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Chapter One
 

The sounds of battle, the cries and screams, the clash and ring of steel on steel that echoed from the streets below and down in the Great Hall drew Oryan High King out of sleep instantly. A rush of fear chilled his bones even as he leaped for his sword and chased sleep from his mind. He paused only long enough to pull on his trews before drawing his sword from the stand.

Gwenifer scrambled from their bed and raced toward the doors, her long, deep chestnut hair streaming loose, wearing only a thin shift over her tall, slender body, her own swords already in hand.

Knowing that where she went there was no chance of return, he wished keenly to be able to wrap his hands in that hair once again. He loved her hair. He loved her. Passionately. Grief already twisted his heart, knowing where she was going and what it was they faced.

With her hand on the door, she glanced back at him, her gray eyes despairing.

“Go for Gawain,” Gwen cried. “Morgan will be with him if he’s returned – if he can reach him. I’ll hold them as long as I may.”

Gwen knew Morgan would try to get to him first, if he’d returned, if he could reach him in time.

Her eyes lingered on Oryan’s longish, much beloved face. Once upon a time she’d feared he’d married her only for her lands and title, for she’d always known she was plain and the only thing she could give him was tall sons and daughters. She’d been astonished to find he’d married her for her heart and mind.

As much as he loved her, she loved him. She knew she was going to die, if there were shouts in the Great Hall the odds were already against them. She wanted to run to him, to stroke and touch and hold him, but the cries and clamor below told her time was too short.

She was the Queen. She could go, run with Gawain herself – provided there was any place safe for them to run to. She would then be only the dowager Queen – guardian to Gawain until his adulthood, should he live so long – and dependent upon the charity of one of their vassals or neighboring kingdoms. Oryan was King. There were those who would flock to follow him because he was their King. And to Gawain, their prince. Their son – her son. And like any mother, she would give her life for him.

As High King – even in exile – Oryan could protect him far better than she.

As she ran down the long hall, the stone cold beneath her bare feet, a thousand thoughts raced through Gwen’s mind.

Most of them were of her husband and son.

Gawain. She pictured her son in her mind’s eye, so astonishingly beautiful to his mother’s fond eye – with his father’s thick brown hair and her gray eyes. She thought of the thousand things she would never see. She wouldn’t watch him grow to manhood, or marry, or have children she could bounce on her knee. Sorrow and fear burned in her chest like acid, threatened to turn her nerves to water.

Knowing who the cause of this likely was she could also too easily see her son bloody and broken on the stones below her windows. Thrown there by his uncle, Haerold, her husband’s half-brother – no other would have done this – as a sacrifice to his own ambition. Or he would raise her son to be another such as he. Cold, heartless and cruel. Better dead than that. Anything but that.

She wanted to weep but instead grasped her swords all the tighter. Morgan had said she was one of his better students with a sword. Now she would have the chance to prove it. She would make him and Oryan proud.

Oryan’s heart cried out in grief and in protest as he watched her go but in his King’s heart he knew she was right.

“Go,” he shouted, in place of the kiss he should have given her, but she’d already flung the door open and was racing away down the hall. Away from him.

The clash and clamor of battle came all the louder through the open door as he ran through it behind her.

Close, far too close. How had they gotten in so quick without the alarm being raised?

With the battle so close and Gwen going to face it, Oryan ran the other way, toward their son. Toward Gawain and Morgan, if Morgan had returned in time. Morgan, Oryan’s High Marshal, wouldn’t let the boy die, not if there was life and breath in him to prevent it.

Whatever power resided in the earth and sky, in the fields and flowers, Oryan prayed to it and to every other God as he ran down the stone halls, his heart torn between his beloved wife and the son they had made between them.

Gawain was all, he was everything. If anything was to be preserved from this betrayal, it lay in Gawain.

This was Haerold’s doing, of that Oryan was certain.

His brother - or rather his half-brother.

Oryan cursed the day his mother had met the infernal wizard who helped her make him.

Some strange magic crackled and snapped in the air, prickling his skin, while flashes of it lightened the sky through the arrow slits like greenish lightning, but not as pure. If he dared allow himself the luxury of weeping in rage and sorrow he would have.

Gwen. His heart was breaking.

Just the thought of her, alone… He could picture her in his mind’s eye as she fought on the stairs, her swords slashing, holding and defending…dying…to buy them time, to save him and their son.

Gwen’s thoughts were of Oryan as she raced down the stairs to the landing. Only to find the enemy in Haerold’s colors of black and gray coming up, their feet pounding up the stairs toward her.

She stopped to face them down, lifted her chin and swords defiantly.

They came.

Steeling herself, she parried with one sword while she slashed with the other, taking the first with a kick, to send him staggering back against his brethren. She cried out her fury, her rage and despair as she slashed and battered at them, driving forward and the surprise of her attack pushed them back, a step, two, until she gained the landing. It was hers now and she would hold it as long as she could…

Above, Oryan rounded the corner to find Morgan already there, strong, sure, capable Morgan and he blessed whatever Gods there were on earth or heaven for the man who stood before him.

Morgan. Thank the Gods 

A tall man, Morgan was built solid with deep broad chest, broader shoulders and strong arms. He was so fair in skin and hair he was like a beacon of light in the flickering glow of the torches in the hall. That torchlight sparked like fire from his close-cropped hair, glints of gold and red. He stood four-square at the entrance to the hallway, one brow lifted, pale blue eyes watchful, his full mouth tight and determined. His swords were bared as he faced the servant’s stair and then turned to see who came from the direction of the King’s quarters.

Their eyes met and Oryan saw clearly in Morgan’s what he feared to see.

It was over. They were lost. Whatever faint hope Oryan had entertained for retaking the castle vanished in that single glance.

Seeing his King, Morgan pushed back grief and anger. He’d only held long enough to learn if the King and Queen or the young Prince survived.

Oryan had, and the boy.

Not the Queen. Or she’d have been with Oryan.

The attack couldn’t have been planned better, coming as it did when he’d been supposed to be gone and the attackers arriving in the darkest hours of the night.

If he hadn’t returned earlier than expected...

Others of Morgan’s men brought the boy, Oryan’s son, from the Prince’s bedroom. Young Gawain was frightened until the boy saw his father and Morgan, faces he knew and trusted.

With a faint smile and a touch of pride, one of the men held up the boy’s sword. “He held this until he saw our cockades, Captain…Your Highness. He was very brave.”

Gawain said, “Father?” His voice was edged with confusion, and the tiredness that came from waking a child in the late hours of the night.

“There’s no time to explain, Gawain,” Oryan said, with a nod and brushed a hand over his son’s hair with a mixture of pride, grief and fear. “Stay with me.”

“Where’s Mother?” Gawain asked.

Oryan couldn’t answer, it was too wrenching… He just shook his head.

Now it was only to run, to survive and live to fight another day, to take back his crown if they could, for his people and for his son.

 “Go, Morgan,” Oryan said, instead.

Morgan went, gesturing to his people to surround them, to guard the King and the Heir.

“They came from nowhere and everywhere,” Morgan said, explaining as they raced down the hallway.

He hesitated only a fraction of a moment, waiting for Gwen, hoping still but even then knowing that if Oryan was here alone then Gwenifer wasn’t coming. Grief stung him for Gwen, for Oryan his King and for young Gawain…but there was no time for it.

“The raiders had already broken through the great doors to the castle proper in numbers when we arrived.”

He and his people had watched as some kind of magical portal opened and men poured out. More men than his small party could handle.

Morgan’s choice had been made for him in that moment, the only thing left was to try to reach the boy and the King and Queen if he could.

The Queen…

“Liliane,” Morgan said, “take the boy.”

The woman, tall, spare, and one of his best soldiers, nodded even as she did so. Her sharp face concealed a warm heart and a warrior’s soul.

“Where?” Oryan asked.

Morgan met his eyes and saw the grief there. His own heart ached with it.

“There is only up,” Morgan said, evenly.

The Hall below had been a boil with the invaders. Morgan and his people had been lucky to get past them unnoticed.

Oryan looked at him.

The same thought was in both their minds, Oryan knew.

Only one ally might yet save them…if their embassy hadn’t been attacked as well.

The Court wizard had no doubt been among the first to die – as had Morgan’s – but there was another…another chance. Or so legend had it.

Focusing both heart and mind, Oryan sent out a Call, picturing the one he needed so desperately…

Ahead of them they heard the sounds of fighting.

Oryan swore. “Whatever happens, they must not take Gawain.”

All of them knew it. If Oryan’s line was to survive the boy was their only hope. All of them knew of Haerold, the rumors and the truths – which were far darker.

Morgan and his men sprinted ahead in a great flying wedge, Morgan at the lead as the last of the King’s men defending the back servant’s stair fell before a surge of invaders.

In a clash of steel and flesh they came together, Morgan’s Marshals and the intruders, the intruders caught unprepared for the new assault.

No one stopped for even a second nor even paused.

Liliane looked the boy Gawain square in the eyes.

“On my back,” she said fiercely, “and you stay there, my Lord. You don’t let go. You hear me?”

The boy nodded and she swung him around behind her – freeing her hands, freeing her swords.

They would have to kill her to get to him.

Swords flashed as Morgan hacked a way through and his people drove into the mass of fighters, scattering them, cutting through, cutting past. The dark-clad invaders fell but they took Armand with them, an ill-timed thrust getting past his guard and armor both.

An invader leaped at Oryan but the King – no slouch with a sword himself – cut the man down on the fly with one quick swipe of his longsword as those of Morgan’s men behind him joined the battle, too.

Then they were past. Not a single invader survived their assault.

Distantly to their rear they could hear the sounds of running men coming toward them. Boots clattered. There was the crash of doors being kicked in, as they searched, and then shouts of frustration and fury. Searching. Not theirs then.

Pain pierced Oryan’s heart. Gwen? If they had come so far…then she had fallen…

Grief nearly swallowed him. His beloved Queen, his Gwen, was gone.

Forever.

For the sake of their son, he kept moving.

They raced up the stairs of the circular tower, desperate to reach the top before Haerold’s men reached them…before his magic found them.

Below on the stair came the sounds of battle, the clang and clamor of steel on steel, the grunt and groan of men in combat as Morgan’s men held the door. They hammered the invaders back and back, slammed the door shut and barred it quickly. It wouldn’t hold long.

They burst out into darkness as the wind whipped at their hair, their clothes, as it battered at them.

Far beneath them in the courtyard below, the castle Guard fought a hopeless battle. Steel rang on steel, metal crashed on wood… Light flashed luridly, greenish and unnatural… magic… Men died in the roar of those flames…Shouts, screams and desperate cries filled the air clearly even so high above.

Oryan looked up to the black night sky to find it filled with gossamer wings…



Chapter Two
 

A slender figure dropped to the parapet, crystalline wings flaring, a cascade of golden curls shimmering down over her shoulders to nearly her waist. She wore only a simple shift that showed signs of battle. That shift clung to a slender body with ripe curves at breast and hip, to flutter about shapely thighs. Blood stained it, some of it her own to judge by the rent in it. A sword belt hung on those curved hips, a bow at her back between her wings.

So they had been surprised, too.

Torchlight illuminated the fine, amused features of her face, the large liquid eyes…

Morgan’s breath caught.

She was beautiful as only Fairy were or could be… mischievous, fierce when necessary and wild.

Her bare feet touched stone with a soft patter barely heard above the wind.

Morgan looked to his King.

Looking up, Oryan was clearly astonished, no more than Morgan, he’d scarcely dared to hope for help, but not that Kyriay, the Fairy Queen herself, would come.

“What would you, Oryan?” Kyriay cried over the sounds of battle still going on below, her voice soft, but clear and strong. “Haerold’s forces attacked mine too. I heard your call. 
 So we came, thinking that you might need aid.”

The attack on her embassy had come out of the night as if from nowhere. A flare of magic had alerted her and awakened both her and her Fairy sentries, if not, sadly, Oryan’s or Morgan’s… Even so, they had fought desperately for her.

She winced at the memory, at the sharp sting of death so close. Still it had been a battle for her and her people just to find space to take flight. With a wrench of grief and anger she remembered Ariol’s fall. Then Glennis, her wings striving for height before she spiraled to the ground, a black arrow piercing her. That young life ending as she crashed to the ground.

Kyri grieved for Glennis and her mate…

Besides Oryan, Kyri saw young Gawain and Morgan – Oryan’s High Marshal, who she’d until now only seen in passing, a tall, handsome, powerful man with piercing eyes so clear and bright a blue as to rival a fairy’s wing.

These others then must be his people.

One face that she didn’t see that she should have, that she sought to see and ought to see.

Gwenifer.

Her breath caught…on bitter sorrow.

Grief filled Oryan’s gaze and not only for his people dying below – as she sorrowed for those she’d lost – but a still greater grief for the one who had stood beside him, his partner, his wife and his Queen. Kyri’s heart ached. Kyri had very much liked the tall, calm Queen.

“Kyriay! Thank the stars. Take Gawain, save my son,” Oryan said, as he reached for his son. “Get him away.”

Her chin lifted, she shook her head and then Kyri smiled, albeit a little grimly.

She tilted her head to them once, sharply, in salute.

“You misunderstand me, Oryan. We came to take you all.”

She gestured upwards, spreading her arms, a graceful gesture of her hands toward her people as they hovered above in the night sky above, their wings beating steadily…a dozen of them or more.

All of them were beautiful – male or female, ethereal – yet all bore swords and bows.

For a moment, Oryan couldn’t grasp it. He’d resigned himself to fighting and dying. His only hope had been to save Gawain. Not himself. Not even Morgan – his friend as well as his Marshal – although he might have wished otherwise.

Below him in the darkness and flames were the sounds of battle, the screams and shouts, fire and smoke. People – his people – were dying. He’d expected to join them. A glance at Morgan and his people showed they’d expected the same, had girded themselves to a pitched but hopeless battle against an overwhelming force.

Hope hadn’t even entered into it. He hadn’t even dared think it.

“Come, Oryan,” Kyriay said, as she leaned forward a little, holding out her hands to him, wings stroking for balance. “Live to fight another day. The Fair would rather you on the throne than Haerold. He is a cold and cruel master.”

Haerold hadn’t been kind to her folk in his own lands, what would he be like now that he had them all?

“Gawain, first,” Oryan said and she nodded, calling her people down with a gesture.

So, he thought, she didn’t doubt either who was responsible for all of this. It said much of Haerold, none of it good.

“Galan, take the Prince. Protect him with your life, if need be. He is our hope,” Kyri said, as the sure knowledge of it coursed through her and Galan came forward, smiling reassuringly at the boy. “Dorien, to the King.”

Her wings stroked, lifted her from the parapet to make room for those above and behind her.

From below came the sounds of men battering the door. It wouldn’t hold long, it had never been meant to.

There was no time, soon enough the wizards would become aware of them up here.

Kyri looked below to the sounds and cries of battle rising. The sense of dying battered at her. As a Healer, their pain and sorrow tore at her. Her heart ached as each life ended like a candle being blown out.

Morgan followed her gaze.

It was a grim scene. Parts of the castle were now ablaze. A small group of Oryan’s Guard held out in vain in one corner of the courtyard while random small battles continued elsewhere. It was a terrible sight…filled with death and dying, cruelty and slaughter…

Morgan looked down at the dead and the dying there in the forecourt and at his people standing firm and sure at his back. They would fight and die if he asked it.

The Fairy offered them a chance to fight and live. He wouldn’t ask his people to die if there was another choice if there was any chance at all.

Fascinated by the Fairy Kyri had called Galan, by the idea of flight, Gawain lifted his arms and went willingly into the Fairy’s hands.

His simple joy and pleasure briefly lightened the horror of the night for those watching those below.

Those seemingly fragile crystalline wings flared, expanded and flexed, catching air, the next stroke lifting the boy and the Fairy off the parapet to make room for another.

If Morgan was honest, a part of him doubted… Those wings, large as they appeared, hardly looked strong enough to hold the Fairy themselves, much less a man his size.

Oryan looked up as Dorien settled to the parapet and reached for him. He knew this Fairy, as he knew Galan, they were Kyri’s own people, her trusted companions.

“Hold on tight,” Dorien cautioned, “take my wrist.”

Those great wings flared, stroked hard and then they rose. Another strong beat and they were clear of the tower. Dangling in mid-air, trusting to Dorien’s surprisingly strong grip, Oryan looked back.

Morgan’s people were being cleared but even as he looked he saw Morgan and two of his people turn toward the doorway…backing up to give themselves room to draw their swords.

A part of Oryan wanted to cry out in protest.

Not Morgan. He couldn’t lose him, too. He had no other left that he trusted, he needed, no other to stand at his back…not with Gwenifer gone. Morgan had stood at his side since they’d been boys, been his most trusted lieutenant for his entire reign.

Kyri turned too, at the motion. Her lovely face set as she reached for her bow. Her wings flared, then folded…and she dove, stooping like a hawk, those wings tight against her lithe body, golden hair streaming behind her.

In truth, Oryan had never seen anything quite so beautiful, or so deadly.

Below, Morgan clearly heard the sound of the door below crashing open. It had finally given way beneath the battering.

They’d been so close… Morgan had almost begun to believe they might yet make it, they might survive this terrible night when Kyriay and her people had arrived.

He turned to face the new danger, to give the King and his own people time to escape.

“Go,” he said, to those remaining, backing away to draw his sword as he heard the thunder of booted feet on the stairs.

They were coming, fast.

Jacob was at his right shoulder, Liliane at his left – two of his most trusted aides – their swords drawn as the black-garbed soldiers appeared at the top of the stair. More pressed behind them, the narrow stairs limiting their numbers.

The first soldier snarled a smile at the sight of Morgan and his people. Then a Fairy arrow with its unmistakable crystalline fletching took the man through the throat. His snarl turned to surprise as he staggered, fell back against those behind him and died. Another arrow took the man next to him.

“Get them,” Morgan heard Kyriay shout. “I’ve got Morgan.”

Jacob and Liliane were literally snatched off their feet, carried up into the air as the enemy soldiers thrust away their dead and pushed forward.

Like an arrow out of the night in a whistling dive the Queen of the Fairy shot past the enemy. The invading soldiers ducked instinctively.

Kyriay, her golden hair streaming in the breeze of her passage. Beautiful, seemingly delicate and insubstantial, her lovely face was intent, eyes narrowed and her wings tucked close…one hand outstretched for his…

“Morgan,” she shouted.

He leaped to the parapet, reaching in return, furious with her for the chance she took. His hand closed around her slender wrist, her long, strong fingers grasped his and she snatched him off his feet. It felt for a moment as if they were falling…down into the carnage below.

With a sharp crack that reverberated through both of them, those great gossamer wings opened, caught air and they shot upward with a shock so hard Morgan thought he’d nearly dislocated his shoulder.

And Kyriay?


He looked up at her…

In all his life he didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so stunning, so beautiful… Or so fierce and determined…

Firelight danced over those brilliant wings, reflected the glow, sparkled in the shifting intangible light.

She was glorious.

It had to have hurt, but there was no sign of it in that fine-boned, resolute face.

Muscles straining, that lovely face focused, determined, indomitable, she fought for height against the speed of the dive. Her wings cupped, then flattened, shifted. Smaller and lighter than he, even so she held on grimly, her rippling hair streaming in the breeze of their passage.

Insane as it was at the moment, he suddenly realized how very beautiful she was. Different, but not…exotic, incredible…and beautiful.

The hard stone of the curtain wall came at them fast, but they were rising, rising, to shoot over it so closely Morgan could see the surprise on the faces of those who fought below. So closely he heard an arrow whistle past while another barely missed a wing, as the fighters on the parapets instinctively fired at the perceived threat.

Dizzyingly, to Morgan the ground seemed to come toward them in a rush and then her wings flared again, the shock more gentle this time.

Muscles straining, Kyri fought for height.

Darkness surrounded them. The wall fell behind them.

They had made it.

She banked, searching for the others, for the familiar sense of her people in her spirit and mind.

There. Relief flooded her.

His feet touched the earth and then hers.

Kyri staggered a little but Morgan reached out a hand to steady her. She smiled at him quickly and gratefully.

A different kind of shock went through her at the contact between their hands and then a quick rush of warmth that Kyri had no time to examine as she looked over the small party of survivors.

They’d lost no one since the first moments of the attack.

She closed her eyes for only a moment in relief and gratitude. Every life, Fairy or man, was precious.

Her body ached, her wing muscles protesting the abuse as her wings fluttered a little, resettling the feathers automatically… A sword cut on her ribs stung, another on her arm. Until now she hadn’t even noticed they were there.

They were free, though, for the moment.

Oryan stepped through the small crowd, Gawain in his arms.

Turning from him only a little, Kyri drew a silver whistle from beneath her shift where it hung on a silver chain around her throat and blew.

For all that it made little sound, Oryan felt more than heard it, a sharp pressure in his ears.

“Thank you, Kyri,” he said, for her assistance. “Where do you go now?”

“South and west for a time, there is a place, not far, where we will be safe long enough to decide what we do next,” she said.

We.

“Kyri…” Oryan began.

She stilled him with a simple gesture. “Like it or no, our fates are joined, Oryan. Haerold didn’t only attack you, he attacked my embassy here, with the intent to kill or capture me and mine. My people have long withdrawn from Haerold’s lands for the wizards he kept company with. It’s likely he will turn against us now whether we aid you or not.”

It was no more than the simple truth and they both knew it.

Oryan nodded.

“Where would you go, now?” Kyri asked.

“There is little time and Haerold will surely go there once he’s learned we’ve escaped, but to Gwenifer’s lands to the south – so that serves us both well – to gather what funds I may. They should be warned, too. Haerold will surely seize them… then...” He sighed. “Decisions will have to be made…”

He looked back at the castle in the distance. Flames blossomed from some of the windows, little else could be seen there.

“Good,” Kyri said, “then we will stand guard for you until you can gain some of that time to make them.”

A thunder of hooves had almost all of them turning in near panic as they reached for their swords.

Oryan wanted to shout in frustration and helpless fury.

“It’s all right,” Kyri said, as the horses galloped over the rise, their manes and tails blowing in the breeze of their passage. “I called them.”

The horses of the Fair raced out of the darkness, gold, silver, bronze and copper, their long manes and tails flagging in the breeze of their passage, beautiful to watch as they ran, the muscles moving beneath their skin fluidly.

Morgan watched them come with the admiration of a true horseman, their gait so smooth and liquid they seemed to float over the ground.

At least they wouldn’t have to walk the miles from here to there.

With practiced ease Kyri caught a handful of mane and vaulted onto a horse’s bare back as it came to a halt, her wings tucked neatly and nearly invisibly against her back, her shapely legs bared high on the thigh as her shift gathered.

Morgan gave his orders, assigning Liliane to guard the boy once more, sending Alain north to call back the Marshals there.

As much as he hated it, he must leave the North undefended against the raiders so they could fight for the King and what little they could salvage here until Oryan was back on the throne. Faithful Caleb he sent west and then south to carry the news and call up any of those he could. They would need every man and woman he could find.

Morgan was under no illusions. Their situation was desperate. His job was to find a way to make it less so and then to put Oryan back on the throne.

It wouldn’t be an easy task.



Chapter Three
 

With the onset of sunrise, the fog rolled in from the sea to spill over the hills to the west. Mist rose, too, from the ground to swirl around the horses’ feet, making it difficult if not impossible for the riders to see, if not, seemingly, for the horses themselves.

Softly, Morgan swore.

“If you swear at the fog, My Lord High Marshal Morgan,” Kyri said, with a small ironic laugh, “don’t. It might be the saving of us yet. Difficult as it is to see, it’s also difficult for magic to pierce. Haerold surely has wizards capable of scrying – seeing from a distance – and they will no doubt be looking for us now.”

Enough time had passed for word to have reached Haerold that Oryan and Gawain had escaped.

Morgan nodded.

He hadn’t had that much experience with magic. His own wizard had likely died in the first assault – she’d been a prime target for Haerold’s people. If Danise had made it, she would have joined them. She hadn’t. He’d relied on her for knowledge of all things magical, of which he knew only a little. He hadn’t realized however, how much he might need to know.

“Morgan will do,” he said absently, as he considered it.

He glanced at Oryan.

“We have a lot to learn,” Oryan said.

Like Morgan he’d relied on his Court Wizard, a wizened little man named Henry, who was very likely dead now also. Oryan had only a little magic himself, enough to light a fire or a candle without aid.

“And little time to learn it,” Morgan replied.

Scrying. Morgan knew of it, had even seen it used once, when Danise had helped them find one of their missing people.

“It’s a simple magic,” Kyri said from the hazy darkness at his left, “if you know how to use it. It’s easier still for Haerold to find you, Oryan, as you share a blood tie with him. He or one of his wizards can use that to target you, although it won’t be very clear since you only share half your blood. It would be more difficult still for him to find Gawain with whom he shares even less. However, with enough effort and enough will, it allows a greater chance to seek you out. For now, darkness hides us, and the fog. With luck, we’ll reach the Great Central Forest before the sun burns the mists away. Then the trees around us will only tell them that we’re in a forest. Not which one. We’ll be safe enough for a time.”

It was a race, then and still, first through the darkness and then through the thick cold fog.

To Morgan the blindness of it was maddening. Even the dark had been penetrable as their eyes had adjusted and starlight had given them something to see by, but this fog was thick, dense, and it muffled sound. Oryan was a dim figure on his right, Kyri a fainter shadow on his left. Only Kyri’s people diving through the fog kept them on course.

As the night had faded and the fog rose, the cold had joined it until they were all chilled to the bone, especially those who’d been roused from sleep and were thinly dressed. Liliane had wrapped her cloak around young Gawain while Morgan offered his first to Kyri, clad only in the thin shift.

With a smile, she steered her horse closer and he saw she’d wrapped herself in her iridescent wings, nearly blending into the fog save for her gilded hair and aquamarine eyes.

Gods she was beautiful.

“Unless gravely wounded we suffer little from cold unless it’s particularly intense, nearly freezing. But I thank you for the offer. Oryan, however, could make more use of it.”

One look was enough to convince Morgan.

For all his strength, Oryan had pulled into himself, trying to keep his core warm. Morgan tossed his King the cloak.

Not that Oryan would have asked but, wearing nothing except the trousers he’d put on in haste, the cold mist had settled over his bare skin and now he was so cold his teeth were chattering.

Without demur, Oryan pulled it over himself, then huddled into the warmth left in it gratefully.

All of them watched the sky and the pale circle of the sun brightening through the fog as the heat slowly burned the mists off.

“Will we make it?” Oryan asked as Kyri glanced upward once again.

Her eyes went to him and then to Morgan. “It will be close.”

Running a hand down his horse’s neck to feel the sweat there, Morgan asked, “How long can the horses hold out at this pace?”

They’d been at a gallop or a canter for most of the night, more than most horses could have managed.

Her eyes met his steadily. “It will be close. We dare not push them harder.”

Morgan took a breath and nodded in understanding.

It was a delicate balance then.

Daylight glimmered ever more strongly through the mist.

Kyri fought the decision she must make and soon. She didn’t want to do it as there were consequences to tampering with the weather. To do so, she would also have to fight the sun. That went against her very nature and her gifts. It could be done, but not easily…and the magic required…

A Fairy dove through the clouds.

Galan.

“Ahead, turn slightly right,” he said.

Morgan had to admire Kyri’s command of her people and how well she used it. They’d been taking turns, the Fairy, in scouting the way ahead, giving each a chance to rest.

“Thank you, Galan,” she said with evident relief even as the Fairy arched, his wings taking him upward again.

A greater shadow loomed ahead and then they were among the trees, small ones at first, taller as the land sloped upward.

“Follow,” Kyri said, and gave her horse a little more of its head.

A tumble of boulders loomed to their right as thin sunlight pierced through the canopy of leaves above them.

This was the last of the wild country within the Kingdom. Although most of the Great Central Forest had been scouted to some extent, Morgan had never seen much need to penetrate more deeply into it. Nor had the thieves he’d been chasing at the time, few of them having the wood-skills necessary to traverse the depths of it. Only hunters and woodcutters traveled it now.

It was known to the Fairy, the dense woods and mountains were their lands by nature.

Her sunny hair streaming over her shoulders in a rippling flow, her wings folded neatly against her back beneath the thin shift, Kyri led them deep into the heart of the wood and into brilliant sunlight.

Light burst over her, turning her hair to molten gold, and where it touched her folded wings it dazzled the eyes.

A dozen Fairy awaited, both male and female, standing on the face of the cliff to each side of a small waterfall. Each was armed with sword and bow, all were dressed in some variation of the thin shift they all seemed to wear, some with loose trousers so the shift served as a tunic and some not.

Oryan and Morgan recognized Galan, Dorien and perhaps one or two others from Kyri’s entourage. The rest were strangers, new to them.

“My people await,” Kyri said, turning her horse to face them. “What would you, Oryan, Morgan?”

For a moment, Oryan almost hesitated but in the face of Kyri’s calm expectation he couldn’t.

Use us, she almost seemed to demand.

He couldn’t in good conscience and for the sake of his people refuse her.

“I need a messenger to go south to Gwenifer’s estates to warn them and to tell them that we’re coming.”

One of the newer Fairy opened her wings, her hair a cap of ebony curls, her dark eyes sparkling merrily.

 “I know of it,” that one said and dove off the cliff, her seemingly diaphanous wings tinged with pink when the light caught them, feathers sparkling. Then she was gone, darting between the trees.

“You’ll have people watching?” Morgan asked.

With a nod and a smile, Kyri said. “They’re already in place.”

He’d never doubted it, he merely asked for verification. As she clearly knew.

Above them Fairy swooped down, some to poke in holes in the cliff face, before tossing down wrapped bundles to those who had preceded them below.

“What is this place, Kyri?” Oryan asked as they dismounted.

Liliane had Gawain cradled in her arms. Gawain was asleep. For that Oryan was grateful.

Looking around Kyri smiled a little and sighed.

“Once it was a Glade. Now we use it as an occasional refuge. Flying is tiring work, unless one has the skill and talent to ride the thermals, which is why you will never see a portly Fairy. Not all have that skill. And so this remains, a stopping-over point.”

There were memories here for her. Her wrists ached.

“What happened?” Oryan asked, “Why did you leave?”

She looked at him and smiled a little, a curve of her lips. “The forest was growing smaller.”

It was the first time Morgan had sensed a touch of sadness in her.

She had no need to explain, both Oryan and Morgan understood. Men needed wood for their fires and Fairy tended the forests. Conflict had been inevitable.

“Is anyone injured?” she asked. “We have Healers among us.”

Aside from small cuts and scrapes, neither Oryan nor Morgan had suffered any injury but there were one or two of Morgan’s people who had, especially those who’d defended the door.

“Galan,” she said, “will you see to them, please?”

Morgan saw a look pass between Kyriay and Galan as Oryan’s attention was taken by a Fairy gesturing him toward a small lean-to and bedroll. With a small shake of her head and another smile, Kyri sent the other Fairy on his way. Obediently – but clearly reluctantly – Galan nodded and went to the injured.

Frowning, Morgan watched as Kyri turned to glance over the clearing to assure herself that everyone was being cared for and then one of the Fairy touched Morgan’s arm lightly, distracting him, too.

A bedroll had been laid out for Morgan as well it appeared.

“There’s food, too, my Lord Marshal,” a Fairy said, with a gesture to a trestle table set to one side.

Already Morgan’s people gathered around it, wearily spooning bowls of peas porridge—a thick soup – and something much like oatmeal laced with raisins and nuts. His stomach rumbled at the scent of food. With a nod of thanks to the Fairy attending him, Morgan went to join his people, still watching Kyri.

Her people came and went looking for orders and the answer to questions.

Finished helping Morgan’s people, Galan hurried across the clearing, his expression determined, chiding, shaking his head in exasperation at his Queen.

Grinning wryly, Kyri sat on a rock, and turned a little as Galan neared.

Morgan caught his breath and then swore softly beneath it.

Blood stained the thin material of her shift on one side from her ribs to her hip and Morgan suddenly remembered the tear in it he’d seen when she’d landed on the parapet. He’d no doubt her rescue of him had only made that wound worse, as it was with the hand on that side that she’d caught him. She’d said nothing, made no outcry, nor had made any complaint on the journey.

At that instant, her aquamarine eyes met his across the breadth of the clearing. Her expression softened a little and she smiled, bowing her head a little in acknowledgment.

Seeing his look, Kyri didn’t regret what she’d done – especially as Galan’s healing eased some of the pain that had plagued her – it had been necessary.

Pain was something she feared they would all get used to soon enough.

She looked over her people, in her thoughts seeing those who were missing.

Grief and sorrow as well.

“What’s wrong?” Oryan asked as he followed Morgan’s gaze. He sighed, seeing the blood on Kyriay’s shift. “Damn.”

“My thought exactly,” Morgan agreed angrily.

Remembering Gwen with a sharp pang, Oryan said, pain in his voice, “We none of us will come out of this unscathed, I’m afraid.”

He looked to his son, nestled sleeping in the bedding the Fairy had provided.

With an effort he held back grief at the thought of Gawain’s mother, his own precious Gwen.

Oryan’s words were true enough. Morgan had faced that pain often enough on the part of his people, but for some reason it bothered him more where the Queen of the Fairy was concerned. It was a thing of men, War, not her folk.

A breath of magic touched Oryan and a dozen Fairy eyes turned to him as Kyri got hurriedly to her feet.

The sunlight around them seemed to brighten, to intensify, sparkling from the leaves of the trees high above them.

“Scrying?” he asked.

With a nod, Kyri answered, “There are ways to hide us from their sight for a time and we’re doing so.”

For a time.

That complicated things.

Oryan glanced at Morgan. His intention had been to either find some place defensible to gather his forces, to take refuge with one of his vassals perhaps, or in another Kingdom if necessary. If they could scry for him, though, that was impossible.

“Is there any way to stop it?” he asked, as she came across the glade toward him, accepting a bowl of the oatmeal from one of her people as she passed.

Slowly, Kyri shook her head. “I’m sorry, Oryan. There are ways to cloud it temporarily, but nothing permanent. We can’t change your blood.”

“This changes our plans, Morgan,” Oryan said. “A refuge is out.”

Morgan nodded. His heart sank but his resolution hardened. It would make things that much more difficult. A single retreat, somewhere in the mountains perhaps, would have given them a place to gather their forces. That was impossible now, if they could scry Oryan.

Squaring his shoulders he responded, “Haerold’s not making it easy but we shouldn’t expect he would. For now, we’ll keep on the move.”

It would mean no central base but that might actually be better for their purposes as there would be less chance of an assassin finding them.

Weariness dragged at him.

Seeing tiredness settle over Morgan and feeling it himself, Oryan waved it away. “Let’s sleep while we may. A few hours at least.”

Morgan nodded. “We’ll get on the move then. Talk about it when our heads are clear.”

They sought their bedrolls, gratefully.

As did Kyri.



Chapter Four
 

The sun shone brightly through the windows of Gwen’s small country estate, the blue sky nearly cloudless above them. It should have been a perfect day…the temperature was comfortable and the sky clear. Around the estate, the hills rolled green and lovely, stitched by the zigzagged gray lines of split rail fences. From the window, Oryan could watch the horses graze in those verdant fields. Gwenifer’s fields, Gwenifer’s horses. At least now they would go mounted on their own horses and so free the Fairy horses for the Fairy.

In the rooms around them came the sounds of clatter and busyness as the folk of the estate prepared for their departure. There had been a find, though, the great tent he’d used when he’d come south now and then to hunt in the hills and forests here. That was how he’d met Gwen, all those years ago, he’d been hunting. His heart twisted at the memory.

That tent would be shelter of a kind and, more importantly, portable.

Although some few had demurred, most of Gwenifer’s people had sworn to follow him into exile, even as they grieved for their mistress. As he did when he could. It was a constant ache, a burning pain around his heart. Everything here reminded him of her but he had no time for personal grief. Not yet. And there was more grief to come, as the missive in his hand proved…

 “Messengers from Haerold went out to all my vassals within hours of the fall of the castle,” Oryan said, “demanding they surrender. Cavender folded almost immediately but both Dorset and Delaville have sworn to fight, or so they claim.”

Their own messengers had gone out on their journey here, Morgan trying to balance the loss of fighters against the need for more men and information reluctantly. More of Kyri’s people, had arrived to fill the gap until Morgan’s own people caught up.

Cavender should have been no surprise and yet Oryan still was.

He sighed.

Cavender’s lands were the closest to Haerold’s, so he was the most immediately at risk and he would have known Haerold well.

His brother was wasting no time securing his claim to the throne, such as it was. So long as Oryan and Gawain lived they threatened his hold on it.

They’d had no word as yet from the others, those who also owed fealty to him.

Haerold wouldn’t have attempted his coup without support from more than just his pet wizards. He’d gotten those men from somewhere, there had been too many to be no more than his own personal levies, Remagne and its surrounds couldn’t have raised so many as had struck Caernarvon. Oryan hadn’t been foolish enough to give his ambitious brother that much power. It had taken a sizable force to defeat the city and King’s Guard, though.

With no enemies on his borders, Oryan had kept no standing army save for Morgan’s Marshals, relying instead on the levies he could call from the various demesnes that owed him fealty – and save for the first years of his reign, there had been little need of them so that had sufficed.

As boys, Haerold had frequently expressed his resentment with their birth order and Oryan’s fitness to be king. With maturity he’d seemed to become resigned to his position, content with his own lands. There had been times, though, when Haerold had clearly disagreed with Oryan’s policies and hadn’t hesitated to say so, advocating much harsher, more draconian practices – tighter controls on the populace, higher taxes, more conscription and a firmer hand against everyone, not just criminals.

Yet neither Oryan nor Morgan had heard in the years since that Haerold had been so dissatisfied he would take up arms. Neither had seen this coming, and he knew Morgan was taking the responsibility for that onto his own shoulders. As was he, truth be told. Search his mind as he would, though, he could remember no overt sign of danger.

Oh, there had been tales that had drifted from Remagne, stories of Haerold and his wizards and what they did there. Some wizards had stayed, clearly of their own will, but there were rumors of others who hadn’t. It wasn’t enough for Morgan to take action, although he’d investigated.

Those missing were missing, but none could say that Haerold had aught to do with it. It had troubled them both but without more proof, there’d been little either of them could do. Within his own domain Haerold also practiced many of his harsher policies stringently, with the result Oryan had anticipated – no few fled and made their way into the rest of the Kingdom. That hadn’t eased the tension between the brothers.

There had been other problems, though, to take his and Morgan’s attentions away from Haerold, the city of Remagne and Harold’s lands around it.

Raiders had come down out of the North – by both land and sea – to bedevil those along their border there and that had required much of Morgan’s attention, drawing him away from Caernarvon often.

Those raiders had been no light threat, striking out of their lands to the north to lay waste to whole villages. They’d carried the unarmed women and children off, killing all the fighters. It had taken some time for Morgan to set up a patrols and a warning system along the northern coasts.

Oryan certainly couldn’t fault Morgan for failing to see what he himself hadn’t. After all, Haerold was his brother. Or half-brother.

What was done, though, was done. Now it remained to be seen whether he could take his throne back, how long it would take to do it and what it would cost in lives and coin.

“Of the two,” Morgan said, in response to his comment, “I would trust Dorset more.”

Oryan nodded. “I agree.”

A tallish gangly man with thinning brown hair, Phillip of Dorset was a good man, solid and dependable, devoted to his family and lands, where Delaville was a man of appetites, liking the finer things of life, his gold and silver, his satins and his fairy silks.

Pushing away from the desk, Oryan shoved to his feet to come around it. He looked at Gawain sitting in the window seat with a book. Gawain was a handsome boy, old enough to have been given his own sword. He and Gwenifer had presented it to him on his last birthday. That was lost now, too.

As difficult as it had been, he’d explained to Gawain that his mother was gone. How much Gawain actually accepted or understood that knowledge Oryan didn’t know.

The hunt for both father and son had begun in earnest. He had no doubt Haerold’s men were even now fanning out across the country looking for them, a contingent was surely on their way here soon. Painful memories hovered, but now wasn’t the time.

Haerold might have the Crown, but it wouldn’t be secure so long as Oryan and Gawain lived to threaten his hold on it.

Neither would be safe so long as Haerold had power.

Taking a breath, Oryan looked to pretty Kyriay where she stood by the other window, her wings tucked away beneath the loose silken shift her people wore – the magic of Fairy – so that, with her hair covering her ears and flowing down her back she looked much like one of his own people. Her finely featured face was uncharacteristically still, her large aquamarine eyes watchful and curious, waiting – unlike the merry, mischievous expression with which he was more familiar. Here then was the steel hidden beneath the silk, and what had made Kyriay Queen of her people. Each day that passed since his castle had fallen had made Oryan all the more grateful for such a staunch and able ally, in so unexpected a person and manner.

For this, though...

“Are you sure you can do this?” Oryan asked.

Kyri turned to look at him more straightly. She knew what it cost him to ask. He’d already lost his wife and now, in effect, he would lose his son. Her heart ached for him.

She nodded reassuringly, as that was what he needed to see.

“It’s a simple magic, Oryan,” she said gently. “It won’t harm him. In time, his hair will return to its normal color, growing darker as he ages, as happens with your children. Nor will the memory spell injure him nor will it fade until he’s of age. He’s young yet, it’s a simple matter to tuck those memories away. He’ll create new ones.”

