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Black birds came out of the west.

The scent of death came with them.

They flew into the woodland behind Inkeri’s cottage and invaded the pines with raucous cries. They fluttered from tree to tree, branch to branch, crows with their sharp claws, the deeper croaks of ravens, the bitter complaints of jackdaws. Unable to settle, they lifted into the air, swirled about then returned to the pines. Their noise drove away the songbirds.

With their coming, Inkeri stopped weeding her garden and sat on her heels to watch. Black bodies burdened the pine branches. Silhouetted against green needles and blue sky, they spoke of blood and pain, well feasted on danger and death.

She didn’t sense anything more—nor anything close.

Inkeri gathered up the pulled weeds and carried them to the compost pile. Her garden with its healing herbs and vegetables was her livelihood, and the bounty required constant work.

Yet she knew omens. This one demanded attention.

Drawing a bucket from the well, she watered parts of the garden with wilted leaves. The last bucket she drew, she carried beyond her garden fence, to the shallow depression lined with rocks, mottled brown in these dry days of late summer. In wet winter and early summer, the creek ran sparkling fast, the rocks clean and dark. Now they were dusty dry, imbedded in the dry river mud.

Inkeri poured the water then dove her fingers into it before the thirsty soil absorbed it. A flash of power, and the water increased to a freshet spate as strong as a winter stream. She kept the power churning more water, her elemental magic feeding on itself.

And the black birds responded. They rose in a rush, their wings a gust as they swooped to the water. A few fluttered around, but most avoided her, soaring downstream to land in the water and dip in their sharp beaks to drink.

When she withdrew her fingers, the rushet died. Her movement drove away many birds. Others left as the stream vanished, the last trickle sinking into the thirsty soil.

She searched along the rapidly drying streambed until she found a black feather. Crow’s, still awake and alive from its connection to the black bird, a droplet of water still clinging as she lifted it from the drying rocks.

The droplet of water fed her power. She opened her senses to the feather’s fading memory.

Crow’s perspective was strange, angled away from what a person would view. Rush of black wings of other birds, rapacious and restless. The piercing jab into pale skin. Flickering flashes as bright as the sun swept across sight, blinding intensity that quickly vanished. The raking of talons to reach cold flesh.

Engorged on death, too heavy to lift, the crow strode across sand. The sun blazed, heating the pale grains, paler than greying flesh. A red rock bluff loomed—.

The memory died before Inkeri snared its meaning. She dropped the feather. Then she shielded her eyes from the late afternoon sun and squinted at the scores of birds roosting in the pines.

The birds watched her.

They had fed on the dead. She didn’t know how many had died. Or where.

Inkeri carried the bucket back to her well and drew water for her evening. One bucket into a basin for her ablutions, a second into a ceramic ewer for her cooking, a third into a jug for convenience. Then she continued with her last chores.

Only as she poured out the soapy water onto the rosemary beside her door did she identify those strange flickering flashes.

Metal. Swords. Armor.

Soldiers had fought and died in the desert.

The red rock cliffs—she recognized them. Deep in the desert, the red rocks of Madriger Head loomed over the flat sands. Flanking on the north was the striated bulk of Helmed Forsis. To the south was the cleaved mass of Saet’Idros Archais. Old places, old memories, rarely used now by the humans but stolid and fixed in the memory of Faeron.

Beyond Madriger were the Shifting Lands, the enchanted border to the Wastes.

The abandoned fortress of Archais had once housed Lucent Fae, wizards, and human soldiers, an outpost that monitored a crossing into the Shining Lands and thence to the Wastes. There, the defeated of the Dragon Dark were banished. Fae Magic had locked the entrance generations ago, before Inkeri’s Fae father was birthed, long before Rossik had fallen for a human healer and impregnated her, long before Inkeri opened her eyes to a world that no longer welcomed Fae intervention in human lives.

The Fae had retreated inside the realms of Faeron to the north.

The old outposts and citadels were abandoned.

The dangers of Dragon Dark became legends and myths to entertain humans and scare their offspring.

Yet at the broken gates of Saet’Idros Archais, a battle had waged.

Fae against humans?

Fae with humans against a common foe?

Inkeri had heard nothing on her last venture into Olheim. The village had likely heard nothing in these past ten days.

The black birds had.

A journey from here to the Archais was three days’ steady walking, half that on horseback, a half day’s flight by well-fed birds.

