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Chapter 1

 

"Mother?" K'reeth d'Atran scowled as she stepped into the common room of her family's quarters in the T'bredi enclave. She dropped her pack by the door and swung her cloak off her shoulders.

"Back already?" A'tran teased, looking up from the scrolls spread across the long table that more often than not was used for studying rather than eating. She rubbed her eyes and stroked a few strands of pure white hair behind her ear, which had escaped her elaborate crown of braids.

"We haven't left yet. Tokar lectured me on what to do and not do, as if I haven't taken my students on these overnight trips for the last seven years. Mother, is it too late in the process to cancel the betrothal?" She tugged on the bracelet of fine threads and beads with the emblems of the T'bredi and Tokar's tribe and family line, as if she would snap it off her wrist.

"Cancel?" Her smile softened and she shook her head. "My dear, I can't imagine you want to break off with Tokar over a ridiculous, totally unnecessary lecture."

"That's just the culmination of..." With a loud sigh, she sank down in the chair next to her mother, careful not to disturb the scrolls. "I thought he was gone. He caught up with me while I was flying our birds, and let me know it was extremely undignified for me to take my students on overnight camping trips. He wouldn't actually say he didn't want me to go, of course. For the last moon, he's been doing that constantly, pointing out things he doesn't like, but never asking me to stop or to change. Then he acts very cold to me when I don't do what he wants. When I told him that I had promised my students this trip, and as long as I was a mistrada, I would continue to take students on trips, well...I thought for a moment he would tell me to resign as a mistrada." Another sigh. "Then I realized I hoped he would tell me I had to choose between him and my duties."

K'reeth's thoughts shifted, just for a moment, to the man who had haunted her dreams for seemingly years. He never spoke to her, and never came close enough for her to see the tribe insignias on his clothes--she only knew he was a Wind Walker, with a neat, short beard and piercing gray eyes. She always seemed to wake up just before they could speak. In her heart--perhaps just her imagination--she thought he would never make unreasonable demands on her.

"I find such behavior odd for him," her mother said, frowning pensively. "Your uncle approved of Tokar mostly because he was so forthright. No games of subtlety. Oh, no, I'm not saying I don't believe you. In fact, your sister and uncle both have remarked that Tokar's attitude toward you has changed recently. I think they would break the betrothal if they could."

"Even though we haven't fully formalized it, Tokar acts as if he has total authority over me. And he's trying to remake me to suit him."

"It's about time you woke up to that," K'rin said, startling both of them. She crossed her arms and leaned back against the doorframe.

"I've been waking up, as you put it, for a while now," K'reeth retorted to her sister. Ironically, she seemed to be happiest when she roamed through her dreams, hoping the Wind Walker would appear, and maybe this time speak to her.

"Just in case you're interested, he gave me the same lecture he just gave you--first. Then he acted as if it were my fault that he can't tell us apart." Muffling laughter, K'rin strolled into the room and sat down in the chair on their mother's other side. She tugged on the long braid of green-dyed hair that hung loose, when the rest of her long, straight ebony hair had been pulled back in a braid. 

K'reeth choked on laughter, and the need to ask if perhaps Tokar were losing his mind. The sisters were roughly the same height and build, but K'reeth's hair was rich, dark brown with touches of red, while K'rin's was pure ebony, to match her pure black eyes. K'reeth's were dark hazel. Her sister had the green streak dyed into her hair while she had blue, mimicking the moonbirds that had provided their names. She had a rounded chin, while her sister's had something of a point. They had very similar sharp cheekbones. When their mother had first adopted them, they had played at being twins. Still, everyone could tell them apart. What was wrong with Tokar, that suddenly he couldn't?

"I believe now Tokar was wearing a mask until he convinced me to agree to marry him." K'reeth fingered her blue-dyed braid. 

"Then the question is what he thought he could gain by marrying you." A'tran sat back, resting her elbows on the armrests of her chair and clasping her hands under her chin. "I must admit, I am relieved you wish to be free. Tokar is no longer the man he made us believe him to be for the last five years. As for unweaving the betrothal..."

"It will take twice as long as it took to put it together, walking backwards through the rituals, the questions, the times of contemplation?" K'reeth guessed.

"I will begin the preliminary steps while you are away. Be warned, my dear, the one who instigates the breaking of a betrothal established through the ancient rituals is always examined closely, sometimes with a cruel eye. Everyone will assume that you have acted dishonorably."

"They'll accuse her of immorality? Anyone who knows Ree will laugh," K'rin said.

"It doesn't matter what people know, or think they know," K'reeth said, standing. "All that matters is how I live during the year of purity." She leaned over and hugged her mother, kissing her on the cheek. "I have had no suitors, no temptation, so I can't imagine any arising in the next year. But I need to leave now and take my students on their promised adventure before they come looking for me. Thank you, Mother."

"Be safe, my darling." A'tran waited as her daughters hugged each other, and K'reeth snatched up her pack and cloak and hurried out the door again.

"Well, it looks as if you will be burdened with both of us for a long time to come," K'rin remarked, settling back into her chair. Her lips twitched as she visibly fought not to smile.

"You have never been a burden to me. My only regret is that I did not birth you or your sister. The Winds were kind to bring you to me, to fill my heart and my arms, to bring wholeness out of the pain and terror that tore both of you from your families. But you are wrong, my moonbird." A'tran reached over to briefly cup K'rin's cheek. "I know somewhere out in our swiftly changing world, there are two men who were formed to match with you and your sister, to find completion of mind and heart and soul. We must simply pray Omnistos will move these men to come to you."
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Tremors of pain and anger twined through the mental air, interfering with the faint resonance of a soul that Taron had followed into the Spine of the World Mountains from his home in the High Reaches. The smell of blood came to him on tendrils of the warm, late summer breeze. He followed it, through the shadows of the trees, along the thin trickle of stream until it spilled down into the river maybe twenty paces later, and he came out into bright sunlight.

A young woman knelt in the beaten, bare ground on the opposite riverbank, studying the soil. She wore the distinctive long blue and green patchwork vest-coat of a T'bredi scholar. Blood marred the star signs on her right side. Blue and green knots on her shoulders marked her as a mistrada, a teacher. She wobbled slightly as she got to her feet again.

"Mistrada, do you need help?" Taron called. He froze when she turned to face him, and her angular features stiffened to angry alertness rather than fear.

He knew her face.

The face he had seen for two years in the dreamplain, always at a distance, always vanishing when he got close enough to speak with her. It was her resonance he had followed so far from his home territory.

"Wind Walker." She stood straight again, but kept her hand on her knife. "Please, if you can..." She gestured down the bank, and now Taron could see the signs of disturbance in the dirt. "Marauders attacked me and my students. They took the girls." Her voice strained for a moment.