Knowing Gawain would be safer made the prospect of parting from his son no easier for Oryan, nor that it had been his own idea.

Haerold would hunt them and if he caught them together, they’d both die and the throne would be Haerold’s unchallenged. Separated, there the chance that one of them might survive. It would be the choice of a life on the run, or a chance for Gawain to grow up somewhat normally. Safe. Or at least, safer.

Time was growing short, Oryan couldn’t put the decision off much longer and he knew it.

He looked to Morgan.

“Liliane will keep him safe,” Morgan assured him. “She’ll love him like her own. She’s been my strong left arm almost from the day she joined the Marshals. Her skill with sword and bow are undeniable, even while she’d mothered all of us.” 

Even me, he thought with a mental chuckle.

For Oryan and for Gawain whom she’d grown fond of, as she did with all children, she would change her name, her life, and so keep the boy, their prince, safe.

Having no wife or children of his own, Morgan couldn’t know what it cost Oryan to do this, he only knew it did.

Kyri did know what it cost Oryan as she could ‘hear’ it. She’d ‘listened’ to Oryan brood over it in the days they’d spent riding here, turning it over and over in his mind, battling with himself until he’d finally brought himself to speak of it. She could sense his heartache clearly, but it was in his eyes as well. She had no children of her body, only the thousands of her people who looked to her, but still, some part of her understood…

The time was now then.

Going to one knee, Oryan ran a hand over his son’s hair and his heart ached as Gawain looked up at him and smiled. Oryan’s heart caught at the simple innocence in his son’s gray eyes – eyes so much like his mother’s. Gwenifer. Sweet Gwen. The need to keep his son safe warred with the need to have him close. Sending him away would be safer, but neither would Oryan be able to watch his son grow, become a man. He wouldn’t guide him…

Morgan looked to Kyriay, although somehow he’d been aware of her from the moment she’d arrived.

Their eyes met.

He could see the compassion for Oryan in her gaze.

“Oryan,” Kyri said, hearing his pain.

She’d expected no less and so come prepared, as much as she could.

He looked up.

“You may have to be parted, but you can watch him in this…”

It was only a little thing, but at least it would be something, that she offered him. She’d taken a page from their enemy.

Reaching into her pocket, she withdrew a small silver bowl, only slightly bigger than her palm. She set it in his hand.

Puzzled, Oryan looked at her and frowned slightly.

“It’s a scrying bowl, such as Haerold uses to track you,” she explained, “but used another way instead. This too, is simple magic. It’s so simple you can do it yourself.”

She reached for the ewer of water on the nearby table and poured a little of the water into the small bowl.

“It’s keyed to your son. To Gawain,” she said.

From the same pocket, she took out a small bag, drawing out a pinch of the finely ground herbs to sprinkle them over the water.

Morgan watched them together, the small, seemingly delicate Fairy, her golden hair streaming over her shoulders in a rippling fall and his tall spare King, his darker close-cropped head bent toward her golden one.

A touch of hope lightened Oryan’s eyes, eased the weight on his shoulders.

Grief had weighed heavily on him, the parting from Gawain even more so.

Morgan couldn’t help but be glad that some little bit of that weight and worry would be lifted.

“Think of him,” Kyri said, cupping Oryan’s hands around the bowl as the herbs sifted through the water. She cast a small breath of magic, no more than Oryan would use to light a candle. “Concentrate, focus…and look into the water.”

Oryan had known of such things but he’d never used one.

An image appeared in the cup, watery but clear, of Gawain sitting by the window.

Oryan looked from the image in the cup to the real boy across the room.

For a moment he was nearly overcome as he cupped the small bowl in his hands and looked at the image of his son within it.

Perhaps he couldn’t be there but he could at least watch.

In a way, Kyri had given him his son back. He struggled for control, taking one long breath.

“Thank you,” he said, simply.

She nodded, gravely for once, her lovely, long-lashed sea-foam eyes soft, understanding.

The last objection had now been overcome.

A part of Oryan went calm, still and certain. However much he wanted to avoid it, he was out of time. If he waited much longer Haerold’s men would be here and all would be lost. Including Gawain. Haerold didn’t dare allow the boy to live for fear someone would raise him up to take back Oryan’s throne. Or that he would keep the boy himself and raise him in his own image.

Oryan closed his eyes against that thought.

That was a greater horror, that his brother with his innate cruelty might raise his son.

Now that he had this, though, there was no more reason, or excuse, to delay.

There was this plan of Morgan’s, too. However much he didn’t like it, it was the only way, they needed the information. This might be the only way to get it. It meant the loss Morgan, too, if only for a time, but there was no help for it. He could wait no longer. Resolve strengthened in him.

“It’s time,” he said. “Prepare to leave.”

They both nodded.

Morgan followed Kyri out the door, hastening his steps to catch her wrist, touching it lightly.

“Kyriay, thank you for that,” he said.

Oryan had been his King, but over time he’d also become Morgan’s friend and more, almost a brother. Small as the gesture might seem, it mattered. Especially in these dark days.

Save for that night on the parapet though, this was the first time he’d been so close to her.

Until these last few days she’d always been a curiosity seen at a distance, a beautiful but distant vision, always with a slight air of mischief about her as was common to her folk. A smile had always curved her lips, the strength and determination she’d shown these last days hidden.

It was odd to realize how small she was beside him, nearly a head shorter than he, for she always seemed taller, even though he’d seen it himself when she stood before Oryan, her lovely face tilted up to his.

What Morgan did know was that this close he couldn’t miss that her eyes were incredibly lovely, even in the shadowed hall. They were the color of the ocean when the sun pierced a wave, a clear and brilliant aqua, fringed with long lashes a shade darker than her tumble of curling, gilded hair.

It struck him again how lovely she was, with her delicate, fine-boned features.

He suddenly found himself trying to resist the strong urge to tuck the tight curls of her hair behind her ear to feel the softness of her hair, the tendrils wrap around his finger and the silken texture of her skin. He wanted to slide his fingers through that hair. He was sharply aware of her slender body, the ripe curves of her beneath the thin shift. With all the affairs of the kingdom to keep him busy, it had been a long time since he’d even thought about a woman, but he was suddenly, intensely, aware of this one, Fairy though she might be.

Kyri smiled a little in answer to his words, aware of currents that ran beneath them. She loved his voice, so deep and sonorous that she could almost feel it in her bones.

“It’s a small enough thing to do,” she said, her own voice soft. “Oryan might be King, but he’s still a man, he still feels and in a short time he’s lost wife, crown and gone into exile. Though I have no consort of my own, I am queen in the way of my people and so I understand a little the sacrifices he must make for his people. Today he will lose his son. Shortly, he will lose you, too, his good right arm…”

In truth Kyri didn’t like that plan at all, even though she understood the need and agreed with the reasons, it was a dangerous risk to take with someone the Kingdom and King could hardly spare.

There was no one else, though, in any and either case.

Morgan thought he had a chance of pulling it off and he planned to have his own people near at hand if he didn’t.

Still, it was a risk.

Though Morgan didn’t know it – for she hadn’t told him knowing he would forbid it, as if he could but she wouldn’t defy him outright – Kyri intended to provide her own insurance.

Oryan had too few friends at hand, no other Generals, either, and none the like of Morgan. They needed him if this restoration was to have any chance to succeed.

With a sigh, Morgan acknowledged the truth of her words.

It would be hard for Oryan, going into exile alone, certainly until he could gather more trusted people around him once again.

Even if everything went well, Morgan would see his old friend rarely, if at all, for some time. Kyri and her people had agreed to act as messengers and go betweens. Names had power among the Fair, as the old tales had said, he had only to think them and whichever was closest would come as soon as they could. There would be only a few folk that Morgan, too, dared trust.

Before him was one of them. So seemingly delicate and yet he knew her strength, both of arm and of spirit. She was the one person who would stand as both friend and ally to Oryan and to him. Looking into her calm gaze, he still saw the lightness, the hint of amusement that was at the heart of Fairy, but at her core was a steadiness he knew he could rely on.

And an attraction he couldn’t deny.

Something moved in him. His hand tightened on her wrist.

He’d forgotten he still held it.

Beneath his fingers her pulse beat, quickened.

Kyri looked up at Morgan, into eyes as blue as the sky she loved. He’d always intrigued her, this man Oryan trusted so well, but he’d been a distant figure, as he was usually in the field on the days she visited Oryan’s court. These last days had been the most she’d ever spent in his company and this moment the closest physically. She was suddenly and sharply aware of the pure physical presence of the man and how very handsome a man he was, with his strong straight features and those piercing blue eyes. There was strength in him, in the hand that grasped her wrist, as she’d seen that night on the parapet.

Suddenly her breath came short.

For a moment they were frozen, staring into each other’s eyes, and then a door slammed as feet scurried in a nearby room.

Morgan nodded, suddenly remembering his duty and let her go.

Her pulse still pounding, Kyri watched him walk away.



Chapter Five
 

It was a long way from what Gawain had known and that would help. The land here was flat, open – the great Plains of Kyri’s youth tamed. Wheat and oats replaced the tall, wild grasses of her childhood, very unlike the seaside cliffs and harbor he’d known. She knelt before him, her heart wrenching to look at him even as she brushed the thin, fine hair back from his forehead. It took only a little magic to lighten that hair. He didn’t even notice.

He was so young. So trusting.

Kyri smiled as his eyes met hers so straightly. This next wasn’t something she did easily or carelessly – tampering with another’s mind. It was best, it was needful, and it would keep the boy safe, she agreed with all that, but she could never like it.

“Gawain…”

Those silver eyes, so like his mother’s, focused on hers… He would be tall like Gwen as well, already standing nearly as tall as Kyri’s shoulder.

Her heart broke even as she reached inside his mind… to keep him safe… He was so trusting.

Carefully she tucked away the memories of his mother and his father. She replaced them with the thought of a father who’d loved him but had died amidst the chaos and horror of the battle at the castle. Liliane was his mother and she loved him fiercely, protectively.

Oryan watched, his breath caught a little fearfully, but there was no sign on Gawain’s face of disturbance, it simply went a little dreamy and then his son’s eyes fluttered a little. They slipped closed.

Cradling the boy in her arms, Kyri lifted him, brushed a gentle kiss over his forehead. She turned to Liliane. “When he wakes, he’ll have forgotten. He’ll know only you.”

Plain, kind, her expression calm, Liliane looked in return.

Liliane smiled at the look in the Fairy’s eyes. She knew it well. Say what you’d like of Fair, this one did give a care.

 “My folk,” she said honestly, taking the boy in her arms carefully, “don’t have much truck with yours, with Fairy. You do what you have to. I’ll protect the boy.”

Kyri had no doubt of Liliane’s resolution.

Taking a breath, she nodded. Her fingers sifted through Liliane’s hair and she smiled as she met the woman’s plain brown eyes.

It wasn’t an uncommon attitude – that of Liliane’s folk. Few in the Kingdom saw Fairy much save where their lands bordered each on the other. It hadn’t been so long ago that her people had raeded here – to use the Fairy word – the young ones making mischief. Or that men had raided her own, doing more than making mischief. Their definition of raid had been much different.

She turned her thoughts away from that. It had been long ago, thanks to Oryan.

“Ready?” she asked.

Letting her breath out in a sigh, Liliane smiled. “A new life? Who could object to that?”

Especially now. Times would be hard. They all knew it. All Liliane heard of Haerold said he was a hard man. For her the battles would be over. It pained her to leave Morgan and her friends in the Marshals, but she had this duty and knew how important it was. She was a simple woman but not stupid, and she knew what they’d entrusted her with – the hope of the Kingdom.

For the boy first, for the Kingdom second, for Morgan her Captain and Oryan her King, she would keep him safe. Hope would follow.

Smiling reassuringly, Kyri reached into Liliane’s thoughts and, building on Liliane’s dreams of a life someday with a husband she loved, of a child of her own, she created memories of a brief stint with the Marshals, of marriage and loss. Those planted memories would fade over time, so she would remember who it was she guarded.

With luck, Haerold’s wizards wouldn’t probe so deep, so soon. Not yet.

“No one,” Kyri confirmed, her lips curving as she covered over Liliane’s years with Morgan but not her skill with sword and bow. Liliane would need to teach them to Gawain.

Memories altered, Liliane and Gawain rode off happily, the rickety wagon taking them away from death and destruction.

And so Gawain was sent on his way.

Oryan waited. His eyes met Kyri’s. He hadn’t missed the small moment of kindness toward his son and he was grateful for it.

“He’s safe, Oryan,” Kyri said, looking at him as she vaulted onto her horse. “As safe as you, Morgan and I can make him.”

A sigh whispered from the King.

It was better this way, Oryan knew. If he fell, at least his son would live. There would still be hope.

“I know. Kyri, thank you,” he said and looked away for a moment, “for saving my son.”

The tears he dared not shed prickled behind his eyelids.

Gawain hadn’t even known who it was he should wave goodbye to, or why.

It was done.

Now the war began.

For a time the small band was silent as they rode. The sun followed them, east to west, before they turned somewhat north, eyes alert, retracing their path, Kyri’s scouts flying high above. The small group melted into the trees or below the horizon at the first hint of approaching riders.

“It’s time,” Morgan announced finally, reluctantly.

They’d moved north again, but further east. It was an unexpected move they hoped, and a necessary one if Oryan was to attempt to reach Dorset quickly. Not for Morgan, who returned now to Caernarvon.

If he lost Morgan, his strong right arm…

Kyri watched, her eyes steady on his.

She ruled her small people alone, and for far longer than he…how could he do any less?

A small smile touched her mouth…understanding was mirrored in her aqua eyes.

Oryan had known it, awaited this moment. A gusty sigh escaped him, mixed of anger, acceptance and grief.

“Good luck, old friend.”

Morgan sat back on his horse to look upon this man he’d served so long.

Tall, Oryan had a long, strong face and broad shoulders. Morgan had always known Oryan was tough; they’d fought the reavers to the north together when Oryan had been Prince. Nor had the early years of his reign been easy; their neighbor to the west had thought to take advantage of a young King new to his throne. It had taken a few pitched battles to prove him wrong. Those days had honed that strength and these last days had shown it. Blow after shattering blow and yet Oryan had continued on, he hadn’t wavered nor bowed even in the face of his grief.

For his people, for his Kingdom.

As Oryan’s friend, Morgan had stood for him at his wedding, had known what Gwenifer had meant to his friend, not only as wife, lover and friend but trusted advisor. No one had ever doubted Gwen’s sharp mind. Nor had there been time for Oryan to truly grieve her loss – for either of them to do so – and Morgan feared he wouldn’t be there for Oryan when there finally was.

In the twelve years since Oryan had taken the crown, Morgan had stood beside Oryan as he settled the Kingdom. He’d brought law to some areas that had never known it and peace with all their neighbors save the northern reavers. Morgan had stood beside him on the day Oryan had married Gwenifer, seeing more quivers in Oryan that day than he had on the field of battle.

“Will she love me, Morgan?” Oryan had asked then. “Is it truly me or the King she loves?”

Time had answered that question more truly, but Morgan had answered him even so, knowing it to be true. He’d been friend to both. “You, Oryan, never doubt it.”

And wished for the same for himself, someday.

Now? It was doubtful he’d live so long.

Morgan had risen through the ranks under Oryan’s father Taran until he’d stood as second to the last High Marshal. Until the day Oryan named him to that higher service, needing his own trusted man there. There had been time for little else.

“I could have served no better King,” Morgan said evenly, his eyes on that King.

He meant it. While he’d respected the father, he loved the Prince and now King like the brother he’d never had.

Their eyes met, Oryan’s familiar brown, Morgan’s pale blue.

“My oath on it,” Morgan said.

A reminder of his knighting at Oryan’s hand, of his obligation to his King and the realm.

Oryan looked at him, smiled briefly. “Shut up.”

“My liege,” Morgan said obediently, smiling a little, inclining his head.

How long had they known each other? Oryan wondered. He couldn’t remember a time when Morgan hadn’t stood at his shoulder in one way or another, solid, calm, confident.

One more parting, one more absence.

For the first time since Oryan had laid the sword of knighthood on Morgan’s shoulders, Oryan offered his arm to him, one man to another.

Morgan looked at the man he’d served for most of his adult life.

A good man, steady, sure, calm in the face of crisis and he silently cursed Haerold for what he’d done, although his face showed none of it.

Resolute, Morgan clasped the offered arm, his fingers closing over solid muscle.

Morgan’s eyes turned to his own trusted few. Pwyll, Jack and Dareth met his eyes. He’d tasked them with protecting the King, with the aid of Kyri and her people, until others could arrive.

Pwyll saluted, sharply.

“We’ll keep him safe, Captain, sir,” Pwyll said.

Nodding his head, Morgan said, “See that you do.”

Sucking in a breath, Morgan tightened his fingers over Oryan’s arm.

“My friend, be safe,” Oryan said.

No greater accolade was needed than that. My friend. Morgan could see the sincerity in his King’s eyes, though he’d always known it.

It was enough.

With a nod to the King, Morgan released him.

He looked at lovely Kyriay, sitting astride her horse bareback, as all her people did, and remembered suddenly and vividly that moment in the hall at Gwen’s estate.

Eyes sparkling, she lifted her chin in response and smiled a little, almost daring him to remind her of her duty as he had the others.

He met that gaze and smiled in return.

“Morgan,” Kyri’s light, flute-like voice said…”I have another gift…”

Turning her horse’s head, she guided it close to his.

Slipping her fingers beneath a thin silver chain around her throat, she lifted it, shaking her head to free the links from the spill of golden curls.

His body tightened almost reflexively even as her arms raised.

She guided her horse close.

Morgan ducked his head as she slipped the chain over his head.

In that moment she was as near as she’d ever been, but for that moment in the hall. The soft scent of her reached him as her slender fingers lightly brushed the skin at his throat to send a shiver through him. Those lovely eyes were solemn…. her long slender fingers tapped lightly at the crystalline amulet on the end of the chain. It was shaped like a feather.

“Protection against magic,” she said, and looked at him intently, “as much as I can give you.”

He covered her hand over his heart and watched her eyes widen a little, the light in them shift, a small flicker of her brows. A smile twitched the corner of her mouth.

Beneath Kyri’s hand were the solid muscles of Morgan’s chest and the steady beat of his heart, her hand beneath his almost entirely hidden.

“Be safe, Morgan,” she said softly.

Morgan looked into her brilliant eyes. Something moved there in them.

For a timeless moment their eyes held.

With an effort he released her, looked to Oryan, nodded and – with Jacob at his back – turned his horse away.

He would need Jacob’s street smarts in the days to come.

Save for Morgan’s rare visits, Oryan would be alone. Save for Kyri and her reports.

And those few Morgan trusted to keep his King safe….and his King’s Heir.

He’d done all he could there.

They needed more information, though, more than Kyri’s people could provide. It was up to Morgan, Jacob, and the remaining Marshals to get it.



Chapter Six
 

Smoke still rose above Caernarvon. Morgan’s jaw set and tightened to see it, but he said nothing, nor did those around him. It had been a week or more since the battle, those fires should have been put out by now. The only reason they hadn’t been then was that Haerold was allowing them to burn. Oryan’s city. Fury was useless, but it was still there.

Around Morgan rode a dozen men and women who’d served directly with him, who’d fought beside him, who he knew he could trust. They had been fighting in the north, until he’d called them south, leaving the northern border bereft and undefended, however much it pained him. It was simply another injury to set at Haerold’s door. Some of these had met him on the journey east. Soon there would be more as faithful Caleb called the reserves and retirees up.

Staying in the shadows beneath the trees on the mountain slopes above the city, Morgan looked down at the now battle-scarred castle that rose at the city’s back on the shores of the great river Arvon. In the waning light, smoke stains smeared the stone above many of the castle windows. Men walked the castle walls though, tiny figures in the distance.

At his signal his people moved out, to find their own way into the city below. Some would gather information. Others would wait in the shadows in case of need, an alarm would rouse them.

The sun settled slowly to the horizon. Dusk fell softly. Already the evening mists rose to drift through the streets as it did at this time each night. Above him, the moon glowed. The light silvered the fog as it drifted through the streets like a thousand ghosts. After the events here perhaps that was indeed what they were.

It was a risk to come here but there was too much they needed to know. He had to take the chance, great as it was.

With Jacob at his side, Morgan left his horse behind and made his way down the slope to the south and west of the city, keeping to cover and the shadows until he reached the outskirts and the small, mean buildings clustered there where the poorest folk lived.

No one moved, no sounds came from the homes, not even a child’s cry or a dog’s bark, although you could sense both were there, huddled in those houses. People were afraid even to come out of their homes. With some reason…

Patrols moved through the cobbled streets, but on horseback they were noisy and easy to avoid. There were, however, a lot of them.

Where had Haerold gotten all these men? 

Frowning, Morgan moved closer to the street for a better look.

“You know,” Jacob hissed irritably from the darkness and jabbed him with an elbow, “if you were any paler, you’d be a damn beacon, Morgan, whereas I can move through the shadows like a shadow. Get out of my way.”

Morgan glanced back at his friend, shook his head with a chuckle and gestured Jacob ahead.

With a snort, Jacob moved past him, his dark skin and hair blending with the shadows, nearly to the mouth of the alley.

Listen and learn, Jacob thought, as the next patrol rode by, talking in low voices to each other in a language he’d only heard down by the docks.

He knew it though.

Slithering backward, he found Morgan again. “Haerold’s hired himself some eastern mercenaries.”

It wasn’t a surprise.

What, Morgan wondered, had Haerold promised them? How was he paying them? In plunder? Or was he depending on the treasury? How would he fill it again?

He shook his head.

They slipped through the streets silently, avoiding patrols, getting closer to the castle.

Morgan could almost sense his people as they moved through the city and out near the soldiers now encamped to the north and west. Their job was to get a count – an assessment of what it was they were up against.

He and Jacob were going to try to get closer to Haerold himself.

The castle gates were guarded but Morgan had been High Marshal and as such he’d been responsible for the safety of the King. He knew that castle better than almost any. His gut twisted a little at the memory of how badly he’d failed in that task.

How had Haerold pulled it off so quickly? 

With magic, obviously, timing and men… 

There hadn’t even been a hint he’d planned such a thing and Morgan had been careful enough to have people watching him. That still plagued him.

How did I miss it?

It hadn’t been a coincidence, either, that the attack had come on a night when he and most of his people were supposed to have been away to the north. If they hadn’t taken care of their business there so quickly they would have been there still, only to ride back to find this.

Haerold had known, had planned for everything but that last.

The wizard had always underestimated Morgan.

Smoke still stung the nose, fire still smoldered in places. Buildings were crumpled in on themselves, leaving odd skeletal remains.

He passed a hole in the ground where once a building had stood. The hole was nearly filled with ashes, coals glowed dimly in the bottom of it.

Home? Shop? Whichever or whatever it had been it was gone.

Morgan’s jaw clenched.

But they’d drawn close to the mostly dry moat and slid down the side of it as silently as they’d arrived.

The stench hit and Morgan fought the need to retch.

Here was where they’d dumped the bodies of the dead, rather than give them a decent burial… It was a horror, an abattoir… 

Morgan fought through it as quietly as he could – too aware of the bodies beneath his feet, good people who’d done nothing to deserve this fate – until he reached the other side and the narrow stretch of earth at the base of the castle. He’d always warned the King’s guards about this possibility, had reminded them to keep stone at their backs and away from the shadows.

Ducking beneath the drawbridge, Jacob made his way to the other side.

With his back pressed against the castle wall, Morgan slipped silently along it.

It was late, the guards were tired, not alert, while he and Jacob were tense and quick.

The guards died swiftly and joined the dead below, their bodies sliding down the bank.

Morgan stepped into the tunnel beneath the gate tower and looked up.

Following his gaze, Jacob nodded in understanding.

Above them, a faint light glimmered through the murder hole. Voices, muffled, came from above, they bantered back and forth.

From the rhythm of it, Morgan guessed a card game was in progress.

A clink of coins confirmed his guess.

Keeping tight to the sides, he and Jacob slid past, to peer around the corners at the other end.

The courtyard was empty, save for the two guards at the main doors.

Torchlight flickered unsteadily from the torches in the brackets by the doors above their heads.

On the ramparts above, the guards paced tiredly. They were looking out, not in, talking idly among themselves.

No one really expected any organized resistance, not yet. That would change and quickly, if Morgan had any say in it.

If he survived this.

The guards at the doors looked up as someone on the walls called to them. Morgan tipped his head and Jacob came over to Morgan’s side of the entry as Morgan slid around the corner. All it would take to undo things would be for a scullery maid to empty her slop bucket, or some soldier come to take a leak against the wall and they would be done for.

Neither happened and they made their way around the base of the wall until they reached the kitchens at the back of the castle proper.

The cook was asleep, his head propped up by the ovens, the bread set out to rise.

Hearts in their throats, Morgan and Jacob slipped past him, moving nearly silently.

Danger rarely came from kitchens and so they were seldom guarded.

The Great Hall was clearly occupied, as a pair of guards stood at attention at both sets of doors, the ones to the courtyard and the ones to the hall.

Grimly, the guards stared at each other across the hall.

Nerves screwed tight, Morgan gestured. This would be risky.

He darted across the hall into the Steward’s office, closing the door softly behind them once Jacob was safely inside.

On the far wall he found the catch for the secret entrance to the halls behind the walls.

As Marshal, he’d been required to know all the ins and outs of the castle, to better protect the King.

That thought made his gut twist again.

He’d failed in that, just not completely. In the back of his mind he still searched for a way to have known, but he couldn’t find it… His spy hadn’t seen it. There’d been no hints, no rumors.

Morgan put it away. It couldn’t matter now, he had to let it go and concentrate on the matter at hand.

They slipped inside the dark tunnel, made their way to the upper floors past other entrances and exits until they reached the musician’s gallery that a predecessor to Gwen had installed but Gwen herself had never used. His heart wrenched at her loss, for he missed her, too.

That gallery overlooked the Great Hall though. It was the most likely place for Haerold to be found, if not in the King’s quarters.

Few even noticed the balcony was there any longer as a banner covered the opening and Haerold had never lived in this place. It had been and was Oryan’s seat, his inheritance from his father.

Light flickered there.

What was it that had Haerold and his allies up so late in the Great Hall? Morgan wondered.

 

Making his careful way around, Walter studied the men camped below. Northmen? 

He nodded to himself.

Northmen they were.

They were lighter in hair than even Morgan, some of them, he thought, grinning a little at the idea, knowing how little Morgan would have liked the comparison.

He shook his head even so, cursing lightly in his mind.

Did Haerold truly not care who he made alliances with to take the throne? Did he not know what men such as these had done in the north, the slaughter and rapine? 

In the darkness behind him, something quested, but he was unaware.

Frowning a little, it panted, tasting the air… 

Warmth, prey warmth…

It leaped, taking the interloper in the throat, its jaws closed, crushed, as hot blood burst into its throat, warm and rich.

Walter had only time to register the impact before he died.

 

Once the Great Hall at Caernarvon had been beautiful – an open, lovely place with its long fire pits and the spits that ran down the length of them. Oryan and Gwenifer’s thrones still stood at the far end, white and gold, with the King’s table across the width. Beneath the clerestory windows high above were the flags and colors of Oryan’s vassal states, there where the silk could capture the last light of day, brightening the room. Torchlit by night, it hadn’t seemed such a cavernous space then as it did now, but warm and close.

A thousand memories crowded Morgan’s mind. Happy memories of feasting here in the good company of his King, Queen and their people. The trestle tables lining each side nearly groaned with food. Mugs of ale and wine were filled by pages, young girls and lads, everyone laughing, jests flying. Laughter had filled the room, the rafters had rung with it.

He remembered tall, gangly Gwenifer being called out to dance as she protested that she couldn’t – and she was right – yet still being drawn out. She’d laughed helplessly as Oryan simply shook his head indulgently and smiled as she looked back at him in appeal, seeking rescue.

Grief caught Morgan swiftly and unexpectedly. It had never occurred to him that he hadn’t grieved for the loss of the Queen much, either. Yet he’d loved her like a sister. How could he not have, to the woman who’d given so much to his friend Oryan?

She may not have been a dancer, but she’d been hell’s own vengeance with a sword in her hand, giving no quarter and expecting none in return. He’d enjoyed sparring with her.

He bit the pain back, it did her sacrifice no good.

There would be another, better, time to grieve for Gwenifer.

Someday.

In the hall below Haerold paced… A tall, dark, bearded figure who bore some slight resemblance to Oryan in the length of his face and his coloring.

“What do we hear of my brother?” Haerold demanded, harshly.

Sitting on the throne in Gwenifer’s place was a woman, a wizard – and not a white one. Her shapely legs were draped wantonly over the arm of the chair, her thick, straight, dark red hair spilled nearly to the floor behind her. She was dressed in a velvet and satin gown of dark gold, close fitting and elaborately embroidered as was the fashion abroad. She wore a heavy gold chain encrusted with jewels the color of droplets of blood. It dropped between her abundant breasts to a pendant in the shape of a globe.

Her features were unnaturally lovely, still and cold. The fingers of one hand played idly with the globe while the fingers of the other danced casually, seemingly restlessly, in the air.

Standing to one side, watching, was a tallish, broad-chested man dressed all in black. He was as mercenary by his look and his rig – a thing of broad belts of metal-studded black leather crossing his shoulders and girdling his hips. A broadsword was strapped to his back, a saber hung in the scabbard at his side.

A Northman straddled a chair backwards, his broad arms resting across the back. An axe graced his back.

Sitting at another place at the table was a slender dark blonde man with a sharpish, clever face, who played idly with a knife, spinning it, point down, in the once glossy tabletop. Now that top was scarred, burned and littered with holes.

Delaville.

Now they knew from where the information on his own movements, his coming and goings had come. A member of Oryan’s Privy Council, Delaville would have known everything.

How had they turned him? 

To judge by his clothes and jewelry, Delaville had betrayed a man who considered him a friend for gold.

“Nothing,” a voice growled, quite literally, from the darkness. “My people tracked them to the Forest and no farther. We’ve lost the scent.”

From those shadows stalked another figure, the speaker, and everything in Morgan cried out in horror, in denial…

Some claimed Haerold himself bore some slight resemblance to a wolf. His features were long like Oryan’s, but more lupine, his eyes hazel where Oryan’s were a deep brown, Haerold’s cheeks more hollow…

But this…thing…

“What the hell is that?” Jacob hissed.

Its face, too, was long, its broad nose more like a muzzle and tipped dark. The hollows beneath its cheekbones were deep and shadowed, its heavy beard, moustache, hair and eyebrows thick, black, silver-streaked and wrong. The creature’s chest was deep, strong, rounded and powerfully muscled. Its arms were sinewy, the waist and hips unnaturally lean. It had strong hands, and claws where fingernails should have been. The thing’s legs canted at an unnatural angle, so he stalked forward as much as stepped into the light. His eyes were as golden and feral as a wolf’s, but no honest wolf would have called this thing cousin.

Morgan shuddered instinctively in revulsion.

The creature looked to the others and finally to Haerold.

“Nor can I find them,” the wizard said, her voice deep, low, her tone irritated. “Something blocks me, a brightness. I hadn’t thought Oryan had that much magic.”

Haerold threw his wine cup violently at the nearest wall. It shattered, spraying dark red wine to dribble down the stone wall.

“He doesn’t, or he didn’t. He’s found himself a wizard, somehow, to aid him,” Haerold snapped. “And when I find who that one is they will regret the very day they were born.” 

“How long until we leave this place?” the mercenary demanded. “My men grow bored, restless.”

The city offered them little now, they’d plundered what they could, the rest had burned and most of the people had fled, those that could.

Restlessly, Haerold paced. “The city is secure, it’s time to secure the countryside. Put the city to the torch. Burn it. We move in three days time…”

“Yes,” the wolf-man hissed, with satisfaction.

A breeze blew past Morgan and Jacob as the guard opened the door for a messenger.

Below the creature’s nose lifted, scenting the air as the sorceress suddenly straightened, pressing a catch on her pendant so it opened into two half domes – like and unlike the little bowl Kyri had given to Oryan – and passed her hand over it as Kyri had.

Morgan eyed it warily.

It was a scrying bowl.

“We have company,” the woman said, urgently, “someone watches.”

She swung to her feet, looking around.

The wolf man snarled as its muzzle lifted to catch their scent. It spun on its heels, moving fast, faster than many men on those unnatural legs.

Jacob didn’t need a signal, he turned and raced for the door with Morgan close behind him.

They both felt a certain measure of relief when the door to the hidden passageways closed behind them, but neither stopped, Jacob scrambling ahead.

“Turn left,” Morgan called, his voice low. “Left. We can’t go the way we came, the whole castle will be alerted.”

Jacob’s hand met emptiness on his left; he skidded into the turn, his body slamming against the wall.

“What the hell was that thing?” he demanded.

Nothing in Morgan’s experience explained it. He’d never heard of such a thing.

“I don’t know,” he said.

All he knew was that it hunted them.

They descended through the darkness, feeling their way with their racing feet as best they could, occasionally stumbling – but not on a stair, more like a ramp. They scrambled and slipped on the damp, moldy stones to another level as they raced through the dark, narrow, claustrophobic space, barely wide enough for two men to stand abreast.

A muffled howl of frustration, rage, fury and hunger, sounded distantly.

Jacob fetched up against a wall but Morgan was on his heels.

Dead end.

“They haven’t found the entrance yet,” Morgan said, as he sought for the catch.

A blast of air suddenly rushed past them and they heard a growl echo from the stone.

Another unearthly howl shrieked out, but this through the hollow walls, to send a chill down their spines.

Now they had.

“Not good, Morgan,” Jacob said. “Not good.”

The catch released abruptly, and spilled them both into the noisome moat.

Morgan blessed it even as he charged down it with Jacob on his heels. He hoped the stench would cover their scent, their tracks.

From out of the night he heard the baying, the call of those creatures to each other.

“What the hell is that?” Jacob demanded.

With a sigh, Morgan said, “Reinforcements. Run, Jake.”

They ran.

All they had to do was make it to where the now dry moat met the river and before the river spilled into the sea. If they could make it to the water… Somehow he doubted that those things swam well.

How Morgan sensed it he didn’t know, but he ducked instinctively as something passed above his head close enough to ruffle his hair, even as a claw raked at his shoulder.

With a whine of furious frustration the thing turned in midair to plant its feet on the opposite bank, its haunches bunched to spring…

Desperately, Morgan pulled his sword even as a bolt of silver shot across in front of him.

Fairy… and not just any Fairy…iridescent wings glittered, golden hair streamed behind her in the uncertain light.

Kyriay.

The wolf-thing snapped at her, a claw raked out even as Morgan drove his sword through the thing beneath its arm, piercing heart, blood and bone… 

Kyriay turned in mid-air, nearly laying over on her wings in an incredible feat of flying, to send an arrow behind her into the one who leaped for Jacob.

Then she was gone into the night.

Jacob turned, his sword flashed and took the head from the thing.

Morgan had his own hands full. The wolf-thing impaled beneath his sword still fought, shrieked, howled as Morgan drove his sword deeper into flesh, muscle and bone, both hands on the hilt to ram it through, as it arched, writhed. Its clawed hands and feet scrabbled.

He rammed his weight down on the sword.

It convulsed, thrashing, and died.

Wrenching his sword free, neither he nor Jacob paused as another howl echoed from within the castle and others rose to answer it throughout the city.

They scrambled over the bodies and down the moat, the pair of them falling helter-skelter into the Arvon River to be swept into the sea beyond.

Morgan stroked, hard, through the water, seeking Jacob’s collar, shirt, anything – Jacob couldn’t swim – and found it, pulled.

They burst to the surface, the lights and lanterns of the docks close.

He would kill her when he saw her for taking such a risk.



Chapter Seven
 

With Caernarvon far behind them and all signs of pursuit fallen away, Morgan took the risk of setting camp. At last, he could find out what his people had learned.

And how high a price they’d paid for it.

Outside of swallowing some seawater, Jacob was fine.

As for the others…

A quick scan confirmed that only Walter was missing.

No one had seen or heard from him.

There’d been no sign, he simply hadn’t arrived at the rendezvous.

If he could have, Morgan knew Walter would have. So he’d been either killed or captured. Morgan’s contact in Caernarvon would get a message to Morgan one way or another and he would have to decide then what to do about it and how to do it.

Everyone else had made it, largely alive and unharmed.

“Report,” he said.

Mercenaries, conscripts and Northmen made up Haerold’s army. No surprise. The estimates and numbers came at him. Delaville’s men. Not as many as Delaville should have been able to raise as his levies, so some had stayed loyal to their King, but enough had not.

None of the others had seen these wolf-like men, but, added to the magic, they explained much about how the castle had fallen so quickly. Most men would have been ill-equipped to deal with anything like them. As it had been, it had been close even for Morgan and Jacob and they were both trained fighters.

And if Kyri hadn’t been there…?

Those things were definitely deadly fast.

Next time Morgan would be better prepared for them.

If they were to face them again he had to be faster, they all did.

With thanks, he sent his people to their bedrolls, save for the sentries.

He took no chances, remembering what that thing had said about losing Oryan’s scent. They’d tracked them as far as the Great Forest.

In the distance, dawn glimmered on the horizon. None of them would get much sleep this night. It would hardly be the first time. Or the last, perhaps, for a long time to come, now.

He needed to talk with Oryan, to tell him about Delaville. To do that he needed to call Kyri. Anger still burned in him at the risk she’d taken.

Had she been out of her mind?

From his bedroll, Jacob studied his old friend worriedly.

Morgan was every bit as exhausted as he was but something was clearly eating at him and had been since that last bit in that stinking, horrific moat…

He’d been too busy ducking the leap of the first thing and then something brilliant had whooshed past, even as another had leaped at him, he’d swung and the thing was dead.

Morgan, though, was smoldering.

At a guess, Kyriay the Fairy Queen had been playing guardian angel, Jacob thought with a smile.

And Morgan was pissed because someone was watching over them.

For himself, Jacob didn’t mind so much, it was good to know there was someone who watched their backs from above. Morgan was the pigheaded one. Not that Jacob wanted to get used to it, that could be a dangerous practice. It took away your edge.

“Go to sleep, Jake,” Morgan said, with more force than intended, aware of Jacob’s eyes on him.

Exhausted, Jacob nodded. It was Morgan’s business.

Pacing, his gut churning, Morgan waved off the sentry as he walked beneath the cover of the trees and sent out the call….picturing Kyri. Lovely Kyriay of the golden hair. Calling her, specifically. After all, he knew all too well she was near. His anger spiked.

It was far too easy to see her in his mind. Far too easy. His body tightened at the thought.

Would she answer, though, or would another come? Could she know or sense how very angry he was?

He heard the whisper of wings…and looked up as she appeared out of the night.

“The answer to that would be yes,” a voice, light and musical, said softly, amused.

Kyri dropped out of the darkness, her brilliant eyes watched him warily but with that  characteristic Fairy air of curiosity and amusement. Her gossamer wings arched around her, framing her. Each time Morgan saw her, her ethereal beauty destroyed him. She seemed so delicate, impossible, perfect. She was so lovely, her curves sweet and rounded. The thin shift drifted over her skin, her body, leaving her shapely legs bare.

It was too easy to remember blood on her.

Her feet touched the earth and her chin lifted rebelliously even as his mouth tightened in response, her body straightening in reaction to his anger.

Morgan wanted to grab her and shake her.

Her aqua eyes narrowed, her lips curving a little, almost as if daring him to try.

“Do not, Morgan,” Kyri warned.

Kyri had watched over them all night, had seen the anger reflected in the tightness of Morgan’s shoulders.

Let him be angry. She didn’t answer to him.

“Stop reading my mind,” Morgan snapped.

Her hands fisted on her hips, her expression tight and furious. “I’m not. I don’t have to, you’re shouting so loud in there.”

Part of him couldn’t ignore how very beautiful she was when she was angry, her eyes turning a stormy blue green.

“Someone has to shout,” he said, jaw tight with the urge not to do so literally, “to get you to listen. What the hell did you think you were doing? Do you have any idea what you were risking? You could’ve been killed.”

Defiantly, she looked at him.

“So could you. What? Are you the only one to take risks, my Lord High Marshal Morgan? Have you forgotten my folk have fought yours since time began? I’m well able to take care of myself. I did what needed to be done. We can’t lose you, Morgan. Oryan can’t lose you. Not so soon. However recklessly you spend yourself. I don’t need to remind you that Haerold sent men that night against me and mine as well, this isn’t just your war. It’s not just your people who fight here, who depend on you, but mine as well.”

“You’re too important to risk like that,” Morgan exploded.

“And you aren’t?” she shot back. “Who then will replace you, Morgan? Not me.”

“We can’t lose you, Kyri,” he said.

She was the only one who knew where both Oryan and Gawain were or would be. She had a magical tag to Gawain and her people were helping guard Oryan.

When he was out in the field with his Marshals defending the people from Haerold’s forces and organizing the resistance, he was far too vulnerable to capture. What he didn’t know he couldn’t tell. So he could never know where Oryan was without the aid of Kyri and her people. More mobile with her wings, Kyri was therefore less vulnerable on that front.

