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Talann ignored the encroaching river that lapped at his feet. He stood alone. His tense frame focused on the torches flickering in the darkness of the opposite bank. Behind him, two dozen men crowded beneath blankets draped over tree limbs. The improvised shelters provided little protection from the storm-whipped spray. Loud rumbles expressed the men’s discontent as they squatted with their arms crossed over their chests for the meager warmth the act provided against the winds ripping down the narrow gorge.

An oath escaped his tightened jaw. Some means must exist to save the people and small herd of horses trapped by the now impassible river. Plan after plan flickered into existence to be ruthlessly quashed. All he needed was to get a line across the defile. But not even the strongest marksman could send an arrow that distance. “A single narrow cord would provide the means to re-establish the ferry boat,” he rumbled.

At least once the heavier tow ropes were pulled across, his military training corrected.

Once again, Talann cursed the whim of destiny which had denied him his heritage. If, like his parents, he had been born with a twinned dragon soul, he could take on the form of his dragon brother and fly across the water. I can’t. And my parents are two days travel away—still grounded by a late spring storm. Images of his parents, the Lady Anastasia Jessian and Lord Branin Llewlyn, faded and the aristocratic image of Lady Lexii Beylnea appeared in his mind.

“No,” escaped as more of an expletive than statement. Even though she was the only dragshi close enough to assist, she could not be risked. Until the true dragons sang a song of welcome to a male shifter, Lexii had to be safeguarded, protected from all harm.

The legend of the shifter lovers, Cailin and Lasair drifted into Talann’s mind. Over the years, the tale resonated in his heart and helped him curb his wild streak. A chill unconnected with the rain which drenched his clothes and ran down his collar rippled through his body. His mate murdered by a fanatical dragon-hater, Lasair took his own life.

At that point, Talann’s mother’s soft tones always saddened. “Son, never forget. Bravery must be balanced with caution. Someday your mate will appear and you must think of her. Like the old ones themselves, dragshi mate for this life and the one beyond.”

Resignation twitched Talann’s lips. Ever since his birth everyone assumed he and Lexii would marry. However, no matter how much he liked her, how hard he tried, some cosmic quirk of fate kept them apart. Her mere presence in the same room grated against his soul like an iron nail dragged against a rock. If he and Lexii were together for too long, they fought for any or no reason. Their monumental clashes rocked Cloud Eyrie until either one or the other of their parents intervened. He acknowledged the end result with a grim smile. I saddled Ohlmar and galloped off into the countryside. Controlling the heat he always felt at the injustice, Talann returned his attention to a problem he could solve.

The crunch of rocks underfoot preceded a body sliding into position at his left side. Only one man dared the familiarity—Kynan—a friend and companion since childhood. With a brusque flick of his fingers, Kynan pushed dripping blond locks out of his eyes. “Tal, don’t even think of it. The current is too fast. And Uaine says things are even worse upstream.”

Talann glanced at his friend who radiated the same tension he himself felt pulsing in his veins. The reference to Uaine, his mother’s childhood friend and now leader of the contingent who protected Lexii, gave Talann a momentary pause. Without a word, he returned his gaze to the opposite shore.

“Don’t try it, Tal. Even though you swim like a water dragon, you’ll never make it,” Kynan persisted. He tried a different tack. “Storms this time of year don’t last. The winds will die down soon and your father can travel by air. He can be here in two days. Wait and let him fly the rope for the ferry boat across.”

The look on Kynan’s face told Talann the other man didn’t believe the airborne rescuers could arrive before the waters overran the beleaguered people on the other side of the river. The brightening skies showed the true measure of the threat. Each candlemark they waited reduced the safe haven area at the top of the small hillock.

Hoof falls and the sound of labored breathing sounded out of the darkness. A fast-moving shape shifted Talann and Kynan’s gaze to the trail leading from town. The shimmering mane of a seidheirn and the slender frame more suitable for a lady of the court than a warrior announced the new arrival’s identity. “It’s Glyn,” Kynan hissed. A breath later, he added, “He’s alone.”

Words harsher than Talann intended slipped out. “I bet not for long.” Wherever Glyn was, Lexii could not be far behind. He knew Glyn fulfilled the same role in Lexii’s life as Kynan did in his—friend, confidant, and bodyguard. Even though he held a special position among both the dragshi and the true humans, Talann knew Lexii outranked him and was the one person with the authority to prevent the rescue attempt.

Sour thoughts burned in his mind. Unlike her, I have not gone through First Change. The dragons did not sing at my birth. More bitter than angry, one final fact loomed over the others. I am not dragshi.

Glyn’s cloaked and hooded figure dropped to the ground, and after a quick pat of the mount’s foam-lathered neck, strode over. “Lexii is but moments behind.” A gesture indicated the mare now being rubbed down. “I don’t know how she does it, however Buar bespoke the mare Lexii rides.”

Talann’s shrug acknowledged the mystery of the seidheirn. The magical cousins to true horses chose their riders, and sometimes befriended other humans as well. An even greater wonder was not the amount of communication between seidheirn, but between human and animal.

