
        
            
                
            
        

    
    
    
    For Kelyn of Ketura, civilization has never been so  uncivilized.

      

The Wolverine's Daughter has survived her first foray into  the Outlands and found her father, but now she must discover what it means to  be a half-breed daughter—born on the run, saved by sacrifice...and deeply  cursed.  And while she's at it, how to  rescue her mother's people from their own pride turned into deadly betrayal.



So many secrets.  So  many lies.  So many innocents about to  die...



Only a barbarian with wit and steel—and one wayward pony—can  cut through to the truth in time to save them all.
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“When a sword and sorcery book begins with humor, it’s fairly well   guaranteed to be an excellent read.... This book whips along with   impressive fight choreography, excellent background descriptions, and   fascinating plotlines.”

  --Kliatt

  

  “With this new book, Doranna Durgin ventures into classic sword   &  sorcery—and turns the subgenre upside down.... And I like   Kelyn, who could kick Red Sonya’s steel  bikini-clad butt from   introduction to epilogue.  Fantasy fans in general  will love this book,   but it has extra appeal for feminists and for warriors  of the female   persuasion.”

  --Hypatia’s Hoard
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Prologue



Kelyn, daughter of the infamous Wolverine, child of
  Ketura, and newly wandering northern barbarian, had things to do.


Important things. Life things. Things that had
nothing to do with yet another improbable cliff or thicket or gorge blocking
passage into Reman lands. Or this strongly running river, curving out of Rema to
run along the border, just smooth enough to make her think the bottom was plenty
deep.


She stopped to glare at it. Her father, Thainn the infamous
Wolverine and entirely uncertain travel companion, let his massive horse crowd
up behind her. Behind them the land spread out in rolling prairie, a bit dusty
in the wake of a dry spring but still dotted with tall, swaying flowers.


Kelyn stepped aside, fingering the trouble dowser that
nestled beneath her blousy shirt. "If there is to be no easy traverse into
Rema, then this way is no worse than any other. We should cross here."


Thainn grunted. "Rema rejects us, as it rejects all. Give up
this quest of yours and follow me south. The Tierzhan caravans are ever in need
of muscle and a good blade."


Give up her quest? Had he really said that out loud?


Oblivious to her reaction, he added, "These Remans have
nothing for you. They are a bucolic people, and Lytha was the best of them."


"As may well be, but she cursed me, and she no longer
lives to explain. Who better to end that curse than her own people?"


Thainn lifted a shoulder. He looked somewhat the worse for
wear at this stage of their journey, with faded stains across the shoulder of a
loose linen shirt similar to her own, his ostentatious sword strapped behind the
saddle instead of across his own back. "You were told to find yourself," he
said. "To find me. Not to find your mother's people." He closed his eyes
briefly, as if in shuddering memory. "Told by Auntie Rika."


Even the Wolverine, it seemed, had respected Ketura's Auntie
Rika.


"I found you," she reminded him. "And the curse
remains. So mayhap my path should now go through Rema."


Thainn made no effort to hide his scowl. The big horse stomped
an impatient foot, tipping his head to eye the water. He'd roll in it, if
Thainn gave him the chance. He was not named Beast for no reason.


Nor Thainn, Wolverine. He let his teeth show. "They hide from
the world behind Rema's skirts. They know nothing of hardship, and they fear
it. Do you think these boundary impediments are here by chance?"


Kelyn's temper flared in response; she took a challenging
step toward the river. "Are you no longer Keturan? Does this small river truly—"


But she cut herself short, not so much concerned by the offended
stiffening of her father's shoulders as startled by the sudden familiar vibration
against her skin. The trouble dowser!


Braided horsehair held the bone needle inside a leather moleskin
pouch. Dangled, it would tug in the direction of danger—had she the time to
pull it free.


The riverbank shifted, a great slithering patch of mud.


Beast gave a sudden great snort, nostrils round and flaring.
Thainn gathered loose rein as fast as he could. "Ketura's balls!" he snarled,
reins in one hand just long enough to point. "Be you ware!"


Kelyn hadn't needed the warning, hadn't needed the gesture. She
wished only that the reptilian hadn't been so invisibly immersed against the mucky
bank of the river until the very moment she'd taken that challenging step.


Or that it hadn't been in such a bad mood.


She flung her satchel away and brought her weighted ironwood
staff into guard as the thing dashed forward, impossibly fast on its oddly
jutting legs, beady little dark eyes barely visible and throat pouch clicking
wildly.


"Hit it!" Thainn shouted, turning the unhappy horse on a
short inside rein to face the threat, kicking up dust and pebbles. "On the head,
kit! Hit it on the head!"


Of course, hit it on its head! And so she did—if
only it hadn't been quite so fast for its size, nearly as high as her knee at
its shoulder but still able to fold its strange legs and roll away from her
blow.


If only she hadn't been cursed. She'd be faster,
stronger, more agile—


"HIT IT!" Thainn bellowed, kicking the horse around again as
it made to bolt.


Kelyn didn't blame it. Especially not when she caught her toe
and almost fell, giving the creature the chance to dart in at her.


She hadn't thought it close enough to reach her—but she hadn't
thought about its tongue, either, that it would unroll from the depths of that throat
pouch and snap out at her bare shin like a fleshy whip.


She cried out in surprise at the sting of the impact, the
sudden fiery burn of acidic spit.


"ON THE HEAD!" Thainn finally had the horse facing
the fight, sides heaving—not a timid horse, this one, but not a stupid one,
either.


Kelyn's blow glanced off the creature's shoulder, the impact
absorbed by another lithe roll, the thick tail slinging mud. It tongue-slapped
her again, spreading the poker-hot burn from the first assault. She spun away
and blocked it with her staff, and thought for that instant she'd regained
control.


Thainn cursed with all fervency. "There comes another—!"


And a third—! 


Kelyn stumbled back.


She caught her heel.


She went down.


Alarm spiked all the way down her spine, pushing her close
to the edge of desperation. She could all but feel their claws on her ankle,
all but smell her own skin wilting under that acid spit—


And then the curse released her. Abruptly and completely, as
it only ever did when she faced true peril—as it only ever had since she'd so
recently met her father. She turned her fall into a roll, suddenly lighter,
suddenly stronger. Suddenly herself.


The self she would have been had she not been cursed all her
life with excessive clumsiness.


Back to her feet she sprang, already whirling the staff into
position, grip firm on padded leather, putting her all behind the blow. The weighted
end of the staff sent the closest reptilian flying; she reversed the staff with
its own momentum and slammed the butt of it between the eyes of next closest.


The third hesitated, crouching belly-to-the-ground with tail
whipping and elbows jutting high. It might have turned away, had Kelyn given it
the chance.


She didn't. It twitched once and lay still, its tongue
unrolling limply to a ridiculous length.