To risk herself that way…

Letting out a gusty sigh, she said, “This I know. No more than we can lose you, our most able general.” She paused. “Our only general.”

Those incredible eyes looked at him evenly.

It didn’t help that she was right.

Kyri looked at him and took a calming breath.

“Morgan, I will not apologize, nor will I say I won’t do so again. I must do what I think is right, for myself and my people as you do for you and yours. We didn’t choose this, but it’s for us to deal with. Both of us.”

The Gods had chosen her, named her Queen, whatever her heart and mind. She would do as she must.

Looking at her, Morgan had to laugh. “In other words, you’re conceding nothing.”

She grinned, unrepentant. “Exactly.”

“You’re impossible,” he said, both amused and exasperated.

With a small shrug, she said, “I’m Queen of the Fairy.” She eyed him, lifted a delicate, perfectly arched brow. “And you’re the only man who’s ever shouted at me…and lived to tell the tale.”

He should smile more often, Kyri thought, it changed his face, softened it.

Even in these times, it was necessary to smile now and again.

In fact, in times like these, it was more than necessary. She resolved to find a way to make him smile or laugh at every opportunity. And after all, she was Fairy, it was no more than her nature.

Morgan laughed. “I can’t promise not to do it again.”

At the echo of her own words that mischievous smile curved Kyri’s lips and brightened her eyes.

“Ah, well, then we understand each other perfectly.”

Morgan chuckled and let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. Some of the tension he’d been carrying melted away.

“We need to talk to Oryan,” Morgan said.

She nodded. “I agree. He’s still in transit. Head west, one of my people will find you.”

Although Kyri hadn’t seen the thing that had attacked Morgan well – the shadows had hidden it as it was designed – she hadn’t failed to notice the menace of the thing.

Light slender fingers brushed over Morgan’s arm.

“Have a care, my Lord Morgan,” she said, her voice worried.

Her concern touched him.

Her wings spread. Silvery starlight glistened and sparkled on them. The thin silk thing she wore moved lightly against and over her body, swirled around her lovely legs as her wings lifted her into the air.

In spite of his weariness, of all that had happened, his body responded.

Why couldn’t she wear robes as the wizard Queen had, thick and more concealing? he thought in exasperation, deliberately loudly.

He thought he heard her laughter high above him. The soft sweet sound drifted on the breeze, brilliant, heartening. In his mind was the image of her lush and lovely body, but in his heart he heard the sound of her laughter sparkling on the air.

Morgan couldn’t help but shake his head and smile. She was Fairy…every small inch of her.

He never noticed that the slash across his shoulder had been healed.



Chapter Eight
 

Oryan listened as Morgan and Jacob made their reports and paced worriedly across the room that Dorset had given him to use as his office. Arriving only an hour or so before them, Kyri had already given her account but she’d only seen a blur of shadows and teeth in the night. Besides Kyri and her people, Oryan had built up a small network of trusted people who reported to him via message posts. All of those supported and more than supported what Morgan and Jacob told him.

However disturbing those reports were.

He and his entourage – such as they were – had only been in Dorset a few days and Oryan didn’t intend to stay long. So far as they knew no one knew he was here yet, hopefully, save for Dorset and a few of Dorset’s most trusted people. They wanted to keep it that way, not only for Oryan’s safety but for that of Philip and his people. Preparations were already being made to leave. He dared not stay in any one place too long, not with them scrying for him. A still target was easy to hit, a moving target wasn’t.

So he wouldn’t be still.

Morgan and Jacob had only just arrived, having taken only enough time to bathe while they could. They took their meal as they gave their reports.

Listening, Oryan looked at the intelligence piled on his desk.

If nothing else had convinced him of the necessity to fight, it was those.

Haerold was already instituting the harsh strictures he’d always advocated, rescinding many of Oryan’s policies. He’d restored the practice of conscription and levied new taxes on farmers and tradesmen.

“Delaville,” Oryan said. “I can’t say I’m surprised. He always loved the things gold could buy.”

Sighing, he turned to Kyri.

“Have you ever heard of anything like these things?” he asked, knowing her long-lived people might have heard of things his records didn’t show.

Searching through the memories of all those who had come before her, Kyri shook her head.

The images she caught from Morgan and Jacob’s thoughts were enough to make her shiver inwardly.

“No,” she said, “not even tales of them. Either they come from far outside our borders, or they’re a new thing. A creation of magic.”

That thought worried her.

They all looked at her.

Helplessly, she spread her hands. “It’s wizard’s magic, not a thing of the Fair. We know little of such things, but there have been tales of other such – lesser animals given life, intelligence and abilities they shouldn’t claim.”

 “This, though,” she said, and shook her head. “I don’t know. It appears to have gone the other way, men being given abilities they shouldn’t have. After all, why not the reverse?”

Her wings fluttered a little. It was the only clear sign any of them had of her agitation. And proof, perhaps, of what she said.

She, too, was a creature of magic.

 “From what we hear most people with magic have gone into hiding, save for a few herb women,” Morgan interjected. “We’ll have to see if we can find someone, maybe a wizard who could tell us more. If we could find one.”

“We’d had other reports of something like this from other parts of the Kingdom,” Oryan said, “but I chalked it up to the ferocity of the attacks. Haerold has consolidated his forces, so he’s preparing to march, but we just don’t know where. Although it’s likely he’ll turn here. I’ll send word to Dorset to prepare or surrender, his choice. We simply don’t have the forces even with his levies to make a stand. Not yet. I’d sooner not have people die for no reason. It’s not surrender to choose to fight another day.”

“No,” Morgan agreed, “it’s not.”

Oryan paced to the windows.

It was truly lovely out there. Patchwork farmland curled away from the gentle rise of the mountains at his back. The farm folk brought their herds to water at the lake to the east and south.

It was a shame he couldn’t give it the attention it deserved.

He wouldn’t bring war here until and unless he had a chance of winning it.

“Morgan, are you staying?”

Nodding, Morgan said, “My people could use the rest.”

It had been a long hard ride north and west through the mountains above and beyond Caernarvon, around Remagne, dodging Haerold’s men. Easier and shorter than taking the southern route, though. Everyone was tired. If their plans went ahead, sleep would be a rarity. Best to take their rest now while they could. It might be the last time he or they would sleep in a bed for a very long time.

In the pastoral silence they all heard the regular sound of a cob’s hooves clopping on the hard-packed dirt of the long shady tree-lined avenue outside, bringing them out to the broad veranda, Morgan’s hand on his sword.

Kyri’s hand brushed his lightly, tingling.

“I heard no word,” she said, softly. “I would’ve known.”

Her people watched from above.

The old man rode out of the shade of the avenue. A great broad-brimmed hat shadowed his face, but it couldn’t conceal his familiar, slightly portly, form. They all recognized him and smiled, even Kyri.

He didn’t ride alone. Slightly behind him rode two others, both of them tall and gangly, their heads bare so their thin brown hair blew lightly in the wind. One was clearly the father, while the other was younger, his hair more reddish. He was clearly the son.

Oryan and Morgan knew both of them.

With a wave of his hand, Philip of Dorset gestured, smiling, 

“Look what I found along the road. I thought you might have need of him, Oryan.”  

“Geoffrey?” Oryan said incredulously, walking slowly down the broad wooden steps of Philip’s summerhouse.

Lifting his head to reveal himself, Geoffrey smiled, his teeth very white in his dark, creased face. “I thought you could use a Steward, my Lord.”

He slid off the old cob, found his legs, wobbly though they were after riding so long, and stepped forward to make his bow.

Oryan, though, was already holding out his hand and Geoffrey met it heartily.

Pleased with his surprise, Philip sat back to watch the reunion, giving his son Jordan a wink. The boy grinned, waving to those still on the veranda.

“How?” Oryan asked.

With a shrug, Geoffrey said, his eyes shadowed, “In all the confusion that night, when that brother of yours started bringing his people in, I got out. I took a chance you might be here. If you weren’t, I’d have kept looking, leaving word so you could find me if you had need. My Lord Philip, though, was kind enough to offer me his warrant of safety.”

For some reason, Geoffrey’s simple devotion caught Oryan off guard.

Geoffrey looked around, confused and concerned… 

He’d stayed hidden that night, watching the bodies being brought down, his heart aching, fearing to see those most important faces, but needing to know, to be sure.

One was missing here that shouldn’t have been. He hadn’t seen them bring her down with the other dead.

“Where is the Queen?” he asked, not wanting to know, but again needing to know. “Where is Gwenifer?” 

Oryan went still.

All of them did, waiting… Watching the King.

The smile disappeared from Philip’s face, he swallowed hard and closed his eyes before quickly dismounting.

Something in Oryan cracked…gave way… 

The grief he’d held back so long welled up inside him.

“She’s gone, Geoffrey,” he said softly, his voice choking.

On a gasp, Geoffrey looked into Oryan’s eyes, saw the truth there as comprehension filled him and his own tears spilled over.

“No, my Lord,” he whispered.

Geoffrey couldn’t imagine it. A world without tall, practical Gwenifer in it? 

She’d been a wonder to work with and for. So sweet, a little shy, sometimes wry. He wanted to weep. It had been such a joy to look on her and Oryan together, to see the love there as they looked at each other. He couldn’t imagine Oryan’s grief.

“She’s gone.” Oryan finally said the words he hadn’t dared speak aloud until that moment.

The reality of it finally struck him.

He wasn’t going to turn someday and see her walk around the corner.

His days had been so busy, so full of tension, constantly on the move. He’d fallen into bed each night exhausted, too weary to think, to miss her. Yet he’d found himself reaching for her in the mornings as he always had. He’d fended off the knowledge of her absence by focusing on the plans that had to be made, making lists, calling for servants or messengers.

Oryan hadn’t thought it possible for her to be gone. Not his Gwenifer.

She’d been so strong, so sure, so vital to him, so beautiful to his eyes.

Some had named her plain but Oryan couldn’t see it, he never had.

He’d loved her pale gray eyes, her determination and her wry spirit,. He remembered her so vividly. Especially the day she had delivered their son. Even now, through his tears, he remembered the day she’d given him Gawain.

Such a miracle. Kicking and squalling, protesting the burst into life and his emersion into the world. Their son had fought being brought into life, but he’d ever been a joy after.

Even after the long labor, Gwen had had to laugh at that protest.

‘He’s truly your son, Oryan…’ she’d said then.

Now his son was far away and Gwen…  

His beloved Gwen was gone…

He walked to the rail of the veranda, looked out over the distant hills.

“How do you do it, Kyriay?” he asked, quietly. He found he needed to know.

For a moment Kyri went still, knowing what he asked.

How did she rule, alone? 

Her breath caught and her heart ached for him.

With a gentle smile she said, “Is that what you truly want to ask of me? I was born to this. I’ve never known any other, Oryan, it’s all I know. There has never been another beside me, so I’ve never had and then lost it. You simply do, and keep doing.”

It struck Oryan, then, what it was he’d lost. His life partner, companion, advisor, friend…beloved wife…half of his soul...

“Excuse me,” Oryan said softly.

The others nodded.

He turned away, unbearable pain sweeping through him suddenly, his hand pressed to his eyes, moving down the veranda away from them. They shouldn’t see this.

Did Gwen know how much he’d hated letting her go that night and how proud he’d been that she had? That she’d gone to defend him and their son? 

The pain inside him burst free, scorching, terrible.

But Kyri was there, touching his hand lightly.

He looked into her large liquid eyes, so lovely. Compassion and a deep understanding shone there and peace – a quiet sureness.

“She knows, Oryan,” Kyri said, softly, so he would know, so the healing would begin. She gestured toward the others. “We, they, loved her, too. It doesn’t weaken you to show it, or to share it. They will only love you the more for it. Set it free, Oryan.”

It erupted and flowed through him like a wound that had been lanced, it burned and spilled out of him, as tear ran down his face.

Kyri’s own grief spilled over, for him and for herself.

She missed Gwenifer, too.

A single tear glittered, for the friend she’d once had, for the one who stood here grieving even now, and spilled down her cheek.

That tear froze even as it slid down that smooth, perfect skin. A single crystalline gem.

Oryan caught it in his hand.

For a moment he stared at it, his grief and sorrow caught in that one perfect jewel.

It was said that the Queen of the Fairy wept crystal tears.

“So, what they say is true.” he said as the great well of his grief opened, emptied.

Kyri looked at him, her friend, her ally, and at what he held in his hand.

“Yes.”

One perfect tear, his grief and hers, caught in his hand, gleaming.

He gasped against the pain that caught him then. A last burst of pain as he finally acknowledged that his Gwen was truly gone.

“I miss her, too,” Kyri said, simply.

Gwenifer had been funny, wry, oddly self-deprecating.

Tears streamed down Oryan’s face.

“If she’d been a little shorter,” Kyri added, with a trace of her impish smile, “she might have been Fairy.”

For a moment the incongruousness of that thought startled him.

And then Oryan broke up, laughing at the thought of his tall, angular Gwen being one of the small Fairy, all but the tallest of the women only barely of a height to reach her shoulder.

She would have laughed at the thought herself.

Gwen had learned how to do that over time and he’d loved her all the more for it.

In the early years there had been a trace of bitterness to that laughter, the price she’d paid for being thought too tall, too plain, but it had faded as her humor had been set free, until toward the end she was as likely to make a joke of it as any.

One thing had been true, though, and Oryan had treasured it. The moment when Gwen had turned to him, laughing, saying, “At least we will always see eye to eye.”

He smiled. They had. It had been absolutely true.

A thousand memories flooded through his mind.

“Morgan, Geoffrey, Phillip, Jordan – you’re too young,” Oryan said, drawing the others into the conversation. “Do you remember the time that Gwen faced that clothing merchant, with that horrible dress…?”

As Oryan recounted an off told tale Morgan did, suddenly and piercingly.

The dress had been particularly horrific, a thing of frills and whatnots, completely inappropriate to the tall, spare Queen.

It had taken only a look from Gwen, the lift of an eyebrow.

The merchant had looked from her to the gown…

That was how it started. The stories spilled out.

They shared recollections of Gwen as someone brought them refreshments.

Drinking wine they toasted her memory.

Morgan looked at Oryan’s laughing face as old his friend retold another story about his beloved Gwen that they’d all heard a thousand times before.

And now never would again.

There would be a touch of it in Oryan’s heart always but the pain had begun to ease.

Another story leaped to mind, even as the grief ran through him, even as Morgan told it, of a gifted sword that was far too small, far too delicate and ornate for the tall and gangly Queen.

Philip contributed another story.

Beneath the broad veranda and late into the night as it fell, they shared stories of Gwenifer – sweet, smart, gawky Gwen.

They were waking her friend Gwenifer well, Kyri thought, with laughter and fellowship, as it should be.

However late it went, none of them seemed to care.

Leaving them laughing over another story, Morgan excused himself, stepping out into the darkness to take a moment for himself.

He hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it that night – the pain of seeing Oryan come around the corner alone, without Gwen. The decision had been made and he had no doubt she’d made it, she and Oryan between them, in that way the two of them had. Neither doubting for one moment it was the right thing to do.

Nor would he.

Orphaned as a child, Morgan had known no family – save for the Marshals – until Oryan and then Gwen had made him a part of theirs.

It had never been a spoken thing, not in so many words, but he’d always been expected to be at their table at holidays and festivals.

In many ways, Gwenifer had been like the sister he’d never had.

Maybe she’d been no dancer, but she’d been one of his best students with a sword.

Gwen had always thought that that skill was her only talent, her only saving grace, but it wasn’t, hadn’t been, it had been a grace of another kind – her humor, her kind heart.

He’d known even in that terrible moment in the hall to Royal rooms what it was she’d done, for her husband, for her son, to buy time for those she loved. She’d gone to her death to save them.

Knowing how devoted they were to each other, what had it then cost Oryan to let her go and do it, so he could save their son?

Morgan didn’t know if he would’ve had that kind of courage, that strength.

In all his life he’d never known anything like it. He’d always been too busy, moved too much too often, to form personal relationships beyond the friendships he had with Oryan, Gwen, Jacob and Caleb. Seeing what Oryan and Gwen had? A part of him had envied them a little and longed for something like to what they shared.

While always wondering if he was even capable of it.

It was hard enough to have Gwen gone, to not see her at Oryan’s side, to not hear her throaty laughter.

From the darkness a soft voice spoke and fingers brushed his hand lightly. “Tell me?”

He turned to look.

Kyri stood there, her face somewhat shadowed but her glistening eyes intent on his.

So he did, as Kyriay listened silently until he gave way to his grief as Oryan had.

Then she left him alone in the darkness, hollowed out, but at peace.

For a time, at least.

 

Kyri stood in the shadows on the stone height of her aerie and took a breath of the sweet forest air, looking out, up, and around the glade at the homes of her people, her shoulder against the cliff face outside her sleeping space.

What she saw was beautiful as only a Fairy glade was and could be.

The small magical glimmers men called Fairy lights danced high among the tree-tops for those who liked to live among the branches, while others made their nests closer to the ground.

In the night, those lights twinkled among the leaves like captured stars.

For these dark hours, the glade was quiet as it rarely was in the day, her people asleep, the children tucked in their beds.

In the morning the little ones would be all atwitter, flitting among the trees, giggling and squabbling. Some would accompany their parents as they flew out to tend the forests that were in their care and that cared for them.

From the forests came their food, their drink. In return the Fair cared for them, clearing streams and deadfall, watching for signs of pests and disease and healing them.

She would do much – do anything and everything – to keep her people safe.

It was what she’d been born to do, her duty and her honor.

These here and the others scattered across the Kingdom in their glades and forests, looked to her, depended on her, as the people of the Kingdom did on Oryan and Morgan. And now to some extent on her as well.

It weighed on her, but not unpleasantly.

Fear clenched at her heart. What now for these, her people? These were perilous times.

She turned to look toward where Haerold sat, the false King.

Peace here but for how long?


The rumors she’d heard of Haerold didn’t hearten her. He wouldn’t be kind.

“My Kyri,” Galan said, softly.

“I’m well enough,” she said, in answer to the concern he didn’t voice.

There was no criticism in him.

She’d been born to be Queen in this time and this place. It was for her to judge, to decide and to do. That was the way of it. There was no other.

Kyri took a breath.

No more than Oryan or Morgan was she alone in this. She had them, as they had her and there was Galan as well, and Dorien. Solon. There were others. She reminded herself of that.

Taking another breath, she nodded and put it away. She would need sleep. The memories of those who’d come before her told her that. Only the gods knew when again sleep would be found often enough to be rested, if these last days were any indication of what was to come. So she had best get some while she could.

Once more Kyri looked up at the towering trees, the branches so high above her it seemed the needles and leaves would sweep the stars from the sky – eternal, endless.

Her heart eased.

For now…



Chapter Nine
 

The smoke ahead was too damned thick and too damned heavy to be a hearth fire and it was the wrong time of year for any other burning, Morgan knew. A fire that intense could only be a building, a barn or a house ablaze, for whatever reason. None of those who rode with him doubted as they neared that it was for the cause they suspected.

Morgan cursed softly.

He didn’t even have to signal to them, his people turned automatically toward that distant village, each of them setting spur to horse.

They’d been following this distinctive trail for a day or so since a patrol had cut across it.

It would be their first encounter with the creatures they’d learned Haerold called ‘Hunters’.

The wolf-men.

“People, sharpen up,” he said. “Take everyone and everything you thought to be fast and know these things are faster than that. As fast as wolves and meaner. Watch each other’s backs.”

The village was small. It was little more than a cluster of cottages, hovels, small barns, coops and pigsties centered amidst the fields of grain, with a small communal vegetable garden off to one side. Most of the cottages were a mix of stone pulled from the fields and wood from a small stand of trees nearby. Almost all the buildings were worn and gray from weather and age, patched onto over time and passed from parent to child. It was very like the village where Morgan had been born—until the bandits had come. He’d lost both parents and home in that raid, but had found a new place with the Marshals who’d come in answer to that raid.

With gestures, Morgan sent two of his people to circle around and come at the enemy from behind, to flank them, hopefully, if these things didn’t scent them first.

The smoke would possibly take care of that for them, but, remembering that thing by the reeking moat, he knew they also hunted by sight as men did.

He signaled the rest of his people to halt. He wouldn’t go in there blind. They had none of the Fairy with him and he wouldn’t Call to put them at risk— for multiple reasons, not least of which was that there were days like this when they wouldn’t be conveniently there unless he called them first. The trouble with relying on any tool was that sometimes it wasn’t there when you needed it. And then you were screwed. Learning from experience, learning the hard way, only worked if you had enough fingers to spare. He didn’t dare think of the ones he might lose… His people were too few to start with, he couldn’t afford to lose any of them.

With Caleb at his heels – Jacob was in Norwich, sniffing around that city to learn what he could and possibly to scare up a wizard for them – Morgan dismounted to slip through the outskirts of the village. He prayed they wouldn’t run into a barking dog that would give them away, at least not until he could see what was going on in the village.

He reached a good viewing spot, and peered between the branches of a bush.

The Hunters – six that he could see – had rounded up every reasonably healthy young person – some not gently by the look of the bruises and cuts – and chained them together. Conscripts for Haerold’s army.

In the center of the village square a wizard stood, his hand raised, fingers clenched.

A pale greenish light glowed between his fingers.

A wizard.

Two feet away a man dangled in mid-air, feet kicking…his face turning purple…

The gods couldn’t give him a break, Morgan noted grimly.

Hunters and a wizard.

One of the Hunters was hanging a notice on the message post in the center of the village.

The thing hammered it into place with metronomic precision.

Around the square some women wept while others and the men stood with hands clenched in impotent rage, helpless to intervene or risk another losing his life. With nothing more than scythes they were unable to fight the invaders.

The wizard spoke. “By order of the King. Any and all who give succor or aid to he who was once known as King Oryan, to the renegade High Marshal Morgan, or the one known as Prince Gawain, or any and all of theirs and whosoever gives aid to the rebels who even now cause havoc and terror in our Kingdom will suffer the penalty of imprisonment or death, or both. A bounty has been offered for information on any of these. Twenty Golds for Oryan or Morgan, fifteen for the boy Gawain, ten for any information on the rebels.”

A single gold would feed a family for nearly a month. There were many who would be tempted and there was always the venal and greedy.

With a jerk of his empty hand, the wizard pulled the hapless, terrified man he held captive closer.

“Perhaps you need an example of what happens to those who defy their King.”

Everywhere Morgan turned it seemed he found something like this. He was like the proverbial child at the dam, with not enough fingers to stop the damn thing from leaking.

Yet he had to fight, as each time they did the villagers knew it was Morgan and Oryan who defended them, who protected them from men like these. Haerold’s men. That was his job, and he did it well. These were Oryan’s people, people Morgan had sworn to protect. His responsibility. In time he would have had more Marshals trained, would teach them to be autonomous, to roam the countryside at will so that even such as these would fear them.

That time was not yet here, though.

Until now it had only been Haerold’s regular soldiers Morgan and his people had had to contend with. This was the first time they faced the Hunters and now a wizard as well. They couldn’t walk away, though.

Nor would he even consider it.

If not he and his to fight these, then who? Who would fight for and defend those who couldn’t defend themselves but he and his Marshals? It wasn’t just what he was it was who he was.

Morgan had seen enough. A hand signal sent Caleb on light feet back to the horses with Morgan close behind, both of them keeping low. Morgan curled his fingers around Kyri’s gift. The crystalline feather seemed to warm in his hand. It seemed that now he would find out if it worked or not, and how well.

“We hit them hard and fast,” Morgan said as he swung up into the saddle, his voice low. “There’s a wizard, so keep your eyes open and your heads down. I’ll take him, though, the rest of you concentrate on the Hunters.”

There the odds were a little more than even. Against the unknown… that made him uneasy. Surprise would be on their side, though. They weren’t expected.

Steeling himself, Morgan set heels to horse and it leaped forward.

They burst into the square.

Startled, the Hunters spun on their heels. They scattered before the sudden rush and fury of the attack, instinctively fanning out in classic pack formation as they reached for their swords and leaped away from the oncoming riders.

The wizard quickly tossed away his victim and gestured. Something hot and fluid like molten lead suddenly flew Morgan’s way as he rode in the fore.

Morgan ducked automatically, knowing even then that it would miss but he was more than gratified when it appeared to hit an invisible wall only feet from his face and blew away to smoke.

Eyes widening, alarmed, the wizard suddenly backed away.

Morgan sensed the attack more than saw it from the corner of his eye. Twisting sideways, he slashed with his sword as the Hunter turned desperately in mid-air to avoid his strike. Blood splattered him from a slash across the Hunter’s ribs, but the thing gave as good as it got as its claws lashed out to slash Morgan’s shoulder and he’d successfully drawn Morgan away from the wizard, trying to protect him.

Morgan ground his teeth grimly as he wrenched the horse back toward his target.

The wizard scrambled away from Morgan’s on-rushing horse, throwing himself to one side as he gestured.

Heat blasted past Morgan, the spell splattered in front of his eyes, but didn’t deter him an inch from his intended target.

A slash of his sword opened up the man’s arm, cutting off the next spell in mid-cast.

It flashed back, incinerating the wizard on the spot.

Shouts and oaths echoed as Morgan’s people fought.

Turning the horse saved Morgan from a worse wound as claws raked across his arm, but the Hunter itself missed, bowling across his horse’s haunches. Even as Morgan’s horse spun to face the attack, the Hunter leaped again and Morgan took off its head.

Norris screamed, a bloodcurdling shriek, as he was taken off his horse by the impact of another Hunter. Norris lay on the ground with the arm he’d thrust in its maw the only thing keeping the jaws from his vulnerable throat. The Hunter’s muzzle clamped down on the arm. It shook its head violently. Norris shrieked again. One of the others Marshals chopped down at the Hunter. It turned on her, snarling, and she struck it again, backhanded, severing its head from its neck.

Around Morgan an eerie silence had fallen, a breathless moment as everyone realized that it might be over. From the corners of his eye Morgan had seen at least one of the Hunters flee, the one he’d caught in the ribs. The other five were dead or dying.

Looking around, Morgan examined the wreckage of the village and his people.

Besides Norris, almost all of them bore either claw or teeth marks, but Norris was the most seriously hurt. They’d lost a horse, but no people.

For that Morgan could only be grateful.

He rode over to the proclamation, ripped it down and held it up for the villagers to see.

“For any of you who don’t know me, my name is Morgan, High Marshal to King Oryan. If you have any more visitors tell them that Morgan and the King’s Marshals send their regards.”

Parents rushed to their children to set them free. Some of the women wept with relief as did one or two of the men, even while they searched the bodies of the dead Hunters for the keys to the shackles.

Now Morgan remembered why he did this.

With a gesture, he and the Marshals rode out, Norris put up before the unhorsed Tyrell.

He knew the villagers would have been grateful enough to feed them but they had little enough to spare. He wouldn’t add to their burden, not with Haerold’s new taxes taking what little they extra they had, if any, as well as trying to take their children.

There were deer, wild boar, and plenty of wild fowl, so they wouldn’t starve.

A covey of quail that burst out of the high grass to startle them provided their dinner. They made a nice meal when cooked stuffed with wild onions and carrots.

 

Far too far away in her aerie in the deep forests of the south, Kyri felt the magic strike Morgan’s amulet and her breath caught as she leaped up to stare out over the trees. A beat or two of her heart… She waited. He was alive. She let her breath go. Even if she flew at speed, had taken to the thermals, she couldn’t have reached him in time.

Still.

If there was anything the Fair feared, it was fire, but the lightning that had caused fires that had brought her here had passed. The fires were out, although they had come close. It was safe now for her to leave.

She felt another sharp sting…

Morgan. The talisman.

Almost without conscious thought, her wings opened, spread and beat.

 

Morgan was tired, but there had been Norris’s arm to set and bandage. It had been a bloody mess. That arm wasn’t going to do him much good for a while, it had been badly savaged. He wasn’t even sure it would ever be usable. So they might have lost a man after all. At least Norris hadn’t lost his life, however little consolation that might be if he were that badly crippled. Morgan couldn’t do anything for the pain, either. They didn’t even have whiskey on them.

There were other wounds to bandage as well, and his own, such as they were.

He’d sent out the call to the Fairy, he needed to get word to Oryan.

Now all he could do was wait.

It wasn’t always Kyri who answered and, to a disappointment he pretended not to feel, it wasn’t now. Somehow he knew that even as he heard the whisper of wings in the night. Some of the Fairy flew as silent as owls.

 “You’ve seen better days, I think, Morgan,” Dorien said, eyeing him as he settled to the earth, his wings folding against his back.

Dressed little different from any Fairy, Dorien wore loose trousers underneath the tunic/shift that all others of his folk wore.

Morgan couldn’t help but like the wry Fairy.

As with most of his folk, Dorien was slender, but strongly muscled across the chest and shoulders. He was tall for a Fairy, standing nearly eye to eye with Morgan himself. His hair was a longish brown, blowing lightly in the breeze, the feathers of his nearly translucent wings a light bronze.

Morgan smiled, a little tightly. “You’d be right, but you should see the other side.”

Dorien grinned at the thin jest, but he was as empathic as any of his race, he sensed the pain in Morgan. Someone else nearby was even more badly hurt.

Empath he might be, but he was no Healer. He sent out a call and was surprised to be answered from far closer than he’d expected. Kyri had been in the south the last he had heard.

“I need a message to go to Oryan, if you would, Dorien,” Morgan said. “Tell him the Hunters aren’t invincible. Formidable, but not invincible.”

Even the thought of those things as Kyriay described them made Dorien’s stomach tighten. He knew he was good enough with a sword, better with a bow and quicker than most men, but still…

“That is good news,” Dorien said.

Morgan handed him the broadside. “And take him this.”

Dorien glanced over it and all humor fled. He knew how some men valued their coin and how much silk, how many herbs, each piece of gold could buy.

That was a great deal of gold.

Looking at Morgan, Dorien was glad such broad shoulders were there to carry such a weight, for Kyri, for the Kingdom, for all of them…

He nodded. “I’ll do that. How many of you are hurt?”

Sighing, Morgan shrugged. “It’s the price we pay for what we do.”

With a shake of his head, Dorien rolled his eyes and snorted. “Do you not know that some among us are Healers? One comes. I go.”

Wings fluttered, a sharp crack as they caught air. Morgan looked up, some part of him already sensing who it was.

Kyri.

Something in Morgan lightened just at the sight of her and not simply for the pleasure of looking at her lovely face or her shapely body. Although that was also true. As always, his body stirred… and so did his heart, a little, to see her.

Those beautiful wings spread around her, reflecting the firelight, to catch the air and allow her to drop to the earth lightly.

She gave him a look from those pretty eyes, before shaking a finger at him.

Kyri could see the pain in Morgan’s strong handsome face, the shadows in his light eyes.

“You wouldn’t ask, would you?” she chided. “Just for that, you are last.”

She knew well he would prefer it that way.

Their eyes met in understanding and Morgan nodded, smiling a little, already relaxing as she smiled in return.

The truth was he simply hadn’t thought of it.

“Thank you, Dorien,” Kyri said, dismissing him gently.

“My Kyri,” he said, with a small bow.

Flashing her a grin, Dorien nodded and took off.

Kyriay would handle it.

“Now, who is hurt?” Kyri said, her wings folding neatly beneath her shift with a quick flicker to settle the feathers beneath the cloth. “Morgan, how many times do I have to say it? We are here to help. Use it. The Fair are also skilled with bow and sword. This fight is ours as well.”

She could sense the pain and weariness in him.

“Healers too, Morgan. Your people don’t have to suffer. Neither,” she scolded softly, her fingers brushing lightly down his arm, his pain vanishing in their wake, “do you.”



Chapter Ten
 

It was charitable to call the place a tavern - it was a stinking hole in the wall that reeked of cheap beer, ale and whiskey, piss and sweaty men. With practiced ease, a busty barmaid made her way through the crowd, her ample hips twitching away from the men that grabbed at her bottom out of long habit. Not a drop spilled from the mugs on her tray.

At one table a foursome played a game of cards with nearly ferocious intensity.

The price of cheating in a place like this would be quite high – very likely your life.

In a corner a trio crouched to roll dice against a wall.

Others sat at tables and nursed their beer or talked in low voices.

Deals were made, items were sold or traded. Not all of what was sold was in the tavern. Some of it was human.

Jacob was happy. He was right in his element. There were half-naked barmaids, ale and whiskey, dice and card games. Life didn’t get better than that. He sighed contentedly and glanced at Morgan across the table.

“You need to get out more, Morgan,” Jacob said.

 He pulled the barmaid into his lap for a quick slap and tickle – he tickled and she slapped at him playfully – before he boosted her out of his lap again, with a smack on the bottom to send her on her way. She was homely, but available.

“I get out enough,” Morgan said, amused, and sipped the poor excuse for ale that they offered in this place.

It had been more than a month since he’d slept in a bed. He was fairly certain however that wasn’t what Jacob meant. He wondered whether Jacob shared the barmaid’s bed. It wouldn’t have surprised him.

“When was the last time you had some of that?” Jacob asked, with a lift of his chin at the over-endowed barmaid with her plain face and generous hips, confirming Morgan’s guess.

Morgan stared at him levelly. He wasn’t going to answer that. Sad to say, he simply didn’t have the time and most of the women he saw of late didn’t interest him. Most of them.

There was only one he seemed to want these days.

He needed to get his mind away from that.

“What do you hear?” Morgan asked.

Staring into the swill that they called whiskey here, Jacob’s nose wrinkled as if he smelled something unpleasant. In this place, that said something.

A frown flickered across Morgan’s brow as he saw something in Jacob’s eyes he hadn’t seen before. Discomfort, a touch of uneasiness. Jacob could handle a lot of things, as Morgan knew, so when something disturbed him...

“This town is bad, Morgan,” Jacob said, his voice low. “You and I, we’ve seen a lot of bad…but this place is worse.”

Like Morgan, Jacob had spent most of his life in the Marshals. Most of it had been spent in Morgan’s company, so the two of them had seen a lot of bad. It was hard to imagine too much disturbing Jacob.

Oryan had neither a constabulary nor a standing army. What he had instead were the Marshals, who performed both duties as necessary, either as individuals or a group, as investigators, judges, or as a quick strike force capable of holding an enemy until Oryan could gather his levees and call up the militia. Together and apart Morgan and Jacob had fought reavers of all kinds, from the raiders in the North, to bandits, thieves and slavers in the south, murderers and madmen at one time or another. There was little they hadn’t seen.

Haerold had moved his capital here to Remagne, firing and then abandoning Caernarvon completely and so Jacob had come here. This was where the action was.

Jacob looked around, his sharp brown eyes wary.

Shaking off his mood, he said with a grin, “I hear plenty, though. One thing I hear is you got Haerold pretty pissed off. The Marshals send their regards… damn, Morgan...” 

He shook his head, still grinning, but this time in admiration.

“Haerold got the message. I heard he lit up when he did,” Jacob said, with satisfaction. “The Hunters weren’t too happy either. Be careful, Morgan, next time they’ll be ready for you.”

It wasn’t a surprise, but Morgan appreciated the warning. He’d be more than ready for them, too.

“What else?”

“A lot of men being sent north and west.”

“Dorset,” Morgan said.

“At a guess.”

The shadows were back in Jacob’s eyes as he lifted them to look at Morgan again.

“Morgan, he’s taking prisoners. Haerold, that is. The dungeons are getting full. The stuff I hear about what goes on in there… His own men don’t like to talk about it but they do, always in whispers, always looking sideways to see who’s listening. What they do say would give any man chills, much less what they don’t say. There are rumors about a secret prison. Those that go there are never seen again.”

Frowning, Morgan said, “He’s torturing them?”

“And worse, or so rumor says,” Jacob replied, his eyes lowered once again to his cup. “Although I only have hints of that. Something about using them to raise power, but I’m no wizard, so don’t ask me how…”

He looked at Morgan. “There are also no wizards in this city any more who aren’t his wizards. Any that could have fled have, the rest are…missing. Like the others.”

There was a disquieted look in Jacob’s eyes.

It was less than Morgan had hoped, but not surprising given the small amount of time that had passed. Jacob was still earning his trust among folk who rarely gave it. Unfortunately, they didn’t have a lot of time to give him. Haerold wouldn’t wait for them to organize themselves.

One thing was certain, Morgan thought, pulling his hat down over his eyes as he left the tavern, Remagne hadn’t been improved by the relocation of the King’s seat here.

He’d always found Haerold’s city to be more than a little claustrophobic. Once you got deep enough inside you couldn’t see the high stone outer walls but somehow you knew they were there all the same. Whether you could see the walls or not, you couldn’t miss the castle in the center of the city from almost anywhere within it, it was like the spider in the center of its web, the towers and spires of it rose high above even the tallest building. It clearly suited Haerold, but Morgan found it an uncomfortable city to visit, much less to live in. He’d found the people to be a taciturn lot, too, and no wonder. A man of few words, even he found these folk singularly uncommunicative.

As he made his way through the streets, few tried to meet his eye. Fewer still smiled and the only laughter he heard was in the meaner taverns like the one he had just quit.

People of higher means didn’t have much to laugh about and most would likely not want to draw undue attention to themselves.

A patrol of guard rode by, careless as to what their horses splashed up from the street around them. Given that folks here tossed their slops buckets as much into the streets as into the drains, the few people who wandered the streets at this hour kept close to the shop fronts and houses.

Caleb glided out of an alley to join him. “Cap’n.”

“Any success?”

Caleb had thought a friend or two that might have been able to help them reach a wizard.

With a shake of his head, Caleb said, “No. From what I hear, the last of the free wizards in Remagne got rounded up before ever Haerold attacked Caernarvon.”

“Jacob said the same.”

Caleb’s basset hound eyes looked worriedly at Morgan. “There’s some what say Haerold uses ‘em for power.”

It was the second time it had been said.

“How is he doing that?” Morgan asked, frowning.

“No one knows, for certain. What is certain is that anyone with magic is running for the borders,” Caleb said. “Any border.”

Leaving the Kingdom with no wizards save for Haerold’s.

It wasn’t good news. Morgan sighed. He needed to report to Oryan.

He didn’t dare call Kyri or any of her people into this city.

As the days passed he’d begun to depend on the Fairy more and more. Kyri had been right about their skills with a bow, from above they were lethal. As scouts they were unparalleled. It was their healing skills, though, that were the most prized, but even among the Fairy, healers were rare. Norris still had two good arms, thanks to Kyri. But she and Galan were the only two Healers close.

The cities of men, however, were not the place for the Fair.

Especially not this city.

With a sigh, Morgan resigned himself to a long ride and turned them north.

 

Distracted, Morgan paced while he waited for an answer to his Call, rolling his head on his neck to relieve the tension in it. He was tired. It was taking time to organize both his own people and the rebellion. Necessary time, but time they could scarcely spare. He scrubbed his hand through his hair. His Marshals were successfully managing to keep the Hunters from being able to inflict too much damage on the people of Oryan’s Kingdom. They also wreaked havoc with Haerold’s supply lines and tried to delay his assault on Dorset. The last word he’d heard was that the main army had paused. That wouldn’t last long and he wasn’t certain why it had stopped.

None of them could be everywhere at once, though, so there were still villages they didn’t reach in time.

The Resistance was slowly coming together, but figuring out who to trust and who not to was a dangerous business for everyone.

The problem, of course, was that Haerold’s people were also getting organized, changing tactics and strategies.

Lack of sleep weighed on him, dulled his senses. He was nearly asleep on his feet and that wasn’t good. He shook his head to clear it.

“Hail Morgan,” a voice called, startling him completely awake, as a familiar figure dropped out of the sky above him.

Instantly, he checked his swing.

“Damn it, Kyri,” Morgan swore and slammed his sword back into its sheath. “Warn a man when you do that.”

Kyri shot upward, out of range… and looked down in surprise…

Morgan looked tired, frustrated, worn.

He also hadn’t even come close to hitting her, for all his concern.

That wasn’t good.

Lifting an eyebrow, grinning daringly, she chided teasingly, “Missed! Morgan, you’re getting slow…”

“Slow?” Morgan drawled, dangerously. She’d scared the hell out of him. He’d show her slow.

She rose delightedly out of reach when he snatched for her, as if it were a game.

To her no doubt it was.

Eyes alight, laughing, her iridescent wings lifting her out of harm’s way, she added insult to injury by snatching up the sack containing his uneaten dinner.

Morgan made another grab at her, refusing to admit his mood had lightened.

Kyri darted away, flying on a wing around a tree, her pretty eyes sparkling.

Settling on a branch out of his reach, swinging her shapely legs and munching contentedly on his meal, she said, “I’ll share.”

“That’s mine,” Morgan pointed out.

She grinned.

Licking her lips, taking another handful, Kyri thought about it, and shoved two more of the fried potatoes indelicately into her mouth.

“All right,” she said, agreeably, and kept eating. “These are good.”

Morgan gave up, laughing.

That was more like it, Kyri thought, smiling.

Sticking one finger into her mouth, she sucked on it, slowly, to lick all the salt off.

Watching, all the blood in Morgan’s body shifted, hotly, to another location. He swore she did it deliberately, just to torment him.

Her eyebrow arched.

