
        
            
                
            
        

    

Wolf Justice is second book of the Magic Rising series — a classic fantasy: an outcast warrior, his horse, and an assignment that could restore his command... but only if he doesn't do the right thing.







Magic is back —and only the man who
once tried to stop it can save his world from what happens next.



Magic is back in Reandn’s world—and when wizards use
it to slaughter his Remote Wolf Patrol, he is left adrift in a society still
reeling from the changes wrought by magic’s return.



But King’s Keep offers him a chance to regain his rank:
escort the beloved Higborn woman through the rebel-torn Resioran border to King’s
Keep. Soon enough Reandn is embroiled in wizard’s treachery. To make it
out alive—to keep Kalena alive and prevent a catastrophic wizard
war—he’ll have to face his own worst enemy.



Magic .
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Answers Questioned

Rethia dreamed of unicorns.


Their hooves evoked thunder, the flash of their horns begat
lightning. Dust swirling through bright sunlight, musky sweat filling the
air, thick currents of magic drifted on the breeze of their mad dance. Unicorn
winds...


Amidst it all sat a young girl, afraid to watch and terrified
not to — and so she saw the unicorns leaving her world for some other
place. Tired of being hunted, captured and killed for their fierce, wild beauty,
they simply left her Keland behind, taking their magic with them.


Almost gone. They were almost gone...


Blue eyes huge with awe and suppressed panic, that little girl
stood her ground as the last of the unicorns approached. Rhythmic huffing
breath, huge round hooves, a giant muzzle of crisply dark walnut points,
nostrils open wide with exertion, wider yet to inhale her scent...


Boldly, she reached up — far up — to touch the
beast’s muzzle.


Even in sleep, Rethia knew what would happen next — after
she saw herself crumple, bespelled, to the ground. She’d had this dream
often enough, and she’d lived it before that. Later, half a day and a
whole night later, the little girl would open eyes that never looked at the
world the same again.


From the inside looking out, she would struggle to gather her
thoughts past the faint inner call she could never quite hear and never quite
ignore.


From the outside looking in, those eyes had gone deep brown
around the outside edge of the blue, and never quite seemed to focus on what
stood before her.