A shadow fell over her; she spun, still full of fight, and
discovered Thainn dismounting, the reins in one hand and his sword in the other,
rushing in upon her to join what remained of the fray.


Nothing.


Kelyn glared panting, as the weight of the curse descended
again, gliding from shoulders to heels in a faintly cool frisson. "Of course on
the head," she told him sharply, stinging both emotionally and physically.
"And now the curse has returned. Would you always have it so?" 


He gave her blistering shin a long
and steady look and ignored her direct question, as he so often did. "I see no
more of the creatures." Still looking at her shin, his expression unreadable. "Wash
yourself, and then—" He took a deep breath, his mouth tight at the corners as he
exhaled through his nose. "Then, we will cross into Rema."



Chapter 1


Kelyn dried quickly in the warm spring sunshine, her blotchy
leg a stinging reminder of their close call. Thainn muttered darkly about
Remans and Reman ways as they followed the narrowing river to the head of a
gorge, but he turned his horse to take the crossing without comment.


At least, not until they climbed out the steepening bank on
the other side and walked straight into a nest of sleeping vipers.


"Ketura's balls!" Thainn barely managed that imprecation as
heavy-boned Beast leaped aside with enough power to leave his rider partially
unseated. Kelyn spurted away with a yelp, sprinting to safety atop a high,
sun-splashed outcrop. From there she glared at Thainn on general principle and
he glared back, and all three of them panted in the aftermath of alarm.


"What of your little dowser, then?" Thainn demanded. "It warned
you at the river—why not here?"


Her hand went to the thin pouch; she found herself too startled
to respond. It had warned her of the reptilians, yes.


But not the vipers. Definitely not the vipers.


She shook her head. "Perhaps because the vipers were
sleeping..."


Thainn snorted. "You give it too much credit."


As if he would know.


As if he knew half of anything about her.


Kelyn eased down from her perch, more than ready to move
away from the river and southeast to the nearest village. Thainn soon mounted
up and moved ahead to break the way on Beast, for while they found no more
viper nests, stiff thickets barred their way more often than not. By the time
they broke through to the edge of the village Thainn called Metira, they were
both hot, annoyed, and itchy. Kelyn was more than wistful about her recent cool
dunking, if not about the reptilians that had preceded it.


Come to that, she was more than a little wistful about a number
of things. After all, she'd at first thought her journey into these inner Godshorde
lands would center entirely around her father. Around finding him, which she'd
done. Knowing him. Learning from him. And now traveling with him.


But she hadn't expected to feel homesick on this journey. Or
lonely. Or still far too reliant on only herself.


And she'd thought, once she and Thainn had defeated Abendar of
Atlia together, he would understand her, and understand her need to visit this
place.


If indeed he did, he gave no sign of it.


From this river approach, Metira showed them only its
backside, forcing them to skirt windowless buildings so tightly packed they
might have served as a fortification. From the odors, this was the working end
of the market town—the air reeked of at least one abattoir, obvious livestock housing,
and the harsh scent of lye soap from a laundry. One stark building next to
another, scant inches to spare between them.


Not what she expected from her mother's people, given how
Lytha had arranged her own home.


They at last came upon a shadowed break between the buildings,
a cramped and hardly welcoming alley barely wider than Beast.


Kelyn eyed the scant cobblestones and seeping mud, the dark
round pellets and bits of straw piled up against the rough stone buildings to either
side. "That looks like poo."


Thainn blocked the sun beside her, his horse's reins trailing
from one large hand. He had her nose, her jaw, and less of her sensibility than
she'd prefer, and so he said, "Only a little."


She grounded her Remanwood quarterstaff with a thump,
patience long worn through. She had no intention of taking a second bath this
day. "You screamed like a toddling when that creature peed on you in Abendar's
fortress."


"That was a bellow." He turned the scowl back on her,
and then on her bare feet. "Goat pellets are nothing. Where are your sandals?"


"Sandals don't last forever." She would spare them in this
warm late spring weather, right along with her trousers. Instead she wore paneled
leather skirting over a privacy loincloth, the sleeves of her loose Trader's shirt
rolled up and the rest of it snug beneath a leather bodice. Her black hair,
shot through with roped twists and favored dangles, was this day tucked back in
a braid just as sloppy as his own, and she carried meager supplies in a leather
satchel with her snow panther cloak folded over top. "I'm saving them for true
need."


Thainn gave the alley a pointed glance.


Kelyn put hand to hip. She'd seen a colorful glimpse of more
welcoming buildings down the row. This was a border market, after all. It had
plenty of people going about their own business, some from Rema and some from Glorren
and none who would be particularly interested in causing trouble, no matter how
civilized—or uncivilized—they might consider a Keturan traveler and her warrior
father. "Why not the main entry?"


Thainn rocked forward as his horse gave him a bored shove.
He shoved back. "There is the possibility," he allowed, "that Lytha's people
aren't fond of me."


Kelyn slanted him a suspicious look. Thainn the Wolverine spoke
with certainty and volume; he spoke with bluster and disregard. Any casual statement
deserved scrutiny—and in this case, it didn't take much. Not with that faint
annoyance at the corner of his mouth. She blurted out, "You're afraid of
them."


The annoyance strengthened. "You grew up with Lytha," he
said. "Would you fear, had you taken something precious of hers?"


She couldn't respond immediately, too caught up in sudden
understanding. As much as she wanted to be here, he didn't. And what Thainn didn't
want, he didn't do—she knew that much of him. Not just from his reputation, but
from their travel south together.


But she didn't focus on that problem. Not just yet. Not when
there was insult to Lytha, left unanswered.


"You didn't take her from the Remans," Kelyn said
sharply, as if anyone could have done such a thing to the determined woman
who'd raised her alone. "She went to Ketura. For me." And she cursed
me to clumsiness so I would have to work twice as hard as anyone else to survive.


But Thainn lifted his head in sharp warning, a barely
audible sound in his throat, and Kelyn knew enough to take instant heed. That
sound was one thing they had in common, she and her father—the alert of a Keturan
hunting pack. Hearing it thrilled something deep within her, knowing in that moment
that they were in accord. Keturan. In that moment she heard it, too—a slow
and stealthy approach, a mere scuff of padded footfall. They waited, alert and
ready, hands to weapons, hearts beating—


A goat ambled into view at the end of the alley, its tufty
beard jerking with each chomp of its jaw, hay straggling from the side of its mouth.


"A goat!" Kelyn snorted, stepping out of guard—and then
thought twice, her free hand creeping toward the coiled whip at her belt. No
matter that Thainn had once abandoned his love and his unborn daughter, he was no
fool. Not when it came to matters of survival.


The soft scuff of a dragging foot across stone. A shadow
at the end of the goat byer...


