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Tarsus lay where he had been placed, head bowed. 

For the moment, they had forgotten him, as long as he stayed still and submissive. His body trembled every now and then, as his grief overwhelmed him, but for the most part he was simply numb. 

The wind had picked up and blessedly begun to blow the smell of burning flesh away.

He swallowed hard against the nausea that welled, then raised tear damp eyes to the fortress. Somewhere in there, his sister lay dead, victim of revenge and hatred. The only one who had ever loved him, the gentlest soul he had ever known, and she had been killed for something she had never done. 

Along with the rest of his family... 

Those he would not mourn. 

Great hooves stopped before him, and he froze, breath suspended.

“Up.” The command left no room for argument, not that he would have found the courage for it. 

He gathered his hooves beneath him and managed to get his rump up, but his forelegs were so shaky, he almost collapsed again. A hard hand took his arm and dragged him to standing, leaving bruises in its wake. 

He looked up then into the cold eyes of the other centaur, shivering at the unyielding hatred that shone there. There was no mercy at all, no hope...

The only reason he yet lived was the very coloring that had made him such an object of scorn in his own clan. 

The attacking force had been so taken aback by him, that they had spared him out of curiosity. He doubted that once that waned that he would be long for this world. 

His white hide was anything but at the moment. Covered in dirt and grime from working, his coat matted and dull, tail tangled and knotted, he was ugly in the extreme. The looks mingled between disgust and curiosity, but he was well used to that. 

“Open your mouth.”

Tarsus hesitated in surprise, and that earned him a cuff to the head that almost sent him back to the ground. He obeyed then, cringing back as he hesitantly opened his mouth. 

Something hard was jammed between his lips, and he jerked back as something slipped over his head to hold it tightly in place. 

Those around him laughed at his shock, as he realized that they had bridled him, insult of high order, as though he were no more intelligent than a horse. The bit did not allow him to close his mouth, and when the huge centaur that held the reins jerked him forward, he whimpered from the pain in his jaw. 

He stumbled in the large one’s wake, unable to balance properly with his arms tied brutally behind him, long since numb.

He did not try to look back as he was led from the only home he had ever known. There had been no happiness there, and he had no expectation of any in the future. 
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NALAIN LOOKED UP IN annoyance as her Commander/brother barged into her pavilion. It had been a long, long day, and she had only just returned from the successful taking of the southern fortress. 

Her brother, Varan, had been in charge of the attack on the northern hold and he had been grimly pleased about that, for the last intelligence they had gained had indicated that their greatest foe and his family had been there but days before. 

She had considered taking that hold herself, but it had made more sense for her to stay with the largest portion of the army, and conquer the more strategically important southern fortress. 

She had already received word of Varan’s victory, but she wanted nothing more than food, and to cleanse herself of the blood and mud that coated her from head to hooves. 

She sighed at him, but his look of pleasure made her soften. 

“I have brought you a gift.”

Her brows rose. 

“We found the strangest creature during our conquest. I would show it to you. You can do what you want with it.”

Her curiosity roused, she rose to her tired hooves and followed him out into sunlight, the clouds of earlier having finally parted. 

Her brother’s Honor Guard stood about, one of them held the reins of what looked like a centaur on the ground. At least she thought it was a centaur. It was not the color of one though. 

As she came closer, and the prisoner looked up, she was caught by surprise, stopping abruptly. 

Varan grinned. “Blue eyes. Have you ever seen anything so ugly?” He pawed at the form with one fore hoof.  “Up.”

The boy struggled to his hooves, swaying with exhaustion, eyes downcast. 

Nalain stared in wonder. There was no brown on him at all that she could see under the dirt and grime. He looked to be a dirty white in color, even his hooves were not dark but pinkish. His upper body was pale skinned, not dark as other centaurs. He was altogether strange. 

She reached out to touch his matted hair, fascinated with its silver color. The boy’s eyes rolled with fear, his hooves planted ready to shy, but Varan took the reins, and held him firm as she touched where she willed. 

The white hide was unkempt as though never groomed, and ribs showed obscenely through both upper and lower bodies. His hooves were untrimmed and overgrown, with splits that looked painful. Whoever this strange boy was, he had obviously not been accepted any better by his own kin, then he was by his captors. 