And Keland’s magic was gone. Gone, except for the quiet
heart of it left to dwell within a confused young girl.


~~~~~


Rethia woke feeling like there was something she’d
forgotten to do and she couldn’t quite remember what; she waited in the
thrall of the dream, lying in the quiet loft of her father’s house and
healing clinic.


The night’s noises pressed in on her like a muffled
lullaby. Kacey, moving quietly around in the main house, tidying as she was
wont to do on a sleepless night. An owl hooting in the woods tucked up close
behind the house, and the rattling of the cold, late winter wind in the trees,
slipping through her shutters.


Not that long ago, there would have been other things —
snow in the winter, insects in the summer — slipping through those
shutters as well. Back when Keland had lost its magic, leaving the wizards of
the land mystified — and searching for something else to do with
themselves. Back when the people had learned to live without the convenience of
messaging spells, protection and healing spells... and insect perimeter spells.


Back before Rethia had finally followed that mysterious and
distracting call to find the unicorns... and to open the door for them —
and their magic — to return home. But only after a generation had lived
without magic, and the generations before that had experienced nothing but a
diluted echo of that which now swirled through the land.


Rethia often thought that learning to live with magic again was
turning out to be much more difficult than learning to live without it.


She herself had gloried in the unicorns’ return two years
earlier, finding herself completely whole again for the first time since that
day in the meadow. Though she still drifted easily into a vague and
contemplative state, she also had moments of preternatural clarity — and
she often had an intuitive understanding of magic that no wizard could hope to
learn.


And though the unicorns did not often deign to show themselves
to others, Rethia had memorized the soft feel of their muzzles, the coarse,
thick profusion of their manes, and the smooth, cool and curious feel of their
horns.


It didn’t seem so simple to the other people in her
world. Older wizards were expected to step into their old roles as though they
hadn’t lost a day of practice — as though they still numbered as
they once had. New wizards unexpectedly felt magic thrumming through their
souls — and now struggled to control their abilities without the lifetime
practice and childhood experience that would have made doing so second nature.


There were, in larger numbers, people who didn’t feel any
difference at all. Some of them eagerly accepted the new resources and magical
services; some of them rejected it utterly. And yet others wanted it banned and
gone.


It made for an uneasy mix.


Especially for the man who’d tried to stop it.


Reandn.


Dangerously reactive to it, dangerously resentful of it.
He’d watched his wife die by dark, stolen magic; he’d lost a son to
it before that. He had, in the end, lost an entire way of life.


Reandn, too, struggled to adjust to the magic. It seemed to her
he was finally gaining ground in his fight against the bitterness and anger
once permeating his every move, but Rethia still wished his transition had been
as joyful and painless as hers.


Lying in the overwarm loft, glad for the draft of cool air from
the cracked shutters, she tried to imagine her life if she’d never
recalled the unicorns, if she’d never understood what had happened to her
that day so many years ago — that which made her so different. A child
touched by unicorns...


So alone.


Wasn’t she?


But what if there were others? What if she’d simply been
the last of them? The unicorns were unfathomable and deadly and full of beauty —
and they were wily. They knew what they wanted... and they’d wanted an
option to return.


What if she hadn’t been the only one? What would they
have done if she’d died young as so many children did, or if she’d
simply failed to open that door when the time was right? What if those others
were still out there, still unfulfilled and confused about their own
otherworldliness?


She needed to know. She needed to not be alone — she
needed them to not be alone.


She needed to know.


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter 1


Teya dove behind a bush in panic, cringing as an arrow rattled
through its bare outer branches. Ardrith keep me for her own —


Another arrow hit the tree beside her, imbedding with a solid
thwack. Teya screamed, flattening against damp groundcover — a wizard
unprepared for physical battle.


When the Hells had this gone so wrong? When she’d felt
her unfamiliar partner falter, bobbling the threads of the protection
he’d woven for the Remote Wolf Patrol? When the first arrow had found its
suddenly vulnerable mark, and the Wolves, caught exposed in the dip between two
hills, had been rushed from above by the outlaw leader’s men?


Or maybe their crushing defeat had begun the moment Teya
realized their wizard opponent was at least as strong as she. This wasn’t
her specialty, this sparring with magic. She was expert at truth spells and
detection spells, at the subtle forms of magical defense and at spinning her
magic so quietly she caused no alarm in a citizenry just becoming used to
having magic to spin. More than anything, she was adept at protecting others
from the stir of magic her spells created, and it was this skill that had
earned her the position of Patrol Wizard — not her ability to trade
magical barbs of hate between two hills.


Across the battered slope, her comrades cried out in agonized
death throes. And still she hid, because she’d barely been a yearling in
her wolf training before magic’s return snatched her away to wizard
schooling in Solace. No spell would help the dying patrol now, no physical
bravado could turn the battle their way... it was way too late for that. Hide,
hide and hope to live. Hope the outlaws got bored and went away while some
remnant of her patrol still lived.


Oh, goddess, this is my fault!


But not entirely. She hadn’t put the patrol out here; the
Wolf Leader had done that — he and the Keep Prime, when they’d
given Minor Arval the temporary authority to override Reandn’s commands.


Reandn had fought this assignment, he’d railed against
its heavy reliance on magic, as he always railed against magic, even hers. He
wouldn’t have let the minor’s man position his wolves into such
physical vulnerability, relying only on magic for their safety. Teya was
certain of it, even though she didn’t really understand the man,
didn’t really know him after only six months of service with him.


She wasn’t even sure if she merely disliked him, or if
she intensely disliked him.


But with the Resiores struggling more than ever against the
yoke of Keland’s sovereignty, and inner Keland still in social turmoil
two years after magic’s return, King’s Keep needed Highborn support
from minors like Arval. And they needed Keland’s people to believe that
the Keep could guide them safely through this chaotic time.


So when a wizard-driven band of ruthless outlaws started
plundering Arval’s hills, no wonder Saxe and Ethne — Wolf Leader
and Keep Prime — had decided a fully cooperative effort to destroy the
band was more important than heeding Reandn’s well-known aversion to
magic.


No wonder she was in this mess.


Teya risked a peek through the bush. Downhill, there were only
bodies, ill-concealed by the leafless trees. A gasp caught in her throat as she
recognized Apalla collapsed over the body of her partner, one hand loosely
wrapped around the arrow that had killed her. To the side she discovered Sannat
and Kessin, and below them, half-hidden in the trees, three other bodies in
quick succession.


No one else moved.


Teya slowly stood, feeling a scream stuck in her throat that
might just kill her when it exploded free. Her new vantage point revealed a
number of other bodies in wolf colors, and one feebly thrashing form.
“Oh, Tenaebra,” she whimpered, but none of the sound made it past
that trapped scream. “Oh, graces...”


A rustling behind her splintered grief into terror. She whirled
to face it, and found herself gaping at the enemy. An outlaw, blood dripping
from his hands and smeared in his untrimmed beard, his knife covered with —


Teya stood frozen in shock. The man grinned at her.
“Giving ’em all the death stroke, I was. Didn’t expect to
find a whole one amongst you. Must be a magic-user, ey? All used up, ey?”


It wasn’t until he reached for her, until his bloodied
hand closed around her arm, that her body woke up and reacted. The trapped
scream erupted at full volume, and she snatched at her belt for her knife,
finally falling back to unfinished Wolf training.


He reacted before she had the weapon fully unsheathed, pulling
her downhill a step or two and then using the momentum to swing her against the
tree. Teya slipped through his bloodied grip, whiplashing around the tree with
her shoulder as the fulcrum. The joint gave way; she cried out more at the
sound of it than the pain, crumpling beside the tree. The knife!
Frantically, she patted the ground around her.


His foot came down on her hand, pinning it; she whimpered as he
shifted his full weight onto it. “Please...” she said, looking up
at him.


It seemed a very long way.


“I think we’ll keep you,” he said.
“You’ve got just enough fight in you to make it fun.”


Fear turned to horror. She tried to force her injured arm to
move, to find that knife — and couldn’t. She tried to muster the
grit to fight him, at least to force him into killing her, and couldn’t
do that, either. As if he saw the conflict within her, he laughed.


But the laugh choked in the middle, turning into a grunt of
amazement. He clawed awkwardly at his own back. Teya jerked her hand free as he
swayed, and scrabbled to get away from him as he fell heavily and slid a short
distance down the hill. She stared at the arrow protruding from his back and
tried to understand it herself, for the fletching was undyed quill, the same as
the outlaws had been using.


“Teya!”


Dakina. Dakina lived!


Dakina emerged from cover and scrambled along the hillside,
limping badly as she tossed an enemy bow aside. “Teya! Ardrith’s
graces!”


I’m not alone. I’m not the only one alive!


It seemed a good occasion to faint, and when the world greyed
out, Teya didn’t fight it.


~~~~~


Reandn paced the length of the minor’s great hall,
scowling at the lavish use of wood and thinking darkly that Arval would have
done better, much better, to have thickened the walls of his keep with
additional stone. He favored an ornate cornice with an especially grim look.


“Come now,” Arval said from over his afternoon
snack, his voice booming across the all but empty room. “What has that
poor corner ever done to you?”


Reandn kept this scowl on the cornice rather than transferring
it where it belonged: Arval. Oh, this wasn’t stone-bound King’s
Keep, with its thick defensive walls and towers, but it didn’t need to
be. And wood was plentiful enough in this part of Keland.


“We should have heard something by now,” he said,
moving to Arval’s raised table. “You’re sure your little
keepmaster’s apprentice can receive from your wizard?”


“He’s not precise,” Arval said, amiably enough,
“but he manages the job.”


Well he might be feeling amiable, given how quickly the Prime
had jerked Reandn’s authority over his patrol and handed it to Arval —
an indication of just how critical the Keep considered Arval’s support.
Reandn knew only that Arval had planned to snare a local magic-using outlaw
while Teya and the minor’s own wizard flung prodigious magic around in
support.


Amiable was far from his reaction to it all.