“Want some?” she asked playfully, leaning forward a little to hold out the sack to him, the light in her eyes dancing.

The pose was a little provocative, the little shift dipping between her breasts, giving Morgan a tantalizing glimpse…Heat moved through him.

It was good to see Kyri acting more like a Fairy. She was also clearly enjoying herself.

So, Morgan suddenly and ruefully admitted to himself, was he.

He snorted at her words, and then laughed. “Yes, thank you.” 

She tossed him the sack neatly.

Catching it just as neatly, he said, “I didn’t call you so you could torment me.”

Tilting her head a little, wings fluttering for balance, she considered it and grinned. “Didn’t you? A pity, that.”

Looking up at her sitting so prettily on the branch, her beautiful, mobile face smiling, shapely legs swinging, crystalline wings beating lightly for balance, he suddenly wasn’t sure and didn’t care. He hadn’t seen anything so fetching in his life.

Their eyes met for a moment and they both went still.

“So,” Kyri asked, softly, her heart suddenly beating slow and hard, “why then did you call me, Morgan?”

It was a reminder neither suddenly wanted.

“I need to see Oryan,” Morgan said.

Letting out a breath, Kyri nodded. “As it happens, he’s not that far away. You look tired, Morgan. Sleep for a while. I can stand watch for a time and take you to him in the morning.”

Even Morgan had to acknowledge his own exhaustion. His muscles twitched with weariness. Caleb wasn’t much better off.  The rest of his people were waiting to the north. It had seemed best at the time if only he and Caleb made the risky journey into the city. Now he rethought that position.

With a sigh, he nodded. He’d agreed to take the first watch to contact Oryan. Now he had.

The offer was definitely appreciated.

Her wings fluttered softly and she dropped down to the ground.

“Sleep, Morgan,” she said quietly, “I’ll watch.”

Caleb had barely stirred through all of this, a sure sign of how exhausted he was.

They needed to be careful, being that tired in their situation was dangerous.

Somehow having her there made it both easier and harder for Morgan to sleep. As tired as he was, he settled into his bedroll but still found it difficult to settle.

Rolling over onto his side, he studied Kyri of the Fair.

Moonlight washed over her, silver light sparkling on her wings. She’d settled on a rock not far away, her legs drawn up to her chin, knees bent, with her arms wrapped around them and her wings curled around her. A quiver of arrows and her bow were set between her wings. Her chin was propped on her knees. All you could see of her truly was her feet, bare as always, peeping out from beneath her wings. It was a curiously fetching picture and he fell asleep with that image in his mind.

The night settled into the sound of the wind and soft breathing.

Kyri turned her head to look at Morgan. Something within her softened. In the pale moonlight, with his eyes closed, she couldn’t see his brilliant eyes, but she was all too aware of the rest of him, of the man who was Morgan. Strong, purposeful, handsome.

They needed him, it didn’t do that he was so tired.

She sighed, cast her senses out onto the night.

There would be no surprises. Not this night.



Chapter Eleven
 

Above and around them, the great tent billowed lightly in the summer breeze. Morgan had teased Oryan about how he was ‘roughing it’. Oryan smiled a little at the memory. A curtain separated the sleeping quarters from the rest. Beneath their feet broad carpets covered the grass and earth, giving it a more homely atmosphere. A table Geoffrey insisted could be assembled and disassembled in moments sat in the center of the ‘room’. Another smaller one in the corner served as Oryan’s desk.

That wasn’t all Geoffrey had somehow found and liberated. There were wine cups, plates and even silver. It gave some semblance of place.

Oryan paced across the tent, shaking his head slowly.

Of all the news that Morgan had brought, it was the last that puzzled him the most. The rest, imprisonment and torture, the hunt for wizards, none of it truly surprised him. But that last…

“He’s halted,” Oryan said. “You’re sure?”

Equally grimly and just as puzzled, Morgan said, “My people and Kyri’s have confirmed it. He’s within striking range of Dorset but his people have set camp. The army is spread out across the plain.”

“Intimidation?”

Morgan shrugged, and shook his head, gesturing. “Probably to some extent. He’s close enough but it’s hardly necessary, Philip knows he’s outmatched. Your guess there is as good as mine. From there, though, he can strike almost anywhere.”

“He’s up to something, but if not intimidation, then what?” Oryan said, restlessly. He waved it away. “And you weren’t able to find a wizard?”

Morgan shook his head. “All who could’ve fled did – for the border according to Caleb’s sources. Given what I heard from both Jacob and Caleb I don’t blame them.”

“He’s using them for power,” Oryan said, looking to Kyri. “How is he doing that?” 

The thought made Kyri uneasy and her wings fluttered. “I don’t know, there’s nothing in our magic anything like it. But clearly they believe here is a way. If they believe it, it’s very likely true. If so…”

She couldn’t imagine it, a life taken to give power to another. The thought made her shudder. It seemed like madness and perhaps in a way it was.

With a sigh, Morgan said. “I thought you should know, Oryan.”

Oryan nodded, head bowed, considering it.

“There’s no sense continuing to try to find a wizard, then,” Oryan said. “We’ll have to manage without.”

With no wizard he couldn’t hide from the scrying. He had to resign himself to staying on the move. If even a fraction of what they believed Haerold was doing was true, then he strongly suspected there was only one group of people Haerold was scrying for more often than himself – his fellow wizards.

Realization dawned, sent shock waves through him.

Turning to Morgan and Kyri, Oryan said, “That’s why he gathered so many wizards to him in Remagne before the attack on Caernarvon.”

Morgan went still, taking a deep breath, before nodding. “Marking them all, bringing them over to his cause. Eliminating them, or using them.”

Oryan said, “The reports of wizards disappearing, or being arrested? Storing them for power?”

In horror, Kyri said, “He opened a dozen portals across Caernarvon. The power needed for that would have been tremendous.”

“Portals?”

“How he brought his people in that night. Wizard’s magic, my people have no need for such,” Kyri said. Her wings rustled beneath her shift. “We know of them, though, from old. Moments before the castle was attacked we felt magic. Massive amounts of it. I’ve never felt so much magic in one place. That and the death of the Marshals guarding us was what warned us.”

Her gaze went to Morgan in apology. It was his people who’d died for her and her people that night. If not for them she might very well have lost more.

“You can feel that?” Oryan asked.

Slowly she nodded. “Both. Although only the passing of those I know well unless I’m close. I knew those that guarded me, as you should know those who might give their lives to protect yours. Magic as well, as a feathering or a prickling of the skin. That night, the magic seemed to explode over us.”

Her eyes were more blue than green and shadowed, haunted by the deaths of that night.

All of them were. For a moment they were silent.

Morgan thought of the reports he’d received in the months before Caernarvon fell, his mouth tightening.

Looking at Morgan, seeing his expression, Oryan shook his head. “Hindsight is the clearest sight of all, Morgan, you know that. It’s always easiest to look behind. Neither of us saw it coming. Forward is what we need now.”

Even so, Morgan shook his head. No matter how he looked at it, though, there had been no evidence, only speculation, rumor…nothing that could’ve warranted invading Haerold’s castle.

Finally, he nodded. “He was planning this for some time.”

“Evidently,” Oryan said. “With some help from his wizards, I imagine.”

Oryan looked to Kyri for confirmation.

“From what I know,” she agreed. “It would have taken a wizard to open each portal.”

Morgan said, his alarm growing, “What’s to prevent them from doing it again?”

“They can, of course,” Kyri said, but held up her hand for him to wait, searching her memories, the memories of all the Queens and Kings of the Fair who’d come before her. “But they must know where the portal will open. Exactly. A guess, even a scrying will not do, as one patch of forest might look similar to another. It’s better yet if you have a wizard at each end. Since they don’t know where Oryan will be from one day to the next he should be safe enough.”

“Is there any way to prevent them from opening?” Morgan asked.

Slowly Kyri shook her head. “That I don’t know. It’s not our magic.”

Oryan said, “At least one mystery is solved then, we know how they did it. So, we learn and move on. I’m more concerned now with why Haerold’s forces haven’t moved.”

Nodding, Morgan said, “I’ll see what I can find out.”



Chapter Twelve
 

Every inch of Fairy lands was known to Kyri, it was bred in her blood and bone – even those they’d ceded to the race of men – as it was to some extent in that of all her people. They lived the land, the forest, they knew its rhythms and cadences and its wounds. They made their homes in it, found sustenance in it, played, lived and loved in it. It had its dangers, the big forest cats were as much a danger to the Fair as they were to the deer and the birds. Even wolves could be a threat to an unwary Fairy on the ground, coming in low, fast and silent as they did. In that the smaller creatures of the forest, the birds, squirrels and such were their friends as well, their early warning signal.

Here those creatures were silent, a sure sign of a predator or predators loose in the forest.

This wasn’t a mountain cat, nor wolves, not as Kyri knew them, for there was something about this silence that was confused, uncertain. Those of the forest didn’t know what these things were. Mountain cats, wolves, even men, these were all known things to the creatures that lived here, these that came were not those.

Kyri tightened her bowstring, gliding through the treetops not quite as silently as the great owls although she could, but quietly even so, the two other members of the patrol flying with her nearly as silently as well. Amid the rustling leaves such a level of silence wasn’t necessary.

Patrols ran now through every Fairy forest as they hadn’t for all the years of Oryan’s reign and the Fair had thought never would again. Now they needed to learn and remember once more the lay of the land so that they should know it as well as the creatures that lived it daily and also to watch for those dangers that they did know.

These were none of those.

A chill went through Kyri as she watched the creatures run through the forest, upright like men, but in a loose pack like wolves and as swiftly. Even from so far away, she caught the faint sharp scent of them. The memory of that single encounter with one of them in Caernarvon was enough.

Hunters.

In Fairy lands.

Her mouth tightened. They couldn’t be allowed to remain. Nor could any be allowed to escape with knowledge of this place. Haerold could never learn there were Fairy here.

The three of them dove as one, closing as they twisted and turned around the trees. At the last minute Kyri’s wings flared and she fired, picking off the Hunter at the end. The wolf-thing she now knew Haerold called a Hunter tumbled and died.

At her left Miiri did the same, but her shot missed as the pack instantly split, diving, leaping or rolling away in search of cover.

Tirol gave a cry and swooped around a tree, narrowly escaping one of the Hunters as it turned and leaped from the cover of the brush.

On a wingtip, Kyri turned and rolled, fired and hit the Hunter as Tirol gained height. It howled in response, wounded, but not dead.

The hum of a bowstring and a yelp to her left told her Miiri had at least wounded another.

Kyri suspected they would only be more dangerous wounded, reverting to their animal instincts, but with human cunning.

Her nerves hummed with tension.

These Hunters were fast….frighteningly fast, and smart enough to seek cover and wait until Tirol had flown within range. As smart as men, as fast as wolves…

Three were left and at least one was wounded, maybe two.

Far more cautiously, Miiri and Tirol circled, searching for sign, the twitch or tremble of a branch, a smaller animal breaking from cover. Kyri did the same. She spotted a movement in the bushes below and sent a warning to the other two as a Hunter feinted and another burst out of hiding. Miiri’s sharp eyes caught the first and fired. It howled and fell.

Kyri’s own arrow narrowly missed the second.

Then there was a blur in the corner of her eye and she twisted automatically to try to avoid it. It still hit her hard, if not where it intended, its teeth snapped at her arm, its back feet clawed at her. With its weight and the distraction, it was enough to pull her out of her climb. They tumbled and dropped. She released her bow and pulled her belt knife even as they fell. A quick slash of the blade across its belly and the thing released her, but not before doing damage to her wing. Pain seared like fire.

Pulling out of the dive, she tucked, tumbled and rolled to her feet, letting go of her belt knife in favor of drawing her sword.

Here on the ground she would need reach and something against her back if she were going to survive. She couldn’t fly, the injured wing wouldn’t bear her weight.

She raced for a tree that speared up from between the rocks, hearing pursuit as one of the Hunters closed on her through the brush, Miiri and Tirol darting through the trees in pursuit. Their bowstrings hummed as they fired.

The Hunter or Hunters were quick. And closing.

Fairy were quick, though, too.

A leap and Kyri turned in mid-air, planted her feet on another tree, bounced off of it as the Hunter closing on her snarled with fury. It scrambled below her as she flipped in mid-air to land on her feet on the rock with the tree at her back.

Already it was leaping….

Kyri spun on her heels, both hands around the hilt of her sword as she swung, taking its head, ducking as its momentum shot it over her, drenching her in it’s blood.

Tirol got the last, even as it raced toward her.

For a moment the three of them stood silently, listening to the forest, trying to get their wind back.

The real pain hadn’t hit yet, Kyri knew, but what there was was bad enough. It only burned a little, now. Later she knew it would hurt a great deal more.

She looked to Tirol and nodded at the claw marks on his leg that seeped blood.

“You’ll have to come to me,” she said.

“Kyri,” Tirol protested as he eyed her own wounds.

It was a pity Healers couldn’t heal themselves, she thought with a sigh. Instead she would have to wait until she reached Galan or he reached her. As he was aiding Oryan and Morgan, that would be a time.

She looked at him. “I need you in the sky, on patrol and healthy. We all do.”

For a moment she looked over the carnage they’d strewn through the woods and thought of the carnage that would have been if these had reached the inhabited regions of the forest. She shuddered.

In time the forest would reclaim those that had fallen. The blood would soak into the ground and provide sustenance of a sort for the trees.

Miiri moved behind her, pressed a damp cloth to Kyri’s wounds. It stung. She hissed in a breath, drawing the whistle out to summon a horse.

Even so, even with Miiri’s patching, Tirol had to help her onto the horse’s back.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him, assured them both, seeing their concern. “Up. We need more patrols with such as these loose in the forest. Go, watch, but don’t engage until help arrives.”

It was a long ride back.



Chapter Thirteen
 

Morgan bent over the map, marking the current positions of the newest cells of the rebellion for Kyri to see so she would be able to tell her people where to find them once she arrived. The map he was using could have been better. It wasn’t helped by the fact that Kyri and her people didn’t visualize things the way men did, nor did they know town and place names, for them their landmarks were rivers and streams, mountains and hills.

The good news was that the rebellion was growing even as Haerold cracked down all the harder on the populace. He was practically driving people to their cause.

Across the tent from Morgan, Oryan read the reports Morgan had gathered and then compared them to the maps they had, poor as they were.

That information only hardened Oryan’s resolve. If Haerold continued as he did, the farmers would starve to pay their taxes, especially once Haerold had conscripted every able body in the village, leaving none behind but the old and the very young to harvest the crops. And what was he doing with those he conscripted?

His army sat in the heartland and added to the strain on the farmers there.

The maps themselves were another thing entirely.

Throwing up his hands in frustration, Oryan snapped, “This is impossible. Morgan, isn’t there any way we can get better maps?”

Morgan said, “Next trip I’ll see what I can find, Oryan.”

He already knew, as did Oryan, that the task was nearly impossible. The best maps of the Kingdom had been in the castle at Caernarvon during the attack and the fires, and were most likely in ashes. Those that weren’t had probably been taken by Haerold himself when he’d abandoned the city. They were likely in Haerold’s fortress. As for mapmakers… Fled or in hiding. Few wished to work for Haerold. The price of a mistake was far too high.

Waving it off and shaking his head, Oryan said, “Never mind, Morgan. We’ll just have to manage.”

They’d lost a great deal when the castle had fallen. Sometimes Oryan worried they’d lost too much. He shook the thought away.

Geoffrey stepped inside and held the door flaps back.

“Lady Kyri, your Highness,” he said.

There was an odd expression on his face, clear distress.

Kyri stepped into the tent with Galan at her heels and Morgan’s heart clenched a little as he looked at her.

She looked like she had tangled with…. a Hunter.

A bruise marred one smooth cheek, there were healed cuts on her arm, the skin still bright pink, and her wings weren’t folded neatly beneath her shift as they usually were. One was clearly injured, the crystalline feathers stripped away in places.

His normally serene face watchful, Galan eyed her from behind a little worriedly.

Despite the bruising, her aqua eyes were as clear and lovely as ever, but she moved stiffly.

“Kyri,” Morgan said. Something in his chest tightened at the sight of her wounded as he straightened in alarm. The urge to go to her, to touch her, was nearly too strong to resist. It was an effort just to keep his voice reasonably level. “What happened?”



Something about the concern in Morgan’s eyes warmed Kyri a little, somehow eased some of the residual pain. Galan was a good Healer, but he was still learning to be the great one he would someday be. She suspected sadly that he would learn far faster and under far more trying circumstances than they’d anticipated.

Looking up at the sound of Morgan’s voice, at the concern and tension in it, Oryan dropped the reports on the table and shot hurriedly to his feet. “Kyri?”

With a shake of her head, a wave and a smile of thanks for the worry in both their eyes, she said, “I’m well enough. Healing. I was out on a routine patrol when we ran into some Hunters.”

“Hunters,” Oryan said alarmed. “In Fairy lands?”

“But you’re all right?” Morgan asked.

It pained him to see her hurt.

She nodded and shrugged it off. “The marks will fade in a day or two more. We Fairy don’t scar much.”

Morgan frowned a little, his eyes going to the paler skin that encircled both her wrists.

She followed his gaze. A shadow touched her eyes as her gaze lifted to meet his. She took a small breath.

Ah, that. Kyri’s breath caught. This would hurt. It was a painful reminder of old times.

“Cold iron,” she said, softly.

So that part of the stories of the Fairy was also true. Iron did burn them.

Morgan winced reflexively as Oryan’s mouth, too, went thin.

Shackles, she meant. Morgan closed his eyes for a moment. Iron shackles.

Men had done that, had put those scars on her. His people. The thought of someone putting her in chains made Morgan’s vision go dark with anger.

There was no need for her to explain.

While the Fairy were a lighthearted and mischievous folk by nature, it wasn’t in them to deliberately harm another that anyone could say, save to defend their own.

Unfortunately, neither of the two men could say the same about their own folk.

Fairy raeds aside – nothing more than mischievous children being mischievous, although such raeds had been used as an excuse for violence on the part of men more than once – there had been many times when Fairy and men hadn’t lived together peacefully. There were always the rumors of Fairy gold…and then there were the Fairy women. Like Kyri. Men had gone into the forests many times with fire and cold iron to take what and who they could.

“Save for these, I wasn’t much harmed that day. It was long ago,” Kyri said, holding the memories of fright and pain at bay, keeping her voice light. “You changed that, Oryan, by outlawing it and you, Morgan, by your enforcement of those laws. This is why we fight beside you.”

Those had been only some among the many reasons she fought beside them. No other King in her memory, or the memories of those who had come before her, had done so.

By those two actions alone, they’d changed much about the attitudes of men toward her folk. Attitudes that still held so far as she could tell.

It hadn’t been a hard law to enforce, Morgan thought, even before he had come to know the Fairy as well as he did now. They were essentially a gentle people, although fierce enough to defend their own and the forests they cared for.

Morgan looked to the swords on both their hips.

“Not steel,” Kyri said, seeing his look, “although we can handle that better than iron, if it is wrapped well, but these are made of Fairy silver and sharp as a lion’s tooth.”

 “But you’re all right, now?” Oryan insisted.

“I’m fine. I will be flying a little more slowly for some little time…”

“A week,” Galan said, firmly.

Her mouth twitched in amusement. “A week, then.”

Morgan said, “What were you doing out on patrol?”

Casting a quick look at Oryan, she said, “No offense, Oryan, but among the Fair it’s held that there’s nothing the Queen or King doesn’t do that the least of their people do.” She grinned mischievously, with a laugh and a glance to Galan. “Just less of it.”

“No offense taken,” Oryan said, smiling.

There were times when he wished he, too, could be fighting, but as much as he envied her that freedom, this was the reason Morgan wouldn’t allow it. If Gawain had been older, they might have taken the chance, until then though…

“Hunters,” Morgan said, “that deep in the forest?”

There could only be one reason Hunters were in the deeper forest.

His eyes met Kyri’s and he saw a matching worry there in the shadows in them, hidden beneath the lightness.

Oryan hadn’t missed the implication of it either. “Haerold is searching for your people.”

With a flicker of her brows, a small wave and a sigh, Kyri said, “We’ve increased our patrols. It was one of the first things I did after Haerold’s attack on Caernarvon. It’s all we can do. As you do. It was inevitable. Haerold would never tolerate our autonomy as you did, Oryan, any more than some of your predecessors.”

It was disturbing news all the same but Kyri was right. It had been inevitable that Haerold would go looking for the Fairy. That didn’t mean Oryan had to like it.

Still, there was nothing that they could do that Kyri wasn’t already doing, not without more men. Those men were coming but it would take time to get them trained, to get them effective.

“If you’re all right then,” Oryan said, getting down to business once more, “Morgan has added to our numbers, a few new cells of rebels to our cause here in the south. Have your people seen where Haerold’s forces are?”

With a nod, Kyri stepped up to the table, shaking her head at quality and condition of the map. On the flat surface of the paper it was difficult to tell where things were in relation to what she saw from above.

Once she identified what she saw as a river in what she thought was the right place, she traced it.

Joining her, Morgan said, dryly, “My Lord King was complaining of the same thing. Few good maps are available.” 

“All right,” she said, bending over it a little, trying to envision what she had seen overlaying what lay before her. “I’ll see who’s free enough in that glen to work with us. As for Haerold’s forces, they’re here and we’ve seen his people moving here and here.”

Haerold had split the main force of his army, then, Oryan noted, but not much. Most, however, were closing now on Dorset.

Why the split? he wondered. There were several targets to the south he could hit. Which was his objective?

“Can your people keep an eye on these, particularly, and tell me where they go?”

Kyri nodded, oddly and keenly aware of Morgan to her right as she wasn’t of anyone else, Oryan or Geoffrey, in the tent.

“We can do that.” 

She sighed, tiredly, and shifted her shoulders to ease the healing wing.

Frowning, Morgan studied her.

“Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked quietly.

She glanced at him sideways, a flash of her eyes, and nodded, smiling reassuringly. “Tired only. Healing does that.”

Still concerned, Morgan let it go. There was nothing he could do for her, however much he wanted to.

With another shake of her head, she gestured at the map in frustration. “This is wrong, though. And here. Look, why don’t we make a map of our own?”

Both men turned to look at her.

She grinned and spread her hands. “Surely we can manage something so simple between us? We sketch in the lay of the land, between you both, Galan, Dorien and I, surely we can make you a better map. We can give you the proper locations of mountains and rivers. You and Morgan can give the names of the towns…that you remember… I’ll call Dorien and ask that he join us.”

Geoffrey found them some paper – a rare enough thing – just large enough as Dorien arrived.

It turned into a lively and entertaining undertaking as debates raged over the location of this or that town or mountain. A time or two Kyri would roll her eyes in amused exasperation, laughing, trying to explain it to them once again.

“Morgan, Oryan, we don’t think that way and there are only names on here,” she said, tapping the map, “not up there.” She gestured upward. “We see mountains, rivers, hills.”

Geoffrey brought wine and food in and was brought into the discussions, to his evident amusement.

“You’re from the southwest, Geoffrey,” Oryan said, “There’s a village here, isn’t there?”

It was the first moment of lightness they’d been able to take in some time, leavened by quite a bit of wine.

Kyri was endlessly fascinated with the names folk gave to their towns and some provoked some interesting discussions as either Morgan, Oryan and sometimes Geoffrey tried to explain some obscure or, even worse, scatological, reference, causing a fair amount of laughter on both sides.

Describing why a town would name itself Congress was an interesting experience for all of them.

“So, it is named for the act of procreation?” Kyri asked, clearly much entertained.

All three of the Fairy seemed thoroughly amused by their discomfort, as they had fewer inhibitions in such matters.

Sucking on his teeth, trying to keep his expression impassive, Oryan nodded. “The original settlers were desperate, if their small herd didn’t expand, they’d starve. So they named the village Congress, in the hopes their livestock would take the hint.”

Curiously, obviously amused, her eyes twinkling, Kyri asked, “Did it work?”

After one or two tries, Oryan cleared his throat and said, “Remarkably, yes, it seemed to. And not only with the livestock, by all accounts. Now some folk, having difficulties, go there to ah… relieve them.”

Morgan nearly choked, trying to swallow laughter at the bemused expression on Kyri’s face.

Quiet Galan turned out to have a dry sense of humor, while Dorien was far more direct. It was Kyri, though, who was the expert at the subtle remark, the airy amused comment that took a moment or two to penetrate before it provoked laughter.

Morgan found himself watching and waiting for that flash of her eyes, for her quick smile, the light brush of her fingers across his hand to catch his attention.

He’d noticed that none of her people touched her, not even Galan when he’d Healed her that day in the Great Forest. Few even came as close as that.

Finally Oryan stepped back from the table and nodded with satisfaction. “It’s not perfect, but it’s better than what we had. And at least now we also know where the gaps are.”

“Those can be filled in easily enough,” Kyri said, with a glance at Galan and Dorien, who both nodded.

“Good,” Oryan said. “Thanks to all of you. At the least we have something better to work with.”

Tired but satisfied, Kyri nodded, finding herself oddly reluctant to leave. She’d enjoyed this brief respite and the company, but she could find no good reason to stay. Reluctantly, she, with Galan and Dorien in tow, said their goodbyes.

“You know,” Oryan said, absently as the Fairy disappeared among the trees. “It was Kyri who approached me to come to terms. Kyri herself, through agents among the traders.”

Had Oryan mentioned it before? If so, Morgan didn’t remember it. He shook his head. “No, I didn’t know.”

Somehow it didn’t surprise him.

With all the other concerns during Oryan’s early reign, the Fairy hadn’t been at the top of Oryan’s list. In time he’d come to outlaw the attacks on them. Yet it was Kyriay who’d proven to be a far more faithful ally and valued friend than some of those Oryan had served better in those days.

Remembering the scars on Kyri’s wrists, Oryan said, “It’s a wonder she asked to meet with me.”

Many would have taken such a grievance and held to it. Many who had lesser reason to do so had and did.

It had taken a great deal of courage for Kyri to approach him after such treatment at the hands of their people.

“Not knowing Kyri,” Morgan said, his eyes on the sky.

He slowly let out a breath.

“No, not knowing Kyri,” Oryan agreed. “Where are you off to now?”

Gesturing to their new map, Morgan said, “South. There’s a band of rebels there, I hear, led by a man named Detrick. All we have to do is find him…”



Chapter Fourteen
 

Searching for rebels was like searching for a needle in a haystack. After all, the only way they stayed alive was by being difficult to find. Morgan had to be wary, too. With a bounty on his head, there were any number of folk who would be glad to turn him in for it. Including a band of ‘rebels’ or two who were little more than rabble or bandits, as he’d discovered.

Which category this Detrick fell under Morgan didn’t yet know.

A familiar figure dove out of the sky.

Iridescent wings glimmered in the sunlight as her wings spread wide to catch the air and her legs swung forward so her feet touched the earth first. As always, Morgan’s heart caught to see her. Kyri ran lightly a step or two as she came to meet him, golden hair bouncing on her shoulders, and smiled.

Something inside Morgan twisted, not unpleasantly.

She’d assured him with a touch of amusement that she was quite healed now. With an impish grin she’d spread and flapped her wings enthusiastically in proof of it.

Morgan smiled at the memory, and at her.

“Ahead, among the trees,” Kyri said, looking up at him, a hand on his stirrup.

Morgan sobered.

“Armed men lie in wait in them,” Kyri continued. “One of Haerold’s supply trains comes through from the east. However, it seems Haerold might be prepared for trouble as a contingent of soldiers trails the supply train.”

“Do you know them, the ones that wait in the woods? Are they ours?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“We’ll see if they need our help, then,” he said, smiling down at her.

Kyri smiled back, glad to see the signs of lightness in him.

Turning, she ran lightly, a few steps as her wings unfolded around her once again and stroked, lifting her into the air.

It was an incredible sight for anyone to see, astonishingly beautiful as the sunlight glittered on her wings, casting rainbow shimmers from and within them until she seemed surrounded by glimmering light. Her movements were lithe and graceful as she rose into the air. Halfway up she turned on a wing in mid-air to point the direction, drawing her bow and reaching over her shoulder for an arrow.

Deliberately, Morgan put aside the concern her gesture gave him. This, among many others, was one of the reasons he called on her and the Fairy. Kyri was capable, as he had more than enough reason to know. It didn’t ease his fears for her any.

Taking a breath, he nodded to his people.

“You heard, let’s see if these need our assistance,” he said dryly, receiving a dozen grins in return.

They set heel to horse and turned more south, two moving ahead at a gallop to act as scouts.

Above them Kyri gestured, turning her wrist in a circle to ask if he wanted her to go around the supply train.

From that height, Kyri could see any danger coming for miles. It gave them an edge over Haerold’s forces in this or any fight that Morgan couldn’t deny.

Nor could he deny that he loved to watch her fly, her great gossamer wings sweeping the air, light coruscating over them, her pale blue shift and alabaster skin rendering her nearly invisible against the bright blue sky.

Unless you knew where to look.

Morgan tried not to look where the skirt of her thin shift fluttered along one shapely thigh.

He nodded and she turned once more on a wingtip to sweep away to the east.

Well-trained, none of his people needed to be prompted, they simply followed.

His people swept, too, over a rise and down below a crest, to halt at a signal from the scouts and Kyri high above.

Morgan swung off his horse, keeping low as he joined the scouts beneath the rise.

Crawling forward on their bellies, he, Caleb and the scouts looked down from the peak of the rise.

Jacob was now in Remagne permanently, doing what Jacob did best – listen. Caleb was a good man, but Morgan missed Jacob’s presence, his sly comments and sharp mind.

Below them on the plain the supply train passed – a number of wagons filled with crates and foodstuffs. Chickens in cages, grain in bushel baskets, cattle tied to the wagons. These were the taxes on the local farmers, paid in kind where they couldn’t pay in coin.

Outriders surrounded the wagons, guards armed with bows and swords.

Haerold wasn’t taking any chances. These were his taxes, levied on the farmers to supply his army and his city.

The wagons passed close to the forest but at a reasonable distance for defense.

Even so, the attack clearly caught them off guard. It was clever, smart.

Suddenly the ground opened up all around, fighters leaping out of holes dug in the slopes, taking down the outer guard with bows and slingshots. A half dozen of the outrider guard went down in seconds. The inner guard turned to face that attack as riders burst out from beneath the trees with a shout. Some of those riders made a flanking run down the side of the train nearest the trees while others sprinted around each end of the train to reach those of their people on the ground on the far side.

Arms reaching, leaning over, the rebels caught up their comrades in a practiced motion, to swing them up behind them. From there, the archers and slings sent another round against the near side.

What they didn’t see was the Guard at the rear who abruptly broke away, turning to run.

The train stopped as the drivers crawled frantically beneath their seats, the guards beside them drawing shields from the wagons behind them, their swords in hand.

With ululating cries, more of the rebels raced from the shelter of the trees, but not for the guards on the wagons…for the horses.

Swords flashed as they severed the harnesses. Their shouts and slaps sent the big draft horses galloping away.

The guards leaped down to defend their prize as the rebels turned to meet them.

A thunder in the distance was heard. Racing hoof-beats pounded, grew closer.

In the near distance a dust cloud rose behind Haerold’s trailing squad as if in warning, coming up and closing.

It would be a massacre, the numbers of Haerold’s forces were simply too great.

The leader of the rebels shouted, calling his people back but it was clear there wouldn’t be enough time for all of them to reach the safety of the forest.

Even then, Haerold’s forces would give chase.

Morgan was already on his feet, gesturing for his own horse. He ran for it even as one of his people came leading it at nearly a gallop.

Leaping, Morgan caught the pommel on the run and swung up into the saddle, turning the horse as much with his knees as his hands as Jessup tossed him the reins.

The numbers against them were bad, but Morgan couldn’t let those below be cut to shreds and they had an advantage…

Even now she streaked down out of the sky, wings sparkling, bow drawn.

Kyri’s wings snapped open even as she turned on a wingtip and let fly. She rolled over to catch the wind and soar upwards, then spiraled like a lark to dive downwards once again. She fired on the wing, a random shot with little hope of hitting anything, but it startled those at the front of the charge.

It was enough to slow the forward momentum, enough to buy Morgan’s Marshals and the rebels some time to prepare for the onslaught.

With a crash of steel on steel, with shouts and cries  the two forces came together, Haerold’s troops caught between the Marshals and the rebels.

From above Kyri darted and dove, picking and choosing her shots, dancing on the air, her wings flared and stroked as she dodged arrows from below.

It was breathtakingly beautiful to watch and just as deadly.

Morgan had to force himself not to watch her out of the corner of his eye, although more than one of Haerold’s men paid the price for that self-same action.

There was no finesse to this fight, though, it was merely hack and slash as most of Haerold’s men lacked any but the most basic sword skills.

Morgan parried one blade, thrust it away and then drove his boot into the face of the man who tried to come beneath his sword from the ground. Whipping his blade across his body to slash through the helmet of another, he heard Caleb grunt with effort behind him.

One of Haerold’s Captains charged him, a glint of recognition in the eyes behind the helmet.

“Morgan!” the man shouted.

They came together in the middle of the melee and the other’s sword whipped toward Morgan’s head before abruptly altering its course to slash at his thigh.

Unlike these others this man had some skill.

Morgan caught the stroke on his own sword and flung it away as his own blade arced back-handed for the man’s abdomen. The other flung himself backward frantically, wrenching his own sword in an overhand slash. Morgan caught it, turned it aside and took the other’s throat.

There were reasons he’d been High Marshal, not the least of which had been his skill with a sword.

In mere moments it was over.

Not one of Haerold’s men surrendered; each had fought to the bitter end. None asked for quarter, their evident fear of not dying greater by far than their fear of dying, and so none had received it. Oddly, that in a way was the worst part of it, that they feared what Haerold would do to them more than they feared dying.

Silence fell, but for a moment only.

A dry voice said, “Morgan, I presume.”

Morgan turned in his saddle to look at the leader of the rebels as the man slowly rode up, his hands open.

“And you would be Detrick?”

Of slightly more than medium height, slender, wiry, dark of hair and skin, Detrick had a clever, sharp-boned foxy face and a quick intelligence that Morgan already appreciated.

His face bloodied by an elbow he hadn’t been able to avoid, Detrick grinned. “The same. How did you know about the outriders?”

In a flutter of wings, Kyri dropped out of the sky, light sparkling from her feathers, her shift floating around her shapely legs.

“Don’t shoot!” Morgan shouted, as a few of the nervous rebels turned their bows in her direction.

Lifting an eyebrow in mild amusement, she settled to stand on the bench seat of one of the wagons, her bow in her hand at her side.

“Detrick,” Morgan said, by way of introduction, seeing Detrick’s expression and giving Kyri a glance. He understood. She was beautiful. Astonishingly so. “Meet Kyriay, Queen of the Fair.”

There wasn’t a male eye, and one or two of the female, among the rebels that didn’t look at her appreciatively, not least among them Detrick’s.

With a sweeping bow, Detrick said, as he studied her with evident enthusiasm. “My pleasure, Your Highness.”

Putting her bow up, Kyri acknowledged his gesture with a curious nod and a small smile.

Even as Morgan recognized he already liked the man, he also felt an unexpected jolt of some other, darker emotion as he noted Detrick’s expression when he looked at Kyri, but he put it aside rather than examine it too closely. There was no time for that. And they need allies, not enemies.

“We need to talk,” Morgan said.

Nodding, Detrick said, “So we do. Why don’t you follow me and we’ll find someplace more comfortable to do it?”

Already more of Detrick’s people poured out from under the cover of the trees, many of them with handcarts that were quickly loaded with the contents of the wagons. Others threw oil and other flammables onto the wagons in preparation for destroying the evidence of their rebellion.

Morgan rode up to Kyri and offered her a hand so she could swing up behind him. As she settled at his back her hands dropped to his waist and rested there. He tried not to be aware of her slender body against him, or her body pressed against his back. His face showed none of it, but his body knew. Intensely. Maddeningly.

Nor was Kyri unmindful of him, of Morgan, of the sheer size of him, the solid strength of his body against hers. It was a surprising effort to stay aloof, her hands seemed determined to absorb the shape of him beneath them.

They took a winding path through the forest not unlike the one Kyri had led them along through in the Central Forest. Morgan was all too aware of hidden eyes on them, of bows pointed their way. Kyri stiffened a little behind him. Her head turned this way and that, seeking.

“Can you sense them?” he asked, his voice low.

“I know where each of them is,” she said softly. “I can take them.”

That was reassuring. If need be, they could get out.

As much as Morgan might have liked Detrick at first glance, he didn’t know him. Enemies could easily wear a friendly face for a time. Even good men could sometimes be on the wrong side. Treachery was still possible.

The rebel camp had clearly been hacked out of the underbrush. Dusty paths wandered this way and that through the trees. Small tents and open campsites – marked by the fire rings at their center – were scattered beneath the trees, clothing was draped over bushes to dry. The scent of wood fires carefully banked was sharp in the air. Eyes observed, some watchfully, some curiously and some dully.

Many were dressed in little more than rags.

Surveying the watchers, Detrick sighed. “Refugees. I can’t refuse them, as there’s nowhere else for them to go after Haerold burned their homes and confiscated their lands. Only some of them can fight…”

Morgan nodded. It was a problem everywhere.

They were all Oryan’s people though, and it was a constant effort for the King to try to find places for them, or to arrange aid.

Dismounting, Detrick led them into a slightly larger tent than that of the others.

Morgan gestured Caleb to remain outside.

Between himself and Kyri, he doubted Detrick could surprise and overcome them, but those outside definitely could. Numbers would tell.

Pulling up the only chair, Detrick pushed it back with one foot so he was canted back on two of the chair legs as he settled into it.

“So,” he said with a lift of his chin, “you’re here on behalf of the King. What do you want from me? Why should I answer his call when I can reign here on my own, and be my own man?”

Detrick’s eyes were even, revealing nothing, but Morgan already had a sense of the man –the kind of man who gave refuge to others when he could barely feed his own. Detrick was already theirs, he simply wanted to be convinced.

“Because he’s your rightful King,” Morgan said simply.

Detrick looked at him.

Hooking a thumb in his belt, Morgan examined the man.

Detrick didn’t flinch beneath his steady gaze.

Beside him, Morgan could sense Kyri as she stood watchful and silent, but curious as always.

This is Morgan’s play, Kyri thought and she would let him make it.

“We can also offer you horses,” Morgan said. “You need them and don’t deny it, or more of your people would have been mounted. The draft horses are no good to you as they’re too slow. You raid the supply trains as much because you need the food as to disturb Haerold. Your people are well trained but Haerold was prepared for you and you weren’t for him. If we hadn’t arrived when we did it would have been you that had been slaughtered very likely. You should have had scouts out but you sacrificed them for the sake of having more people on the ground.”

Detrick didn’t flinch at the assessment, knowing Morgan was right. He merely waited.

So did Morgan.

The moment stretched.

Detrick couldn’t help it, his eyes shifted to the pretty Fairy at Morgan’s side.

That lovely face was still, but hardly impassive. Her large, long-lashed, liquid aquamarine eyes were curious as she watched the interplay. A small smile curved her lips. More so now that she found herself under his regard. Amusement flickered in those eyes, around that pretty mouth.

She was a fetching thing.

“What about the Fairy?”

Morgan studied the man levelly before turning to look at Kyri, restraining a smile.

She didn’t smile, but slanted him a look from those aqua eyes that sent a rush of heat through him before turning a cooler gaze on Detrick.

“What of the Fair? We’re allies to the King,” she said evenly. “Not Haerold, but your true King, Oryan. Allies, not vassals. If you want our aid as well, as scouts, Healers…”

“Healers?” Detrick said, and the front legs of the chair dropped down abruptly.

“We are few,” she said evenly, following Morgan’s lead.

Detrick hadn’t yet committed himself to Oryan’s cause.

It was true enough as well, there were only one or two Healers per glen, so herself, Galan, and another from the Fairy glen nearby were in great demand. There were one or two in the west. A few here in the South. Not many. She and Galan were the most skilled of all.

Kyri took her cue from Morgan, she simply watched and waited.

Morgan almost smiled.

“Oh, hell,” Detrick sighed. “I was a horse-trader before I was a rebel. Old habits die hard. All right. I’m the King’s man – Oryan, that is – and I always have been. Do I still get the damned horses?”

Relaxing, Morgan said. “Yes, and the aid. Advice, too, whether you like it or not.”

With a half laugh, Detrick lifted an eyebrow and said, drily, “No surprise there.”

“You should’ve had front and rear scouts at the very least, to warn against surprises.”

With a sigh, Detrick waved a hand and said, “I know, I know, but I balanced that against the number of horses I had.”

Morgan glanced at Kyri.

Her eyes twinkled. “One of my people comes, Detrick, please don’t shoot her when she arrives.”

Sitting up a little, Detrick said, “Her?”

Kyri rolled her eyes, shook her head and restrained a laugh. “Her. Gaia. You might want to warn your people?”

Glancing at Kyri, Morgan gave her a questioning look as Detrick strode quickly past them.

“Wait,” she said to him, but her eyes sparkled with laughter as they followed.

A flash of wings appeared between the trees, a glimmer of pink iridescence, as Gaia swooped across the clearing to come to a halt in front of Kyri and flutter there for a moment.

