accustomed to their daily exercise. Clara had never before felt restless in her sphere. But after the journey to the sea, she was never still.

She walked with her hands clasped behind her, head dipped, her hair partially swept to the crown of her head.

“It is not that I do not like Philip,” Sarah explained and a small smile turned the corners of Clara's mouth up. Sarah laughed and struck Clara lightly on her arm.

Clara laughed from her belly. “Yes, I can see that
liking him
is not the problem. Not at all!”

Sarah's face reddened. Her fair hair was severely pulled back into a teacher's bun. No matter how she fought it some of the blonde hairs escaped, floating about her face, framing the blush that covered her cheekbones.

“He is Band. I do not know that I wish to be wed with Band. A
clan-dweller
may be equitable,” she shrugged.

Clara's smile faded. Technically, she herself was Band.

Sarah realized her words too late. She stopped and turned Clara, hands on her arms. “I am sorry. I do not mean offense to you. They are just too...” her eyes wandered to Outside, “wild. Unfinished, unpredictable.”

Clara continued walking and Sarah followed. “We must take chances, Sarah. We cannot let fear and ignorance rule our hearts. What is your greatest fear?”

Sarah's face scrunched, her nose bunching in an appealing way. “Being held amongst the
fragment.” She shivered with the memory.

“Are we anything like Rowenna?” Clara asked suddenly.

A vision of Rowenna rose in the memory of Sarah's mind, straddling a steed of pure white, her golden hair streaming behind her, a weapon of death in her hand on her approach.

Sarah shook her head. “She is female, but she is also...”

“Fierce,” Clara supplied.

“Yes,” Sarah agreed.

“So you would agree that it is protection that you most desire?”

Sarah thought about it for a long moment then slowly nodded. But she preempted Clara's next comment, “Someone like Clarence would protect me, provide for my needs.”

“ 'Tis true. Clarence is a man of worth.”

Sarah's eyes met hers.

“There is not a male which can compare with those of
savage
blood, if protection is what you seek. Care-taking your heart's desire? I think it is under your pretty nose.”

Sarah smiled grudgingly. “You are one that should not talk of such. Three males seek your hand. That is two too many, Clara.”

Clara sighed. It was a sore subject, there was no doubt. “You know why it is the complication it has become. The people...”

“Argh!” Sarah said. “The people want what you want, Clara. Stop worrying over their perceptions. Except Charles.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste.

Clara had not spoken to Charles in nigh a month. They steadfastly avoided each other when she made her rounds in the fields, when she walked. If he saw her, he turned the other way without so much as a greeting. It saddened her.

Sarah watched her face. “He will come around. And if he does not, it matters nothing. He is cross because he assumed too much.”

Clara looked at her and Sarah laughed. “He thought after Prince Frederic was dispatched that you and he would develop a romantic relationship. When the Rite of the Select occurred and it was clear that he was not part of your future...” she shrugged.

Evelyn bounded up from behind and flung herself between them, effectively closing the conversation. Clara was relieved to see that each day her face smoothed out and healed from the abuse inflicted by the
fragment. The cuts were but scabs now and purple bruises had faded to yellow.

She blossomed into womanhood before their eyes, having turned ten and four just days after returning to the sphere. Every young male of the sphere and several of the clan had noticed she was no longer a girl but a young woman.

Maddoc was not amused at this development. He was not old enough to school his emotions and glowered when the males were about, drawn to Evelyn like bees to honey. As Sarah did with Philip, Evelyn resisted his attentions. She claimed she should seek the company of her own clan first. After all, that is where she hailed from. Clara thought it was foolish. Maddoc had saved her twice. He was obviously smitten. Could she not see this?

Could she be as heart-blind as Clara was?

“I seek the company of a male tonight!” she squealed.

Please, let it be Maddoc, Clara thought.

“Who now?” Sarah asked and Evelyn pushed out her lip.

“I do not frolic about!” Evelyn said, offended.

Clara and Sarah groaned.

She did very much frolic.

Evelyn looked at their expressions and huffed. “Well then, not a great deal.”

They stared at her.

“Oh! Alright...mayhap a trifle.”

Sarah crossed her arms as the small group made their way to the rest stop near the doors of brass.

“Who is the scoundrel?” Clara asked as she sat upon the long bench which lined the wall of the sphere.

“It is Jonathan,” she said smugly.

Clara remembered him. “The wee boy who took care of the horses for the Band?”

“Wee no longer,” Evelyn enthused.

Dear Guardian, Clara thought.

As if conjured in mid-air, Clara made out a group of men charging down the tunnel toward them.

Clara stood, their posture alarming her.

Sarah stayed seated upon the bench. “Sit Clara. Nothing is afoot. We have a million males in the sphere and ten of the Band. All is well,” she said in a bored voice.

“Yes, Clara,” Evelyn said in droll agreement.

Clara kept standing, she had a keen sense of danger and her intuition had been flagged.

It was then that Clara heard a pop and sizzle. She looked to her left and above.

The portal had opened, two strange men falling out. They did not land awkwardly, as her party had, but with expertise.

They had used the Pathway before.

Clara's head took in their otherness and she whipped her head to where the Band sprinted toward them. They were too far away.

Clara said, “Run to the Band. Now!”

Clara turned, not before noticing they held an apparatus in their hands, its sleekness and ebony color giving hint to the metal it was.

They appeared to be weapons.

“Which one is the Key?” one of the men asked the other.

“The redhead! Shoot her!” Clara heard a pop and something pierced the flesh of her back as she ran. She tried to keep up with the women but landed on her knees, the pads of her hands taking the force of her fall. She began to crawl away.

Clara could feel the lethargy seeping through her body and looked up, her face searching for the Band in a panic.

Matthew's body filled her vision, he was close enough to touch when she heard one of the men behind him.

“Shoot him, Gary! He'll kill us.”

More pops fired and two large needles pierced Matthew's large chest then Maddoc's and finally Edwin and Daniel were hit.

The males fell like mighty trees, their weapons splayed like broken leaves around them.

“Which one is her mate?” The one named Gary asked.

“Don't know. That's one of the things we're not here to botch up.”

Evelyn came forward and surprised the other man, biting his arm. He pushed her back and she fell on her backside. She moved to get up again and he leveled the black metal weapon at her chest and fired. The small arrow sunk into her chest and she yelped, giving him an angry look, struggling to get to her feet again.

Daniel grabbed the other man's ankle, wrenching him forward. “Hit 'em again, Joe.”

Joe turned and sunk another needle into Daniel. Clara watched as Daniel struggled to keep his eyes open. “Clara... I... I am sor...” his eyes closed and he lay on the dirt floor of the sphere-tunnel.

Sarah ran and dropped beside Clara, brushing her hair back, she looked to the two men. “I do not know who you be, but you must leave. She is our Queen, you have no right,” Sarah said, shaking in abject fury.

“Nail her too.”

Gary did.

Clara watched as the needle hit Sarah in the shoulder, high and beside her collarbone. Tears struggled down her face as she slowly fell on her side, falling asleep as the others.

The Band lay all around her. Matthew crawled to her side, two needles dancing from his chest as he moved.

“I thought you said it would put them under?” Joe asked in disgust.

He nodded his head. “It should put an elephant under. But these men are Band. They have engineered genetics. You understand even now we don't understand all they're capable of.” He leveled the weapon at Matthew and he raised a palm to deflect it. Instead the needle bit into his palm.

Matthew laid his head down beside Clara, his pillow the curtain of her hair. She gazed back at him, her eyes blinking.

“I cannot move my body,” she said to no one in particular as Matthew's eyes fluttered closed as she watched.

 


*

 


Clara watched them as they came to her. The one with the weapon knelt beside her. His eyes met Joe's. “How long do we have?”

Joe looked at his wrist where numbers were illuminated beneath his skin. “Maybe five minutes, tops. Get the sample quickly. We've already disturbed the Continuum enough.”

Clara watched the one called Gary withdraw a small, paddle-shaped device where a small beacon of green light beat like a heart at its tip. He began to pass it back and forth, starting at her head and working down until he reached her feet. He made one more pass, depressing his thumb at its base. The light flickered off and he put it inside his strange garment with many pockets.

Tears rolled out of Clara's eyes as she spoke, “You are the Travelers.”

They looked at her. Then Gary reached into his other pocket and extracted a tiny disc which had squat needles covering one side in its entirety.

He ignored her question. Saying instead, “This is going to hurt.”

Joe held her arm in position while Gary pierced her flesh with the disc and turned it a quarter rotation.

Clara screamed. It was as if a mouth with razor blades had been set upon her skin and turned like a barb that once withdrawn, tore the flesh from the bone.

Joe gritted his teeth. “I hate this part.”

“You need to get past the fact she's a woman. She is the Key. Keep that in mind, Pal.”

“You keep it in mind. You're not the one looking into her eyes, asshole.”

Gary met his eyes. “Steady, we're almost done then she can go back to her life. You know, the one she lives so that we can in the future. You feel me.”

Joe glared at him. “I do. But look at her.”

Clara looked into his eyes and let every emotion at this violation stand there naked. She was rewarded by his eyes flinching in response.

She noticed how green they were.

“She seems so young...” he lifted his hand to touch her face.

“Don't. Don't get attached. We're never seeing her again. She's not young for this time.” Gary looked in another pocket, throwing a package to Joe who deftly caught it midair.

“I am scared. I cannot move,” Clara said. Her vulnerability caused a terrible pain in her chest.

Joe flicked his eyes to hers, tearing a strange metallic package apart with his teeth as he pressed his fingers into the crook of her elbow. He blew the scrap away and pushed an opaque gel-like substance out of the top with his fingers. He smeared it on the wound that the disc had left as he handed the offensive thing over to Gary. He flipped his wrist over, as he depressed his fingers against her flesh. He seemed to be counting. Numbers appeared, sequentially getting higher by the moment.

“She's too low. We need to give her something.”

“No, she's part Band, they don't have a heart-rate within our norms. She'll be fine. You put the salve on her, let's get out of here. The Band will wake shortly. They metabolize the juice quicker than humans.”

Clara rolled her eyes to the Band which lay all around. She watched as their bodies began to twitch. Already they wakened from the vileness that had breached their defenses.

Clara noticed that she could move her fingers and toes.

The men surveyed the Band. “Time to go.”

They stood, Joe gently folded Clara's arm across her stomach, his face regretful but determined.

They moved under the Pathway's mouth, a horse length above them and unbuttoned the strange tunics they wore. Clara watched as a light pulsed beneath the skin of their breastbone and they were slowly drawn toward the opening.

Joe's eyes met hers.

Clara whispered her rage, “You are stewards of nothing.”

His jaw clenched and he looked away, Gary's face turned to the mouth of the portal, their bodies being absorbed as if gulped. Then they were gone.

A burst of light pulsed then disappeared, the Pathway along with it.

 


*



Clara lay upon the dirt of the tunnel floor as the Band gathered around her.

“Can you move?” Evelyn asked and Clara gave her a withering look.

“I would be upon my feet if I could,” Clara said and watched Evelyn's lip quiver.

“Forgive me, Dear Heart. I know that you were frightened. I was as well.” Clara had actually never been more terrified in all her years.

“A better idea is moving to the body of the sphere. These Travelers obviously have advanced weaponry,” Edwin said.

“Their weapons cause the twilight sleep,” Sarah said.

“Not to all,” Matthew said, gathering Clara into his arms. She hung limply in the cradle of his embrace but with an effort was able to put her arm between her body and his chest. It felt so wonderful to be off the ground.

“Are you certain you should carry Clara having just rid yourself of the after effects of …?” Maddoc began.

Matthew looked at him. “I would not carry her if I was unable.”

Evelyn smiled smugly at Maddoc and he glowered at her. His eyes traveled to the small wounds where the needles had punctured Evelyn's skin. His eyes flicked to hers and her face grew warm under his scrutiny.

“Does it hurt?” he asked Evelyn and Clara smiled.

“Do your wounds hurt you?” she countered.

“No,” he said in a dismissive huff.

“It is the same for me,” she said as she shrugged her small shoulder.

“But you are female and therefore more fragile...” he began as if my rote.

“Argh! It matters not. Flesh is flesh. You...!” Evelyn stomped away.

Maddoc looked after her. “Is it so untoward that I inquire over a wound she suffered when males with ill intent raid your sphere, Clara?”

Clara rolled her eyes to his. “I think not. However,” Clara watched as Evelyn marched away toward the sphere, “she is an independent female and likes to feel as if she can defend herself.”

“She cannot!” Maddoc fumed. “She needs one of the Band to protect her, obviously,” he swung his palm after her departing figure. “She is most fragile, even for a female.”

“I do not know, my brother,” Matthew said, the deep rumble of his chest vibrating against Clara's body in a pleasant way. “She seemed to do very well against the intruders. One wears the marks of her teeth even now.”

Sarah smiled and they began to their make way after Evelyn.

They walked in silence for a time then Clara asked, “How was it that you were alerted?”

Maddoc strode alongside Matthew and answered, “I am an Intuitive. I am used in my Band for this express purpose. I felt,” Maddoc put a hand to his chest, “an ache here.” He looked at Clara as they walked, then away. “It is the same thing which tells me Mother is in danger. I have saved her thrice. When I feel thus, I know peril awaits. She was whole so I presumed it mayhap was you.” His aqua eyes bored into hers and she held his gaze.

If it had been the Traveler’s intent to take her, they could have. But they did not. Still, they could not have anticipated the Band being in attendance. Yet, they had the weapons which paralyzed and caused sleep.

“It was fortuitous that they possessed those non-lethal weapons,” Edwin surmised thoughtfully. “They are an enemy that strikes when we least expect it.”

“They are not the Guardians of legend; not the people that saved us from peril. Rather, they were self-serving, caring only for what they may need. That they tamper with this time line says much,” Clara said against Matthew's chest. Finally they arrived at the point where the sentry guarded, his eyes widening as he saw the ragged group.

“Queen Clara, have you been injured?”

“I am fine,” Clara responded as Matthew stood her upon her feet.

She immediately collapsed as her legs were still numb beneath her, Matthew catching her easily.

“Let me get the remainder of the Guard,” the sentry said with real apprehension. The entire Royal Guard were new, Clarence the only one from the old who lived.

She shook her head, embarrassed. “Do not. I have a tale to tell and I will do it after I am my rightful self once again.”

Matthew brought her to her chamber, with Edwin and Daniel as escorts. They were met by a disapproving Olive.

“What has happened?” She launched into a scolding tirade and Clara insisted they lay her down and she would explain all.

The three men bid her goodbye, each face a mirror of the other.

Clara closed her eyes against the emotions so plainly held in them.
  



CHAPTER 36

 


Clara let tears of joy run down her face, the lacy handkerchief clutched in her hand already damp beyond use. She watched as Joseph gave a final kiss to Anna, their hand written vows uttered and put away. The Band stood split and at attention, perfectly equal on either side of the couple.

It was an historic event. The first Wedded Joining of
clan-dwellers
inside the sphere. It was also the first joining of one of the Band.

Not all the Band stood beside Joseph during the Wedded Joining.

Edwin, Matthew and Daniel flanked Clara. Her unlikely courtship continued with Edwin and Matthew, Daniel maneuvering for inclusion as well. It drove Clara mad. Rowenna stood as the only female beside Evelyn. Clara's mother looked resplendent in yards of lilac fabric, designed just for this occasion. Their eyes met and Clara watched as Rowenna's gaze shifted to Edwin and the pressure Clara was already feeling pressed harder upon her. Her tears of joy began to run as sadness. She had so many who placed their expectations upon her shoulders. Clara knew as she sat breathing, that someone would be devastated by the choices she must make.

And make them she must.

She could feel Matthew's eyes on her and sighed. He had said his patience was not limitless. That meant that one of the three may kill each other to force her choice. She could not marry one who was dead. Surely they had already contemplated that alternative.

Then there was the infiltration of the Travelers. Why had they incapacitated all, to take a piece of her flesh? The Timekeeper hypothesized they needed a sampling of her. But for what purpose? It had changed the way her protection was handled. Privacy was a thing of the past, she no longer walked the tunnel with Sarah. If the Travelers could appear at will, then she was no longer safe there. Key or no, she no longer owned her daily life. The threat of their appearance still lingering a month past their untimely visit.

The happy couple turned and faced the kingdom's people, which had bulged to a third more than before the massacre by the
fragment. The people stood, their applause deafening against the soundproofing embrace of the sphere.

Rose petals were thrown from the aisle as they parted the sea of people in the middle, a rain of fragrant blossoms covering them both. Clara had never seen a woman as happy as Anna. She had come so far.

No longer abused, escaping her past and the violence therein, to an ending wrought with protection, joy and love.

 


*

 


A knock sounded and Clara said without looking up, “Enter.”

It was Bracus and she smiled in greeting. “Queen Clara...”

“We are alone, Bracus.”

“Clara,” he said, smiling.

She nodded and he continued, “We have assembled the Band.”

Clara sighed, she could not dissuade him from this pursuit but she would try one more time. “You are leaving everyone here without protection, even Rowenna.”

Bracus winced and scrubbed a hand over his face. Clara knew the card she dealt was quite underhanded but she thought this was a ridiculous thing to undertake.

“We need to kill them, Clara; force them to submit. Until Tucker is recovered he will be as Prince Frederic, an indefinite threat.”

It was Clara's turn to wince. It was true, the Prince had been very close to killing her. All due to the fact that he was not dispatched initially, then again. Daniel was on the side of Bracus. He foretold Tucker would not drop his plan to take over the sphere simply because it was difficult. He would gather more in number by absorbing smaller
fragment
to aid him. Clara did not think it wise. He could not penetrate the sphere, so what was the real danger? She told this to Bracus, yet again.

Bracus paced, finally halting in front of her window. “Do you remember when I first beheld you here?”

Clara nodded then realized he could not see her from behind. She came around to the side of him and he flinched when she touched him. She dropped her hand and the questions stood in her eyes.

“Do you not see? This is the only thing stopping the
fragment
from their violence,” he pushed his hand into the sphere, the wall giving with the pressure. He took his hand away and the print filled in as if it had never been. “What if it were no more?”

Clara shrugged a shoulder. “But it is. It has always been.”

He grasped her shoulders and stared intently in her eyes. “We are not enough to protect both the sphere and the clan. Do you understand if we subdue the
fragment
now, they can never be a threat?”

Clara moved out of his hold and he allowed it. There was something that was nagging at her. “Why such urgency, Bracus?” her eyes boring into his. She saw a flicker of something then it was gone. But she had seen it.

“Speak of which you keep from me.”

He sighed, walking away from the window. He turned to her, his immense size looming. “I have been speaking with Daniel.”

Clara rolled her eyes. Daniel was a man of truth but she felt he was a trifle paranoid.

“He does not speak falsely. Do you not remember when he was set to be executed?”

Clara nodded. She would never forget that day. That was the day she had righted an injustice.

“Do you think it is coincidence that the Evil Ones appear as they do now?”

Clara had wondered why these events had seemed to transpire with such precision. Her discovery after Ada's death about her true mother, the journey, her real heritage. That she was somehow the Key. The singular savior of the future. A future where humanity had been tampered with beyond repair. A future where humans were viable only because of her existence. It would be a heady thing for some. For Clara, it was another burden to reconcile.

“Yes, I have thought that. But I refuse to go into the mire of speculation. It is too profound to contemplate. It could be any number of reasons.”

“What if I were to tell you that the spheres themselves may be gone?”

Clara's brows furrowed. “What say you?”

“Tucker has knowledge of the Evil Ones.”

Clara nodded.

“Is it without possibility he has found a way, using their advancements to nullify the protection that your people have enjoyed for one hundred forty years past?”

“What has Daniel told you?”