"How long ago?" Taron gestured down the bank and started walking. If he remembered correctly, there was a crossing maybe another ten minutes of walking downstream.

She glanced at the sun. "Less than an hour." She started down the bank as well.

"How badly are you wounded?"

"Most of the blood was Dioni's. He leaped to defend his sister and the brute taking her stabbed him. I bandaged him the best I could and sent all the boys back to the enclave for help."

"But you are wounded?" He frowned, remembering the pain that had shattered the sweet music of her resonance. Physical pain as well as emotional.

"Not enough to make me sit on my backside and shirk my responsibility." 

It amused him a little, to realize under his concern for her, he felt nervous. Soon, he would know why she fled the dreamplain whenever he came close enough to speak. Perhaps she had never seen him clearly? Because certainly she should have recognized him by now--but she didn't react at all.

They reached the crossing place, and Taron hurried across the tall stepping-stones piled up in the water to reach her side of the river. 

"Thank you for helping," she said, when he was on her side of the river. She stopped, her mouth open with unspoken words, and her eyes widened as she stared at him.

That answered that question--she did recognize him.

"Mistrada." He gave her a bow of head and shoulders. "We have met in the dreamplain."

"That's impossible."

"It is true. I have come here seeking you."

"But I can't enter the dreamplain." She took a step back. "I'm--I was born Na'huma. How can I have gifts?" She shook her head. "No. Later. The girls are more important."

"Of course." He gestured down the bank, and in moments they were walking rapidly, side-by-side. He could almost smile at how hard she fought not to stare at him.

Close to her now, Taron was intrigued with the blue-dyed hair woven into the braid on the left side of her dark head. She caught him studying her hair and flushed, reaching up to touch the dyed strands.

"I am Taron, Wind Walker to the High Reaches." He pressed his right hand over his heart in salute.

"K'reeth, daughter of High Mistrada A'tran of the T'bredi." A soft bubble of laughter escaped her when he frowned, confused. "Why am I named for one of the moonbirds?" She shrugged, the gesture ending in a wince, and Taron guessed she had irritated her wound. "My sister and I were called the moonbirds even before our mother adopted us. We were both orphans, and we latched onto each other from the day we were brought to the T'bredi for shelter. When we stood up to the bullies, well, the name stuck. Mother thought it appropriate."

"And you are just as fierce protecting your students as the moonbirds protect their chicks."

"Fierce, yes. Successful, well, we shall see." Her mouth flattened in a grim line.

"How many were they?" He gestured at the signs of multiple feet in the damp dirt, little feet and large feet. "I see no sign of horses."

"Thank the Winds for that." K'reeth nodded. "Four men, with four girls, the oldest is eleven, the youngest six. All strong-willed girls." One corner of her mouth quirked up. "All smart. Smart enough to be a handful. Let us hope they give those brutes trouble, but not enough to justify hurting them."

Taron noticed a splotch in the dirt and paused to study it. He touched it, and it was damp. He sniffed his finger. "Blood."

"I managed to wound two of them. One in the arm, the other in the leg. Hopefully that will slow them."

"If they took less time to tend their wounds than you did." This close, he could see the half-dried stain of dark red on the bandage tied around her upper arm, through the long slit in her sleeve. The fact that it was drying encouraged him. If K'reeth was still bleeding, she wouldn't be in any condition to fight to rescue her students when they caught up with the kidnappers. "You'll tell me when you start feeling faint or ill?"

"K'rin is the impetuous one, just like her namesake. Sometimes I'm too cautious and sensible." K'reeth smiled a little more, and Taron thought he caught a sparkle in her eyes.

As they walked, they only talked sporadically, focusing on their surroundings, watching the signs of feet on the bank ahead of them, listening for voices or footsteps. Taron already despised men who would attack a group of children and their teacher. His estimation of them dropped a few more notches as he and K'reeth followed the trail. Anyone with common sense would get away from the soft soil along the riverbank that marked their trail as clearly as if they painted blazes on the rocks and trees along the way. Either they were lazy, or they had a headquarters or camp ahead of them.

"What?" K'reeth asked, and rested her hand on his arm. Taron realized he had inhaled a little too loudly.

"I just realized--if they didn't have horses, and they're staying on the river instead of trying to lose pursuit in the trees--"

"They have boats, a camp waiting up ahead." She nodded, her mouth flattening again. "I thought of that. But Uncle Akuar regularly patrols through here, because we take our students on overnight trips. They can't have an outpost." She looked at the hand she still rested on his arm, and withdrew it. "But that doesn't discount the possibility of boats. Although why they would leave their boats so far down the river and walk all that distance on the off chance of finding someone to attack..."

"Well, when we catch them, we'll have to ask what brought them."

"When we catch them." She nodded.

"K'reeth." He caught hold of her hand, and flinched a little when he felt the faint stickiness of dried blood on her damp skin. "I do swear, as a Wind Walker, and on my own honor, I will stay with you until your students are safe."

"Thank you," she whispered, and squeezed his hand.

It felt right to keep hold of her hand as they continued walking, and Taron realized he was more than a little pleased that she didn't try to free it.

Up ahead, the river bent sharply to the right. A sand bar stuck out into the water, and the opposite bank was a long, gravelly slope. On their side of the river, the ground rose up above their heads and was covered by thick brush. Taron slowed his steps and K'reeth did likewise almost immediately. That pleased him, and he realized with some amusement that he expected a woman of the scholarly clan to be less skilled in woodcraft, less alert to the physical world.

If they had met in the dreamplain--despite her being Na'huma--and had followed that sense of her all the way here, a bond lay between them. Working together would only deepen it.

"If this were a teaching tale," she whispered, tipping her head closer to him, "the kidnappers would be waiting in ambush on the other side of those bushes."

"We have the same teaching tales, I see."

The T'bredi were a scholarly tribe, with members taken from all the Ayanlak, devoted to scholarship, healing, and the preservation of Ayanlak history as a whole. It pleased him to find even little things in common between his clan and hers.

"What should we do? Go to the right and circle around?" she continued, dropping her voice even lower, and gesturing to where the land dropped down again. Taron assumed the land was a ridge here made of rock that resisted the wearing of water and wind, making the river bend around it.

"That depends on how wet the sand bar is." He reluctantly let go of her hand as they approached the place where the bank sloped down to the water. They paused while he took a step out onto the sandbar, testing it with his foot, then bending to touch it. Then Taron saw the scuffed footsteps trail through the sand, heading toward the water. He looked at K'reeth, and from the angle of her head, the direction of her gaze, he knew she had seen the same thing. The kidnappers and the girls had crossed the river here.

"Taron." She pointed, and broke into a run. He followed.

A child stumbled through the thick brush leading down to the shallows on the other side of the river. She was nearly swallowed up by the bushes and river grasses, and Taron estimated they were barely to his hips. All he could make out was a golden-white head of long hair.