Morgan remembered the merry black-haired Fairy from that morning in the Great Central Forest, she’d been one of those waiting there.

Grinning, Gaia let her wings fold and dropped to the earth with a bounce.

Impudently, she saluted first Kyri then Morgan, still grinning saucily, her mop of dark curls tossing.

“My Kyri,” Gaia said merrily. Her black eyes gleamed.

Knowing their mission, Kyri had come prepared.

Her own eyes laughing, Kyri looked at Morgan and Detrick and simply said, “This is Gaia.”

Of a size with Kyri, perhaps a fraction smaller, Gaia was clearly all mischievous Fairy.

Detrick looked as if he’d been poleaxed.

“I think they’ll get on well,” Kyri said in a soft aside to Morgan. “Don’t you?”

Choking back a chuckle, Morgan nodded before he shook his head at her. “I hope he’ll be able to concentrate.”

Kyri smiled serenely.

Some of Detrick’s people were already hard at work in the clearing, setting up a long trench as a fire pit.

“You are staying?” Detrick asked them, his eyes going to Gaia, who giggled. “We’re feasting, thanks to Haerold…”

Merry Gaia.

Kyri shook her head, smiling. Gaia would surprise them, though – for all her light nature, she was quick of mind and good with a bow. And far more sensible than Detrick would credit for quite some time.

Gaia glanced at her, and winked.

Eyes twinkling, Kyri returned the gesture. They understood each other well.

Amused, Morgan watched the exchange.

“What are you up to?” he asked, softly, an aside to Kyri.

She slanted a look at him. Laughter brightened her aquamarine eyes.

“Are you staying?” Detrick asked, oblivious to their conversation.

Taking a breath, Kyri hesitated. There were things she should be doing, places she should be.

Morgan understood that hesitation, he knew it well, because he fought the same compulsion between duty, honor and desire himself.

“Stay,” Morgan said, impulsive for once, his eyes on Kyri.

He’d had little time in the months since Caernarvon had fallen to find time to relax and take his ease. Even less in such convivial circumstances. Not since that evening they’d spent map-making. Something in Kyri’s simple presence lightened him, gave him a measure of peace, and he enjoyed her company. He’d found himself thinking of her of a night now and again in the moments before sleep.

With Jacob gone he had no one he could truly talk to…except Kyri. She understood what he faced. Caleb was a good man to have at his back, but he was a simple country man and Morgan couldn’t talk to him as he could Jacob or Kyri.

He needed to stay anyway, if he was to get to know Detrick, if he was to know the man’s mind, his skills, and to make plans and set schedules for contact.

Kyri, however, didn’t. She had her own responsibilities, her own duties.

Morgan’s request caught Kyri off guard, surprised her. It pleased her, too.

She looked into his pale blue eyes, into his steady gaze and something in her warmed.

It had been a time too, since she’d had a moment to catch her breath.

With a smile, she nodded. “I’d like that.”

“Excellent,” Detrick said, pleased, and clapped his hands.

People rushed about, making preparations.

In a short time a bonfire had been built in the clearing and tables filled with the most perishable of their ‘borrowed’ bounty. Meat was put on long iron skewers and set to roast. Delicious aromas filled the air.

By the time the sun set – bathing the clearing with soft amber light – everyone had filled plates. Cups of wine were set before them. There were stories, jokes and laughter. One of Detrick’s people pulled out a gitar, another a pipe, yet another a drum and they began to play. Voices rose around them in song, light and merry. People sat where they could, including Morgan’s people, who mingled with those of Detrick’s band.

Morgan found an unclaimed piece of grass at the raised base of a tree that would give him a good view of the festivities. He settled down with his trencher and a mug of ale to stretch out and relax.

Slender fingers snatched a piece of chicken from his plate.

“Why,” he asked Kyri in amusement, “are you always stealing my food?”

Kyri laughed at him, her eyes sparkling before taking a bite and then offering it back, held in her slender fingers.

“Because it’s far easier than fetching my own. It’s not as if you don’t have enough to spare. How many people are you feeding there, Morgan?” she asked, eyeing his trencher speculatively.

So close, it was hard to ignore the fact that she was beautiful, those magnificent eyes long-lashed and lovely, her nose straight and her cheekbones high. Her mouth was perfect, not too full, firm but mobile and always a step away from smiling. Her eyes sparkled faintly with mischief.

As they did now.

His own eyes level with hers, he took the bite of chicken from her fingers, the gesture somehow intimate.

Their shoulders barely touched and yet something seemed to hum between them…

Kyri gazed into Morgan’s eyes as they warmed.

A curl of heat moved through her, deep in her belly.

“Morgan,” Detrick said as he settled down beside them with Gaia at his heels, “you said something about more horses?”

He looked from one to the other as Morgan fought not to swear at the intrusion and Kyri’s eyes twinkled wryly.

“Did I interrupt something?” Detrick asked, his eyes going from Morgan to Kyri.

Morgan took a breath, his gaze on Kyri.

Kyri smothered a grin and met his look, amused.

“No,” Morgan said, to his regret. “And yes, we can get you more horses.”

Between them – Detrick, himself, Kyri and Gaia – they arranged for the horses to be delivered before their talk moved to other things, to Oryan’s plans and speculations about Haerold’s next move.

Morgan was never not aware of Kyri so tantalizingly close beside him.

From time to time the breeze would lift her hair so that it brushed lightly across the back of his hand and with it would come her scent, so inviting, so fresh that his body tightened in response.

Despite the seriousness of the conversation and the sweet torment of Kyri’s presence, he found that in an odd way it relaxed him. Both Detrick and Kyri understood the problems and pressures he and Oryan faced. Even, to his surprise, giggly Gaia.

There was more to that gay and merry Fairy than met the eye.

He glanced at Kyri, who simply returned his glance serenely in return, but her eyes twinkled and a small smile curved her lips.

The music turned lighter, quicker, the gitar player strummed as someone beat a steady rhythm on a drum. Hands clapped in time.

Men and women filled the clearing around the fire. Their feet moved in intricate patterns as they turned and bowed, spun and circled, challenge and counter challenge.

Gaia leaped gleefully into the fray, her hands fisted on her hips.

She tossed her head as she looked a challenge at Kyri, her Queen, laughing.

The clapping became earnest, insistent.

All eyes were on Kyri to see what she would do.

Kyri gave Morgan a look, her eyes alight and then she stood in answer to the challenge, shook her long curly hair back and stepped down to the circle, her feet already moving in perfect rhythm to the drums.

Firelight turned Kyri’s hair to molten gold as it streamed over her shoulders and down her back.

Head high, shoulders back, proud, laughing, she made her way through the spectators as hoots and shouts rang out.

She was beautiful.

The dancers set their rhythm and Gaia matched it.

Kyri leaped lightly into the circle, her feet already beating out the complicated pattern.

Clapping and laughing, the other dancers watched in delight as the two Fairy circled each other, feet moving in perfect rhythm, their hair tossing and flying as they spun and circled. They reminded Morgan of nothing so much as two pure-bred horses, one light, one dark, both proud and beautiful. They paced first this way and then that, graceful, manes flying in challenge.

Then Gaia changed the step, to circle the other way.

Without missing a beat, Kyri matched her, her eyes shining, even as she added her own step to a shout of approval from the crowd.

One of the other women joined them, then one of the men and another of the women, laughing. Their feet moved in time, hair flying, skirts swirling.

More of the men joined them, including Detrick.

Kyri cast a glance up at Morgan to where he’d stretched out on the grass to watch. His head was propped on his hand, his strong solid body was at ease, his brilliant blue eyes only slightly less focused in his handsome square face, as relaxed as it was possible for Morgan to be.

Almost.

Catching that laughing glance, it would have been impossible for Morgan not to have watched her in return.

The last light of the sun had left the sky. Only the golden glow remained, leaving Kyri bathed in fading sunlight, fire and torchlight. The flickering light was soft, casting shadows, making her hair seem to gleam against the gathering darkness.

His eyes met hers and she smiled brilliantly.

For a moment his heart caught. Then one of the other women changed the steps and Kyri spun away.

The rebels roared, everyone laughing as ewers of watered and un-watered wine, courtesy of Haerold, made the rounds.

With a nod, Kyri met the other woman’s challenge and added a step of her own.

Feet flew, the drum beat more quickly, as those in the center turned and spun while the dancers around them circled and swirled. The beat came ever faster and even the outer ring of couples gave way to the group in the center, to their flying feet and then Kyri missed a step.

Laughing, Kyri bowed out, leaving Gaia and the other three to continue as the drumbeat rang even faster before flinging herself down next to Morgan, flushed and smiling. It had been a long time since she had danced like that.

Morgan held out a cup of watered wine. “I thought you might need this.”

Propping her head on her hand beside him, gasping, she downed it gratefully and tossed her hair back over her shoulder.

The gleaming golden mass sprayed out across the grass.

Morgan caught a strand of it and the tight curls wrapped around his fingers. It was as soft between his fingers as he imagined the thin silk shift she wore would be.

Turning and spinning, the dancers’ feet flew as laughter rang off the trees.

One of the other women was the next to miss a step and then it was Gaia and the last woman.

Everyone clapped the rhythm now, some laughed while others took bets on the winner.

Kyri tipped her head back a little, intensely aware of Morgan’s touch, of his fingers in her hair.

Laughter was Gaia’s downfall. She was unable to restrain herself she dissolved into exuberant giggles, her arms around her ribs.

One of the men called out a challenge of tall tales and the stories flowed as the guitar and pipe played.

Morgan leaned his back against the tree, content to sit as he played with Kyri’s hair and simply listen to the tales told in the fire-lit darkness.

There was a great deal of laughter.

Unsurprisingly, it was Detrick who told the best story, a complicated tale whose conclusion had everyone roaring with laughter, Morgan and Kyri included. The man had a quick mind.

A lute played softly, and someone sang a soft and lovely ballad.

Some folks had already disappeared into the darkness, singly or in pairs.

When Morgan looked, he noticed neither Detrick nor merry Gaia were anywhere to be seen.

Caleb had already gone to his bedroll.

Morgan sighed.

As much as he wanted to ignore it, it was growing late.

Reluctantly, Kyri had to consider leaving as much as a part of her wanted to stay. Duty called her.

It was a long flight back to Oryan and an even longer ride, as she knew that Morgan knew. They both had responsibilities, but his were here.

Hers were not.

She tipped her head back to look up at Morgan.

The firelight was soft on the strong features of his face. Those crystal blue eyes met hers.

So light those eyes, so pale a blue, as bright as a Fairy’s wing.

Gently, Morgan brushed her golden hair back from her shoulder as he’d always wanted to do, his fingers skimming over the satiny skin.

“You have to leave,” he stated simply.

She shrugged a little, helplessly.

“I should,” she said with a sigh.

Reluctantly, she sat up and pushed the rest of her hair back over her shoulders.

Morgan got to his feet and offered her his hand.

With a soft smile, she took it and he raised her to her feet.

For a moment they were close, their bodies almost touched… 

If they’d been anywhere but here with so many watching… 

His fingers lightly brushing the back of her arm, Morgan escorted her into the darkness, to where the moonlight streamed through an opening between the trees. It was clear enough there for her to take flight.

Kyri took a step, two, as her wings unfolded, before she looked back at Morgan.

The moonlight lit his strong features and turned his eyes silver. Something within her caught at the sight of him.

Even as Morgan tried to find the words, a reason to call her back, she paused and turned.

She ran back quickly to press a soft, swift kiss to his mouth, her hands light on his chest, before she spun away once more. Her wings spread in one long stroke, then another, a third, lifting her from the earth. Halfway up she rolled to look back at him. Moonlight glimmered over her wings for only a second, a moment, a breath, before she completed the roll, dropping only a little before she swooped upward.

Morgan could still feel her lips on his as she disappeared into the darkness.



Chapter Fifteen
 

The great tent billowed over Oryan’s head, soughing softly as he bent over his desk to make notes. It was a soothing sound. The wind was picking up a little. It was likely to rain tonight. He looked up at it absently, smiling with distracted amusement. Once there had been a time when he wouldn’t have noticed a shift in the wind, much less known what it meant, but he was getting to know his Kingdom on a far more visceral and intuitive level than he ever had. Now he knew when a change in the winds meant rain, or not. There was that smell in the air, too, a dampness, the promise of showers. The farmers needed it, the ground was too dry.

He wouldn’t have known that either.

Geoffrey and Gwen’s people – his now – had become skilled at erecting the tent, setting it up quickly and tearing it down again just as quickly, so they could move on again, much like the rebel bands. After all, they’d learned it from them, as the rebels in turn had learned it from the Wanderers.

The tent had become more comfortable as well. The simple cot he’d used while hunting had been replaced by a frame bed, ropes holding the thin mattress in place. He had a small chest for his clothes. A single wagon could hold it, tent, bed, tables and all.

The King’s traveling castle, some called it. It even had a little flag in his colors that flew from the top.

Chuckling a little at the thought, he went back to his reports.

Unfortunately, there was nothing to laugh at there.

Haerold had moved on Dorset’s borders at long last and Oryan awaited word on the outcome. When last they’d talked, Philip had been considering surrender, to live to fight another day. He’d known full well he couldn’t face Haerold’s forces alone and Oryan couldn’t aid him. Not yet. Still, with all that Oryan was hearing from across the Kingdom, Philip might have been better off  to fight rather than subject his people to Haerold’s oppressive rule.

His brother was also trying to bring the countryside under control as well, with little success thanks to Morgan, Morgan’s Marshals and the nascent rebellion.

That rebellion continued to grow despite, or perhaps in spite of, Haerold’s Hunters – those wolf-like men – who fanned out across the countryside, searching for him, of course, and for any sign of the rebellion. Sometimes they had wizards with them. Neither the Hunters nor the wizards asked gently, which only fueled the resentment, anger and fear of the people.

Morgan’s Marshals were the key there, too, stepping between the Hunters and the people of the Kingdom where they could. Word had come back to Oryan that the people saw Morgan especially – and Oryan by extension – as some kind of hero, someone to protect.

The only thing that concerned him was that it seemed Morgan seemed to be trying to be everywhere at once. He worried that the man was stretching himself too thin.

But then who wasn’t these days?

It was at times like these when Oryan missed Gwen the most.

She’d been his solace, had filled the emptiness inside him, eased the burden of his crown, had been his sounding board and held him in the night when the decisions he had to make were particularly difficult.

All he had left of her now was Gawain.

When was the last he had seen Gawain? When was the last time Oryan had looked to see his son? Frowning a little, he wondered how much time had passed. Weeks, months? In the life of a child, so much could change in that short time.

He pulled Kyri’s little silver bowl toward him, poured a measure of water into it, sifted the herbs over it and triggered the magic.

Gawain.

Oryan wanted to reach out and touch the boy, his son, pictured in the cup playing tag with a group of other children, all of them of about the same age. Gawain was laughing. Happy. The woman Liliane watched as she weeded a small garden nearby, smiling fondly as her hoe worked the weeds away from some pole beans. Was it his imagination or had Gawain grown taller, ganglier? Surely he had.

Oryan bowed his head, here where others couldn’t see.

For his son alone he would do this, he would fight. If for no other reason so that Gawain might live long enough to grow into a man. So that some part of Gwen would live on in their son. For Liliane, too, who watched over his child for him.

And for all those who worried over the fate of their children in these dark times.

There were so many other sons and daughters that it seemed Oryan’s shoulders must bow beneath the weight of them.

He’d sent messages to other Kingdoms seeking support. At least one had sent back offering refuge – but save for that one few had responded with tangible aid, one or two with funds. Most waited to see what Haerold would do – what terms Haerold would ask or offer them, to see where their best interests lay. Oryan wanted to fault them for it, but he couldn’t. Not when he would have done much the same in their place, not wanting to interfere in another’s kingdom.

Whistles echoed through the woods, bird calls that weren’t from birds, asked and answered.

Oryan’s head lifted.

He’d grown familiar with them now too, and knew them well enough to know what they meant.

He banished the magic and put the cup away.

He had a visitor.

Someone was coming, passing through the intricate web of security that Morgan and Kyri had woven around him.

Now there was an ally who’d proven priceless. Kyri. She’d never faltered once, neither she nor any of her people, he blessed her and them for it.

Automatically, Oryan got to his feet as the door flaps went open and Geoffrey said, “Lord Jordan of Dorset.”

The boy stepped through, striding forward, his hand extended… a younger, slightly taller and more intense version of his father, his hair more reddish than Philip’s, but otherwise they were very much alike. Oryan remembered him from that spring visit. The boy had grown, it seemed, in only a few short months.

It was clear Jordan was upset, his eyes were reddened, his young face pale and set.

“My apologies, your Highness, for this sudden and unexpected visit,” young Jordan said, clearly floundering for the proprieties, the words tumbling over each other, “but my father is taken and I nearly with him…I would join cause with you, my Lord King.”

He tried to go to one knee to pledge his fealty, but Oryan held him up, Jordan’s words a shock.

“Say again?” Oryan said.

Only seventeen, the boy was barely old enough to claim his father’s dukedom.

“Haerold,” Jordan said, and now his voice was shaken. He was visibly overset and undone. “They met for parley under a white flag and still Haerold took him. Haerold’s men killed the guards, ran them through and they took him.”

Parley.

The shock was shadowed in the boy’s eyes.

He’d watched, helplessly, as his father was taken under a flag of truce, in violation of all the conventions.

Clasping the offered hand, Oryan drew the boy close instead, his hand over the boy’s neck as Jordan’s head fell against his chest.

Suddenly Oryan missed his old friend acutely, fear sharp in him. He could see an echo of Phillip’s strong spare frame, so much like a crane, in the boy as Jordan bowed his head against his King’s chest.

“He was under a flag of truce, your Highness,” Jordan repeated, in horrified disbelief, as he stepped back. His expression was stark. “It was supposed to be a parley. He was supposed to be safe. Haerold called him traitor. They arrested him. They plan to hang him.”

Tears were thick in the boy’s voice, if not on his face.

Damned if they would, Oryan thought furiously.

Galan appeared in the doorway in response to his Call. Kyri had assigned Galan to Oryan’s service, so the Fairy Healer was always close at hand.

Oryan didn’t even need to speak, Galan was already nodding, his eyes going unfocused in that way the Fair had, speaking to his Queen…and through her, Morgan.

 

For once it was Kyri who sought Morgan, rather than the other way around. She’d gone herself, so Galan could remain with Oryan in case more messages arrived. Finding Morgan wasn’t difficult as her sense of him had grown so great she could have found him even without the talisman he wore and in the darkest night. Only cold iron and earth could hide him from her now. As it wasn’t so dark it was even easier, despite the fact that Morgan and his people had set no fire.

In light of that caution, though, as Morgan wouldn’t have spared his folk a fire without good cause, she circled higher.

Even in the waning moonlight she could see those that followed clearly.

Hunters.

They were on Morgan’s trail, some little ways back, but clearly tracking.

Narrowing her eyes, she drew her bow, circled to come at them from the opposite direction, and aimed for the leader.

At the last moment, seeming to sense her shot, or perhaps he heard the faint whistle of the arrow or the thrum of her bowstring, that one threw himself to one side so the shaft only grazed him.

The others scattered, looking around for the source of the attack.

She sent another arrow after the leader.

That one caught him in the hindquarters.

He yelped, tumbling, as the others spread out further, muzzles lifting to try to catch her scent on the air, scanning the gathering darkness for their assailant anxiously.

It was enough.

Kyri wasn’t so daring as to risk staying. Their eyes were better in the night than hers, they simply hadn’t yet thought to look up.

That would hold them for a little while, though, long enough for her to reach Morgan with her message. She caught an updraft that gave her enough lift to soar, before circling down over the camp.

“Hail, Morgan,” she called softly.

Somehow that quiet hail didn’t startle Morgan this time. It wasn’t that he’d expected it exactly but rather he’d somehow sensed she was coming. His spirit lightened even knowing that if she was coming at this hour, the news couldn’t be good.

Looking up, he found her caught in the thin moonlight as he had the last time he’d seen her, so it silvered her wings and her hair, rendering her ethereal.

None of his people reacted, all of them knowing her voice nearly as well as he did now, but all of them came alert.

That she’d come to them without being called couldn’t be a good sign.

“It’s too much to hope that you came just to see me,” he said, his voice light but low, half in jest, as her wings folded and her feet touched the ground.

She smiled and laughed a little before sighing regretfully.

“As much as I wish it were so,” she said with a sigh. “Sadly, no, that’s not the only reason.”

“What is it?” he asked.

“Oryan needs you. Philip of Dorset went to Haerold to offer his surrender under a flag of truce. Haerold killed Phillip’s Guard and arrested him instead.”

Morgan’s humor and appetite fled as his mouth tightened.

Swearing softly, he put his food aside.

Philip was a good man.

Arrest was poor thanks for his generosity to Oryan. Apparently they hadn’t been able to keep his aid as secret as they might. Someone had talked. No surprise. A secret shared wasn’t a secret long. Not that it mattered now.

“I’m sorry, Morgan,” she said.

He sighed, “It’s not your fault, Kyri, that you get to be the bearer of bad tidings. Tell Oryan that I’ll find out what I can on the way back.”

Kyri nodded.

It took only a thought to Galan to pass the message to Oryan.

Kyri reached to touch Morgan’s hand lightly, a brush of her fingers, wishing she could offer more comfort.

“He knows. There are Hunters on your trail, too, Morgan,” she added, “but you knew that.”

With a sigh, Morgan nodded and asked, as his people saddled their horses, “How close?”

“Not as close as they were,” she said, with a mischievous grin. “And their leader has a Fairy arrow in his flank.”

He smiled. “Does he, now?”

Kyri’s eyes sparkled in the moonlight as she gave him one of her slanting glances. “He does. It doesn’t suit him.”

Smiling, Morgan said, “I imagine not.”

Then she turned, wings extending as she ran three light steps.

Her wings stroked and she was gone with only a quick glance back.

“You heard,” Morgan said to his people. “Let’s clear those Hunters first.”



Chapter Sixteen
 

It was late summer and even the setting of the sun offered little relief from the oppressive heat that seemed to have been captured beneath the canvas. Even with the flaps on the roof opened and the doorway tied back, little in the way of creating a breeze moved the stifling air within the tent. Cups of cool water taken directly from a nearby stream offered some measure of relief from the stifling heat.

“Haerold gave Philip a sham of a trial, but it was nothing more than show. It’s going to be a public execution,” Morgan reported, looking steadily at Oryan. “He’s set a date for it, giving us plenty of time to plan and prepare.”

Morgan and his people had ridden in only an hour before after a long hard ride. Dorien had answered the call to guide them in, not Kyri, somewhat to Morgan’s disappointment, although he liked the tallish Fairy. Nor was Kyri anywhere to be seen. As neither Dorien nor Galan seemed disturbed Morgan couldn’t worry about it too much, but he found himself missing her bright presence.

Oryan nodded and sighed, “Deliberately. He’s drawing us out, then, forcing us to show ourselves or let Philip hang. So the question isn’t can we do it, but should we?”

Young Jordan started in protest, but Oryan held up a hand to stop him, his brown eyes grim.

“Make no mistake, Jordan,” he said. “We want to help your father and we certainly don’t want him to hang, but look around you. Our resources are few. There’s only so much we can do.”

“And if we do nothing,” a soft voice said as Kyri stepped past the shadows by the doorway, “they’ll say we abandoned him to his fate, he who helped you, Oryan, by giving you shelter.”

Kyri waved at Oryan as she joined them, looking tired, her expression grim. “I heard.”

She was tired.

One of Haerold’s patrols had chanced to pass too closely to a Fairy glen. It had been a tense few hours, as they watched and waited to see if the patrol offered them threat or not. As much as she hated to let them pass unmolested she simply didn’t have the people to attack such a heavily armed group and possibly inadvertently draw attention to the glen there.

With a village of the Kingdom nearby, though, she couldn’t let them go completely and had flown to the nearest group of rebels to alert them to the presence of the patrol before she’d come here to meet with Morgan and Oryan.

Her sharp gaze took them all in, settling for a moment on Morgan, warming a little as their eyes met briefly.

Morgan gave her a quick questioning look. Kyri gave him a brief answering smile in return to let him know she was fine, shaking her head against further questions. There wasn’t time.

Oryan gestured in frustration.

“Damned if we do – as they’ll expect us to do something – and damned if we don’t. We certainly can’t let him hang.”

He paced restlessly across the carpeting covering the earth and grass much as a caged lion would.

“If we can find a way to do it, successfully, we’ll do it,” Oryan said, laying a hand on young Jordan’s shoulder, his eyes on the boy. “Know that, Jordan. But know also that your father wouldn’t want lives wasted on his account.”

Oryan turned to Morgan. Could they make that promise true?

“I’ll see what more we can find out, take a look at the lay of the land,” Morgan said, knowing what Oryan needed.

“If you need eyes above, Morgan,” Kyri said, “Ask. If I can’t come, Galan, Dorien or someone will.”

Morgan nodded, seeing shadows move in her eyes. Worry.

“Haerold’s building something more than a scaffold,” he said. “Jacob sent word of that much. And calling in a lot of people. It’s a fair guess it’s a trap of some kind.”

“For you,” Kyri said, “Oryan and anyone else he can get.”

So the worry in her eyes was for him as well as Oryan and the Kingdom. Something in Morgan warmed at the thought.

“We’ll have to figure out what it is he’s plotting,” Oryan said. “And plan accordingly ourselves. Plots within plans.”

Shaking her head with a small laugh, pressing a hand to her head, Kyri said, “I’m getting confused.”

No such thing, but it made even Oryan chuckle a little. They all needed the laugh.

“All right, Morgan, see if your people can find out what Haerold has in mind.”

He needed to know, too, how the other vassals were reacting to Dorset’s circumstances, but he had other sources for that.

“Goodnight, people,” Oryan said. “And thanks to all of you.”

The tent emptied.

Kyri caught Morgan before he’d gone too far.

In truth, Morgan had been hoping she might.

The light of the flickering torchlight danced on her hair and was soft on her face. He couldn’t see her clearly, but it was enough. Her fingers were light on his arm.

There was only that ephemeral touch and her soft scent in the night.

“Morgan,” she said. “Have a care. Haerold’s people will be watching for you.”

It wasn’t anything he didn’t know and she knew that as well.

The light was bright enough for Morgan to reach out to tuck a strand of her golden curls behind one delicately pointed ear. It was a strange and pleasant sensation, the tightly wound curls, the softness of them, the unusual shape of her ear.

He thought he heard her breath catch.

“I’ll be careful,” he said, looking at her. “You be cautious as well.”

Closing her eyes, Kyri nodded. “Always.”

It was all she dared ask.

She let him go, an unfamiliar ache tightening in her chest.

This time, where he went, she could not go.

Remagne.

In truth, Morgan was learning to hate that high-walled city.

If they ever won this thing and Oryan granted him a boon, he’d ask that the damn walls around it be torn down. He felt trapped there even before he truly was. It was too much to ask that the whole city be razed but he wasn’t beyond wanting it. Dark and grim, it had little to recommend it.

As he and Caleb rode up it was clear as he’d guessed and Kyri feared that they were expecting him or someone very like him. At every gate they searched each and every fair-haired man who tried to pass, examining all of them closely. Even the gate guards, though, would hesitate to search one of Haerold’s own Guards.

Caleb had waylaid one of Haerold’s Guardsmen who looked to be about Morgan’s size while the man was in his cups. Dosing the man’s mug with a common street drug helped insure his incapacitation. It had been a far simpler matter for Caleb to smuggle the uniform out than to try to smuggle Morgan in. With the helmet on to cover Morgan’s fair hair and the setting sun casting its long dark shadows at his back to shadow his eyes, it served to get him through the gates with little attention.

Beyond the gate was far more treacherous territory.

Morgan had to get out of the uniform quickly before someone gave notice to him, especially another of Haerold’s personal guard.

He ducked into the first dark alley they passed, removing the distinctive blood-red tunic, tucking it into a saddlebag for later. The helmet he wrapped in his bedroll and hoped for the best, trading it for his familiar brimmed hat.

First there would be a meeting with Jacob, once Morgan found a safe place to stable his horse. Caleb would meet them there.

As always, the meeting with Jacob took place in a tavern.

This one was a step above the last and the games seemed a trace more controlled. The women, too, were of slightly higher quality – or at least the paint on their faces made it seem so. Most were a good bit more slender than the ample barmaid at the last and the dancers actually appeared to have some skill.

It was however, only slightly better lit and only in some areas, rendering others dim and some nearly dark.

Therefore it was safer and less noticeable, especially for those who wanted to conduct their business unnoticed, or for him.

Among those shadows was where he found Jacob, in one of those dark corners, with a lapful of dancing girl.

Seeing Morgan cross the room toward him though, Jacob sent her off with a light swat on her bottom before leaning back in the booth.

As Morgan sat, Jacob said, “You’re a popular man in town these days, my friend.”

“Am I?” Morgan asked, amused, lifting an eyebrow.

“You are,” Jacob asserted, lifting a glass to him. “To the man of the hour.”

“It’s just as well then they don’t know I’m here,” Morgan said.

With a nod, Jacob said, “Just as well. How are you, Morgan?”

“Good, a little tired, but good,” Morgan said. “You?”

Shrugging, Jacob gestured around him and smiled. “I’ve moved up in the world, so quite well. In fact, so much so that I might be persuaded to take a morning constitutional to the castle. Sometime in the early morning, I would suggest, so that some paler folk don’t get too much sun.”

Meaning him, Morgan.

Curious, Morgan asked, “Why would you do that?”

“To see the construction taking place there, like everyone else,” Jacob said. “It’s quite impressive. Everyone is going, everyone is talking about it, the rumors run wild. Oh… and a little entertainment.”

“Ah,” Morgan said. “And what are the rumors saying?”

“That it might not be just that poor bastard of a Duke they hang, but the famous – or infamous – Morgan himself.”

“Interesting,” Morgan said. “First they’ll have to catch him.”

With a grin, Jacob said, “There’s that.”

Sliding onto the chair beside Morgan, Caleb said, “No problems, then, I take it?”

Morgan shook his head. “Tomorrow, early, we’ll be taking a walk around the square.”

Alarmed, Caleb said, “They’ll be hottest for you there…”

“To,” Jacob corrected, “not around. To visit the apartment of a charming lady I met the other day, whose apartments overlook said Square that isn’t a square. Her husband is away at that hour. I’ll leave the door unlocked.”

He grinned in anticipation.

Morgan glanced at Caleb, who gave him a resigned look in return, raising his eyebrows in resignation.

Some things never changed.

Arrangements made, Morgan and Caleb rented a room for the night.

Morgan stretched out on the bed with a sigh. It had been a while since he’d slept on anything beside a cot or the hard ground and it would likely be a while before he did so again. Even so the room now seemed almost too small, too closed in, after months of open sky and tents.

He settled into the mattress, but still found it a little hard to sleep. His fingers remembered a soft lock of curling hair and the press of lips to against his, a slender body against his back, as he drifted off into pleasant dreams.

It was barely daylight when Jacob tapped at the door, but both Morgan and Caleb were already awake and dressed.

Keeping his hat low over his distinctive blue eyes, Morgan, with Caleb and Jacob, made their way through the grim gray streets, avoiding the heavily traveled ones.

Few spots of color stood out here and most of those had faded, unequal to the effort of fighting the general malaise. Even the hazy light of morning couldn’t favor this city.

It promised to be hot and humid before the day was too far advanced.

The building Jacob led them to had once been a good one, but proximity to Haerold’s castle and the passing of fashion had left it behind. It had been converted into groups of rooms that barely qualified to be called apartments.

“Wait here,” Jacob said, leaving Morgan and Caleb on the stairs to the upper floors. “Give me a little time to get the lady distracted.”

Leaning their backs against the wall, Morgan waited, Caleb a step below him, before slowly making their way down the dark hall.

A cracked door gave them access to the rooms.

It was even less promising on the inside than the outside.

The walls had once been white, but were now an indeterminate gray. What furniture there was had once been good, but was now faded and threadbare.

As it wasn’t the room for which they’d come, Morgan ignored it as he quietly made his way to the window.

The noises from the next room gave clear indication as to how Jacob was keeping the lady occupied. It was mildly distracting – at least until they reached the windows.

Then all else faded before reality.

It was plainly a scaffold that was being built just beneath the walls of the castle, in clear sight of the guards and bowmen on those walls. There was nothing else that overreaching arm could be. The decking had yet to go on, but that arm was unmistakable.

Opposite it was a platform of some kind – a viewing stand? 

Saws and hammers were being put to use industriously.

Below, people wandered past, watching in wonder, shaking their heads.

On the curtain wall surrounding the castle, the guards did much the same, craning their heads between the crenellations when they thought no one was looking, to see what was going on below. The bowmen on those walls would have a clear shot at anyone beneath them.

“Let’s wait for Jacob in the alley,” Morgan suggested. “I need a closer look.”

Worriedly, Caleb nodded and followed. He didn’t like Morgan wandering about where folk could see him. He was just too distinctive.

To Caleb’s relief, the alley was dark and cluttered, but some careful maneuvering got them past most of it in silence.

Sunlight poured over the ‘square’, such as it was – little more really than the broad avenue leading to the castle and the street by the moat that ran around it. Still a large number of people could be easily accommodated, especially if the local dignitaries were seated on the viewing platform, rather than gathering in carriages as some did in other places.

Already the stench from the moat around the castle had grown noisome and was spreading.

Both platforms were raised above the street to give the spectators a good view.

Morgan eyed the industrious efforts and the falling sawdust piling up beneath the structures.



Chapter Seventeen
 

It was cool beneath the trees, cooler by far than the baking heat beyond them. Fairy oaks and pine trees towered high above him. Sunlight sliced brilliantly down between the leaves and tall trunks to dapple the earth below with light. Green patches of moss with the dainty little white flowers folks called fairy rings seemed to glow against the shadows, drinking up the brief moments of light that washed over them.

Stone, covered with lichen, broke through the thin earth here and there.

This was one of the places the Fairy loved, Morgan knew, smelling richly of good earth, dampness, pine and those sweet-scented little flowers.

It was as quiet, perhaps quieter and more serene than any cathedral built by men, a sacred space filled with peace.

Even his horse’s hooves were muffled by the forest duff, by the pine needles and powdered leaves, the sound a soft drumbeat not unlike a heartbeat, pacing steadily.

For the first time in an age Morgan relaxed, if only a fraction, but he did relax, allowing the tranquility of the place to fill him, to soothe his tense nerves.

He closed his eyes for a moment.

“Hail, Morgan,” a familiar voice called.

Startled, he reached for his sword before catching himself.

She’d done it again.

Swearing at both himself and her, almost laughing, Morgan looked up.

Kyri looked down at him, clearly delighted at catching him off guard again, her eyes sparkling, wings beating, hovering above his head.

Were her eyes more green or more blue? He could never decide.

“Damn it, Kyri,” he growled, shoving his sword back in its sheath, angry, relieved and amused. “One of these days you’re going to do that and I’m going to put a sword through you.”

Laughing, wings beating so she floated gently up and down above his head, Kyri looked down at him, her eyes brilliant.

A beam of sunlight pierced the swaying branches above, to sparkle from her crystalline feathers, haloing her in dancing light and turning her hair to spun gold.

“I think not,” she said, clearly giving it due consideration. “Morgan, you need to relax.”

“You think…” he sputtered, laughing. “I was relaxed, you minx…”

This was the Kyri of old and he was as much relieved as exasperated. It was good to see her more herself. She’d been quiet of late. And she was apparently in a playful mood.

Also tantalizing, infuriating, delightful, maddening...

And alluring… as always.

She was wearing one of her little shifts, a thin covering of silk that clung to every lush and lovely curve, leaving her slender, finely-muscled limbs mostly bare, save where it fluttered around her thighs. After the heavy dress of the folk of the villages and towns it always caught him by surprise. That and the curves it revealed.

Clearly entertained, Kyri grinned down at him, her gossamer wings stroking lightly, so she bobbed up and down lightly, glimmers of light dancing off her wings, shaking a finger at him.

“To skewer me first you would have to catch me, Morgan. That’s not so easy.”

In a flash, his hand snapped out to wrap around a slender, coltish ankle that had bobbed a fraction of an inch too close.

So slender was it that his hand wrapped completely around it, his thumb overlapping his fingers a fraction.

“No?” he said, looking at her impudent face, trying not to see up beneath that poor excuse for a dress that fluttered so fetchingly around her thighs.

Her eyes narrowed a little but a smile tugged at her mouth.

Good, Kyri thought, Morgan’s expression had eased, softened again.

Something about his strong hand wrapped around her ankle sent warmth through her, though.

Besides, she liked the challenge.

Morgan saw the light spark in her eyes.

With a grin, her wings opened farther, spreading wide to catch the slanting sunlight and gleam like fine crystal. They broadened with each stroke, fracturing and refracting the light into a thousand rainbows. Reflections danced over the clearing. Those wings beat strongly, her body arched with the effort and force of it, her eyes alight. As full and as ripe as fresh-picked peaches, her breasts pressed against the thin shift, her slender belly was taut. 

The dress swirled in the breeze from her wings. 

Her laughter rang off the trees, echoed as she rose up.

Morgan’s blood heated and this time he didn’t resist it.

To his astonishment, though, he found himself being lifted from the saddle.

“You forget who carried you off the tower, my Lord Marshal,” Kyri said, grinning, her wings beating strongly. “Who has who now?”

Clamping his knees against the horse, Morgan locked his free hand around the pommel of his saddle. He was fairly certain she couldn’t lift both him and the horse… but then again… 

Those pretty wings stroked, pulled.

And went nowhere.

She was caught.

Kyri laughed, visibly delighted, gazing down at him as he looked up, her wings still beating strongly, her eyes sparkling merrily.

It was stalemate.

Morgan’s hand, warm on her skin, was distracting. As was the strength in it. More so the look in his eyes, making her body warm, the look of his mouth – firm, so cleanly shaped, perfect, neither too thin nor too full, tempting…

Still….

“Now what, Morgan?” she demanded, crying challenge.

Morgan looked up.

She tossed her head so her hair shimmered golden in the sunlight. That hair tumbled around her lovely white shoulders, shifted tantalizingly over her body, revealing and concealing, those brilliant sea-colored eyes meeting his, daring him.

Shifting his weight, Morgan turned a little and yanked sideways and down on that slender ankle, jerking her off balance so the air spilled from those magnificent iridescent wings and she fell…

Straight into his lap.

He quickly slipped an arm around her waist to keep her from falling further.

It caught her completely by surprise…

Morgan had the satisfaction of seeing her eyes widen, startled, even as he felt her warm weight hit his thighs. Her wings fluttered, brushing against his arm softly.

Those lovely sparkling eyes met his, that pretty mouth curved, laughing.

Golden hair shifted and blew across his arm where it wrapped around her slender waist. Feathers brushed lightly there, too. Morgan was instantly aware of the closeness of her, of the weight of her. Her warm, slender body was close to his and those laughing eyes looked into his as her face tipped up to look at him.

Those pretty lips parted on a soft sigh.

Kyri’s breath caught as she met Morgan’s brilliant blue eyes, saw the sudden sense of awareness in them and heat rushed through her.

Morgan brushed his fingers across her petal-soft cheek.

For an instant, only a fraction of a second, Morgan hesitated, looking down at Kyri, the Queen of the Fairy, in his arms, the soft weight of her in his lap and then his mouth covered hers, catching her gasp in his mouth even as he did.

Her lips lifted to meet his.

She quivered.

His own lips curved as he sank into the kiss.

Strong slender arms circled around his neck as her fingers slid deep into his hair to draw his mouth down to hers. Her lips were warm against his, hungry, seeking what they’d both long denied.

At last, was all he thought and, finally, taking in the taste of her…sweet and fresh, and the  intense pleasure of finding her in his arms.

Wrapping his arms around her, Morgan surrendered.

To her, to his need… 

It was as if all thought had been burned out of Kyri’s mind. All she could think, all she could feel, all she could taste, was Morgan. Heat poured through her, turning her skin to fire, it seemed.

Morgan.

Who had who indeed…?

The sense of him filled her and Kyri laughed with delight, tangling her tongue around his, tasting him…and needing more.

Morgan wanted to devour her. He drove his hand up into those bright, spiraling curls, gathered them into his hand tightly to draw her mouth harder against his, feeling the springy crush of them, before sliding his hand down to curl around her slender throat. Her pulse beat rapidly beneath his palm.

He skimmed his hand down her arm, then slipped it to her waist. He ran it up her ribs slowly, going still as he found one firm breast and cupped it. His thumb brushed across the hardness beneath the silk. There was nothing between him and her skin but that thin garment.

That breast seemed to swell beneath his hand, filling it. A burst of heat rushed through him, need, desire…..

Her firm slender body pressed against his was maddening. He needed to see, to touch what had always been and was now so tantalizingly close. It wasn’t enough to run his hand over her, for the silk to shift and slide over her skin, the ripe curves of her give beneath it as it did. It was glorious to feel the firmness of her, but he needed more. She quivered to his touch, her mouth avid on his, but he needed more.

He needed to touch her skin.