Bracus paused then said, “He has said that Tucker's plan was always to overtake the sphere, that too soon it would disappear altogether and the impact of his leadership would not be as impressive.”

“Why... how... would our sphere be no more?”

Bracus came to Clara and cupped his huge hands around her shoulders. “It is the design of the Evil Ones to integrate the peoples.”

“Whom? The
sphere-dweller
and
clan-dweller
alike?”

He shook his hand and watched as she put the puzzle together. “The
fragment?”

He nodded, his face weary and agonized.

She blanched. “We cannot! They are the most violent of people, placed here by the Guardians as they did not wish to police their own dregs!” She pulled away from Bracus and paced.

Whirling on him she said, “We will be without protection! It will be as the massacre, but much worse.”

“You see why I defend us by our preemptive strike.”

Clara's mind ran feverishly over everything that he said. “But for now, we are safe.”

“For now. But for how long? Daniel said that Tucker will work with the advancements that he is privy to until he finds one which is large enough to degrade the thing standing between himself and what he wants.”

“Which is?”

“The spheres. All.” His gaze never left hers.

“We shall not borrow the worry before it comes for us. Fine. Go and scout, try to subdue what
fragment
is near. But know this, if something were to come about in your absence, we are woefully unprepared.”

They stared at each other. “It is not by choice that I leave. I would not willfully leave Rowenna or you. However, if we do not act, they will.”

“What can they endeavor to do? They do not have the salt of the sea to lather the sphere with.”

He shook his head. “No, they do not. We are very far inland and the Pathway is unusable for those without
savage
blood. They would not risk it.”

“Then they can do nothing,” she said with finality.

There was a knock on the door and Charles rushed in. There was an awkwardness as Charles took in what Clara knew looked like an intimate conversation. They had just begun speaking again but the rift remained wide.

“Queen Clara Bracus,” he said, barely able to contain his derision for Bracus.

“What is it?” Clara said, keeping a firm grip on her patience.

“There is a matter which you need to see.” Sweat beaded his upper lip and his garments were askew. Clara frowned. It was very unlike Charles to be flustered.

Bracus and she quickly followed him out.

The Band waited outside the Royal Manse along with Rowenna. Her eyes met Matthew's and his were grim. What in Guardian's name was happening?

They hurried to the sphere tunnel. The sentry on duty began to speak rapidly but Clara raised her hand to silence him. “I do not understand. You are saying that, there are stones in the wall?”

Clara looked above her head and saw stone-like dots, like the measles of her childhood, peppering the sphere. As she watched, more fell like rain, embedding themselves in the pillow like walls.

Charles looked at her. “We are under attack, Clara.”

Bewildered, she gazed Outside. Through the opaque wall she could see many people in the distance.

Graves in between.

Without turning away she said, “Guard. Fetch me the apparatus which magnifies.”

“Yes, my lady.”

The guard brought it to her and she placed it atop her head, holding it in place. Not bothering with the straps, she clicked the lenses in place and the people became large. They bore sling shots, pulling them back tautly.

The pebbles came at the sphere like flying plums. She handed the magnifier to Bracus. He passed it to each of the Band.

Daniel spoke, “It has begun.”

Clara turned on him. “If you know what is happening, please do not let us wallow in suspense,” she said without attempt to hide her anger.

“Tucker had said that he'd be leader of all. The spheres, eventually the clan,” he put his palm out, indicating the entire area. The Band grunted at the thought of one of the
fragment
commanding their territory. “If he were to fail, he had another plan to implement.”

Clara stepped closer. “You did not tell us because...?”

“I did not think Tucker would be successful. Many of the
fragment's
ranks have been killed. I didn't think he'd be able to replenish so quickly.”

The Band listened, suffering through some of his accent to make sense of his words.

“Let us attack them now, while they peck away at the sphere!” Maddoc said, pounding a fist into his open palm.

Bracus looked through the magnifier again. “Too many, even for our number here.”

Maddoc surged forward. “We can take them all. I know it!”

Clara put her hand upon his arm. “Do not, Brother.”

Daniel continued, “He didn't want to ruin what could be scavenged by destroying what allowed it to flourish. But now he will so he can take the spheres by force.”

Clara narrowed her eyes. “Spheres?”

He nodded. “He'll do this to all of them.”

“What does he do?” Matthew asked.

“Destroy. He's destroying them.”

Bracus walked over to where a stone sunk into the wall of the sphere.

Clara watched in horror as the stone burrowed deeper into the wall, its form becoming clearer as they watched.

The group looked above their heads and watched as the stones which the
fragment
had catapulted toward her home infiltrated the protection of the sphere.

They had looked black against the opaque milkiness of the sphere but as they fell around them, Clara bent to pick one up. Its crystalline form glowed duly in the ambient light.

Edwin crushed one under his heel and Maddoc crouched down, ducking a finger into the middle of the shard, the dust covering his hand. He put it to his mouth and drew his finger away.

He looked at Clara sharply. “Salt.”

Clara's stomach fell, she and Charles exchanged a pregnant glance of fear. She watched as small holes opened where the salt bullets had entered, disintegrating the wall of the sphere and landing all around their feet like poison rain.

“How long?” Clara asked Daniel.

“I don't know. Weeks... months. Maybe sooner.”

Clara and the Band watched as the destruction of the sphere began.
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Chapter 1

 


“Rowenna!” Adair called after her wayward daughter. She watched as the lithe form with plaited golden hair and dressed in a tightly bound warrior's tunic escaped more discussion of duties. Adair huffed an exasperated sigh and slowly let down the tarp that covered their summer dwelling. She would have Ronan speak with her again when he returned from his patrols with the Band.

Rowenna sprinted into the deepness of the woods, anything to escape the future obligation that she must bear on her young shoulders. When she reached the spot that none knew, she planted her back against the worn side of a great tree trunk, sank down on her haunches and bit her lip to keep from crying.

They could not ask this of her!
All knew that the
sphere-dwellers
could not make a life in the Outside, that is why they dwelt in the hot dome of gases and odd clothes. Rowenna sighed, a hot tear swiped away before anyone should come upon her and take note of her sadness.

A twig snapped and Rowenna leapt to her feet, her dirk free and ready as a huge figure advanced.

She knew that walk, the movement of one of the Band, a grace which moved with contained power, the roiling energy came off him in waves.

Rolland. Rowenna smiled through her frustrated sadness and sheathed her dirk, moving forward to greet him.

“Rowenna,” Rolland said in greeting, his eyes scanning the surrounding woods, deep pockets of shadows lay like eyes who spied on them.

He did not like to see a young female
select
by herself in the woods, ready for the
fragment
or a rogue faction of Red Men to take a fancy to a lone female. They were too rare by far. Most males were above reproach. The
fragment
Rolland did not count as such. They would take any female who was not protected for trade with other scum such as they.

Rolland felt the frown form before he could stop it.

Rowenna pressed a finger to his lips, though she was a tall female she had to reach up to lay purchase.

“Do not say it, Rolland,” Rowenna implored softly.

He captured the finger that lay against his mouth and said the thing she liked to be reminded of the least, “You cannot run off beyond the confines of sanctuary the Band affords, Rowenna.”

Rowenna sighed, facing away from him; she was most tired of rules.

Finally, she turned.

Rolland saw the defeated set of her shoulders and instead of the lecture he had intended he asked instead, “What say you?” His eyes searched her face.

“I am shamed beyond what I can speak of,” Rowenna said, her eyes cast to the ground.

Where was the fierce lioness that he was accustomed to sparring with?

He strode forward, gently tilting her chin up until their gazes locked. Her eyes were the color of faded violets as they succumbed to the heat of summer.

In those eyes he saw despair and his fingers forced her chin in the position, not allowing her face to move. Rolland would get to the bottom of this. “What has happened?” His face darkened. Rolland would go to the ground for her.

“It is the Travelers.”

Rolland jerked his head back and his hand involuntarily dropped from her face. “I have not heard their name mentioned in some time...”

Rowenna gave a snort of disgust. “I have been
chosen.”

Rolland looked at Rowenna in horror.
No,
not his betrothed, the one true mate for himself.

“It is as prophesied. That there be one of the
select
that shall be called upon to save us.”

“I do not believe it.”

“'Tis true, Rolland,” Rowenna said with the barest catch in her voice.

“I will not allow it!” he said, his hands curling into fists.

She came to him, touching the hardness of his chest and his features softened. His tightly bound inky hair lay against a neck thickened by the hard life of the Band and revealed a face that was almost hawkish in its features.

“They think to make you a whore... and for what?” he ground out, her hands captured in his. “So we might believe their promise of safety from the
fragment?” he scoffed. “They are called the Travelers only in the east,” he stated, then added, “Our other clans have a more apt name for those who meddle in our lives. The Evil Ones.” Rolland wrapped her in his embrace. “They shall not have you.”

But they did.

Rowenna knew that it was no use. The threat of the Travelers funneling more of the criminals from the world whence they came frightened her, the clan's very survival would lay in the balance. For she was the daughter of the sovereign leaders of the Clan of Cape Cod. Her father, Ronan, and her mother, Adair, would not see fit to ignore the obligations of the clan. Their daughter would be a sacrifice for the many.

Rowenna had never been more afraid.

Or more brave.

 


*

 


“I will not speak of this again, Adair.” Ronan's eyes pierced hers and Adair put her face in her hands.

“She is but ten and five... Ronan, we cannot. Rowenna is right, she is meant to be with Rolland, not with some...” Adair could not bring herself to say it, speaking between her fingers.

Ronan did, “Sphere-dweller.” His deep cerulean eyes followed his mate and he offered the conciliatory observation, “He is a prince amongst their people.”

He palmed his chin, to withhold his regular comfort from his mate was killing him. Yet, it must be done. If Adair witnessed or intuited how much it grieved him to hand over Rowenna for the purposes of viability of the clans...? She would never let it go. Adair alone was able to wheedle him into submission.

He could stand it no more. Her silent sobbing felt like ground glass in his brain; Ronan bled inside for her. He strode to Adair and wrapped her against him. “She will not be treated badly or abused, my heart.” Ronan tipped Adair's face back, cupping the soft triangle of her chin, brushing the tears from eyes so startling a blue they rivaled the ocean at their feet. “He is a fair leader of their sphere.”

“It does not matter what the character of the man may be. Aye,” she pressed her cheek more deeply into his palm, “it matters not for he will simply lay with her and leave her with the babe. There will be no love.”

They did not speak of what might occur after the event. Yet, they both thought it: would Rolland still mate with Rowenna? When she carried the babe of another deeply within her?

The answer was
Nay, they thought not.

It was not the life they would have chosen for their child.

 


*

 


Rolland was quiet, as was his way, while he and Rowenna made their way back to the clan, she upon the steed that he guided. He would look back occasionally as her tall and elegant body undulated with the gait of the horse underneath and wondered upon her state of mind.

When they rode over the last hill that was part sand dune, the ocean greeted them with her azure brilliance, the sun a great ball of heat at the apex of the sky. Rolland shielded his eyes and determining that the evening meal would be five hours hence he made a plan to take Rowenna's mind off the happenings of one day past. A faint whistle sung as the seagrass mingled together in the breeze coming off the whitecaps of the ocean.

“Let us swim,” he said suddenly and Rowenna gave the first smile he had seen this day. The slits at her throat expanded as she breathed deeply in preparation. Her melancholy mood would not leave her, the talons of her future sprung and deeply piercing the armor of her heart.

“Come, forget all this for a time and swim with me,” he said, waving his palm toward the vastness of the water.

Rowenna slid from her mount and Rolland caught her, swinging her to a gentle landing upon the white sugar-like sand underneath their feet.

They shucked their outer tunics and leather, calf-length laced shoes before wading into the sea. Though summer was at its height the water remained nearly icy on the eastern seaboard..

Rolland took Rowenna's hand and they swam deeply. They swam so far beneath the cool blanket of the ocean that when they swirled in the water to look back at the surface, their backs to the ocean floor, the sun was but a dim ball of opaque fire, viewed as through a glass, darkly.

As they floated beneath the waves, Rolland thought of another man touching Rowenna, his promised, and the need for violence rose up inside him like it did for all Band. They were fiercely protective of the small female population they had, and would kill for their mate.

Rolland circled Rowenna's waist and sucked her against him as his powerful legs kicked in a steady flutter until they burst the surface where they floated, neither speaking.

There was nothing to say.

And everything.

 


*

King Raymond

 


“Your majesty,” King Raymond's manservant called to him.

Raymond raised his head, sighing. Another duty awaited him and he had been about attending the fields. He so wished to even now be rolling up his sleeves and dirtying himself with the harvesting of oysters. He felt certain that he was not meant to be King.

Of course, he was not yet King. The coronation was one month hence.

“Yes, Peter, do come in,” Raymond invited.

He put the note from the Kingdom of Virginia under the glass weight. It was deeply convex and magnified everything due to its shape. He glanced at it and saw the most troubling word of all that lay on the stiff parchment: Wedded.

He would be crowned King of the sphere on his day of birth. He would be ten and eight. He dreaded it, he welcomed it. Raymond had many ideas of leadership that were different than those of his great uncle, who had been ruling monarch these forty seasons past. He now grew frail with age and the royal blood stopped with his own.

“King Ferrell awaits you, my Lord,” Peter announced.

Raymond turned at the waist, his long arm fully wrapping the back of the ornately carved chair, a holdover from the Rococo era, a time from Before the Rocks Fell. Or as they thought of it here in the Kingdom of Ohio, just
before.
Raymond had often pored over the volume of:
Asteroids, Before the Rocks Fell.
He had been frustrated by the study of it. It manufactured more questions than it answered.

He tore his thoughts away from those of introspection and back to the question at hand. “How does he fare this day?”

“Might I speak freely, my Lord?” Peter asked, his expressive eyes holding the sadness that spoke more plainly than the stilted conversation of their disparate stations ever could.

Raymond inclined his head in encouragement and Peter answered, “He but awaits your coronation to pass into the next realm, my Lord.”

Raymond palmed his chin, glancing at the letter that had held wax just moments before Peter's entry into his chamber.

He stood, buttoning his light summer weight coat with tails at the back, his manservant rushing forward to grab his hat and ornately carved cane, the head shaped into the likeness of the oysters the sphere cultivated.

Raymond held his palm up. “Please, Peter, you know how I feel about my clothing.”

Peter nodded. “Aye, I do know the spirit of you, my Lord. Yet, I respectfully add that I will be out on mine ear if King Ferrell discovers me loafing at the execution of my duties.”

“Blame me, then,” Raymond said dryly.

Peter got a twinkle in his eye at Raymond's words. “Aye, that I will.” He caught his master's gaze, a fair and just man, far too serious for Peter's taste and repeated, “That I will.”

Peter followed the future King of Ohio out of his chamber, the sconces against the faux walls of the sphere hissing as they released their steam and heat. The gaslight provided a glaring but low-burning light which illuminated their slow progression to the sick bed of the current King.

Who lay dying. Waiting only for his great-nephew's coronation. And the fulfillment of a promise uttered by the Guardians themselves.

 


*

 


King Ferrell watched Raymond enter his dwelling, the door a solid two feet above him, framing him as he paused through the threshold. All doors inside the royal manse were eight feet and King Ferrell thought perhaps Raymond was not yet done gaining his adult height.

He abstained from dwelling on what would happen to Raymond when he did as the Guardians instructed.

They both knew that it would abbreviate his life. Yet, if a child came from the immoral union with the Savage,
then all was not lost. Ferrell knew the dangers of the inbreeding that was becoming pervasive in the neighboring spheres. The Kingdom of Kentucky was a prime example. His lips puckered, making a strange popping sound of distaste as he thought on it.

Ferrell was parched. The disease that no doctor could cure had taken him, the very spit in his mouth lay like dirt that had never seen rain.

Age was the enemy.

After all, his father had been the first generation of those within the sphere.

Ferrell was one hundred years old. There were many of the sphere that had outlived him. Aging had been greatly slowed by life inside the sphere, though they knew not why. Ferrell heard the timed release of steam and welcomed the heat, it was comforting as his circulation was so depleted of late that it was sometimes the only thing which allowed him to feel at all.

“Come in, young Raymond.”
Soon to be king, he added to himself.

Raymond walked to his bedside and Ferrell thought how much he seemed to resemble his long-dead ancestor, Stella. She had looked as he did, with gray eyes and dark hair. Eyes like a storm. Those eyes gave him away. Stormy in anger and light whilst happy. Yes, he would be an excellent leader... for his short life.

“What say you?” Raymond asked softly as he sat on the edge of the large bed, filled with feathers from the geese that were kept for their down in a pen halfway across the sphere.

“I am the same, as you see.”

Raymond looked over the slack and ashen skin of his uncle and felt a pang of sadness. Yet, he was one hundred years, an excellent and long life lived in stewardship over his people, a man that actually heard firsthand stories of what it had been like Outside from before. A life of such length would never be Raymond's future because of his coming sacrifice.

There was no wallowing allowed and Raymond cut the feeling even as it rose inside him, causing an unrealized ache in his breastbone at the squashing of it.

“Did you receive the announcement?” Ferrell asked quietly, then a kerchief rose like a poisonous flag as he had a coughing fit that lasted a full minute. Raymond waited through it, knowing that there would soon be less breathing and more coughing as the time of his passing drew nearer.

Peter came forward and Ferrell's eyes flicked to the royal manservant. “I am fine, it is but a spell, dear Peter.” Peter's eyes clouded. His love for his King standing like a fine and true fire which lay banked by force.

Raymond waited until Ferrell came to himself, the coughing under control and lifted the creamy parchment envelope, a remnant of blood-red wax clinging stubbornly to the lip at its back.

Their eyes met and King Ferrell's slid to Peter's. “Peter, if you would give Prince Raymond and I a moment.”

“Yes, your Majesty,” Peter said, leaving in a graceful backward walk to the entrance then swinging the great thick door, closing it almost soundlessly.

King Ferrell began the business at hand without preamble. “You will meet Princess Ada at the coronation and the Wedded Joining shall be three months hence.”

Raymond attempted to school his face but failed.

“I know it is not of your choosing.” Ferrell looked into his great-nephew's eyes. “None of these circumstances are ideal. However,” he pointed a gnarled finger at Raymond, “the Guardians' prophecy has come full circle. There will be redemption. You will couple with this Savage, she will bear your heir and Ada will be the pseudo mother of the babe.” Ferrell's eyes became fevered, bordering on the narrow fence of zealotry. “The heir shall save the sphere... all spheres,” Ferrell sputtered, the next coughing fit making the first look like a wild animal tamed.

Raymond did not see how his great-uncle could extend his life until the coronation. He would never see him in the Wedded Farce, as Raymond liked to think of it. Arranged marriages were not uncommon but when he became King, it would be the first thing he did away with. Raymond was a strong believer in liberty. And forcing a person into a union that was not sought for love was some form of coercion, their freedom now gone. It was not the way the whole of the other nineteen spheres saw it, yet Raymond did.

He said none of these things. For Raymond believed his freedom, and ultimately, his life, were the price he would pay to save his people and the unborn child he would have with the
savage
who lived Outside. Raymond wondered how his female counterpart felt about their forced union?

He had often wondered if she wished it. Or... if she felt as he did: that they must.

Raymond looked at Ferrell, a sick old man, steeped in the culture the sphere had become and spoke his mind, “Does Princess Ada accept this union?”

Ferrell gave a low cackle. “Oh my yes! She be from the Kingdom of West Virginia.” His eyes glittered with the knowledge of the happenings of that sphere. “You remember trade days?”

Raymond did. That kingdom was known for their greed.

Ferrell sniffed a trifle contemptuously, his eyes narrowing. “They have the worst for trade while our sphere holds the meat of the waters and the gems therein.” He made a loose fist with his arthritic hands. “They need the proposed alliance, my nephew. Badly,” he said in emphasis.