She heard his labored breathing and could smell and see the fear sweat darkening his hide. Blue eyes rolled at her, mouth held open by the cruel bit, blood seeping down the side of his mouth. Skin twitched at her touch, obviously expecting further pain. 

Who was this centaur? Where had he come from to gain such strange coloration?

Varan drew his sword, and the boy shrank back, stark terror in his eyes. 

“I just wanted you to see him before we disposed of him.” 

She held up a hand. “I want to know why he exists, what bloodline created this mistake. Do not kill him yet.”

The sword went back to its sheath, and Varan grinned at her once more. “He is but a curiosity, wait until I show you our true gift to you...”

A roar of sound made her turn. 

A huge centaur prisoner was being literally dragged along through the mud, as he fought his captors with waning strength. 

Her eyes widened, then narrowed, her mouth curving into a cruel smile. 

A whimper made her look back. 

The boy was staring at the centaur prisoner with such a look of terror, that she instinctively stepped between them without even thinking. 

The prisoner was dropped to her feet, and held there. Wounds seeped brilliant red through the mud, and hands reached to grasp his hair so that he had to look up at Nalain.

“Greetings, Shar. We meet in better circumstances this time. You seem not to be the arrogant bastard I remember, but only a shadow of yourself.” 

The only reply was a snarl, and spit aimed in her direction. 

She tsked mockingly. “Not taking this well, are you, Shar? You look good at my feet though...”

Laughter came from all around them, as the enemy centaur leader struggled futilely to reach her, his eyes red with rage. His look slid past her, then widened incredulously, his rage deepening. 

“No,” he whispered, and Nalain realized he stared at the boy. “NO!” he roared then and struggled harder, as though he would attack if he could. 

Nalain and Varan looked at each other with raised brows. 

“You little bastard!” Shar roared, lunging against those who held him back. “Of all of them, why do you yet live? You should have died first. You freak, abomination, demon...kill him!” he screamed at his captors. “Kill him!”

The boy cringed back into his captors, obviously thinking them of less danger then the maddened centaur king before him. 

Nalain watched with confusion, while Varan stalked forward and backhanded Shar viciously, cutting off the ranting abruptly. 

“Silence!” he snapped harshly. “Nalain, give your orders.”

She smiled. “Geld him...”

Shar’s head snapped back to look at her incredulously, then he went quite mad. Despite all his struggles, he could not prevent his hind legs from being caught and held, as Varan unsheathed a wickedly sharp knife...

Tarsus felt tears spring to his eyes, and he turned his head aside as the screams began. He wished he was strong enough to feel vindication and malice after the way Shar had treated him, but all he could feel was sick revulsion at another’s pain. 

Fingers came beneath his chin and lifted his face up, so that he had to meet Nalain’s eyes. A sharp knife cut the bridle from his head, and he felt the agony wane as his jaw could finally close. 

“Who is he to you, boy?” Her eyes were cold and hard. 

He swallowed with difficulty, but there was nothing in him that knew how to lie. 

“He is my father...”

He closed his eyes, and waited for the slash of the blade... 
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ARIEL MUTTERED UNDER his breath, wondering how he had pissed his sister off to such an extent that he was stuck with this distasteful duty. He stared at his charge in disgust. She just knew he had a bit of a tender heart when it came to animals in distress, and assumed he would feel pity for this...thing. 

He frowned and crossed his arms, watching as the weird one tried to wash himself in the cold waters of the river. 

Grudgingly, he had to admit to himself that the boy LOOKED like a centaur, if not for that gods awful coloring. He was finely built, slender in bone, built for speed more than brute strength. Ariel’s eyes fell to the pathetic ribs and winced. 

He sighed impatiently as the boy struggled to wash, his arms weak after being bound for so long, his movements ineffectual. Good gods, this was going to take forever and he had things to do this night, certain...pursuits he was interested in. 

He waded into the waters and snatched the soap from the boy’s hands, catching him as he shied away from Ariel’s presence and almost fell.  

“Stand still,” he snapped impatiently, and immediately the boy froze as if conditioned to that command. 