Grasping that thin shift in both hands, such a fragile piece of cloth, Morgan tore it in two, ripping it from her body, exposing her to him.

He went rigid and groaned…

Hunger blinded him to everything except the glory of her body…

Slender as a reed, with skin as white as fine ivory, her breasts were as full and firm as those peaches he’d compared them to in thought. The areoles were dusted with rosy color, her nipples already taut, hard. Her ribs arched to offer herself to him, her abdomen was firm, and a small thatch of golden curls was snared between her slender, muscled thighs.

In a flash need flared, want and control were gone.

Morgan was so hungry for her he devoured her, burying his hand in her glorious hair to wrench her head back and open her to him, supporting her and binding her at the same time. His mouth descended on her lovely breasts. He savored her, sucked and suckled on them as her hands speared into his hair. Kyri cried out her need as she clung to him. His free hand stroked up her ribs, along the line of her back between her wings as they folded around it, the feathers downy soft, and then down again, over the smooth curves of hip and thigh. Smooth, soft, firm. He couldn’t get enough of touching her. Driving his hand between her thighs, he cupped her and she arched with a soft moan.

Morgan swung a leg over his horse to slide off, cradling her in his arms to carry her to a patch of soft green moss and lower her there.

Gods, she was beautiful. Her brilliant hair spilled like sunshine across the deep green moss, her wings were spread beneath her, glistening. Her slender white body arched, her breasts were round, perfect…

Morgan wanted to touch her everywhere and anywhere, to stroke his hands over her satiny skin, to have her tremble at every brush of his fingers, to watch her eyes go blind to anything except him. It was their own private magic and, all unknowing of what it was he did, he used it to bind her to him as his mouth and hands molded her, caressed her, and she quivered.

To his joy and pleasure, she did the same. Her hands danced over him, stripping off his shirt to trace the muscles of his chest, his back, with delight and clear joy, her mouth curving into a brilliant smile.

Kyri couldn’t get enough of him. Her hands mapped Morgan’s skin, tracing the broad curves of the hard muscles of his chest, the breadth of his shoulders, the long strong muscles of his back, all the glorious strength of him there beneath her hands.

She looked up at him and his blue eyes go hot as he looked at her. A like fire kindled inside her.

He was maddening. Delightful. Glorious. All she wanted to do was touch him, to feel his body against hers. Between them, they cast his trews away.

Then his mouth lowered to her breast again, tasted her nipple lightly.

Kyri’s breath caught in her throat. Pleasure speared through her. All thought fled as she surrendered to him.

Heat poured through her, Kyri’s heart, soul and spirit sang….wanting….

Morgan made love to her reverently, his mouth brushing over her breasts until he and she were aching. He cupped her sex, sliding his over the places that were heated and damp, teasing until she moaned with need.

She cried out his name.

“What do you want, Kyri?” Morgan demanded, his hands stroking over her, over her soft skin, firm breasts and down to the springy curls between her thighs.

He needed to know, needed to hear it.

A sob in her throat, the truth came out.

“You, Morgan,” she cried. “Always and ever you.”

Shifting her, cupping her hips like a chalice in his hands, raising her to his lips like an offering, Morgan offered a benediction and lowered his mouth to her most sacred places and feasted…

How long had he waited for this, dreamed of it? 

Since that first time he’d seen her, dropping to the parapet, so lovely, her skirt fluttering.

She cried out, trembling, quivering, as he found the delicate folds between her thighs. He tormented her deliberately, pleasurably, so those firm thighs opened to him, her hips pumped, begging… Delicately, softly, he savored her until she yielded, her hands falling away as her body shook.

Moaning, nearly weeping, Kyri was beyond surrender as Morgan’s mouth moved on her. His fingers drove deep inside her until she shuddered and fell back helplessly.

Her body was his as her heart and soul already were.

“Kyri,” Morgan said.

She was so beautiful, her lovely head tossing as he pleasured her.

He wanted her so badly. He’d waited for this, wanted it, dreamed of it of a night.

Morgan raised himself over her and at the sound of her name her eyes lifted to meet his, but also to find him thick and hard at the entrance to her.

Kyri gazed up at him, anticipation rushing through her.

The strong muscles of his chest and arms were taut, his blue eyes were as brilliant as the hottest fire. He looked magnificent, rampant and glorious, every muscle limned in sunlight and shadow.

Desire exploded through her.

In answer to his call of her name Kyri smiled gloriously and Morgan drove deep, burying himself in her. Her eyes widened and her smile warmed as she arched to take him.

Her thighs opened wider, her legs wrapped loosely around his as her hips rose to meet his. He plunged deeper, more deeply than he had into any other, as she closed around him. She was so hot, so tight, so wet and so deep. All Morgan could do was drive into her, wallowing in the incredible pleasure of her, so tight around him.

That smile…

Deliberately he drove hard and deep, shifted his hips to go deeper, searching for more, for the depths of her. She gave it to him, opening as he drove deeper… She met him as she arched upward.

Kyri’s control was gone, shattered by the beauty of it, by her pleasure in having him inside her as she opened to take him and he pounded into her.

Pleasure exploded and Kyri cried out, shuddering in his arms as her hips pumped, her inner muscles pulsed around him. 

Morgan drove deep one last time, her release driving his. It raced through him, erupted, emptied, as he poured into her.

Elated, content at last, they sank into each other’s arms.

Morgan wrapped her close. She still trembled. If he’d known it would have brought him such pleasure and such peace, he would’ve made love to her sooner.

And Kyri? 

He had only to look at her stunned expression, her ecstatic smile as she curled into him, to know she was as satisfied and gratified as he.

Eyes closed, deeply relaxed but curious, he explored her slowly, softly, stroking his hand over her shoulders and down over her back, there to find her wings.

Curiously, wonderingly, he touched them carefully, gliding his fingers over the long, surprisingly downy feathers, softer and warmer than silk. He traced the strong arch of a wing where one folded tightly over the other.

Kyri shivered a little with pleasure at the touch. She made a sound in her throat that was very like purring as her hand brushed over his chest, at the crisp hairs there, her cheek nestling against it.

He laughed a little to hear it as he played lightly with her feathers.

The wing twitched a little, resettling the ones he’d touched automatically.

For some reason that made him smile.

“Would you like to see it?” Kyri asked, her head resting comfortably on his shoulder.

“Yes,” he said, opening his eyes to look at her face.

He ran a finger down her silken cheek.

Her wing opened… Slowly, it arched over them. 

In wonder he watched it pivot, unfold and unbend, stretching out over and above them. The long feathers spread to catch the light of a sunbeam, glistening brilliantly, rainbow shimmers caught in the feathers.

His throat locked. 

It was amazing to see up close, her great wing curved over them like a fragile canopy, each feather transparent, shimmering, iridescent, delicate feather laid over delicate feather.

Morgan reached up to touch the arc of that incredible wing in awe. He caressed the curve of it, the muscles there strong beneath his hand. He shook his head as he traced those fragile feathers with his fingers yet again. Amazing. So beautiful. Light filtered through them, sparkling, ephemeral. Gossamer wings. 

It was astonishing.

The touch of his hand on her this way, a way no other had touched her he knew, was somehow incredibly intimate.

There was simple wonder in his expression, in his clear blue eyes…and Kyri’s heart caught anew…

For the first time since she’d known him, she saw Morgan’s face at peace, truly at peace. The strong lines softened a little, his eyes lost some of their sharpness.

With a smile, she sighed, feeling much the same as she stroked her hand over his strong shoulders, his broad muscular chest – more solidly so even than Fairy – and relished the simple contact of skin to skin. He wasn’t the only one who’d needed this. As her hand drifted over him, his skin was like smooth sun-warmed satin, the curve and ripple of muscle beneath her palm was firm, solid.

He was beautiful.

It was amazing to her. 

He was amazing to her.

Morgan looked at her, seeing an odd, sweet wistfulness in her eyes.

“What?” he said, touching her cheek and lifting her chin.

“It’s been a long time since anyone has touched me,” she said, her eyelashes lowered, with a wry smile. “And never like this.”

That simple statement touched him to the core, his heart twisting. He brushed her hair back from her face, the soft, tight curls rippling through his fingers. His throat tightened as the realization dawned.

“Then I’m honored.”

Her gaze lifted to meet his and her mouth twitched. 

Not lessening the sentiment any, she said, “As you should be, but Morgan, next time,” reaching with one hand to her shoulder to point, arching a brow, “there are ties…”

He saw them then, thin silk ribbons.

Laughing, he said, “Sorry,” going warm at the thought of a next time. “Next time, I’ll remember.”

And there would be a next time. And another after that. Both of them knew it.

With a sigh, the same thought occurred…

To lighten the moment, Kyri said, “It seems unlikely this is what you called me for…”

“No,” Morgan shook his head. He hadn’t dared even think it, consider it. And already he wanted to make love to her again. “I have a plan to free Philip. We need to meet with Oryan.”

Before that, though...

Morgan rolled her gently onto her back, looking down at her in stunned amazement, stroking the backs of his fingers along one smooth alabaster cheek. Shaking his head, as astounded by the wonder in her eyes as she looked up at him as by the wonder he knew was in his own, he lowered his mouth to hers for one more kiss. 

Kyri sighed gratefully, twining her arms around him, and drew him down to her again.



Chapter Eighteen
 

Morgan spread out the drawing of the castle gates, the two platforms, the buildings around it and the open area of the square itself, flattening it across Oryan’s table. He, Oryan, Kyri, Galan, Detrick, Corvin of Dorset and young Jordan were all standing close to study it.

“They couldn’t do this in the castle proper, there wouldn’t be enough room for the numbers Haerold wants to attend,” Morgan said, his eyes on Jordan in concern – the boy had gone slightly pale. “But he wanted it close, with the walls and his archers looking over it. There’s enough room between the castle itself and the buildings beyond to fit a good number of people. He’s built another platform, with seating, to watch from.”

Gesturing, Galan said worriedly, “What can’t be seen from the ground, was clear from the air. Here, here and here are good places for archers.”

With the archers on the curtain wall surrounding the castle, they had the entire square covered.

“They’ll be there, too. Have no doubt about that. Basically,” Morgan said. “It’s a killing field.”

How Galan had spotted them from so high in the sky, Morgan didn’t know. He’d asked the Fairy Healer to keep out of sight and he had, as Morgan didn’t want Haerold even thinking of the Fairy more than he did. That was the one view, though, that they couldn’t get from the ground – the rooftops, the places where Haerold might hide his people. Kyri would have done it but she had been practicing a far harder task to see if it could even be done. She’d done it, if not easily.

Without Galan it would have taken a lot more time and opened them up to the threat of exposure far more quickly than asking Jacob to scout them physically.

Oryan looked to Kyri and Galan. “Thank you for the loan of Galan, by the way, Kyri. Galan, we appreciate what you’ve done.”

“The good thing is that, now that we know about them, we can do something about them,” Morgan said.

Quickly and silently, but he kept that to himself.

“I suspect they’ll be manned early, perhaps even the evening before,” he continued.

Oryan nodded. “Haerold will take no chances. And he’ll believe we won’t know about them not knowing we have eyes in the sky.”

The truth was dawning on young Jordan, a small spark of hope. “You think it can be done?”

Giving him a cautioning look, Morgan said. “It’s risky but possible. It will depend on a lot of factors. And, we’ll need a diversion, as smoke screen.”

He had something in mind for that. Caleb was seeing if what he needed could be done by a nearby blacksmith.

“If it works,” Morgan said, “it will look like magic. However, we don’t yet know how the Hunters will be deployed. Or where Haerold’s wizards will be positioned…”

“And we have yet to gain wizards of our own,” Oryan said.

Kyri and Galan glanced at each other.

She took a breath. “We may be able to help with some of that, although our magic is more Fairy magic than wizardry, but we do have some magic beyond Healing. We can create more of the talismans such as Morgan wears, but each one is keyed to the person who made it, as well as the one who wears it.” 

“Is that how you find me when I call?” Morgan asked, curious.

Kyri answered with a smile, her eyes flickering to him, warmth in them. 

“No, the call itself helps, we can home in on it, but as we’ve grown to know you better, you become like one of us and we can simply sense you. Cold iron and earth are the only things that might get in our way of finding you now.”

It was an oddly comforting thing to know.

“So,” Morgan said, “here’s the plan…”

“Knowing,” Oryan interjected, “that every battle plan is only good until you meet the enemy.”

Morgan nodded in agreement. “So, we try to plan around every contingency that we can. And we’ll still find that there’s one we missed.” 

He gave everyone a dry look.

“Some of the rebels from Dorset have agreed to help us,” he said, giving a nod to Corvin. “And Detrick from the south. His people are the best trained.”

Detrick grinned, but nodded sharply. “Training is what keeps you alive.”

Actually, the Dorset rebels had been planning their own rescue of their liege lord, but Morgan had managed to convince them to agree to aid his plan instead.

“They’ll provide the diversion we’ll need,” he said, “drawing off some of the Guard and Hunters, even perhaps some of the wizards. Their only aim is to do that, hit and run, pulling those forces away and causing a disruption. Drawing attention away from the Square, making them believe there’s a concerted effort to penetrate the city.” 

He gave both men a steady stare. “No heroics. Get in, get out, provide protection, cover and distraction as needed once we have Philip out.”

Corvin, a barrel-chested man with thinning blonde hair nodded.

“No heroics,” Detrick promised.

“First though…” Morgan said, and slowly laid it out, step by step… 

“We don’t know how bad off he’ll be,” Morgan said, with a glance at Kyri, then Galan.

As he expected, Kyri’s gaze was level with his.

She nodded. “Between the two of us, we’ll manage well enough to allow him to travel.”

Reluctantly, Galan said, “Even could I gainsay her in this, I wouldn’t. Kyriay is by far the better Healer, she’s better with sword and bow and she’s faster than I or Dorien in the air. One of the many reasons she’s Queen. You’ll need all of that.”

It was hard to argue that she couldn’t or shouldn’t go since Morgan himself was taking a major role in this and thus putting his own life at risk. So he hadn’t even tried to dissuade her, a part of him wanting her there beside him as much as he wanted her safe.

They discussed the plan back and forth, refining it, looking for flaws, potential problems, far into the night…

Finally, at long last, Oryan nodded. “It’s as good a plan as we can make it.”

All eyes turned to him.

In the end, it was his decision to make.

Morgan kept silent, still, ready to accept Oryan’s decision either way.

Looking from one to the other, Oryan looked for doubt, uncertainty, knowing he wouldn’t find it in either Morgan or Kyri’s eyes. He saw worry in Galan’s and hope in young Jordan’s, but he expected both. The two principals, though, looked sure and steady. Stolid Corvin nodded sharply, Detrick gave him a level look, with a glint in his eyes.

“We can do this, my Lord,” Detrick said, firmly. “And give Haerold a good kick in the teeth for his efforts.”

Everyone smiled.

Oryan took a breath. “We go. Morgan, when will you be ready?”

It was all the answer necessary.

 

Kyri sat on a flat rock by the side of the small pond, her knees pulled up to her chest, one wing wrapped across her so that only her bare toes peeked out from beneath it. Her hair tumbled loosely around her shoulders, nearly sweeping the ground. Around her was a small drift of iridescent feathers, flotsam and jetsam. One of the straps of her dress had slid down her shoulder while she concentrated, so that it looked like the only thing she wore was that one wing.

For a moment Morgan could only stand still, his body going hot and hard at the thought, but content to simply watch her.

“What are you doing?” he asked, curious.

She looked up and smiled with evident pleasure at the sight of him, before the smile became a little sheepish in answer to his question.

“I’m preening,” she said, a light flush of color staining her cheeks.

“What?” He fought back a smile.

Sighing, she said, with a wry grin, “It’s not vanity. Wings take maintenance. Feathers get damaged, or break. If they don’t catch the air right you fall out of the sky. If we’re going to do this, I need my wings in good condition.”

He leaned a shoulder against a tree trunk to watch her, folding his arms as she shook her head, waving away an errant piece of fluff that drifted by her nose and wouldn’t go away. Exasperated, she blew out a puff of air, sending the odd piece to settle elsewhere. 

It was undeniably adorable to watch. Morgan was enchanted and amused.

Both wings extended so they shimmered in the sunlight and she shook them a little, sending more fluff floating through the air. Then she folded them back as she raised her arms and arched sideways to dive into the pool.

Morgan found he literally couldn’t move, frozen to the spot as she rose up out of the water, her head tipped back and her eyes closed as she shook the water out of her streaming hair. Water coursed over her. Drenched, her shift was plastered to every sweet line and curve of her body as her wings fluttered happily in the water.

As arousing as it was, it was also entertaining to watch, like watching a swan play as water splashed and sprayed, casting rainbow reflections to mirror her wings.

She shook her shoulders as her wings fluttered, spraying water everywhere.

Morgan couldn’t help but laugh.

To Kyri it felt wonderful, as all the itchy spots in her wings were soothed.

Opening one aqua eye, she looked at him askance. “What’s funny?”

“You are.”

“Am I?” 

She grinned wickedly. 

One wing swept hard.

Morgan discovered that a wing could gather quite a lot of water, as the wave from it soaked him from head to toe.

Biting her lip, Kyri fought back laughter that threatened to degenerate into undignified giggles.

Tossing his dripping hat to one side, Morgan gave her a look and dropped his hands to his belt as he advanced slowly toward the lake. And her.

Eyes widening, Kyri backed slowly into deeper water, her wings beating at the water idly. She watched him warily waiting to see what he would do, fighting a grin. 

Morgan stripped his belt off, too, tossed it aside, his boots following as he neared the pool. Lastly he peeled his drenched shirt off.

Moving slowly into the depths of the pool, Kyri’s eyes gleamed with mischief.

Kyri’s heart did a little flip at the sight of his broadly muscled chest and then he ran and dove, disappearing beneath the water.

Laughing with delight, feet kicking, wings raised, Kyri turned in the water, looking for him in the depths. 

An eddy of water washed around her. A strong arm snaked up from the depths and wrapped around her waist. She barely had time to fold her wings before he pulled her under, his hands slipping up under her shift to clasp her hard against him, her back to his chest.

Whatever vengeance Morgan had planned disappeared as he filled his hands with her warm skin. His mouth pressed against her throat as they drifted to the surface, the rapid beat of her heart against his lips.

To his utter astonishment, in that moment Morgan discovered he’d fallen in love with Kyri, the Queen of the Fairy. And she with him. He turned her to look at him, seeing it in her eyes, in the steady warmth of her gaze, in the soft smile that curved her lips.

It stunned him. All his life he’d missed it and now it was here, in the eyes of the Queen of the Fairy.

Cupping her face in his hand he looked into her aquamarine eyes as she looked up at him, his arm sliding around her waist to draw her close.

Everything he needed to see, everything he needed to know, was in her gentle and ancient eyes.

Those eyes and her mouth were soft as her arms slid around his shoulders, one hand stroking through his hair as his mouth closed over hers softly and sweetly.

Around them the water was warm as he slid up inside her, claiming her now as his.

She sighed as he drew away, lifted her.

He took her on the shore, beneath the trees, her wings spread, his body moving inside hers, into that sweet delicious tightness, her soft cries echoing off the stone and the trees.

Buried deep inside her, Morgan looked down at Kyri’s lovely face, her body, both haloed by the glory of her wings as she rose to take him. He touched her cheek as he looked into her incredible eyes.

“I love you, Kyri,” he said. 

It was there in his voice as he drove deeper.

On a cry of joy, of wonder, Kyri answered, “I love you, too, Morgan…”

And he came, filling her gloriously, emptying into her as she trembled beneath him.

Finding a warm place in the sun, they curled up together.

Laying her head on his shoulder, she said, quietly, brushing her mouth against the hard muscles of his chest. “Promise me you’ll be careful, Morgan.”

She fought back her fear for him.

“As careful as I can,” he said.

Her fingers traced the lines of the crystal amulet that lay on his chest. Her amulet. It would protect him… 

Then she pressed her cheek to his shoulder, his skin still cool from the water and the soft breeze.

Stroking her hair, he said, “You know I wish you would stay away.”

“I know,” she said softly. “As I wish you would keep yourself safe, but it’s not in us to do either. I won’t ask another to go in my stead any more than you would. But there’s no one I would rather have at my back than you, Morgan.”

Brushing a kiss over her soft curls, he knew the same was true for him.

Letting out a breath, he also let it go.



Chapter Nineteen
 

Morgan moved nearly silently through the darkness. There were some jobs he would give to his people and some, like this, that he kept for himself. Not because he wanted it, but because he couldn’t ask another to do it. Nor had he involved Jacob. Not for a lack of trust, but if the plan failed, there was the risk Jacob would be exposed and his usefulness to Oryan would end. 

Assuming, of course, that Morgan himself made it out alive.

And Kyri with him.

The advantage to a city like this was that the original houses had been built so close together you could practically stand between them, stretch out your arms and touch your neighbor’s house. More than one thief had scaled them that way. As time had gone by and the number of occupants had grown, their only option had been to grow up, often expanding a little out as well, adding living space above the shop below, or simply allowing for larger rooms higher above the street.

It meant, however, that the hodge-podge of rooftops were sometimes within inches of each other in distance, although maybe feet higher, so he had to scramble along the length of a gutter.

Now he pressed his back against a chimney and settled down to watch and wait, his hand closing idly and out of habit around Kyri’s talisman.

Sure enough, after a short wait he saw a shadow move from rooftop to rooftop, claws clicking faintly. Hunters weren’t made to be still for long.

So, they did have the bowmen guarded by Hunters. They’d expected that possibility. He would have to take this one alone though, and quickly. Kyri was due to arrive at any minute.

He tossed one of the stones he’d stuck in his pocket and heard the thing spin around at the light clatter. With a nod, Morgan moved back the way he’d come, allowing small noises to catch the Hunter’s ear. Enough so it might be a cat, or something larger, enough to make the Hunter curious, drawing it away from the archer.

It lifted its head and Morgan could tell the instant it caught his scent. 

Now wasn’t the time to be careful as he heard its oncoming rush, claws scraping over wood and slate.

He leaped across the intervening space between two of the houses, knowing the thing could clear it easily, but also hoping he was far enough ahead to be tantalizing but not far enough for it to notice the tripwire he’d planted.

Ducking around a corner, he slid into the shadows.

A yelp told him it had hit the wire.

He poked his head around the corner and saw it turn, limping. And angry. Good.

Flattening himself back against the wall, he waited, listening as it scrambled to its feet and launched itself along the edge of the sloped roof above the alley. 

Then he spun, swinging his sword backward two-handed. It struck hard, slicing deep into the Hunter’s chest.

The Hunter didn’t make a sound as it fell dead into the alley below.

“One down,” he said, softly.

From above he heard a chirrup, like the sound a pigeon would make when it was disturbed.

He looked up as Kyri dropped down, her wings nearly silent in the darkness. 

For once she was dressed in something more than one of those little shifts. Instead she wore a peasant’s tunic belted over a peasant’s long skirt. Morgan had to admit he was disappointed.

“Neatly done,” Kyri whispered, eyes sparkling, her sword in hand.

“You think so?” he said, amused. “I did, too. How many others are there?”

“Two more, one, it seems, for each archer,” Kyri said.

He nodded, took a breath. “Are the archers in place?” 

“Yes,” she said.

She hadn’t dared to take them out, lest their absence be noted, especially coming from on high.

This was one of the trickier parts, among many tricky parts.

With the execution scheduled for noon to allow for the most people to fill the square outside the castle for the spectacle, they needed to eliminate the archers and the defense they offered before daybreak. Not too soon before daybreak or the bodies would be discovered too quickly, raising the alarm. Too late, and someone might spot Morgan or Kyri in the growing light.

Once people filled the town and square there was a good chance everyone would have far too much to do and be far too busy to notice the absences.

At least, that was Morgan’s hope.

“Ready?”

Kyri nodded, drawing a long, hooded cloak out of the bag hanging from her belt. She swirled it around her shoulders to hide the glimmer of those iridescent wings. A cloak wasn’t uncommon garb for most women of the kingdoms.

Morgan paused to touch her face.

Her eyes met his, a gleam in the darkness.

It was enough, they had no time for more.

He turned, as they made their way along the rooftops closer to the square.

They were limiting her time in the sky. 

It was a fair guess Haerold now suspected that the Fair were involved somehow, so there were likely to be eyes on the sky. They just didn’t know how skilled the Fairy were.

Like an owl, Kyri had flown silently through the night, staying at rooftop level through the outskirts of the town, rising silently and circling around far enough out to spot the Hunters before joining Morgan.

“To your left,” Kyri said, softly, “somewhere to your left. One was prowling along that flat rooftop.”

He nodded.

Trying for silence, Morgan moved ahead, his eyes scanning the darkness, seeking a darker form against the starry sky, a movement.

It was Kyri who heard it, behind her, as it bounded over the pitched roof to begin its leap halfway down. At her. She dove for the flat roof and rolled, the Hunter landing where she had been only a moment before.

Morgan heard it, turning even as Kyri spun on her toes like a dancer, her sword in hand.

A low growl, almost of pleasure, murmured out of the Hunter, as he circled, leaped to the next roof, circling. Always circling.

“Now, what are you doing up here?” it asked.

All it saw was a woman – a human woman, prey – alone on the rooftops, not a Fairy.

It didn’t seem to have noticed Morgan yet, but it was circling the wrong way for him, intent on Kyri.

She watched it warily, standing still, knowing that flight would drive its instincts to chase. 

For the moment, though, it was content to stalk her. Her innate knowledge of where Morgan was sensed him moving along the slope of the roof, keeping his eye on the Hunter.

As much as she hated it, she couldn’t risk being injured by it.

One step, two, she backed and it huffed, growling a little, its mouth curling into a lupine smile.

“Breakfast,” it said and leaped.

She jumped aside, away from Morgan, putting the Hunter between them.

It turned, as quick as a snake, chuckling. 

Intent on her it was oblivious to Morgan’s presence.

Almost playfully, it swung at her. 

A quick snap of her blade caught it across the fingers. 

It snarled, narrowing its eyes. 

This wouldn’t be as easy as it thought.

Kyri kept her sword extended in front of her, the blade across her body. She much preferred fighting these things from the air, with a bow. They were quick, powerful and nearly twice her size.

Then Morgan stepped out of the shadows behind it.

She smiled.

The thing seemed to realize its danger at the last minute, but by then it was too late.

The look on its face was almost comical as Morgan’s sword pierced its chest. 

Kyri’s sword rendered its howl silent.

She said, “I’ll take the next one.”

Morgan pulled her into a sharp, fierce hug.

Bows would have been quieter, but also far more chancy. As good as she was, one missed shot in poor light was all it would have taken to raise the alarm. At night the risk was that much greater.

The next one made the mistake of dozing a little and was by far the easiest to kill.

Morgan let the body fall and moved out into the darkness in search of the remaining archers.

By the time the last of them had fallen to his knife or her bow – the body propped into position – the first hint of light was touching the sky.

This was why he hadn’t asked another to do this. He had no taste for cold-blooded killing, but if it must be done, better him than another.

The same for Kyri.

Kyri waited for him, reaching up to touch his face, her heart aching for him, knowing what it had cost him to do it.

Morgan pressed his mouth against her palm, taking the solace she offered.

In the building below some of Haerold’s soldiers awaited, Kyri could sense them there, pent up and restless.

Using eyes and ears to determine whether someone was in the alley below, although eyes weren’t yet as useful, Morgan shook out the rope Kyri had brought in the bag at her waist and lowered her into the narrow space between the buildings, it being too narrow for her to fly. He tied the rope off and rolled over the side himself a moment later, dropping down to join her.

Now it was only watching and waiting as the sky cleared and folk filled the square, the two of them staying in the shadows and alert for movement around them.

As Morgan’s description had been more thoroughly circulated by now and they might be searching the folk entering the square for weapons or wings, it had been decided it would be best if they slipped in at night, joining the crowd when the square was nearly filled.

Morgan’s distinctive hair had been darkened by more conventional means than magic for fear the wizards would catch the trace of it. 

Nothing could be done about his crystal blue eyes, Kyri thought, but he wouldn’t be visible for long.

As for her hair, it had been neatly braided and coiled by one of Oryan’s servants so it covered her betraying ears. The girl had giggled while taking surreptitious touches of Kyri’s wings. Somewhat amused, Kyri had presented the girl with a feather when she was through. The girl had been delighted.

Crouched in the shadows, Kyri tucked in against Morgan’s body, her wings folded tightly while they watched the growing crowd from behind a stack of barrels.

Some of their people and some of the rebels were among that throng, their only purpose to get in the way of pursuit, if needed.

The execution had a weird, almost festive air, with folk drawing out little cooking braziers to roast sausages, or making meals of ham, cooked eggs, cheese, wine and bread. They chattered and laughed. 

For many of them it was a mandatory day off, as they were required by Haerold to attend, so they were making a holiday of it. 

Children chased each other as young men and women flirted, while the noose hung loosely from its scaffold across the square, blowing lightly in the breeze.

All of them were seemingly oblivious to the archers on the walls, or at least they were doing a good job of appearing to ignore them.

Trumpets blared as the designated hour drew near, announcing the arrival of the titular King and Queen.

It was also the signal for the rebels outside the city to make their move beyond the walls.

Attacks against each gate would occur almost simultaneously, as if trying to break through for a rescue. As soon as pursuit was apparent, though, they were to peel off, riding hell bent away. Drawing the defenders after them, at least for a time.

Hopefully, enough time.

A procession moved out of the castle.

‘King’ Haerold led out his Queen, the dark and lovely wizard with the long dark-red hair who’d sat on Gwenifer’s throne. Morgan watched her narrowly. Her jewel encrusted bauble dangled from her throat, her fingers curled around it.

That concerned him. He feared what she might see with it.

And when.

With everyone’s eyes on the procession and the crowd rising to its feet out of respect, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect.

Taking a breath, Morgan dropped a light kiss on Kyri’s cheek. “Off you go and be careful.”

Kyri turned and gave him a quick kiss. “You, too.”

Then she stood, keeping her sword held close by her leg and beneath her cloak, walking out of the alleyway and into the thick crowd.

Morgan watched her disappear among them, apprehension curling through him, especially once she was out of sight. The true tension built now that she was out there alone where he couldn’t reach her.

His own turn in the square had to wait until very nearly the last minute. Too soon and someone would notice, too late and it would be ineffectual. It had taken several tries to get the timing right. Even so, a great many things could go wrong. And if they did, Kyri was to wait until he joined her and then they would both walk away.

However much both of them hated the idea.

Others followed behind Haerold, his own retinue, a few dignitaries and an Ambassador, Haerold’s lean and hungry face eying each narrowly as they found their seats behind him.

Kyri found a spot near a young couple trying to control two young children. She made faces at the baby to keep her entertained, leaving the three-year-old to his parents, the harassed young mother giving her a grateful look.

Smiling, she nodded, watching those on the dais set above the crowd from the corner of her eye. Many creatures could sense when someone stared at them directly. 

So could wizards.

Haerold she’d seen only once or twice and that at a distance, to her relief. She’d never liked the way he looked at her. 

The man bore little resemblance to Oryan save in coloring and his longish face. For all that he was the younger of the two brothers Haerold had always appeared older.

The wizard next to him was oddly compelling in a cold way. Her hair a deep red, she was tall and full-bodied. Kyri couldn’t understand for the life of her why the woman reminded her of a tick or a leach bloated and filled to bursting. It chilled her even to think it.

No Hunters were here that Kyri could see. 

Certainly there were none between her and where she needed to go. Had their diversions worked? Or were they tucked away waiting for the next move? 

In the distance there were shouts and she saw Haerold glanced irritably over his shoulder at the distraction from his spectacle.

Raising his hood, Morgan moved out of the alley at the sound, snatching up a burning twig from one of the little braziers as he passed with a nod of thanks to the man cooking.

From one of his pockets Morgan took a small metal ball – two more resided in other pockets – filled with paraffin and flammable oil.

Standing, the trumpeters blew a fanfare.

Everyone’s eyes were drawn above as Haerold slowly rose to his feet.

Obediently, the crowd grew silent, save for little rustlings here and there. Parents scurried to gather up their children.

Morgan lit the paraffin-soaked wick, flipped open the little catch that opened small holes at the top and tossed it beneath Haerold’s platform as the ‘King’ began his speech.

The ball tumbled, spraying flammable oil and wax. When it came to rest in the wood shavings left from the construction of the platform, the wick ignited the oil and the paraffin. 

The shavings smoldered.

“We’ve discovered a traitor to our crown in our midst,” Haerold announced, his voice echoing over the square.

Looking up as he lit the next ball, Morgan discovered that Haerold had made himself a new crown, far more elaborate one than the simple one Oryan had worn. 

At the rate Haerold was spending he would bankrupt the treasury in a year.

Morgan rolled the next fire-ball beneath the platform. 

He drew out the third, lit it and threw it lightly beneath the dais.

They were small, it would take a few moments for the fire to take hold.

He ambled slowly away, glancing up at the stage as if he wanted a better view, scanning the crowd for a glimpse of Kyri.

He couldn’t see her. 

Small as she was, she had be dwarfed by the crowd.

“Philip, Duke of Dorset,” Haerold continued, “has been discovered to be in league with the forces of the renegade known as Oryan, once King. Having been duly tried and found guilty, Philip of Dorset has been sentenced to hang until dead, at which point he will be drawn and quartered and his head displayed on a pike above the castle gate as a warning to others.”

It was butchery, unnecessary butchery, Morgan thought, his jaw tightening. 

Even under the worst of circumstances it was a far worse punishment than almost any man deserved.

No one had yet noticed the smoke filling up the area below the platform, or the small flickers of flame. That was all to the good.

Haerold helped that cause inadvertently by crying out, “Bring out the prisoner.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to the castle gate.

A tumbrel rumbled out, Philip standing in it unsteadily. His eyes looked dazed. He was battered, bruised and dressed in rags.

“Philip of Dorset,” a crier called, taking up the charges.

The ‘King’ apparently, wouldn’t deign to address the prisoner. They hadn’t been friends anyway.

His thin brown hair blowing in the growing breeze – a breeze for which Morgan was thankful – Philip’s head turned like a rusty wheel and looked in the direction of the voice.

Kyri looked up at Philip, her heart aching.

She’d seen him a time or two at Court and once or twice since he’d loaned Oryan his summer house for those few days.

The man she’d know then had been tall and lanky, but hale and fit for a man of middle years. 

Standing in the makeshift dock, the man looked at least ten or more years older. 

His brown hair wasn’t grayed so much as washed out. His face was colorless and this close, Kyri could see bruises on it, but it was the stunned look in his eyes that hurt her heart the most.

Reading the charges, hearing them, brought no reaction from him.

“Prisoner. Do you understand these charges as they’ve been set out before you?”

Slowly, Philip nodded as the words slowly penetrated, resigned now to his fate.

“For these crimes your lands are forfeit to the Crown, as are all your kin, kith and kind, all tithes, rents, titles and properties, all vassals and servants. You have been sentenced to hang by the neck until dead, then drawn and quartered, your head to be mounted on these walls….”

The crier repeated the King’s statement as a look of horror washed slowly over Philip’s face, but Philip said nothing.

Two men dragged him from the tumbrel, up the steps of the platform, one of them fastening the hempen rope around his neck.

Kyri’s heart was in her throat as both men stepped back. The executioner turned.

“Fire!” someone shouted.

All heads turned as smoke billowed across the square.

Someone screamed.

Others fled, understanding instantly what was about to happen.

Taking three running steps, Kyri whipped off the cloak she wore as she ran, her wings unfolding to spread for two great beats, all that was needed to lift her to the platform.

As many times as he’d seen her do it, Morgan still loved to watch her. 

It was a beautiful sight.

Her sword, honed to razor sharpness, slashed across the rope. Philip staggered and nearly fell into her arms, but she’d braced herself for his weight.

Kyri shook Philip hard, looking into his dazed brown eyes, her heart wrenching to see the look in them.

“Philip, look at me. You have to help me. If you want to live, hold on.”

Fighting to focus, Philip looked into the beautiful aquamarine eyes of Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy, as her wings open around them. Sunlight glowed through them.

Hope, once so distant, flared as she wrapped her arms around his waist.

Nodding, he clutched at her.

Confused, blinded by the smoke, the archers above opened fire on those below and the crowd panicked. 

They fled, running in all directions, Morgan with them, as the viewing stand went up in flames.

On the opposite platform there were outcries and indignation, as those there looked around below them and the flames grew with a roar. 

Then they ran.

In the square below there were soft cries of wonder as those who didn’t look to the flames beneath one dais but instead watched the prisoner. 

Gossamer wings unfolded, opened, glittering through the thick smoke. 

Kyri enfolded Philip in her arms and launched herself from the platform, her wings spread wide to glide, gaining speed before swooping low over the heads of the crowd and then they beat, hard, in long powerful strokes.

Now there was shouting, the loud and angry kind that led to arrows.

Philip’s pain beat at her. He’d been tortured, even without trying to Heal him Kyri knew that. It was agony for him to have her carry him like this. Her arm burned across his flogged back, ground on cracked ribs, pressed against bruises and contusions.

How could one thinking being do such a thing to another? 

Difficult as it was for her to do so, she tried to give him some aid while they flew – if nothing else something to ease his pain.

She saw the horses waiting below, Galan and the others ready to assist.

There wasn’t much time.

A half dozen people were there to take Philip as she landed.

Folding her wings, she said to Galan, “Take the wounds across his back, I’ll care for the ribs, that will get him well enough to travel.”

Her hands floating above Philip’s semi-conscious form, she found internal bruising as well. She gave that a cursory touch, enough to ease it, then took to the ribs to bind bone together again.

All she could think of in the back of her mind was Morgan.

 

The lack of news was worrying. Oryan paced. This was the hardest part of being King, waiting and wondering, knowing you’d sent people into danger – people you cared for and respected, not knowing how it had ended. 

Yet.

Nor was he the only one. It seemed the whole encampment held their collective breaths, everyone waiting. Few moved about, everyone seemed to be watching his tent.

Jordan fidgeted, unable to sit still, frightened for his father. Oryan laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder in comfort.

Even Geoffrey seemed restless, polishing the few items of gold and silver they’d rescued from Gwenifer’s estate again and again. 

The thought brought Oryan a pang, but not the piercing sense of loss it once had. Oryan was too worried for Morgan, Kyri, Galan, Philip and the others who’d gone with them on the rescue.

Only phlegmatic Dorien seemed undisturbed. Unusually somber for a Fairy, the usual light of mischief and glint in his eyes was missing for the moment. His eyes were unfocused, dreamy, listening to voices only he and Kyri could hear.

“They have him,” Dorien said, suddenly, his head turning a little. “Alive, but not well…Kyri works on him…”

His mobile fine-boned face suddenly shadowed…as his head tilted another way… 

“Galan helps….”

An odd echo of Galan’s voice rang out, in worry and fear. “Kyri…”

For a moment Dorien’s eyes fluttered. “She’s gone after Morgan. Morgan hasn’t left the city. The others come…”

A trickle of fear moved through Oryan…

Kyri wouldn’t have left Morgan behind.

Silence stretched…

Dorien’s eyes when he opened them again were worried.

“The Hunters are after him…after them…”

It was a long time before Dorien spoke again.



Chapter Twenty
 

Morgan darted through and between the maze of buildings, keeping to the alleys as the streets were far too dangerous for someone as recognizable as he was. He hoped no one had been too seriously hurt in the panic in the square, trying side doors here and there as he dared. He needed to get up to the roofs.

Then he heard the sound he’d dreaded.

A howling, almost a baying. The sound of wolves on the hunt… or Hunters.

He’d hoped the smoke, paraffin and oil might cover his scent, but like the moat, apparently they hadn’t.

Bracing himself, he threw his shoulder against a door and then again. 

The thin lock sprang, the door flying open. 

Racing inside, Morgan grabbed a chair to prop beneath the knob to slow the Hunters down and ran for the stairs, swinging around at the top, sprinting for the door to the attic.

With nothing here to use to brace it he closed the door behind him. The Hunters bayed and howled in the street below. It was very likely they were angry at him, first for drawing them off and now because they’d likely realized he’d killed a few of them on the rooftops. 

That sound grew closer.

This house didn’t have an opening into the attic, just windows that opened outward.

Praying they’d been recently oiled, he chose the one farthest from the street and swung it open.

It creaked. Loudly.

Luck was clearly not with him.

With no choice, he swung out and up, leaping across to the next roof.

On the street below there was a yelp.

“Morgan!” a voice howled, a roar of recognition and rage from one of the Hunters.

Morgan glanced down to the Hunter looking up from the street below. 

The sound of wood splintering alerted him, that and more growling and snarling in the nearby alleys.

Stopping wasn’t an option.

Morgan ran, swearing lightly, scanning the rooftops for the most likely route out. It would’ve been better if this had been night, but it wasn’t.

Another howling cry went up.

He jumped, skittering across slate tiles, sending some crashing to the street below.

Running with a drawn sword wasn’t a great option, but better than running without one, as they were likely to be circling, trying to spot him and surround him, to cut him off, trying to hunt him down.

Morgan’s heart pounded, all senses alert. 

He saw the Hunter seconds before it saw him and shifted his direction, took a wild leap and a tumbling roll. 