Tenaebra’s Tits, he’d fought the idea of having a
wizard in his patrol, even a fledgling one. But Teya not only had a taste of
Wolf training, she excelled in shielding Reandn’s allergies from the very
magic she worked. She bided by his rules and tried to hide her resentment at
them, she never forgot to protect him when there was magic around, and she
never ignored it when he felt the whisper of magic before she did.


And dammit — like the regular Wolf pairs, she was his to
protect from the little stupidities that kept an already dangerous job from
being unnecessarily life-threatening.


But Reandn knew better than to trust magic.


As long it existed, there was the potential that someone would
wield it as a weapon, just as the wizard who had killed Reandn’s wife and
son had done. And he’d learned quickly enough that even when this half-trained
new generation of wizards used magic to help, it was bound to go awry. Best to
depend only on what the Wolves knew best — a quiet foot, a quick hand,
and the wits they’d been blessed with.


“Would you sit down?” Arval said, irritation
creeping into his voice. “You’re upsetting my digestion.”


Might do you some good, Reandn managed not to say,
eyeing the man’s girth. He dropped off the dais and hooked the end of
lower table bench with his ankle, pulling it out to sit as Arval asked —
but ended up right back on his feet when footsteps approached the entrance at
the far end of the hall. Arval shot a quick glare at him. “Sit —”


Reandn raised a hand to cut him off — from the pure
effrontery of it, to judge by the strangled noise the man made. By then the young
keepmaster’s apprentice was in the vast doorway, out of breath and
struggling to maintain the appropriate dignity. “Meir!” he said,
starting off well enough — and then the rest of the words simply tumbled
out of him. “One of the wolves to see you, meir, right now, she says,
meir, and it don’t look good, meir —”


Arval came to his feet, rounding the main table and coming off
the platform with a heavy-footed stride. Reandn stiffened as Teya — why
Teya, out of all of them? — came up from behind the boy, not waiting for
permission to approach. She ignored Arval and fastened her eyes on Reandn,
stumbling forward — bruised and battered, her torn clothes grimed with
blood and dirt. She held her right arm protectively against her body, and
winced at the sight of Reandn’s hand reaching to steady her elbow.


He let his hand drop.


“First,” she said to him, and got stuck there,
unable to do anything but hold his gaze, her light brown eyes full of so many
unspeakable words that he got stuck there right along with her. “Reandn —”


Arval stepped up beside Reandn and demanded,
“Where’s Yanwr? What are you doing here?”


Yanwr. The other wizard. Reandn gave Teya a fraction of
a nod; it loosed her words. “Yanwr’s dead. I tried contacting the
apprentice... I couldn’t. So I came.” She looked up at Reandn and
her voice broke. “I’m the only one left who could ride. Hells,
I’m practically — I mean, the rest are... most of them are —”


Reandn closed his eyes. Dead. They were dead. It
didn’t matter that she couldn’t say it. In that instant, the grief
that always lurked in him, the black chasm from Adela’s death, loomed big
enough to swallow him whole. His Wolves were gone, led into death by
Arval’s man.


He should have gone in spite of his orders. He should have done
something, should have —


“What happened?” Arval demanded. “Come on,
woman!”


Teya sucked in a breath. “They went out ahead, down
between the hills... they were supposed to outflank the outlaws, and Yanwr was
supposed to keep them hidden.” She stopped, gulping a hesitation. Reandn
heard what she wasn’t saying clearly enough: because otherwise there
was no cover at all. Arval’s strategist had trusted the magic, and
magic alone. “I was supposed to keep the outlaw wizard’s attention,
but he was strong — he was so strong... he felt Yanwr’s magic, and
he stripped the spell away.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “They
didn’t have a chance, they were caught at the bottom of the hill —”


Her voice broke off in a cry of pain as Arval shouted,
“You let the outlaw past your defenses? It’s your
fault?”


Reandn’s eyes snapped open; his grief flared into temper.
Arval’s hand clamped around Teya’s injured arm; she had gone grey,
unable to do anything but clutch at the pain. Reandn instantly slapped a hand
down on Arval’s forearm, digging his fingers into the clenched muscle
there as his voice went low and gravelly. “You sent my Wolves out to a
slaughter.”


Arval dropped Teya’s arm and turned on Reandn, florid in
his anger. “Your wolves were supposed to be the best!” His finger
stabbed at the Wolf Pack patch on Reandn’s shoulder, and at the lacings
of rank below it. “They should have been able to handle these untrained
outlaws!” Jab, jab, jab went the finger, hard enough so Reandn
stepped back to maintain his balance.


Barely audible, Teya half-sobbed, “Oh, no, don’t
push —”


“And this wizard of yours! She left them wide open to
outlaw magic!” Jab, jab.


Reandn’s anger surged; Saxe’s remembered voice
whispered restraint at him. We need this man on our side.


“No, please don’t push him —”
Teya tried to put herself between Reandn and the minor.


Arval turned on her. “You!” he said, and
gave her a shove. “Mind your place!”


Teya stumbled and fell, crying in agony.


