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      The mountain’s narrow path always felt like a balancing act. Cole pressed himself close to the mountain side, his mass leaving a foot from the path’s edge. It slowed their progress, but Anna would rather her friend use caution. The day had been long. Longer for Anna after the time it took to drag her kill through a mile of undergrowth. She groaned, lifting her arms, the reins loose in her hands. Her muscles felt like jelly after heaving the deer onto the storm bison’s back. It hung end to end over his thickly muscled shoulders and dark silver hump.

      Grass hissed across Cole’s hooves once they reached the mountain’s bottom. There was a sudden slowing once the ground leveled off. Anna leaned past her kill, to find her friend panting. Her lips curled into a frown. Cole let out a low groan, his nostrils manifesting sprits of rain and thinning clouds.

      “Come on, old friend,” she said, rubbing his side. “You’re too brave and swift to stop now.”

      She urged Cole to the trail they used before. His pace increased, and his clouds thickened from her encouragement. Lightning clapped in the distance, jarring her from her bent position before she could draw in the scent of wet grass. Rain drops from Cole’s clouds tapped the ground as the lightning faded from sound. The heat from the waning sunlight pressed against Anna’s cheeks. Her hometown of Williamton was a good distance away, hidden by the forest.

      Trees not yet ready for winter clung to their leaves, giving some shade. Scurrying rabbits broke the near quiet, wind shifted the branches. A light, almost relaxed feeling resonated when she’d return from a hunt. One akin to rolling in snow. Anna wished she could bring the wood’s sounds home.

      Anna smiled, running her fingers over the thick winter fur of her kill. She hoped if the servants cooked it well, her lord grandfather may join her on a hunt. She licked her lips, already tasting the tenderness of deer meat. She pictured her grandfather upon his esant, in riding cloak, flying low with the wind. His words would be about the present and not about what troubled Lampara. Sharing time with him in the woods mattered more to her than who governed. No lecture on a prime’s ten-year governance or them proving worthy of being in charge for so long.

      The main path was in sight, all the snow of last night gone, leaving behind damp smells and darkened leaves. She was still at a good distance from Williamton. The town had renamed itself to honor her grandfather after he saved her from the dragon. I had wanted it for more than just a mount. Anna grimaced and then reflected on Cole’s silver hooked horns. Storm bison held near boundless energy in their youth, but when she purchased Cole, he already had been ancient in her eyes. A smile crossed her lips. A dragon wasn’t kind like a storm bison anyway. Dropping her hand to Cole’s reins, she gripped them fiercely then snapped them. They made it to a good speed as the wind bathed her cheeks and carried Cole’s clouds into the⁠—

      Flames tore through Williamton’s rooftops. Anna yanked at Cole’s reins, dirt churning, slowing them until they came to a stop. Fear gripped her throat to see the towering smoke grow thicker and higher with each second. The cabbage field before her filled her nostrils with a raw, earthy scent, tainted by smoke. The small quiet town beyond the field had been her home since the age of fifteen. It was an oasis amongst the legions of trees making up the Greethumb region. The towns high walls and thick gates grayed in the late afternoon light and thickening smoke.

      Dark clouds drifted northward at unusual speed, lashing out with lightning bolts. Pouring out of the north gate at great speed was a man upon a creature of black. Trailing behind him like a comet’s tail were men in evergreen and scarlet armor.

      Anna jabbed her muddied boot into Cole’s side. The old storm bison bolted onward. She narrowed her singular eye and clenched her teeth. She found the men possessed too much a lead to follow. Anna pinned back her long shimmering black hair with a thin metal stake. The riders grew clearer with the speed of Cole’s powerful legs. Their leader rode a black storm bison. Whoever he was only great wealth could provide someone a beast that rare. Crack. Lightning struck beside him. Anna gasped but the man crouched, jabbing his heel into the bison side.

      She shook her head at the thought of how aroused a black storm bison would have to be to create lightning. Toward the distant woods ahead of the riders there was no other storm bison. Without a source of motivation Anna wasn’t sure how the black storm bison created its lightning.

      Cries of pain filled her ears as she neared the west gate, but Williamton’s thick walls should have made that impossible. Anna’s senses heightened when she drew near danger or became stressed. She released a breath, hoping this time what drove her mad may be of use. For once.

      There were no guards manning the west gate’s octagon towers. Anna moved on with the cries fading from her ears. She urged Cole to the north gate where the riders made their hasty exit. It like the other gates were layered with names of past citizens in copper over their oak surfaces. The tradition kept the memory of those dead or moved on alive. The height and smooth surface of the town’s walls made the north gate hard to spot.

      Anna licked her lips, her tongue withdrawing swiftly from where her burns had healed part of them shut. She drew in a breath. The town was like a barrel full of kindling, its homes crafted from wood and drystone. Another scream struck her ears, as if someone was being chased. She reached for her quiver, counting its arrows, eyeing the way ahead for the north gate. 28. Anna held on to hope there were no more armored soldiers. And that her hearing had just deceived her.

      She passed through the gate, smoke consuming it like a foggy narrow gorge. It teased her nostrils as she swiped at the smokes unrelenting gray. Flames stretched out ahead of her, torturing homes and shops the deeper she went. The trading post groaned from her left, its weakened timbers cracked and bent.

      “Grandfather,” Anna called. Footsteps answered, growing closer and faster. A man clutching scrolls to his chest burst forth from the smoke. The trading post released a final creak, crashing in a heap. “Norman? Where is Lord William Brighton?”

      Norman spun with his hair a mess and ash on his cheeks. Amongst the chaos around them, he bowed to her, an ink bottle slipped from his pocket, smashing amongst the slush and mud. His lips trembled as he stood erect.

      “He’s guiding people out of the south gate, Lady Anna.”

      Relief filled her belly like cool water to know her grandfather was safe. She secured Cole’s reins around the horn of his saddle and slid down from his back. Her cloak caught on his thick gray coat, crackling with static.

      “Thank you for this news,” she said. Norman looked upon her and her heart quickened. The account’s blue eyes were redden from the smoke. His finely tailored crimson doublet smelled of ash. “Take Cole to where grandfather has led the others. Do you know why those riders came?”

      Norman stuffed his scrolls in a saddlebag, straining to pull himself up. The blacksmith’s forge belched out a great blast of flame behind him. Anna flinched as Norman lost his grip then regained it, clamoring for balance. Anna held Cole close, his bleating boomed within her ears. She stroked his head, feeling the storm bison clouds rush over her cheeks. Cole stomped in place. Norman hugged against his heaving back, gaging at the deer’s open belly over the bison shoulders. The storm bison clouds grew, rising swiftly over the town before they released a torrent of rain. The droplets quenched flames lingering across the collapsed trading post.