“In contrast to her master’s orders, Lexii’s mare agreed to run a little slower so we’d arrive first.” Glyn turned a stern gaze on the river. “Talann, if you’re going to cross, you had better do it now.”

“My father couldn’t order me not to try to save those trapped, whether man or beast,” Talann growled. “Dragshi or not, Lexii won’t stop me.”

Out of the darkness, panicked bugles and terrified screams rose over the pounding of water. Glances at his friends told Talann of their readiness to support whatever decision he made. “Bring the ropes.” A tug stripped off his rain-logged tunic. “And the grease.”

~ * ~
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Preparations for the crossing finished to the sound of approaching hoof beats. Talann stood naked except for his linen briefs and ankle high boots. His skin glistened from the grease smeared on it to cut the drag of the water. In a sweeping look, he evaluated the line of men behind him. Each held a determined grip on the lines, the only chance of salvation for their loved ones.

“I’ll delay Lexii,” Glyn said stepping into the saddle. “Kynan will back you until my return.” Then, after a glance at the now slightly calmer waters added, “Tal, safe crossing. See you on the other side.”

Kynan gave the narrow cords tied around Talann’s chest a tug. “Ready when you are.”

Three deep breaths later, Talann pulled off his boots and tossed them aside. He let enough air escape to give the order. “Let’s do this.” His teeth chattering from the cold, he waded out into the rough waves and in a lithe move, dove into the dark depths. Currents countered his every stroke. Despite throwing every ounce of his will and muscle into the task he made slow progress. Each time he surfaced for a breath of air, the opposite shore seemed more distant. A deep gulp and he once again dropped beneath the roiling water.

The pounding beat of an ancient call to war, a tune Talann felt rather than heard, filled his head. His father’s deep tenor filled the mental link between them with the words of the “Battle Hymn of the Seidheirn.” Glyn and Kynan joined in with their lighter tones. Lexii’s soprano wove a descant above them all. Lady Eirwen, leader of the dragshi, consolidated the wishes of those she ruled into a simple message of strength and sent it along in the music.

The chorus used to keep steeds in a synchronized step and motivate men’s souls acted on Talann. He visualized himself standing, not alone, but as in the song, “shoulder to shoulder.” The ethereal cord between him and his friends glowed from their efforts to support him. Although suppressed worry laced the prayers and energy sent by his mother, the Lady Anastasia, Talann sensed none of the darker emotion in his father’s mental tone, only pride. However, combat experience would have enabled the older man to hide such things.

Renewed by the energy being sent from the dragshi, Talann found his muscles moving in time to the ancient beat. The next time he rose for air, he had made progress. Emboldened, he filled his lungs and after sighting on the glowing landmark of torches, struck out for the opposite shore.

<Talann, dive. Down now!>

So insistent was the tone, he obeyed. Swift kicks took him towards the sandy bottom. The sight of branches passing between him and the opposite shore told why the command, but not who. The question would have to wait. As his fingers scrabbled for a purchase to keep him from being carried downstream, insight honed by climbing the steep mountain trails around Cloud Eyrie distinguished submerged shapes. Debris on the river bed provided more than a counterbalance to Talann’s natural buoyancy, it also held him in position against the invisible wall of force pushing against him. Logs, rocks, and the sunken remains of a boat formed a horizontal ladder unseen from above. Over his shoulder, the current formed the cords leading to Glyn and the villagers into a shimmering arc.

Praying the ropes did not catch on a stray piece of debris, Talann forced his way to the first rung of the makeshift ladder and grabbed a slick tree branch. The sharp edges cut into his water-weakened skin. Still, he retained his hold on both mind and body. With the slow precision of a child learning to crawl, he moved in the shadowed murk to the next rung—and the next. Each handhold closed the distance to his destination—the other bank of the river. His lungs burning, he kicked for the lighter color of the surface.

A half-submerged rock provided support while he sucked down long gulps of air. Blinking to clear vision clouded by pain and stinging spray, he searched for torches or other indication of his destination. The brightening skies revealed not only how far he had come—but how far away the shore remained. A tingle at the back of his head warned someone wanted mindspeech. With no magic of their own, neither Glyn’s nor Kynan’s connection was that strong. The familiarity of the presence meant dragshi—and Lexii. Talann braced himself for the first twinges resulting with contact from her, but only support and a sense of a communal brotherhood, such as one amongst soldiers appeared. Where was the irrational urge to fight that usually came with Lexii’s mental touch?

<I won’t order you back, Talann,> Lexii sent over a tight link.

A heartbeat later, as if the shift in speakers was of no import, Glyn took over the conversation. <Lexii took on Beylnea’s form and is using dragon long vision to monitor the river. She says the flood brought trees down from the upper slopes of the valley. Their inter-wound branches are now hung up in the rapids three bends upriver.>

~ * ~
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Cold rain hid Talann and ran down Glyn’s neck. A shrug shifted the leather breastband, although the garment still rubbed the bruise obtained during the weaponry session earlier that day. The last few seasons it had become increasingly hard to masquerade as a male. It had been easier to impersonate a boy during her childhood years at Cloud Eyrie. Even later, at the Ceoltier Guild, her disguise remained unbroken while she mingled on an equal basis with the apprentices.