He came up on his feet lucky he hadn’t killed himself with his own sword. Even then, he turned and spun as the pursuing Hunter leaped. Morgan rammed his sword deep into it.

Snapping and snarling, claws scrabbling, it tried to kill him even as he drove his blade deeper and then they were at the edge of the roof.

Morgan shoved hard, throwing himself backward at the same moment.

The thing dropped off his sword and down into the alley.

Warm blood, his own, ran down his arm and there was a burning in his shoulder.

Not good.

Turning, he sprinted across the roof and leaped, catching the sloped edge of the next roof and inching across it.

A howling behind him warned of another Hunter. 

A burst of pigeons two buildings to his left warned of a second.

This wasn’t looking good.

Movement where there should be none showed they were either circling him or herding him. It wasn’t a good sign. Either way, it was starting to look as if he had gambled and lost.

A Hunter leaped out at him, catching him hard in the ribs. Rolling with the leap across a roof, Morgan spun it off, the thing’s claws scraping across his belly and ribs.

But he was free. He slashed to drive it off and jumped for the next roof.

It gave chase and he darted around a corner. 

More blood flowed. 

A surge of weakness went through him. Morgan’s muscles shivered with shock and loss of blood.

Overrunning, one Hunter slammed into another, both snarling and snapping at each other in a moment of bloodlust.

Morgan saw a glimmer in the sky where none should be and – given the reception party that was likely waiting ahead and the closing ring around him – he would’ve called Kyri off if he could have.

If she would’ve listened.

And if she hadn’t been moving so fast.

Like a sparkling comet, Kyri seemed to dive out of the sun, her wings folded back like a falcon’s…

Kyri clung to vision, her speed making it go dark at the edges, but she could see Morgan and he was in trouble. Fear for him drove her past her limits.

Halfway through the stoop she dumped speed as she went into a long swoop.

They hadn’t seen her yet. They were closing in around Morgan, circling, stalking him. 

Morgan. 

Fear ran cold through her.

Morgan kept one eye on Kyri’s hurtling form, calculating her trajectory, knowing she was watching.

In a moment, the Hunters would close in for the kill.

Now.

He sprinted, racing for the edge of the roof, hoping he hadn’t miscalculated, ramming his sword into its sheath, leaping up and out. One hand was outstretched.

This was going to hurt.

Seeing Morgan run, knowing what it was he was about to do, would do, Kyri swooped to intercept him as he sprang out into space…

The trust, the faith in her… Her heart trembled.

In the next moment their hands came together with nearly numbing force, his and hers locked, his around her wrist as hers closed around his. 

Kyri flattened her trajectory, her wings angled to turn and lift. The strain screamed across her shoulders and through her wings. But she bore it.

The contact between their clasped arms was enough to tell her Morgan was hurt, bleeding, weakening – her heart wrenched with his pain – and leaving a dripping trail for the Hunters to follow.

She looked down as Morgan looked up at her. He knew it as well.

Wind buffeted her suddenly.

The sky was clear and cloudless save for the smoke from the square.

Frowning, she looked ahead. There was nothing in the sky to explain it.

Another blast of wind struck her suddenly.

Plots within plans.

“The Wizard,” she snarled, furious.

The next blast blew her down at least a half dozen yards. 

Clearly, Haerold’s wizard didn’t want to kill them yet, or she’d have used fire. 

They wanted them alive. The thought made Kyri shiver.

She fought it with every ounce of her strength and skill.

“What is it?” Morgan said, each blast of wind wrenching them both.

“The damn wizard,” Kyri answered. “She’s using elemental magic, the wind, air, trying to drive me down.”

It was the first time Morgan had heard her swear. Had it not been so serious, he would’ve laughed.

Kyri set herself, furious. “I am the Queen of the Air and no mortal witch will take me in my own element.”

Fighting the wizard magic to magic would take power she needed elsewhere.

“I’ll give her flying lessons,” Kyri snapped, all too aware of Morgan – injured below her – with his hand tight around her wrist, but growing weaker.

She fought each buffet, each hammer from the sky, keeping her shoulders loose so each shift and turn wouldn’t hit Morgan to tear at his wounds.

They cleared the city walls as Kyri fought for height and then to glide.

Kyri drew out the horse whistle and blew once, summoning a Fairy horse.

She tried to make their landing as soft as possible, flaring her wings, despite the sudden downdraft that nearly blew her sideways.

Morgan staggered, dizzy with blood loss and relief. Kyri steadied him.

Pain nearly blinded him. Every wound throbbed, ached, or burned. His vision blurred, darkened.

Kyri eased him to the ground

Blood stained Morgan’s shoulder, his ribs, deep scores had been raked over him. 

Kyri’s breath caught.

“Morgan,” she whispered, propping him against her shoulder even as she drew strength for Healing.

She’d already done work nearly this exhausting once this day for Philip. Somehow she had to find the strength to do it again for Morgan.

He looked at her, his piercing blue eyes focusing on her.

“Alive, thanks to you,” he said.

Morgan touched her face, seeing the fear for him in her eyes, turning them a stormy blue-green.

Her golden hair was disheveled, half in and half out of the braids, her wings surrounded them protectively…and yet she was still beautiful to him, as always.

“Don’t do that again,” Kyri said, bowing her head as if to concentrate, drawing power from the earth despite the storm of her emotions.

A sparkling droplet fell.

“It would help if those weren’t crystal,” Morgan said softly.

She lifted her chin to look at him, and bit her lip.

In all her long life, there’d been no other like him. Like Oryan and Gwenifer. Kyri’s throat tightened. She hadn’t missed it.

Until now.

“I love you, too, Kyri,” Morgan said. His voice was gentle.

His words caught her off guard.

For a moment Kyri went still and then she laughed with relief and gratitude. “I love you, too, High Marshal Morgan. So don’t you dare die on me.”

“Better hurry up, or that might be a problem,” Morgan said.

Already he felt sickeningly weak, a rush of cold washed through him.

Her eyes widened a little.

A spurt of fear ran through Kyri, despite knowing different.

Morgan wouldn’t die, she wouldn’t let him.

Slipping her hand beneath his shirt, Kyri laid it over the muscles of his chest and the strong heart beneath it. He laid his on top of hers, pressed firmly. 

Her heart clenched. 

Even as her magic sank into him they heard the sound of hoof beats in the distance. Far more alarming, they heard baying. It wouldn’t take long for the Hunters to pick up their scent.

“We’ll have to lead them away for a while,” Morgan said.

Nodding, Kyri concentrated on his warm skin beneath her hand, on the muscle, tendon and skin knitting. 

On healing Morgan.

The baying grew close.

Time was short, but Galan wasn’t here to aid her, to finish, and so she must. Her strength waned, weariness dragged at her.

Opening his shirt, she smoothed her hand over the scars that now crossed his hard stomach, as she looked for anything she’d missed. She dared not move him and risk something tearing inside him or some small pocket of infection that could grow to be as dangerous until she was sure.

She was nearly exhausted and Morgan was little better.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

“Weak, tired, but there’s no pain,” Morgan said, relieved.

“I can’t replace lost blood, so you’ll be tired and weak for a time.” 

Morgan had guessed as much, a part of him too aware of the howling of the Hunters, closing on them. The sound was avid, murderous. They were angry and out for blood. And growing nearer with each passing second.

Standing, Kyri swayed, but she reached down to give him a hand up.

They steadied each other, Morgan taking the moment to touch her cheek. She turned her face into it, taking a shuddering breath before she nodded.

With a gesture, she had the horse lie down so they could both step on – neither had the strength to do it any other way.

Wrapping her hands in the Fairy horse’s mane, Kyri said, “Hold on. That’s all you have to do is hold on.”

As much as Morgan hated to admit it, it was about all he had the strength to do.

Reaching for power from the earth and sky Kyri borrowed energy profligately, knowing there would be a price to pay for it later – and it would be high – lending some to Morgan and sending some to the horse as it heaved to its feet.

They raced across the plains toward the not-too-distant mountains.

“Play elemental magic with me, will you?” Kyri snapped furiously at the witch, calling up wind and water.

She poured into it all her fear and anger.

Power rose, a shiver across his skin and Morgan looked around him as the wind grew. Dark clouds gathered on the horizon. Lightning blazed as a rush of cooler air blasted past them.

Kyri had called up a storm.

“You can do that?”

It was astonishing.

Her head pounding with the effort, Kyri answered, “Can, but shouldn’t. We of the Fair are of natural magic. Playing with weather is dangerous, for it has its own rhythms, its own flow. Take from here and there goes dry. If it wasn’t an emergency I wouldn’t do it, but I won’t sacrifice us or the horse to those things.”

Understanding dawned as the skies opened, washing away their trail. Thunder boomed and lightning flashed once again.

In seconds they were both drenched and chilled.

Kyri used every trick she knew for throwing off a predator, wolf, cat or man, changing directions, cutting down and through streams, finding rock and stone to traverse as the rain passed behind them and the sun lowered to the horizon. 

Morgan hung on as she trembled with exhaustion, doing little better himself.

“Look,” she said, softly.

The storm had passed. Ahead of them and to their left the sun sank, gilding the edges of black clouds. Behind them a double rainbow arched across the sky, the colors startlingly bright against the angry sky.

Now Kyri searched for someplace warm, dry and relatively sheltered as darkness slowly fell.

“Kyri,” Morgan said.

Her eyes opened. The horse had stopped.

She shook her head and blew out a breath, too tired to move.

At a tap of her heels, the horse dropped to its knees to let them off.

Their cloaks served as blankets, their clothes as a kind of pillow, as they collapsed onto a nearby patch of moss and Kyri’s wings closed around them to keep them warm.

 

Kyri woke with the sun sparkling on the dew and Morgan beside her, her wings wrapped around them both. He slept, his brilliant eyes closed, his body wrapped around her, one leg curled around hers, one hand cupped around her breast. It was the first time they’d slept together, she realized with a soft laugh. Turning a little, she sighed and for a time she simply lay looking at him. He was alive. Around them the birds sang and the trees whispered their secrets to each other.

Reaching out, she traced a finger over one firmly arched brow, down his straight nose, lightly over his mouth. She loved his mouth. He was so handsome it made her heart ache. 

Kyri stroked her hand up into his fair hair, his muscled body was solid, alive next to hers, all the long length of him against her. Here in his arms she knew herself warm, safe and secure.

She stroked her hands over his broad muscled shoulders and back, his solid chest pressed against hers, the beat of his heart almost tangible against her.

Awakening, Morgan’s hands tightened on Kyri, pulled her closer, sighing himself as he opened his eyes to find her lying there next to him, watching him. Their legs were tangled together, her soft, firm body pressed against his, her skin like silk beneath his hands. Both of them were enclosed within her wings, the filtered light dappling them.

They both ached, their muscles were sore, he knew, but it didn’t matter, they were together and they were alive.

Rolling her gently onto her back with a care for her wings, Morgan lowered his mouth to hers. He needed the taste and feel of Kyri around him as he cradled her in his arms.

Their tongues met, danced a little, tasting each other.

Morgan lifted his head to look at her.

Wonderingly, he ran his hand over her hair, which had mostly come out of the pins and braids.

Now he finished the job, spreading her silken curls out in ripples across the thick moss. She was so beautiful, with her fine features and incredible eyes. 

He brushed his thumb across her lips and she kissed it. It sent a burst of heat through him.

He drew back to admire her, the sun warm on them as the air drifted across their skin.

So perfect.

Almost in awe, he brushed a hand over her, lightly, down the column of her throat, over her ripe, firm breasts, the arch of her ribs, across that smooth belly, and down her hip.

Propping his head up on one elbow, his body close against hers so their bodies touched from shoulder to hip, he ran his hand up again as she turned her head to look at him. Her eyes glowed. With a sigh of contentment, he combed his fingers through the tight curls between her thighs, leaning his head down a little to brush her nipple with his mouth.

Morgan caressed her breast, enjoying the firmness, the roundness, playing lightly with the nipple. 

Everywhere his hand passed, he left a trail of fire behind and Kyri arched, shivering.

Kyri shifted, parts of her going hot. Her hands wandered, too, over the broad muscles of his chest. Spreading her fingers, she tried to encompass one and couldn’t, laughing. There was such strength in him. He amazed her.

Her gaze flicked up to his and he smiled in return, tracing his fingers up along her ribs lightly. She quivered.

Curling her hands across his ribs, she caressed them, ran her fingers lightly over his hip, her arm stretched a far as it would go, so her fingers could drift over his thigh.

Their eyes met as she touched him, her fingers running lightly over sensitive skin.

His delight in this gentle play clearly soothed him.

Heat rose slowly, warming their skin.

Gently, he kissed her as they caressed and stroked, feeding the fire inside them.

Wrapping his hands around her waist Morgan lifted her as he rolled onto his back, looking up at her.

She smiled radiantly. Her glorious hair tumbled down around her, around them, over her breasts, down and around her shoulders and back, to brush over his skin tantalizingly. He smiled in return.

“I love you,” he said, as he lowered her and she sank onto him.

Shifting to take him, her eyes widening as he filled her, she smiled and on a sigh of pleasure, said, “I love you too.” 

It was glorious.

Her wings spread to sparkle in the sun as he lowered her further, joining them completely. Her eyes closed for a moment in pleasure as she settled onto him, her back arching with sheer bliss, her face nearly as radiant as her incandescent wings.

She surrounded him, all of her, deeply, pleasure nearly blinding him as she closed around him. 

Morgan looked up as her glorious eyes opened so he could watch her pleasure take her, and so she could see it take him.

Her wings stroked gently, rocking her on him. Color flushed her cheeks as she tightened and he hardened with each beat of her wings, of her heart, moving them against each other.

Morgan watched Kyri’s face as the pleasure burst through her, locking her around him as she arched. He rose up, piercing her more deeply, to take one of those lovely breasts in his mouth and then his own glory burst through him.

Arms locked around each other, they pulsed, emptying and taking, filling each other, shuddering before he fell back, Kyri in his arms, her wings spread over them both, to hold and warm.



Chapter Twenty One
 

It was peaceful outside the tent in comparison to the storm inside it, the late afternoon sunlight a warm gold. Above were the trees, swaying and bending in the breeze, below were bushes and stone, rock and lichen. Sunbeams streaked between the trees in brilliant shafts of golden light. Around the tent the camp bustled, people going about their chores, chopping wood, cooking food, sewing clothes, honing swords.

Normal activities. Peaceful.

Running her hands through her hair wearily, Kyri stepped out of Philip’s tent.

Morgan waited, watching her, seeing the signs of strain in her lovely face. He touched her arm and she smiled, reassuringly.

“It’s….difficult,” she said.

Morgan couldn’t imagine it, trying to touch the mind of a man who’d been so shattered, so abused, but he could see it in the look in her eyes. And that was all he needed.

He drew her into his arms and Kyri let him, resting her forehead against his broad chest for a moment.

Neither he nor Oryan had ever condoned torture.

First and simplest, because no man should ever be treated to such pain and suffering at the hands of another, not least because of what it required of the one who did it, that they should ever consider such a thing. What it said about the human spirit in the one who inflicted it was worse than the one he tortured, that they could bring themselves to do it. And simply, given enough pain and suffering, the one tortured would say anything, to anyone, about anything, whatever the torturer wanted to hear, simply to get the pain to stop.

If it was sometimes effective, at what cost was it to those who used it and to those that condoned it?

Kyri sighed. “But he should be able to talk now, though. It would do him good. Galan will bring him.”

“Let’s go tell Oryan.”

She let out a sigh and nodded, her fingers threading through his as they walked, drawing strength from him in the most natural way.

It was only when they reached Oryan’s tent that they released each other, Morgan holding the flaps aside for her, Geoffrey on the other side as they stepped inside.

Heads swiveled to look at them. Oryan’s, Jordan’s – Detrick, who’d led the assault on the walls. A few hours before, after being vetted thoroughly, John of Orland had joined them. His small dukedom was to the south, near one of the fingers of Haerold’s army.

“Given the circumstances, I thought it likely that I was about to share Philip’s fate. Rather than do so, I thought I’d join the resistance. I’ve told my people to flee,” Orland had said on arrival.

The other finger of Haerold’s army was still unexplained and puzzling.

“How is he?” Oryan asked Kyri.

In all of the long months of exile, the last week or so had been among the most difficult. Dorien had kept him informed, for which Oryan was grateful. Without the phlegmatic Fairy, he would have known nothing, which would have made it even harder. Still, listening as Dorien told him what was happening had been its own special torment. The long wait until Dorien had said that Kyri had Morgan, but that he was wounded and they were being pursued, had been terrible. The next wait had been longer. It had been late before he’d learned that they were safe.

Then it had only been waiting for everyone to return.

First had been Philip and those with him.

It had been a blow for Oryan, seeing Philip, seeing what they had done to him. For all of Kyri’s Healing and Galan’s care while they awaited her return, neither could heal his mind. The man who arrived was a much different one than the Philip he’d known. 

The physical wounds had healed, but Philip’s eyes were haunted. He was a broken man. It seemed he’d aged a decade in the few short weeks he’d been gone.

A half day later Morgan and Kyri, both showing signs of weariness and struggle, had arrived.

Taking a breath, looking Oryan in the eye, Kyri shrugged helplessly. Her eyes went to young Jordan.

“I’ll let him tell you himself,” she said, “and then Galan will ease the memories for him.”

Jordan looked stricken. “He’s walking?”

She gestured, as Galan helped Philip into the tent.

The man clearly looked aged, stooped, although he was hardly older than Morgan and only a fraction younger than Oryan.

His gaze was stronger, but febrile, bright. For a moment he turned them away from those gathered there.

Morgan laid a hand on his shoulder. He shook his head. “There’s no shame here, Philip.”

Nearly weeping, Philip looked at him.

“I told them everything,” he said bitterly. “Everything. After a while I couldn’t stop myself, anything to make it stop.”

Everyone went still, although it hadn’t been entirely unexpected.

“How much of everything, Philip?” Morgan asked, gently.

“The Fairy rescue, Gawain in the country, Oryan moving around…..” 

Philip took a breath, his eyes widening. “They kept asking and asking. And then there were the wizards.” Horror filled his eyes. “To feel yourself dying, again and again. There’s something that they do, it’s as if they’re tearing your soul out…”

Then Kyri was there, touching his shoulder, smoothing away the pain, filling the dark places inside him with light. His face relaxed, his body grew less tense.

With a nod, Galan led him out again. Kyri gave Galan a grateful look.

Jordan started out after him, but Kyri halted him with a gesture.

“I can heal his wounds, ease his pain, even smooth out the memories,” she said. “But there are scars even I can’t heal. It’s as if they’ve worn tracks in his heart, soul and mind. Be kind. In time he will become more like the father you knew.”

Jaw clenched, Jordan nodded and hurried out.

Head lowered, Oryan’s mouth tightened.

“The question remains, how much does this change things?” he asked.

His eyes went around the room, seeing the same answer, however much he wanted it to be different.

Philip’s suffering had been in vain.

With a nod, he said, “Essentially, not at all. He’s only confirmed for Haerold what we suspected he’d guessed, that Kyri and her people helped with the escape, which we substantiated when we rescued Philip anyway. Since Haerold hasn’t been able to find me, he must suspect I’m moving around and Gawain is one boy in a sea of small boys scattered across the country. Keeping his name keeps him safer, for to Haerold’s convoluted mind we should’ve changed it.”

Kyri looked at him. “When I changed Gawain’s memories I also implanted the suggestion that if he was ever in dire trouble, he ‘Call’ me. Wherever he might be, I will hear him.”

Closing his eyes, Oryan nodded gratefully.

“So, nothing changes. We simply take more precautions. Still, there will be repercussions. Haerold is going to hit back and hard.”

Morgan said, “Everyone is on alert. We’re not going to give him anything to retaliate against.”

Turning to Kyri, Oryan said, “Now that he knows about your involvement, you and your people are his most likely target.”

More than anything else, Morgan had worried about that.

With a sigh, Kyri nodded. “I know. I’ve called most of my people back into the forest. We’re arranging trading stations so trade between our peoples continues.”

Detrick said, “We’re also pulling back but increasing our patrols so we can respond if Haerold moves against the villages.” 

He gave a nod to Gaia, who grinned irrepressibly.

“Good,” Oryan said. “Anything else. No? All right, thank you all.”

With everything else, watching Philip and Jordan, Oryan couldn’t help but think of his own Gawain. His son, so far away. Now Haerold knew he was out there, somewhere….

As they stepped out of the tent Kyri and Morgan looked behind them to find Oryan staring down into the little silver scrying bowl, his mouth tight against the heartache but his eyes soft, clearly missing his son...



Chapter Twenty Two
 

The waiting was interminable. They’d known Haerold would retaliate in some way and soon. This however wasn’t that revenge, Morgan knew. The village was far too small, little more than a cluster of houses surrounded by farms and fields, as much a central gathering place for the farmers as anything else. It had once been a small peaceful village and would be again. At least for some little while.

It had been another of Haerold’s regular patrols, his tactics of intimidation.

Morgan looked around the small village, his hands on the pommel of his horse, with satisfaction, though.

His people were helping repair what damage the Hunters had wrought.

Most villages – even ones as small as this one – kept a lookout these days. At the first sight of Hunters all the able-bodied disappeared with the children to keep them safe, leaving only the old men and women to face the Hunters.

Attacks like this only aided Oryan’s cause, but Haerold didn’t understand that, cracking down all the harder, conscripting more people, increasing the taxes and the penalties.

More people flocked to Oryan’s banner each day, filling the ranks of the rebellion, which was all to the good, but it also put more responsibilities and demands on Morgan’s time and energy. It was necessary, but there were days when he was tired. Very tired.

Which made the time he spent with Kyri all the more precious to him. There were moments when he would just stand and hold her, letting the simple fact of her presence soothe him and fill him with peace.  Even now, thinking of her, picturing her, washed away much of the weariness. He remembered the last time he’d seen her, when he’d left her last, she’d been sitting on a rock in the sunlight. Her wings had been furled around and her hair had gleamed gold in the sunlight. 

She was so beautiful.

At no point did he lose his concentration, though, staying alert, Kyri in the back of his mind.

A band of rebels had spotted the Hunters closing and had come to help. They’d sent out a Call, which one of the local Fairy had passed on. 

Morgan’s Marshals had responded.

The Hunters had fled, to live to fight another day. It didn’t happen all the time, but it did happen more often of late. 

A few of the rebels and some of Morgan’s people had gone out to the tunnels in the fields where the children were hidden to help bring them back.

His mouth tight, Caleb came up to his horse, a broadsheet in his hand and held it up for Morgan to look at.

“Did you see this?” Caleb asked.

Morgan took it, his heart going cold as he read it.

His heart sank.

Kyri.

“Proclamation,” it said. “By the Order of the King, Haerold I, He hereby calls upon Kyriay, named by some and known as Queen of the Fair and Lady of the Forest, to meet and parley with him under a flag of truce at midday on the eighth day of the eighth month of the year, the first year of King Haerold’s reign on the steps of the King’s castle in Remagne. May the Gods bless Haerold’s reign and make it long. Long live the King.”

It wasn’t quite a summons, but it was close enough.

He shook his head. “No, I didn’t.”  

Turning, he looked for the rebel leader. “Martin. Have you seen these?”

Martin reined his horse over, looked at it and shook his head.

“I need to know how many are out there, can you send a few of your people to find out? Caleb, get word to Jacob. I need to know if these are out in the city as well.”

Grimly, Caleb nodded, whistling over one of his riders.

That one took off in a hurry once given his mission.

It needed hurry, as Haerold hadn’t given Kyri much time to respond, less than two weeks.

That wouldn’t give them much time to prepare. 

Which was undoubtedly Haerold’s intent. 

He wouldn’t make the same mistake with Kyri that he’d made with Philip.

 

Kyri held the broadsheet in her hand, pacing, a slight frown creasing her forehead. With a sigh she let the hand holding the paper fall to her side, her eyes going to Morgan and Oryan. The broadsheet had been disseminated throughout the Kingdom and been hand-delivered to representatives of each foreign embassy where her people could be found.

Both men shared her concern, but Morgan acutely, knowing that it was Kyri that was at risk.

“I don’t know how to respond to this,” she said, tossing the paper onto the table finally. “He uses semantics to insult me, carefully cloaking the insults in common terms. A call is a summons to my folk, the only difference is intent and we know his. He doesn’t grace me by my proper title when he should, but implies that it is false or wrongly given by using words such as named by, known as. Yet he also shows he knows all my names. And we know what he’s done under a flag of truce. Yet he knows that I’m no fool.”

Her foot tapped impatiently.

“And if you don’t answer it somehow,” Oryan said, “he will declare it an act of war, using those couched terms as reason to take insult, both as King and personally, before everyone. An act of defiance.”

“Worse, some will see it as an end to the relationship and protections you laid on Fairy, Oryan, effectively stripping them away if Haerold withdraws support for them, which he hasn’t tacitly done, but they will see that way,” Morgan said. “It will be a return to the old days. Nor has he given us much time to respond.”

“In effect,” Oryan said, “he’s declared open season on Fairy once again.”

Kyri paced and thought, letting out a sigh. “Either way, my people lose and to some extent have already lost. He’s declaring war on my people.”

Forgetting himself, Morgan brushed her hair away from her face, his hand stroking down to her shoulder for a light touch of comfort. 

She looked up at him gratefully.

Oryan noted it, as he’d noted other, smaller gestures of affection between the two, but he said nothing.

Since they had returned from Philip’s rescue there had been a difference between them, a closeness that hadn’t been there before and those small gestures. He wondered if there was something between them and what it was. The Fairy had long been noted for their flirtations with the men and women of the Kingdoms.

This, though, seemed more, on both their parts.

If it was true, Oryan both blessed and envied them for it, if they could find joy and comfort in these dark times. It also gave him hope for his own sake.

“The patrols have already increased, because of the Hunters. I can add little there.” Kyri said, pacing.

She wandered over to the map table, eyeing it. Then she frowned, going still as cold rushed through her.

“Morgan, Oryan, when did these turn?” she asked, mildly alarmed, pointing to Haerold’s wandering forces.

That single finger of Haerold’s army, that branch, had moved.

Morgan came over to the table, looked at the placements and then at Oryan, before turning his eyes to Kyri.

Oryan said, puzzled, “Word came yesterday.”

“The Fair,” Morgan said.

A breath sighed out of her. “Yes. There’s a small glen near there.”

Oryan looked at Morgan, whose jaw had tightened. “A show of force then.”

Looking at both men, Kyri said, “It’s not so great a problem. We’re a very mobile people, the Fair. It will be an uprooting for those who live there, but not insurmountable. Haerold underestimated us there.” With a thin smile she shook her wings free as her eyes unfocused slightly. “They’re leaving even now.”

That was somewhat of a relief.

Morgan let out a breath.

“That’s what Haerold has been doing, searching for and identifying Fairy lands, holding his people in a central location until he had a glen located,” Morgan said.

“You still have to respond to that, though, Kyri,” Oryan said worriedly, “or risk facing open war. There will be some among the other Kingdoms who would see it as an act of disrespect to another King if you don’t.”

However much Morgan wanted to deny it, he couldn’t.

“It’s also a trap,” Morgan said, stating what they all knew, his fear for Kyri sharp. “For Kyri. So, we’ll have to plan around that as well.”

Pacing, Oryan said, “Sending an embassy won’t do.”

“We’ve seen what he did with my last one,” Kyri said.

They’d nearly forgotten.

Caernarvon.

Oryan took a breath and nodded.

She gave them both a look that was more like the old Kyri and rolled her eyes.

That eased Morgan a little.

Kyri took a long deep breath. “All right. So I must meet with him and expect both treachery and a trap. Meeting him on the steps of his castle isn’t a choice, not beneath and behind his walls with all those archers.”

“You have the right to change the meeting place, Kyri,” Oryan said.

“But to where?” she asked.

“We also can’t forget the wizard or wizards,” Morgan said, remembering the battering Kyri had taken when she’d come back for him.

“There are ways around her or them,” Kyri said.

Morgan fingered the pendant around his throat.

She smiled and shook her head.

“No, Morgan, that is one of mine,” she said, tapping it lightly, looking up at him. “My gift to you.”

It suddenly struck him what she meant.

His eyes went to her wings. 

So, all along he’d had one of her feathers over his heart.

Kyri nodded and smiled.

Morgan closed his hand around it.

“In any case,” she said wryly, “those only work for you and your people and that because the Fair are magical in and of ourselves. They do me no good at all. But I do have my own magic. I’m not completely defenseless.”

Morgan remembered the storm on the plains.

“That takes care of one problem, then,” Oryan said, “Now, about the location. Haerold won’t want to go far from Remagne and he’ll want his spectacle so he’ll still control the place. Could you hover?”

“I’m afraid not,” Kyri said wryly. “Not many creatures hover well. Hummingbirds and bees, but I’m not as light as they and although my wings will adapt to many formations, I can’t move them that fast. At best I can only hover for a few minutes, not much longer.”

Her eyes flashed sideways at Morgan.

Remembering that morning in the forest, watching as she bobbed up and down so tantalizingly, her slender ankle in his hand and remembering how it had ended, Morgan hid a smile.

That wouldn’t be enough time and they all knew it.

Morgan looked at Oryan. “How about the main city gates?”

“That high tower over them?” Oryan asked, envisioning the city, and looked to Kyri.

Frowning, she tried to picture it.

Morgan had gotten into the city himself. 

Kyri had flown, but most of the buildings had been little more than dark shadows against the night sky. The trip out had been no better, her concern for Morgan blinding her to anything except him.

She shook her head. “I don’t remember.”

“We’ll take a look at it. It’s a pediment, mostly decorative,” Morgan said, sketching it out.

Morgan hated the whole idea, but knew Oryan was right. It might not stop Haerold from declaring war on Kyri and all of Fairy, but it would certainly keep him from being able to justify it to his people and to the Kingdoms around them. “If you fly to the top you should be relatively safe.”

Relatively.

With wizards involved, relatively safe was all they could be sure of.

Nothing would make him like this and it was clear Kyri wasn’t comfortable with it either. Nor was Oryan, who frowned deeply, his head lowered until his chin nearly met his chest.

“Fly in,” Oryan said, “parley with Haerold and then fly out. “

“With some insurance,” Morgan said, “and precautions.”

“If only it could be that simple, that easy,” Oryan said.



Chapter Twenty Three
 

The tent flaps had been thrown open to allow all of those who’d been waiting outside to enter Oryan’s tent. Morgan took two steps inside and stopped at the sight, transfixed, his breath caught in his throat. Oryan froze in step beside him and there were soft gasps of amazement from Caleb and the others behind them.

Geoffrey and his people stood off to one side proudly.

Within the shadows of the tent, illuminated only by the flickering uncertain lamplight, Kyri simply shimmered.

A delicate vision in silver, white and gold, her head slightly bowed, she stood slender and lovely, her back as straight as an arrow. Bound only by a simple fillet of gold around her forehead, her hair fell loose in tight curls over her shoulders, down past her waist. One hand was lifted gracefully to hold it back. The dress was simple, elegant, and lovely, a slip of gold silk covered in silvery white lace that caressed her body and then flared from her hips to swirl around her legs and feet.

Her wings were opened around her, arched and slightly cupped, shining and brilliant, reflecting the lamplight.

As beautiful as Morgan had always thought her, she looked radiant and absolutely, breathtakingly, stunning.

It was the first time he’d ever seen her dressed as a Queen and she was every inch of one, from the top of her lightly crowned head to the tip of her slippered toes.

Not for the first time, he looked at her and wondered that she loved him. She, Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy. Knowing even so that she did, with as much passion and intensity as he loved her.

There were times when he’d wake and lay there for a time watching her sleep, curled in against him.

She was an amazement to him, but now, looking at her, she stunned him.

Kyri looked up to see them all staring at her, but her eyes were locked on Morgan.

His clear blue eyes said everything. 

She smiled, letting out a breath. 

This was a thing of his folk more than hers, but he, Morgan, mattered.

Oryan had, of course, seen her dressed this way once before, the first time she’d presented herself to him – Morgan had been in the South that day, something to do with bandits, he thought – but it had been a long time since that day, it seemed. Oryan had grown accustomed to seeing her in the thin things her people wore.

Clearing his throat abruptly, Oryan said, “Well, that should impress him.”

Kyri looked at him and shook her head. “While I cannot mind looking pretty, I don’t see how this makes me more a Queen than I am.”

As his own clothes were much simpler of late, Oryan could understand. It had never been raiment that made him King, nor had a crown, however elaborate, made his brother one.

“Such things impress our people more,” he said, almost apologetically.

Morgan moved forward, impatient for it to be over, to have Kyri back and safe.

Casting caution to the winds, Morgan pulled her into his arms. 

Let them think what they would. He loved her.

“Stay high, Kyri,” he said, cupping her cheek, looking intently into her eyes. “Promise me, stay high until you’re close.”

Neither of them had hidden their relationship. Nor had they advertised it, knowing that if their enemies got wind of it, it would give them one more weapon to use against them if either were ever caught.

Kyri looked into his eyes. The concern there in them warmed her. 

“I’ll be careful.”

“I want you back,” Morgan said quietly, intently, his blue eyes sharp on hers. 

No, he needed her back. The thought of losing her was nearly unbearable.

As surely, Kyri looked back at him, raising a hand to trace his cheek with her fingers. “I’ll come back. I promise.”

To say she wasn’t afraid would be a lie, but she would have both her bow and sword with her – that last hung now from a handsome white leather scabbard at her hip.

She took a breath and nodded.

No one missed the exchange. 

John of Orland’s eyebrows shot up, startled, but Philip nodded as if he’d guessed as much.

All of the Fair knew. She was Kyri.

“Kyriay,” Oryan said, stepping forward, offering his hands. “Your Highness.”

She smiled and laughed. 

In all the time Oryan had known her, he’d only called her that once and he didn’t know now as he hadn’t known then that he was repeating himself. 

Now, however, wasn’t the time to discuss such things.

“Oryan,” she said instead, “I am always Kyri to you.”

Her fingers touched his lightly and then he leaned forward to brush a kiss across her cheek.

The gesture touched her deeply.

 “Be careful,” Oryan said, his brown eyes showing much more concern than he’d voiced. “I would have you back as well. Perhaps not as much so as Morgan…but I still wouldn’t care to lose you, Kyriay, my friend. I’ve come to value you, personally as my friend and as an advisor I wouldn’t care to do without.”

 “Oryan,” she said softly, hearing all he didn’t say. Her heart wrenched. “As you are my friend as well, and as close to my heart as any of mine.”

Oryan took a breath, his mouth tightening and then he stepped back.

Kyri couldn’t allow fear to touch her, but her heart was close and tight in her chest.

Morgan would be at her back, Galan and Dorien would be near, she reminded herself.

For part of the journey they would ride. 

Morgan had no doubt that Haerold would have his Hunters out, but teams of rebels roamed the countryside even now searching for them, while some of Kyri’s people flew on high, trying to spot trouble. He and Kyri had taken every precaution they could.

It was still dark when they rode out, the morning air crisp and growing colder by the day it seemed. The leaves were changing, winter was coming.

Everyone was silent, strained. Caleb rode at Morgan’s right, Kyri to his left, with Galan behind her, all surrounded by a trusted band of Morgan’s Marshals. None of them liked the situation any better than he did.

He racked his brains to think of something he’d missed, some detail he’d overlooked.

“Morgan,” Kyri said quietly.

He turned his head to look at her.

Smiling a little, she said, her voice soft. “You’re shouting again.” 

Thinking too loud.

He remembered and smiled a little.

“I did say I couldn’t promise not to do it again,” he said.

Laughing, a sound that could still ease him, if only a little at the moment, she said, “So you did.”

The sun peeked above the horizon.

Against the possibility that someone might retrace their route, Morgan set them on a zigzag track. 

Even as they rode Oryan’s camp was packing up to move on, taking no chances that nothing would go wrong. 

Oryan would be gone in a few hours, even as Morgan and Kyri came within sight of Remagne.

To the east a band of Corvin’s rebels and Morgan’s Marshals picked up the trail of riders headed west toward Remagne and turned to follow.

Morgan sent a small group of his people to search the little copse of trees on the rise. 

Beyond those trees the land sloped away into the bowl that was the valley of Remagne. 

Small thickets of trees dotted the ridge and the land around the city. This was grazing land, with herds of cattle and sheep roaming across it. If it was him Morgan would have had Hunters and soldiers in a number of these copses and there very likely were.

Above them some of Kyri’s people soared, circling high out of sight, trying to spot any sign of danger.

“They don’t see anything, although the tree cover is thick where there are trees,” Kyri said.

Morgan nodded, signaled and the scouts rode in, pushing through the brush.

A short time later the scouts signaled that it was safe.

Gathering up her skirts so they wouldn’t get snagged, Kyri, along with Morgan, Galan and Caleb, and surrounded by the Marshals, rode into the little grove of trees, dismounting on the far side where they could see down into the valley and the city there.

Here and there across the valley were other small groves amidst a sea of tall grass. Brown cattle and white sheep roamed under the eyes of their herders. 

Had any of them noted the strangenesses? Kyri wondered.

She’d had little reason to visit Haerold’s domain in the past and since his assumption as Duke her people had abandoned even the small section of forest there, uneasy with the magic he brought with him. Save for that one visit with Morgan to rescue Philip, she’d spent no time in that city. 

The cities of men were no place for Fairy.

Morgan lifted her down from her horse, his strong hands closing around her waist, bringing her down lightly, pausing only a moment to draw her into his arms.

“Stay high as long as you can,” Morgan reminded her.

Reaching up, she touched his cheek again and gave him a reassuring look.

“I will.” It was a promise.

Morgan studied every line of her face. 

He lowered his mouth to hers, but only for a moment, brushing his lips over hers.

He wanted to hold her back, keep her here and safe. 

Instead, however reluctantly, he let her go. 

Now he knew what it had cost Oryan to let Gwen go that night, fearing all too well the same result…

Now though she saw what it was that Morgan and Oryan had been talking about.

She reached up to touch Morgan’s face once more.

Kyri could see the same worry in her faithful Galan’s eyes and brushed her fingers across the back of his hand to reassure him.

The main gate and entrance to the city of Remagne was large enough to allow two wagons to pass, going in opposite directions. Once the city guard had patrolled these walls, but until Haerold had assumed what had been his mother’s old family seat no one had done so in ages. Now they were there once again, small figures that moved across it, looking like ants at this distance.

Some ancestor, though, in a fit of architecture, had decided to make that main gate seem more imposing and added a high decorative pediment above it, with classical sculptures enclosed within, of the width of the gate itself. It had been capped by an odd, flat, keystone-like piece set along the top.

That was where Kyri would go.

For a moment she looked up at Morgan, battling fear and duty.

They’d made love the night before with near desperation, clinging to each other.

Now she looked up at him and Morgan looked down at her.

As he wanted to wrap her in his arms and keep her there, safe and she wanted to shelter there and couldn’t. Not for her people, or his.

Morgan brushed the back of his hand across her cheek. 

Neither needed to say the words, but they were there.

Morgan said them anyway. “I love you.”

His eyes as Kyri looked up into them were so beautiful, so clear, so very blue. 

Morgan’s hand touched her cheek one more time, brushed over it as she looked up into his beautiful eyes.

Taking a breath, he released her.

Kyri made herself step away, her wings unfolding.

This was something Morgan couldn’t get tired of watching, as Kyri’s wings spread around her, catching the light in the feathers to sparkle and glisten in the brilliant sunlight. Miniature rainbows reflections danced everywhere around her.

She ran, lightly, a few steps, in time to the stroking of her beautiful wings and then she was airborne. 

Light flashed from her wings as they stroked.

 

That was the signal for the Hunters to make their move, that flash of light on Fairy wings. 

They stirred from the burrows where they’d laid hidden, stalking their prey, keeping low and silent.

 

Kyri flew above the city. Trails of greasy smoke rose from a hundred or more chimneys within the high walls. It was easy for her to see why Haerold was so attached to it. It suited him. Where Caernarvon had been open to both the land and sea, to the sky and the breezes, Remagne was one of the old, walled cities, dark and shuttered, with closely guarded gates.

The sun was directly overhead as she descended, her wings cupping and spreading to catch the wind, lowering her slowly as she eyed those below.

Haerold hadn’t kept quite to the letter of their agreement, but then they’d expected no less of him. He sat a great black destrier below within the city gates, not outside of them, with his wizard queen beside him on a white palfrey.

A crowd had gathered before and around them. It gave a collective sigh that was audible even above as Kyri dropped to the top of the pediment.

For those waiting below, she was an amazing sight to see as she dropped out of the sky, a figure of silver and gold, her gossamer wings spread wide to glow and glitter in the sunlight as she stepped lightly to the pediment. She was a thing of brightness and light, slender and lovely, truly the Queen of the Fairy, with her rippling curls bound by circlet of gold, her dress shimmering as her delicate feet found purchase. 

Standing straight, giving bow to no one, Kyri looked down at Haerold below.

“Hail to he who calls himself King Haerold from Kyriay of the Fair,” she said.

If it was no insult for him to refer to her in such terms, he couldn’t take umbrage if she referred to him the same.

Even at that distance she saw his face darken and his eyes narrow.

It seemed he did.