      “I don’t know why they came,” said Norman, swallowing hard, readying Cole’s reins, “but I do know how we can save Williamton.”

      “Are you certain?” Anna said, remembering the accountant’s struggle to mount Cole. “Maybe you should leave by the south gate and⁠—”

      Snap went the storm bison reins. Anna leapt back, stumbling close to the black smith’s shop. Its heat and flames jarred her memory, adding haste to her steps. Anna collapsed to one knee, gasping, her fear of fire consumed her. Great canals of sweat ran down her back. She peered over her shoulder, finding her cloak was on fire. She ripped its pale bear brooch off, holding tight the white stoned guardian. She staggered to her feet, pressing the broach close to her chest. At a distance rain pattered upon the road and struck at homes. Below the rising nimbuses Norman sent Cole down a narrow alley.

      The sky filled swiftly with clouds sending rain over what burned. An inn nearby Anna wished had seen more business this past autumn began to burn. Visitors of her grandfather had stayed there, but in recent weeks the inn began hosting fewer and fewer guests. Smoke billowed from the roof and lower levels. She moved closer, hearing no commotion from its windows. The smoke jabbed at her eye, stinging it before a sold sign tore way from under the inn’s timber awning. Wind sent it spinning into flames, devouring it in seconds.

      Clouds gathered over the inn, their rain falling with great force. The inn’s flames hissed, vanishing, the roof like a marble of black and brown. She sucked in a breath, wishing Gwen Mindal had kept the town’s oldest residence. Perhaps, whoever she sold it to will not want it now. She eyed the structure once again and then drew in her lip.

      She grew weary of Cole. His breathing had become more rampant once reaching Williamton. Her kill had evaded them over rough terrain and was still tied over her friend’s back. She pressed the broach to her chest, whispering a prayer to Simdorn for her friend. Stuffing the guardian away, she turned her head westward.

      “I must find where those screams came from before it’s too late.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A damp and muddy path stretched out behind Norman. Ahead of him, lit by the remaining sunlight, Williamton’s two main roads filled his line of vision. He had been coming from the east end of town where the fires began an hour earlier. His heart pounded almost in rhythm with Cole’s heavy panting. Gray swirling clouds blasted from the storm bison thick black nostrils. The ground before them grew muddy and sucked at the mount’s hooves. Norman chewed his lip as rain droplets raced down his brow. A grinding pain filled his chest distracting from abundance of sound. Damn my cowardice.

      The moment had been there, and he was too afraid to tell her. Anna would never forgive him for his silence. He had heard what wasn’t meant for his ears. Damn myself for being caught, he thought, snatching a scroll before it slipped from a saddlebag. Clenching his teeth, Norman wished that scoundrel with his long thick chin whiskers had refused his lordship. He wished he would have returned later for the scrolls. As the sun sank, and his way grew darker, there was no use traipsing back to the past. There was no use wallowing in regret.

      Norman pressed his legs to Cole’s sides. He yanked at the saddle horn as his buttocks slid to the beast’s gray furry behind. The saddle was far longer than a horse’s, and from where he used to live, a cobraswift’s dome saddle required no need for balance. He’d never ridden a storm bison until today.

      He caught sight of crusted blood from where the deer had been gutted. Norman gagged as a rush of bile filled his throat. The deer flopped up and down on Cole’s back. Blood leapt from its belly, tapping, and running down the storm bison horns. He sent the mount east where the flames grew worse and roared loudest. The house Norman had long lived in was nestled at the neighborhood’s center. His heart felt lighter to know Samuel was safe. The guard and accountant had been at his post before the fires began. Samuel had taught him to do things in measurements as one would a man’s savings. Norman cracked Cole’s reins keeping to covering quadrants of the town.

      The bad taste formed again in his mouth. This time of milk he realized had been sour too late. The dead beast from Anna’s hunt made the taste seem worse. Norman spat and rummaged through the saddlebags for a knife. Norman felt the leather of a hilt and withdrew his hand, ignoring the loud gurgle of his stomach. I will not cut loose what Anna worked hard for. He rebuttoned the bags, jerking the storm bison reins, turning him west.

      Clouds swirled and gathered as he passed homes and shops. Some were engulfed in flame, others crashed and boomed as if the rain had given a final nudge. Norman pressed a heel to Cole’s side, making certain to turn up every alley. Women and children slipped past them, narrowing things, slowing the progress of extinguishing. Screams rang out as people scrambled from doorways.

      “Hurry everyone,” he urged. “Head for the south gate.”

      Shutters crashed open as man barreled through a window. He scrambled to his feet and vanished amongst the smoke. Norman eased up on Cole’s reins. The poor beast was panting harder than ever, his clouds combusted before they could rise. Norman eased their pace to a trot, pity swelling in his stomach for the mount.

      They’d made it to the town’s center. Rain battled with the roar of flames for supremacy. Williamton was gray in places with roofs up and strong, while others were black, collapsed, churning up vast towers of smoke. Toward the north, west and south rain clouds drifted and gathered, releasing thick droplets. The wind shifted the storms ever so. Norman held on to hope that it was only a brief breeze. It was said the clouds of a storm bison were easily carried. He climbed off Cole as another breeze ruffled his air. Norman slipped the beast’s long black reins and lead him into the open.

      At a distance people gathered beyond the south gate. Many were huddled close to the woods. Amongst them Lord William Brighton sat upon his esant. The lord wore a black leather tunic and flowing crimson cloak. A long sword hung across his back, its silver pommel in the shape of an eight-pointed star. He raised his thick eyebrows at Norman. The years hadn’t been kind to his lordship. Where once he sat tall with his ginger beard cut short, now he was hunched with bushy, prickly chin hairs.

      “Norman Tilt.” His lordship jerked his esant’s reins. The long swift bird strutted up next to Norman, running its thin tongue across its sharp hooked beak. “Why are you in possession of my granddaughter’s mount? And where has she gone to?”

      Norman bowed to Lord William as he watched his lordship survey the town. His lordship’s esant possessed fierce glowing eyes. The feathers of its head were scarlet and jetted back like talons tipped in black. Lord William narrowed his gaze on Norman, turning up his nose.