His first thought was--Na'huma. He wondered what a Na'huma child was doing this far into Ayanlak territory. Then he remembered with a jolt that K'reeth had named herself Na'huma.

"Neetsa!" K'reeth waved an arm as she ran toward the child.

The little girl let out a shriek and changed direction. Taron passed K'reeth, a flicker of apprehension making him pick up pace. He followed the sense of danger that came to him on the breeze, like a ribbon of foul smoke in the air. Five steps later, he caught a glimpse of movement. Two more steps and it resolved into the head of a man above the tall grasses--and coming closer. Taron bared his teeth in a fierce grin as he realized how far the child had gotten in her flight before her captor came after her.

Neetsa slowed when she saw Taron coming toward her. She turned to look over her shoulder and immediately tripped and stumbled. She caught herself, and swerved away from him, her eyes widening in fear.

"Trust the Wind Walker!" K'reeth called from behind him. Immediately, the child's expression brightened and she turned back to Taron. He reached the girl in a few more steps.

"Keep running!" He gestured behind himself toward K'reeth, and aimed himself at the girl's pursuer.

The man didn't stop, but pulled a knife from his belt and held it out in front of him so the sun glinted off the blade. Taron shook his head at the foolish bravado. A man who ran with an unsheathed knife was asking the Winds to trip him, and risk falling on that blade.

Then they were on each other. Taron feinted to the right and went in low, under the sweep of the knife. He toppled the bandit off his feet with a satisfying thud-oof that knocked the wind out of him. Stunned, the man tried to roll over. Taron whipped out his longer blade and cracked the man across the back of his head with the stone handle. He spasmed and went limp.

Too easy.

Taron turned, looking back the way his opponent had come, expecting the other three men to be on his heels. Then again, marauders had more vanity than common sense. If a big man couldn't handle a little girl, he was no use to their team. There would be no one to back him up.

"But they'll come soon enough," Taron murmured as he went to his knees and searched the man.

"They won't move on without him," K'reeth said, coming up to join him with Neetsa astride her hip. The little girl trembled and hid her face in the woman's collar.

"Two choices." He decided to tie the man with his own bootlaces. If he managed to work free, it would be at the cost of breaking them, which would make travel harder, his boots falling apart with every step he took. "We either tie him and run back the way we came, and know that eventually his friends will be coming after us, and angry."

"Or we attack while they still think they're safe."

"You think like a warrior."

"My uncle commands the enclave's warriors. Knowledge is power and wealth, and must be guarded." K'reeth smiled a little more, and a faint flush of pink touched her cheeks in response to his admiring smile. Then she went pale again, and he knew she had just thought of a third choice and response to their situation--the kidnappers could realize they were being followed, cut their losses, and kill the other three captive girls.

"We attack," Taron offered softly.

"The wisest choice." She nodded, and gestured for him to lead the way. 

By this time, he had finished tying the downed man, who still showed no signs of awakening. K'reeth glanced down at him and paused infinitesimally. Taron thought perhaps she wanted to kick him. That amused him, and he admired her restraint and maturity.

They were silent as they followed the trail through the brush. The landscape undulated up and down, and the bushes and tall grasses made it hard to tell until he was almost on top of a downward slope. Taron slid through the growth as quietly as possible, using all the skill of years of training. K'reeth was nearly as silent, only the brushing of her clothes on the branches and grasses giving her away. 

The trail of broken branches and trampled grasses turned to the right at the bottom of a long depression in the landscape. By this time they had been moving along for a good ten minutes. Taron was impressed with Neetsa's speed. Under the debris of leaves and moss, he felt pebbles, and guessed that this served as a streambed not too long ago. 

Then he heard voices. He raised one hand and K'reeth stopped. Their gazes met. He nodded to the child, then gestured at the ground. 

"Neetsa," she whispered, and bent to put her down. "We are going to free the others. You must stay here and be very quiet, and hide."

Neetsa let go of K'reeth with visible reluctance. The solemnity on her round face, the redness and swelling from recent tears in her eyes, pulled at Taron's heart and hardened his resolve. The child looked up at him, questions in her eyes. She leaned in closer to K'reeth and whispered so softly all he heard was the sibilants.

"Of course he will free them. He is a Wind Walker. Omnistos sent him to help us." K'reeth met his gaze momentarily, then raked Neetsa's tangled hair out of her face, kissed the child's forehead, and turned her to face up the slope on their right. "See that hole under that big bush? Curl up in there, and don't come out until I whistle the duku's lullaby."

Taron shook his head in admiration when the child obeyed without hesitation. They waited until Neetsa was completely hidden among the branches and shadows in the gap under the bush. He certainly hadn't seen that hole. Of course, he hadn't been looking for a hiding spot for a child, either.

They continued down the old streambed, listening to the voices. He made out three voices--a good sign. They were all together. No one had taken sentinel duty, meaning they suspected nothing yet. When the voices were clear enough to make out individual words, the trail swerved to the left, up over the bank of the old streambed. Taron made out the breaks in the underbrush where Neetsa and her pursuer had come through.

Together, they crept up the slope to the ridge that was above their heads when standing in the old streambed. Just before they reached the top, they went to their hands and knees, then lay flat to look over the edge and down.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Three men in leathers and bits of castoff Na'huma uniforms stood with their backs to the ridge. Three girls huddled in the gaping pit formed when a massive tree was toppled in a storm. With the broken ends of the roots overhead, it made an effective temporary prison. Taron couldn't tell by looking at the girls if their captors had done anything worse than slap them around. He glanced at K'reeth. She looked away from her narrow-eyed study of the girls, met his gaze, and nodded.

Beyond the ridge, the landscape turned relatively smooth, sloping upward to the foothills. These men weren't planning on escaping by boat.

K'reeth rested her hand on his wrist, jolting him with a soft shock both felt and heard, like a harp string plucked in his chest. Her eyes widened and for a heartbeat they stared into each other's eyes. She had definitely felt something. Taron wanted to pursue the questions starting to pile up in his mind, but this was not the time or place. As if she had heard his thoughts, K'reeth frowned and gestured to the right with a tip of her head, moving back a little so he could see beyond her. Taron nodded, understanding what she had seen--the ridge sloped down abruptly a short distance beyond them. They could go around it and come up on the men from an unexpected direction.

Then she gasped softly and gestured at the captives with a jerk of her chin. Taron looked, and saw the oldest girl stared at them. Her big black eyes widened and her misery fell away, changing to surprise. He felt K'reeth stir next to him and turned to her, to tell her to stay still. She pressed her index finger to her lips, signaling the child to be quiet. She made small, sharp gestures with the fingers of both hands, moving so swiftly he couldn't have followed them. Obviously the girl did, because she looked away, and wrapped her arms around the two smaller girls, pulling them close. K'reeth met Taron's gaze and slid back down the ridge, putting it between them and the kidnappers.