Ariel began to lather the soap into the matted hide and scrub vigorously. The boy stood frozen, blue eyes watching him with fear in their depths, but confusion also. Ariel got the feeling that he was not used to being touched, which made sense the way he looked. 

Hair and dirt floated downstream with the scrubbing, and with lips thinned in distaste Ariel washed the tail thoroughly, rinsing it many times before moving to the boy’s hair and back, then telling him to lift one leg at a time as the cleansing continued. 

He sluiced the filthy form again and again, the boy sputtering for breath under the deluge, before critically deciding that he was as clean as possible under the circumstances. At least his smell would be bearable in close quarters...

Ariel beckoned him from the waters, and the boy obeyed without question, looking half drowned as he followed, shivering. 

They walked back to Ariel’s pavilion, where he threw a towel at the prisoner and watched as he worked to dry himself. Wet, the boy looked even more starved, and a faint feeling of pity wafted through Ariel’s mind. Odd the boy might be, but surely his own clan...

He stared with curiosity as the hair dried, then walked forward to lay a hand on the boy’s cringing hide, amazed at the pure, soft white color. It was almost...pretty, like a rabbit’s coat in the winter. If he were anything but a centaur...

“What is your name?” He was surprised at his own question. Where had that come from, and why should it matter? 

Blue eyes stared at him from under worried brows, then dropped. 

“Tarsus,” came the low whisper, almost inaudible. 

Ariel grunted, almost annoyed that he had asked. It made the boy too...real. Too much a person, instead of a curiosity. 

He stepped back and rummaged around in his clothes chest, until he found an old comb. Certainly he did not want his own comb touching this boy’s hair and tail. 

He handed it to Tarsus abruptly, and the boy timidly took it from him, beginning the tedious process of working through his matted hair. As it began to dry in the hot air, it turned into a silver mass down his back, and Ariel watched in fascination as the mats slowly disappeared and the...beauty...came forth. 

He blinked, wondering at his own thoughts. Surely such a difference could not be called beautiful, yet...

“Give me the comb.” His voice came out harsher then he intended, and he scowled as Tarsus flinched away, as though expecting a blow. He supposed he should glory in the boy’s fear, seeing his bloodline was that of their greatest foe, but Ariel found no pleasure in such a thing. Tarsus looked like he had suffered as much by that hand as Ariel’s own family. To give him more, seemed to put them in the same category as Shar himself, something none of them would ever wish to emulate.

He had to pull the boy’s tail outwards to start the combing, for it was clamped hard against his rump in fear. He pulled out tangled twigs and hay, working from the bottom up. By the time he finished patiently working out the knots and tangles, the silvery fall of hair reached the floor. 

“I am going to cut the end off, or it will only trail in the dirt.”

Tarsus shot him a shocked look, and Ariel shook his head. “Not much, just enough to keep it out of the muck. All right?”

The boy stared at him in astonishment, and for long moments Ariel could not imagine why, then the thought came to him that nobody had ever asked Tarsus whether he minded something done to him. 

The tail was trimmed two hands width off the ground, and with such freedom, it waved about in silver clouds as Tarsus twitched it back and forth nervously. 

Ariel did the same for the tattered ends of the boy’s hair, and it changed the look of him drastically. He actually looked neat and clean rather than the bedraggled mess he had come in as. 

Ariel fastened his wrists together once more, this time before him, but ensured that there was padding within, so the thin wrists were not bruised any more than need be. 

“Thank you...” the whispered words made Ariel look sharply at his charge. The boy flushed uneasily, and bowed his head again. 

Ariel shook his head as he led the prisoner out of the tent. Thanking him for the smallest of courtesies...

He led him across the encampment and into the Great tent, hearing the sounds of feasting. 

The sounds of revelry paused as the two of them appeared in the doorway, and Ariel felt as much as saw Tarsus freeze in terror as all eyes fell on him. 

Silence. 

Nalain lifted her hand and gestured them forth, and Ariel had to pull Tarsus bodily, as the boy shrank back from his enemies. 

When at last they stood before Nalain, Tarsus began to sink to his knees, but she stopped him, standing up from her chair. She walked around him, touching hide and hair, fascinated. 
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