      “Lady Anna remains within the town’s walls, my lord,” said Norman.

      Lord William raised an eyebrow, his lips trembled for a moment, retreating to a solid, firm line. His lordship huffed, snapping the esant’s wide decorative red reins. Norman yanked Cole forward. They stumbled out of the lord’s way as the esant squawked, its razor tipped talons tore at grass and dirt as it gained speed.

      “Remain with Cole and the townsfolk,” Lord William called over his shoulder. “I will find her.”

      “Will you tell her about⁠—”

      Norman fell silent before Lord William took to the air. He pressed the storm bison reins to his back and clamped his mouth shut. Amongst the townsfolk mounted men in scarlet plated armor and evergreen chainmail surveyed the people. Upon their breastplates a badge rested, one of the Brighton eight-pointed star inside the jaws of Lampara’s governing crest. A silver horse shaded in black. The horse seemed to clamp down hard upon the star. One word would have placed him in trouble with Lord Brighton and the law.

      Cole huffed, easing down, dropping with a thud. Norman knelt beside him, eyeing Williamton. Flames vanished with the winds and speed of Lord William’s esant. The bird was barely a blur to his eyes, and then, all at once it vanished.

      “I hope he is honest with her,” Norman stroked a dark gray furry patch on Cole’s immense face before removing his scrolls. The storm bison dozed, blurry eyed, “as I should have been. She deserves as much for coming home to such terror.”
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      The west half of town was a shifting orange and black. Her friend’s storm clouds encroached from behind, stretching and manifesting, outpacing every step she took. The air filled with rain, meeting the coming darkness. A dampness filled her nostrils, weak against the scent of smoke. Anna stopped short of the west gate, panting, running a fist across her brow. With the flames vanishing under the rain’s onslaught Anna’s hopes rose. They rose higher as it appeared her hometown would survive the harm thrust upon it. Her ears caught cries for help, distant and faint. She scanned every home. Foundation stones had cracked, given up to the strain imposed by the heat weight of their houses. The rain became a down pour and when she shifted her stance… Her eye widened. Anna dashed with all her speed, the screams crashing upon her senses.

      Sweat blurred her vision as a mother and child raced out onto the street. Their hovel caved quickly, tongues of flame and chunks of debris chasing their steps. Clouds overshadowed the small structure. Rain ripped at its timbers and quieted the flames. Anna pressed a hand to her pale bear broach nestled in a pouch on her belt. Thank you, Simdorn, for sparing them. Pounding snatched at her senses as she turned to find the goddess’s temple before her. At its steeple Simdorn stood atop its bell tower, strangled by a serpent-like stretch of rising smoke. The goddess, wreathed in blackness, had long streaming red locks. Her face was ageless within the open jaws of a bear helmet. About her slender figure white robes hung, halting short of the vacant belfry.

      Anna’s heart went into a sprint. The temple’s diamond pane windows glowed angry yellow. The entrance between the pale bear statues supporting a crescent moon were chained shut. Anna searched for her knife, trembling, exhaling to center herself. Never had she picked a lock like some thief, but it was worth a try. Dammit! The knife was far off in one of Cole’s saddlebags.

      Pounding rattled the temple’s doors, overshadowed by the pleas of priests. A thin shadow ran across her sight. Anna dashed to the temple and slipped the long, thin stake from her hair. Her hair tumbled over shoulders, settling inside the folds of her hood. She snatched the lock, twisting and turning the stake. Anna winced from the heat pressing at the dark brown of her hunting leathers.

      “I’m here,” Anna said.

      “Please free us,” said a priestess. Her voice was shrill and uneven among the priests that pounded and bellowed for help. “Men came for her while we worshiped, but we refused to give her up. They’ve doom their souls setting fire to Simdorn’s house.”

      Anna wanted to ask more but continued to pick at the lock. What madness is it to set a town ablaze for one person? The stake was thin, but sturdy, navigating the lock with precision the more she tightened her grip. Anna twisted and pushed, clenching her teeth, the lock clicking and tapping. Her grip lessened, every finger taking a turn on the lock’s metal. She composed words to reassure the goddess’s servants, but nothing came of her efforts. Such madness of the chains sealing shut the temple was a ritual begun three days previous. It was meant to provide Simdorn’s devout with unbothered prayer. Should I learn who they protected, that man will owe them his life.

      Heavy humming shattered the din of flames and caving roofs. The light from the setting sun flickered for a moment, then shown fully before a shape passed overhead. Anna wiped her sweat away and gasped. The cries tormenting her senses had fallen silent. She dropped both lock and stake. A long painful groan sounded from the temple roof. A rush of wind erased flames upon nearby homes, whipping her hood against her back. Hope rekindled in her chest. Crowing lashed at her ears. It came from the only bird she knew to be so swift. The esant touchdown, stones snapping under its talons, dust filling the air. The bird settled its wings over a length of muddy road. The esant was longer than two carriages. Its wings hummed, shuffling as her grandfather slid from its back.

      “Why did you not leave with Norman?” he roared. His esant flashed its crimson head, blinking its glaring eyes with lightning speed. “Out of the way.” Her grandfather brushed her aside. “I have lost the damnable key.”

      She pressed herself against the hind leg of a pale bear guardian. Lord William drew his sword, raised his brow to the crescent moon, and whispered a swift prayer. “Forgive an old lord’s foolishness. Grant me strength in the days ahead, oh goddess.” He drew in a deep breath and faced the chains sealing the temple. Lord William swung and severed the chains. Sparks hit and hissed against the temple’s brick work. He drew back his sword and slipped it back in its sheath. Anna eyed the crescent moon, thanking Simdorn for sending her⁠—

      “Why do you stand there?” her grandfather said, pointing at the chains. “Help me free Simdorn’s servants.”

      The screams rose again but Lord William quieted them with assurance. He spoke of their plight being over soon. Anna tugged at the chains, seething at the stinging heat. The core of her palms swiftly radiated pain through her muscles. Her grandfather helped remove the first layer from the long brass door handles. He pulled swiftly. His hands retreated then grasped for another chain link. It seemed his reflexes hadn’t lessened since she was a child. Even bent by age, his height nearly doubled her own. He switched places along the chains with her.

      Anna untwisted the final chain then nodded to her grandfather. He yanked it free, spreading his cloak wide, resembling a nutsnatcher’s fleshy wings. They yanked open the temple doors, stumbling behind the pale bears. Shouts lead a stampede of priests in robes blacker than the smoke chasing them from the temple. A crack and snap sent Anna trailing at the cloak tails of her lord grandfather. The temple folded in on itself, coughing up a tower of smoke. The smoke consumed the white marble of Simdorn’s guardians.