Idros Ahdreide was arid desert with few waterholes between here and Madriger Head. Not only must she guard her water for drinking, but she must always hoard some to serve her elemental power. Without that, she had only the defenses of any Naught, her wits and keen steel.

Yet she had to investigate. Now that Inkeri knew of lurking danger, she could not wait for it to choose its time to attack.

She would set out in the morning.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Men had fought and died. Rhodren, baron of the Bois Argent, didn’t need an Enclave wizard to tell him that.

He unbuckled his swordbelt and laid it on the small table at the window. Warmth and light from a brazier kept the desert night at bay. The height of summer it may be, yet the desert chilled at night, reaching a wintry cold.

From an inner pocket of his brigantine he drew an enameled sigil. Its colors were dull and shadowed as the room, even when he tilted it to catch the brazier’s light. When fired magically by the lord’s ring and two drops of blood, one from the lord and the other from a captain, the sigil bespoke a troop’s haleness while away from the lord. An old method, used when no other communication between a lord and his men was possible. Rhodren hadn’t expected the ancient device to work. Itt had flared when he dropped his blood into the well on the back, proving the old records correct. Captain Walsing’s blood had created a greater and steadier light.

He'd performed the ritual ten days ago, the morning that Walsing and a troop rode from the manor, off to investigate rumors of a destroyed caravan and the misadventure of another baron’s troop, vanished during full moon weeks before.

A wizard brought news of the disappearance and demanded aid.

Then, three days ago, as Rhodren tried to worm more information from the wizard, the magical sigil linked to Captain Walsing had flickered and died.

He didn’t know the wizard and owed no allegiance to the Enclave in distant Mont Nouris. He was a baron of the western Argent, loyal to the Golden Crown. The Argent king kept ties to the Enclave and to Faeron, yet he had signed no treaties of alliance.

Only fools crossed any wealth of magic.

So Rhodren welcomed the wizard, he sent out a troop, and he tried to gain more information.

Then the sigil had died.

He cursed and flung the enameled disk down, on the table beside his discarded sword.

A sharp triple-rap came on the door. “Enter,” Rhodren called and removed the knives from his wrist braces.

The door opened, revealing Marshal Gaulter. The white-haired veteran stepped inside and pressed the door shut. “Lock this, my lord. Or drop the bar,” he added since this Olheim tavern had no locks to its doors.

Rhodren drew the knife from his right boot. “You stationed two guards outside my door. They stand there now.”

“Guards can be suborned.”

He grunted and reached for the knife in his left boot. “How fares the wizard?” The man had not wanted to accompany them when the sigil failed, proof the troop was lost.

“He remains adamant that he will not journey into the Idros Ahdreide, my lord.”

Rhodren snorted. The wizard had argued that he was merely an emissary when informed he would ride with them to the Archais. He complained in the morning, when he was confronted with his saddled horse and told to mount and ride, and in the noon hour when they stopped for a break. Every evening and morning since as they rode to the verges of the border of Idros Ahdreide, he protested. He claimed the land alien to him, that he didn’t know how to fight the beasts of the desert.

Nor did Rhodren. Two days ago they left the lush pastures and forests he knew and ascended a hot, dry plateau. The eastern edge was rolling grassland with narrow strips of pine forests tucked into rocky soil. The grasses became sparse the farther west they rode, pocked with woodsy shrubs. The bird calls were raucous; the rodents, bigger and tawny; the cattle herded by the holders had thick pelts on the shoulders and curving horns as long as a sword.

None of them knew this land, and whatever danger lurked was westward, in yet stranger lands. Rhodren would not enter it without a magic wielder at his side.

Now he picked up Gaulter’s words and turned them to his use. “I remain adamant that I will not send another troop into unknown danger. Nor should this wizard wish us to have another troop confront an unknown danger. He has hinted at evil forces. I will know this evil before I risk more men.”

The marshal’s scuffed boots shifted uneasily on the worn floorboards. “Should it be Frost Clime,” he advanced slowly, expressing every human soldier’s fear.

“You think they have left their attack on Channerro Pass and come weeks upon weeks south merely to prey upon a merchant caravan and a troop?” Rhodren shook his head. “No, that didn’t happen. This isn’t a sortie far from the main battle.”

“I would not think so, my lord. Would be a waste of resources. Yet who knows how a sorcerer’s mind works? We have no doubt that was foul magic.”