Saxe’s voice of restraint disappeared in the roar of
Reandn’s fury.


~~~~~


“Danny,” Saxe said — Saxe’s very
own voice, along with Saxe’s very own self, magicked from King’s
Keep for the occasion, “you broke his nose.”


Reandn didn’t answer. He’d waited for Saxe in the
nicest of what might genteelly be called the Arval Keep holding cells. It was
clean and not too clammy, and had a hole in the corner instead of an unemptied
bucket.


“Reandn.” Saxe leaned against the vertically
barred cell door, his voice growing tight. Lines of fatigue etched around his
eyes, and premature grey sprinkled his dark, short-cropped hair.


Reandn shrugged, still distant, his shoulders moving against
the chill stone wall behind him. His thumb rubbed across Adela’s ring.


“Goddess damn, Reandn!” Saxe exploded, slamming the
flat of his hand against the bars of the door. “When the Hells are you
going to learn you can’t do this sort of thing? It’s not what Wolf
Justice means.”


Reandn growled, “He lived. Most of my patrol
didn’t.”


“And are you going to come after me next? It was my voice
in Ethne’s ear — my call to keep you out of this one.”


“It was a mistake!” Reandn snapped. “How did
you think I would react when you set me aside? Those were my Wolves,
Saxe, and you let Arval send them into slaughter!” He flung his words
like a weapon, and they hit Saxe dead center, changing the anger in his eyes to
something haunted.


Saxe rubbed a hand across his face and took a moment before
meeting Reandn’s gaze, his expression that of regret, and sorrow, and a
certain resignation. “They’re not your patrol anymore,
Danny.”


Reandn snorted. “No, they’re mostly dead!”
His anger turned into an anguished plea. “I haven’t even seen
them yet, Saxe — for Ardrith’s sake get me out of here so I can see
them. I don’t even know who survived.”


“Dakina,” Saxe said, absently rubbing the hand
he’d slammed against the bars. “Teya, of course. Sahan should live,
though he’ll never work patrol again. Maybe Dreyfen... we don’t
know yet. Same for Maccus.”


Reandn waited a moment for Saxe to continue before he realized
that was the end of the list. So few of them...  And suddenly he
wasn’t alone; he felt the soft whisper of a touch on his face, an equally
soft whisper in his mind, murmuring comfort. Adela, drawn by his
distress; how long had it been since he’d felt her presence? Closing his
eyes, he set his jaw against the raw pain in his throat. “So few?”


Saxe seemed to be searching for words and finally gave up,
moving on to things more practical. Easier to talk about. “I really need
to talk to Yanwr; it was his failed spell that exposed them all, and Teya
isn’t sure just what happened. But of course Yanwr’s dead with the
rest of them, so we may never know.” He looked straight at Reandn and
repeated, “They’re not yours anymore.”


“We do know what happened. Arval’s man put
them in an indefensible position and then counted on magic alone to keep them
safe. You should have given me approval over Arval’s strategy before you
turned him loose with my Wolves, Saxe — you should have kept him on a
leash!”


“They’re not your Wolves anymore.”


This time, Reandn heard him. He found the edge of the
cell’s rickety cot and sat, stunned, staring blankly at Saxe. Former
partner. Wolf Leader. Friend?


Saxe didn’t seem to be able to meet his gaze. “How
many times have I told you the importance of this region’s support for the
Keep? Arval wanted you celled until you turn green with mold. Ethne and I
talked him down to dishonorable dismissal.”


“Ethne’s here?” Reandn said, though the shock
of that barely left an impact after what he’d just heard. Not your
Wolves...


Saxe nodded. “I could hate you for this, you know,”
he said, and Reandn looked at him in surprise, trying to match the words with
the deep regret on his friend’s face. “We trained together, we rose
through the ranks together... hells, we’ve been in this so long together
that I’m practically in the habit of saving your Wolf neck after
you pull something politically stupid. But... I can’t do it this
time.” He shook his head. “You idiot. We needed you!”


It had been years since they patrolled as partners, since
they’d risen to commanding patrols instead of participating in them. It
had been two years since Reandn had failed to prevent magic from returning to
Keland, and had taken up leadership of a new Remote Patrol. But miles and years
apart, they’d ever been tied to those early days of partnership. Reandn
cleared his throat. “I... guess I...” don’t have any idea
what to say, that’s what. He closed his mouth, tried to think about
what it all meant, really meant, and failed.


Saxe said wearily, “You shouldn’t have hit him,
Danny.”


Reandn tried to summon anger, and failed at that, too. He said
simply, “Arval deserved what he got and more. Far more.”


“That he did,” Saxe agreed readily. “Oh, that
he did. But sometimes we have to make trade-offs. Think about it. How are you going
to protect them now?”


Elbows on knees, Reandn rested his face in his hands. He was
their patrol leader. He should have marched them off the grounds of Arval Keep,
orders or no; he should never have let them go out under Seveyga and Yanwr.


Saxe’s voice was quiet. “Hindsight is a wonderful
thing, Danny. This time, damn you, learn from it. I won’t be
around to smooth the ruffled feathers you cause. Not anymore.”


Reandn smiled grimly, head still bowed. He knew what Saxe meant
to say. Hold your temper. Think before you act.


But Reandn would learn from hindsight, all right. His biggest
mistake had been letting rank and politics override his instincts about what
was best for the people he cared about. It wouldn’t happen again.


~~~~~


Teya sat on the floor in front of Dakina’s sick bed,
carefully keeping her injured shoulder away from Dakina’s badly wounded
leg. Dakina slowly ran a brush through Teya’s long, light brown hair,
stopping to fuss at every little snarl she ran into. They’d quickly come
to this temporary arrangement, and now Teya ran foot-errands for Dakina, while
Dakina did two-armed jobs for Teya.


At least for a while. The nurturing arrangement comforted them
both, and Ardrith knew they both needed comforting in this makeshift sick
house, with the remnants of their patrol fighting for life around them.


Both women came from the eastern edge of Keland, a swampy land
of hunters and fishers and a great many recipes for frog meat — not to
mention poisonous snakes and hidden spots of swamp sludge so soft and deep that
few ever escaped its grip. The very land had a way of making one slow and
careful, and prone to deciding decisions twice.


Teya a’Apa and Dakina a’Pael were years apart in
age; Dakina had made her adjustments to the ways of King’s Keep and its
Wolves several years before it had occurred to Teya that being a Wolf meant
making the snap decisions of folk who fought and stalked their way through
life. She’d been fortunate when the magic came along and swept her away
to Solace for a new kind of training.


Reandn’s ability to act and react so swiftly inevitably
startled her, and inevitably reminded her of her failure to do the same. If
she’d been faster on the hill, could she somehow have stopped the
slaughter? All she remembered was confusion and chaos, the sense of being
battered with visual and magical input. She was, deep down, certain that if it
Reandn had been wielding the magic that day, the patrol would have survived.


Then she snorted. Reandn, wielding magic. Now there was
a likely thought.


“What?” Dakina asked. She’d separated
Teya’s hair into sections and placed them here and there and back again,
experimenting with the braid.


“Just thinking,” Teya said. “Just... thinking.”


“I try not to do that,” Dakina said dryly.
“At least for now.” She pulled the hair up high on the back of
Teya’s head and began braiding it from there. “Ribbons. We need
ribbons, don’t you think?”