      “Go swiftly to the south gate, Priests of Simdorn.” Her grandfather turned back to her. His bushy gray eyebrows knitted together. His steel blue eyes narrowed. “Where have you been all this day? And why was Cole with Norman Tilt?”

      “I… Norman rode on Cole to put out the flames with⁠—”

      Crash. Across the way a home collapsed. Anna fell silent before she eyed the esant.

      “Can we leave and find them?” Anna bit her lip. “Please.”

      Fear crept down her spin, teaming with the heat and the slow darkening of the day. Lord William looked down his nose at her. He sighed, resting his hand to her shoulder.

      “Let’s go then,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “I can guess where you have been by the blood on your boot.”

      Anna eyed the collapsed temple once they climbed onto the esant’s back. The priestess’s words troubled her mind. Her grandfather tugged at the esant’s thick red reins, emblazoned with their family’s silver eight-pointed star. The esant took off at a sprint. Wind whipped her hair and hood back as the bird cawed. Anna wrapped her arms tight about Lord William’s waist. The town blurred and the like lightning the esant lashed out its wings. They launched them into the air, trailing mud and streaks of dust. She felt weightless as the clouds brushed against her cheeks. The sun resembled a ripe fruit in the distance. Its brightness stored away all she had seen and returned her happiness. Such feeling fled from her heart at the sight of ash smeared across grandfather’s cheeks.

      “We are away from danger,” he said. “I know fire remains a fear of yours, sweet girl,”

      Lord William’s words were tampered down by the heavy rain. All the town was under gray, swirling clouds leaving narrow openings. She looked through them and bit her lip. Cole was nowhere to be found. She wrapped her arms tighter around her grandfather’s waist. He patted her hand then strengthened his grip on the esant’s reins. Her eye searched every alley. A horse rushed east, making her believe it was Cole by the color of its coat. Her mind raced to whether Norman had driven the old storm bison too hard. She swallowed and refused to believe her worst fears.

      “I must ask you something,” Anna said.

      The esant banked right until its wing beats brought them beyond the south gate. She strained for a sign of Cole or Norman but found nothing.

      “A priestess said the riders wanted a girl, but none of them gave her up.”

      Lord William slouched. His posture resembled a fishhook. His face was unreadable by the relentless wind in her eye.

      “They were here for you.”

      Anna gasped.

      “Why?”

      The rain slowly subsided as her fear quickened, chilling her like a winter wind. She couldn’t remember doing anything wrong, or at least nothing that would drive someone to set Williamton ablaze.

      “Three months remain until a new prime or primnoire will earn governorship of Lampara. Prime Luther has done more ill than good since coming to power.” Lord William grinned. A crowd appeared at the forest’s edge. “He has two sons of his own campaigning for Lampara’s favor.” He grumbled, snapping the esant’s reins. “The lads must desire to remove any rival to the position. You are trained well enough, and our family name inspires⁠—”

      Anna rested her hand to his shoulder and squeezed it.

      “I know where your words go,” she said. “I… I can’t do it alone…  I can’t live up to the Brighton name.”

      “You can, Anna.” said Lord William. His voice heightened; worry removed its usual depth. “Our family founded this country and can save it.” he sighed, beginning their decent. “I’m sorry. We have spoken of this on many occasions. What the dragon did to your face has robbed you of courage. The courage to see beyond the woods to the troubles of our people.” He smiled. “I know you have strength, Anna. You need only put it to a good cause.”

      She shook her head of the memory, grabbing at her hood to hide inside it, but the wind possessed greater strength than her own.

      “I made my choices that day, Grandfather,” Anna said, “and I will forever regret them.” Tears ran over her trembling lips. They were bitter like the elixir her grandfather’s physician provided when her burns grew too painful. “The woods are the only world I wish to know. And though you want me to continue our family’s legacy my answer remains... No.”

      Her grandfather let out a low hum, returning focus to flying. His silence left no place for her thoughts to find comfort. She gasped and pointed. She caught sight of Norman kneeling beside Cole. A smiled stretched across her face. And from what Anna could tell the storm bison was asleep. The grass grew brighter, greener, and closer. The esant grabbed at the ground but caution had vanished from her mind. Anna leapt from the bird’s back.

      “Cole! Norman!” Anna cried. Her legs begged to give way, but she tucked and rolled up in seconds. “Thank the goddess you both are safe.”

      Anna embraced Norman, his doublet a darker shade of red than earlier. His short chestnut hair a soggy mess like the scrolls under his arms.

      “I pushed him for as long as I could,” said Norman, turning to the deep labored breaths of the storm bison. “But he needs rest and I’m unable to remove the deer.”

      The esant cawed, followed by her grandfather’s low angered breaths. The conversation concerning campaigning wasn’t over. Anna felt guilt heave itself onto her shoulders, but she shrugged it off. She caught sight of the saddlebag her knife was in. She unbuttoned it, slipped free her knife, and cut the rope. Her shoulder went numb before the second rope brushed her fingers.

      “Anna Brighton!” her grandfather said, pulling her around to face him. “The priests of our fair goddess knew where you would be. They … protected you.”

      He squeezed her shoulder, so tight Anna dropped to her knees.

      “Will you make such sacrifice a waste?” he growled, releasing her. “I require an answer.”

      Anna climbed to her feet and rubbed the pain from her shoulder. Williamton’s people were out of earshot, which raised her spirits. Any misstep would go unheard but there was still Norman.

      “I cannot do it alone, Grandfather.” Her face tensed with rage. Her hold on the knife tightened. “I… I cannot thank you enough for your lessons, but I am far too damaged. No one wants a primnoire like me.”

      Turning the knife in her hand she cut the second rope. The deer’s fur hissed against Cole’s as it thudded upon the ground. She stuffed the ropes in a saddlebag, grabbed her kill by its brow tines and dragged. Sweat met their smoothness, slipping, the points dug into her palms. She was a hunter, one with ties to Lampara’s first governing family. But after coming of age at fifteen and the poor choice of a dragon. To have authority, a role in her people’s lives… It was all for another Anna whose senses didn’t drive her mad under pressure. And no one will follow a woman who is incomplete.

      “I’ll campaign at your side, Lady Anna,” said Norman, his tone firm with confidence. “I’ve learned much of Lampara as an accountant.”