She never understood why even though made of the same material, the tunics and pants were much more comfortable than the breastband. Although, she did admit, she was glad for more than the protection the clothes provided against the damp. Despite their suppleness, clothes fashioned from the special mountain elk hide wouldn’t cling like other fabrics, such as soft starlton, and betray the slight curves in her body.

A warmth at odds with the night’s chill drifted down her spine. It grew until the sensation enveloped every muscle and sinew. The darkness receded and everything seemed sharper. Previously unseen objects came into view including rocks that just moments before were part of the black mass of water.

This must be what it is like to have a soul twin, she mused. Only one thing accounted for a true human to have the ability. Somehow the dragshi are using me as a focal point. But how? I cannot even bring fire to cold wood.

The dragshi’s use of magic now accepted, Glyn visualized herself a deep well being filled by the magic that now surged through the mental connection. Energy from Talann’s parents formed the core of the flow. Behind it, Glyn recognized the mental signatures of Lexii and her parents, Lady Dealan Gwennteir and Lord Liam Orfhlaith.

<You do well, Glyn.> A vision of Lady Eirwen in her familiar pose, with hands resting lightly on the wooden arms of the upholstered chair in her office, filled Glyn’s mind. Despite Eirwen’s age of more than a millennia, the other woman’s mental tone was strong. In fact, the force behind the contact made Glyn feel the older woman stood beside her, rather than leagues away.

Although she couldn’t discern the identities of any other individuals, Glyn sensed Eirwen had gathered magical support from the rest of the dragshi at Cloud Eyrie and was now forwarding it on in an effort to save not only Talann, but the stranded villagers. The dark depths of the imaged well soon filled. Just before it overflowed, military-honed instincts took over and Glyn pictured herself sending the glowing force onward to Talann.

~ * ~
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The light touch of magic started at Talann’s head and spread down his body. With it came a lessening of the agonizing spear thrusts in this chest.

An easy link formed and he reached out to Glyn. The confidence sent by his friend buoyed his own flagging spirits. <Not much farther to go, Tal. You’re almost there.> Talann sensed a rapid conversation at the edge of the link.

<Rain has stopped on the upper slopes,> Glyn continued. <Between the easing and the dam, the water level is stable... at least for a few moments. Kynan and Uaine estimate the block won’t hold long. A half candlemark at the most.>

Now or never. After a deep breath which sent another stab of fire into his lungs, Talann pushed off from the rock and let the current carry him a few feet downstream before stroking for the far shore. What followed turned into alternating periods of black and red—the darkness below the surface and the desperate gulp of a breath.

Worry Talann identified as coming from Lexii colored the link. Even before she made the pronouncement he knew—the dam had broken. A roar so loud it overwhelmed the rush of water grew closer. Only moments remained before the wall of debris reached him. Adrenaline powered his muscles through the choppy waves.

Water rushed over his head, submerging him. Sputtering, he struggled upwards. No sooner had he breached the surface, than a wave knocked him against a rock. Pain formed an unbreakable bond around his chest.
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​Two
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The river bounced Talann off another rock. Sparks filled his vision. Each ragged breath came with a hot poker to the chest. Jaw clenched against the pain, he rolled onto his left side.

One arm numb and useless, kicks and a one-handed pull barely kept his head above water. The strong current pulled him first one way then another until depositing him against a tree wedged in what during the summer months would be stepping stones used to cross the water. Questing fingers scrabbled for purchase on the water-slicked log until they grabbed a large branch. A groan and he pulled himself up onto the temporary raft.

~ * ~
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Light from the brightening sky aided Glyn’s search for the missing swimmer. “Kynan, do you see Talann?”

A quick shake of Kynan’s blond curls showed his unvoiced negative and he returned to his own hunt for their friend. Glyn suppressed the urge to reach out to Talann’s parents. Earthbound by the storms on the other side of the mountains, there was nothing Lord Branin—or any of the dragshi—could do. Her gaze focused on a spot about ten feet from the opposite shore. The odd shape at the middle of the floating tree was not a branch, but a man—Talann. Only years of training under the top weaponsmasters enabled her to suppress panic at the identification.

“No,” escaped from her pursed lips and she pointed at the half-submerged log. “Kynan, Talann’s over there.” Taking a deep breath, she reached out to the obviously injured man. <Tal?>

Piercing silence filled the ether.

Glyn turned off all emotions. No longer a friend, she became an officer evaluating a wounded troop member. <Tal, how bad are the ribs?>

The question lingered in a growing stillness. Talann’s delay in answering screamed its own truth. Still, Glyn waited, allowing him to come to terms with his condition. She knew how hard it was for him to admit a failing. This time it was not a simple thing such as being bested in practice. Like his father, Lord Branin, with whom only one man dared to spar, very few people held their own against Talann in either armed or unarmed combat. Besides weaponsmasters, the two exceptions were Kynan and herself.