“Thus the wizard rides with us.” Rhodren knew the veteran had doubts that a second troop could learn more than the first. They both had no trust or faith in Enclave wizardry, trusting to their swords more than magic they’d never seen wielded.

He had still racked his brain for a second source of power, to venture with them into the unknown danger.

“Might not be foul magic, my lord. Might be outlaws, banded together to make common cause and increase their loot.”

“Outlaws will only follow a strong leader.” He preferred outlaws as the danger, but he doubted they had taken down both a caravan and a score of men. “If a leader has gathered them into a ragged troop, why have they not attacked the border villages? We’ve had no word of an attack on a village or an outlying hold. You asked the host, aye? Did you manage to discover what the elder knows?”

Gaulter grimaced his wealth of weathered wrinkles. “He has not yet driven in his flock, but his woman swore he would return by darkfall. I’ll see him next, my lord.” He scratched the scruff along his jawline. “The men fear that a sorcerer has built a stronghold in the Ahdreide.”

“Then the wizard should have sensed the reek of evil.”

The marshal nodded yet said nothing, merely stared at the floor.

“Or sentinels from Faeron would have ridden through both the Bois and the Verte Argent on their way to stamp out an enemy. We have heard nothing of that sort, Gaulter. Tell the men.”

“I’ll pass the word, but—.”

“Out with it,” Rhodren demanded. He wasn’t used to Gaulter’s unwillingness to speak. Never before had the man shown indecision, not once in Rhodren’s years as baron, not when his father had wielded the baron’s rod. What made Gaulter reluctant now?

“I would wish it were outlaws, my lord, but I agree with your thinking that it’s not. Nor do I believe it is sorcery, no matter the men’s fears. But what could wipe out so many armed men? A full troop. The caravan had hired guards. Did any word come from the baron Verte Argent before we left?”

“You know it did not. Only the first message, brought by the wizard, that he had lost a score of men to an unknown enemy.”

Gaulter nodded and kept nodding. “Will that be all, my lord?”

Rhodren studied him. Something had shaken the stalwart, but he couldn’t divine what it was. Yet Gaulter would not admit any weakness to his lord. “Unless you have word of another magic wielder, then that is all. Our wizard’s reluctance concerns me. Another magic wielder would settle those concerns. Ask this elder when you question him further as well as our host.”

“I will, my lord. I will continue my inquiries.”

“Make your questions subtle, man. The Argent has no law against magic wielders, but we are near to lands that do. We have no idea how this village believes.”

Gaulter bowed and backed to the door. He stopped with his hand on the simple lever that kept the door closed. “The bar, my lord.”

“Our troubles are greater than outlaws that would sneak in an assassin.” Before the veteran could argue, he added, “I will drop it in place before I retire.”

“Shutter the windows also.” Again the man hesitated, then he dared, “You have no heir, my lord. The Bois Argent depends solely upon you.”

Rhodren grimaced, for he did have an heir, just not one that his people wanted. His cousin was not well liked. Rhodren shuddered at what Jandrou would bring to pass if he ruled the Bois Argent. “I will take precautions,” he agreed.

Marshal Gaulter bowed again then stepped from the room.

As he lifted the heavy bar for the slots, Rhodren heard the marshal speaking to the guards, likely waiting for the thud of the bar into place. He dropped it hard before he went to fasten the shutters.

He stood awhile at the window, looking west, into the Ahdreide, thinking not of the lurking evil alone but of Gaulter’s last caution. You have no heir. The words tangled with what he knew of the Baron Verte Argent.

The old baron had a new wife and a new babe for heir. When the Argent king requested the Verte investigate the lost caravan, the baron claimed that he would not leave his newborn heir, yet he would send a troop. Then word came that the troop was lost. When the king requested another investigation, the baron risked his desmesne by refusing. He complained that he had sacrificed one troop; he would not send another into the desert wilderness, for that would weaken his castle defenses. Then, with sly diplomacy, he pointed out that the Bois Argent had fought hard in the war against the invading Cortes forces. The Argent king had heaped honors upon Rhodren and his men. The baron Verte argued for experienced veterans to investigate the mysterious dangers in the Idros Ahdreide.

The king had not argued with the baron Verte. He had not ordered the baron obey him. For an unknown reason, he hadn’t risked outright refusal. Instead, the king sent the wizard with a sealed scroll ordering the Bois to complete the mission.