      Dryness tormented Anna’s throat. Her lips fumbled with one another, itching to thank Norman. She shuddered, resting a hand to her face. Lord William grasped the accountant’s shoulders with his gnarled, tested hands and uttered what words finally came to Anna’s mind.

      “You’re not a fighter, Tilt, and that is a key requirement of a prime,” said Lord William. “Though I must thank you for your courage on this day. Williamton would be gone without it.”

      “I’ll learn to fight, Anna.” Norman looked at her. “Lampara’s finances will always be balanced.” His eyes were soft, reddened from the smoke. Anna could only repay his eagerness with apprehension. “I can be of great help to you, my lady.”

      “I appreciate your offer, Norman,” Anna said, “but leading Lampara isn’t where a burned woman belongs.”

      Anna focused on Williamton for a moment. The forest’s tall pines peaked over its walls and between its homes. Echoes of the black storm bison lightning met her ears. She caught sight of its clouds, though the evening sky soon made them invisible.

      “This deer was to convince you to take up hunting, Grandfather.” Anna dragged it before him, rising, strain fleeing down her back. “Give it to our people if you find its meat not to your liking.”

      She pulled a small handful of berries from a pouch on her belt. Anna dropped to one knee and fed them to Cole. Neither man said a word as the storm bison sniffed. Cole gobbled the berries. He licked his lips and rubbed his wet nose against her cheek. She smiled. Her friend stood upright as Anna climbed atop him. She sought to ride north to town, but pressure closed fast upon her ankle. Anna looked to find her grandfather, brow furrowed and knuckles white about her boot.

      “You had best reconsider your actions,” he said, pointing to the priests draped in their heavy, layered robes. “They will not forget your unwillingness to repay their silence. I shall not forget.”

      Her heart retreated into the depths of her stomach. Lord William narrowed his eyes, reminding her of their discussion within the sky. She formed her lips into a solid line, releasing a firm breath.

      “I have considered my actions, Grandfather.”

      He released her ankle and folded his arms.

      “And?”

      “I’ll do what I am best at. I’ll go on a hunt.”
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      Anna shut her eye tight against the chilling northern breeze that countered the heat of quieted flames. She feigned a smile. Being half blind had at least one use. It kept hidden much of the destruction tormenting her heart. Her eye lost sight when the healing went wrong, forcing the eyelid shut forever. Her grandfather’s physician offered to perform surgery but at such a time everything scared her. Night was upon Williamton. The fading embers of the west half of town prevented total darkness. Cole’s clouds were gone from the sky. The air was musty and doused with the scent of mud and burnt debris.

      She patted her friend’s massive hump, his breaths labored and deep. Faint remnants of her kill’s blood met her nose, crusted beyond her hand in thin streaks across the storm bison fur. He lengthened his strides, ignoring his fatigue, keeping the drive within him going. She rubbed his side, admiring him for his focus. She peered up at her hometown.

      Anna sucked in a breath, there was no use ignoring what damage her quarry left behind. Homes deep enough into neighborhoods stood tall, their roofs solid and peaked. But the ones meeting Williamton’s two main roads were collapsed and blackened. Their thatched roofs lay in heaps, protruding from drystone windows. Voices breathed out from alleys of those venturing to salvage what they could. A tear ran down her cheek as they waved, then went about sorting what remained of their lives. She waved, hoping to reassure them and herself, swallowing her sadness.

      “Neither grandfather nor Norman must have mentioned my refusal,” she said, keeping her voice low. “Williamton would expect me to campaign after aiding the priests.”

      Carts littered the road home, smoking or collapsed inward. Hoof prints crossed from one part of town to another. Norman had covered a lot of ground. And though his offer was tempting, his ability to ride unquestionable, she found accepting it too much to handle. Anna opened a saddlebag and tied her hair back with a length of cord.

      Anna kept Cole at a slow pace, avoiding an assortment of deep muddy patches toward the north gate. Faint echoes of the black storm bison lightning met her ears. She rested her gaze to the woods its rider sent it through. The reasoning for its rider and soldiers was clear, but setting the town ablaze with its lightning made no sense. Especially with no lady bison to entice it.

      Once beyond the north gate Anna took in Williamton once more. Aiding everyone in rebuilding crossed her mind, but it would have to wait. Will you make such sacrifice a waste? Anna shook her head. Coin was needed to travel and gain support throughout Lampara.

      “And grandfather would give it to me without question.” She focused on the south gate. Darkness kept it hidden except for the torches upon either watchtower.

      She tugged at her bow, counting the arrows in her quiver. Anna slouched in her saddle and rubbed her brow of more sweat. Her grandfather may have trained her to wield a sword, throw a knife, and strike true with an arrow, but to kill a man was different. Anna put a heel to Cole’s side, sending him into a trot. Storms clouds raced over his cheeks, encompassing them like the task ahead her mind. They needed to move faster but to delay the death to come felt right. I’m a hunter, not a soldier. Her attention fell to Cole’s struggle to keep pace. Delaying what needed to be done by allowing her friend rest felt right too, except under the current circumstances impossible.

      “You’ll have a long rest, Cole.” She patted his side. “I promise.”

      Will you make such sacrifice a waste? She meshed her lips together. Her grandfather’s words churned over and over in her mind, but it did not mean they needed heeded.

      “I will find those soldiers.” Drawing her hood over her head tight, raindrops tapped its surface. “And if able, I’ll stop them from telling Luther’s sons I am alive.”

      Anna snapped Cole’s reins and felt his immense legs propel them up a steep grassy hill. He blazed through bushes, crushing roots and small stones. Williamton was gone in moments as all her focus went to listening. Once she had come to a field, Anna tugged at the point of her hood. She prayed to Simdorn for a swift end to this adventure and a return to a quiet life.
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      The lightning had long since fallen silent, and her nervousness slowed from a jabbing to a prickle. Anna sniffed, the scent of charred meat ebbed in her direction. It meant the riders were close, relaxed, and she hoped in the mood to make a deal. Leave her and her hometown alone. Rain droplets clung to her hood as she narrowed her focus. Anna slowed Cole until they were several feet before a clearing. There was a divide at its center too wide for her friend to overcome. Anna dismounted and rested her hand to Cole’s shoulder. She sighed, knowing his part in this hunt was over.

      She spotted a tiny flicker of orange and red through the crack of a downed tree. She removed her bow, strung it, and then shouldered her quiver. The strap of her quiver held tightly to her person. Anna ran two fingers down her bow’s string, clearing it of rain droplets.