In the Godshorde, things were ever a matter of survival. Whimsical
gods had butted unpredictable desert against forest, nature against sorcery,
and beauty against hard climes—and then bound it all with the lofty Keturan peaks
in the northwest and the massive Tierzhian mountain range to the southeast.


Rema sat somewhere in the middle, full of glades and forests
and subtle magics—a much coveted place of plentiful hunting and temperate days
where the Reman people managed to remain isolated and unconquered in spite of outwardly
quiet ways.


Thainn might just have reason to fear them, after all.


A woman moved into the mouth of the alley, her skin like
paper and ash, her eyes reddened, her clothes unformed and ragged...blood and
feathers smeared on her face and hands. She had no weapon, made no threat—and
yet her appearance sent a shiver down Kelyn's spine, a thing both tragic and unnatural.


Thainn's horse, like Kelyn, had had enough of this day. He
took offense, going from stolid to stupid in a heartbeat.


"Beast!" he roared at the gelding, a tactic Kelyn had never observed
to prevail. The horse plunged against the rein, head flung high and eyes rolling
as he backed wildly away—jerking Thainn along, too, his feet only sometimes
touching the ground.


Kelyn took a step back from the woman, forcing her hand away
from the whip. Nothing to prove, nothing to protect, and the dowser hadn't so
much as twitched against her skin.


Neither had it done so with a nest of vipers at her feet.


"We should run," she announced.


"What?" Thainn sputtered, squinting at her through the
rising dust as Beast popped off a stuttering series of half-hearted rears. "We do
not run. Not even in Rema."


The spook woman's blank gaze shone latched onto Kelyn, brightening
with an unearthly gleam. Balls!


"Yes," Kelyn told him, most decisively. "Yes, I think we very
much do."


Horror crossed Thainn's handsome features. "What Reman nonsense
did Lytha put in your head?"


Kelyn stiffened. This, from the very man who had abandoned
them? Fury turned a spot inside her chest tight and hot. "How to survive!
Without you!"


A new voice intruded from the other end of the alley, as calm
as calm. "There is no need for such concern."


Kelyn jerked her staff back into guard as another young
woman moved into the alley, gently turning the spook's shoulders toward the street
behind them. "Home, enthallia," she said, resting a beringed hand briefly
at the back of the woman's neck.


Kelyn thought she imagined a faint shimmer, but it passed too
quickly to be sure. The spook woman eased away, suddenly less purposeful, her
steps groping.


"You must be new to Metira." The young woman spoke in the Godshorde
common tongue, her graceful features and dark complexion clearly infused with Glorren
blood but her dialect distinctly Reman. "The affected are no danger to you and
yours."


Thainn finally wrested himself back into control of Beast.
His words came short. "The kit and I had no concern."


The kit. He'd come to call her that. Wolverine's child.
She knew best to pretend that it didn't pester her.


But she also knew far too much of sorcery to pretend she hadn't
just seen it cross her path. "Is she stuck in a walking dream?"


"She is...damaged," the young woman said, enough precision
in her words so Kelyn took note of things unsaid.


It hadn't, after all, been a denial.


But the dowser remained quiescent, offering no clues and no
warning. She'd come to depend on it too much, it seemed; its silence made her
no more easy than the spook herself.


The dark woman moved into the alley shadows, close enough that
Kelyn could see the precisely stitched figures on her snug bodice, yellow on red
and wrapped in complex veils, all a perfect contrast to the rich brown tones of
her skin. An intricate weave of cloth and braid held long hair captive, and a brace
of tidy knives in a side harness gleamed briefly with her motion. A few steps closer
and the woman's eyes resolved to a surprisingly light hazel, revealing a gaze that
inspected Kelyn in return. "Do you seek the market, or lodging?"


Kelyn couldn't help her startled response. "Lodging? In weather
so mild, on a land so generous? Except for those reptilians at the river." She
gave her shin a rueful glance.


The woman followed her gaze, frowning at the blotchy stains
the creature had left. "Reptilians?"


"Big," Thainn grunted. "Ugly. Very long tongues."


The woman did naught but shake her head, clearly without understanding.
"We see no such thing here." Her rings—silver all, some thin and stacked along
the same finger, some thick and incised—flashed on a gesture. "Either way, there
is nothing for you among these border dwellings."


"We need a horse dealer," Thainn said abruptly, although Beast
now stood fast, nostrils still flared, nose wrinkled in finely expressed
offense. Kelyn cast the horse a look of dismay. She had no liking for horses
and no liking for Beast specifically, but he seemed to carry her father well.
Besides, she'd become used to him.


The woman's arching brow raised. "This horse appears to suit
you."


Thainn only laughed. "Beast makes my life interesting," he
said. "But my daughter, she has no mount at all."


"Because she does not need one!" Kelyn's ears grew hot. Even
Endre of the Atlian Traders had known better than to press one of his sturdy
Trader mounts upon her in parting gift.


The woman snorted in a quiet way. "Try the west market. The
choice is greater, and you might find food to suit your particular palates."


Kelyn looked at her askance. So many people along the road,
so many assumptions about who and what she was. What a Keturan was. Barbarian.
Uncultured. Crude. As if she was the uncivilized one, when so many outlanders
behaved with no regard for the greater whole, preying on others as if it wouldn't
one day affect their own survival. And all the while they sneered at her.


The woman noticed quickly enough. "Peace," she said,
although without the usual exaggerated concern, as if Kelyn might quite
literally bite. Beneath the veils that swathed her shoulders and swept across
her bare belly her body seemed tightly toned. Her light, loose trousers, bound at
the ankle, left plenty of room for movement. No, definitely not afraid. Ready.
"I mean only that many of our root foods and meats are highly spiced."


Oh. Well, then.


"Don't regard it," the woman said. "I know how assumptions
grate. But do respect the privacy of this area."


Thainn turned away, giving Beast a hearty slap on the shoulder
that should have annoyed the creature but instead seemed to settle him. "As
pretty an eviction as any I've heard."


The woman only smiled. And Kelyn would gone readily with her
father, had not the spook woman quite suddenly reversed her unsteady retreat, her
red-rimmed eyes again fixed on Kelyn and her path unerring.


"Siloga's saggy balls!" Thainn spat, proving again that his fulminations
had grown far beyond Keturan phrases. "Tell me again there is no harm in her!"


"She cannot hurt you," the young woman said, her voice cool
and yet not entirely convincing as her brows shot upward in surprise. "She can
only frighten you."


"We've already established that nothing frightens my father,"
Kelyn said, somewhat more darkly than her wont. "But he does not care to be
pissed upon."


The young woman's generous mouth twitched. "Then he is in no
danger. But leave, if you would, as a kindness to my friend. I will keep her
from you."