Rhodren wondered anew at the politics that kept the Argent king from ordering the baron Verte. All his speculations mattered for naught, though. The Bois rode at the king’s command.

Before he sent the first troop to investigate, Rhodren obeyed a strange prickling instinct. He had fetched the old seal, read the document enclosed in the coffer for instructions, then fired the seal with his blood and Walsing’s blood.

He hadn’t expected the seal to turn dark.

To cross into the Ahdreide, they had traveled south. Tomorrow they would follow the path into the desert. He reckoned another day and long before they reached the Saet’Idros Archais, the old stronghold where the wizard had pinpointed the seat of the evil.

What evil would they find there? He couldn’t guess.

Yet he dreamed that night of crows.
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A battering at the shutter woke Inkeri.

She fumbled out of dreams that she couldn’t remember and stumbled from her narrow bed over to the window.

As soon as she put her hand on the latch, the battering stopped. She heard a rush of wings then the deep croak of a raven, fading as it flew away.

She hesitated until she no longer heard any bird calls, then she lifted the latch and opened the shutter.

The night was cold and still. A bright moon shone upon her garden. She scented green and growing.

Then she heard a rush, like wind, but it was the birds lifting from the pines. They rose, silent and eerie, a lifting spiral that took them above the trees, a huge flock that covered the moon like a tattered cloud, black before the silvery orb. They flew north, north and east, toward the village of Olheim.

She watched until they vanished from the sky, then she watched longer.

An owl hooted, returned now that the black birds had flown away.

The cold that invaded her bones had nothing to do with the desert chill.

Inkeri latched the window then stumbled through darkness into her front room. The embers in the hearth cast enough light to guide her to the lamp. Within minutes she had it lit and her satchel on the table. She began packing for her journey to the Archais.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Tapping at the shutter woke Rhodren. He lay still upon the bed until he woke enough to figure out where he was and why he was there. Then he rolled out of the lumpy bed and fumbled his way to the lamp on the table.

The rapping against the wooden slats of the shutter continued. Scrubbing sleep from his eyes, he stared at the shutter and wondered what came to his window. The room was on the first floor, the window a good twelve to fifteen feet from the ground. He gripped a knife and headed for the shutter.

Distant shouts reached him. Yells from men as if they fought. Higher shrieks as if people were afraid.

Before he reached the window, he heard running in the hallway. He paused. The guards outside—. Then came a pounding on the door. “My lord, my lord!”

That was Gaulter.

Rhodren lifted the heavy bar and flung it aside, and his marshal burst into the room.

“My lord, my lord. Stay away from the window!” He ran to the shutter and checked the latch.

Gone was the stalwart veteran with his seasoned advice. This man was wild-eyed, his hand shaking as he pressed it against the shutter, his breath ragged in his chest.

“What is it? What has happened?”

“Shut the door. Bar it! They mustn’t get in.”

Rhodren obeyed, not repeating his questions until he dropped the heavy bar back into its slots on either side of the door. “Gaulter,” he insisted, “answer me.”

“Birds, my lord! Birds. Black birds.”

“Birds? What do you mean?”

The shouts and shrieks beyond the room had lessened, but the battering at his shutter continued. Gaulter had backed away from the window although he never looked away from it.

“Birds. They came out of the sky.” He dragged in deep breaths, trying to steady his wits. Never in battle had Gaulter shown such alarm. The strange attack had rocked him. “The birds—they attacked anyone outside.”

“Our guards on watch? Villagers?”

“Aye, my lord.”

“How hurt are they?”

“Jabs, but—Simins said they went for his eyes.”

Rhodren sat heavily in a chair. Simins was an older guard, not known for wild statements. 

“I feared you had slept with the shutters open, my lord.”

He didn’t respond to that. “Black birds, you said.”

“Crows, ravens. I had the barest glimpse before I slammed the doors shut.”

“Our men?”

“Simins warned them in time. Those who were on watch shelter in the taproom below. I sent word to the second floor, where the others sleep in the dormitory.”

“The wizard?”

“I—I don’t know, my lord. He was not about. He retired before you did.” Gaulter glanced at the barred door. “I can go to him—.”

“Stay here until we are certain the attack is over.” Rhodren kicked out the other chair at the table. “Sit. The men have wits enough. They will not be so foolish to venture out without orders.” If Gaulter started talking, Rhodren might discover the reason he’d been on edge earlier and was unsteady now. “Which watch are we in?”