His eyes took on a faraway look. “Have you readied your preparations for travel?”

Raymond nodded, a knot in his stomach.

“I am sorry, dear nephew, that the very thing the Guardians use to press us into service will sicken you.”

“Yet not for years, dear uncle.”

“No... that I could have...”

Raymond squeezed his last living relative's hand, quelling his apology neatly, “Nay, do not, uncle.” Raymond looked at King Ferrell, dying, in grief about something that had taken the pair by surprise. “It is by destiny's hand. How long did we believe that we would live in the insulation of this marvel?” Raymond said, swinging a large palm at the soft walls of the sphere, the steam-powered heat and function of their home a technology that was not fully understood. Manufactured by strangers from an even stranger place. They had thought the Guardians were their saviors. However, in retrospect, Raymond knew there had been a cost to be paid.

There always was.

He would marry a young princess he did not love so she might raise the babe that would be the product of a secret and immoral liaison between him and a female who lived Outside in the wild. From all accounts, the people of outside were barely more than animals. It would be some kind of rut. Not for love, but for genetics.

Yes, it had been very precisely and explicitly explained to Raymond: the mix of the two peoples would be the only thing that would save both groups. The genes had become thin. Without the Savage introduction to the pool of people in the spheres, they would be driven mad. It had only taken a few well-placed comments from the pair of Guardians, relaying the state of the Kingdom of Kentucky as an example for both King Ferrell and Prince Raymond to concede their point. Then the outlining of their plan began.

Raymond was their patsy, and so was the unknown Savage.

They would lay together, she would have his child, then give it to him to raise. The future monarch would be the key to the sustainability when the eventual demise of the spheres occurred. The Guardians assured them that would happen and when it did this descendant of Raymond and the female Savage
would save all.

Raymond would die within the confines of a loveless marriage, sickened by the use of the evil contraption that folded distance.

And time.

Raymond stood and kissed the cool cheek of his uncle, wondering as he departed if the female felt the helplessness that he did? Did she mourn the loss of her choices? Her freedom?

Mayhap her life?
  



Chapter 2

Clan of Cape Cod

 


Rolland hung to the treeline and waited, his presence an abiding comfort to Rowenna, who, though she claimed bravery and had such, did not like to roam across borders that brought her within proximity of the Fragment.

As they moved together they slowed, an iridescent tear pierced the sky, the middle of the pastureland just beginning to bleach with the promise of autumn one month hence.

“I am scared,” Rowenna whispered and Rolland clenched his fists, closing his eyes.

He showed none of his anger, though it boiled underneath his skin, poking holes in his marrow.

Instead he answered, “I am here.”

“I know,” she answered and then slipped away.

The Guardians had assured them that she would not be harmed. Rolland could not bring himself to think of her with the false prince of the sphere. Did they have real males of honor within the senseless contraption? Did they even understand what it was to be male?

He stewed as her nutmeg-colored tunic became small in his vision and she slowed in front of the yawning mouth of the Pathway.

A male dropped out of it like spewed garbage and Rolland grunted in satisfaction, hoping he had landed on his thick head.

 


*

 


Prince Raymond had never felt so ill in his life nor so embarrassed. He had hoped to be well-met with the Savage, for though she was undoubtedly heathen, she was female and was afforded his deference as all females were.

Instead, his forearms lay planted in a stiff grass that speared his bare skin wherever it touched, his nethers kissing the sky as he poured out his breakfast into the land beneath him. He sucked in a great lungful of air and was assaulted with a dry heat that seared his lungs and caused him to roll on his side and spew more of his guts into the waiting pasture.

“Dear Lord, man!” Rowenna said, her hands on her hips, “What say you?”

Not much of anything, apparently, Raymond thought, his world spinning. Not only had the Pathway made him predictably sick, which he had been prepared for, however, he had not been prepared for Outside. The very sensory overload of the place was something he would not forget for the rest of his life.

He cracked an eyelid open, on his back with his forearm resting against his closed eye and squinted up at a very tall, half-naked female.

“Where be the Travelers, sphere-dweller?” Rowenna bit out and Raymond was taken aback.

She was not primitive at all, but assertive and well-spoken. He forced himself to sit up, his stomach giving a sick turn as he did. However, he was too distracted to pay it much mind and had nothing left to expunge.

“The Guardians?” he asked as confirmation, struggling to stand.

Her unusual eyes narrowed on him. “They guard nothing yet orchestrate our futures, foolish prince.” She straightened, gazing around at the evidence of his sickness.

He could not look away from the strange gills at her neck. Fascinating.

She scowled at his interest and thrust a canteen of some kind toward him and he spun the hammered cap, gulping some of the finest water he had ever had the pleasure of consuming and spit it out. Raymond extracted a handkerchief and wiped his mouth. Taking a second sip he studied the female and was instantly nervous.

She looked at him as a viper of the lowest intelligence and was beyond beautiful. How he had ever presumed that she was a sort of half-animal was laughable. His eyes went over the gills again at her throat and he wondered at that. Perhaps it was evolutionary? For he had heard many stories of how the sun was shadowed after the impact of the rocks, the ash had blocked out the heat of their star.

Had humans left outside developed a secondary means of respiration? Again... fascinating.

“Pray tell, why do you stare at my neck?” Rowenna accused, kicking up her chin.

“I mean no offense... I have not... seen...”

Then she pressed her hand to his mouth to halt his speech and a match lit. One he was instantly sure he could manage. He stepped closer to her and Rowenna hissed, “No fool, I see them.”

The Travelers, or Guardians, as Raymond knew them to be-- had arrived.

They would supervise their introduction, then he and Rowenna would be left to consummate their arrangement. He took another cleansing swig of the water inside the canteen as he looked at her, a wild and passionate woman, barely more than a girl... he did not know who would be consumed.

Perhaps it would not be she.

But he.

 


*

 


The Travelers, who were really two corrupt scientists from a parallel world, had arrived to ensure the union between the two peoples came together. For they would have a daughter and she would be their Key.

A genetic anomaly that would pull the groundwork together to make a new and enhanced race of people in their world. The reasons they gave these primitive peoples were true and highly plausible so force had not been necessary. However, Gary and Joe Zondorae could not go beyond their own timeline to see the outcome, it was conjecture. Everything they did now, they executed with a faith steeped in science.

Had they known how events would culminate in their future, things might have been handled differently. But for all their scientific acumen, hindsight evaded humanity as always.

The Zondorae brothers watched the two young people of this distant world come together, young for their time and mature for this one, they hoped that their choices had not been ill-placed. They had gone over the family lines most deliberately and the young man, soon to be King Raymond, who resided in bio-sphere number three, was the direct descendant of Stella. Who was also a distant relative of the woman, Rowenna, of the Clan of Cape Cod. Their resultant offspring should marry the genetics nicely and give them a carrier of sorts, a genetic messiah. If she were female, which they had reason to presume her to be, all the better.

The brothers gave each other a significant glance and Joe stepped forward, giving awkward introductions to the pair in a parody of the language with which they were familiar.

He would see them move toward their sexual entanglement before he departed or they would not leave here.

They waited.

It was Prince Raymond who understood for what they waited and was beyond mortified.

He turned to Rowenna. “They expect some kind of...” he waffled his hand back and forth, “show of our union.”

Oh dear Lord, Rowenna thought, glaring at the Travelers. Mayhap Evil Ones was a nearer moniker to ones such as they.

Rowenna was hideously true and loyal. As Raymond leaned forward to kiss her, she felt her betrayal of Rolland like metal in her breastbone. Slick, cold and metallic, Rowenna went against those deeply ingrained feelings and pressed her body into the kiss with this strange male.

Raymond felt her meld to his body and, Guardian help him, he forgot the strangers who were but paces away from their position. He wrapped his arms around a female that was nearly his height and kissed her like a starving man.

Satisfied, the scientists from a parallel world zapped out of existence. The Pathway winking into a spot of bright light, the sounds of wildlife quieting before its abnormal presence.

They left in the certainty of the forward motion of their interference. While that wheel moved, it flowed to destiny's course, one that was much different.

 


*

 


Raymond felt the hand pick him up from behind and heave him backward. He did an airborne tumble that sent his stomach into a secondary tailspin. However, Raymond prided himself on hands calloused from his days working the pungy oars himself. He had mucked in and out of his small oyster harvesting ships for years and collected the baskets with hands that did not reflect those of the King he would be. The solid wood buckets of oysters weighed fifty pounds each and he had hoisted them day in and day out. He was almost ten and eight but had another two inches of adult height he would gain and ranged around six feet that day in the meadow of Outside.

The great hulking giant that came for him was five inches taller and forty pounds heavier.

Rowenna! Raymond thought with a speed that frightened him.

He was here this day to couple with a strange female and now he found himself in the role of protector against a male that was undoubtedly Savage.

His daily life and sparring with the guard of the sphere did not prepare him for the vigor of the surprise assault by the huge male, yet he was not as soft as this one supposed.

Raymond played smart and when the man charged again, a short sword with a deeply embedded and polished stone winked as he bore down. As he drew nearer, he simply grabbed the wrist with the weapon and, nearly embracing him, threw him over his outstretched leg.

And being the smart man he was, he rushed to Rowenna, who stood with a gaping mouth and launched his arm around her small waist, nearly picking her up.

“Let us make haste before the brute beats us,” Raymond rushed out even as he made off with Rowenna.

“Put me down!” she yelled, struggling inside his hold.

“No! Can you not see... foolish woman, that a Savage is after us?”

He was not after them, he was upon them, rolling the pair onto the ground so smoothly it had to have been orchestrated.

Raymond tried to toss the hellion, Rowenna, away from him so he might spare her a little longer and looked up into eyes so fierce they stilled his breath.

A hand raised above his head, the shadow of it encompassing his face and blotting out the summer sun of Outside.

“Rolland... no,” Rowenna said in a shaky tremor.

She knew him? Raymond asked himself in mute horror.

“'Tis not his fault, as it is not mine.”

The fist stayed raised, a fine tremor rippled through the warrior's body above Raymond's and he wondered if that great meaty hammer would fall.

Then it did not.

The warrior grabbed Raymond about the neck and slammed his head once on the ground and stood.

Raymond gathered his scattered wits, made more so by the blow and staggered to a standing posture. With the strange environs coupled with the blow and the Pathway sickness, Raymond was almost done in with it all.

“Is this your... idea of hospitality?” he asked, sweeping his hand toward the Savage who pressed Rowenna against himself as if protecting her from him.

How absurd. He was obviously deranged and violent.

Yet, the lovely Rowenna lay crying in gasping sobs against his body and the eyes which regarded him were cold.

If that were not enough, Raymond saw killing intent if he had ever in his short life. This male wished him dead.

Bones and ashes.

“What say you?” Raymond asked, his eyes shifting to Rowenna.

“I say she is my betrothed, sphere-dweller,” he snarled and Raymond took a step back as if slapped.

Good Guardian. “I am...” Raymond looked helplessly between the two. “I do not know what to say.”

They stared at each other for a few awkward and swollen moments.

“Do you understand what it is to watch your future mate lay with another?” The male's eyes blazed, his nostrils flaring.

Swollen time swirled between them. “No,” Raymond finally said in a quiet voice.

He released Rowenna and came to stand in front of Raymond and he held his ground. It was a difficult thing, the male who strode did so with a physical efficiency that was a thing of contained beauty in motion.

It was like watching a panther prowl; it was fine at a distance, up close, it was another thing entirely. That inky hair swung like a pendulum as he drew nearer and eyes to match bore twin holes of black fire on his person.

They stood toe to toe and Raymond looked up, having been very accustomed to being considered a larger man of the sphere, well-knit and quick at hand with a weapon.

This man from the Outside made him feel almost small.

He shifted his gaze to Rowenna, who stood looking every bit of the girl she was and very lost.

Raymond took a deep breath and let it out.

“I am Prince Raymond, from the Kingdom of Ohio.” He stuck his hand out, fully anticipating being slighted.

His flesh stood untouched for a heartbeat, then was engulfed in a crushing grip, those black eyes blazing out of a face hardened with things Raymond had never seen.

“I am Rolland, from the Clan of Massachusetts, betrothed to Rowenna of the Clan of Cape Cod.”

Rolland held his hand as it went hopelessly numb. When the handshake, if one could call it such, was nearing its end, Rolland jerked Raymond kissing close and whispered, “If you hurt her, I will peel your nails from their beds like the onions in the field.” Then he added, “Slowly.” As if there could be any doubt.

Raymond did the impossible and tightened his grip against the brutal force around it. “I am not a raper of females, sir.”

Then he was released, the other male's eyes tightening.

Raymond watched him like a cobra readying for the strike and Rowenna came to him, stretching up on her tiptoes she laid a feather weight's kiss upon his jaw and whispered, “Go.”

Rolland turned and stared at Raymond, the message so clear it was as if he had spoken and Raymond nodded at him.

I will not hurt Rowenna, though I will not love her as you do. She is but mine for a season, not a lifetime.

Yet, that unspoken promise would be the lie of his life.

For he did hurt Rowenna, his existence had seen to that.

And oh... he did want her.

He always would.

Yet that day, Raymond did not know of such things as love and destiny. He knew only of duty and obligation.

Life was an apt teacher and as Rowenna and Raymond watched her future mate of the Band bleed into the shadows of the forest she turned to him, biting a lip chapped from crying and the dryness of the warm day that held its breath around them as she put her hand out.

After a moment's pause, Raymond took it and they walked away together.

The burning gaze of Rolland followed them all the way to the opposite end of the forest.

 


*

 


Raymond moved aside foliage he longed to caress and study, simply so different than that of the sphere but his time was not for learning and curiosity's sake, it was for a purpose.

A vital one.

They entered the cave that had been made ready for their rendezvous.

Rowenna took one look at the makeshift bed of feathers and down and burst into tears. Raymond took her into his arms, her lithe body tucked against his.

“I cannot!” she wailed. “I know ye not!”

“Shh...” he soothed. “We have time, we do not need to rut like mindless alley cats,” Raymond said, brushing away the wetness of her tears with his thumbs, the sickness of the Pathway still riding him at the edges.

They did not have time aplenty but he would not force himself on a young woman who was this fearful.

Hope shone in her eyes, then anger. “I am not some weak female,” she said, stepping away and crossing her arms underneath an ample bosom. Raymond could not help but notice her mode of dress, which would have been the height of immodesty inside his sphere. She wore a tightly bound tunic with bare arms that had a light, sun-kissed gold that lay deeper than that of her hair and he gave a hard swallow. He prayed that she did not notice the proof of her beauty on his body. It was not something he could help. He was male and she stood before him, beautiful and by sphere standards, nearly naked.

Raymond cleared his throat, holding his hand out. “Let us get to know each other then.”

She stared at his proffered hand. He saw when she made an internal decision and she took his hand.

He walked her to the temporary bed and they sat upon it.

They spoke to each other until the light changed so much outside the cave that he took his leave.

Raymond and Rowenna walked hand and hand to the portal that would put another nick in the length of his life and this time, when he kissed her, she did not flinch.

Rowenna kissed him back.

 


*

 


Rowenna watched Prince Raymond disappear into the rip of space and time and was aggrieved.

He was a man of honor. Even she was not so naïve as to think that many males would not have pounced on her the instant they could lay claim. Yet, he had not.

He wished for her to give herself to him.

She remembered his words so carefully laid before her in their meeting place of stone: “You will come to me without compulsion, of your own desire. If it take one month or six, it will be of your choosing, Rowenna.” Then he had laid his palm against her face, searching her eyes. “I will have all the people's futures on my conscience and bear it,” he had paused for emphasis and clarity, “yet I will not have your fear and reluctance cloud my mind for the rest of the time I have left.”

She had folded her hand over his and he had picked her up and settled her on his lap and held her.

When the light grew low inside the cave he had whispered, “I will go and return again.”

“When?” she had whispered back.

“I will send the homing dove.”

She nodded against him and did not struggle when he stood with her in his arms.

Rowenna felt like she had known this man her whole life.

The irony of the unfairness was not lost on her. She was clan and he was a sphere-dweller. There could not be any unity. It was nigh impossible.

Yet it was there, as a flavor in the air they breathed.

Rowenna did not pretend to understand it, she accepted it and was grateful that someone, fate... had finally done something right.

Yet... there was the matter of who really held her heart.

She did not turn when she felt the hand of her future mate sink on her shoulder.

“Is it done?” he growled, his voice like a weapon on her skin.

“No,” Rowenna replied, turning and he took her by the shoulders.

“How long shall I share you?”

Rowenna lifted her shoulder. “We have not... he would not...”

Rowenna could not say it.

Rolland put his finger under her chin and tilted it so their eyes met. “You did not come together?”

She shook her head and he gave her a fierce hug.

“Why not... is he, not right?” Rolland asked, genuinely puzzled.

Rowenna laughed and instantly thought of what she had seen as proof positive he wanted her. Very much. Yet, he did not want her against her express will.

“He does not want to... force me because of our obligation.”

Rolland stopped walking and turned her so they faced each other again. “He... will not rape you, Rowenna.”

Rowenna dipped her head in abject shame. She hated what she was, what she must do.

“No, do not, Rowenna,” Rolland said, his eyes tightening. “I cannot bear your grief and my jealousy, both.”

She finally looked up. “I misjudged the sphere-dweller.” Rolland paced in front of her then brought himself up short. “I hate that he will touch you.” He slammed his fist into the palm of his hand and Rowenna flinched. “But if a male should have you and it is... not I.” She felt the knot of his emotions and it stilled her breath. “It would be a male of worth such as he. For he shows restraint. And that, my dear Rowenna, is not an easy thing around a female such as you.”

Then he walked away.

Rowenna followed, knowing that this would be a harrowing time. Not for the reason of coupling with a male she did not know.

Her disquiet had deepened. For Rowenna had thought to do the miserable deed and wash it from her memory.

Instead, Rowenna had been shaken to her core over the surprise of Prince Raymond.

She liked him.

Very much.

And therein lay the problem. She recognized it even as she watched the broad back of Rolland as he strode to their mounts.

She would hold her heart in check. However, in the end, the heart ruled. Love was an errant master, unjust to the finest detail, forcing its will against all odds, against all reason.

The heart always won.
  



Chapter 3

 


Peter watched the future King struggle through the sphere tunnel, his gait beleaguered and knew, without any forewarning, that the sickness of the Pathway travel was not mere theory but an absolute.

He found himself hating the Guardians with an abiding passion. To say so was sacrilegious but no matter, telepathy did not exist so he was safe keeping company with his own musings.

Peter gazed out a window of convex glass from the inside of the carriage, the image of Prince Raymond distorted.

Presently, said Prince was being all but hauled back to the carriage which awaited him. There was no doubt in Peter's mind that their Prince could not walk the near-mile stretch this day as he typically did, his normal vigor was now compromised by the Pathway. It was typical for him to take his exercise each morn before he attended the oyster beds in their freshwater sea beyond the bounds of the tunnel in which they now rode.

Although the tempo of the carriage was graceful and consistent, Prince Raymond looked like if there had been lunch in his stomach, it would even now be upon the hammered brass floorboards.

“My lord,” Peter began and Raymond held up a hand.

Peter became silent, but plucked out a kerchief that was strategically damp and handed it silently to Raymond.

Raymond took the offering and used it to dab at the moist and chilled skin of his brow. He felt ghastly and judging by the look his manservant gave him, he looked as awful as he felt.

Splendid.

Though he felt ill from the travel in the Pathway, a trip which felt as if one eternally fell through heated ice, he was beginning to feel much better as they made their way to the Royal Manse. He leaned his head back on the velvet-encased seat. Already his mind was crowded with thoughts of his next trip.