"You have to teach me that language," he whispered as he joined her.

K'reeth blushed again and grinned. "They'll stay quiet, and not warn those men. That's all that matters." She managed not to hiss her sibilants in her whisper. "What should we do?"

"How is your wound?" He tugged on her slashed sleeve without waiting for her answer, and lightly pressed two fingers against the stained bandage. It didn't feel wet. He didn't want to risk opening it up again in battle, but he couldn't handle three men alone. "I'll go around," he whispered, leaning close enough loosened strands of K'reeth's hair brushed his face. "You climb back up and keep watch. When you see me signal, shriek as loudly as you can to distract them. How did you fight them off before?" 

"I know some basic jali'tay. I knocked one unconscious before they came at me from two sides and cut me. Then Dioni was cut and..." She shrugged, then her expression hardened. "We must keep them away from the girls, so they can't use them as shields."

"You get between them and the girls...and I will do my best to become a wind spout and hit them all at the same time."

"Be careful." 

Taron hesitated, captured by the flecks of green and gold in her eyes. He wanted to clasp her hand, but feared another pleasant jolt like before might distract him. The topic of this bond between them had to wait until after the girls were safe.

Please, Omnistos, make it soon, he prayed, as he hurried down the last length of the streambed, to where it sloped upward and flattened out.

He paid close attention to the three voices as he crept through the underbrush and circled around the last of the ridge. The discussion grew a little louder, and the men interrupted each other more. They argued about something that had happened days before, with no hint of concern for their fourth man. That was what he wanted and needed.

Please, blessed Omnistos, favor us. Keep K'reeth and her students safe. Give me the alertness and skills and strength to accomplish this. Send the Winds to give me their aid.

He caught movement through the screen of tall grasses in front of him. Taron went from his knees to his belly. He paused long enough to be sure the men all had their backs to the grass that hid him, so they wouldn't discern any movement and be warned. Then he crept forward again, crouched down, ready to leap.

"What's taking him so long?" one man snapped, gesturing for the other two to be quiet. Then he turned and looked up to the top of the ridge where their missing man had chased Neetsa--and where K'reeth's face was just visible among the branches.

The man swore and his friends turned their backs on Taron. He launched himself at the nearest man, at the same moment K'reeth let out a shriek worthy of a real moonbird as she scrambled up to the top of the ridge and leaped off at the man who had spoken.

Taron took his man down, slamming him face-first into the dirt. His head hit a moss-covered rock with a dull thud. The man went limp. One down--two left to fight.

For a single heartbeat, as he looked around, he saw K'reeth turning smoothly on one foot, using her other leg for leverage, and whipping off her vest coat to blind her opponent. Then the third man came after him, a knife in each hand. Taron ducked and twisted sideways and drew his knife. His opponent apparently liked knives long enough to go all the way through a man, extending his reach. With luck, that made him arrogant and careless.

"Girls! Go!" K'reeth snapped out between breaths as she dodged her man. She glared at him while he grinned, teeth bared.

"Should have taken you, too. Spirit like that fetches a lot of money," he said, letting out a rasping chuckle. He was out of breath already, a good sign for K'reeth.

Behind him, Taron heard the three girls let out shrieks. His opponent looked past him, eyes widening in disbelief. Taron dove in, leading with his knife in that split second of distraction. His blade glanced off a rib, earning a stream of breathless curses from his opponent. He pulled back, yanking his knife sideways to do more damage. 

Fire glanced off his shoulder and the impact of the blow behind the knife knocked him sideways. Taron rolled with the force and kicked sideways, trying to ward off his opponent while vaulting to his feet. Hot wet ran down his arm, but he ignored it as his boot connected with something solid. The other man let out another curse.

Taron staggered away several steps, off balance. He turned, flipping his knife to the hand of his uninjured arm, raising the bleeding one for a shield. His opponent shuffled to the right, his gaze focused on Taron's bleeding shoulder. Taron turned left, watching him and straining his ears to decipher the shrieks and scuffling sounds and male curses coming from behind him. 

The man tried again for Taron's shoulder, and he again stepped sideways, turning, so they circled. Now he could see K'reeth's battle. All three girls clung to the man, one on each arm and the largest girl clutching the man's legs from behind him. K'reeth darted in with a dirt-crusted rock, swinging it up high over her head with both hands.

Taron sensed movement and swung hard, catching his opponent in the face with his elbow, but the long knife slid through his defenses, slashing across his chest. A thin line of fire crossed just below his breastbone.

Time to end this.

Letting out a yell that made his opponent flinch, Taron flung himself backwards, landing on his hands and flinging his legs up in the air--with one booted foot hitting his enemy's hand and the other connecting sharply under his chin. The other man's yell cut off with a loud snap of his teeth clacking together and a muffled snap of his head jerking back, and half a heartbeat later the clatter of his knife hitting a stone. 

Taron finished his somersault, landed on his feet, and tackled his man, knocking him to the ground and slamming his head down hard. The man convulsed under him and then was still.

He stayed kneeling on the kidnapper's chest and looked for the other two men. The first was still unconscious. The other was buried under the girls, who looked both terrified and furious as they bounced on him. The oldest, biggest girl had both her feet on his arm, and bent over, pressing her hands on his backside.

"Taron?" K'reeth staggered over to him, her hands pressed to her wounded shoulder.

Something clutched in his chest when he saw the fresh red seeping between her fingers.

"Your girls should train for soldier," he offered, raising his voice. "They terrified me for a moment there."

All three girls giggled, though there was more hysteria than humor in the sound. Taron was encouraged. Being able to strike back at their captors and help free themselves would go a long way toward healing. 

"Help me tie up these brutes, then we need to take care of your arm," he said.

"I'm fine. What about you?" K'reeth held out a bloody hand. She sighed and shook her head, with the same pursed-lip expression of exasperation his twin, Tayree, wore when he was being oblivious. She gently tugged open the new, bloodstained flaps in his leather vest and the shirt underneath it. He hissed when a tingling, stinging sensation shot through him.

K'reeth flinched and yanked her hands back. Had she felt that, too?

He put the puzzle aside for later. It took less time for K'reeth to ascertain her students were unharmed, other than being frightened and angry and bruised from being dragged across the landscape. Taron listened to her questions and the girls' responses and offered up silent thanks to the Winds and Omnistos that they had been able to free the girls before the men had time or opportunity to do worse.

He had his second man tied up--again with his own bootlaces--when he remembered Neetsa, still waiting on the other side of the ridge. Taron nearly called to her, then remembered K'reeth's instructions. He bent over the third man and pulled off his belt.

"What about Neetsa?" he called over his shoulder.

"Idiot, idiot," K'reeth snarled as she scrambled up the slope and over the ridge.

The three girls came over to watch Taron loop the man's belt through the bindings for all three prisoners, tying them together.