“Third watch, my lord.” Gaulter visibly swallowed again.

“You were quick to respond.”

The marshal stared at the barred window. Whatever bird was there, it had slowed its attack on the shutter, merely knocking the wooden slats and frames occasionally. “I was restless, my lord.”

As restless as Rhodren now felt. “No other reason?”

Gaulter shook his head.

“And earlier this evening?”

He shifted his gaze from the window. “I cannot explain that, my lord.”

“Your granny was wise woman.”

The veteran reared back as if affronted. “I have no magic, my lord. I am plain soldier, nothing more.” Then he clamped his mouth shut and stared at the window.

Knowing Gaulter would share nothing of his past, Rhodren rose and dressed, hauling his shirt over his head, stomping into his boots. He didn’t feel ready until he buckled on his brigantine and fitted his knives in their various sheaths. Then he sank back into the chair. He unstoppered the wine and sloshed it into a cup which he shoved toward his marshal. “Drink, man. Get your legs under you.”

Gaulter didn’t hesitate. He drank the wine down, not stopping until he had drained the cup. Then he set it down heavily and wiped his mouth. “My apologies, my lord. This attack was—unexpected.”

“I would query our wizard Almandis, but I doubt he will have an explanation for us.”

The man dropped his voice. “You think this is magic, my lord?”

“I think our wizard is not as forthcoming as he should be.”

“The Enclave seeks an alliance with the Argent king.”

“Then the wizard should be our ally, for we are loyal subjects of the king. I am minded, though, of old tales with wizards in them. Can you remember any of the old legends that tell of wizards sharing all they know when they should?”

Gaulter grimaced. “None, my lord. That wizard clearly didn’t want to come on this mission. Yet he never gave good reason.”

“No, he didn’t.”

They shared a look, then Gaulter heaved a sign. “I spoke with the elder and our host and his wife.” His voice dropped lower. He stared at the shutter then looked at the barred door. When he spoke again, it was scarce louder than a whisper. “A magic wielder lives not far from Olheim. She comes only rarely into the village. Once a moon-turn.”

“She? Magic?”

“They say she is Fae Mark’d.”

“Who is they?”

“The elder. Our host. His wife. The cook. The cook said it first then the wife. The host was not best pleased that they spoke of this healer.”

“Why?”

“I could not determine that, my lord.”

“What did the elder say of her? Will she journey with us? Can she fight sorcery, if that is the evil we face?”

They both looked at the shutter where the bird pecked at the wood, gradually destroying it.

“I did not ask those questions. Both the wife and the cook said her salves and tinctures are of uncommon quality.”

“I am more interested in their claim that she is Fae Mark’d. What did they mean by that?”

Before Gaulter answered, the knocking on the shutter stopped. They waited it a long time, but it did not resume. Rhodren stood and started toward it.

His marshal threw out a blocking arm. “Do not open it, my lord. It could be a ruse.”

“That is crediting a bird with a wily intelligence, Gaulter.”

“When have black birds attacked people at night, my lord? Or even in the day? It is twisted sorcery,” he hissed.

Rhodren sat down. “Then we wait for dawn. Tell me how to find this Fae Mark’d woman. Did they give her name?”

“She is Inkeri, and she lives in the last cottage before the Ahdreide.”

The last cottage before the Ahdreide. Rhodren would have expected no other location. He wondered how the wizard would react when this Fae Mark’d woman joined their troop.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

At dawn they left that small room and ventured to the ground floor where Rhodren’s men had gathered in the taproom, as restless as he and Gaulter, as filled with wild speculation.

They kept the latter to a low buzz as they waited to break their fast. A couple of guards invaded the kitchen and prepared a breakfast of sorts, simple fare of fried eggs, sausages, chopped onions, and toasted bread, with their own jeffah brewed strong. The cook came in as they were finishing the meal. She cackled at them but looked sour when she saw the results of their cooking. As they prepared to leave, the host and his wife staggered down, all unknowing of the birds’ attack in the night.

Last of all to come was the wizard Almandis, looking well rested. When he heard of the birds’ attack, he looked shocked. He had no explanation for it. He asked no questions. He exclaimed over it, but he did not think it an ill omen. Rhodren and Gaulter shared a skeptical glance.