He would like to self-delude but that had never been a strong suit of his. In fact, he was barely within the social norms of the sphere, his behavior was considered too outspoken by many. It was very good he was royal or there might have been social exclusion. When he spoke to Peter, he did not flinch, so accustomed was he to the forthright manner of this royal.

“Is she here this day?”

Raymond prayed not. Yet it was realistic to assume that Princess Ada of the sphere of West Virginia would even now be traveling for their initial meeting.

It was as if déjà vu had descended on Raymond. He gave a low chuckle and Peter's brows raised. He knew better than to ask a royal his thoughts, but he waited patiently. Raymond was free with his words and Peter had great faith that trait would continue as long as he drew breath. The royal's confidences were secure with Peter, after all, he was the third generation in his family to have the privilege to serve the Royal Manse.

Raymond did not lift his head from the seat but merely rolled it to face Peter. “It is a day of meeting females I must juggle, my dear Peter.”

Peter smiled and Raymond sighed, his features clouding with the memories of what had occurred. Of what he must yet accomplish.

When he opened his mouth to speak Peter nodded and he said thoughtfully, “She is not the primitive of lore, Peter.”

Peter's shock was visible. All knew that those who resided Outside were varying degrees of Savage. It was a fact.

Raymond saw his face and shook his head. “She is beautiful,” he whispered.

Peter gave a soft intake of breath.

He searched Peter's features and shook his head a second time. “I could not consummate the union.”

“But... your Majesty,” Peter paused, thinking of stepping over that line. He did not step, he leapt. “You sicken.”

They stared at each other. “Aye.”

“Then why? Is it such a misery to lay with a woman?” Peter could not imagine. He found it the finest thing he had ever accomplished. To be held within the soft heat of a female... it was beyond comparison. Words were no apt descriptor for the act.

Raymond watched Peter's expression and took his head from the contoured head rest, laughing from deep within his belly. “Aye, my friend. It is everything I want and more... to lay with her,” his voice became soft as he remembered her beauty.

Yet it was her fragile uncertainty that superseded his lust for her. There was something frail about Rowenna, it would elicit his protection more than his lust. Though there was plenty of that to be had.

“I do want her... badly,” Prince Raymond admitted, hesitating. “Yet, I do not want her fear on my head.”

Peter's brows rose. “Is she, untried? Or...”

“She is but ten and six or thereabouts,” Peter said, laying his head against the seat, his forearm covering his closed eyes. He listened while the steam released and felt the heavy wheels transition from the packed dirt of the sphere tunnel path to the cobblestones which lay within the streets of the main structure.

“And fierce like a young lioness...” Raymond said, cracking a smile despite his malaise.

“You like her...” Peter stated, shocked. This had been all about a business arrangement for securing their future viability. The very continuation of the species depended on this. Their future King was shortening his very life seeing it come to fruition.

Raymond sighed. “I do. Much more than I should.”

“This is not good,” Peter said.

“Aye,” Raymond agreed.

“You must... keep emotions out of this, if I may be blunt, your Highness.”

Raymond barked out a laugh, leveling dark eyes on his manservant, which was a misnomer, Peter was his premier confidant, so much more than a personal attendant. “And I am so proficient at that!” he said, slapping his thigh in emphasis. A puff of the dryness and dust of Outside flew off his trousers.

Peter watched the dirt make a small cloud inside the carriage as it jerked to a halt outside the manse, the iron gate rising in grim spikes against the opulent stone façade.

“What was it like?” Peter whispered, unable to help himself or discipline his words into a proper silence.

Raymond smiled at Peter and it was almost like a snarl.

“Magnificent,” he said fiercely and popped the copper handle on the side door before the footman could open it for him.

It was Prince Raymond's way. He did not like to be fussed over or coddled.

Very much like his future daughter, Clara, would one day be.

Through design or by genetics; destiny had a sense of humor.

 


*

 


Rowenna was uncharacteristically silent throughout the return journey to the clan and Rolland kept his own council, which was typical of him.

He did not like the melancholy that had stolen the spark from his future mate. Yet, it was unavoidable. When you took a girl that was barely a woman, forced her into an unforgiving position, such as the one that had been foisted on Rowenna, it was not without consequence. The proof of which sat silently behind him, her steed rolling its girth upon the familiar path that led to the Clan of Cape Cod.

Rolland remembered the time when Rowenna had been but a wee child and watched him spar with his bandmates, her lavender eyes big in her small face, her body covered in the usual grime that accompanied her. For she had dearly enjoyed running about, climbing anything vertical and being a general nuisance.

She had never been one to adhere to the lady-like protocol set forth by the clans. As a rare female Band, a select, there were certain expectations.

She dismissed them all, badgering the Band to spar with her until they relented. After years, she became an adept fighter. Rowenna wished to fight, she wished to be included in battle.

Every male on the eastern seaboard wished to tame her.

Yet, it was Rolland whom she had chosen. Actually, their unique chemistry, inherent to that of the select and blood of the Band had chosen for them in the Rite of the Select that had been but ten months past. Rowenna was nearing her day of birth and it was then she would be allowed to mate with him.

Then the terrible and final news of her status as Chosen came. It had shattered their easy camaraderie into a million pieces.

The worst of it was that Rolland's duties as lead scout of the Band did not cease simply because his cherished future mate must sacrifice the precious gift of her purity for the future of their race. No, he must still defend his clan and that of the ones who overlapped their borders.

The Fragment were always about, they cared not for the tenuous underpinnings of the clans.

Rolland glowered as he handed his reins off to the mixed-blood stable boy. He did not turn around and see Rowenna. He needed time to put her obligation in perspective. However, all he wished to do was travel the Pathway himself and feel the Prince's throat beneath his fingers.

It was not the Prince's fault that the Travelers had chosen him. It could have been any male. It was the Travelers who deserved his rage. Nevertheless, they would not be sharing the body of a female he swore to protect. To love and honor.

Rolland was not honoring her in allowing the Prince to lay with her. He felt the coward.

He stalked off as Rowenna watched his anger come off him in waves.

She was miserable and Rolland's righteous anger made it worse. She slid off her mount and with her shoulders locked in defeat she made her way to the ocean by herself. Rowenna did not wish to see the whites of her parents' eyes just yet.

She would let the ocean lull her into a familiar comfort while she ruminated on her time with Raymond, Prince of the sphere-dwellers.

There was much to think about. Beginning with the way she had felt when he had pressed his mouth against hers. Was it the heated but restrained passion she had with her intended, Rolland? The secret desire she had for the one she truly loved?

As she floated on her back, her eyes seeing shapes in the soft white clouds of an indifferent sky, she felt that small hot coal of curiosity burn brighter.

She loathed the flutter of excitement that began like a butterfly unfurling its wings at the inception of its break from the prison of its cocoon. Rowenna was helpless to stop the tide of her feelings.

She would speak untruths to others if pressed, yet to herself, she would not lie.

Rowenna wished to be with Prince Raymond again, to feel those dark eyes with contained longing on her person the way she remembered with a keenness that brought instant heat to her body. To feel the gentle caress of his regard for her, the taut restraint that sung like an unbroken note while they began to know each other in the dimness of that faraway cave.

Like they were the only two people in this world.

Yes, she would be with him, and it would be more than it ought.

Much.

It was what Rowenna could have, for what she wanted could never be, she had already relinquished hope long ago. She dared not dwell on the loss of choice or she would go mad.

 


*

 


Raymond sat upon the dais, its high polish reflecting the tiniest details of his wardrobe as he sat in an unroyal-like slouch upon his throne. He drummed his fingers in acute boredom.

He loathed the pomp and circumstance that came with his position as royal. He huffed out a sigh and King Ferrell's first advisor, Stewart Pierce, glared at him.

They were often at odds. Since the beginning of his great-uncle's illness, it had degraded to a point of near-intolerance. He wished to keep things as they had always been while Raymond was insisting on change and progression.

“Prince Raymond,” Pierce started in.

“Yes, Advisor Pierce,” Raymond responded in a droll way, exactly intuiting his next words.

He was not disappointed.

“You show a flagrant disregard for your position and the procession that now enters... Would you, for the love of the Guardian, sit up in your throne,” he hissed through clenched teeth. His gaze slid over Raymond's long legs, his arms gripping the throne's carved armrests that ended in elaborate gargoyles.

Pompous ass.

Raymond threw a withering glance behind him and made an effort to sit straighter in his gilded chair. Not that it mattered, his first look at Princess Ada would have brought him up straightaway.

She was lovely, if in a remote and cold way.

Raymond watched his intended float forward, a gown of the deepest blue, near-black, dragged behind her as a servant held the train. The season was warm, yet she wore velvet. It was a strange choice as summer had not yet fully waned. The sphere was somewhat permeable and did allow for a subtle change of seasons. When the snow fell Outside, the air became cool inside the sphere. Though not cold, it was cooler. Still, it was not yet cool enough for velvet. Raymond's eyes appraised her in the typical detached manner of the royals, his emotions carefully in check. She was thin to the point of boniness, her cheekbones too prominent in an angular face, eyes so deep a chocolate they looked like melted black candle wax. Her hair was her most outstanding feature, so deep a black it had a bruised quality under the glowing lights of gas that released their steam as she reached the base of the dais.

Ada flicked her eyes to Raymond's and then gave a smooth and deep courtesy. Raymond stood automatically, holding out his hand. The deep navy satin of her gloved palm slid into his as she rose and he was a little taken aback by her height.

It was very near Rowenna's. To his chagrin, he found his thoughts comparing, referencing, and just simply on her with more frequency than he was comfortable.

He guided his future wife to her seat on the dais and before she could settle herself inside the confines of the throne that had stood empty for a decade, her maidservant was at her elbow with a goblet.

Raymond frowned, it was a mite early for the beverage of grapes, he thought. On the heels of that he was troubled over her consuming a beverage that was typically had by persons of ten and eight or older. He knew Ada to be a mere ten and six. He gave an internal shrug. She was from another sphere, perhaps their cultural norms varied in this instance. Amongst others. Certainly there was some deviation as she was allowed to marry before ten and eight as was the habit in the Kingdom of Ohio.

Advisor Pierce stood, happy to make a speech so he might hear his own insufferable words. Raymond gave a small groan of distaste that he was sure Ada heard as a small smile twitched at her lips and Raymond cupped his hand over his mouth, feigning clearing his throat when he really wished to laugh over the self-congratulatory Pierce.

“We have come together this day to introduce the future Queen of our Kingdom.” Pierce gave Ada a look of deference that he would never bestow on Raymond, for Ada seemed most adept at protocol, royal and otherwise. Her back was ramrod straight, her deep ebony hair with every strand in perfect order and her dress covered even the hint of an ankle. Those long legs were curled and modestly tucked at attention in perfect alignment underneath the smaller version of the throne that Raymond held.

She really was the perfect choice for the kingdom. As Uncle had extolled, They were the greediest sphere by far, and the least likely to be interbred.
His eyebrows had raised and he had added, and she has agreed to the falsehood of the pregnancy.

Now it was clear that the first child of the kingdom of Ohio would not be their biological child but Raymond's with a Savage of the Outside.

He listened to the Kingdom's advisor drone on like a dying bee about the benefits of their union as Ada sat stiffly in the throne beside him.

Raymond's thoughts were on another woman, in another time and place. So deeply entrenched were they that he almost embarrassed the entire kingdom by not taking his cue.

“Prince Raymond,” Pierce said in a hectoring tone and Raymond realized his mind had wandered and that he had been addressed more than once.

Thankfully, he had been drilled in royal protocol since toddlerhood and stood, as Ada's keenly intelligent eyes lit on his face, the question of his delay in leading her to the banquet table alive in those deep onyx pools.

He held out his arm and she looped hers though it.

When they arrived at the royal table, heaped high with foodstuffs of every variety, even the much-coveted tangerines, Raymond deferred to Ada as was customary. “Where shall we sit?” he asked.

Ada's eyes were those of a hawk when she studied the table for a moment, her eyes catching the low sparkle of a cut glass decanter, the contents filling it like blood, then she answered, “At the head, of course.” Her voice was haughty with indifference.

Raymond felt a frown slide into place between his brows, following her gaze, seeing that she had spied the deep red grapes used for the wine that came with every evening meal.

His disquiet over her habits deepened. What had he entered into? And with whom?

He would soon find out that his arrangement with Rowenna was the only one that held even a drop of happiness.
  



Chapter 4

 


Rowenna was hiding in one of the many places she went to when she wished to be alone in her thoughts. It was difficult to be female in the clans, more difficult still when one was a select.

Her hair lay like a damp coil between her shoulder blades, she had barely taken the time to dry off with the small towel she kept at the ready in her rucksack. Alone time was precious.

The smell of fresh hay and a mucked out stall soothed her. She lay back on the unused bales in the loft, listening to the sounds of the noises the animals made. Soft whinnies from the horses, a swish of a tail and a stomp of a hoof were the music of the great stable where the horses of the Band were housed.

They were used each day to scout for Fragment. Oh... how Rowenna wished to be amongst them. She was female but as seasoned in daily sparring as any that rode after the vagrant group who pillaged everyone who was weaker, who did not have protectors. Rowenna had too many by far.

She was the only
select
in her clan. There were three in the Clan of Massachusetts. She sighed. They were all proper females, courted, and after the Rite of the Select, busy tittering about their upcoming joining.

Rowenna loved Rolland... yet, she was bright enough to know she was not
in love.
Aye, she had heard that therein lies the difference. She was not immune to feminine conversation and had come upon it from time to time. The females claimed that you could love a man or you could love the very air he breathed, suffocate without him in it.

Rowenna had scoffed. The males were... something to be thankful for... as they kept the clan secure. They were Band and that was all. It really was not complicated to grab hold of. Yet, when love had struck her it had been vicious and unforeseen.

“Rowenna!” Harland hissed from beneath her.

Rowenna extracted the stiff strand of hay she had been chewing on and without moving answered, “What say you?” A fire lit deep within her belly at just the sound of his voice.

She could almost see Harland's look of consternation. “They be looking all about for you. Rolland is settling into a panic...”

Rowenna slapped her palms down on the rough wood with a huff. He certainly did not feel the least bit of panic when he stalked off earlier.

She sprung up and walked to the ladder, looking down at the stable boy. Which was not entirely fair, he was much more than that, Rowenna knew. He had a decent amount of the blood of the Band, though he did not possess throat slits. No matter, he had the physique that was so reflective of the warriors who protected her people. Right now, his strong arms were crossed over his chest and he was glaring up at her.

He also ignited the blood between them like a fire in the dry patches of fields that lay all around the clan where they lived.

“Get down here and take care, Rowenna!” he said and turned away to afford her privacy as she descended because she had nothing on underneath her tunic save linen undergarments. Her lips curled into a smirk at his prim deference for she knew he wanted nothing more than to touch her, hold her... be with her. They fought their mutual biology like a siren's wail.

As she shimmied down the ladder, Rowenna knew her mother would faint at her in men's breeches in any event. However, Rowenna thought them a fine thing for riding a steed. Horsehair was itchy and uncomfortable against her bare legs; the linen afforded not the slightest barrier against the abrasion. She reached the end of the beaten and smooth rungs of the ladder with the easy movements of practice, hopping lightly to the ground that was littered with hay, the dirt packed hard from the animals' travels in and out of the large wooden building. The smell of stable and sea crashed into her, instantly lightening her spirits, the scents of her home a comfort.

Harland turned, towering over her, all the height and strength of the Band yet relegated to tending the animals. Rowenna knew a secret which he did not: he would soon be moving to duties of the Band. He was not Band enough for scouting, yet he could offer the security that was so necessary right here in the clan. He did not complain, even though since they had been small Harland had watched the males go about their business of protection with an avid attention. The life of a half-breed was a difficult one. The blood manifested as it wished, without rhyme nor reason. Some of little Band descent acquired throat slits, but none of the physical prowess... it was very unpredictable. Rowenna thought it better to have all the blood of the Band or nothing. To be constrained to half duties or never mate with a female because they must all be with the warriors was a life of envy and existence, not fully living. She realized that more as time went on.

Since she and Harland had come of age, she had kept a polite distance as pretense. It would not do for her to get close to any male who had Band running in his veins but could not take part in the Rite. Especially him. She felt the pull of him, she always had. Was it not possible that some blood called more strongly than others, though not a full-blood?

Rowenna had always had doubts. She had been raised to believe that only full-bloods could partake in the Rite. The contention was that persons who were of mixed-blood simply could not expect to have that enigmatic response which brought the
select
and the male of the Band who was the correct mate for her.

Rowenna no longer wondered if that were true, for Harland was very much Band. Except for the lack of throat slits, he could be a warrior. His father still ran the raids with the Band, his mother was a female from another clan, yet not
select.
Most females from the clans were alive simply because they possessed some blood of the Band. It was indeterminate how much Harland's mother possessed. No matter, it was but days until Harland discovered the animals would be tended by another. While he became part of securing the clan by the sea making his proximity to her all the more dangerous.

Yet, again... she knew him to be so much more.

Currently, he was giving her a tongue lashing as he paced in front of her and her lips twitched at his blatant irritation. “You are too important by far to give everyone a start...”

She rolled her eyes, so perpetually tired of all the fuss over her beleaguered status as
select. “Harland,” Rowenna interrupted his tirade in a throaty whisper.

He stopped pacing and gave her a look, then shook his head, a dark chocolate strand of hair dropping to curl under his strong jaw. “No,” he rasped. “Do not look at me like that, Rowenna.” Harland's hands balled into fists as she prowled toward him. He could not help it, his eyes followed her svelte form, all curves of the female that were wrapped in the lithe skin of a warrior and swallowed over the sudden lump in his throat. Her sultry stroll as she walked closer ignited the flame he kept squelched at all times.

How Harland wanted her, had always wanted her.

She came to stand right in front of him and trailed a finger down the front of the tunic that he wore like all men of the Clan and he felt his hands clench into fists at her nearness. When her eyes sought his in the gloom their pale color, very like the sea appeared as a cat's, nearly reflective and he caught her finger in his hand. “Do not. Rolland is my friend.”

“I do nothing.” Rowenna met his stare with impunity, feeling the heated awkwardness of their closeness, the impropriety running between them both.

“Aye, you do. You know how I feel for you, that it is not allowed, yet you hide here in the stable, hiding from your parents, your intended, your... everything.”

Rowenna ignored his truths. Instead she asked, “Did you tell them?”

He shook his head, dropping her hand and stepping back as if burnt by her touch, his chestnut hair swept into a tight binding at his nape. “I have said nothing. I am the one out of the two of us that tries for fairness and the rational,” he said with more than a trace of sarcasm as his eyes stared into hers and she huffed, turning her back on him. When the silence stretched between the two of them he came to stand behind her. She felt his strong hands drop on her shoulders. “Rowenna.” His voice tickled beside the shell of her ear, his skin burning on hers.

He moved her pale wheat-colored hair away from the sensitive skin of her neck and buried the tip of his nose against her throat. He spoke against her flesh, heat washing over them both, “In another time, another life, it might have been different between us.” His hands caressed the skin of her arms in a long pull that caused goosebumps to rise in response.

All the heat of the Band yet none of the rights, she mourned in an embrace that felt tailored for her and her alone, customized for her soul.

Rowenna let her head drop back against the one she really loved, a half-breed Band who loved her through a wall of glass. Their romance was strictly forbidden. She did feel that burn of the blood when she was held by Rolland, she felt a young woman's lust of a sort for the
sphere-dweller
yet that was by necessity, fueled by curiosity and his kindness.

Yet it was Harland who made her flame with unrequited passion.

Both heard the males of the Band calling her name and she turned and smoothly came to her tiptoes. She gripped the back of Harland's neck, her fingers tangling in his hair and kissed him.