The lack of response from Talann raised questions as to his true condition. Did he have the reserves necessary to complete the mission? More than his life was at stake. A decision had to be made whether to allow Talann to continue on, or to use the ropes intended to save others to save him. Finally, Glyn cast a silent prayer to her ancestors—and his—to guide her choice, and pressed for a reply. <Talann, how bad are the ribs?>

~ * ~
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Talann groaned and tightened his grip on the log. Any thought of fabricating disappeared in the instant of its creation. You can’t lie with your mind, Talann’s honesty whispered.

And I never could dissemble with Glyn. With a resigned sigh at the inevitable, he answered the query. <Broken.>

Strength from a source other than his own will chipped away at the bonds that blocked his breath. Within a heartbeat, the pain receded to a more manageable level and Talann pushed away from his floating sanctuary. Where before he had fought a losing battle, now he cleaved through the choppy waves. Each stroke brought him closer to the shadowy figure frantically beckoning him on.

<Dive, Tal. Deep!> Glyn’s command rang in Talann’s head. <Debris will reach you in four... three... two.>

The countdown echoing in his head, Talann bent at the waist and, ignoring the sensation of hot pokers in his chest, dove until he touched the rocky bottom.

<Keep the line close,> Glyn ordered. <We’re holding down our side so the tree should pass over, clean and quick.>

Talann didn’t waste the energy of even a mental reply, merely focused on holding his breath and obeying Glyn’s admonition about the line. Handhold by handhold, he moved along the muck. His lungs burned until the need to suck down anything, even water, overwhelmed. Only his steel-tight grip on his will prevented giving in and he blindly fought toward the next purchase. The filtered daylight did not reach the black object in front of him enough for a clear identification. He couldn’t tell whether what blocked his path was the bank he sought, or he feared, a boulder with raging water on the other side.

The mental contact buzzed with the force being sent through it. <Talann, not much longer now,> Glyn urged. <Not much longer.>

Glyn’s words held encouragement that pushed back the water’s chill even more than the magic coming through the link. Talann did not know how much longer he could stay submerged. His ears registered a lessening of the water pressure as Glyn pronounced the all clear. Fighting the encroaching darkness, he forced muscles pushed past human endurance to struggle toward the lighter color that marked the surface. No matter how hard he tried, the barrier to the life-saving air seemed farther and farther distant.

A glow, like that of thousands of fireflies enveloped his body. Confusion did not affect his eager grasp of the potential savior. No human, not even the dragshi, had that kind of magic. The ancient ones, the true dragons, controlled such power, but they did not usually help un-bonded humans, only their own kind—and the dragshi.

Dragon-sent energy warmed—and healed—Talann’s body and soul. Could he be a dragshi after all? His pulse sped and frozen muscles thawed. Where before the surface appeared unreachable, within two heartbeats he breached into life-giving air.

Long gasps drew breath deep into his lungs. The burn lessened to be replaced by anger. He could not move. A wave washed over his head, then another.

“No,” he moaned. The ropes must be tangled in debris. He tried to reach the cords tied around his waist, but an immutable force prevented it. Talann struggled against the invisible bonds holding him.

“Easy, son,” deep tones said. “I’ve got you.”

At first Talann thought his father had taken on the winged form of his soul twin, Llewlyn, and made it through the high winds to assist in the rescue effort. It’s not a dragshi, Talann realized. The voice belonged to a woman.

“Easy, lad,” the stranger repeated. The attention seemed to shift to someone on Talann’s left. “Secure the lines.”

Gathering strength, Talann pushed back the redness still clouding his consciousness. One by one, other sensations penetrated his awareness. An iron grip suspended him above the waves, high enough to breathe, although spray stung his eyes. Movement replaced the feeling of weightlessness. Mud sucked at his hands. Pebbles scraped his knuckles and snatched at his feet.

Huffs of breath in his ear let Talann know the price of the effort being made to shift his not insubstantial frame up the bank. “Not far to go, son. Once the cables are secured, we’ll get you warm.”

This time Talann recognized the voice. Cleared vision confirmed the speaker—Muirea, the blacksmith’s wife, a woman well known for her own skill at working hot and cold metal. A teenage boy waded knee deep in the surf behind her, holding the ropes that led from Talann’s waist above the water. The determined look on the youth’s face told of his appreciation of his task. Once lost, the towlines could not be recovered. And without the connection to the other shore, everyone—woman, child, and animal, young and old—would drown within a candlemark or two.

Muirea laid Talann on the ground beneath a tree with the effortlessness of a woman placing a babe in a cradle. “You just rest. You’ve done your part,” she told Talann with a pat on his shoulder. She reached over and started untying the cords from around him. “The sooner we get the ferry set up, the sooner we all get to dry land. I’ve organized the older boys to drag the heavy cable across.” A nod drew Talann’s attention to the rain-drenched boy holding the traces of a pair of horses in a wooden yoke. “The horses are used to pulling wagons. I thought them suitable to help shift the ferry. And this tree we’re beneath seems strong enough to bear the strain.”

Talann appraised the tree above him. A branch, mid-way up the trunk formed a natural bracket for the pulley and provided the necessary height to keep the rope above the waves “You’ve selected well,” he said with heavy reassurance in his tone.