      She crept to the divide. Jagged rocks littered it all the way down to a muddy bottom. Anna leaned back, gripping her bow firmly. Twigs snapped and bushes rustled as star and moon light highlighted a man stumbling toward her. Nocking and drawing, she trained her arrow on him. He was within such short a range he might as well have been standing still. Plated armor protected only his legs. The soldier wore a yellow tunic with brown laces drawn tight at the collar. Over his heart within a spade shaped badge was a black badger. His head was shaven but for a tuft of red hair down the middle. He froze in place and spat. A twitch in his upper lip rustled his long thick chin whiskers.

      “Who the fuck are you?” He belched, hovering a hand over a bollocks knife at his hip. “Can’t I piss in peace?” His eyes grew to the size of apples. “Lower that thing before I call my men.”

      Strain ran up Anna’s arm, pinching her shoulder. The fletching chafed against her cheek with her eye fixed down the arrow’s shaft. Anna adjusted until the arrow met between his eyes.

      “You’ve caused great hardship to many for one girl,” she said. “Why is Lord William’s granddaughter a threat to the prime’s sons?”

      The soldier drew in his lower lip and bit it, his hand danced slowly over his knife.

      “Lady Anna is of age,” said the soldier, “and by law our prime can’t govern a third time. Those boys need all the help they can get.”

      Two lights rose from the distant fire, meandering toward them. Anna brought her attention back to the soldier. She swallowed. Every muscle strained the longer she kept her bow drawn.

      “You best hurry, girl,” he said. “My men travel in pairs like good little soldiers.”

      “Let us,” she said. “Let us strike a bargain.”

      “Oy.” A deep voice bellowed from the trees. “Where you at, Lord Barden?”

      “What do you have in mind?” Lord Barden smirked. “Hurry up now.”

      Her arms shook in sync. Anna wasn’t used to being anchored for so long. Being alive may keep all she cared for in danger, but if she could persuade this stranger to leave there might be hope. Shouts and stomps of the smirking lord’s men banged at her ears. She shook it off.

      “What if I convince her not to campaign?” said Anna. “And you can tell the prime that she is dead.”

      Lord Barden lunged. Anna released. Flesh and clothing tore, releasing blood from the lord’s shoulder as his blade whooshed overhead. Anna rolled to her feet, dashing for the woods. The lord whistled. It pierced the air and rattled her senses. Twenty men at most burst forth into the moon light with torches in hand. Their stallions flooded the tree line as the thunder of hoof strikes kicked up dirt.

      “You won’t make it far, girl.” Lord Barden groaned. “And we’ll be paying the town another visit.”

      Nocking another arrow, Anna squinted through shadow and moonlight. Horse after horse leapt the divide as she sank deep into the undergrowth. She darted behind a thick pine, sweat enveloping her cheeks. Her every breath fled for safer quarter. She glared at her bow. Anna thought back to her grandfather’s rants, what these men wished upon her violated campaign law.

      Yells and hoof strikes drew closer. An immense wall of storm clouds charged toward Anna. Cole’s dark marble-shaped eyes held concern his panting breaths. Fear for her friend warred within her. She drew back a heavy breath with her bowstring, released, then took off at a sprint.

      Thump. The arrow punctured a horse’s chest, toppling it headfirst. Its rider cried, crushed, the torch in his hand snuffed out. Anna sent another arrow between the steel mouth shield and arrowhead helmet of another. The man shrieked like frightened nutsnachter. All the others drew theirs swords, swinging them every which way.

      Sharpness ran up her arm after she loosed her fifth arrow. Her wrist guard hurtled into the brush as pain lanced through her arm. Anna cursed through gritted teeth. She wanted to rub where it hurt, to hide once again, but with her senses in torment, and Cole drawing near, she cracked another arrow to her bow.

      The storm bison brushed against her back and then raised his leg. Anna climbed upon her friend, hanging her quiver over his saddle horn. Anna sent Cole into an arc around the men, leaning low, releasing more arrows. Upon finger count ten arrows remained. The soldiers gathered their wits and followed, wielding torches and swords in combined rage.

      The clouds parted and, in her rush to conserve arrows, a silence fell. Anna pulled up on Cole’s reins, reached, but found her hood must have slipped off. Her lips parted to draw in breath, but it left before touching her tongue. The men remained rooted like the towering sentinels behind them. They looked to one another, pointing, and began laughing. Anna rested a hand to her cheek. All of their amusement struck her emotions, so hard tears fled her eye, doubling in number. She fumbled to find another arrow. The laughter stole her courage and blinded every thought. Anna grew dizzy upon her friend’s back. The strength fled from her muscles like a pair of frightened doves. Footsteps followed labored breaths until Lord Barden emerged amongst his men.

      “What’s all this?” He clutched his arm like it was ready to fall from his body. “Surround this girl this instant you…”

      “Go ahead, my lord,” said Anna, begging deep down for the clouds to cover the moon and hide her in darkness. “Have your laugh before carrying out your orders.”

      The lord’s lips remained a solid, unwavering line. He snarled then barked an order for silence. Her bow arm fell to her side, the ability to hold her weapon fleeing with her courage. The bow felt as if it had tripled in weight. Cole huffed and snorted at the men the closer they came. There was no way to hide anymore. She could see within their eyes a boundless mockery even with their cruelty silenced. I must escape for Grandfather. Anna drew Cole back, his mass striking an immense oak. He snapped and snarled at the closest man.

      “I know who you are now.” The lord called his men to halt. “If not for your hood, I’d have remembered you sooner,” Lord Barden pulled a tiny chain from under his tunic. A pendant dangled from his blood tipped fingers. It was a “W” encircled by a ring of storm bison, esants, horses, and dragons, “I once worked for the Wayne Trading company. I… I sold you that dragon.”

      A cold sweat broke over her brow like a smashed egg against a rock. The once well-mannered man who had accepted her grandfather’s coin, commanded his men to put away their swords. Anna rubbed away tears to find confusion in the eyes of men once captivated by the extremes of her disfigurement.

      “Are … you going to finish what the dragon started?” she said.

      Lord Barden rested the pendant against his chest then clasped his wound once more. Silence built upon itself as a breeze toyed with his chin whiskers. Cole remained restless, stomping in place, eyeing the lord’s red and green ranks.

      “No,” Barden waved. Soldier after soldier began the short jaunt back to their camp. Their slow departure put Anna’s mind at ease. “I won’t be. The prime’s brats can win on their own.”