“I adore you,” she whispered, her lips releasing his, her forehead pressed against his.

He said nothing, his hands latching onto her hips. Then with a gentle push, he set her away from him.

“Go,” he whispered, his heart in his aqua eyes. Then he suddenly called out, “Wait!” Rowenna turned, her hair fanning around her at the sudden movement.

“I must know.” His eyes drilled into her, burning twin holes like the sea on fire. “Did he touch you?” Harland asked.

Their hearts beat in their eyes as they looked at each other.

She shook her head and he breathed again, as did she.

Whirling, she blurred to the door of the stable, slapping her palm against the warmth of the brass latch, she slid it aside and burst into the field, escaping what she could not have and her eyes met those of Rolland.

His held anger.

Hers held sadness.

Inside the stable, a male who was far more Band than any knew, fought not to go after the female that he loved, the only one who he had ever loved. Yet he knew it was not to be. All knew that
select
mated with full Band.

Lesser-bloods had no hope.

Yet a length of hope hung just out of reach and Harland could not help but take a running leap toward the twine before it unraveled.

 


*

 


“What say you?” Rolland stomped to Rowenna, her arms already crossed and a glint in her eye.

“I need time to be alone!” she said, stalking off and he grabbed her arm, turning her. “Be alone all you wish as long you are within the womb of the Band, Rowenna.”

His eyes searched hers and she looked at where his hand lay like a brand upon her and he dropped it. “Must we always war with each other?” he asked.

“Yes,” she hissed. “I have respect for all who are Band, but I am not a stupid, helpless female!” Rowenna snapped.

Rolland glared at her. “Oh aye, I know that you are not stupid!” he raged. “No person could be this irritating if they were!”

Rowenna's jaw dropped open. He was such...
a swine, she supplied in high irritation.

Then he was in her face, grabbing both her arms, ready to shake her. “Yet helpless you be. If there were many of the Fragment about, how many would it take for them to make off with you, eh?” His dark eyes burned into her and she dropped hers. He shook her once, hard. “How many could you kill before they would overwhelm you Rowenna?” He dropped his hands from her body as other males approached and lowered his voice, the emotion vibrating in its tone. “What is the single greatest advantage the Fragment have?”

Rowenna knew the answer and hated Rolland for reminding her of it.

“It is numbers, my dear little fool...” Rolland answered softly for her, his voice trying for tenderness and Rowenna spun on her heel and ran. She ran from the man she was meant to be with, from the male she wished to be with, from the one who traveled a great distance that she must be with.

Rowenna ran.

Their eyes followed, but not their footsteps. Rowenna burst into her family's summer dwelling, tore past her mother and shut the flap that gave her the barest semblance of privacy and cried her eyes out.

 


 


*

 


Raymond suffered through the entire meal as he watched Princess Ada with growing horror.

She was in obvious thrall over the cups. Her consumption was impressive given her size. It was all Raymond could do not to put his head in his hands then and there.
This was his future Queen?
A young woman who had a problem with the fruit of the vine. His eyes caught Peter's who stayed a discreet distance from the banquet table should he need something.

Raymond did not. Yet he would give much to escape some of his obligation. Not all but some.

Finally the supper came to an end, for which he was most grateful, as an unsteady and glaze-eyed Ada rose to her feet. She did not stagger and seemed to be alarmingly lucid despite her consumption of the beverage known for changing personalities in a matter of hours.

Two of the royal guard came and each took one of her arms. She turned and gave Raymond a look which was as dismissive as it was sad.

It was beyond disturbing. Raymond thought upon it until he came upon Ada in the hall moments later... then never thought about it again.

 


Raymond and Peter walked the long corridor as they had many times before, parting ways at the entrance to Peter's chamber that lay a short distance from Prince Raymond's.

“I take my leave of you,” Raymond said with affection.

Peter smiled. “It has been long this day. I am sure you will feel more like yourself after a night's slumber.”

Perhaps,
Raymond thought...
or no. He gave a sardonic lift of his lips and a small nod as Peter slid through his door. Peter did not mention Princess Ada's troubling proclivity. It mattered not, as he had committed to the arrangement. Yet, he had hoped for a civil union, possibly friendship... mayhap more.

He understood that would be impossible.

Raymond stood for a moment in the great hall that led to the wing of royal chambers at its end, his thoughts swirling in a tireless circle. Princess Ada would be in one of those rooms as well. Try as he might, he could not conjure even the minutest amount of interest or attraction for the young woman. She seemed intent on luxuriating in the appointments of their station while drinking herself deep into her cups.
Not a savory or desirous combination,
he thought with disappointment.

Raymond became aware of a dim rhythmic noise down the hall and thought it was most odd. He began to move down the corridor, his long legs easily taking him to the origin of the soft sounds.

He stopped dead in his tracks, almost swaying from shock.

There, pressed against the wall like a pinned blue moth kissed by midnight, was Ada, her back sliding up and down against the rough-hewn stone surface of the royal corridor.

One of the guards was giving her the most intimate attention a male could bestow upon a female, his large hands grasping her underneath the heavy deep navy of her skirt, her flushed face turned to the side as he moved against her.

Raymond came awake with a lurching start of adrenaline that roared up from his toenails and nailed his heart like a stab brought by a dagger.

He staggered toward them, certain to his core that the guard was raping his future wife... then she opened her eyes and stared into his own.

What he saw there caused his step to falter then slow.

Lust.

And something even more evil, triumph.

Princess Ada wished for him to see what she was capable of. She wished for him to know she was far from the blushing virgin her sphere had laid before him as fable.

She was a greedy, drunken... whore of a royal.

And he must marry her.

Raymond felt his gorge rise just as a smile of intense gratification crossed her face, those black eyes glittering like a raven from her hawkish expression. She tipped her face back as the male finished her and Raymond left the hall, the music of their coupling and her satisfied lust following him into his room... and the nightmares which trailed him into an uneasy slumber.
  



Chapter 5

 


“Rowenna,” Adair called softly from outside her sleeping room.

Silence.

Adair opened her mouth to call again when Rowenna answered in a voice laden with her sadness, “Yes.”

Adair pressed the flap open, hooking it on the brass eye loop that was fastened against the side. She entered and saw the soft golden mass of Rowenna's bent head, undone and uncombed and could smell the vagueness of the sea about her and gave a smile. Rowenna had taken her anger to the sea and left it there, yet the sadness remained.

“My daughter,” Adair began.

“Do not, mother,” Rowenna said, turning her face away.

Adair was not a foolish woman and narrowed her eyes on her willful daughter. “You cannot have him, my child. The heart does many things... says many things, but in this, it cannot have what it wishes.”

Rowenna whipped her face around, her lips thinning into an angry line. “You do not think that I do not know that?” she scoffed, her hand to her chest in disbelief.

Adair's face softened. “Once you are past this event, and you are filled with the child that is our hope, you and Rolland can be joined and this will all be forgotten.”

“I will never forget him,” Rowenna said with seething certainty.

They stared at each other, blue eyes meeting lavender. “In time, you will.”

Rowenna did not know if that were true. When she was a grown woman with another son and she met her long lost daughter, she knew she would never forget him.

Harland,
her mind caressed his name like her touch yearned to do.

 


*

 


Raymond could not adequately express his stilted and brittle awkwardness in keeping company with Ada. Nor could he readily dismiss the image of her lasciviousness from his memory. It was clear that she did not wish it, regardless.

He gazed at her as she partook of the most exquisite and difficult fruit to nurture inside the spheres: honeydew melon. She made it seem like an obscene affair. Each melon had been scoured for its pale green meat and then scooped producing small crisp, sweet balls of fruit. Ada carefully plucked each ball and sucked it off the finely tined fork.

Raymond had not touched his breakfast and the young cook and baker, Billy, had sent word that if his royal meals were not up to par that he should be made aware immediately.

Raymond knew the royal cook's skill in fashioning meals had not been lost; only a certain Princess, with her rancid behavior, had come like a thief and absconded with his entire appetite.

Ada studied him as she sucked her balls of fruit, decimating the entire bowl, sucking each ball as though it was not fruit at all but something far more human. Raymond frowned.

“Let us speak plainly, Raymond, my betrothed.”

Of course she must remind him of their carefully constructed arrangement.

It was alarming to him how quickly he was beginning to loathe her and he had been in her acquaintance but one scant day past.

She pointedly gazed at the small flock of servants who lingered at their elbows and he turned to the group of loyal subjects that attended him each day. “Perhaps a moment alone with Princess Ada?” he suggested as was his way. Raymond had always been somewhat uncomfortable in his station.

Ada was not; she seemed utterly content in her role as royal. She made a fine dictator yet Raymond thought she could never lead, not really.

When the last of them left the breakfast room Ada began, “Oh Raymond, tell them what it will be and they shall do it.” Her dark eyes, like so much obsidian fire, drilled him with their cool heat.

His gaze darkened. “This is still my kingdom, Ada, regardless of how you run things in your sphere, I will do as I choose-- here.”

Her small smile turned into a slow grin. “My subjects do exactly as I say.” Her eyes had been cast down at her bowl, empty of melon, then they swept up to meet his. “However, when our Wedded Joining has come to pass, it will be run by our sovereign union.” She leaned back. “Besides, I am compromising on this false pregnancy so that you might align and help with the Guardians.” She gave a faint giggle and Raymond's brow rose, failing to see any humor.

She let a thin shoulder lift then drop. “They mean nothing. They are but using us as pawns.” She leaned forward. “We have something they want and they have spared us but for a season, no more. Once they have what they wish,” she closed her bony hand into a fist that clenched so tightly it bled to white, “we will no longer be useful.” She rested her fork on the side of her bowl, the tines hanging over the rim and turned upside down. “Mark my words, Prince Raymond: I will be the lackey for this debauched plan of yours and the Guardians, I will bear this false child... but there will be concessions.”

“What?” Raymond asked, having been silent the entire time the viper carried on.

“What...? At the very least, I shall be allowed whatever dalliances I so desire.”

Good Guardian,
she was an immoral strumpet. As Raymond regarded her, the greed and tyrannical dictatorship she coveted could be seen in its infancy even then. Raymond would forever regret his part in bringing her into his peaceful sphere, regardless of his noble intentions.

“I would also require a free trade agreement with your adjacent sphere.”

The Kingdom of Kentucky.
Marvelous,
Raymond thought, unimpressed with the rulership he had witnessed there from the young King Otto. Things were degrading even faster than Raymond could have speculated.

“You shall rut with the whore of the Savages and I will assist you in bringing up the spawn that will result from the unholy coupling. Then,” she tapped her fork on the edge of the crystal bowl. It rang as all glass that held flint in its composition is wont to do, “I shall enjoy myself while the grapes of the vine flow unabated into the vessels of this sphere.”

Raymond had had enough of this vile creature. He stood and she leaned back as calm as a breeze less day. “I will not allow my...
wife,” his voice stumbled a bit over the future moniker, so unfitting for one such as she, “to have relations with whatever male is willing, while she drinks of the grape until her brains slip out of her ears.”

Ada stood, high color rushing to her cheekbones. “Oh, you of your high moral standing, my Prince,” she bit out, flinging a skinny arm about her. “I shall partake in whatever lust is driven my way and I will also consume as much wine as I like or... I will tell every one of your royal subjects that you run through the mythical Pathway to lay with a heathen Savage whore...
my Prince,” she finished, her eyes raking over Raymond and he knew he should not but he was unable to help himself.

His hands landed on her person, biting through the deep grape velvet shoulders of her dress, her small bosom pushed into service very near her throat. Chest heaving Raymond snarled into her face, “She is anything but a whore, you ignorant drunken slut, and I shall not hear you refer to her as whore when you mate with anything which has a swinging appendage,” he seethed.

“Do not stop there, hit me,
Prince, so that the kingdom may know of what ye are capable.” She laughed in his face and his rage knew no limits, the pressure of his position, his uncle's imminent death and his unlikely attraction to Rowenna washed over him and he had a quaking moment of uncertainty in which he thought he would wrap his fingers around that bird-like throat, pressing his hands together until Ada spoke no more.

Lived no more.

The knock saved him, shattering his thought processes and he lifted his hands off her shoulders, throwing them in the air and stepping back from her.

Those glittering eyes begged for him to take her in hand.

She would greatly fancy that, Raymond thought. For then he would be even more diminished by her.

I think not, Raymond decided, regaining his composure with more effort than he was comfortable with. “Enter,” Raymond said, though his eyes never left her's. She bore watching.

Billy the cook came through the threshold, all but wringing his hands and took one look at the royal pair, visibly paling. “My apologies, Sire... I did not realize...”

Raymond put his palm up to halt Billy's speech. “It matters not,” his disdainful gaze swept over Ada with thinly veiled disgust. “We were finished.”

He left Ada in the breakfast room, following Billy out.

“My Lord,” Billy began and Raymond clapped him on the back.

“Never you mind, your meal was excellent, as usual.” Raymond watched Billy visibly relax.

“Aye, I was hopeful that something had not gone awry, Sire.”

“Only my life,” Raymond muttered.

Billy's eyes sharpened. “I beg your pardon, Prince Raymond?”

Raymond gave a small shake of his head. “It is nothing.”

Yet everything.

Billy looked unconvinced, for he was more than a cook or a baker, but a smart man who was prone to thinking on his feet.

As he did now. Raymond caught Billy looking at the great closed doors of the breakfast chamber with a slight frown on his face. A scowl of concentration burrowed between his brows for a moment then lifted.

“All will be well, my Prince,” he said, looking decidedly odd without a rolling pin in his meaty hand.

He cocked his head and looked at Raymond. “Do ye fancy taking a break at the bread table, Sire?”

Raymond did. “Do you have the cheese bread...”

“Aye, I do.”

Raymond smiled, it came to be the only genuine one of the day. His stomach gave an appreciative growl at the suggestion of some of the fragrant cheese bread that Billy was so proficient at preparing in the domain of his kitchen.

Raymond found his appetite had returned with gusto when the company had changed.

Ada's presence would be sufficient to keep him svelte in the years to come. He found he never dined with vigor whenever she was about. Ada had that effect on many.

 


*

 


Rolland plunged through the thickest part of the wood, grabbing the nape and partial collar of the Fragment who had tried to escape him.

“Ah!” Rolland launched himself at the coward and swung him around against the trunk of the nearest tree, the impact shaking some early autumn leaves upon them like crisp rain.

Rolland's eyes narrowed. “Tell me heathen!”

The Fragment's frightened eyes rolled up into his skull. “I don't know! I've said that already!”

Rolland translated the rough and slurred speech of the Fragment easily. He had been on enough missions to get a feel for the cadence of the missing letters that seemed to exemplify their mixed speech.

Rolland shook him again in disgust, dumping him where he stood and the relieved Fragment slid down the rough bark of the tree. His smile was out of place with the dire circumstance he found himself in and Rolland frowned.

“Your amusement baffles, vermin,” Rolland announced, powerful fists resting on his hips.

“You will die, Band,” he said with unwavering certainty.

Rolland's eyes narrowed, his eyes scanning the immediate area as he pulled and knocked his arrow, stepping back from the lying male pooled at the base of the tree. He became still like a statue and when ten of the Fragment bled through the woods he was ready; unsurprised by their sudden appearance.

Rolland glanced at the one he had shaken like a bag of feathers and smirked. “Oh, I do see. You did not
know
where your comrades lie?” Rolland nodded sagely. “As if I would fall for a ruse as transparent as that.” His eyes narrowed on the Fragment even as he stood.

“Where there is one Fragment, there are more,” Rolland stated by rote and with the truth of historical precedence all the proof he had needed.

“That's right, you dumb lug,” the Fragment said, as emboldened by numbers, he took a brazen step toward Rolland, releasing his primitive dagger from its sheath.

“We will gut you like the pig you are...”

Rolland gave a shrill whistle. It sounded like a bird of prey giving a stout warning. Like a clear whistling bell it spoke to the wood, carrying very well beyond its border.

The Fragment looked about themselves uneasily as Rolland took the one who he had first encountered in the throat with his sprung arrow. It pierced him cleanly and he gave a gurgling gasp. Sinking to his knees, he tore the arrow out and Rolland smiled. It was the worst thing he could have done. There was no extension of life with that move, he had effectively ended his sooner.

“Excellent!” Rolland said loudly, gathering another arrow. However, he missed his nocking as the vision of who responded to his call made his smooth battle finesse utterly leave him.

Rowenna appeared as his first reinforcement and he wished to throttle her. Had it been a male of the Band, Rolland could have easily moved to flank the Fragment where they could have beheaded and gutted with glee, as was the usual protocol for a random group of Fragment.

Not now. Rowenna had halted that momentum neatly with her appearance.

Every Fragment's eyes were on her. Their lust and greed as well.

Damn.
Rolland hesitated for perhaps two seconds considering his options of protection for a female that refused it with customary disregard.

Then Rowenna made up his mind for him. With a banshee wail, Rowenna moved forward with a smooth gait of practiced battle ease. Yet these Fragment were not Bandmates who would check their swing.

They would incapacitate her for later. Killing her would be more merciful.

Rowenna swung at the first Fragment within arm's reach, his weapon was not at the ready as he made the grave mistake of seeing Rowenna's outward appearance only and dismissing her. He realized too late the threat that she really was as she sliced a gruesome second mouth beneath his chin. It opened like a white slit at first, as if his body was surprised at the cut, then it bled with ferocity. The Fragment staggered forward as two more fell to Rolland's blade.

“Rowenna!” Rolland yelled as she cut like a pinwheel of blades toward the approaching Fragment, who had become wiser to the seducer of war, beautiful to look upon, deadly to engage. “Do not get close!” he finished and bashed in the brains of one who would slay him from behind. There was always a tell, forward movement brought air that possessed a unique pressure. Rolland swung low and ducked as the blade passed over his head, that whistling a better sound than the meaty pause it might have had if he had been but a moment slower.

He swung backwards with his dagger in a thrusting punch and the blade landed and stabbed. Rolland tore it out of wherever it stuck and ran to Rowenna, with nary a backwards glance. She was clearly a distraction and hindrance: did she not understand that in battle a male of the Band would risk all to save her? That was not the case with other males of the Band. There was camaraderie to be certain but the males worked in sync to defend, not protect one another.

The hellion.

Said hellion had allowed a Fragment to circle too close and his thick palm wrapped the long plait at her back and she yelped mid-flight as he jerked her to him.

Then a blur of muscled male slid past almost faster than Rolland could track and the Fragment lay at Rowenna's feet in a twisted heap.

Rowenna saw Harland even as her hair was taken in a vise grip that caused her scalp to shout with agonizing pins and needles of fire.

Then he was upon the Fragment, twisting his head nearly off his neck and Rowenna dropped in an ungraceful heap on the sharp grass.

Two more Fragment came behind Harland and her eyes widened even as the hair on the nape of his neck rose at their approach and he turned, his fist connecting with the jaw of the first and his dagger piercing the Adam's apple of the second.

“Stay here for the love of all that is true,” Harland said, his sea-colored eyes dancing with dangerous sparks. His anger at her, his alarm for her, buried in the depths as he gave a second's more of that burning stare then joined Rolland in cutting up the Fragment like the dogs they were.

That was not entirely accurate, for
dog
was too loyal a name for the likes of them.

Two pairs of very angry eyes met hers, one ebony and the other the color of the sea when angered. Rowenna stood on shaky feet and Rolland gave a brief nod to Harland. “What say you?”

Harland wiped a grimy hand over his brow. “I be the new sentry for the clan.”

Rowenna gave him a sharp look at the news but he ignored her.

Rolland grinned despite his anger at Rowenna. “Most excellent, it is time the clan elders took note of the blood of the Band that you hold within you.”

Rolland glared at a stubborn Rowenna. “It was most fortunate that we were so near the clan.” His words were spoken to Harland, however, they were all for Rowenna.