They'd been friends, then, the spook and the dark young woman.
Good ones at that, to judge by that faintest tremble of the young woman's lower
lip, there and gone again. Kelyn glanced at Thainn, who quite evidently hadn't
noticed. He didn't, when it came to such things. But Kelyn knew when it was
mercy to leave a thing unsaid, and so she lifted her chin and strode away with
purpose, leaving the young woman in her colorful finery and bright eyes to tend
to the thing that had been her friend, trusting that Thainn would come along in
her wake.


It was not running, after all, if he was simply keeping
up with his daughter.



Chapter 2


Kelyn found nut pies at the edge of the crowded Metiran
market, otherwise a place of free-standing stalls, three-walled toilet pits,
clamoring livestock, and riotous color tucked in among the widely spaced trees.


Once on the far Reman side of the market clearing, she abruptly
understood that the young woman's bright veils weren't a sign of wealth so much
as one of belonging. Here, such veils were worn by nearly all with pale and
olive skin tones, fluttering in every faint breeze and movement. She also discovered
men and women of skin so dark it defied her imagination, and of those peoples,
none wore the colors and veils—although they frequently displayed glimpses of knife
and harness, just as had the young woman.


Bordertown. Or so Thainn would have grunted in her
ear, had he been there.


But he wasn't. As usual he hadn't shared his intent, leaving
Kelyn to suit herself in spite of pending twilight. She pushed past the outside
edges of the market and into a second clearing, garnering enough attention to know
she wasn't quite as welcome there, and enough surprise to know that not many
bothered to intrude. There, she sat cross-legged beside a structure so old that
moss had grown on otherwise weathered wood, a building of many wide corners and
many short walls with a variety of second story porches and more shade trees
than any merchant's stall—including the tree growing tall through the back
third of the structure.


But no Thainn, as the market crowd thinned.


Still, the nut pie was perfect, the soft meats and unfamiliar
spices filling her mouth with sweetness and flavor. No one bothered her and she
bothered no one—but she imagined it. She imagined asking people if they'd known
Lytha, and learning more about her mother. She imagined a welcome as sweet as
the nut pie, and how it would warm her even if the night grew as cool as it promised.


The shadows lengthened, shading a swath of open ground. She
poked at her stinging shin and decided against doing it again, and then found
herself distracted as a noisy child-pack descended along the far edge, dragging
drums and stools and a variety of unrecognizable implements. One hale lad rolled
out a keg, and he and his friend propped it on a low stand meant just for that
purpose.


Or they tried. The keg was big, and the children not quite big
enough.


Kelyn swallowed the last of the pie and rose to lend a hand,
slipping between the boys to grasp the barrel handles. They squeaked with
surprise, dropping it to squirt away. Kelyn grunted as she absorbed the full
weight of the thing, then jammed a thigh under it, bounced it up, and settled
it neatly onto the stand.


"Ohhh," said the smaller boy.


"Aie ya ya!" said the larger, looking from the keg to Kelyn,
leaning closer to his friend. "Lookit her," he said, in what Kelyn imagined was
meant to be a whisper.


Both boys were Reman through and through, olive-toned
beneath their tanned skin, their hair a straight intermediate brown, immature
sidelocks daubed behind their ears with wax. Their features were dry and sharp,
and Kelyn saw something of herself in the tilt of their eyes.


She dusted herself off. "Use more of you the next time," she
advised them.


They engaged in a brief elbow-nudging exchange and furious whispers
that seemed a disagreement about how to respond, until the larger boy blurted
out, "Are you—"


His courage failed him. He reddened.


The little one said, "Are you?" and it sounded more
like a demand.


Maybe Kelyn's understanding of the Godshorde common tongue failed
her. She'd not known the language when she'd first come down from the mountains,
and had yet to completely master it. "Am I?"


"Thorne!" The bigger burst out loudly, and then hunched his
shoulders, checking to see that he hadn't been overheard by one and all. "Black
Thorne!"


She frowned. "Is that a person or a tree?"


"She's not Thorne," the littler one scoffed. "She's
not from the Tierzhians and she doesn't even know it's a name."


"And yet," Kelyn said, gentling her voice, "even though I am
only myself, I helped when you needed it."


The bigger one cuffed the little one; the little one cuffed
him back. They both scampered a few steps—and then the bigger child looked back.
"Grats!" he called as several men man drew near under the burden of a heavy
stump-seat. "Welcome to the Ring Dance!"


"Grats to you, too," Kelyn said to no one in particular. She
returned to sit beside her satchel and pick up her mother's ironwood staff—smooth
wood polished by long use, the ends bound and weighted. A thing familiar to her
hand, and comforting to her heart.


In the past, simply possessing it had made her feel she would
surely be welcomed in her mother's land—that they would recognize it for their
own, even if they didn't see Lytha in her features.


She began to understand it was not entirely so.


The nut pie was gone, and her stomach was far from full. Her
satchel held no rabbit or ground pig, and it occurred to Kelyn, not for the
first time, how she'd subtly, quietly altered her ways to make way for
Thainn's. On her own, she'd have been hunting more regularly, skirting the
wayside inns and bathhouses that drew him from the road. She'd have fire-dried
berries and meat to chew while she watched and waited.


She'd have walked straight into Rema long ago, matter-of-fact
and direct. Did you know Lytha? Does she still have family? Where did she
live, what was she like?


Waiting for him now made her itch a little inside.


The Remans rolled a massive log from the side of the clearing
to the center of it—a thing ancient and smoothed with handling. It went just
so beside the stump seat, and then the men scattered to other tasks—all but
one.


He was of Kelyn's age or older, his skin a warm golden brown
and his hair much the same, the sidelocks pulled back and secured with a leather
wrap and a short, ornate stick. He wore loose cloth trousers; a heavily embroidered
cloth belt secured a bright vest wrapped around a short sleeved tunic. All of
it was clean, and his sandals were in good repair.


A man with a home and a means to survive. And he was heading
straight for Kelyn.


She stood to greet him, the staff in hand, and nearly tripped
over it.


"Grats," he said, doing a decent job of pretending not to
notice her awkwardness. "It means gratitudes. My name is Jemmet, and I thank you,
too."


She held herself still, avoiding the curse. "It was a small
thing."


"Not small if I had to go home and explain to my matron how Rolly
broke his foot bones." 


"Then you are welcome, too." 


He cocked his head. "Keturan?"


She imagined the contrast of her presence here, the scarred leather
panels of her protective skirting, the luxurious fur on the snow panther cloak
beside her.


And her features, of course. Sharper than theirs in jaw and
cheek, pale of skin and dark of hair.


"Keturan," she agreed, as if she could be anything else. "Come
down by way of Atlia."


He perked up. "Where you there when the sorcerer—" But he
cut his words short, glancing over his shoulder in the way of someone trying to
look like he wasn't. "Never mind. Those are outside matters. More importantly, now
that Rema has allowed you here, are you staying for the Ring Dance?"