Teya snorted. “I’d get laughed out of what remains
of our patrol.”


“Maybe. It’d give us something to laugh about,
at least.”


Huh. “Maybe we do need ribbons.”


From the doorway of the small shed, Reandn said,
“I’ll see to it.”


Both women jumped. “Ow, ow,” Teya complained
as Dakina twisted, taking her hands — and Teya’s hair — with
her.


“Sorry,” Dakina muttered. “I wish I knew how
he can be so damned quiet.”


“It balances out the rest of the time, when you
can’t possibly ignore him,” Teya muttered back.


Dakina swiftly finished off the braid as Reandn entered the
roughly finished outbuilding, and Teya’s first glance at him inspired
another, more narrow-eyed assessment: Fatigued, unshaven, the short, thick scar
along the angle of his jaw standing out more than ever. He’d obviously
slept in his clothes, and his short but persistently disarranged hair had
fallen into place without the benefit of brush or comb. As ever, she looked to
his eyes to gauge his mood, the grey eyes that were so compelling beneath the
contrast of dark brows against dark blond hair.


This time, she couldn’t read them. Neither, to judge by
Dakina’s look, could she. And the others... well, Sahan was dosed into a
stupor by Arval’s healer. With any luck he’d stay that way for
awhile; his mangled arm kept him in agony otherwise. Dreyfen and Maccus were
unconscious, fighting for their lives. A young woman sat between them; not the
healer, but a sensitive — someone without much power to wield magic, but
enough perception to sit vigil, and to call the healer if anything went wrong.
At the moment she was watching Reandn, her expression guarded.


Reandn nodded acknowledgment to her, and moved closer to the
wounded men, regarding them silently for a moment. Give the man some privacy,
Teya told herself — but she watched anyway, seeing at first only a
callous lack of reaction — and then seeing how his thumb worried the
plain woman’s ring on the little finger of the same hand. His dead
wife’s ring, his worry stone. The thing that always gave him away. His
breath caught in his throat, just like hers had done so often in the last day.


That’s all it had been. One day.


When he turned back to the women, Teya suddenly realized how
weary he looked. Not just tired, but worn down, almost... defeated. He shifted
his jaw sideways ever so slightly — the unconscious habit that meant the
magic was troubling him. She wanted to say something to him, anything...
but nothing came to her.


After all, what could she say? Nothing but the same hollow
words she’d tried on herself, and she wasn’t used to casual
conversation with him at all.


“They’ll get you out of here soon,” Reandn
said, as if he hadn’t been breaking an awkward silence. “As soon as
the men are strong enough to take the wizard’s road, you’ll be sent
to King’s Keep, where you’ll stay somewhere better than an emptied
storage shed.”


“King’s Keep?” Dakina said carefully.
“What about...” She trailed off and looked at Teya, who looked at
what was left of their patrol and finished asking the question.


“What about the remote? Are we being disbanded?”


“Arval pretty much saw to that,” Reandn said, and
his face hardened. “If you heal well enough, Saxe’ll save a place
for you in the remote. They’re going to add a second remote to the
Maurant-King’s Keep road — you’ll get priority for placements
in either of them.” He eyed Teya. “I’ve been told
you’ll be going to Solace for a while.”


Teya glanced up at Dakina, feeling herself close down into
cautiousness. “I can learn while I heal.” It wasn’t like
they’d pronounced her a fully trained wizard when she’d left the
school there, after all — they’d been quite clear that she’d
been chosen for her particular strengths, and that she’d be expected to
continue schooling at every opportunity. “But... will you... want me
back?”


There — it had happened again. Another swift expression
that Teya just couldn’t decipher, abruptly replaced with a layer of the
assertiveness she’d come to expect from him.


“Teya, what happened was not your fault.” This
time, she knew the edge in his voice wasn’t for her. “Have any of
Arval’s people said anything to you? Because if they have —”
he stopped suddenly, ducked his head a moment. “Well, I guess I
won’t break any more noses. But I will have Saxe set a guard on
you all. In fact, I think I’ll do it regardless. There’s no need
for Arval’s people to have access here, aside from the healer.”


Teya frowned, trying to understand the undercurrent of his
expressions. There was something going on here that she didn’t know
about, and it was as if she didn’t quite know him anymore — or as
if he didn’t quite know himself.


He watched her for a moment, and let out a breath. “I
couldn’t get here any sooner. It’s taken this long to get things
settled with Arval.”


Saxe and Ethne had arrived the evening before, Teya knew.
They’d come to talk to her, and had asked her the details of what had
happened — which had turned out to be a good thing, because she could
tell from their faces that what she was saying was considerably different from
Arval’s report. “Saxe told us it might be a while before you made
it here.”


He relaxed a touch. Relief. Now that, she could
recognize. “I’ve given him the patrol’s personal gear.
He’ll make sure it goes to the right families, along with the
commendation pay you all earned. Tomorrow...” he hesitated only an
instant here, but Teya knew what was coming. “Tomorrow in the main hall,
there’ll be a ceremony honoring our dead. I’ll make sure you get
there if you want to, but... I won’t be there. Obvious reasons. Saxe and
I are holding Binding come nightfall, a private one. If you want to
come...”


“Oh, yes,” said Dakina.


“Yes,” Teya whispered. She couldn’t care less
about Arval’s empty ceremony. But she wanted to light a torch for each of
her fallen pack members, to be part of the ritual binding — each fallen
comrade represented by a torch; each torch bound to the others as an offering
to Tenaebra. If the goddess listened, it would be that much easier for the
fallen Wolves to find one another in the many layers of Tenaebra’s
heavens.


Wolves seldom went to Ardrith, who gathered the souls released
by old age and disease; she left those who died in violence to her sister.


Reandn looked away. It was a deliberate evasion, and Teya felt
her old exasperations coming to the fore. He wasn’t telling them
something, and she was halfway to blurting out a demand to hear it when he
said, “After the Binding... I’m going to over Little Wisdom.
It’s best if I don’t stay on here.”


“But what about those outlaws?” Dakina asked.
“We took a bite out of ’em, but not enough to stop them.”