“I helped!” she cried, looking between the two.

Rolland shook his head. “You crippled me with your presence. Do ye not know? That the Band are in place to protect females first?” He put his mighty hands on his hips, the dagger, slick with blood, stuck out like an angry spear at his side.

Rowenna looked down at her feet.

Harland gave a short laugh that brought her head back up. “Did you see how she massacred the first?” Rolland gave a brief but tight smile at that. “She is fierce for a female.”

Rowenna smiled at Harland but it turned to a frown when he sided with Rolland. “You be Band, more importantly, you are
female
Rowenna,” he said in soft reprimand.

She narrowed her gaze on Harland. Yes, he certainly was aware she was female.

Rowenna stalked away to the clan, weaving in between the bodies of the Fragment, thinking about how insufferable all males were.

The males discussed her. However, they discussed the alarming proximity of the Fragment at greater length as they made their slow and cautious way back to the clan, following in the angry footsteps of Rowenna.

For where there were some Fragment there would surely be more.
  



Chapter 6

one week hence

 


Rolland partook in a raid and it was Harland who accompanied Rowenna for her scheduled second tryst with the prince of the sphere. Rowenna was not anxious as she was at the last meeting, yet looking at Harland in profile, his dark hair and light eyes a startling contrast in the gloom of the wooded border, she could hear his hurt from the very silence that enclosed the pair.

It hurt Harland that she would mate with Rolland. It hurt for him to know that she was being whored for the viability of their future with a sphere-dweller. For it mattered not that he would be a King a few weeks hence. He would ultimately come to her as stranger and the babe they made would then be given up as sacrifice. Rowenna struggled inside herself to not give in to the grief and resentment that ate at the edges of her brain without mercy. Instead, she focused on the quiet male presence who walked by her side, ignoring his own pain to protect her.

They came to the tear in the center of the field, the leaves appeared to burn a circle around the open meadow with the first breath of autumn. Even the insects were silent in the glade, so unnatural was the Pathway's presence.

Harland closed his hand over her shoulder, laying a kiss at the sensitive break of her neck to shoulder and she leaned against him. Rowenna tried to not think of Rolland, her obligation to her clan... the forbidden love she felt for the half-blood Band who warmed her flesh as she stood there waiting to be with another.

Then Prince Raymond was there like the first star in the night's sky, blinking into existence with a pale gleaming of opalescent light. He looked almost as he had looked upon his first visit.

They walked out to meet him and Rowenna saw his curiosity though he be many horse lengths from their location.

Prince Raymond watched as Rowenna, her hair in a thick single plait , approached with a huge male. Instantly, Raymond sensed he was Savage, of course. It was the underlying things that would go unnoticed by some that gave him pause. For Raymond had been schooled on the subtleties of humanity from a young age. He used that knowledge now, for it was almost an automatic thing, to see what was before him.

It was a disquieting insight. There be an intimacy about the two as they walked together that had been absent from her intended. Raymond's eyes flicked to the heavily muscled warrior's throat.

The flesh therein lay absent of gills. Curious, Raymond thought.

They stood before him and aside from the sheer size of the brute, he had the most unusual shade of eyes. They appeared very like the shallow waters of the oyster fields of the great lakes. At summer's height when the sun beat through the opaque walls of the sphere, the sand lay like sugar beneath the azure waters. His eyes were striking.

They were also angry.

Not this again, Raymond thought, dismayed anew. His belly rolled inside him in a slick heated wave. Yet, he seemed to be better accustomed to the wretched travel that was the Pathway.

The male's gaze traveled Raymond with slow assessment and Raymond met that uncompromising stare head-on. He knew what he was about, if the male presumed to speculate and do so inaccurately, that was not the fault of Raymond. His motives were beyond reproach.

“He does not look as I thought,” Harland finally said, swiping a loose hair that had come undone from the leather tie that bound it at his nape.

“And pray tell, what was it you were expecting?” Raymond asked, holding in his insult with a supreme effort.

Harland grinned. “It is well-known that sphere-dwellers are soft... especially the males,” he emphasized with a smirk.

Rowenna rolled her eyes.

Raymond scowled. “Whom would presume to know of such things of the sphere?” It was not as if there had been an exchange of peoples and culture. His were the presumptions of his people, as were Raymond's.

Harland was quiet. Then after a moment's pause said, “Is it any different from the assumptions the sphere-dwellers make of us?” he asked, splaying his large hand against his chest.

The very words Raymond had just ruminated upon.

Rowenna moved as if to come between the two men and Raymond said, “We are as well-met as we can be, Rowenna, do not fret.”

Rowenna sighed, shifting her weight as the moment rolled on in stilted awkwardness.

Raymond put his hands on his hips, his stomach still in an uproar from the travel.

“Come, let us become better acquainted...”

He held out his hand and Rowenna took it, Harland eyeing the two with an uncharitable gaze of disgust. Raymond's eyes narrowed. He suddenly thought of something. “Where is the big brute, Rolland?”

“He scouts,” Harland replied shortly, any good humor he possessed-- gone.

Raymond palmed his chin. “And who might you be?”

Silence met his question and Harland, every bit the size of the other Savage, finally answered with quiet intensity, “I am the male who loves her.”

Rowenna gasped, their secret laid before Raymond, naked for his scrutiny.

Raymond looked between the two and realized that things had become even more complicated then he could have imagined. A woman that he thought he cared for was betrothed to another, with a profession of love from yet another male. While Raymond was likewise spoken for by a young woman that loved lust and wine more than living.

“Well then,” Raymond began quietly, “we have much more in common than I could have known.”

Rowenna shook her head, mortified at Harland's admission. Though true, it convoluted everything that they must accomplish into hopeless knots.

“Let us move to the meeting place and discuss matters.” A plan was forming in Raymond's mind. They might be appalled. However, as he gave covert glances at the young couple, he thought not. He also thought that his role had just slipped further down the slick slope of immorality. Yet, he could not ignore the covert meeting he had just had with the Time Keeper. Who had told him many things. Many of which stood in a contradiction he could not ignore. With additional knowledge came choice.

Harland gave Raymond a cynical look and Raymond sighed, the overt distrust of the Savage was tiresome. He looked at Rowenna. If she had been his, would he have guarded her as fiercely?

They settled inside the cave, backs against the natural rock that jutted out like crooked teeth inside the interior. Filtered light swam through the low doorway that led to the spartan interior which had been fashioned into a crude bed chamber.

“This is most unseemly,” Raymond noted upon seeing it for the second time (and through the eyes of the Savage who loved Rowenna). He gazed around at the unlikely interior, a backdrop to the dreaded conversation to come.

Harland crossed his arms over a chest that had seen the better part of five years of hard manual labor, breaking horses and sparring with warriors.

“Raymond,” Rowenna encouraged in a soft voice inside the confines of the cave and Raymond began. He told them of his arranged betrothal to Princess Ada and the circumstances of his meeting with the Time Keeper.

Rowenna gasped when Raymond alluded to the incident in the royal corridor. He could not bring himself to illustrate it in a more detailed way. He was mortified and it strained the bounds of propriety even in implication.

For himself as future King.

For Ada, though she was obviously more than fine with what she had accomplished. She had drawn a line in the sand of their hierarchy and he had found his side unprepared to cede to her demands.

“At least I do not have to wed someone of little value,” Rowenna said, restating what he already knew to be his lot. “I am so sorry, Raymond.”

“You do not love Rolland...” Raymond quizzed, his eyes sweeping significantly to Harland, who stiffened at the comment.

“I do love him.” Her eyes betrayed her.

Raymond nodded in understanding. “You are not in love.”

She gave a small nod in affirmation.

Ah! Raymond thought, star-crossed lovers.

Harland, a male of very little words, used them now. “I am not full-Band.”

“Savage,” Rowenna clarified for Raymond's benefit. The wheels of his mind turned smoothly as he hit upon what they had said.

Harland gave her a glance so full of heat that Raymond slid his gaze away; a look so full was not meant to be seen by others.

“We are not allowed to mate. I must take a Band of full blood,” Rowenna stated by rote.

“And how much 'blood' do you possess?” Raymond asked Harland, curious.

“I do not know for certain, but at least half.”

Rowenna swung her head to him. “Your mother was not a select but she participated in the Rite.”

“What is the Rite?” Raymond asked them.

“It is when a female who is select might manifest her blood in the circle of stones, the blood chooses.”

“Chooses whom?”

“Band.”

“If the males are not allowed to be included in the Rite unless they be full-Band then how do the male Savages... procure a mate?” Raymond asked, genuinely perplexed.

“Ye do not know?” Harland asked, incredulous.

Raymond arched his brows.

“Women are scarce Outside. There be mayhap one female for fifteen males.”

Raymond's jaw dropped. “Why might that be?”

Harland rolled his shoulders into shrug. “We do not know. However, most of the females that do survive have some blood of the Band running in their veins.”

Savage blood, Raymond concluded.

“It might afford some protection,” Rowenna stated speculatively.

“Indeed,” Raymond said then added, “It becomes curiouser and curiouser.”

They sat in a more comfortable silence for a few moments then Harland asked, “And what says this Time Keeper?”

Ah yes, that. “It appears that the Guardians might have lied by omission of the truth.”

“Aye, so shocking, that,” Harland quipped.

Raymond gave him a sharp look, his disquiet over the role of the Guardians deepening.

“They call them the Evil Ones in the mid-west,” Rowenna said.

Perhaps an apt identifier, Raymond mused.

“He has found sealed records from my ancestors who claim that they are men of science from a future which would have been ours had the rocks not fell.”

They all slid into silent contemplation at the thought of the natural disaster which had come before their births.

“That this entire event has brought us together is merely a ruse for them to garner some kind of...”

“Advancement?” Harland asked.

“Exactly, my Savage friend.”

“They think we are too daft to come to any conclusions on our own,” Rowenna said, her tone angry.

“Too true,” Raymond said, then looked significantly at the pair.

Harland's gaze sharpened at Raymond, then narrowed. “What do you propose sphere- Raymond,” he corrected and Raymond gave a small nod of acknowledgment.

Raymond took a deep breath, hoping he would not come to blows with Harland. “I propose you take my place; they will be none the wiser. If it is genetic diversity that they postulate will save our peoples, your mixed-blood should do nicely. If they have another motive in mind, then we shall foil it before they return to implement a plan we are not privy to.”

Harland and Rowenna gave an uneasy glance at each other.

Raymond raised his hands away from his body. “I mean no disrespect but you were a sobbing wreck the first time of our acquaintance because I was a strange man you would be forced to lay with because of the Guardians' directive. Now,” he drilled his eyes into the two of them, “I will travel here, under the guise of our union.” He watched Rowenna blush deeply and continued speaking, “I will not meet with you but instead satisfy my curiosity of the Outside.” His gaze swiveled to Harland, “And then you shall meet with Harland in secret.”

“What of Rolland?” Harland finally asked. “And what of the child? He or she would be mine,” Harland said in fierce possession.

“Ours,” Rowenna breathed out softly.

He nodded at her and Raymond sighed. “I must entertain that what the Time Keeper told me was of a supreme coincidence. That their appearance here was to truly save us from a miserable future. After all, they had done so before.” He looked at Rowenna with such seriousness that she flinched. “You cannot have the babe with Rolland, he is full Band, it defeats all of this.” His eyes came to rest once more on Harland. “It needs to be him.” He pointed a finger at Harland. “It be a contingency of sorts. If they be truthful, then the babe would fulfill its unique destiny, if it were falsehood, then we have avoided an event without free choice, yes?”

Rowenna remained uncharacteristically silent at the logic of his words.

“I might not stab Rolland in the back with an actual dagger but this proposal is very much the same,” Harland said.

Raymond nodded, he knew this: that some would be hurt for the benefit of the many. That was the way of it from his perspective. He was accustomed to sacrifice, all leaders who cared about the people they ruled over were. Perhaps they could hurt a few less and gain the fulfillment of the prophecy if it be the truth. Raymond could not dismiss the logic of the spheres becoming a group of societies so cloistered they became incestuous not only genetically but in ways they could not imagine until it threatened their very lives.

He gave the ultimate push of his agenda. “Well then, Rowenna and I can fulfill the prophecy,” Raymond said with all the casualness of voice he could muster as his hand moved toward Rowenna.

Suddenly, Raymond found a dagger lay against the skin of his throat.

“Do not touch her,” Harland growled.

Raymond fought smiling, it could mean his imminent demise. “You accept then?” Raymond quizzed in a low squeak, ignoring with steadfast abandon his heart camped in his throat.

“Aye,” Harland said. He looked at Rowenna who stood frozen to the spot. “If she will have me.” Raymond heard a cautious hope in his voice. Harland had loved from afar. It was the voice of someone who had never dared to hope.

“I will,” Rowenna said, coming to them both.

It was Harland's arms that released Raymond and turning, he enfolded Rowenna. Raymond touched the tender but superficial wound at his throat and gave a wan smile.

For all the things he set to rights, so many wrongs might occur. Raymond could not foresee them all. But in this he was relieved. Perhaps not all was lost. And someone should know love.

Even if it were not he.

 


*

 


Raymond saw himself to the Pathway, their promises and the time of their next meeting singing in his ears. As he drew closer to the portal, the magnetic pull of the thing latched onto him and he no longer moved. Just as he winked out of existence, he thought he saw someone who was not Savage, but with skin so deep a brown, it was like a ripe nut in the late summer, with a hint of red underneath. The legends of old stole through his mind in an instant. He knew what human watched the wink of his disappearance in a pop and shimmer of iridescent light.

The Red Man... or what the people of old used to call Indians.

The feathers on his head had trembled when he had uttered a cry. For battle or in alarm, Raymond would never know. What he did comprehend was that there were more than just Savages who roamed Outside.

It made him think again of the Guardians. It also caused his thoughts to land with a leaden weight on one word: premeditation. He felt much of what they were smacked of that.

 


*

 


“I am not comfortable, Harland,” Rowenna said softly. The very thing she had dreamed of being allowed to know, but for a moment in time was at hand. She was choking on the reality of it. She had not had sufficient time to mentally prepare for this. Rowenna was overwhelmed by nothing, yet in this, she was drowning in her own emotional soup.

Harland said nothing, making small circles on her forearm instead. Rowenna would have to decide. It would do no good to remind her that ten minutes past she had agreed with quiet decisiveness. Now that the event was here, she was choking up.

Finally, those petal-colored eyes rose and met his. So large in life and battle, she was a wee thing before him. Though she was not yet ten and six and he was ten and nine, there was a maturity within her that even if Rowenna did not recognize, Harland had.

He did.

Harland cupped her chin, stroking it softly. “You can refuse it.”

She dipped her forehead onto his chest and his hand rested on the back of her head. “Raymond is right, I love Rolland, he is a male of honor of the Band, However, my heart beats for only you.” Her eyes locked with his. “If I lay with you, and I love you,” he could hear the click of her throat as she swallowed over her nervousness, “then our child will be with Raymond, safe and unharmed. And someday I shall see he or she again.”

“What if the Travelers retaliate?” Harland asked softly.

“If we do this, they shall not be the wiser.”

Harland looked into her deep eyes, noting many things inside them. “I could never have shared you with anyone... had you been mine.”

Rowenna gazed at him for a time then finally said, “I am yours.”

They did not speak after her declaration. Instead the two of the clan walked hand in hand to the large bed that had been arranged for a union with a different male.

Harland took Rowenna in his arms and tucked her body in against his own, just holding her. He inhaled deeply of the scent that was uniquely hers, the sea and wildness captured.

Rowenna was lost the instant he touched her, the heat between them surely would have manifested during the Rite.

If he had been allowed to partake.

Rowenna shared her body with the male her heart had chosen long ago and he shared his soul with her, opening himself up, though he knew the consequence. He could never mate with Rowenna. He would be forever relegated to love her from afar.

Yet, in this stolen moment of time, they loved as if the morrow would not come, the sun would not rise, nor the moon.

Harland loved her now, consuming their time together like the precious gift it was. In the darkness of the cave his body showed her what no words he could have spoken ever could.

When their passion had quieted she lay within the cradle of his arms, their heartbeats and breath syncing in satisfying unity. “Thank you,” Rowenna said, her tears dampening his arm she had used as a pillow.

Harland turned Rowenna inside the crook of his arm. “It is I who should thank you.” His massive hands cradled her face gently, savoring her nearness, searching her eyes. “For you have shown me love, however brief.”

Rowenna pressed her fingers against his lips to silence words that would rob their time.

Then Harland held her as if she were the only solid thing in his world and Rowenna clung to him, never wanting their time to end.

Their love.
  



Chapter 7

 


Fate intercedes.

Raymond came.

Harland and Rowenna joined and... Rolland returned.

And with it, the sickness began with Rowenna and she knew, as all women do, that she was with child.

When her belly began to grow she and Raymond met in the glade where the yawning mouth of the tear in space and time hung suspended above them. The mighty pull was at their backs as Raymond made his solemn promise to return after the months prepared her for the birth of the child.

Rowenna mourned for she knew that each day she carried the child within her body... she loved it more.

Harland's eyes followed her, as did Rolland's, each for different reasons. Rolland's were suspicious yet he remained attentive. Harland could barely keep his feelings out of his expression, Rowenna's body swelling with their child, the proof of their forbidden love before him each day.

Then there were the rumors of another threat, making the entire Band edgy with barely contained unease. The Fragment were not the only danger.

The Clan of Cape Cod and that of the greater Massachusetts was nearly a generation away from a treaty with the Red Man. It would transpire but in these uncertain times, they were considered and enigmatic group of painted faces, stealth and an innate sense of the land that was almost bordering on latent witchcraft. They called to the earth with their traditions and she gave uncanny answers in return.

The pivotal battle that would ensue would cause an alliance. However, at this juncture the Band considered the lithe warriors with feather headdresses to bear watching. They tightened their security on the small amount of females with great concern.

Especially Rowenna, her belly swelling with a cargo all considered precious.

Though some made it known they thought less of her, even knowing of her sacrifice. Rowenna's day of birth celebration came and went, her unborn child the real celebration, checked before it began because she must give it up.

There was nothing to be done.

She was not the only female who was expecting. There was one other. At every opportunity she rubbed salt in Rowenna's wound of grief that it was she who was well and properly mated.

Her name was Beatrice. She had always hated Rowenna, disdain clear in her voice when she made jest of Rowenna's desire to fight with the Band as they grew up in the same tight circle of diminished female numbers.

Of course, it might stem from her being a mixed-blood select. Had Beatrice known how little Rowenna thought of her own full-blood status she might have felt better about her own position. As it were, she did not know and whispered whore when Rowenna was near, not loud enough to call attention to her behavior, just loud enough for Rowenna to capture her words like crushed glass which abraded the tender emotions Rowenna kept in check. It caused Rowenna to tear and bleed inside her already shredded emotional psyche. It did not cause a fatal wound but one which bled slowly.

When Beatrice sauntered by and whispered the insult for the fiftieth time Rowenna had had enough.

It was at that exact moment of realization that something snapped inside of Rowenna and she drew her hand back and caught the jaw of Beatrice with breakneck speed. She checked her swing at the last moment for Rowenna knew how deadly she could be, though Beatrice apparently did not. With the males of the Band Rowenna could give them everything she could deliver. With another female she could kill with her strikes.

Oh how she itched to do so now.

Beatrice stumbled, clasping her wounded jaw, her fair skin lighting with a flame of red where Rowenna had hit her. “You imbecilic whore,” Beatrice whispered as the males of the Band came, their eyes on the pregnant women, one who showed and the other who did not. Rowenna did not move as though she were pregnant. With warrior's grace, her body compensated for her forward girth. She was utterly Band and she watched Beatrice scowl at her with murderous eyes through a quickly bruising face.