"Maybe." Whatever it was. "More likely going on, when my
father meets up here. I'm looking for Leeden." Lytha's home village, scarce
ever mentioned.


"Laidan. That's in the Deep." He gave her a second look,
one she couldn't read.


"Am I not welcome?" 


Jemmet's mood shifted; he grinned in a sudden carefree way—an
expression that touched something inside her. Something wistful.


Wishing for something she hadn't ever had, perhaps. Carefree.
Assured of all necessary things in a land of plenty with clustered dwellings and
fair weather.


"If you weren't welcome, you wouldn't have made it this far."
Whatever that meant. He gestured to the clearing. Boards and stout supports, just
so much clutter in the previous moments, had been assembled into tables, and
the tables hung with strings of gently clattering sticks and shells and bones.
A small dog barked endlessly in the background, not so much frenzied as self-important.
Jemmet said, "Join us. The full moon is our ring, and the dance celebrates the
First Daughters, those who bore Rema's rings. And there's food, of course. Outsiders
rarely make it past our borders, but those who do are welcome."


Dancing.


At home, Kelyn had danced careful sunwise patterns with her
friends, stamping out territory and whooping over hunting victories and just as
likely to trip over her own feet as not. Or in crisp, early winter evenings,
they'd circled under the dark night sky for the stardance, full of drums and low,
moaning wood flutehorns.


With the Traders, she'd learned to use her body in other
ways, full of hip and torso and energy. She'd not always been good at it—she'd
not always stayed on her feet—but she'd liked it.


"Dancing," she said out loud, unforewarned that her wistfulness
would creep through.


"Then come," he said, grinning again. Beyond him, women young
and old draped fresh garlands from low branches, interspersing them with breeze
spinners of painted metal and woven designs. Knotteries, they'd been called.
"Or wait for your father and watch, if you prefer. Though the Turning isn't something
to watch. It is something to be."


She would have grinned back at him if a child's voice hadn't
cried out in dismay, an elder's voice echoing behind. Her hand flew to the thin
pouch hanging under her shirt, fingers touching the trouble dowser through fine
material.


It offered no warning.


But here came a spook woman, another spook woman,
heading across the clearing straight for Kelyn. Like the first, her movements
were halting, her complexion greyed and unhealthy, her eyes reddened and her
lips cracked. Her garments were just as dulled as the rest of her, as if someone
took care that she was covered but knew better than to do it with fine clothes.


Her vacant, unwelcome gaze fixed on Kelyn.


Kelyn lifted her staff to a low guard, giving it a lazy twirl
and letting it settle into lance position, the smooth wood laying inside her elbow.


"No, no," Jemmet said, raising a hand high to beckon to
someone in the fast-accumulating crowd, putting the other on the staff in a way
that Kelyn didn't welcome. "She's harmless."


Kelyn thought his version of harmless might well not
be the same as her own. "And yet she may not touch me." 


He frowned as the woman's intent to do just that became clear.
"They don't normally—" He broke off with some disbelief and moved to block the
woman, taking her shoulders and turning her away.


Away, she obediently went.


Kelyn looked at him askance. "Are there so many of them that
you can define what they normally do and do not do?"


Hasty motion fluttered at a distance across the clearing and
through the stalls, a bright swatch of color and cloth. "There," he said, not answering.
"Her sister comes."


"Mmm." Kelyn wasn't impressed. Not when the spook woman went
only a few strides before reversing course. Just like the first one.


Jemmet made a sound of surprise and once again blocked the
woman, this time using something of his strength to do it. He glanced back to
Kelyn with puzzlement. "What does she want?"


"I don't know her," Kelyn said. Unease tightening her spine.
"Better you ask those who understand her curse."


"It's not a curse."


"It looks like a curse," Kelyn said flatly. "And since you
cannot say what it is—"


"Who told you we could not?" He looked at her in surprise, maintaining
his hold on the spook woman with some effort.


Kelyn planted the Remanwood between them—no longer a weapon,
but clearly still more than just a walking staff. She backed a step. "Another of
you, on the north edge of your town. With her friend."


"What was her color?"


"Bold," Kelyn said. "Yellows and reds."


He laughed with true humor—and some relief, as the spook woman's
sister ran up in a flutter of veil and gesture, quickly leading her charge away
and struggling somewhat to do it.


Jemmet turned back to Kelyn. "This bold one, was her skin pale,
as yours, or darkest, as theirs?" He nodded at two men without veils in the mingled
gathering, their torsos bound in a wrap of cloth, their feet slippered, their
hair shorn close and tight, and their skin so deep as to surpass brown unto black.
One bore a brace of knives; the other didn't. They seemed to be delivering food
goods—from Glorren, no doubt. Maybe even something spiced in moderation.


"Her color comes between the two," Kelyn said. "With bright
eyes and strong movement. Do you know her? Is this village so small?"


"Small, yes. But even so, Dakara is a force unto nature—and
a potentate just shy of becoming matron. So yes, I know her. And I am certain
that she would be more than glad to know you."


Kelyn understood his tone clearly enough. "I prefer men," she
said. "And your Dakara is the one who said your people knew not the nature of
this...illness. How many such affected are there?"


His good humor disappeared altogether. "They are our concern."


Kelyn sent him an even look. "If they continue to approach
me, they are also mine."


He regarded her a long moment, then made a disgruntled
sound. "Dakara is not the only force unto nature, I see."


Kelyn smiled with teeth. "We are all many things, are we
not?"


Thainn's voice boomed across the clearing. He showed none of
his earlier concern, appearing unaware that the crowd parted for him, their
conversation and laughter gone quiet in his wake. "Well met, daughter! Have you
found a guide?"


Jemmet recoiled visibly. And no wonder, in this place of
strong-limbed but moderate people—Thainn, as usual, towered above them all, his
shoulders broad and taking up more space than his mere physical boundaries imposed.
He had the self-satisfied look that meant an interlude at a pleasure house, and
his wet hair spoke of a bath. His tough canvas pants were also clearly wet, his
blousy shirt still damp and all the more obviously blood-stained at the cuffs.
He bore his oversized saddlebags, newly bulging, and wore a bridle over his shoulder.


He also carried another, smaller bridle—one that Kelyn eyed
with a horrified suspicion.


"This is your father?" Jemmet said, leaning closer to
speak under his breath, his expression bearing a similar horrified suspicion.


"Yes." Kelyn spoke with some resignation. "No fear, I will
keep him from the dance. But he will almost certainly eat."


"And welcome," Jemmet said, as though no one would consider
suggesting otherwise. His gaze lingered on Thainn, his bafflement clear. "But I
thought you had no living people!"


She returned his confusion with a quick frown. "When did I
say as much?" 