Fear flickered in the woman’s eyes to be quickly suppressed. “It would be a shame to fail after your valiant effort.” A water-logged knot thwarted her efforts to untie it until finally, she took out a knife and started cutting through the dripping fibers.

Pain shot through Talann’s cracked ribs with every shift of the blade. A quickly-suppressed groan escaped his tight jaw.

At the sound, Muirea stopped. “What’s wrong?”

“Broken ribs,” Talann gasped.

Muirea’s gaze roamed the handful of watching boys. “Imre, go get the healer. Now!” As if giving the order made it accomplished, she returned to her efforts. Her face pale, she slipped the tip of the knife into the middle of the last knot. Her gaze sought out Talann’s.

“Don’t worry about me,” he grunted. “We can’t wait for the healer.” Gritting his teeth against the burn in his chest, he added, “Just do it.”

A shake of her head acknowledging the order, Muirea resumed the blade’s sawing motion. Blackness narrowed Talann’s awareness to the fire in his chest. Each pass, each cut, felt another slice of his body. His eyes closed, he took shallow breaths, not only to still the sensation of repeated knife thrusts, but to prevent the sharp edge from actually ripping his skin.

A satisfied, “Done,” sounded in Talann’s ear and a moment later, the woman beside him gave a tug and the stubborn rope fell way. “Rest easy, son,” Muirea said. “Carys, our village healer, is coming. She’ll fix those ribs of yours.” Her snort showed amusement, as well as experience. “Of course, it will probably involve some smelly poultice or wrap. Before the flood, we spent the day collecting herbs for her so she should have what she needs.”

With the brief subsidence of the pain, Talann opened his eyes to a scene that at first glance appeared unchanged. Until he realized, more panic filled the ring of pale faces. And their attention focused not on him, but on the river.

Muirea leaned close. Recognition sparked in her eyes followed by quickly suppressed fear. “Sorry, Lord Talann. My apologies for the familiarity. I didn’t recognize you.”

Before he could answer, the tall woman Talann recognized as the healer Carys pushed her way through the circle of watching villagers. She dropped to her knees next to him and laid a covered bowl on the ground. The older woman ran knowing fingers over his chest. Her light touch probed for weak spots. Moments later, she rocked back on her heels, brows knitted together in confusion.

“Lord Talann, are you sure your ribs are broken?”

As Talann described the injuries and how they were caused, the healer nodded and Talann could see her mentally scanning her medical lore. He finished and for a long moment, Carys remained silent. “Your ribs are not cracked, but they are newly healed.” She paused, then when Talann didn’t respond, lifted the lid off the bowl. “I suggest a poultice for your ribs.”

Deft movements pulled out a string of bandage and with a practiced action wrapped it tightly around Talann’s chest. An astringent odor tickled Talann’s nose, and urging his senses to adjust quickly, he held his breath against the smell. He grabbed onto one fact. Since Carys said his ribs were not badly cracked, he might not have to wear the poultice for long. But, at that time and place, the cold, wet cloth added to the insult already given his body. Shivers rippled through his frame.

“Only a few moments more,” Cary’s said. “Warmed blankets will take away the river’s chill and I’ve arranged for dry clothes until your own things are available.”

His teeth clenched against the increasingly strong shakes, Talann shifted his gaze from the watching faces to the hill beyond. The boy sent to bring the healer appeared. A pile of clothes wrapped in a cloak weighed down his arms. Colorful fabric, probably a saddle blanket Talann decided, escaped from the bundle.

The blacksmith’s son draped the blanket around Talann, and set the heavy cloak on top of it. The rough-weave of the fabric confirmed his suspicions about its original use in the stable. But, he didn’t care. Obviously having only recently been removed from the fireside, the material transferred the trapped heat to his river-chilled skin. Although he knew tasks remained undone and he should dress, he didn’t move, merely pulled the coverings tighter around him.

The cloak and blanket will be warmer than the thin cotton shirt and breeches, he rationalized. And I can see from here that the boots are too small. Besides, bare feet provide better purchase on the slick bank.

<Talann?> From the hint of worry veiled within the tone’s exasperation, Talann knew Lexii wanted a confirmation of his condition—and that she was trying to be as patient as possible.

<I’m fine, Lexii. Just warming up.> At his friend’s barely hidden annoyance, he added, <My hands have stopped shaking. And besides, there’s not much for me to do yet. The pulleys and ropes haven’t come across.>

Lexii’s, <Hmmphh,> triggered the usual urge for a heated retort followed by a ride into the countryside. But I have nowhere to run.

As if Lexii recognized his feelings, her presence receded, but the connection remained intact. The strength and surety of the link indicated multiple minds so Talann curbed his thoughts and shifted from the more intimate namings used among friends or colleagues to the formal titles of court. Even as a child, he knew when his parents were no longer mother and father, but dragon lords. And this was such a time. Having the Lady Anastasia Jessian or Lord Branin Llewlyn hear him fight with Lexii would be bad enough, but Lady Eirwen ruled both dragshi and true humans with an iron hand.