Harland saw Rowenna slap Beatrice and he held his smile with an effort. How many times had he held Rowenna when she had dampened his tunic with tears of frustration? There were always those who did not understand the sacrifice she made for all.

A frown creased the flesh between his eyes as he thought of the ramifications if they were to know whose child she actually carried. Harland knew it would be his death. For she was a premier select and as such, she could only be mated with one of his pure-blood brothers of the Band.

Whether they be worthy or no.

“Do not call me names that do not apply!” Rowenna yelled in her face, slender arm wrapped protectively against her swollen belly as Rolland made haste to stand behind her and another male of the Band took Beatrice against himself.

“What say you, Rowenna?” Jared asked. His eyes pegged the female who had struck his mate, her eyes like violets ablaze. Rowenna could see that had she been male she would have felt the back of his hand or more.

Rowenna felt her lip tremble and caught it between her teeth and bit down until she tasted copper. She would not let that bitch bring the salt of her tears.

Protocol inserted itself where usually it was absent. “Your mate calls me whore at every turn,” Rowenna answered him, crossing her arms underneath her large bosom, feeling utterly ungraceful. Yet, she had not done so badly when she had been fueled by anger at this wretched female.

There, let her just try to wiggle out of her malicious behavior, Rowenna decided.

Beatrice gave a great bray of laughter, putting on the expression of hurt female like a false cloak and Rowenna could feel both Rolland and, to much greater extent, Harland at her back.

“I say no such things,” she lied. “You are wild and untamed.” Beatrice threw her hand out to encompass the entire Band who had gathered. “What other female unsexes herself to fight as Band,” she scoffed and the males remained silent. It had been vaguely acceptable when Rowenna was a girl. Now her belly lay large with child and the proof of her gender was too glaringly obvious for even her to deny.

“So you take exception to me because I choose the role of traditional female?” Beatrice posed the question as she shrugged off the hands of her mate and began to circle Rowenna. Rowenna turned as Beatrice did, keeping herself aware of Beatrice at all times, her belly only slightly rounded, she was not near so far gone as Rowenna.

“You are neither truly female or male, a foot in both worlds, a part of none...” Beatrice trilled with venomous spite lacing every syllable she spit out like well-timed barbs.

“That is enough, Bea,” Jared said.

“It is not near enough,” Beatrice seethed, her hatred for Rowenna in her eyes, in the tension which sang through her body. “She of the purest select, couples with a male of the sphere, spreading her knees to carry his seed,” she said, her fist punching her open palm in a meaty thwack to punctuate her point and Rowenna felt Rolland flinch and was more embarrassed than she had ever been. For she knew the truth and it be worse than the lie.

Harland surprised all when he came forward, his fists clenched and every male of the Band tensed when the new half-blood sentry came at the female, a pregnant female at that. She drew back as he came nearer, his forward steps matching her backward, Jared following Harland if he should actually think that which his physicality threatened.

“You will not speak to Rowenna that way,” he said in a low voice of rage.

“Harland,” Rowenna said in warning.

They ignored her, Beatrice and Harland's gazes locked in a torturous staring contest. Finally, with Jared at her elbow, his hands at the ready if Harland struck, her lips twitched. “You pant after the select whore like another dog in the pack.” Her eyes shifted to Rolland and she gave another barking laugh, sounding very much like the dog she had just referenced. “It is no matter Harland, take heart. When she has finished with the weak male of the sphere, she may give you a mercy rut.”

She flicked a stray hair back and Rowenna used a speed she did not realize she possessed to grab at a wrist the size of her upper forearm.

She reached Harland before Jared, staying his hand before he did something irrevocable.

“Do not, my friend,” Rowenna said, her small emphasis on that last word sinking into his skull. Harland had lost possession of rational, all he could think of was that this horrible female was goading Rowenna. Her hurting Rowenna had been untenable for him. Harland had acted before he knew he was moving.

Harland gave a disgusted sigh and turned to Jared. “My apologies.”

“Accepted,” Jared said, though caution lingered in his eyes.

He shook his head, seeing Jared had misunderstood him. “Not for the violence that was halted between myself and your mate. But that she is yours. I would not wish that on mine enemy.”

There was a gasp from Beatrice and she shrilled, “Will you not do something? To redeem my honor, Jared?”

Jared thought on it, Rowenna could see the finely greased wheels of his mind turning over the last twenty minutes past. His eyes rested on Rowenna and a slide of memories of their years together floated through the streaming visions in his mind.

“Nay, you have well and truly been unkind to Rowenna.”

Beatrice stomped her foot on the seagrass that drove up the bank from the ocean that was just beyond the clan perimeter and it crunched under her instep. “I shall be vindicated!” she shrieked and all were silent.

“What?” she said, looking to each member of the Band. “Is it because of the way she looks with her hair the color of wheat? Her eyes the color of the faded violets of the summer?” Her eyes narrowed on Rowenna. “I hate you,” she said with a voice of true conviction.

Rowenna gazed back at Beatrice, watching as her handprint faded on Beatrice's face and answered, “I know.”

“This is not over,” Beatrice promised.

“It is over,” Jared said, leading his mate away and beginning to soothe the tirade that was Beatrice.

Of course, it was not over.

Harland's shoulders relaxed as they left. “I am sorry,” he said.

“It is fine,” Rowenna answered but she saw the look that Rolland gave them and knew that what Harland had done had been noted by the man she would mate with after the birth.

Rolland's eyes fell to the protective hand that Harland laid on the tender small of her back as they walked away and fell into uneasy steps with one another.

 


*

 


Ada gulped the rest of her wine from the deeply etched brass goblet and set it sharply upon the table and Raymond looked up at her. That was generally her signal that she wished for more of the cups.

He sighed as she shifted the prosthetic that feigned a pregnancy she was not having. Raymond knew exactly when Rowenna would have the wee child and could not wait for that part of their obligation to be over. He had nothing but respect and a sense of kinship with Rowenna as the months of their acquaintance had come to pass. She had been the untamed and ultimately, unclaimed Savage beauty who was entrusting him with the care of her beloved child. Raymond had the queerest sense of ownership for the unborn babe. He had already determined that the Wedded Joining of himself and Ada could be a farce if it served the dim purpose of unity of the spheres and the progress of what the Guardians wished for that may or may not come to fruition. Raymond thought on the last days with his uncle, of what they had discussed behind the wooden doors of his chamber before his passing two months prior.

 


“Come, my nephew,” King Ferrell said.

Raymond came willingly to his uncle, lifting the paper thin hand, he laid a gentle kiss upon skin that slid with the slightest pressure.

It would not be long now,
Raymond thought. Raymond was not yet aware that it was but moments more.

“I will not suffer with pleasantries this day.” The King's eyes bore holes from their sunken position on a face grown gaunt from his tenuous hold on this life.

Raymond nodded, time was precious.

“Is the Savage girl with child?”

“Aye,” Raymond replied, the partial lie lay on the back of his tongue like the powdered medicine the Doctor gave for pain in the head. Bitter.

King Ferrell gave a deep sigh of relief and closed his eyes, his duty to his Kingdom come to completion. For he saw the Guardians from a perspective that Raymond no longer shared. Their motivations were dubious at best.

Sinister at worse.

Peter stepped forward out of the shadows, the ones in his eyes deeper still. “Has he gone the way of the Guardian?” he asked.

Raymond let the scalding tears run down his face without shame, he had never felt so alone, or so without hope.

Reaching forward, he answered Peter's question by brushing his uncle's eyelids with gentle fingers. They swept down and King Ferrell looked at the interior of the sphere no more.

 


Raymond was jolted back into the present when Ada cut through his thoughts with her sharp blade of a voice. “What do you ponder,
oh King?” she asked sarcastically, tapping the table with the base of the brass goblet.

A servant approached shyly, for she was very well aware of the new Queen's tirades.

They were legion.

They were already becoming legend.

“I want a proper vessel for my grapes,” she hissed and the servant girl snatched the goblet of brass from the table and asked in the softest voice she could and still be heard, “What does her majesty desire?”

“Crystal, foolish girl. It be of a lighter constitution. I need not break my wrist rising the cup to my lips.”

“Ada,” King Raymond warned and she gave him a sharp look.

She huffed, turning back to the servant girl. “Please,” she added with miserable reluctance. Even the simplest of courtesies were lost on Ada.

“Yes, Queen Ada, right away.” She scuttled away in fear, hoping her escape was not noticed

“Good Guardian, your servants are even more daft than my own, if possible.”

Raymond gave a small smile, though it did not reach his eyes. “You are just mad with lust for you can no longer be with your suitors due to your presumed condition, my dear Queen.”

She gave a smile at him which closely resembled a snarl.

“Go be with your whore of a Savage, Raymond,” she replied as answer, dismissing him.

Raymond stood. “Excellent suggestion, Ada. For I desire her. She is more female than you could ever hope to be.”

Ada stood and strode to him.

He caught her wrist before her hand could land on his face.

Raymond looked into her wild black eyes.

He saw the insanity that lurked there and instantly worried for the helpless babe that would be brought into the Royal Manse.

I will protect it, he vowed to himself.

Raymond hoped that the maidservant he had chosen would be able to care for two infants. For she had one of her own that was a month gone into infancy, a suckling still,
baby Olive,
Raymond remembered even as his gaze locked with the cobra he had married, waiting for her strike.

It would be a dangerous dance. Raymond hoped he was man enough to keep his pace one step ahead of Ada. Guardian help them all should he pass before the child was of age to rule. Raymond kept the shiver contained with effort. The idea of Harland and Rowenna's child at the mercy of Queen Ada without his careful buffering made him ill.

“Do not lay hands on me,” Raymond said carefully, his hand closing with brutal force on her small wrist in warning.

Ada did not cower or wince at the pain but purred into his downturned face, “I do not abhor pain, my Raymond,” she whispered, her gaze held the lust of her words and he dropped her wrist as if burned.

He turned on his heel without a word and nearly ran out of the room.

Raymond made his way to the sphere tunnel to claim the child in a faraway place.

Though first he made a small detour to wash his hands. He did not wish to contaminate the newborn babe with any part of Ada.

The wee one would be his to protect, to keep.

To love.

That future child was a piece of happiness he would not relinquish to anyone.

Raymond disappeared inside the Pathway as Ada consumed her third cup of the grapes, plotting.

Always plotting.
  



Chapter 8

 


“Rowenna! Push... yes... I see the head,” Adair said, her voice breathy with anticipation, standing elbow to elbow with the midwife.

Rowenna gave a mighty grunt, part anguish, part relief, her legs shaking, the sweat beading and falling like shed tears from her forehead.

“Slow now, Rowenna. Just breathe through this next part,” Adele instructed softly.

Rowenna popped her head up off the pillow, and rolled into a graceful squat. “No. I wish for this misery... To. Be. Done!” she cried, her face a flushed red, her mother applying a damp compress but Adele shook her head.

Stubborn girl. Even in labor she takes no direction.

Instead, Rowenna reached down between her legs and felt her baby's head.

It was a tactile sensation she would never forget. It was the first thing Rowenna thought of when she saw her daughter as a young woman for the very first time. That first downy touch of her copper hair before she spilled out from Rowenna's body as a hot wailing mass of flesh and heat, love and vulnerability.

Adele caught the messy bundle and handed her to Rowenna, who now sat down on her sore posterior and gazed at her newborn daughter in awe, covered in a messy post-birth paste. Rowenna swiped her eyes clean of it, the midwife massaging the baby's chest and with a deep hitching breath she gave a piercing cry, her pink tongue trembling with the force of it.

Rowenna gave a hard laugh; that a wee one was capable of such noise? She was unprepared that love struck so hard, when a person least expected it, their guard down. As Rowenna gazed at her child, it hit her in the breastbone, painful, immediate and bittersweet. For this small bundle was here for a short time, not even a season. Rowenna held her daughter against her breast, reveling in their brief time together as she suckled there. For mere days later, she would meet with Raymond and this precious treasure would vanish into an uncertain life of the future.

Very much like Rowenna.

She pushed away her grief to savor the present.

 


*

 


Raymond knew something was wrong the moment the Pathway poured him out of its embrace, the vile transport like tiny ants stinging and biting along his skin. Everywhere they touched, he was paralyzed by the travel illness.

Something even more important greeted him.

The Red Men.

They were everywhere. Their eyes all for him.

While Raymond was vulnerably prone on the ground, keeping the warm vomit of motion sickness at bay by the slimmest thread of control, he rolled his eyes up into the face that hung over him just as the Indian nocked an arrow.

Good Guardian, I will die here before I can fulfill my obligation. And on the heels of that: Ada will be left to rule.

He began to get up but the Red Man spoke and Raymond did not understand his speech. It was as foreign as his painted face and near naked appearance.

However, Raymond intuited the issue from cadence alone. Turning in the direction where the one with the brown skin gazed, he watched a second group approach the first.

“Well hello, sphere-dweller,” a man addressed Raymond, dressed in a mix of clothes that Raymond did not recognize. He was neither Savage, with his gill-less throat and inferior size (as Raymond had begun to unconsciously think of it, the males of what they referred to as 'the Band' were gigantic male specimens). However, as Raymond continued to assess this new group he instinctively understood danger when it came calling. It was most troubling that they had the advantage of knowing from whence he hailed.

Raymond saw this group as the real threat. The Indian had not been readying his arrow for Raymond's heart. But for the hearts that beat opposite him, for there be many. Raymond did a quick tally and thought thirty was a likely total.

This was shaping up badly. At best there would be a battle, at worst he would die Outside while the babe went who-knew-where and Ada ruled his sphere.

It was an unacceptable option. He could not condemn his people to the vileness that was his wife.

Then the Band appeared and everything became terribly simple. For Rowenna held the helpless babe in her arms, her gaze meeting with Raymond's.

Hers held an emotion he did not think she easily embraced.

Surprise and on the tail of that: terror.

 


*

 


Rowenna had a small Band contingent accompany her to the Pathway. Rolland had made himself scarce, begging off because of his scouting duties as Band. Rowenna knew otherwise. He did not wish to see her hand her babe to the man he presumed had created it with her.

How much more awful it would have been had he known it was Harland, not Raymond... who was the child's father? So it was Harland and two other of the Band who flanked Rowenna.

Rowenna had not even tried to feign bravery.

No mother should have to say goodbye to their flesh and blood. This small wonder who had taken the milk from her body, slept next to her for this week past, whose aqua crystalline eyes had quietly followed Rowenna with unnerving intensity as she changed, bathed and cuddled her with soft cooing sounds that Rowenna had never imagined she would utter.

Yet... she had uttered them.

The tears soaked her tunic, Harland physically restraining himself from offering comfort. There were two pairs of eyes on their journey. He could not afford a compromise of Rowenna for any reason.

Her sadness floated away on the bite of autumn wind that lifted their hair, stinging the two men of the Band and the half-blood with the scent they had been trained to recognize.

Fragment.

Jared turned to Harland, his thoughts instantly on Beatrice, her Day to birth quite near, vulnerable at the clan without them. There was a skeleton crew of warriors at the grounds.

His eyes sought the many of the Fragment. His count put their numbers at thirty.

Theirs were three.

They could not prevail. Jared looked at Harland and Robert. All three knew what it meant. As did Rowenna.

It was in that moment of realization that her eyes met Raymond's, her heart stuffed in her throat, she could hardly breathe for its throbbing terror.

Rowenna made an instant decision. She turned her child against her, tightening the papoose, and though she was sore and tired from the birth a week past, she ran to Raymond. The King of the sphere and the Pathway, those things would route her daughter to safety.

Her body remembered and overcame its fatigue, aiding her progress in the truest form of fight or flight response there ever was: a mother saving their child is a fearsome thing to behold.

Harland tore after her, watching the lioness move with her cub strapped to her chest, the wheaten hair a flag of slashing gold behind her, a dot of copper at her front, one hand pressed against the flame of hair on their child, the other around a dagger.

Harland had never been more scared for another nor had he ever thought anything more beautiful than Rowenna as she fearlessly sprinted with their babe toward safety.

Raymond watched her come, a fierce creature, teeth clenched, the babe held with a strong arm, the other outstretched with a weapon at the ready.

The Fragment moved in and they met her blade.

Raymond heard Rowenna's cries. They blended with those of the Red Men in an eerie harmony that would haunt him on his death bed.

“Raymond!” Rowenna screamed.

Raymond met her, an arrow sailing over his head with an ominous whistle.

Up close she looked frightened and young. The babe gave soft whimpers of distress. He had but two heartbeats to admire the large sea-colored eyes and burnt orange hair, like a high-burning flame as a Fragment moved behind Rowenna.

Oh Guardian.

A weaponless Raymond jerked her behind him and looked into the whites of eyes that gave him pause, the manic glee all that lay therein, sanity a theory.

Then the head rolled, a dagger punching from back to front, the tip an angry metal fin at the front of his neck. A boot kicked the vagrant aside and Raymond saw that it was Harland.

Harland and Raymond looked at each other as a moment of silent understanding passed and Raymond nodded his assent. Harland turned, moving into the wall of bodies that was the Fragment.

“No!” Rowenna screamed, the baby beginning to flail and scream, reacting to her mother's distress.

“Rowenna,” Raymond yelled over the fight, the Red Men taking the scalps of those they killed.

Raymond watched the slaughter as if outside his own body. There was none of the romanticism that he had read about in the few books which remained in the sphere.

War was not romantic.

All around the smell of blood was a choking metallic sea, wave after wave crashing against them both. The sounds were not the muted clash of swords but of flesh being tenderized under fists and bone.

Males fell and the Band was overwhelmed, as were the Indians.

Raymond knew what he must do. He had known when Harland had given him a look only another male could understand.

Raymond had understood when Harland told him with his eyes,
I shall not live, but Rowenna and the babe shall... protect them.

Protect them thought the cost be high.

Raymond pulled Rowenna backward as five of the Fragment overcame Harland.

“No!” she screamed again, moving forward and Raymond grabbed her around the waist, jerking her off the ground and lifting her backward.

Leaving Harland for dead they moved to where the remaining Band still stood and Rowenna slipped from his grip, running to Harland, cradling the small baby's head against her chest.

“No, no, no, no...” she cried softly in disbelief, putting her head against Harland's chest.

“If I but had gills...” he tried to gurgle through the wounds of his chest.

“No, do not leave me, dear one... do not leave us!” she said urgently, hitting him on his arm. “I cannot... I cannot, be without you,” Rowenna said, searching his face.

He gave her his eyes, his heart in them as it had always been. “I love you...” he said, his eyes sliding to the babe that was his. When he had his fill he looked at Rowenna again, then his eyes shifted to Raymond's and their stare held.

“I shall,” Raymond answered his unspoken request.

“Do so,” Harland said, choking out his last.

“No!” Rowenna screamed, her head thrown back, the breaking of her heart like shattered glass that fell from the sky like jagged rain.

The remaining Fragment looked at the female, their eyes missing nothing.

Especially the second female held against the first.

The leader moved toward the
sphere-dweller
and the female of the Band. Her mate was dead, leaving her unprotected and exactly like a ripe piece of fruit.

For the taking.

Raymond jerked Rowenna from Harland's still form and ran the few yards with her, stumbling... her grief crippling them.

The familiar undercurrent of the Pathway recognized Raymond's biological signature as it had been programmed to, accepting the bundle that was attached to him without question. Its futuristic technology automatically embedding the new biological organisms with whom he traveled.

The babe and Rowenna had been duly noted and cataloged. They would be recognized as long as they both lived.

The hand of the Fragment passed through Rowenna's hair as she was sucked into apparent nothingness.

He stood motionless as one moment, the female and her baby had stood there taunting him with their nearness, then the next, an arrow rested in the meatiest part of his neck.