"Word from the Tierzhians—"


Kelyn recalled his young brother's similar confusion quickly
enough, and narrowed her gaze. "Black Thorne has no family?"


Jemmet's mouth opened on a response unvoiced, his gaze shifting
to Thainn and back.


Fine. She would get nothing from him now, not when Thainn's
hearty self-assurance had withered Jemmet's tongue and the man himself was nearly
upon them.


"My name is Kelyn," she told him, and jerked her chin at Thainn
by way of meager reassurance. "He is Thainn. And he is more tamed than he appears."


"Kelyn," Jemmet repeated somewhat blankly, his gaze raising
to look up—up—at Thainn.


"Kelyn," she confirmed, resigned to it all. Kelyn,
daughter of the Wolverine.


Whether he likes it or not.



Chapter 3


Night fell over a warm early summer evening and Kelyn
learned the wild swing of new dance patterns, weaving through the other dancers
and so accustomed to her random stumbles that she hardly noticed them.


Jemmet recovered from his shock at Thainn's arrival and introduced
her to his friends, all of whom were coupled. They advised her on the best dances,
taught her some bawdy choruses, and offered her an immediately soothing salve
for her blistered leg. They even steered her to the best dishes at the communal
tables.


She tried to imagine her mother cooking these dishes, the things
one made in a fertile land of seasonings and variety. She tried to imagine
Lytha dancing with abandon, colorful veils trailing in her wake. Happily
shrieking children brought her back to the present, singing an unintelligible
ritualized song about croaking...frogs?...and running in wild circles, squirting
each other with waterskin botas of virulently green liquid.


She eventually sat beside Thainn at the edge of the
clearing, a skewer of tender, spice-soaked meat in hand. She handed him one of
the same and he took it without comment, tearing off the first chunk of meat to
chew with careless vigor.


Kelyn examined the skewered meat with undue interest. "Did
you meet my mother at one of these ring dances?"


She didn't expect an answer. He never answered.


But Thainn choked on the meat, thumping his chest, and after
a moment cleared his throat with an extra amount of noise. "No. I met your mother
outside Laiden. It was a chance thing."


Kelyn bit hard into the first meat chunk on her skewer.
Warm, juicy, and seasoned to make her eyes water. An answer! And one that matched
what she already knew. Time for her to visit this place Jemmet had called the
Deep.


She sent a covert glance at Thainn. He wouldn't go willingly,
she thought. But then, maybe he didn't have to go at all.


She left those plans for later, and only then realized Thainn's
distraction, his scowl at nothing in particular.


"You're going to scare the young ones." She took another bite,
adjusting to the spices. "What cause for complaint, on an evening warm enough
to sleep well beneath the trees, in a town willing to feed and dance with us?"


"Women," Thainn grunted. "Where are they?"


Kelyn had learned not to bristle outwardly at such comments.
He had made no promises to Lytha; Lytha had said as much over the years, her
story never varying.


And still. "Make up your mind. First you didn't want attention
from these people. Now you do. And you've already been to a pleasure house."


He sighed, filling his mouth with a final piece of meat.
"Not all questions revolve around my comfort, kit."


She made a sound of exaggerated surprise and sucked spices
from her fingers.


Thainn snorted. "Look again. See this time. Do you
think this land truly holds so few women?"


Kelyn shot him a look and eyed the gathering anew. Festive
lanterns made the women easy to see—whirling, stamping figures with floating
veils, or brightly colored forms clustered near the tables, scraping out pots
and handing out final treats to sticky-fingered youngsters.


But not nearly as many as there were men. Especially those
of her own age.


She extended her greasy fingers to the black and white rat
dog that crept near. "Maybe this is their way."


"Not unless their way has changed."


Kelyn touched the trouble dowser. Still silent. The little
dog nudged its boxy head under her hand in suggestion, and she gave it an absent
ear rub.


"Kelyn!" Jemmet swung past, plucking a toddler girl from his
shoulders and swinging her to the ground; a pat on the back sent her in a stumbling,
bouncy run toward the tables. His hair was mussed with the dance, his
complexion robust, and his shirt damp between his shoulders. "Come join us!"


The moves in this new dance were close enough to the Trader patterns
that Kelyn thought she just might. She stood without regard for Thainn's throaty
sound of disdain and watched the steps until the others drew her in, their dance
punctuated with gusts of laughter, their eyes bright, their concerns forgotten.


Beware! Amidst the color and sound and movement, Kelyn
caught only a glimpse of Jemmet's surprised expression, the warning hint of movement
at the corner of her eye. Someone reaching for her— 


Instinct snapped in, lending grace to her movement; she slipped
aside with infinite precision, whirling to plant her feet, momentarily free of the
curse. Ready.


But she found herself facing only a sour-faced man with some
years on her, one side of his mouth lifted in what looked to be a perpetual expression
of disdain.


The musicians faltered and then deftly picked up a quieter tune
for evening's end. Jemmet came up beside Kelyn where she very much wished he hadn't,
showing no apparent awareness that he hemmed her in. He said, "Taig, if you
came looking for a dance, the time is past."


Taig gave a careless shrug. The movement brought with it a distinctive
whiff of sour beer. Far too much sour beer, apparently. "She danced with you;
she can dance with me."


She straightened, and swept him up and down with an
assessing gaze. "I dance when I please."


Taig lifted that lip. "And where you please, apparently."


"Taig," Jemmet said shortly. "Respect. Rema granted her
entrance—"


Taig snorted an interruption, not bothering with words. No
Reman respect for the Keturan.


Kelyn eyed him—reddened eyes, his side locks coming loose
from the wrap at the back of his head, his body held without pride. A man determined
to cause trouble for his own reasons. "You do not suit me." 


Taig snatched her arm in a carelessly punishing grip. "You
shouldn't be here. The matrons keep us—"


Kelyn wrenched away, coming up inside his reach, her hand
quite suddenly gripping his throat in the tender space beneath his jaws.


Another, broader hand landed on the back of his neck,
grasping it in a white-knuckled grip. Thainn said, "By all means, finish your words.
A man's final speech should be heard, by Zoard."


"Wolverine," Kelyn said, annoyance in every syllable of that
single word. "I have no need of your help."


Thainn growled, his grip unrelenting, his height and breadth
and features utterly out of place in this clearing, at this dance.


Taig gurgled. Kelyn narrowed her eyes, trying to assess this
side of her father. Fine. This one time. She released the man and stepped
back, extending one stiff forefinger to rest directly between his reddened eyes.
"Respect is for all," she told him, prodding his brow. "And do not piss
yourself. Thainn doesn't like it."


Taig shook his head, a faint but rapid motion of assent.


Kelyn looked at her father, cocking her head. "Release him,
then. Or did you want to draw notice to yourself in this place you were
avoiding?"