When Gaulter explained all that had happened, the wizard gave a shifting side-glance. Rhodren wanted to interrogate him. He had to remind himself that the wizard was an emissary, to be treated like an ambassador of rank equal to a royal.

Almandis had to be prodded into a guilty acquiescence to examine the man wounded by the birds.

Rhodren could not bring himself to like the man. At first, he had lodged the dislike to a natural wariness of magic. Many countries had laws against magic of any sort, wizardry or sorcery, and wielders were rare in the south.

His dislike grew because Wizard Almandis had few winning ways. Closed doors meant nothing to him. He crowded into Rhodren’s conversations with his marshal. He demanded Rhodren lead a troop into the Ahdreide, but he had not intended to go himself, not until Rhodren swore that the Argent king would require it of the wizard.

Propping a boot on the bench outside the tavern, Rhodren watched his men prepare for the day’s ride. The birds’ attack had shaken them, but they were veteran soldiers, well used to steeling themselves to continue with a mission. Simins even shrugged off the wizard’s attempt to treat the slashes on his cheeks and hands.

He couldn’t imagine what the attack must have been like. The flapping wings around his face, the hot pierce of the beak into his skin, the deep caws of the crow as it dove and swirled around him. He shook off the image and tossed the rest of his jeffah onto the ground.

And turned into the wizard on his heels.

Almandis fell back a step. “What is this I hear? You are seeking another wielder of magic? You have found a woman who has some claim of Fae magic?”

Rhodren kept his curse mute.

“Another wielder may not be trustworthy, Lord Bois Argent.”

He barked a laugh. “My own question when you arrived in the Bois with the king’s scroll.”

The wizard stiffened. Casting back his head, he looked along his beaky nose. “I. Am. An. Enclave. Wizard.”

“You never offered proof of that.” Marshal Gaulter appeared in the doorway behind the wizard. “You appeared and demanded to see the baron.”

“The Enclave does not prove ourselves to mundane Naughts.”

“If you hadn’t spoken of the very rumors that concerned us, you wouldn’t have gotten an audience with the baron.”

“Gaulter,” Rhodren said quietly, a single word, but the veteran nodded and retreated.

Almandis sniffed his considerable nose. “Mark my words, Lord Bois Argent, this woman will be of little help to us.”

He did not need to justify himself to this wizard or to anyone, but he said, “We have no inkling of the evil we will confront. I would enlist any and all magical aid should we face the sorcerers of Frost Clime. Last night’s attack may be a taste of it, evil that jumps ahead of the main attack.”

“I sensed no sorcery, not here, not last night. Not in the Idros Ahdreide. I have told you this, repeatedly.”

“Yet I have lost twenty men. A Verte troop is gone. A caravan, which travels with families, with women and children, all gone. How many others do we not know of? This healer may offer no help, but I will not be the fool who ignores any ally.”

Grumbling, the wizard returned to the tavern.

“He whines like a whelp,” Gaulter murmured.

“He is an unfortunate emissary for the Enclave to have chosen. He will not win many allies.”

“He will win none, my lord.”

“Are we ready?”

“As ready as can be.”

“Ensure our wizard gets to his horse, Gaulter. I would not leave him behind.”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

The wielder’s cottage was closed up and empty when they arrived an hour later.

“Hah! She is not here,” Almandis crowed. “She probably fled when she heard of the birds’ attack.”

How she would have heard of the attack, the wizard did not say.

The sun blazed down, shimmering on the sands of the Ahdreide. The road stretched into the desert, a hazy band against the pearly sand. Red rock outcroppings rose from the flats, rearing higher than the haze, bold against the blue sky. Patches of dark green dotted the distance. “Waterholes,” said one of the men, raised on the desert border.

Overhead, birds flew from the sandy desert into the straggly pines straight and spruce, from the short-needled pines to the rocky outcroppings, mottled boulders piled one upon the other, tossed from some distant elevation by an ancient evil. The songbirds then flitted from the rocks into the dingy green and drab dirty scrub. They bathed in the dust and sand. They sang and chirped, bright splashes of red or yellow, blue or green.

Far to the south three birds spiraled overhead.

“Vultures,” Gaulter murmured. “Should I send a scout?”

Rhodren shook his head. “Best to go straight ahead. We need to reach the citadel at Saet’Idros Archais.” He glanced back at the wizard. As expected, the man had crowded his horse close behind Rhodren’s. “That is our destination, the Archais.”