Eirwen’s image appeared in Talann’s mind. <You have done well, my boy.> Despite the distance from Cloud Eyrie, he felt the older woman’s penetrating stare as if he stood before her. Her satisfaction washed over him. <I know you have much to do and won’t hold you up any longer.> With that, the head of the dragshi broke the mental rope between them. Silence echoed in the absence left behind.

Her words seemed a tacit approval of his intended actions so Talann pushed off the ground. He wavered before settling into a firm stance. Swift movements pulled on the dry breeches and with a shrug he settled the tunic into position.

“Just like your father,” a woman’s voice said in Talann’s ear. He turned to see Carys again at his side. “With what is at stake, neither of your parents would sit idly by.” The smile the healer offered brightened her face to be quickly replaced by a stern expression. “Help if you must. Just care not to overdo those ribs. The healing is too recent for undue stress.” A wag of her finger and she added, “Lord Branin Llewlyn isn’t here to use his healing fire.”

“No, but you are,” Talann said with a bow and a grin.

Long strides took him over to the group of ten boys who with the blacksmith’s wife pulled the heavier rope across the water. Soft calls of “heave, ho,” kept the movements organized until a canvas bag bobbed above the waves.

Taller than those around him, Talann grabbed the water-logged duffel. A tug released the cord keeping the sack closed and he pulled out a roll of oil cloth tied with string. My clothes, he decided, and hopefully my boots. Peering into the bottom, he upended the bundle and dumped a heavy wooden block and tackle onto the ground. With the ease of a familiar task, he assisted Muirea in threading the cable around the metal wheel.

Praying the tree was high enough on the bank that the river would not wash it away, and that the roots went enough deep so that the tree trunk would take the strain, Talann formed a stirrup with his hands and boosted Muirea’s son onto a branch. The youth clambered up to the desired spot, and under his mother’s and Talann’s guidance, the boy chained the pulley in place.

With everyone’s help, down to the littlest youngster, a flat-bottomed wagon crossed the river. A stray beam of moonlight showed a man helping pole it along. Talann looked closer at the lump in the middle and smiled in recognition—Ohlmar. The stallion knelt on the floor of the raft, his body a counter-weight to balance the canvas-covered frame. At least, Talann thought, I won’t have to pull the rescue craft with only a pair of horses and women and children to provide the muscle power. The seidheirn will accelerate the transfers. Uaine had reported the makeshift dam at the foot of the lake still held, but he didn’t know for how long. Speed was critical—and time was short.

The raft tipped as the stallion walked to the edge and moved onto the muddy bank allowing the craft to right. Talann petted the damp nose extended to him. “Thanks for coming, old friend.”

Ohlmar’s whinny and twitch of his ears told the stallion’s answer. <Let’s get this done.>

Laughing, Talann slid the leather harness over Ohlmar’s shoulders and signaled the boys to bring over the other pair of waiting horses. “Now, Ohlmar, don’t show the others up too much. After all, they’re not seidheirn, only true horses.”

This time, Talann had to dance away to escape the stallion’s flashing teeth. He turned to tell Muirea to gather her charges, but stopped in mid-word. Six women already sat in the bottom of the craft, their arms around pairs of pale-faced children.

“Now, everyone hold on tight to the lines,” Talann said. “This will be like skedding down the mountain in the cold season. Except the ride will be on water, rather than snow.” He paused to see the effect of his words. “Everyone ready?”

Cheers greeted his question. Then echoing Ohlmar’s attitude, Talann muttered, “Let’s get this done.” He reached out to Kynan on the other bank. <Loaded and ready.>

Although the actual time was only minutes, by the time the river was traversed and Kynan reported the women and children safe on the bank, Talann swore candlemarks had passed.

“Time for you to work, Ohlmar,” Talann said. “When we’re done, I’ll see if the grooms can spare some sweet roots for you and the others.”

With a toss of his mane, Ohlmar nickered a command to his harness-mates. Their hooves dug into the thick mud. Foot by foot, the trio of animals worked their way farther from the water and a few heartbeats later the makeshift ferry reappeared. Already lined up and waiting, the next group of women and children quickly climbed into the rocking wagon turned boat. By the fourth repetition, Talann began to hope they would be successful and save both man and animal.

Eventually, no line of expectant passengers waited for transport and the raft returned, not empty, but with two stablemen aboard. Blindfolds and low words of encouragement helped load the horses that had pulled the wagons earlier that morning. The wildly-bouncing craft seemed to crawl across the water.

Talann prayed the grooms would be able to control the skittish horses until landfall was made. He stood and watched, until frustrated, he snatched up a handful of grass and brushed Ohlmar. While the stallion whinnied in pleasure, Talann, as he always did, allowed the animal’s stolid nature to quiet his own troubling thoughts. “There will be new wagons to be made,” Talann said. “Next trip, Ohlmar, it’s our turn. At least I won’t have to worry about you, old friend.”

Unbidden Talann’s gaze shifted to land on a mare and the trembling colt at her side. The foal had already balked once, refusing to step onto the water-slicked boards of the raft until Talann had to send the stablemen over with the other horses. With the river rising again, it would be too dangerous to allow the grooms return. He and Ohlmar were on their own.