She had only a glimpse of bright yellows and reds, veils and
rich brown skin. A recently familiar voice followed. "Too late to avoid that."


Dakara.


And of course she was right. The gathering had dissolved into
a multitude of sideways glances and hasty steps as the Remans swiftly dismantled
their festivities.


Thainn made a sound of disgust and released Taig with a shove.
The man stumbled forward a few steps and caught himself, turning to aim a resentful
look at—


One of Jemmet's friends shoved him off balance again. "Ya!"
he said. "Don't push your luck. The matrons are right there."


Taig snarled and jerked away, stalking into the darkness with
stiff shoulders and clenched fists. But Thainn stiffened like an animal catching
scent. "There are matrons here?" 


Jemmet said, "Of course there are—"


But Thainn was already heading for night shadows, catching
Kelyn's baffled eye to jerk his head at the woods. Meet me there.


Maybe he truly did fear something other than being pissed
upon.


One of the young men said, most subdued, "I need to go help
with the casks," and one of the young women said, "My little sister is asleep—I
should carry her home" and when they left, they took all but Dakara and Jemmet
with them.


Jemmet said, somewhat faintly, "You really aren't Thorne. And

he really is the Wolverine."


Kelyn looked at him askance. "What does it matter? You
danced with me."


"It matters," Jemmet said, his tone turning fervent. "It
definitely matters."


Kelyn made a wry face. "So Thainn was right to be wary of this
place." For all she'd scoffed at Thainn's earlier concern, she'd seen too many blank-eyed
women to doubt the fierce magics abiding here.


Dakara offered little reassurance, for all she spoke calmly.
"Your father does well to leave."


Kelyn set hands on hips. "My mother went willingly to Ketura,"
she said. "Why is that so hard to understand? Do your matrons not respect
choice?"


Jemmet shifted uneasily. "I should help break down." He offered
Kelyn a formal flip of his hand close to his chest and took a single ritualized
step back before striding quickly away.


Dakara's gaze lingered on his retreat; her mouth briefly
thinned. "I was not done with you," she muttered, but she turned back to Kelyn
with a patient mien. "Thainn forced Lytha to choose. He stayed long enough to make
a child—but no longer. That child was you?"


"Me," Kelyn agreed. "Also her choice. She had the means to
put me aside." Inspiration struck. "And she had the means to lay a curse, too. What
do you know of such things? Can you remove them?"


"We deal in no such things here." 


Kelyn hardly had time for disappointment as Dakara lifted one
eloquent shoulder, looking meaningfully in the direction Thainn had taken. "Lytha
made her choices, but the matrons call him to responsibility nonetheless, and
understandably so. Lytha was not only one of us, she was near the best of her generation,
during a time when potentates are seldom born at all. We still mourn her loss. How
the matrons respond now is between them and Thainn."


Kelyn drew herself up. "It is between Thainn and me.
Our family, not yours."


Dakara displaced a flutter of veil with another subtle
shrug. This, it was clear, she would not argue.


Jemmet returned, arms full of bunting and eyes narrowed at
Dakara. "You came not without reason," he said by way of query. "Even if Leanndra
sleeps."


"No, indeed, though she is home again and safe." Dakara's expression
softened with a compassion that made Kelyn wary. Jemmet, too—but apparently not
wary enough, for her next words hit him hard. "Jemmet, Ashalynn has been taken."



"No—!" Jemmet took a step forward, his features briefly slack
with shock. "Ashalynn? Goddess, no! They wouldn't—!"


"We're looking," she reassured him. "And the littles are fine.
They were abed."


Kelyn's hand crept to the trouble dowser, no longer surprised
to find it quiescent even though this, surely, was trouble. Taken. She
had been taken once, and not so many years ago at that. She knew the feeling of
it, the helplessness...the realization that no one was coming to help. "Is Ashalynn
your beloved?"


"No," Jemmet said, but his voice was a croak. He tried again,
and did little better.


"His sister," Dakara said as he finally cleared his throat. "She
has much respect, much gentle power." As a grim afterthought, she added, "Much
life."


"She is simple," Jemmet managed finally, words full of self-recrimination.
"We thought her safe at the matronage—she's good with the littles." He shook
his head. "By Her Hands! They dared—! But I never should have left her—"


Dakara cut him off with a sharp gesture. "The matronage grounds
have been safe!"


"No longer," Jemmet said grimly. "Clearly they never truly were,
no matter the matrons' words." He repeated his earlier gesture to Kelyn and then
to Dakara, barely sketching the motion. "My pardon. I will be needed."


Kelyn watched him leave, a frown tense over her face. "Dakara,
the woman from earlier—"


"In the alley?" Dakara asked. Her eyes flashed in the darkness,
a potent mix of fury and grief. "Leanndra."


"Your beloved," Kelyn said softly, having seen it in
those eyes. Nor did Dakara need to confirm it with words—just the mere flare of
her nostrils, the compression of her mouth. "I am sorry."


"Then you are better than some," Dakara said. "And I thank you
for that."


Kelyn frowned. "Who could not be sorry at another's pain?"


Dakara's emotion smoothed to faintly lingering bitterness.
She indicated her features with a flowing gesture. "Those who do not approve of
mixing bloods. I am one strike against already."


Kelyn snorted. "Then they will not approve of me, and I will
regard them in kind."


"And yet they are among my chosen people," Dakara said
simply. She gave Kelyn a curious look, one Kelyn could not interpret. "Though I
regret anew that your mother left us, Wolverine's daughter. We would have been
of an age, growing up together."


Kelyn laughed, thinking of harsh winters and watery spring
sunshine and summers spent with her hunting pack in the higher reaches—thinking,
too, of the curse set upon her by her own mother, the one that made her try
harder for every step she took, made her think faster to stay on her feet, made
her move with exacting precision in every skirmish, training her in lieu of her
father. "I would gladly return the sentiment," she said. "But had I not grown
up in Ketura, I would not have become myself."


Dakara raised one knowing, arched brow. "And who, then," she
asked, "is that?"


But she didn't wait for an answer, as if she knew Kelyn had
none.



Chapter 4


The Remans dispersed quickly after that, fading into the
woods with leftover food and children tightly to hand. Kelyn caught snatches of
conversation—plans to search, plans to strengthen their protections, worries
about their daughters. She took a step in the direction Dakara had taken,
thinking to help—and then glanced over her shoulder to Thainn. To his obvious impatience.


Dakara hadn't asked. Jemmet hadn't asked. And the Traders
had taught Kelyn not to assume. Just because the Keturan way meant banding
together against hardships as a matter of course didn't mean the Remans did the
same. Especially not when they were in such a generous land, where hardship was
not in evidence.


She followed Thainn.


The night's darkness closed in around them, the moon barely
risen. They skirted Metira, even now avoiding anything but the merest edge of
Rema, and crossed the ostentatiously obvious border into Glorren on the way to the
sister town of Atiren.