“I said.” Almandis sniffed. “Why do we wait?”

“Why indeed? Gaulter, send a man to scout the road.”

The marshal twisted in his seat.

Then a roar came from the left, from the rocky outcropping with a twisted pine on it.

A desert panther appeared on a boulder.

A roar came from the other side of the trail. A second panther bounded out of the trees and planted itself athwart the dusty trail.

Then a third roar and a third panther, leaping onto the highest boulder. It dragged its claws over the striated rock. When it stretched its jaws wide, sunlight glinted on long fangs. The tawny feline inched to the edge of the rock and roared again.
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​~ 3 ~ Fangs and Claws
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The horses spooked. They plunged and reared and bucked, fighting tight holds on the reins.

The wizard fell from his horse and hit the ground, dust puffing around him. He didn’t move.

“Archers!” Rhodren shouted, but the horses made it impossible for the men to grab their bows. Several horses began running into the desert.

Gaulter jumped to the ground. His horse joined those fleeing into the Ahdreide. Rhodren flung his reins to a soldier then leaped beside his marshal.

More horses chased into the desert, their riders clinging to their backs, letting them run to bring them under control.

Three men joined Rhodren and Gaulter, their horses following the others. Timote and Naklon and Despa drew their swords and faced the big cats on the boulders.

They were five against the three panthers.

Rhodren set himself to guard the wizard, lifeless on the ground.

Gaulter motioned for the other three to take the two panthers on the rocks. Then he turned to the one coming from the pines. He had barely set his guard when the great cat leaped.

It landed beyond the veteran and whirled to swipe at him. Gaulter’s sword flashed out, and the panther recoiled.

The other great cats leaped from the boulders. They landed well apart, splitting the soldiers’ attention. One darted in and swiped with its front paws. It leaped away as two soldiers defended with round slashes of their swords. The other hissed and crept low to the ground, stalking the lone soldier like prey.

A chess match, Rhodren thought, watching the big cats dart in then bound away, testing the men’s readiness with their swords.

He saw the panthers’ strategy too late to warn his men. They herded the men closer, bunching them together, limiting the swings of the long blades.

Then another panther roared. Rhodren jerked around as it leaped from the boulders. It soared over the two panthers and landed on the single soldier.

Despa crumpled beneath the big cat’s weight.

As the men gaped, the three cats darted in. One hooked a paw on a blade and tugged at it. The soldier shouted and toppled backward. Before the panther could pounce, his comrade shouted and lunged in with his sword, jabbing along the cat’s shoulder. A streak of red opened on the tawny pelt. The panther screamed and leaped away.

“Look to yourselves!” Rhodren abandoned the wizard Almandis and jumped to his man covered by the panther. He hacked at it. The feline snarled.

The guard had dropped his sword to grab the panther’s neck, choking it as he held it off his neck and chest. Only his leather jack and breeches defended against the raking claws, razor sharp. The sleeves of his shirt were bloody tatters.

Rhodren kicked the panther, once then twice more. Again it snarled, refusing to leave the prey it had on the ground. He poked it with the sword. The cat was intent on Despa. Rhodren thrust his sword behind the front leg, into the chest. He felt the point slide along a rib, then it sank deeper and deeper.

The panther began to sink onto Despa. It stopped clawing, stopped snarling, stopped biting at the soldier. Then it collapsed.

Rhodren kicked it off his soldier then helped the bleeding man to his feet. “Guard the wizard,” he ordered and turned to help the others.

The two guards against the two panthers still held their own. They stood back to back, jabbing at the big cats when they darted in.

Gaulter had the other panther engaged, but he had lost ground, backing into the road, only a few feet from the fallen wizard. Despa fumbled with his sword.

The panther sprang toward Gaulter. The marshal stumbled back, and Rhodren thrust his sword into the big cat’s face.

Blue light speared down from the boulders. It struck the single panther, crouching to leap. The cat’s eyes glazed. Its muscles shuddered. Then it collapsed.

More blue light arced out as Rhodren whipped around, hunting the source. The power poured over another panther. It stilled then dropped to the dusty track.

A young woman crouched on the boulders. Knife in one hand, she held blue power in her outstretched right. She focused on the glowing light.

The magic wielder.

With her third thrust of power, the snarls of the last attacking panther died away.