"Mistrada K'reeth says Omnistos sent you to help us," the oldest girl said. She managed a fairly steady smile, but held her hand against the left side of her face, not quite covering the ugly bruise that spread from chin to eye socket.

"Your mistrada is a very smart woman." A rustling in the bushes signaled K'reeth coming back down with Neetsa riding her hip, braced with her good arm. "All right, everyone is here. Now we bandage that arm."

The sun was sinking behind the mountains by the time their party reached the place on the riverbank where Taron and K'reeth had first met. They had been quiet on the return journey. It was more than exhaustion and pain. The girls seemed as loathe to speak in front of their prisoners as Taron was to ask K'reeth about this link between them. They escorted the four kidnappers, bound together closely enough to make it impossible for them to run, yet let them move. Taron walked behind the four men, herding them along, using their own weapons to prod them. K'reeth and the girls led the way, also armed with confiscated knives. 

Now back at their starting point, Taron called a halt, unslung the pack from his back and considered his provisions. What had been enough for him for seven or eight more days of walking, supplemented by foraging, wouldn't be enough to feed four girls recovering from a terrifying experience, let alone K'reeth, him, and their prisoners. Keeping the children busy would help their recovery, delaying the time they sat down and really thought about what had happened to them. He looked around at the riverbank, the plants, the signs of animal life, and assessed their supplies and what the Winds had provided.

"Do you girls know how to weave fishing nets of grass?" he asked. 

"Do you use a loom, or a hook?" the oldest, Dayana asked. She looked interested, and that encouraged Taron. He had caught her rubbing the bloodstains on the front of her dress several times--blood from her younger brother, who had been wounded defending her.

"Just your fingers." He grinned, remembering how his own twin had been, despite being raised by their two older brothers. "And spit."

The other girls made faces and disgusted sounds, but they also looked amused. The four marauders, who had learned to keep silent after several dozen slaps from the long knife on their backsides, looked like they wanted to make filthy or disparaging remarks. 

Taron showed them which of the grasses growing on the edge of the tree line to harvest, after tethering their prisoners. None of the four showed any resistance, and that worried him, so he triple-checked their bonds. This was the best time for them to make an attempt to break free, when they were separated from each other and he was busy concentrating on one at a time.

K'reeth worked on a fire while the girls were busy with the grasses. She looked up every few moments to study the four prisoners, her frown growing a little harder every time.

"What are you thinking?" he asked, lowering his voice as he squatted next to her.

"Besides being glad my girls like fish?" She tried to smile, and turned away to drop some more twigs on the fire. "Why are they so cooperative? Shouldn't they be trying to get away?"

"Unless they want to come with us," he said, pleased to know they thought along the same lines.

"They weren't supposed to be raiding." Her voice dropped to little more than a whisper, and she turned her head away from the men. "They're spying. Preparing for a raid."

"They're fools. Arrogant fools. Everyone knows the T'bredi enclave has the most stringent defenses of any two clan chieftains put together."

"True, but Uncle sometimes says we are arrogant, thinking that our neutrality protects us. We are highly valued for our scholarship, our preservation of Ayanlak history, and our research into healing and the arts, but we are not sacrosanct. Wind Walkers are supposed to be sacrosanct, just like scholars, but I dare you to say no one attacks you."

"Some see Wind Walkers as slaves of all." He nodded, thinking of his twin sister and the problems she had endured when Palan, the Keerlagor heir had pursued her. 

"If I were trying to find a way into a very secure fortress..." She flashed him a bitter smile. "They couldn't control themselves, their greed. They decided capturing some girls to sell was more important than their mission to spy. But now they're back on the path, and they could be trying to find our most secure path into our core, by cooperating for now."

He sighed. "I wish I had a weaker conscience. I'd let them starve, and I wouldn't have washed their wounds before we started walking."

Dayana interrupted them then with an armful of grasses. Taron suspected K'reeth was relieved to have the subject put aside--most definitely not dropped. He turned to showing the girls how to squeeze the sticky sap out of the ends of the grasses and use it to seal and waterproof the knots that bound the grasses together. Neetsa gave up after only a few lopsided squares formed of the grasses, and he gave her a task of gathering up pebbles to use to weight the bottom of the net. Taron wove as much as the other three girls put together, and he laughed when he called a halt to the weaving and found K'reeth had woven an equally large square of netting. In a few moments, they had bound all their pieces together into one lopsided net. He showed them how to braid the remaining grasses into ropes to control the net, and bound the edges around the weight stones.

None of the girls wanted to go into the water with him, to wade out knee deep and watch the fish drifting along with the current. K'reeth set them the task of gathering roots and herbs to round out their meal, while she settled down on the bank, tended the fire, and kept an eye on their prisoners.

Taron suspected her arm was giving her trouble, now that they were sitting still. It had been a rough day for her. He admired her dedication and determination. She had earned her ranking of mistrada because she had not only proven herself a diligent scholar, but trustworthy with young minds and hearts. 

"What's that smile for?" K'reeth asked. That sparkle returned to her eyes when he could only laugh at first.

"I never thought...to be a good mistrada, you have to love your students, don't you?"

"Of course. We must love truth and knowledge, and we must love sharing it and helping young minds grow and learn. But even more, we must love the young ones entrusted to us. I wish that I could stay with my students all through their years of education, but I will pass them on to another teacher, who will take them into their differentiation years."

"Differentiation?"

"Among the T'bredi, we teach the basics for the first six years of education, then the students are allowed to specialize--agriculture, history, healing, geography, diplomacy. We certainly have need of that, with the Na'huma threatening to expand their territory again." She snorted softly. "If they don't kill themselves off, ignoring the warnings, the patterns. In another twenty years, the only Na'huma left might be the children who were rescued from destroyed settlements, and adopted."

"Is that what happened to you? And to Neetsa?" he added, gesturing to where the fair-haired child dug with a pointed rock for roots.

"Most Na'huma stay close to their colony. But some want to be friends. They trust us and come out in family groups to settle. They even ask what territory is safe, what is open for settling. Those people survive very well. Others...they think they are entitled to go anywhere they wish, and when we warn them about dangerous territory, they accuse us of lying and trying to frighten them away. And they settle into the very path of destruction. We have learned to keep watch and let them destroy themselves."

"And you rescue the children." 

"Oh, not us, not the T'bredi in particular. Others closer to the Na'huma settlements bring us the orphaned children. We teach them our language and ways and find them homes with tribes who will not care if they are Na'huma, the children of invaders. They see only children."

Taron muffled a curse when a sudden weight in the net reminded him of what should have been his focus. K'reeth laughed as he struggled to wrap the net around four large fish that had swum into its folds and got themselves tangled. He laughed at himself as he wrestled their dinner up onto the bank. He noted with some satisfaction there was more than enough for all of them to stuff themselves for dinner.