      “But my lord.” said a soldier with thick eyebrows. “We have orders. You’ll lose your title and…”

      “Damn my title.” Lord Barden barked. “I have done enough to this poor girl.”

      Every tense muscle loosened; the misery cleared from her mind, but the thick eyebrowed man continued to protest. Her breaths flew in quick successions from the confusion in his eyes.

      “Enough,” said Lord Barden. “I got the title only because my former prime father died.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” said Anna, bowing. “But I am not campaigning.”

      Lord Barden gave her a sour look. He untied a pouch from his belt and tossed it to her. It slipped through her fingers, the drawstring catching on her thumb.

      “That’s for what we did to your grandfather’s town.”

      “I thank you for this, but if the prime is willing to break campaign law for someone like me… What of the others wishing to govern?”

      “Prime Luther would have whole armies to contend with. Last I saw Williamton had enough blokes to guard their name gates. And only one peasant lord has put his neck out. A lot of folks support him. He’s become something’ of a legend with his bow.”

      Anna secured the heavy purse within one of Cole’s saddlebags. She ran a hand over his heaving hump. He hummed and grunted, settling, his nimbuses drifted over the grass like a morning mist. The thought of another archer intrigued her, but her anger for the lord’s actions took precedence.

      “You should not have endangered  Williamton,” she said, making a fist. “I am no threat to anyone. I did not enter my name.”

      “Well, some bloke entered it in the final calling.”

      Thud. Her bow struck dirt.

      “Who answered the final calling in place of me?

      “Your … grandfather.”
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      There was no greater darkness than the fur of the sleeping black storm bison. Streaks of lightning danced over its nostrils, overshadowing the crackle of the campfire. Anna ran her fingers slowly through the mount’s well-groomed fur. Lord Barden spoke of Roland being the last to have been bred successfully in one hundred years. That even before Lampariens’ took interest in the rare beast few roamed the country. Anna met his eyes, her fascination vanished. Her lips formed a solid hard line. A deep cavern of disappointment opened in Anna’s chest to have witnessed this poor creature be used for destructive means.

      “I must return home,” she said, turning from his gaze. “You have not redeemed yourself with me. And my grandfather has much to answer for his deception.”

      “You be right in your words,” said Lord Barden. “I don’t think your grandfather, or I deserve any forgiving. I’m near the end by my guess.” He tore free his sleeve to find his wound had stopped bleeding. “Once I return to the capital with news that you’re still breathing… The ax will be my fate.”

      Anna hesitated for a moment. Regret lowered the lord’s ginger eyebrows as he pressed thumb and forefinger to his brow.

      “I thank you for allowing me to see Roland,” her eye fell to her feet, “for sparing my life, but I mustn’t remain with someone willing to harm so many.”

      “I don’t blame you, my lady,” said Lord Barden. His chin sunk into his chest. “I deserve what’s coming and can’t hide. I’m too well known in Cillnar.”

      Anna turned back to find that amongst tents, grazing horses, and a low burning fire, all eyes were upon them. The man with his thick eyebrows muttered something to the others, kicking up laughter like embers fleeing a dropped log. Bastards. She drew away from Roland and shouldered her bow, leaving for the divide.

      “You thinking about campaigning with a target on your back?” Lord Barden asked. “By now, it’s too late to back out.”

      “No,” she peered over her shoulder, shrouding her self-pity with a scowl, “there must be a way to relinquish my place in the running.” Anna pulled over her hood. It felt like a shield against the soldiers’ amusement. “I can’t win Lampara’s favor alone. No one wishes for a broken primnoire to govern them.”

      “We need one who won’t drain the coffers faster than they’re filled. By my guess, you’re wanting answers more than anything.”

      Anna nodded. Her grandfather had to know how to end her struggle before it gained strength. With such a secret kept from her combined with Williamton’s suffering, the desperation in her heart was unbearable. He must answer to the town too, she thought, His decision cost them greatly.

      “I thank you again for sparing my life,” said Anna. “If you wish redemption confess your guilt to Simdorn. Turn yourself into someone not aligned with the prime’s sons.”

      Lord Barden’s face darkened for a moment as he untied Roland’s reins from a tree.

      “Those folk will be hard to find. But” he spat, giving her a worried look, “you’re right. At least allow Roland the honor of helping you across the divide.”

      Anna shook her head, tempted by the offer, wanting to ride so rare a beast. Deep down she hadn’t forgiven his lordship enough to be swayed by the opportunity. The black storm bison gave a disgruntled huff, sending crackles of lightning clouds from his nostrils. Anna made her way to the clearing’s center. She took off at a sprint. Twigs crunched and grass squashed under her footsteps. She leapt, keeping her eye straight as she waved her arms.

      Her boots found purchase, thudding against the soggy mud. She staggered for a second but kept her feet going. She turned back to the tree line, to the faint flicker of the soldiers’ fire. Relief poured down her chest to be free of their rudeness. She had never experienced anything like it before. They had been less than willing to spare a horse for her to cross the divide earlier. Anna pushed through the undergrowth to find Cole dozing, heavy-eyed. A large puddle stretched out from his nostrils. He rose at the sound of her footsteps, bleating as she stroked his back. Emerging from the woods Roland followed his master out into the clearing.

      “I want to redeem myself with you, Lady Anna,” said Lord Barden. “I know a way to fix those burns of yours.”

      Anna mounted Cole and sat up straight. The moonlight gifted a softness to his lordship’s green eyes.

      “I have tried physicians.”

      “No,” he chuckled. “Those quacks are useless. I’m talking about a wizard.”

      Anna grimaced, picturing an old face of mist, glowing eyes, and black robes containing secrets.

      “Grandfather says wizards always take more than they give.”

      Lord Barden scoffed, pulling at his auburn chin whiskers.

      “Why bother trusting what he says?”

      “I have no way to find one,” she said, contemplating it until finally understanding where he was leading her. “And I am uncertain whether I can trust you either. Despite your offer to mend things, my wish to stay away from Lamparien affairs remains unchanged.”

      With a snap of leather, Cole turned about at great speed, sending them both deep into the dark woods. Anna peered over her shoulder to the lord and his missing sleeve. A stiff breeze tugged at her hood. The lord rubbed his bare arm from the breeze’s chill. She shivered as he did, sympathy tugging at her heart. To accept his offer was more tempting than anything in the world. Temptation though was one of many sins Simdorn frowned upon.