She stood. Dark hair flowed around her shoulders. She wore leathers, as if she’d been traveling. The hilts of two more blades stuck out from a back harness.

Naklon raised his sword to decapitate a panther.

“Stop! Leave them be.”

Gaulter heaved a breath, “My lord,” he rasped quietly.

“They attacked us,” Naklon argued and lifted his sword again.

“Hold, Naklon,” Rhodren ordered.

The man scowled. He stepped away from the panther, but he didn’t sheathe his sword. None of his men did.

“The panthers won’t attack you again,” she argued. “Their lair is nearby. They were protecting their cubs. Go on your way, and you will never see them again.”

Without breaking eye contact with the young woman, Rhodren motioned to Gaulter. The marshal gave quiet orders to the men. Despa knelt beside the wizard and splashed water on his face. Timote and Naklon backed further from the boulders. They still didn’t sheathe their swords and kept wary eyes on the downed panthers.

Rhodren stepped closer to the boulders. “Inkeri? We are looking for Inkeri.”

Her expression didn’t change. “You look in the wrong place. My cottage is miles to the south and east.”

“We were there, following directions from the elder in Olheim. Are you Inkeri?”

Again she didn’t answer. She leaped down from the boulders, agile as a panther, landing with a springy bend to her knees. “We must leave here. What is wrong with your man?”

The wizard stirred, but he continued to lay on the ground. He groaned and pressed a hand to his head.

“He fell from his horse when the panthers appeared. The whole troop was spooked. We stayed to defend him.”

Despa urged Almandis to sit up. The wizard touched the back of his head then examined his fingers, as if expecting blood.

“Wizard?” Her nostrils flared, as if she had caught the reek of magic.

The only sign of Fae Marking that Rhodren could see was the slant of her eyes in her small face. She looked shorter than his men, but her head was higher than his shoulder. He sensed strength in her, as he had never sensed it from Almandis.

Her gaze left the wizard and bore into him, and he remembered to answer her. “Aye, he is sent from the Enclave.”

“You will depend on him as your main defense in the desert?”

He sidestepped that question. “We seek a disturbance at the Saet’Idros Archais.”

Her dark eyes flickered. “I go there, too. The black birds came from there.”

“Black birds. Did they attack you, last night?”

“No attack.” Then she caught his full meaning. “They attacked in Olheim last night? Was anyone hurt?”

“Not seriously. Not as seriously as Despa there.”

The wizard had gained his feet although he leaned on Gaulter’s arm. His man took a long step, and Almandis shuffled forward. Gaulter looked around for Rhodren, “My lord,” he called, “we must move.”

“Travel with us, lady. We go to the same destination.”

She blinked then nodded. “Your man needs healing. We must stop the blood, or all the predators in the Idros Ahdreide will track us.”

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Inkeri ripped up the soldier’s sleeves. The panther’s claws had raked along his forearms. The wounds were not deep and bled freely. She hated using her supplies this early in her journey, but she dug in her scrip for a salve that would stop infection and speed clotting. Then she wrapped his arms with loose cloth.

The man never spoke to her. The other two soldiers watched but also remained silent. The tall man who had questioned her spoke with the white-haired man who supported the wizard.

Said wizard had not offered to help with the healing. She’d heard of that Enclave arrogance. Yet she should not judge him so quickly. He had suffered a head wound and complained of headache although he refused to let her examine the knot on the back of his head.

Inkeri shrugged and packed up her scrip.

As the men started walking into the desert, she stood beside the panthers. Three would return to their lair. The fourth lay dead, killed before she had arrived. She regretted the big cat’s death. She could not blame the men. They had defended themselves. The wizard had been useless to stop the attack—if he even knew how to stop attacks from panthers.

A circling in the sky caught her eye. Vultures, already scenting death. Inkeri stared at the distant birds, three in a slow spiral overhead. Their early appearance was odd, for the carcass had not had time to stink, and odor drew the scavengers.

She looked further back, past the rocks, to the pines that marked the end of the Ahdreide and beginning of the fertile land of the Argent, toward the village, the direction from which these soldiers must have ridden.

Black birds were in the trees. Are they watching us?

“I am remiss.”

She started. The tall man had come soundlessly to her side. She turned away from the birds in the trees and saw the soldiers walking on the road, a dark path straight into the desert. The wizard hobbled beside the white-haired man, still requiring his support.
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