"Why are the rescued children brought first to the T'bredi?" he asked, when he had the fish up on the bank and their heads neatly severed. 

"I suppose that's mostly my fault," K'reeth said as she reached for the first fish to gut it.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"You? How?"

"I was the first Na'huma child rescued. The gocagi migration across the Scolasi Plains destroyed a Na'huma settlement. Uncle Akuar escorted scholars who came to reason with the settlers, explain the danger, and urge them to abandon everything. They were driven away, but a few settlers tried to make peace, tried to learn our language." She paused, staring unseeing at the gutted fish in her hands. "Those men and women, who wanted peace and understanding, were killed in the rescue effort when the gocagi destroyed the settlement. I like to think that some of them were my kin."

Taron understood. Who wouldn't want to believe they were related to the peacemakers, rather than the arrogant fools who drove away the T'bredi delegates? In a choice between martyrs for peace, or brutes who deserved destruction, he knew who he would want for kin.

He took the chance to study her features again, and decided that if she had not told him, he never would have known. Not like with Neetsa. The ancestors of the Ayanlak were of one genotype--dark hair, dark eyes, wheat-colored skin. Every once in a while, someone had green eyes or even blue or gray eyes, like him, and sometimes with a touch of red in their hair. 

K'reeth caught him studying her face, and offered a lopsided smile. "Horrified to be in the presence of a Na'huma?"

"You are a T'bredi mistrada. My Uncle Rhovas believes the Na'huma come from the same self-destructing star empire that the Ayanlak ancestors fled, so we are all one people. So what does it matter?"

"The Na'huma claim they are the only true people, and the Ayanlak are animals in the form of people." She sighed. "And there are some Ayanlak who say we are two different species, and therefore no children can come from intermarriage."

"Well, when Ayanlak and Na'huma marry, then we will know." He stood up from his gutted fish and kicked the offal into the river. He needed to move, to fight the sudden, inexplicable dropping sensation in his belly.
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Taron heard a horse snort, then the muffled plodding of hooves in the underbrush behind them, just as he and K'reeth bent to pull the fish on their makeshift spits of green branches off the fire. He grinned, imagining her ire if he threatened the welfare of their supper, even if it was to react to approaching warriors. Chances were good these people were T'bredi warriors, coming in response to the boys K'reeth had sent back to the enclave. The timing was right. 

"It smells divine," K'reeth said as they put the fish down on a mat of herbs. Then she frowned and glanced over his shoulder. "Of course, you don't show up until there's food to serve you." Her pretty mouth turned down in a frown and Taron turned to look at the newcomers.

A roar of laughter burst from the big, one-eyed warrior leading the rescue party. He dismounted, almost leaping from his horse. Taron thought the ground shook as the big man ran to K'reeth. She stayed where she was, fists jammed into her hips, holding onto her scowl with decreasing success, until the warrior caught her up in his arms and swung her around once. Then she tipped her head back and laughed and kissed both his cheeks.

Taron found it hard to move until he dealt with the hot, tight flash of something unpleasant through his gut and his soul. He prayed that was K'reeth's Uncle Akuar.

"Wind Walker." Another man, nearly as big, but at least a generation younger, approached Taron and saluted him with a clenched fist to his chest. "Thank you for helping Mistrada K'reeth."

"Definitely help. She would have retrieved the girls by herself, if the Winds hadn't sent me," Taron said.

"With difficulty," K'reeth said, coming over with her uncle to join them. "My basic plan was to just find them, assess the situation, and wait until dark to get the girls away, if I could."

"And if not, I hope you would have had the sense to come meet us." Akuar saluted Taron. A low, rumbling chuckle escaped him when K'reeth shrugged, mischief in her eyes.

Taron was relieved to let the other warriors take charge of the prisoners. They also carried provisions to fill out their meal, including bowls and utensils. The girls cheered the introduction of sweets almost as loudly as they greeted their rescuers. He stayed quiet and let the girls tell their side of the kidnapping while they ate. He was impressed with the training the T'bredi instilled in even the youngest, because the girls fell into the ritual storytelling pattern, even to the point of passing on the story to the next person who acted or was affected. He nearly choked on the mouthful of sweet grass tea he had just taken from a jar when Dayana narrated her portion in proper cadence and rhyme.

"She hopes to be a History-Singer when she is grown," K'reeth murmured, leaning close enough her hair brushed his shoulder and bared wrist.

"It would be a waste if she was not." He shared a smile with her and they turned back to listening to the girls.

He felt some slight embarrassment when the girls related their version of his battle with the kidnappers, beating his enemies with one blow, and how Mistrada K'reeth had led them in battle. From the proud grins of the warriors, this tendency to exaggeration had been learned from them. Taron reflected that despite the size of the T'bredi enclave, with hundreds of students, the warriors knew each child well enough to be concerned for their welfare, and to have some influence in their lives. He admired that, especially after what he had learned from K'reeth--rescued Na'huma children were first brought to the enclave, educated, then given to families who would treasure them.

"Most often, the ones who find the children want to keep them," Akuar said, when Taron asked him about it after the meal, while the girls went down to the river to wash and to have their minor injuries tended again.

"Who found K'reeth?"

"I did. I can still see the dust in the air, smell the gocagi stink, as they came through the narrow pass, just north of that settlement. Gocagi don't like being crowded together." The old warrior frowned, his eyes focused on a distant place and time. "When they get out into open air again, then panic hits them and they spread out and just run. I led the warriors who went down to try to warn the settlers, but it was too late. Everything was trampled, buildings and Na'huma machines and people."

"How did she escape?"

"Ha!" His somber expression split in a wide grin. "She climbed a tree, and when the gocagi made the tree shake, she climbed the highest limb until it bent and put her down into another tree, and then she climbed another, until she walked across the top of the trees to get away from the beasts." He inhaled sharply. "My men and I couldn't get to her. All we could do was watch and beg Omnistos to keep her safe, guide her hands and feet, until she passed beyond the danger. And she threw nuts and twigs at the gocagi that passed underneath her. Fierce, she was. Only five, six years old. She climbed down from the last tree into my arms. She didn't cry, didn't say a word, while we searched the wreckage for her people. I didn't let go of her until the next day when we rejoined my sister and her assistants, and I gave K'reeth into her arms. On our journey home, we did find some signs of Na'huma survivors, though."

"But you didn't give K'reeth to them? Why not?"

"They attacked a party of Wacogu who had come down from the foothills to fish. We arrived too late to do anything but bury the dead and ease the suffering of the dying. One child survived. My sister adopted her as well."

"K'rin. Yes, K'reeth mentioned her." Taron shook his head. "The Winds brought good out of great sorrow. Perhaps it was to balance the debts, that the girls should grow up together."