Reandn shook his head. “If Arval is smart, he’ll
ask Solace for help — that’s what he should have done in the first
place. Cut the wizard out of that crew, and the rest’ll be as easy to
take down as any band that’s gotten too predictable.”


“We could have done it,” Teya muttered,
smarting a bit over that one. Either he was saying he hadn’t trusted her
to handle them from the start, or he was saying the remote wasn’t up to
handling wizards in the first place.


Dakina looked at her, puzzled. “Of course we could have
done it — if Arval had just let us go in there like we always do, with
you checking it out for us and Reandn calling the orders.”


He gave Dakina what might have been a grateful look.
“Keep that in mind,” he said. “What happened out there
wasn’t your fault, either of you.”


He’d said that before. Teya looked back to his eyes,
still trying to decipher what she saw there. On impulse, she said, “It
wasn’t yours, either.”


That got a reaction. His shoulders drew back, his expression
shuttered down, and all he left to her was the slight gathering of his eyebrows
— the edges of anger. She’d overstepped the bounds of rank with
that one, and Teya waited for cold, quick words that would tell her so.
She’d certainly heard them often enough, and usually over the use of her
magic.


He said nothing. He eyed the three unconscious men again, and
then deliberately turned away, walking by the two women without saying
anything. Dakina touched Teya’s shoulder, catching her eye for a minute
and familiar shrug. Don’t mind him.


To Teya’s surprise, Reandn stopped in the doorway and
turned back to them, hesitating. Then he offered them a Wolf salute, his closed
fist just touching the base of his throat. Teya returned it without thinking —
and by then Reandn was gone.


Teya suddenly found herself wondering about all the unspoken
words of the last moments, realizing just how many there had been. She wondered
just what Reandn wasn’t telling them.


And she wondered why she suddenly had the impulse to label that
look in his eyes as loneliness.


~~~~~~~~~~





Chapter 2


Sky laid his ears back and looked at Reandn from the corner
of his eye, nostrils wrinkled in excessive irritation at the sight of the
bridle in Reandn’s hand while wisps of his morning hay remained. Reandn
offered a pat in apology and tried not to laugh out loud.


Sky. Dark bay racking horse, back hock scarred enough to
give his rolling gait a slight hitch. Oversensitive, self-defensive, wanting
nothing more than a rider who could see through it all and give him a steady
hand. Sky, the horse who’d run himself to death at Reandn’s
request, racing to keep Ronsin away from the magic that would make him more
dangerous than ever.


And Sky, who’d then been healed by unicorns. A walking
testament to Rethia’s success in returning both unicorns and their magic
to a magic-barren land.


A testament who hadn’t finished his breakfast thank
you very much, and who didn’t have the slightest interest in
maintaining the dignity his unique status conferred him. He flattened his ears,
flared his nostrils, and tilted his head warningly.


Reandn poked him gently in the shoulder. “Stop that.”


His bluff called, Sky’s ears flipped forward; he waited
for both bridle and the treat that would follow. Reandn bridled the horse and
gave him the expected chunk of rubbery old carrot, untangling Sky’s
forelock from the bridle crown piece with careful fingers and an affectionate
pat. There was no true guile in the bay; he was as easy to read as a signpost —
if somewhat less consistent.


His saddlebags packed and bulging, winter gear tied over them,
and Sky finally bridled and amiable, Reandn headed out into the cold dawn wind.
His good-byes had been said, his patrol honored in the Binding ceremony, and
his back pay dispensed.


Somehow he wasn’t surprised to find Saxe waiting by the
keep gate — such as it was. That gate had probably never been closed, but
at least it had a guard — not that the encroaching tree line would allow
him time for any useful warning. Arval depended on a perimeter warning spell,
Reandn imagined. He’d have been mighty uneasy in the guard’s boots.


The guard stepped away from Saxe as Reandn approached, his
expression an interesting mixture of curiosity and disdain. Reandn had seen too
much of that expression in the past days; Arval’s small collection of
keep guards and strongarms seemed to regard him as stupid for hitting their
minor, but at the same time they wondered about the man who’d dared to do
it.


Saxe stood in the lee of the gate, his wool-lined collar
flipped up to cover his neck and ears, his hands shoved deeply into his
pockets. Just looking at him, Reandn felt the wind more strongly; he shivered,
hoping for some sun once morning proper arrived. He hunched inside his own
wool-lined jacket, Wolf-issue minus its patrol patch, and tucked his neck cape
more snugly under his chin. He asked, “Come for some parting I-told-you-so’s?”


Saxe shook his head, but didn’t seem to take offense.
“There aren’t any told-you-so’s that are worth this wind to
make.” He shrugged inside the jacket. “Just came to say good-bye to
a friend, and wish him well.”


“I’ll be around,” Reandn said.
“Probably causing you just as much trouble, one way or the other.”


“Going to Kacey’s for a while?”


Reandn lifted an eyebrow at him. “Most people call it
Teayo’s.” Kacey’s father still supervised the healing at his
home sickroom, though his age and girth were starting to slow him down.


Saxe shrugged again. “She’s got a memorable
personality. And Hells, when you two are in the same room, the words fly as
sharp as knives. Not much like you and Dela.”


“Nothing is like me and Dela,” Reandn said
instantly, his voice hard and edgy, even as he knew he wasn’t being fair.
Saxe might not miss Adela in the same way as Reandn, but she’d been his
friend, and he missed her all the same.


Besides, Reandn was learning that there was no equating Kacey
to anyone. She was too much... her own person. Which was why he supposed they
did indeed trade a frequency of sharp words — even if between and even
during such moments, the depth of her affection peeked out.


Her patience might run out once he’d been tied to the
area for a while. Without Teya buffering him from magic, he’d have no
choice; he’d stay near the clinic simply to be near to Kacey’s
adopted sister Rethia. Only Rethia’s uniquely gifted touch could keep his
potentially fatal reaction to magic at bay.


Reandn twisted in the saddle, looking back at the small
outbuilding that housed his — no, not his anymore —
surviving patrol members. “I wish you’d let me tell them.” To
really say good-bye, he meant, instead of neglecting to mention he
wouldn’t be back from this particular visit to Little Wisdom.


“I’m sorry,” Saxe said, and meant it.
“They need something to hold them together while they deal with the
shock. By the time they learn the truth, they’ll already be separated,
and already accepting that they won’t be reuniting under your
command.”


“I think that’s a mistake, too,” Reandn said,
and at Saxe’s frown added, “Splitting them up, and keeping them
that way.”


“Teya’s the least injured of them, and she needs to
advance her schooling.”


“But the rest of them? And you should keep Teya and
Dakina together. They understand one another as well as pairs that have been
together for a dozen years.”


“As well as you and I?” Saxe said wryly. “I
suppose you’re right. I’ve seen that in them, these last few days.
I’ll keep it in mind — but that’s all I can promise.”


Reandn scowled. Sky shifted beneath him, lifted a hoof to paw
the ground, and thought better of it. “What’s going on, Saxe? You
never used to sacrifice your Wolves for anything.”


Saxe raised his eyebrows, then shook his head, careful to keep
his collar closed to the wind. “Nothing changes, does it, Danny?
You’ve never paid enough attention to Keep affairs.”


Nothing changes? Reandn snorted. Only Dela’s
death, the return of magic, the new remote patrol... and now the loss of it.


Saxe spoke right over his reaction. “That’s not
truly just, given that you’ve been remote for so long. But you could have
kept better track. You should have. The Resiores are a mess.”


“Nothing new about that.”


Saxe shook his head, still hunched within his collar.
“It’s never been like this. Not since the magic came back.”


“There’s a surprise,” Reandn said dryly, and
suddenly — for a moment — they were a team again, commiserating
about the way Keep affairs made a Wolf’s job harder.


Saxe gave him a rueful grin. “Half of the Resioran
Highborn embrace magic and Keland, and half of them want to break away for
Geltria, where the unicorns run thin and so does the magic. The people fall
evenly on both sides, and the merchants — who are, as ever, fussing over
Keland tariffs and taxes — do a good job of keeping them all stirred
up.”


“We’ve got good people in the Resiores, Saxe.
They’ll get things settled.”


“Maybe.” Saxe shoved Sky’s head away as the
gelding inspected his ear. “But no one really believes it. Otherwise, we
wouldn’t have taken in that unofficial Resioran representative last
fall.”


Reandn absently lifted a rein, recapturing Sky’s
attention. “Why did you? Two factions, one representative... sounds like
trouble, to me.”


“I wish you’d asked me earlier, when I was standing
somewhere warm,” Saxe said, tugging his collar closed.
“You’re right. It could be trouble. But we had to do something, and
accepting an official ambassador seemed like the best thing. Once the pass
opens up again, we’ll have to do everything right if we’re to avoid
war. Goddess grace, so far Geltria is just waiting to see how things play out.
Sooner or later, they’ll join the fray.”


The tension in Saxe’s red, wind-bitten face spoke loudly
enough, giving Reandn a glimpse of the difficulties his friend faced —
difficulties he certainly hadn’t made any easier.


Not that it would have stopped him from unleashing bitter fury
on the minor.


Saxe said, “Do you really think we’d have given
Arval authority over your patrol if his support wasn’t absolutely
critical? We’re not going to be able to handle the changes in both Keland
and the Resiores if men like Arval don’t do everything — and I mean
every-damn-thing — in their power to help us.”


Reandn grinned, wry around the edges. “Then I’m
lucky I’m not stuck in that cell.”


“Don’t forget it,” Saxe said, meaning it.
“I fought for you, Danny. But there’s just too much at stake. I had
to give Arval something.” He shook his head. “Take the quiet
roads, Danny. If you can find them.”


“If I can find them,” Reandn said. He ducked into
his neck cape, knowing well enough that Saxe didn’t refer to the physical
road before him, and lifted one gloved hand in a final salute. Sky flicked back
an ear; Reandn gave him an infinitesimal squeeze of leg. Gratefully, Sky popped
forward in his odd hop-start and settled into a quick, steady rack.