"Thorns," Thainn grumbled, turning sideways to ease through
the stout hedgerow. "They keep out no one who truly wants to enter, and discomfit
those who are merely going about their business."


Kelyn blocked the worst of the thin, flexible branches with the
staff, easing through in his wake. "They discomfit no one who uses the road,"
she pointed out, navigating the final section with excruciating awareness of the
curse—knowing from experience that the moment she thought herself safe, a loose
branch would slap across her skin.


"I make my own way," Thainn declared grandly, and Kelyn barely
had time to roll her eyes before the staff slipped and a branch sprang free, slapping
forward against Thainn. "Ow!"


Kelyn held her tongue. Let him understand what it was like to
live with such a curse. To have grown up with it. Until now he had done nothing
but grumble or click his tongue when she forgot to take care.


"Besides," Thainn said, when they were finally free of the
hedge and standing together on the other side, "Glorren border guards are overly
inquisitive."


Which he'd know, because he'd crossed over to Atiren once
today already, securing them an unnecessary room for the night and securing
himself a bath. Or so he'd called it. Kelyn would rather be under the stars of Glorren's
sweeping prairies and rich transition lands, if not sheltered in Rema's woods.


A stench wafted across with the breeze, a faint thing with promise
of more to come. "This place stinks."


"This is the pig end of Atiren," Thainn said, all confidence
as he struck out along the trace of a path they'd been following. "Hold your
breath; it will pass."


Or Kelyn would pass out. But she cheered herself with the thought
that Thainn would then have to carry her.


He picked up his pace; by the time the stench had risen to
full glory and faded again, they trotted steadily abreast along packed dirt. Thainn
drew up short in the darkness and Kelyn saw they'd reached Atiren proper—a
place gone largely to sleep for the night, with most of its establishment lanterns
doused and faint candlelight gleaming through random private windows.


Scattered whitewash gleamed pale under the moon, contrasting
with dark timbers and stout framework and little evident decoration. Thainn
drew her aside, traversing a wide, night-quiet market space to one of the few
gleaming lanterns in the central square. She couldn't help but lag, looking
over her shoulder toward open spaces and Rema beyond.


Thainn took her elbow, tugging onward. "Tomorrow you can sleep
in the rain and thunder for all I care. Tonight, we spend here."


Kelyn followed him into the inn, knowing her thoughts had
not been not on the Glorren light woods and prairie as he assumed, but on the cool
green spaces that might have been her birthright—on the laughing dancers, on
Jemmet's distress when he'd heard of Ashalynn, and on the gleam of Dakara's eye
when she spoke of the spook woman who had once been Leanndra.


The trouble dowser might well still be quiescent, but Kelyn
was distinctly not. She had liked those people; that place. She had wanted
to belong.


The dowser might not think their problems were hers to
solve; Thainn might not care to find out. Maybe both were right. But Kelyn looked
again over her shoulder and found herself unconvinced.


~o0o~


They slept the night in a tiny cubby of a room, sharing a thick,
wide pallet with their gear lined up between them because Thainn had a tendency
to fling his arms and Kelyn had a tendency to hit back.


She woke to the sounds of Thainn's morning ablutions—quiet
splashing, a swish as he rinsed his mouth and spit into the relief bucket. He'd
know she wasn't asleep, but they'd quickly established the habit of not
disturbing the other, whoever woke first. She drifted away into her thoughts while
he tidied his bags, strapped the flaps down, and left the room.


He'd want to move on. After their conversation of the day
before, she knew that much.


But Kelyn wasn't done with Rema. And she thought maybe Rema wasn't
done with her.


She rose from the pallet as soon as the door closed, seeing
swiftly to her needs and rolling her sleeves down against the cool of the morning.
She spread the remaining daub of salve on her leg, which hardly needed it any
longer, and donned her sandals because towns meant broken crockery and unexpected
slop, and then shouldered her satchel. The room spit her out in a hall that seemed
no more brightly lit in day than it had the night before, a narrow channel of worn
wood. A man emerged to stand drunkenly at the threshold of his room, reaching
with crude hands as she passed; she stiff-armed him in the chest and he tumbled
away.


She found Thainn in the common room, half way through a
giant bowl of over-boiled grains lumped with chunks of meat and tubers. "This
place has an idiot infestation," she said, sitting beside him and discovering a
second spoon beside the bowl.


"That one!" Thainn said, straightening from his unthinking
repast. Kelyn grabbed up the spoon and hooked it over the bowl, tugging it
closer. "He grabbed my—!"


Kelyn spoke around a mouthful of grains. With Thainn and a
shared plate, she had learned, observing the niceties resulted in hunger. "I'm
surprised he was still able to grab mine." 


He ignored that. He'd been slow that morning, apparently.
"Eat," he advised, as if she wasn't already. "I want to make sure Beast has
been fed."


"But—"


She'd wanted to talk about returning to Metira. She'd wanted
to ask him about Lytha—to pin him down this time, even if his eyes narrowed and
his mouth hardened and he tried to turn away.


But he pushed off from the table with two broad hands,
slinging his leg over the bench to take his leave and weaving through the moderate
crowd and out through the permanently open door.


Kelyn scowled after him, but not for long. Not with breakfast
before her. She ate quickly, keeping an eye on the room as a matter of course
and hesitating only when the cluster of jostling color at the serving table
emitted a loud snarling. The tender resolved things quickly enough, approaching
with a giant pot of additional porridge.


She didn't want to be there when this one ran out. She shouldered
her satchel and took a quick detour to the stinking privy room out back, making
herself ready to go and then heading for the stable—expecting to find Beast saddled
and Thainn waiting.


But Thainn greeted her at the wide stable entrance without
Beast, leaning against the solid lintel post with his arms crossed and a self-satisfied
look on his face.


Kelyn had learned to be wary of that expression.


It was not without its charm. Even now, a trio of Glorren
laundry women passed by with knowing smiles, low laughter in their wake.


Kelyn understood. He was yet a man in his prime, hale and hearty.
His features were a masculine version of hers—except that hers remained unsettled
on her face, jaw too sharp and eyes too wide, nose right in the middle where it
should be but more refined than the rest of her.


No, his features were all balanced, and his hair, if shaggy,
was thick and not yet touched with grey. He knew how to smile when it mattered,
and when to turn his glower into a full-bore scowl. He did not, Kelyn had noticed,
use physical means to enforce his words nearly as often as he used the implication
that he could.


Some might call him restrained in those moments. Kelyn thought
he was smart enough to conserve energy, and she preferred him in that mood. It
was Keturan.


But she still knew better than to walk blithely forward into
the barn when he wore this particular expression.


"Are you ready?" she asked, as if she hadn't noticed his mood.
"Where is Beast?"
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