"My sister thought so as well." A muffled snort escaped the old warrior. "But it was a great...adjustment for us. An unmarried mistrada and her warrior brother, saddled with two moonbird sisters in the bodies of children."

Taron thought for a moment before he understood, and then he laughed.

They decided to start back to the enclave, instead of making camp. Just in case the kidnappers had partners who would come looking for them if they didn't return in time.

"Wind Walker...did my niece come up with the theory of the spies, or did you?" Akuar asked, during the bustle of loading the girls onto horses with their rescuers.

"We came up with it at the same time. She thinks like a warrior."

"That she does." He nodded, eyes narrowed as he studied Taron's face for another moment. "Ree, have you considered taking your sister's color?" he called, raising his voice.

"Even the motherly bird can be fierce, Uncle," K'reeth responded placidly as she lifted Neetsa up into a saddle. In the dim light, Taron thought he saw her smile.

"K'rin is the fighter," he confided, pitching his voice to carry despite seeming to speak confidentially. "That's why she wears the green of the warrior sister bird. We had to teach her warrior disciplines just to keep her from ruining all her clothes and coming home with bloody lips and fists. She insists on defending everyone tormented by a bully. And of course, where one sister is, the other goes."

"Which just means I am as capable of blacking eyes and flinging stones as my sister, but I get less enjoyment," she said, as she climbed up into the saddle behind Neetsa.

Maybe she didn't enjoy battle, Taron reflected as he accepted the ride on the spare horse Akuar had brought--but she definitely found great satisfaction in defeating the men who had tried to harm her students. 
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Akuar, Taron and K'reeth made the decision to detour and take the kidnappers to a stockade of the Enclanda tribe. They talked quietly during the dark, slow ride, analyzing the theory she had formed with Taron, that the kidnappers were there to spy and not originally to take prisoners. For all they knew, the allies of the captured men were following half a day behind them, hoping to find a hidden way into the T'bredi defenses. Just because the scholarly enclave was inhabited by members of all the tribes, living above the tribal alliances and rivalries, didn't mean they were safe from attack. Chieftains sent their best warriors to learn the methods of security devised by T'bredi masters. For the kidnappers to get inside the famed T'bredi defenses would be a coup for them, and a deadly blow for the scholarly wealth of all the Ayanlak.

They would leave the kidnappers with the Enclanda to judge them. The attack on the children and the kidnapping had happened on the edge of Enclanda territory, so they had the right.

K'reeth looked up at the moons to judge the time of night as they came out into the wide clearing around the stockade. She would check the girls' wounds again, and they could rest a few hours before continuing the journey home. She looked forward to telling her sister about her adventure. K'rin would scold her for facing danger without her and they would laugh, and their moonbirds would dive and swoop over their heads, creeling in avian laughter with them.

Taron flinched as he dismounted and pressed his hand against his arm, frowning. K'reeth turned Neetsa around so the little girl straddled her hip, then dismounted holding the child.

"It's infected, isn't it?" she demanded, striding over to catch up with Taron before he met the Enclanda headman, who crossed from the gates of the stockade to meet them. 

"Temporary," he said, gesturing away her concern. He patted his healer's bag at his hip. "Just let me brew some tea to boost my healing and I'll be ready to ride."

Something warmed inside her, even as she despaired over the stubbornness of men who always had to prove their strength by refusing to take better care of themselves. "Did you at least wash your wound?"

"Yes, Mistrada." He sighed and turned his gaze heavenward in a show of strained patience. But one corner of his mouth twitched.

"It's a good thing I like you very much, Wind Walker, or I might be tempted to spank you like one of my stubborn little boys." She caught hold of his uninjured arm and gestured at the stockade. Warmth flashed over her, along with an ache in her arm. "You're coming with me." She managed to keep her voice steady, though something hummed inside her, a sense of connection with him, of sharing the ache in his wound.

"I like you very much, too, Mistrada," he murmured, just loud enough for her to hear.

K'reeth stumbled and nearly yanked her hand back. Their gazes met and for just a split second, it felt as if she looked out through his eyes. She yanked her arm back, then immediately regretted that reaction. What was wrong with her? It couldn't be aftershock from all that had happened. She was stronger than that. Wasn't she?

Akuar met up with the headman first and explained their situation. Before she stared more than a few seconds longer into Taron's eyes, their party was surrounded by people bringing food and medicine and wash water.

She found it odd that Taron's arm had become infected, but the shallow slash across his chest had no trouble. The salve the Enclanda Wind Walker brought her, when she insisted on tending Taron's arm herself, foamed when she dabbed it into the wound. She stared, her nose burning at the stinging scent that arose from it, then slowly raised her gaze to meet Taron's. He was incredibly close, so she could see the green ring around his gray eyes.

"Sayla, what kind of salve is this?" he called, glancing over his shoulder and calling out the door of the healer's room.

"A new recipe my brother and his wife devised two winters ago. There's precious little else to do when the snows are past the second story window and--" The Wind Walker stopped short when she had come far enough into the room to see the foam that remained of the salve.

"You know what that means?" K'reeth asked.

"I'll wager if you test the blade that did that to you, there will be poison on it," she said, and stepped over to the shelves of pottery jars lining the long wall.

"Such a salve would be very helpful for anyone patrolling unfriendly borders," Taron said. He met K'reeth's eyes again and grinned. "Which is why it's here."

"And still being tested." The other Wind Walker made a sour mouth as she brought over another pottery jar, coated in wax inside and out. "Unfortunately, the ingredients used can cause an unfriendly reaction in some people. We think it is because of the regions where they live, the foods they eat. It is unfriendly to something in their blood."

"Allergies," K'reeth said, nodding. "Yes, some of our healers are studying such things. Mostly because of the...well, some call it the new churning of our tribes, in reaction to the Na'huma presence. People who have eaten one array of foods for generations are going into territories where there is new food, and their bodies don't like some of it. Perhaps your brother and his wife should come to our enclave to study."

Taron focused a bemused expression on her that she didn't understand any more than the pleased and yet jittery way it made her feel.

It took two washings with the lotion Sayla's brother had devised before a dab of the salve didn't foam in the wound, then K'reeth took three stitches to pull the edges of the wound together. She didn't want to believe Taron, that he had the discipline to dampen the pain from the needle. However, just as she had an echo of fever and ache in her arm when she touched him before, when she made the stitches, she felt a tight moment of pressure, and the oddest sensation of the gut thread going through her own flesh. But nothing more. 

Something odd was happening to her, connecting them. She felt again that flash of delight and confusion and disbelief, when they first met on the riverbank and she recognized him from her dreams. Even odder, he recognized her, and claimed they had met on the dreamplain. But how could that be?