~~~~~


Kacey grappled with wet sheets in the stiff breeze of the
afternoon. It was the first time in ten days that the sun had hit the
clothesline, and she’d be bloody-damned if she’d miss the chance to
get things clean and dry without hanging them all over the house.


Quite a sight it was when the sickroom was full up with late
winter ills. Thank the goddess — either one, Kacey didn’t care —
that as her father Teayo had slowed, they’d hired a part-time cook along
with their new healer apprentice. Maybe it was time to get someone to help with
the chores around here, too. Kacey would never be a gifted healer like her
father Teayo, or as inspired as Rethia. But she ran an excellent sickroom, and
she had the exacting hand to prepare medicines and herbs — and she knew
her limits. All crucial skills for a woman in a healer’s house.


Rethia was more help than she’d once been — no
longer inexorably caught in her own private world. Even now she stirred the
next batch of sheets in their giant cauldron.


Farren had just given them a new spell to make fireless heat,
and then spent days tutoring their young and fumbling healer-mage to use it. It
was, Kacey thought, one of the few truly useful spells to reach their household
since magic’s return. Not that she didn’t enjoy seeing chameleon
shrews and unicorn sign, but they weren’t of much help when there was
laundry to wash and not quite enough wood gathered.


The noise of wind-snapped sheets and bandages filled her ears;
her hair blew into her mouth and eyes and her wet fingers grew clumsy in the
cold. Slender Rethia would be shivered into uselessness by now. Kacey was
chilled enough, despite two layers of sweaters over her tunic and under one of
her father’s huge wool shirts. Unlike Rethia, she had plenty of her own
padding, but she was still glad enough when the last long bandage dangled from
the clothesline. She left the basket and turned for the house — only to
discover that she wasn’t alone, and probably hadn’t been for some
time.


There, in the lane that wound between the trees between the
main road and the large open yard of the house and barn, stood Sky. Reandn sat
in the saddle, reins long and looping, hands stuffed in his jacket pockets,
grinning that lopsided grin that always made Kacey go a little soft inside —
though at the same time she had to fight the urge to shake the expression right
off his face.


She’d never really come to understand that one.