      It wasn’t just her grandfather who had warned her about wizards. Townsfolk older than even Lord William himself spoke of how wizards played on your wants. That no coin was demanded with their services, but if your words were not measured, a great price would come of it. A price out matching the worth of a man’s conscience.

      Anna secured her bow and quiver, ducking low from a collection of branches. As she eased into Cole’s gait, she thought back on her actions. She saw blood run from the bodies of those she killed. Every emotion sank to the depths of her stomach to find she had brought these men down. She hoped to avoid killing, even when in the presence of Lord Barden for the first time. There were arrows in the sword master’s quarters should more men be sent to kill her. But if her grandfather repaired his wrong doings, more killing wouldn’t come to pass. Snapping Cole’s reins, he turned his head and bleated. Anna patted his side and rubbed until he accepted her apology. She wanted to trust in Lord Barden’s regret, yet an eagerness for a possible change of mind plagued her thoughts. The eagerness clawed like the bear once on her heels a year back. Its immense paws had almost left her back a bloody mess if not for Cole catching wind of her screams.

      “I’ll see you have rest, Cole,” she said, bending low, whispering in his ear, “before I confront grandfather.”

      She envisioned what to say to him. Wondering now with his secretiveness had her grandfather lied about her parents. Lord William once told her they died fleeing a band of robbers when Anna was babe. That some young milk maid found Anna shortly after her parents were murdered. After seven years, when her grandfather became lord over Williamton, the truth became not of two robbed innocents, but of casualties in a battle too brief for history to record. Can I trust him anymore? she sighed.

      Anna came to the river she had rested beside hours previous. She slid down from Cole’s back and led him to drink. Pulling off her gloves she splashed water on her face. Cole’s deluge ceased while he drank, a faint mist glided across the water as he lapped and gulped. The water sent a chill up her arms and into her chest. It reminded Anna of the coming winter, her favorite year phase, when game was easiest to track. Running her hands down her face the cool water didn’t soothe. The battle was probably a lie. Anna bound her hands into fists, dropped to her knees and brooded, sinking into the depths of her hood. However many miles remaining until home, her grandfather owed her more than a removal from politics.

      Rising, dirt clung to her knees as she watched water slosh from Cole’s lapping. Lord Barden’s wish to make amends dwelled in her mind’s eye. His intentions are noble, but I still do not trust him. Pulling her gloves on water trickled over the tight sleeves of her leathers. They clung to her arms like a shiny layer of skin. Anna took Cole’s reins, leading him into the river, its waters halting at her hips. Rain tapped at the river’s surface, urging her to move faster. It made Anna fear the coming chill before illness of throat and nose. Water sloshed and splashed against Cole’s shoulders as they waded to the southern shore. The sky thundered before they reached solid ground. Down the river, many of the stars disappeared behind the clouds, leaving the moon alone amongst the night.

      “Stop!” A deep voice roared. “Stop, in the name of Prime Luther.”

      Anna turned to find the eleven who remained of Lord Barden’s men. Swords hissed from their scabbards as every man lined the shore. The thick eyebrowed soldier unfastened his mouth shield. He sneered through yellowed teeth.

      “What have you done with Lord Barden?” said Anna, urging Cole until they made it to shore. “He gave direct orders to stand down, and leave me⁠—"

      “We don’t listen to traitors, girl.” He snapped his mouth shield closed with a click. “After her, men.”

      Anna climbed upon Cole, cursed at herself for unstringing her bow. It was wedged in its place across her saddlebags. Dirt kicked up, roots snapped, and the ground disappeared beneath her. Nimbuses rose in great sprints from Cole’s nostrils blanketing the earth behind them. Heavy rain filled the air until the trudging from the river fell mute. Shouts reached her ears, scrapping like a knife at her nerves.

      Faint flames dotted the tree line, growing distant behind her. The old storm bison panted heavily, slowing, but pressing onward. Anna half wished to hide them both, but only trees and thickets provided any source of cover. She gasped. A hand clamped down on her arm. A torch flooded her vision with heat and light. Piercing eyes under a sharp helmet shattered the brightness. Her friend bleated and roared as another soldier seized him by one of his horns.

      Anna yanked and punched, shaking her hand from striking the man’s breastplate. He chuckled, then cried out, dropping his torch, and clawing at his face. Her fingers released the arrow’s thin shaft. She spun, snatched the falling torch, and struck the other soldier. He released Cole as embers scattered and poured into his eyes. Anna grabbed and flicked her friend’s reins. The remaining soldiers gathered speed, plowing through thickets.

      Nine soldiers remained to plague her, waving their swords, cutting through raindrops. Their torches struggled from the wet onslaught. Light weaved through legions of trees until Anna found the steep hills leading home. Beyond them her heart leapt to see Williamton again, lit by flames not bent on destruction. She searched for the trail, grinned, then steered Cole toward it. Rocks gave way, the trail wide enough to hold them, but slick and runny from the thick rainfall. Anna pulled Cole’s reins, urging the immense storm bison to hug the steep bramble hillside. Trees reached overhead, curving like a set of ribs.

      “Stop.” the thick eyebrowed soldier called. “You are marked for execution.”

      Anna rummaged through a saddlebag. She drew out her knife and hurled it. It scraped a soldier’s helmet then skipped into the rough. She kept forward, every breath a struggle, the trees were beginning to spin. Cole stumbled over a root, regained his balance, and huffed in exhaustion. Anna pressed her boot into his side, but her oldest and only friend was spent. Seizing every ounce of pride, she slowed them before reaching flatter terrain.

      “You made the right choice, my lady.” Removing his mouth shield, the thick eyebrowed man dismounted with sword in hand. “Now get off that beast.”

      Cole tugged at his reins, snorted, and charged but Anna slipped off him. The storm bison huffed, maneuvering his great mass like a shield, her bow within reach and quiver dangling.

      “Move your beast woman,” one man called. “Or we’ll cut him down.”

      “Please leave him be,” she said, shielding Cole with herself. “He only wishes to protect me.”

      Her head rang with pain as if being struck. Every noise was enhanced from the strain of the soldiers pressing in. Anna clenched her teeth and eyed her bow, the men growing ever closer. This could not be her end, death on the run. She wanted it to be at an old age when life no longer granted her strength to hunt. A time when she could walk amongst the trees and truly listen to their sound with no time for worrying. By then her grandfather would be long gone, and though her trust in him had been corrupted, a care for him remained engrained within her soul.
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      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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