As if he understood his rider’s thoughts, Ohlmar pinned the waiting mare and foal with a stern glance, then lipped Talann’s wet curls.

“All right,” Talann said in a mock growl. “I know I missed the spot beneath your chin.” Resuming the care of the seidheirn, he took deep breaths to calm his own worries. Ohlmar is not the son of Cloud Eyrie’s head stallion for naught, he mused. He will handle his own. The river will not take a life this day.

Glyn’s presence pushed against the mind link. <Tal, the ferry is ready. Have Ohlmar pull.>

Talann stopped in mid-stroke. “Ohlmar, our turn. All we need is the boat.” He gestured at the recently-vacated harness. “Want me to help?”

Ohlmar tossed his head sending black- and white-striped mane into Talann’s face.

“For that, no sweet root,” Talann growled.

The stallion’s snort accompanied a nudge that sent Talann back a step. With a whinny that sounded suspiciously like a laugh, Ohlmar leaned into the harness, tightening the rope. Squeals pierced the air as the heavy line rolled through the pulley wheel.

Talann slid down the muddy slope to tie off the water-filled barge that nudged the bank. Racing back he freed the stallion and side by side returned to the water’s edge.

Tension sparked along the mind link. Even before Glyn spoke, Talann sensed the foreboding in his friend’s mind. <Tal, Uaine’s back from inspecting the lower rock fall.> A pause and sadness further darkened the frustration in Glyn’s tone. <The water broke through.>

Option after option flipped through Talann’s mind to be ruthlessly quashed. He could not leave Ohlmar, and riding the stallion inland and fording another stream was not a choice. The young foal could not keep up with the older seidheirn.

I have to risk the river.
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A star formed by flickering light crept along the dark cave wall. Haldric counted the heartbeats as the beam moved to land on its intended target—a polished stone which would reflect the signal to the next watcher. “I’m going to punish that guard,” he growled. “He should be able to hit the mark quicker than that. We could be overrun by those accursed dragshi before a warning is raised.”

Steps fueled by fear and anger hurried him to the opening that served as the entrance to the ruins. And if one knew the path through the tunnels and avoided the pitfalls, access to the hanging valley on the other side of the mountain. Hiding in the shadows, he scanned the sky for signs of dragons. No danger presented itself, so he shifted his focus to the trail. Just another group of pilgrims for the Parant. More muscle for the fields and gold for the coffers. Quick calculations revealed the band of five men and ten women would not arrive for a candlemark. Long enough to evaluate the arrivals a bit, Haldric decided.

A flat stone which might have once served as a meditation bench for those who lived at the now-deserted abbey beckoned and he leaned against the cool stone. Despite the crisp air common of late autumn, rays from the overhead sun had warmed the rock beneath his hands. One by one, Haldric assessed the approaching pilgrims, measuring their strength and other possible contributions with a critical eye. This group is even more emaciated than the last one.

Soft shuffles from the dark steps leading from the underground complex of tunnels and caves announced the arrival of his uncle. No, the Parant, Haldric reminded himself. It would not do to use the wrong name before the believers. They thought the Parant was a savior sent from beyond the veil. Even though holder blood ran through his kinsman’s veins, the reality of Waljan’s birth had to be kept secret at all costs. More than one dissenter had already lost his tongue or his life.

His tone so soft it did not echo in the natural sound chamber of the ruins Haldric muttered, “And I mean to keep both of mine.”

Movement accompanied the swish of fabric and the Parant moved into the light. Haldric took in his uncle’s appearance. Tall and aristocratic looking, only his eyes revealed the power that could so easily hold others in thrall. His shoulder-length gray hair hung loose, restrained by a leather headband which circled his head like a crown. Symbols embroidered in silver thread along the hem and sleeves of his soutane glinted against the dark blue velvet.

Impressive, Haldric admitted. As long as one didn’t look too close. The carriage of a ruler failed to hide the worn spots of the wrinkled robe the Parant wore. Of course, few are allowed close enough to see the reality. All fell under his control before they reach daylight.

He hid the other truth. Bodies could easily disappear down the bottomless pits that threatened the unwary traveler of the tunnels. Forcing his features into the appropriate attitude of reverence, Haldric followed the Parant outside.

“Greetings, my children,” the Parant called out. “Welcome to the promised land.” At his gesture, the newcomers sat on the ground in alternating rows of men and women. “Soon, you will enter into a new life.”

To distract himself as the Parant’s melodious voice started to put the soon-to-be followers in a thrall, Haldric watched a blond-haired woman just a few seasons past her second decade. Her eyes followed the motion of his uncle’s hands. A smile twitched his lips. That one. After the orientation, she will share my bed—and willingly. Although he did admit to himself that, sometimes, the pilgrims’ eagerness to please could be boring.

Changes in the Parant’s tone signaled the end of the welcoming remarks, forcing Haldric to turn his thoughts back to his surroundings. Time to earn my keep. He checked the positions of the guards hidden in the tree line and, dagger held lightly at his side, moved to stand behind the newcomers.

“Rise and join me.” Though low, the Parant’s words still carried to Haldric in the back. “Any who chose to leave, may do so now. All will be forgiven.”