“Damned Wolf!” she cried at him, nonetheless
closing the distance between them with some speed. “Always
sneaking up on people.”


Reandn dismounted, keeping the grin. “Only the ones who
aren’t paying any attention. No matter how I ask him, Kacey, Sky does
insist on putting his feet down. Never fails to make noise.”


“Damned noisy laundry then,” she said promptly, and
gave him a hug. His arm settled comfortably around her shoulders, giving her a
little squeeze as he flipped the reins over Sky’s head and they walked up
toward the barn together. “We weren’t expecting you,” she
said, and stopped, giving Reandn a narrow-eyed look. “You’re all
right, aren’t you? You haven’t done anything to get your allergies
flared up?”


“I’m fine,” Reandn said, lifting both hands
in a mercy plea despite the fact that one was still over her shoulder and the
other was in Sky’s face. The horse snorted in irritation.


Kacey didn’t reduce the intensity of her gaze. Something
was up. It showed in his eyes, where everything always showed.


Rethia came running out of the house, her face reddened by the
heat of the laundry cauldron, wearing nothing more than the shapeless light
tunic and kirtle she’d donned for the chore. “Reandn!” she
cried. “I knew I felt you coming!” She flung her arms around
his neck, gave him a quick kiss on the cheek, and then stepped back to give him
space.


One of her wise moments, Kacey thought. Reandn had never quite
reconciled himself to the fact that Rethia had restored the magic he’d
fought so hard to keep out of Keland — or to the fact that he’d
considered killing her to prevent it. Such irony that it was Rethia and Rethia
alone, with her unicorn-gifted magic, who could soothe Reandn’s allergy
to the magic that otherwise would have killed him.


“What do you mean, you felt him coming?”
Kacey asked, suddenly hearing the words. Rethia had felt him from the steamy
kitchen, when Kacey hadn’t known he was practically within arm’s
reach? That hardly seemed fair.


“Like a scent on the current of magic,” Rethia
said, and smiled. “Everyone’s is different; I can feel where Father
is right now, if I think about it. Can’t you?”


“Of course we can’t,” Kacey said.


Reandn’s arm tightened around her shoulder. She glanced
up and discovered him grinning again. “Just another one of those Rethia
things.”


As if he had to tell her about Rethia things.
She’d been living with her foster sister since she’d been fifteen
and Rethia was six, dammit. But she sighed, recognizing that her snappishness
came from being unable to reach out to her father — no, be honest, to
Reandn — when Rethia did it so easily that she took it for granted and
had never until this moment mentioned anything about it. No, it wasn’t
fair. So be it. “Rethia,” she said, “You’re going to
freeze.”


Indeed, Rethia was already shivering. “Hurry up with the
horse,” she said. “I’ll have some hot tea waiting.”


“Make sure Tellan makes a sickroom check, too,”
Kacey said. “Some of them will need a trip to the bathroom by now.”


“He was doing it when I left,” Rethia said over her
shoulder, already heading for the house, hugging herself for warmth. “Oh,
I never thought I’d miss that laundry! Hurry!” She ran the rest of
the way back, heading around for the kitchen door at the back of the house.


“I’m colder just watching her shiver,” Reandn
said, removing his arm to tug Sky’s girth loose. “Late spring
we’re having this year.”


Kacey gave him a little push toward the little barn.
“Stall that strange horse of yours and let’s get inside,
then.”


But Reandn just looked at her a moment, easily absorbing the
nudge. Then he carefully reached out a hand to extract the hair that had blown
into her mouth — yet again — and tuck it behind her ear.
“Don’t change,” he told her, and led the horse away.


Kacey stared after him, and wondered just what, under the
surface — for so much of Reandn lay under the surface — that was
supposed to mean.


~~~~~


Reandn withstood the scrutiny of Rethia and her little
frown. “You’re back early, especially if that medicine is doing any
good. Is it?”


Reandn shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. I haven’t
been exposed to direct magic of late.” But he understood her confusion —
what she really meant to say. Why are you back so soon?


They sat around the kitchen long table, the one place in this
house where Reandn truly felt at home. The huge kitchen was always busy —
full of pungent boiling herbs, cooking meals, stewing laundry — and it
served as the social nexus of the home. Compared to this kitchen and the
sickroom, the rest of the house was quite small — a great room with small
sleeping chambers off the back, and the loft where Rethia slept.


There was the small barn, of course, and the several
outbuildings, all of which held tools with which he was more than personally
familiar. Reandn was all but certain that Teayo made serious effort to save
chores for his regular if infrequent visits. It surprised him that he
didn’t mind — but that didn’t keep him from muttering when he
was repairing shingles on a hot day, or from contriving to look miserable when
he forked new hay into the barn and bothered the faint, all-too-normal
allergies that everyone seemed to have when immersed in hay.


That was how Kacey had thought to try mixing thick herb
extracts for his reaction to magic. She’d dosed him after work on one
particularly dusty wagon and he’d noticed a slight effect on the
undertone of magic thrumming in his head.


That undertone had become a permanent part of his life the day
Rethia retrieved the unicorns. Untreated, it grew into a disorienting, dizzying
roar, while his chest tightened and his lungs labored — until eventually,
he could no longer breathe at all. It had happened once — once he’d
almost been in the Heavens with Adela and their adopted son Kavan. Reandn
fingered the fine white line that slashed diagonally across his left palm, a
reminder of that day. For a while, he’d sought a death that would reunite
him with Adela — Tenaebra’s death. Life had eventually recaptured
his attention... but death no longer scared him, and it made him more reckless
than he might have been.


Rethia gently appropriated his hand, tracing her finger along
the scar. “She doesn’t come back so often any more, does
she.”


Reandn didn’t even ask. Of course Rethia knew. She always
knew. He took his hand back and curled it around the warm tea mug, feeling the
clink of Adela’s ring against the fired clay. “Not so often,
no.” She’d warned him it would be like that, during those last few
sweet moments together when he hadn’t quite died.


Kacey shifted on the bench seat opposite him, never comfortable
at the thought of Adela’s presence. Her face had gone red with warmth,
though she’d already stripped off her extra layers — as had he.
Tendrils of hair curled damply on her cheeks.
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