Could it be all on his part, something in his Wind Walker mind powers? Or did she somehow have gifts, despite being Na'huma born? When she got home, she would bring the matter up with her mother and sister. After all, many of the oldest scholars of the enclave, who had watched the girls grow up together, declared there was a bond between their minds. Whether it was a gift from Omnistos, or a side effect from being paired with moonbirds, they were almost as close as some twins. After all, Ayanlak and Na'huma were both victims of the tampering with the mind and body that the evil oppressors had inflicted on their ancestors.
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Tokar and his parents stood with A'tran and K'rin in the gates of their home when the rescue party returned. K'reeth wondered if her uncle had timed it that way, so they arrived while the glorious spill of sunrise tinted the stone crimson and gold, warming the cool silver and turning the metallic grains among the mineral into sparkles of fire. She schooled her face into the calm, dignified mask she saw on her mother's and sister's faces. It wouldn't do to display her dismay at seeing Tokar waiting for her, much less his parents. In the last few moons, as the ritual steps of their betrothal bound them more closely together, she had begun to suspect his parents wanted their marriage, and not Tokar himself. She imagined the argument she had with him before she left with her students had caused his parents to panic, guessing rightly she wanted to unravel the betrothal, and they were here to fix the problem.

She had spent too much of the trip with her students chewing on the conundrum of why, exactly, Tokar wanted to marry her. They got along best as scholars, sharing research, comparing sources and theories, working together in lively debates with scholars who came from other enclaves for regular convocations to share theories and propositions. Tokar was alive, then. Witty and intense. For the sake of scholarly victories, dignity could be cast to the eight winds. She liked working with him, but she was more sure than ever that she did not want to spend the rest of her life with him outside the libraries, lecture platforms and debate chambers. 

Tokar had never tried to kiss her. That reinforced her belief that his parents wanted the marriage. He had told her often enough he considered her lovely, but displayed no interest in even the most casual physical contact. He didn't even hold her hand when they walked together.

Taron, she knew, would steal every chance to hold her hand. And steal kisses.

K'reeth blinked, mentally shaking herself back into the present moment as she rode through the gates. She fought not to turn to look at Taron, who rode beside her, with Dayana behind him, while she had Neetsa. 

"Well done, my daughter." A'tran stepped forward once the mounted party had come to a stop and the dormitory mothers followed them in through the gates to take charge of the returned children. "Welcome, Wind Walker." 

"Our girls switched skins," Akuar said as he swung down from the saddle. "Much to the dismay of those fools who tried to take the girls." With his booming voice echoing off the high stone walls of the courtyard surrounding their house, he gave the entire story in neat, economical, yet descriptive bursts while the weary travelers dismounted.

K'reeth fought not to wriggle when he praised her for sending the boys home to fetch help while she set off on the trail of the girls. What else was there to do? It was the only sensible action to take, so why did he speak as if she was brave and brilliant? She muffled a chuckle when Akuar spent several long, florid lines praising the Winds for bringing Wind Walker Taron to cross paths with her, and partner with her in rescuing the girls. Now it was Taron's turn to be uncomfortable. She saw it in the clenching of his fists, the flexing of his thigh muscles as he helped the girls dismount. 

The dormitory mothers stepped forward, grinning broadly, to welcome the children with hugs, and hurried their charges away to their rooms. K'reeth hoped hot baths and clean clothes and sweets awaited the girls, even though they hadn't had breakfast yet. They had made the enclave proud with how they had looked after each other. She was especially proud of how Dayana had managed to free Neetsa, even if she couldn't get her own hands and feet free, and had sent the youngest child running in an attempt at escape. The girls deserved every bit of praise and coddling they would get for days to come.

Looking at the stony, dignified expressions that Tokar and his parents wore, no relaxed, laughing breakfast recounting the little details of her adventure waited for her. She had looked forward to laughing with her mother and sister and Taron over breakfast, before they discussed the theorized threat to the enclave. That would not happen now. Especially if A'tran had already told Leanto and Karyl that K'reeth wanted to unravel the betrothal.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"A man who says 'I told you so'..." Taron glared at the steaming water that spilled into the stone soaking tub in the guest quarters of the enclave. He should have been glorying in the chance to be thoroughly clean, and the civilized, lavish breakfast waiting for him. Instead, all he could think about was the tight, cold tones of Tokar's otherwise smooth tenor voice as he reminded K'reeth he had advised her not to take her students out on their adventure.

And then his parents had jumped into the lecture, reminding K'reeth that even though the betrothal wasn't complete, Tokar did have some authority over her.

If he understood that cold mask of dignity that dropped over K'reeth's expression, the glances her mother and sister shared, the betrothal would never be completed.

Taron felt again that ache that shot through him, like a knife blade deep in his belly, at the realization that K'reeth hadn't mentioned Tokar or the betrothal.

But shouldn't that have indicated how she felt about the man?

Any other man, nearly betrothed to a woman as clever, fierce, brave, and beautiful as K'reeth would have run to her before she reached the gates, and pulled her out of that saddle to hold her and make sure she wasn't hurt. Any other man would have scolded her, yes, but only because he was shaken on her behalf, furious he hadn't been there to protect her. Tokar's tone and the cold lightning in his eyes made Taron think he was offended that K'reeth hadn't listen to him. Nothing more. No relief at her safe return. No fury at the men who had threatened her. He hadn't even asked if she had been injured.

High Mistrada A'tran, however, more than made up for Tokar's coldness. The elegantly thin, white-haired woman reached out and pulled her taller daughter into a fierce embrace. There were tears in her eyes and cracks in her voice when she raised her head some moments later and thanked Taron for being there to fight alongside K'reeth.

Taron snorted now as he peeled out of his traveling leathers and stepped down into the stone tub, recalling that tiny flinch of Tokar's, when A'tran spoke to him. As if the man hadn't even realized he was there, standing next to K'reeth. Taron didn't miss the flash of interest in his eyes, when he recited his full formal name and posting as a Wind Walker--including the fact he was great-nephew to Rhovas, leader of all Wind Walkers. That meant Taron was someone important, not just a wandering Wind Walker.

He could see why Tokar wanted to marry K'reeth--her beauty, her powerful connections, her rank. But didn't the man value her spirit, her compassion, and courage?

More important, why had K'reeth agreed to marry him? As Taron closed his eyes and sank deep into the hot herbal water, feeling the heat soak into his open wounds and sting as the salt in the water healed and purified, he tried not to gnaw on the problem of her accepting Tokar's suit. They simply didn't match. 

Tonight, when he was far from here, Taron would dreamwalk and speak with his sister, or perhaps some older Wind Walker friends, whom he could trust with matters of the heart. From the moment he learned Tokar's name and realized this was the man who could someday marry K'reeth, he had felt like a boy who had come into his own kitchen, with the tantalizing smell of berry cake coming from the oven. And after spooning the sweet syrup over the cake, waiting while it soaked in and hardened into a glistening crust, his mouth watering, he was told to take it to a neighbor he didn't particularly like.
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