Faces of the handful of petitioners who withdrew their request to become one of the chosen ones paraded across Haldric’s vision. All were recipients of the Parant’s final forgiveness. Slit throats ensured the continued secrecy of the valley beyond the caves.

At least there are now others to do that task, Haldric thought. One by one, he checked the expressions of the pilgrims for signs of hesitation or deceit. Finding none, he followed the single file of barefooted men and women into the abbey ruins. While the others shuffled into the darkness, he stopped on the threshold.

For long moments he stood motionless in the shadows. Scans of the meadow beyond showed no further petitioners—or intruders. Quick footsteps took Haldric to the large cave the Parant called his “great hall.” Standing in the back of the dimly-lit cavern, Haldric observed the baptism, the indoctrination ceremony where his uncle conditioned the new members to complete obedience. Although he couldn’t fully use them himself, he paid attention to the techniques the Parant used to blur reality and fiction. Yet again, Haldric wondered at the ease his uncle inspired men to give up all their worldly belongings and submerge their wills. Not even the Lady Broch, with whom the Parant claimed a kinship, controlled her people so effortlessly.

Rage pushed away the cavern’s chill. Broch died at the hands of the dragshi. His thoughts hardened. I won’t be taken so easily.

One by one, Haldric searched the upturned faces for signs of any remaining intelligence and to see who might be immune to the hypnotic rhythm of the mind-numbing chant. Few had, and they usually bore the marks of military experience. The former soldiers had seen the manipulations of mind and body before, when commanders broke the individuality from new recruits to mold them into a common frame.

The Parant’s move to stand behind the stone pillars and stained black capstone that formed the altar sharpened Haldric’s focus. He searched for rapt expressions, the indication of loss of will. Soon the men would break their bodies working the fields if so asked. His attention lingered on a gray-haired man, but then decided the oldster responded slower to the Parant’s prompts due to being hard of hearing.

Thankfulness that despite all the times he watched his uncle at work he never fell beneath the spell mingled with Haldric’s fear he would. The older man had become more erratic of late and even gone so far as to have a mural painted on the wall showing him with a hand held out protectively over a flock of sheep. But the ceremony of welcoming in the darkened chamber did more than symbolically reflect a voyage through the underworld to paradise. For those the Parant did not accept, the circular pit behind the altar ended more than one petitioner’s journey. Those so selected went into the abyss, a trip beyond the veil with no return.

The rustle of fabric stopped Haldric’s musings. The leader of the newcomers rose and moved to the altar to kneel before the Parant. Gold coins clinked on the altar rock.

“Thank you, my son,” the Parant said. He laid a hand on the man’s thin shoulders and helped the newly-baptized follower to his feet. “Welcome.”

The man moved to stand against the wall and a woman shuffled into his place. She repeated the pledge of loyalty and life, only this time it was gold rings that clattered in offering rather than coins. Finally, all but the blond-haired woman named Fais, who had caught Haldric’s earlier attention, had made their obeisance.

Wisps of hair fell into her face as she bowed her head. “Master, I have no coins, no husband to give me jewelry.”

Haldric’s breath quickened as she knelt before the altar. If she failed to satisfy the Parant, her fate would be the pit.

“Do not worry, Fais, my child,” the Parant murmured. “All of the chosen are wealthy.” The older man looked up at Haldric and smiled. But the grin held no mirth, rather the opened lips indicated more base emotions. He laid his arms on Fais’ bare shoulders and leaned down. “All of my creations have something to give.”

Muscles spasmed in Haldric’s jaw. He had been careful never to take a girl not of age or bed a woman the Parant marked as private property. But, he did not admit the real reason for the second exclusion. While he might sleep with a woman who once lay with a husband, Haldric would never yield to any living man—even his uncle.

The older man nodded as if he enjoyed the power he exerted. Torchlight glinted off the jewels in his headband. Haldric wondered at the woman’s fate. He knew that with a simple command Fais would spread herself naked on the altar for any and all men, or, at a gesture, throw herself into the black maw of the pit.

Haldric couldn’t hear the words his uncle whispered into Fais’ ear, but clenched his fists when she beamed with pleasure. There was enough torchlight to read the other man’s lips as the Parant gave one final command to the enthralled woman. “Attend me tonight at moonrise.”

His earlier anger returned. Only this time it was not aimed at the dragshi who killed his kin and caused the poverty he suffered during his childhood, but at his own kinsman. None of the other pilgrims were of age or suitable companions. I will sleep alone tonight... again. Haldric forced his face into an expression of obedience before anyone noticed his real thoughts. Damn you, Uncle. You knew Fais was to be mine.

~ * ~
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Glyn alternated scans of the downstream bank with quick glances over her shoulder. One was to keep the tow animals from getting mired in the thick mud, the other to trace Talann’s progress. A low roar reached her ears. Flicks of the reins urged the already exhausted team of horses and Kynan’s stallion to greater efforts. They had to get the float with Talann and his four-footed passengers across the river before the wall of debris arrived. The rumble grew in volume. In her heart, she knew. They were out of time.
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