He turned, the motion bringing the flint tip deeper, as was its design.

The Indian smiled,
fool, he thought in his native tongue.
Soft and stupid. And with a wail of express joy, the remaining Indians called to the Mother Earth, and she opened her skin to receive the blood of battle that they had spilled.

They wept when every scalp was collected, giving thanks to the earth for its bounty and cleansing of the white skinned scum that roamed without giving back.

Taking, always taking.

However, now they took no more.

Their eyes moved to the strange males that had the white skin but the gills of the meat of the sea.

The Indians approached the strange warrior pair who remained, fascinated by the slit skin at their necks. It moved as they breathed, flaring and nearly disappearing in the exhale.

“Come, Adahy!” the Red Man leader said sharply.

A tall Indian warrior approached, his height unusual for the tribe.

Jared and Robert tensed. The Fragment lay dead yet this new people could be a threat. And they numbered ten. Seasoned warriors. Though they were smaller in stature, they were fierce in battle. To be respected and watched.

“Make the white man words,” he instructed.

Adahy had not always been tribe and he looked at the two warriors with white skin, a burning in his chest.

“He is Band,” Jared whispered.

“He is a Red Man,” Robert answered with puzzlement.

“Kinship recognition,” Jared clarified aloud in amazement.

Adahy scowled at the two warriors, looking at him so strangely. He was a warrior of the Iroquois.

He released his dagger, moving forward.

“Definitely Band,” Jared said dryly, holding his hands up, palms out, in the universal language of peace, as did Robert.

The Red Man leader laid a staying palm on Adahy and he growled low in this throat, his raven's wing black hair tied at his nape, his eyes, a deep mossy green, narrowed on the strangers, his tawny skin rippled with the musculature indicative of all Band.

“Use them,” his Chief commanded in the native tongue of the Iroquois and his shoulders relaxed.

Adahy would much rather kill them and dance the victory dance around the fire as they told their stories.

However, for this moment, he would do as his elder wished.

He used words that fell, rusty and slow from his mouth. They were from another time. A time that he never thought of. It did not matter, it was before his time with the tribe.

The tribe was all that mattered,
they
were his people.

Adahy turned to face males that equaled himself in size. He tried not to think of the coincidence of that, averting his eyes from the slits at their throats. “What do you say?” he asked in halting rudimentary speech.

Jared's jaw dropped. Robert glanced at him. “Let me... let me attend to Harland.”

Jared nodded and Robert went to cover Harland's body and that dagger flashed again.

“No!” Jared yelled for Adahy to stop, “he sees to our dead!”

The massive fist with its deadly spike of metal came shy of digging a hole into Robert.

“Definitely Band,” Robert said.

“I believe I mentioned that,” Jared answered, his eyes wide.

“Yes you did.” He looked back at Harland, his skin cooling, Rowenna had gone into the nothingness of the sky. He might have only been a half-blood but he had enough blood of the Band to fight as a male of honor, throat slits or no.

Adahy gave a short nod and Robert laid his outer tunic over Harland, his sad expression causing Adahy to take note that the battle was over, they were no threat. Though they shared skin color with the other males they had put down like the rabid dogs they were, it was a superficial resemblance.

Adahy sheathed his dagger, straightening, he watched the two that caused his chest to burn with pleasant fire. It felt good. It intimidated Adahy.

Jared looked back at the warrior, cautiously approaching him. When they were within arms reach, Jared looked him over, head to toe.

He was one of us, he marveled,
somehow.

Jared received a similar appraisal. When Robert rejoined him, a grin spread over his face and Jared stuck his hand out.

Adahy looked at the proffered hand curiously and finally he gave a tentative hand back. Jared enclosed it with his own, doing a slow pump.

“We are well-met warrior, very well met,” Jared said.

Adahy gave a tentative smile.

“What does the white flesh say?” his chief asked him in their native tongue.

“He says we are equal.”

“In what?” the Chief asked, looking over the pair of the Band with some distrust.

“War,” Adahy said simply, the thrum of their common ancestry like a lock slipping into place he did not realize needed to be found.

It was a good day.
  



Epilogue

 


Rowenna wailed into Raymond's arms as he patted her awkwardly.

“I cannot abide his absence!” she mourned, the tears running to pool in the hollows of her collarbone.

“Listen to me,” Raymond said, giving her a hard, brief shake, barely staving off the hysteria he saw at the edges of her. The maidservant, Olina, cradled the two babes against either side of her body. The little babe of Rowenna's sucked on Olina's finger.

Rowenna gave up with a sniffle. “This too shall pass. I am sorry that Harland is gone... however,” Raymond raised his finger, practically shoving it underneath her nose, “he wanted you and little...”

“Clara,” she said in a whisper.

“Baby Clara to live more than he wished to keep his own life.”

A silence drew out, the maidservant holding the children to her breasts, both nearing their feeding time. Though little Olive was a month older, the wee red-headed one was brawny and lively, searching for the tit as she sucked on Olina's finger. She fell in love with her as she watched her huge, strange-colored eyes take in the world around them with a keen curiosity. She was a beautiful child.

She would be a marvelous princess, Olina could feel it in her bones. She was interrupted from her musing while her King put sense into the Savage's head. Olina eyed the young woman curiously.

Oh the tales she would love to tell. Though she would not. That was part of the code of royal loyalty. You did not just serve the royals, ye kept their secrets for them as well.

Rowenna dipped her head to her chest, taking a few deep, sucking breaths. She must return. It had already been one day since Harland had died protecting her. Protecting Clara.

Now she must grieve doubly. Rowenna took a deep breath, striving for calm when madness brought on by heartsick grief tried to close in all around her.

For Harland was dead and the wee babe would remain with Raymond.

“Aye, you are right.” Her eyes rose to his, ancient in her experiences and he was so sorry for that. Yet, they were a product of the fates, moved about by the control of forces unseen. Raymond only hoped that the acts they committed now would be for the betterment of all.

Rowenna cupped his face. “I love you, dear Raymond.”

Raymond's gaze softened on this fierce woman before him. The mother of his new charge.

“Get ye back, Rowenna.” His eyes bore into hers, forcing a promise that was too early for her to give. “Wed Rolland, for he wants you. Bear a child that you might keep close to you. Then one day... one day, you shall see your dear Clara again.”

She gazed into Raymond's eyes. A future of happiness only a theory to a girl who was not yet a woman but had lived through much as if she were.

Instead of saying all she wanted, she said none of it, just nodded. If she began she would never stop... Rowenna would never leave. She knew that about herself. Instead, Rowenna walked to where the Pathway began to tug on her body, low and deep.

“I shall not forget you, King Raymond,” she said, her eyes going to the baby whose hair still held her tears, splintered pieces of her heart laying alongside them. Rowenna tore her eyes away from the sight of another woman suckling her daughter and gulped.

Raymond met her grief stricken stare. “And I, you.”

“I will love her as is she were mine, Rowenna,” King Raymond promised.

The tears glittered unshed in her eyes. “I know,” she said in a voice gone low from sadness.

Then Rowenna was gone.

Raymond lowered his head until his chin touched his chest, hands pegged on his hips. He took several, slow methodical breaths. When the babes began their noises near the carriage, he felt he was ready to leave the heartache behind him.

Raymond returned to the Royal Manse, a fed and languid days-old infant in his arms. He looked down and the baby's eyes were at half-mast, holding a small smile on her cupid's mouth. As he watched she gave a little burp of satisfaction from her feed with Olina. Raymond chuckled, brushing the soft tuft of red hair back from her perfect face.

He did not want to forget Rowenna's sacrifice.

An idea struck him.

There lay a dark spot on the royal stairwell, cloaked in shadow, it was gloomy and despondent. Each time Raymond retired for the night he would pass through that turn in the stairs and it would take a little shine off his day.

He would commission a master glass artisan to fashion something that reminded him of sacrifice and honor. It would allow the sunlight in. Mayhap one day, Clara would make her way to that very spot as she moved through the royal domain.

She would see the likeness of her mother's gaze upon her, watching over her until they would someday meet.

It made Raymond lighter to think on it.

The entire ride back to the royal manse was met with the soft lulling pull, lift and subtle bounce of the carriage as it navigated first the dirt floor of the sphere tunnel then the choppy cobblestone of the interior.

The carriage gently lurched to a stop and Raymond smiled as he hopped from the door, his foot barely catching the running boards, so light was his step.

He looked down at Clara with a smile.

There was happiness to be had in this world. One need not look too hard to find it. It was a ready choice.

As Raymond gazed at Clara, he chose her. He chose happiness.

 


*

later

 


Rolland watched Rowenna when she was not aware and smiled. He could not stop the expression.

They had been joined and he now knew her, body and soul, as true mates do.

When she had returned from the world of the sphere, ruined by grief and the sadness of both the loss of her babe and their good friend, Harland, Rolland had attended her. As the months wore on, she had gradually cleaved to him. Not because she was weak, but because she was strong.

In the end, Rowenna wished to survive and heal.

Sometimes Rolland would catch her with a wistful expression that was wounded at the edges and knew she thought of Clara, the babe now raised by another. That shadow of sadness would always linger.

Yet, as he looked at his mate now, Rolland thought that she could be happy again. Would be happy again.

He came to her, wrapping his strong arms around her swollen middle. He brushed his words of love against her temple, the warmth and natural chemistry between the pair causing her to shiver and he tightened his hold. He loved how she reacted to him.

Rolland would die to protect her. Her back was pressed against his chest and she wound her hands backwards into the thick mass of hair at his neck.

He kissed first one arm that lay beside his jaw then the other. Rowenna's words surprised him. “Thank you, Rolland.”

Rolland turned her in his arms, kissing each eyelid, then landing on her soft mouth. Her breath caught and he pressed forward, stealing it, their passion ignited.

“For what?” he breathed, trailing his lips from jaw to collarbone and she groaned in pleasure, the sounds she made worsening his desire instead of abating it.

“For my son,” she said in a tone of soft joy.

That caused Rolland's head to lift. “What say you?” he asked.

Her hands pressed against her distended belly. “It be a boy.”

He cocked a brow. “How would you know?” But a smile bloomed on his hard face, softening it into an expression he reserved for Rowenna alone.

“I just do. And I have a name for him,” she said with a thread of excitement.

“Aye?” He pushed her into the wall, gently pressing against her swollen stomach. “And tell me what you shall name our son?” he said without a trace of sarcasm.

“Maddoc. I wish to name him Maddoc.”

Rolland thought on the name and found he liked it. He grinned down at her. “Maddoc it is....” Then he gave Rowenna a curious look.

“What say you?” she laughed.

“What if it be a girl?” He watched the happiness fade from her face.

Dammit, he had reminded her of Clara. Fool, he chastised himself.

A shadow passed over her face but then like a wayward sun, it peeked out from behind the clouds and her smile was back with a smirk. “Well, it shall not be named Jocelyn!” Rowenna laughed.

“That is fine. I think it most excellent that the worst name be held by the worse female,” he said in a tone of confidence.

“Beatrice,” Rowenna hissed, thinking the babe stood no chance with her as parent.

Rolland pressed his fingers to her lips. “Let us not talk of that she-devil.”

Rowenna looked up into her mate's face of almost one and half years, his tender watch care after the death of Harland and Clara's absence having stolen much of her sadness. “What... shall we discuss?” Her words innocent, her eyes holding violet fire.

Rolland's eyelids slid almost shut at her soft utterance. He held her close and after nearly a full minute of silence replied, “Nothing.”

They did not speak, but much was said.
  


The End
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CHAPTER 1

 


“They have killed all the homing pigeons,” Rowenna mourned as Clara looked about her, the fragment having departed after their nefarious deed was executed with precision. The small bodies of the birds were strewn about the ground, their feathers like lonely pilgrims of purity amongst the graves that stood near at hand.

“Nay,” Bracus began, “we have one that lives at the clan.”

All eyes swept to him and he rolled his bulk into a shrug. “I had sent word but one day past, even now the homing pigeon returns.”

Clara breathed out a sigh of intense gratitude. “We will have an additional sentry stand guard at the portal, day and night. The assurance of which will be the aid that we may procure for this.”

“Methinks the other spheres may now lend an ear, Queen Clara,” Clarence said with surety, a small smile turning up the corners of his mouth.

Clara agreed. She thought it very likely that they might offer assistance. After all, to her knowledge, hers was the only sphere with an active alliance with the clan-dwellers. Of course, the spheres were more populated than the clans. Nonetheless, it would not be overly long before the fate of her sphere was joined by the remaining eighteen.

She would need to journey to her neighboring sphere and visit the king that presided thereof. King Otto.

What a joyous occasion that would be.

Clara looked around her, the afternoon sun of Outside beating down mercilessly against her unprotected skin. But that is not what gave Clara pause. It was the pock-marking of her sphere that stilled the breath in her throat. Clara took in the damage caused by the fragment but one day past and guilt seized her in its iron grip. Had Bracus not just discussed with her a preemptive strike against the very ones that had now peppered the sphere with weapons of salt? Pellets that once launched, burrowed an insidious pathway through the permeable walls of her home.

Damn them.

Clarence shattered the stream of her thoughts like a hammer to glass. “Queen Clara,” he began, nervously wringing his hands together, “let us send word to King Otto that we must call a Gathering.”

To think of being in the presence of that odious man galled Clara. Especially given what had transpired due to the wretchedness of the man.

However, it could not be avoided. She would bring the glad tidings of Prince Frederic's demise. A petty smile, not usually at home on her face, sprung to life and flourished.

“Yes, I do say that shall be a fine idea,” Clara said, lifting her long skirt just enough to clear the grass that rustled in the thin breeze of early winter. The air had bite and she shivered. A hand at her back told her Matthew stood behind her, and she turned as that palm burned its imprint at the base of her spine.

“You are cold. Let us go inside the sphere,” he said, his blue eyes flashing in a face like a berry kissed by summer.

Clara smiled at him, her heart instantly warm, despite a future that held uncertainty and danger. She looked at the Band standing beside her, the dead birds and graves standing sentinel around them. It was portentous. She studied the Band which remained and thought of what she must do, her gaze settling on Rowenna.

Rowenna nodded. “I see the mirror of my feelings upon your countenance, daughter.”

She knew her too well already. Clara dipped her head briefly then met her mother's gaze. “Aye, you speak true.” Clara's eyes traveled the group, all in attendance, even Charles. “We must warn our neighboring sphere.” She looked at Rowenna and held her gaze. “We must also bring assistance from the Bands of the sea.”

“President Bowen must be informed. His Band would fight beside ours. Without question. This affects the mid-western Bands directly,” Matthew said. Bracus nodded in agreement but Maddoc and Edwin looked confounded.

“Who might this fellow be? This Bowen?” Edwin queried.

“He is the president of the mid-western clans,” Charles answered, keeping a civil tongue for once.

Maddoc paced, narrowly missing the graves which lay but four horse lengths from the brass portal that entered the sphere tunnel. He was obviously deep in thought but Rowenna had tarried enough. “Maddoc, do stop strutting about like a nervous Peacock and tell us what you are about.”

He swung on his heel and drilled Clara with his sea colored eyes. “Sister?” His hand palmed his chin thoughtfully as he strode toward her.

“Yes?” Clara asked, puzzled.

“How many spheres are there?”

Clara answered automatically, “There be nineteen in all.”

He laughed and Clara frowned. “Do you not see, we will meet the fragment in battle head-on. Sheer numbers will impel our victory. They cannot stand against us.”

Clara saw his passionate youth, and realized he was but one year younger than she. Maddoc, her half-brother, had seen battle, fought beside warriors without compare, but in life she felt that perhaps he had not the lessons meted out that she had been exposed to. Clara chose her words with caution.

“Maddoc, the people of the spheres do not understand war as the clan-dwellers and obviously, the people of the fragment.”

“That moniker is too generous by far, Clara,” Edwin snorted and she inclined her head in his direction. With the exception of Daniel, she had not encountered one of the fragment that had a good intention. Nary a one.

“Let us get ourselves in the comfort of the sphere,” Charles said, his expression anxious. His look took in the openness of the Outside with distrust.

Clara watched the eyes of the assembled group train on the sphere, the holes in its porous shell widened slightly, even from one day past, when the fragment had started the beginning of the end of the only way of life Clara had ever known. She had much to fight for, she realized. Though it would be fundamentally impossible to gather a resistance between sphere-dwellers and clan-dwellers in a way to cause them to unify against the fragment, she realized it could be their only hope. Of course, that supposition was in place only so long as the dreaded Travelers elected not to reappear at a critical moment and interrupt their lives irretrievably yet again.

Matthew clasped her hand, feeling its iciness and kissed the delicate skin of her wrist where blue veins ran like exquisite lace, intersecting with her palm. His eyes met hers. “Nothing will be fixed Outside with the dead. Let us retreat inside, where the living breathe. We will formulate a plan of victory.”

“Matthew speaks true,” Edwin said and Bracus nodded.

“I'm game,” Daniel said and the groups' brows drew together in confusion. He laughed from his belly. “I am willing to attempt a war in unity so that we may prevail.”

Ah! Clara thought, giving him a rueful smile, his strange speech so much a part of who he was. It seemed most odd to hear him mimic the speech of the sphere.

Matthew dragged her gently behind him while Daniel and Edwin fell in line beside them. When they reached the portal and the four of the Band began to open it, Clara glanced behind her at the Great Forest as she felt the creeping of eyes upon her. She shivered and Matthew pulled her in beside him as they crossed the threshold into the sphere.

 


*

fragment

 


Tucker took the magnifiers he had stolen during a raid and let them fall against his thigh from slim cords of leather, the cold stinging his hands like biting ants. He had the young queen in his sights. He growled low in his throat, lightly slapping the apparatus against his leg. He would have her, and it didn't matter how many of the Band protected her. His reconnaissance spoke perfectly for him. And he had his directive: destroy the spheres, all nineteen. But nothing beyond that. He didn't care that the Travelers hadn't explained why the spheres must be eradicated, only that they be destroyed. He was very much about that. And the fiery queen would be at his mercy.

He felt the presence of another and reluctantly moved deeper into the forest border, obscuring the view of Clara as she turned and looked directly at him before being herded inside the sphere.

The sphere which had the disease of salt he'd laid on it. His smile widened as he turned and faced the one of the fragment that was as cunning as he.

Lyle jerked his head in the direction of the sphere. “How long before the salt works on the walls of that?” he asked, absently picking at a scab that had filth surrounding it. Tucker looked at him with distaste. He certainly understood the lack of easy bathing areas but Lyle of the fragment gave unclean a new meaning. He schooled his expression and responded, “maybe a few weeks. Not long. Even now the Band think they might ready an offensive,” he scoffed. Let them try. There were too few and if he understood the Band (and he thought he had their mindset down to a Science), they would try and communicate covertly with neighboring Bands. At which point they would prepare an alliance of sorts.

Leaving their precious clans without proper numbers.

The fragment would sweep through, burning the great borders of wooden pickets that defended their perimeter. Once inside... well, Tucker grinned with true joy, thinking of the spoils that he and his men could partake in.

“What's the happy face for?” Lyle asked.

“I have a plan that is foolproof. I'll outline it shortly. For now, I need a man to stand guard at this very spot.” Lyle gave a quizzical look but turned to fetch one of his men.

“Wait!” Tucker called out in a low voice. Lyle turned expectantly.

“Make it someone who is as dull as a blade we eat with.”

Lyle grinned. Someone expendable. He understood and had someone in mind.

“Got the perfect person.”

Tucker nodded and turned his back on Lyle. His eyes took in the sphere, lit like a soft beacon as twilight edged around the graceful lines of the dome. His smile returned as pinpricks of lights dotted the surface, the light from inside, leaking out of the holes the battery of salt quartz had made.

Tucker was happy.
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