Below her along the walls to each side arrows were turned toward her. The closest had too difficult an angle while the rest were too far away in the stiff breeze to do her any harm. And, she could always call up a stiffer one.

“A warm greeting, I see, my Lord Haerold,” she said dryly.

“Simply diligent,” he called back, his tone mild, “in defending their King.”

Kyri noticed he hadn’t given her greeting back, nor title. She let it go though.

“Perhaps you misunderstood, Haerold,” she said, pitching her voice above the crowd noise. “We were to meet on the other side of the gate. I’ll wait for you there.”

Giving him no time to demur, she turned and walked the other way, happy enough to wait for them to ride through.

The crowd was more than happy to oblige as well, surging through the gate past the guards to ogle her from the other side.

If Haerold wasn’t to be forced to shouting after her, he had to go and be forced instead into following her. 

That would grate on him.

She watched him ride through, his irritation clear in the way he jerked at the reins of his horse. The destrier shook its handsome head, chomped at the bit on the close held reins, shifting its feet.

Haerold’s Lady Wizard followed, her pale face impassive, her hand closed around the pendant at her breast.

“All right, come down so we can parley,” Haerold called in return.

With a sigh, Kyri shook her head.

“I think not,” she said drily. “Those who parley with you, Haerold, don’t fare so well. You tend to arrest them. As you did with Philip of Dorset. I think this is as close as I’ll come.”

The crowd murmured restlessly.

Rumors had circulated about the circumstances of Philip’s capture as well as his escape. Few knew the truth of it.

“Only those who’ve given me reason to arrest them,” Haerold countered.“They betrayed their rightful King and gave aid to his enemies. Have you done so? If not, then I’m no threat to you.”

“In that case, must you then arrest yourself? For, after all, didn’t you betray your rightful King? As for myself, I am Kyriay, Queen of the Fair and I have no King, no overlord. Nor will I bow to one. As for threat, the night you betrayed Oryan you also attacked my embassy, or have you forgotten that? I would call that threat, my lord Haerold.”

Why this cat and mouse of words? Kyri wondered. He was delaying. Why? 

Those above her could give no reason but her growing alarm sent them searching for one.

“An accident,” Haerold declared, “overzealousness on the part of some of my men.”

Gesturing, she said, “Like these to each side of me? You need to curb your people, Haerold.”

Haerold was too calm. 

Something was wrong. He was plotting something. The wizard beside him had pressed a catch and was staring intently into her pendant, scrying, but for what?

They must know Oryan had moved on…but Morgan…

A trickle of fear went through her and above her her people responded to it.

“Forgive me, Haerold, but let us stop this war of words. You summoned me here for a reason, a parley,” Kyri said, “name your terms.”

One of her people spotted movement, furtive movement, near Morgan.

Instinctively she turned, looked across the plain as fear lanced through her.

“Morgan,” she whispered, her wings spread...as her heart stuttered.

Faithful Galan out there on the plain, and the Marshals. 

Her heart went still.

A warning shot from her to those above.

“No,” she said, softly.

“Yes,” Haerold answered, smiling at a nod from his lady. “Surrender and I can promise you a quick death.”

 

The first of the guards died at his post in a short, silent, bloody fight even as Morgan mounted his horse.

Galan cried, “Hunters!” even as Kyri’s warning burst into his mind.

Instantly the Marshals formed a circle with Galan in the middle. 

He was crucial, their Healer and their archer. Lose their Healer and they might survive the battle, but die of the wounds. If anything happened to any of them or Kyri, he was the only one who could Heal.

So close, Galan didn’t have space to take to the air in time to escape. 

He reached for his bow instead, his knees tightening around his horse.

The first of the Hunters leaped for them.

In tune with its rider the Fairy horse snapped at its attacker as a Marshal slashed at it with his sword.

Morgan saw the next coming and threw his belt-knife, left-handed, as another charged from his right. He slashed at that one with his sword as his horse leaped to lash out with its hooves, landing to stomp the first Hunter beneath its forefeet.

It had been a trap and the jaws had been spread wide.

An arrow from Galan’s bow flashed past him to take another of the Hunters.

Kyri.

She was alone down there, unprotected now.

Fear for her turned Morgan berserker. His sword whipped, hacking and slashing.

All around him his people fought furiously, for him and for Kyri.

There were few among them that hadn’t benefited from her Healing touch or watched her turn on a wing to draw down on an enemy they hadn’t seen.

From the center of the circle Galan put an arrow into a Hunter that darted past the guard and leaped for him.

One Marshal was carried from his saddle but Morgan bent down and took the head of the Hunter about to rip the man’s throat out.

Kyri. Her name was a mantra in the back of his mind.

“Go, go,” Morgan shouted, turning his horse and setting spur to it, racing for the plain.

His eyes were on her, standing on top of the distant pediment.

She might have been just another statue there at the top, a slender figure of gold and silver, or pale marble. Justice maybe, or, and he smiled a little, the Goddess of Love.

Beautiful.

Galan said, closing his eyes, “The Central forest’s aflame. Haerold’s set the Forest on fire. She is Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy, Lady of the Forest. She feels it, every tree, every life within it, like a thousand small cuts.”

 

One blow after another rocked Kyri. Morgan. A part of her soul cried out for him. Was he safe? And Galan? She sensed Galan’s alarm, Morgan’s fury. They were under attack… And then the trees screamed. A flash of weakness hit her, a keening need. Fire! The forest was ablaze. Trees were dying. As the flames spread, she sent those she could to help, yet it rocked her. 

She was Lady of the Forest and the trees were her children, too. Their deaths hurt her, the fire among them grew and spread.

Haerold had set the Great Central Forest ablaze.

Morgan. Galan.

Kyri staggered…

“Or come down before me, Kyriay of the Fairy, bend your knee to me and accept me as your rightful lord and King. If you do I will spare you and your people,” Haerold said.

“So, it comes to that, does it?” 

She looked down at him.

Lifting her chin, standing straight and regal, she declared, “I am Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy and I bend my knee to no one.”

“So be it,” Haerold answered. “It’s on your own head then. I declare you, Kyriay of the Fairy, an enemy of this Kingdom, outlaw, to be captured, preferably alive, and brought to justice. As for your people, your lands, your forests, they are subject now to me.” 

The wizard raised her hands…gestured.

A small burst of fire raced for the sky, too small and too far away to be a danger. 

A signal then, but for what?

From above a burst of alarm, horror, came far too late.

Behind her, Kyri heard a sound, a rustling, even as she turned her head, even as her wings stroked to take her out of danger, it struck.

Something punched her in low in the back, impaled her completely, piercing her, deep, sharp and sudden. The impact drove her forward a step. Her back arched as it plunged into her, forced a cry from her as it speared deep…and through…

Morgan.

For a second she closed her eyes, seeing his strong, square and handsome face sharp in her mind. Those clear, distinctive blue eyes. His strong solid body.

There were times when she would look at him, just look at him and the sight had made her breath catch….and her heart.

Morgan. I’m so sorry, love….

They hadn’t used magic… 

They’d used a bow.

A very big bow. With a very long arrow.

 

Morgan knew the moment disaster struck. He saw it in Kyri’s body, in her bearing, in her distant face, in the way her eyes widened, her lips parted. The shock on Kyri’s face told him everything and then the red stain spread across her stomach.

She was jerked backward a step.

Morgan could picture what they had done all too clearly. They had gaffed her like a fish. 

And now they reeled her in.

“Kyri,” he shouted.

 

In shock and disbelief, Kyri looked down at the wooden shaft and barbed arrowhead that pierced her, sticking out of her stomach between her ribs. Blood stained the pretty white lace. Her fingers fluttered near it in astonishment. There was no pain – not yet – save that she could feel it there inside her. Invading her. There was only the shock of it. Of seeing it there, impaling her.

A collective gasp echoed from the crowd below, cries of horrified dismay, outrage and sorrow.

Below her Kyri could see Haerold and his wizard looking up, smiling.

“It looks as if we’ve caught us a pretty little bird. If you live, I’m going to clip those pretty wings and put you in a cage,” Haerold cried. “We’ll see how proud you are then, Queen of the Fairy.”

NO.

The wizard nodded.

“Bring her down,” the woman snapped.

A rough jerk dug the barbs of the arrow into Kyri’s skin and nearly pulled her off her feet. 

Turning her head, to her horror Kyri could see a long, taut rope stringing out behind her. It was tied to the arrow inside her.

She wouldn’t die this way. She would not.

Desperately, Kyri pulled her sword and slashed at it. 

The thick rope parted before sharp Fairy steel and the yanking ceased. 

Kyri stumbled as weakness rushed through her. Each breath was agony. She panted shallowly.

She leaped, her wings stroking for the sky, a keening cry tearing from her as each beat shifted the thing inside her. 

Launching herself into the air she strove for as much height as she could bear, clinging desperately to consciousness, hoping to glide, seeking distance…

If she could get close enough, if Morgan could reach her, Galan….

 

Morgan watched as she leaped, took flight, her crystal wings shimmered in the light, but he could see by the way she flew that she was hurt, and badly. And weakening fast.

The first buffet of wind struck her, driving her aside. She fought it gamely, but he could see her pull her strokes, trying to flatten her wings to glide.

 

Kyri fought the battering wind, tried to rise, to find the thermals and soar, she needed range, distance, if she were to have any hope Morgan could get to her in time, help her. Wind struck her again and she was forced to fly. Each stroke of her wings tore at her inside, the pain making her swoon, wearing her down. 

She was weakening, darkness hazed her vision.

Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to keep fighting, keep trying… She could almost hear Morgan shouting and that galvanized her, another stroke….another…

And she was falling.

Desperately she pulled up out of the dive, but not quite in time….

 

Morgan watched as Kyri fell out of the sky, her wings loose, fluttering, and his heart was in his throat. 

He couldn’t bear to watch her die. 

At the last minute she shook her head, pulling up to tumble through the long grasses.

Worse still, in the distance he could see those grasses part to form three tracks. All of them moving toward Kyri. With more behind them.

Hunters.

The Fairy made a strafing run, trying to save their Queen, pulling up to fire, but the Hunters dodged the arrows. 

Four. One of the Hunters was in the trail of another.

It did slow them, though.

Would they make it in time?



Chapter Twenty Four
 

Kyri tried to fight to her feet but only made it to one knee, her sword out when the first of the Hunters burst out of the tall grass. The leader smiled, his wolfish jaws gaped to taste her on the wind, his discolored teeth gleaming in his pink and black mouth, tongue lolling.

“My Lord King wants you alive,” he growled. “We’ll try, but we’re very hungry.”

It was meant to frighten her and it succeeded.

It was meant to make her panic and it failed.

Kyri looked at him, waited….watched his yellow eyes. They shifted.

He leaped and she ducked, rammed her sword up into him, his momentum pulling her over even as she twisted to avoid jostling the bolt that pierced her.

Blood spattered her as he howled in pain and fury.

Tumbling away, she thrust her sword in front of her desperately as the others circled.

Against her will, she staggered and the next leaped. She slashed with her sword and drove it back. Another dove in, claws lashing at her legs, another at her side…

They savaged her.

She screamed defiance as they darted in, one after another, forced her to turn, to fight, trying to wear her down, succeeding, each movement causing the thing inside her to shift and move, the pain blinding, terrible.

A little longer, a little longer…

Suddenly arrows rained down on them and something burst past them, sending them tumbling, bowling them over. With yelps and snarls they scrambled to their feet.

Horses, men and swords, her own Fairy, wings sparkling, the Marshals, all of them battled the Hunters away from her, forced them back as the Marshals formed a defensive circle around her. One of the riders leaped off his horse and strode toward her to gather her up, his eyes so blue.

Morgan.

Her heart leaped, with hope and with fear for him. He shouldn’t be off his horse, it was too dangerous down here, he was vulnerable.

Her dazed eyes met his, her sword dropping from her suddenly strengthless fingers as she went to her knees.

Morgan caught her as she fell and eased her into the crook of his arm, her face whiter than white. He’d never seen her so pale. There was so much blood.

It had been terrible to watch, racing to her aid as they harried her, her courage and determination heartbreaking as the Hunters bit and tore at her as she fought to drive them off.

To see her like this, covered in blood, the bolt an obscene invasion, horrific, the slashes on her arms, her legs, bleeding through the silk and lace so what had once been silver and gold was now scarlet, nearly destroyed him.

Weakness shivered through her, even as she fixed her eyes on him, her knees crumpling.

Her eyes seem to blaze against the paleness of her skin, even as she lifted shaking fingers to touch his face.

“Morgan.” Her voice was a whisper as her eyes fluttered.

Heartsick, desperate, Galan dropped to his knees beside them, catching Morgan’s hands as he started to pull the barbed arrow from her.

The sight of it in her was sacrilege to him, defiling her.

It offended Galan, too, but Healing told him a far more frightening story. Shock went through him. There was so much damage. Fear flashed like lightning.

“Hold, Morgan,” Galan cried, “pull it now and she dies.”

Looking into Galan’s eyes, Morgan could see the truth of it. .

“There’s not much time,” Morgan said.

The rest of their people were buying them this small fraction of it.

Nodding, Galan set his hands around the wound, sinking into Healing as fast as he dared, enough to buy them a little more time.

 “On my count,” Galan said. “One, two, three…Pull it now.”

Morgan pulled and Kyri cried out, her body arching, her aquamarine eyes opening wide as pain exploded through her…The cry was thin, weak.

The pain was rough and blunt, shattering.

Galan blasted healing through her, enough to hold, at least for a little while.

Her body arched, her blue-green eyes, hazed and shadowed, cleared enough for her to see for a moment…the staggering pain giving her that much at least.

“Morgan…” Her voice was a whisper.

His heart ached, as his eyes ran over the rest of her, seeing the slashes and bites from the Hunters, the cuts and tears over her lovely body. As always, she had fought, hard and valiantly.

“We’ll get you home, Kyri.”

“Love you,” she breathed.

Bending his head down to her ear, he whispered, “I love you, too.”

Those aquamarine eyes shifted to Galan.

He shook his head. “Don’t speak, my Kyri.”

She was too weak.

Galan already had the horse down and Morgan nodded gratefully as he lifted her gently into his arms and stepped onto it. The horse surged to his feet, Kyri safe for the moment in his arms, her weight light against his thighs. It reminded him strongly of the day they’d first made love. Of her laughing face looking up at him. His heart twisted as his arms tightened.

She wasn’t Healed yet, though and they were a long way and a long fight, from home.

Handing Morgan his sword, Galan nodded and then turned for his own horse.

“Let’s go,” Morgan shouted, as their people surrounded them, as Haerold’s troops closed.

Galan, looking washed out and strained himself said, “We have more problems. Our people with the rebels on both sides are tracking soldiers closing in a pincer movement.”

They’d taken no chances, Haerold and his wizard Queen.

“Will they cut us off?” Morgan asked.

His eyes unfocused, Galan tilted his head, listening. A small frown flickered and then he smiled.

“They vow no. Even now they push the pace to try to catch them up.”

If Kyri survived.

At the thought, Galan’s pleasure sobered. He wasn’t the Healer Kyri was and she couldn’t help him in this.

It would be a near thing. On all counts.

 

Morgan kept Kyri in his arms from the moment they found refuge in one of their safe houses and Galan struggled to Heal her, fighting for her life. And that was clearly what it was. A fight, a battle. The white dress had turned scarlet. It went on for hours, Galan muttering to himself worriedly as he tried to Heal her, clearly stretching himself to his limits.

All Morgan could do was hold her, keep her warm.

”Help me, my Kyri,” Galan whispered, once.

In his mind Galan went over and over everything she’d ever taught him, every step, seeing her in his mind’s eye so patient, so steady, smiling.

Exhausted, he finally looked up at Morgan, who looked no less battled and bruised than he probably did.

“She’ll live,” he said, sagging back against the wall weakly.

“Go rest,” Morgan said, “I’ll take care of her now.”

The Fairy Healer was clearly exhausted.

Through all the long night Morgan held her as she tossed restlessly now and then, as if fighting off the Hunters again in her dreams. He would hold her, whisper in her ear, reassuring her until she calmed again. Finally, as the first blush of dawn was touching the sky, she settled into sleep and after a time so did he.

When she shifted a little to curl more deeply into his arms, he woke, tightening his arms around her.

Looking down at her fine-boned face, to him she still looked too pale, too fragile, with blue shadows beneath her eyes. He brushed the backs of his fingers across the softness of her cheek, pressing a kiss to her forehead. The feverish warmth was gone, as was the coldness that had preceded it. He brushed her hair back from her lovely face with gentle fingers.

Her eyes fluttered a moment, opened, looking up at him in near disbelief and then in wonder. A slender hand reached up to touch his face once again with unsteady fingers, tracing down it.

Her voice was little more than a whisper. A breath. “Morgan?” 

“I’m here,” he said, “you’re safe.”

Kyri looked up into his face, into those brilliant blue eyes, the firm square jaw, the strong lines of his face, his solid body so reassuring against hers, something that she could hold on to when the winds of fate buffeted her.

Taking a long, painless breath, she pressed her face against his throat and simply breathed in the scent of him, taking comfort in the simple physical presence of him.

“I thought I’d never see you again,” she said, softly.

Tears glimmered in her eyes, spilled over…

Morgan had feared much the same thing and cupped her cheek to press her against his chest. 

Rubbing his cheek against her hair, he said, “You’re not getting rid of me so easily.”

Her hand went to her stomach.

There was a scar there on that once smooth skin that rarely scarred. One day Haerold would pay for that, Morgan vowed.

But it was the healing she wanted to know about. Her eyes looked a question at him.

“Galan,” Morgan said.

“Where?”

Her voice was so weak.

“Resting,” he said.

Her gaze turned inward. She was so tired.

“Tell him I said he did well,” she said. “Where are we?”

Pressing a finger to her lips, seeing what it cost her to speak, he said, “Safe. Stop talking.”

She took another breath, painlessly, filled her lungs with the scent of Morgan. He smelled wonderful, rich…and alive.

“Tired,” she whispered.

“Sleep then, for a little while,” Morgan said, cradling her head in his hand against his shoulder.

That had been too close. Entirely too close.



Chapter Twenty Five
 

The grim look on Oryan’s face as they entered the tent was enough to warn them. He held another broadside in his hand. By his expression the news wasn’t good. Morgan braced himself, Kyri going still and watchful as Oryan gestured them inside, his eyes mainly on Kyri.

They had just arrived, walking into Oryan’s tent without even taking the time to unsaddle their horses, Caleb taking care of that chore for them.

Looking at his face, she steeled herself, grateful for Morgan’s supportive arm at her waist.

She took a breath and nodded. “Say it, Oryan. I take it that Haerold has responded?”

His jaw tightened even as his throat locked.

They had only just returned and Kyri still looked far too pale to Oryan’s eyes. She was Queen of the Fairy, though and her sea-foam eyes were steady and level on his. It took incredible courage to face such news after being so badly hurt. They each faced such every day these days.

Oryan nodded.

Beneath Morgan’s hand, Kyri straightened.

If Morgan had ever admired her strength before, he did so even more now in the face of what she’d just been through. She said nothing, but put her hand over his on her waist, drawing on him for support. Which he gave and gladly.

“It’s even worse than we anticipated,” Oryan said. “Haerold has declared all Fairy lands forfeit to the Crown, to do with as it pleases. Any and all Fairy caught aiding the Rebellion are to be caught – preferably alive – for return to the King’s Court and the justice there. The remainder will bow to Haerold as King.”

Oryan let the paper fall to the table. “There’s a bounty on Fairy and it’s large, but not as large as the one on you, Kyri.”

Kyri took a breath and nodded. “It was always and ever his plan to bring the Fair to heel, Oryan. Witness his attack on my embassy that night in Caernarvon when he attacked your castle. This is no surprise. Harsh, but no surprise. He’ll cut down the Forests, on the pretense of rooting us out. That will tie up our resources, as we must try to save what we can – the Forests are our lives. ”

Morgan’s hand tightened on her.

All of them saw the implications.

“Driving not just the Fairy but the rebels deeper into the woods, decreasing their range, increasing the risk each time they ride out,” Morgan said. “Not to mention the danger to lives from the fires themselves. We’ll have to warn them.”

Kyri’s eyes unfocused. “They know and my people have been cautioned to be very careful flying in and out of their glens and to go only by circuitous routes.”

With a sigh, Oryan nodded. “Clearing the forests will also give Haerold land he can use to reward his people for their service.”

Looking down at Kyri and then to Oryan, Morgan said, “We’re going to have to find another way to communicate. Save the Fairy for emergencies or Healing.”

He wasn’t going to risk her again.

Surprisingly, it was quiet Galan who protested first. “No. Kyriay. My Kyri…Don’t let them do this. We are in this as well.”

From Dorien, too, came protest. “No, my Kyri. This is our fight, too.”

Kyri looked at Morgan fiercely. “No, Morgan. Don’t hesitate to use us. In that Galan and Dorien have the right of it. Although I wouldn’t want to lose any of my people, it’s no more than you want to lose any of yours. This is our fight, too. We didn’t attack, we were attacked. We will not give up and we will not give in. Not to this. Live or die, we fight.”

Picking up the piece of paper, she tossed it aside.

She turned to look up at him, her aqua eyes intent on his, but understanding. “Don’t try to save us from ourselves, Morgan. If this effort fails, Haerold will only come after us anyway and there will be no one left then to aid us. Where will we be then?”

He looked down at her. They’d come so close to nearly losing her. He had come so close to nearly losing her. The thought nearly tore his heart in two.

Even so, he could no more ask her to back away than she would him. It wasn’t in them, either of them. They’d both been raised and bred to duty and honor.

Taking her hand, he lifted it to his lips and nodded.

“It works both ways, then, Kyri,” Morgan said, with a glance at Oryan for confirmation, looking at her steadily. “Until now you’ve helped us. Now, if you have need, you call.”

Oryan nodded. “Until now you’ve given and we’ve taken, gratefully I might add. Where we can, we’ll help. Now, we’re true allies. Haerold won’t wait long. He’ll strike and soon.”

A glance at Caleb from Morgan was all it took. With a nod the other man slipped out of the tent. Messengers would go out to all of the Marshals on patrol to add Fairy lands to their range. 

Kyri would’ve protested the special treatment, the strain on their resources. She would’ve sent word, but she would’ve protested. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

It would stretch Oryan’s resources and his own even farther, Morgan knew, the weight settling on his shoulders, but he would find a way to try to help keep the Fairy and Kyri safe as best they could.

He tightened his arm around her.

It was the least they owed her and her people for all they’d done so far and would yet do.



Chapter Twenty Six
 

The frantic Call wrenched Kyri out of sleep, sitting bolt upright in Morgan’s arms, her eyes wide and seemingly sightless, the lids fluttering as she saw things he couldn’t. Images raced through Kyri’s mind, confusing, a babble of voices Kyri struggled to make sense of.

Morgan didn’t need to ask, he already reached for his clothes and hers, his arm around her for support. 

A clear sign of her agitation, her wings fluttered slightly against his arm, the feathers shifting softly.

 “Talk to me, Kyri,” Morgan coaxed, his eyes intent on hers, brushing the long rippling strands of her hair back over her shoulder. “What’s happening?”

He had no doubt Haerold had finally responded.

At the touch her eyes cleared. Kyri gave him a grateful look as she found her shift in her lap.

“A glen to the west,” she said, quickly pulling it over her head. “The scouts spotted soldiers in one spot, Hunters in another. It doesn’t make sense. Dorien and Solon are on their way. I’ve called for help from Martin, the rebel leader there, too.”

Her eyes went worriedly to Morgan, “It’s going to be a hard ride for you, Morgan.”

Catching her chin in his hand, he looked at her intently and said, “We’ll manage.”

She nodded, leaning forward quickly to kiss him, before standing to let the shift settle over her hips. This dress was slightly heavier that those she’d worn in warmer months and climes, the sleeves longer, fluttering around her wrists as the skirts swirled down around her ankles, her only concession to the increasingly colder weather.

From outside the tent they heard Caleb say, “Galan?”

“Something’s wrong,” Galan explained to him. “My Kyri?”

Wrapping her sword belt around her hips, buckling it, slinging her bow and quiver over her shoulders between her wings, she called, “Coming.”

“Captain?” Caleb asked, from outside.

Morgan replied, pulling on his own clothes, “Rouse our people, Caleb, get them mounted and ready to ride long, hard and fast.”

“On my way, Captain,” Caleb said and took off at a run. His footsteps pounded.

“I’ll tell Oryan,” Morgan said, pulling Kyri into his arms for a hard quick kiss. “We’ll come. Be careful. I love you. Go.”

With a nod, she said, “I love you, too. I will.”

Then she and Galan raced for the sky, wings opening, lifting.

It would be hours before Morgan would see her again and she was going into danger. But not alone. Not this time. Galan would be with her, Dorien and Solon. Martin and his people. Morgan watched her go only long enough to hold the image of her in his mind and then he turned for Oryan’s tent at a run.

Alerted by the commotion, lanterns were already being lit within.

 

Kyri stroked for the high winds up where the air was thin, Galan working hard to keep up with her. That was her talent, riding the thermals. Images flashed through her mind, reports from the scouts, from the ground. She struggled to make sense of it all as she danced from one updraft to the other, that made more difficult because of the hour and time of year, the sun wasn’t yet up to truly power the thermals.

Terror burst across her nerves, not her own, that of her people and the trees.

Fire. It couldn’t have been used at a worse time, now when the leaves were brilliantly colored against the gray sky but drying, falling in drifts that were snared by the undergrowth to provide fuel to flames.

Images battered her. Flames reached for the sky, frightened Fairy were trapped… but by what? Why couldn’t they fly?

And then she was there, swooping down over the forest, seeing the flames on one side, climbing into the canopy.  Too fast. It was too fast, it shouldn’t have reached there so quickly.

On the other were nets.

Thick hemp ropes had been strung through the trees. Between them were the Fairy, her people, many with unfledged children in their arms, the younger fledged children clinging close to their parents. All of them were frantic, terrified. Some of the other folk from the Glen were trying desperately to reach those trapped, but they were driven back by the flames. Below, the Hunters waited hungrily, leaping at any who dropped too low. Archers shot at those trapped above.

A strike force of Haerold’s soldiers battled the glade’s scouts, advancing through the trees, keeping them from rendering aid to those above them.

Instantly, Kyri sent out a call for help, for water, for support.

Dorien and Solon and their people from the south she sent to take down the nets. 

Galan spun away to find Martin and bring him against the soldiers coming from the east, to free the Fairy scouts.

She sent out a calming broadcast to those trapped between flame and net as Dorien, Solon and their people dodged arrows from below while trying to bring down the web of ropes, hacking at the thick hemp with their swords.

Diving through and between the trees, drawing her own bow, she fired a shot to force the Hunters’ heads down and then the net was falling down over the Hunters instead, tangling them momentarily.

A temporary respite and a hole, a chance for escape for those who’d been trapped within.

Kyri directed the frantic families to the hole, reassigning Dorien and Solon to escort duty to be sure they reached the south safely, even as one of the defending scouts died.

Other glens winged in water to drench the flames, but they were merely holding back the fire until more help could come. It was all a holding action until more aid could arrive.

Impossibly, fire flamed in another tree even as she felt the whisper of magic.

Wizard.

Magic.

Fury flared and Kyri fought it.

When fighting fire with fire you had best be careful you didn’t burn yourself. She couldn’t fight him that way and wind could be just as dangerous. Rain wasn’t possible either, she sensed, casting about her. There was no rain within miles, the thin overcast was the result of the rising dew, there wasn’t enough moisture in it to help them.

Now she knew how the nets had gotten up there. The wizard had strung them, silently, with magic.

Worse, she couldn’t battle him head to head, as she didn’t know where he was. She couldn’t see him.

The soldiers advanced, pushing toward the edges of the glade, driving the defenders back. Behind the soldiers were men with axes. Woodsmen and lumberjacks. Some already fanned out hacking at the base of the trees in pairs.

Martin’s people struck Haerold’s brigade on the flank.

The battle had only just begun.

Another contingent of Fairy arrived. She sent them to harass the Hunters, staying high.

The Hunters cut their way out of the nets and were now loping toward the forward edge of the fight, building speed.

 

Morgan pushed his people hard, but no more than they pushed themselves. Almost all of them owed a debt of gratitude to Kyri, Galan or Dorien for their assistance in some way or another – healing, a call for help or backup, even escape. Every hour that went past was a torment, all of them fearing they wouldn’t arrive in time. As they closed, the smoke rising on the horizon gave them fresh inspiration, fresh impetus, driving them harder.

Cresting the rise, racing over it, the field of battle became clear.

It was a nightmarish scene.

To their right flames rose from among the tops of the trees, the thick smoke and fire turning the scene below into a badly lit nightmare of Haerold’s dark-clad and lightly armored men doing battle with Martin’s rebels on horseback and the Fairy darting in from the air. Both were rendered less effective by the armor Haerold’s men wore, as they were forced to seek the weak spots in it. The Fairy had to take more time for their shots as they aimed for the eyeholes in helmets, or the gap between helmet and chest piece, rendering them more vulnerable to Haerold’s archers as well. The rebels, too, had to choose, throat, ribs, or wrist.

Above the trees another flight of Fairy dove, water from buckets spilling over the trees. 

Within the forest the clear sound of a great tree crashing to the ground echoed and the ground shook.

Where was Kyri?

Then Morgan saw her, a flutter of iridescent wings on high, diving down to take a message from a rider on horseback and then soaring back up.

It was like watching a firefly, or a butterfly… She danced on the air…

A second. A breath.

He saw her turn on a wingtip…toward him, her hair swirling around her…so beautiful…and then her wings folded….

Kyri spun in midair, sensing Morgan, and dove like an arrow.

“Morgan,” she said, with relief.

Smoke had shadowed her fair skin, smeared and stained her clothes and there were rents here and there in it, but so far she appeared tired, but unhurt. A tension within him relaxed.

“Your people?”

With a sigh, she said, “The families are out. We lost some people defending the glen, but the children are safe, flying south.”

He nodded, signaling his people to fan out, as Kyri soared upward again.

It wasn’t as if she were safe up there. Recognizing the advantage of her position, the General leading the attack directed his archers to shoot her out of the sky.

Morgan saw the archers turn, targeting her and his heart was in his throat even as he and his people charged.

Time and again flights of arrows whirred past her, but Kyri dodged them like a lark, spinning and turning, swooping this way and that, trying to stay above them.

Morgan kept his eyes away from the sky with an effort, although it was difficult not to watch. He even found one or two of the enemy watching, open-mouthed as Kyri twisted and turned, dodging arrows, darting this way and that to redirect their forces. Those who did paid for their inattention.

The flare of magic was what warned her and Kyri turned into a spinning dive as a fireball suddenly crackled past her. She ducked and dodged frantically as another flashed by even as she spiraled out of its way. A third came close enough to scorch her leg as it went past.

If they couldn’t shoot her down one way, it seemed that they would shoot her down another. The trees no longer burst into flame, so there was fire in the sky instead.

Morgan’s heart was in his throat, watching both the pyrotechnics and Kyri’s aerial acrobatics to escape it.

So was Galan’s and that of every other Fairy, it seemed, as all of them suddenly focused on the attack on their Queen.

Where was the damn wizard? Morgan raised himself in the saddle even as he hacked around him with his sword, trying to see.

Galan shot past him, a furious blur of shimmering gilded wings, diving for a solitary figure in the midst of the strike force, risking a bow shot on the wing. It was enough to distract the wizard, though, to draw his attention from Kyri as he fought to defend himself.

The archers set around the wizard for protection sent a flight of arrows after Galan, one close enough to make him flinch as he spun away.

Morgan didn’t even need to call the order, his people were already turning, regrouping and tightening into a flying wedge, spurring their horses toward the wizard.

A flight of Fairy dove toward him as well, dodging fireballs and arrows while loosing their own.

The momentum of the horses bowled over the first rank of the armored men, to fall beneath the charging hooves, as Morgan’s people hacked, kicked and beat at them to get past.

Morgan spurred his horse to the fore as the wizard turned to face this new danger.

Trusting to Kyri’s talisman, Morgan set spurs to his horse. It surged forward.

The fireballs had stopped coming. Kyri checked up, spinning in the air to see what was happening below.

Morgan and his Marshals drove toward the dark-robed figure of the wizard in the center of Haerold’s men while her own people dodged and darted, trying to reach him, too. A fireball flashed and her heart leaped into her throat even as it splashed itself across the warding of the talisman she’d given Morgan, the magic sizzling over her nerves.

The wizard’s cordon of archers saw them coming, too, some turned to face this new threat.

Her talisman was no protection against an arrow.

Fear and fury flared and she dove, coming in fast from above and behind Morgan, bow drawn and fired at the first to turn an arrow on him or any of his.

Morgan knew who it was who flew at and above his shoulder, each arrow striking true, as he swung at the gap in the helmet of the man swinging his sword at him, driving the man back, Caleb guarded his right, another Marshal named Barton at his left.

Then he was through, the archers falling away, the wizard trying to wrench his horse’s head around with the wrong hand even as he tried to cast another spell with the free one. Morgan hefted his sword like a spear and threw it with every ounce of strength he had in him.

Unhampered by armor, the sword drove deep into the wizard’s belly and the fireball flashed uselessly up into the sky as the force of the blow threw him backward in the saddle. Then the wizard toppled and fell.

Morgan spun his horse around, reaching down to reclaim his sword. His people spun, too, ranging themselves around him, Kyri still at his shoulder, bow drawn. A flight of Fairy dove down from above them, every one of them with arrows notched, to let fly on those surrounding Morgan, Kyri and the Marshals to help cut them out from amidst the enemy.

Another flight came in from one side, catching Haerold’s forces unprepared for the sudden, concentrated attack of Fairy.

“Out,” Morgan shouted, as Kyri sent an arrow into the first soldier ahead of him.

He sensed the shift, too, as Martin’s rebels turned to try to fight through to them at Galan’s behest.

They battled their way back out again, through the smoke and the men, coming together with Martin’s men and Martin himself.

“Martin,” Morgan said, beating off one of Haerold’s men as his own fanned out around them. “Good to see you.”

“And you, sir,” Martin said with a grin, his dark blonde hair blowing in the wind raised by the fire. “Lady Kyri.”

She nodded, wings stroking, reaching a hand to Morgan.

Morgan took it, to steady her as she put a hand onto his shoulder so she could drop into the saddle behind him.

The tide of the battle had turned.

Haerold’s Captain had already called a retreat, trailing fire behind him, setting the plain ablaze behind him.

It was over. For now.



Chapter Twenty Seven
 

The snow fell thick and heavy as Morgan’s horse forged through the deep drifts. He pulled the heavy fleece coat more tightly around him as he huddled into it for warmth, his collar turned up, more snow spilling now and then from the brim of his hat. It was bone-chillingly cold and they rode through near white-out conditions, almost blind. He swore softly. It would be almost impossible to find some kind of shelter in this, but they didn’t dare camp out in the open. They would freeze.

Haerold might huddle before the fire in his castle, but he had no qualms about sending his people out in the storms of winter, resolving the problem of shelter by simply having his captains put people out of their own homes, forcing them to sleep in the barn or hayloft for the night. Tax collection came rain or snow but now the tax collectors came surrounded by soldiers, or risk their very lives at the hands of the rebels or the townsfolk themselves.

Wars, however, didn’t end because winter had come. The taxes, too, had to be collected. Which was what Morgan and his people had successfully prevented. If they could deny Haerold the revenue, he couldn’t pay his hired mercenaries.

Unfortunately, the tax collector hadn’t been alone.

And so Morgan had been attempting to throw them off his trail.

The storm had been threatening and part of the plan, but it had come faster and more heavily than anyone had expected. With it had come the wind.

Snow swirled, rendering visibility nearly nonexistent. He could hardly see Caleb riding alongside him only feet away.

It blew in curtains and sheets, the wind sending it swirling around them.

A flash of red through the flurries and eddies of white, as brilliant as a cardinal’s wing, caught the eye but no bird with any sense flew, they were huddled in the branches of the trees. It had to have been his imagination.

Until the snow parted again in a flurry of white and he saw it yet again.

Kyri flew out of the blowing storm, buffeted by it, a light dusting of flakes sparkling on her golden hair, her wings beating hard as she fought the wind. At first Morgan thought he was seeing things, knowing how much he wanted to see her and especially given how she was dressed, the thin, brilliantly red dress whipping around her legs.

He shivered reflexively.

It was, indeed, Kyri, though.

Shaking his head, pleased and amazed to see her, horrified that she was out in this storm dressed that way, he said, “Kyri? What are you doing here? Aren’t you cold?”

Everyone stared at her in astonishment, as the wind buffeted her again, her hair swirling wildly around her.

With a wry smile, she said, “I probably will be once these stop moving as much,” pointing to her wings, “but have you ever seen a bird wear a cloak?”

That got a dry chuckle out of almost everyone. Even him.

“But I’m also Fairy, so I don’t feel the cold as much as you.”

“And now that you’re here?”

“There’s a barn about a mile ahead,” she said. “It seems mostly abandoned, but there is still hay in it. It will be warmer there under cover and out of the wind.”

In these hills it was likely the barn was for the local village’s summer grazing fields. The cattle and horses would have been brought down closer to the village at the first sign of snow.

Morgan and his people wouldn’t have come so high into the mountains themselves at this time of year if they hadn’t been trying to lose the Hunters and the soldiers that had come with them, trailing the tax collector in the event of an attack just such as theirs.

“Can you find it again in this?” 

She nodded. “I think so.”

A brilliant cardinal red, her dress gave them a beacon to follow, but it was clear that even she struggled to battle the wind, raising a hand to keep her hair and the snow out of her eyes, her wings stroking hard, nearly invisible amidst the thick, heavy snowflakes.

Then she pointed and he saw the darker shadow of the old gray wood barn against the snow. If she hadn’t found it, they might very well have ridden right by it without ever seeing it.

She dropped to the ground, the wind nearly sweeping her off her feet, despite trying to tuck her wings close as soon as her feet touched. It blew her skirts around her legs, her golden hair streaming as she turned to look back at them.

Morgan, too, checked to be certain they hadn’t lost anyone as he swung off his horse, taking the reins to lead it through the thick and more than knee deep snow as Kyri hurried ahead to try to wrestle the barn door open.

It was frozen in place, snow and ice packed into the wooden runners.

Morgan kicked along the bottom of it with his heavy boots and then joined Kyri, both of them hauling hard back on the door to pry it open.

They led the horses inside, whether space was cramped or not, but the barn had been built for community stabling and there was more than enough room for both people and horses.

For a moment, it was enough to be out of the wind, although their breath still blew plumes in the cold air as Caleb and Ford yanked the door closed again.

Everyone stood rubbing hands and arms briskly, stamping their feet to restore circulation.

“Give me a moment,” Kyri said, looking up at Morgan, “and I’ll see what I can do about the cold.”

Morgan looked at her.

She smiled a little and stepped away, her fingers lingering for a moment in his.

Her wings fluttered, shaking off the wet snow that still clung to them.

In that gesture he’d come to love, she held her hair back from her face with one hand as she bent her head in concentration, eyes lowered. Her wings unfolded slowly, arching above and around her. In the gray and shadowed light, the red of her gown stood out brightly.

Kyri concentrated, drawing power, drawing down what little light managed to filter through the snowflakes to illuminate the space. Reaching down into the earth for more, she drew it up and in, letting it fill her with the sense of warmth and light, spreading it through her to her wings.

All Morgan could do was stand in awed wonder, a soft breath whispering out of him. As did his people. A sigh went around the room.

Her features calm, serene, Kyri began to glow, or rather her wings did as they spread wider, the trace of brightness at first seen only faintly, a half perceived shimmer through her feathers, a shifting of color from cool crystal to faint sunlight.

It strengthened, warmed and radiated, steam rising from her feathers as they spread and the light brightened, warmed.

Looking at her in that moment, so beautiful, Morgan loved her so intensely and with such amazement he didn’t know how he contained it.

Her eyes lifted in response, the color like sunlight through the sea and meeting his gaze, she smiled, radiantly.

The bitter cold abated.

Smile became grin as her wings beat lightly, fanning the warmth, her eyes twinkling. “Better?”

Morgan laughed, shaking his head at her as he reached out to pull her to him.

“Now you’re showing off…”

Her laughter rang off the rafters, grinning up at him as she wrapped her arms around him in return.

“I’ll light a lantern,” Caleb said, giving Kyri a grin, “the old-fashioned way.”

Looking down into her impish expression, Morgan frowned a little and said, “You never answered my question. Did Oryan send you?”

She shook her head, lowering her eyes a little and looking away, a little abashed. “I sensed you were having a problem and I… missed you.”

It was no more than the truth.

Oryan hadn’t sent her, at least not in so many words, but he’d expressed his worries. His fears mirrored her own. Morgan stretched himself too thin these days, he was wearing himself out. What took her hours to reach took him days, so he was constantly crisscrossing the Kingdom to connect with this group of rebels or that, making contact with his own people, then meeting with Jacob around Remagne.

So, she’d come to see for herself, yes, but more than anything else, she’d come because she missed him. Intensely. It had been weeks since she’d seen him. She missed holding him, his body against hers. She’d missed the scent of his skin, the look of his clear blue eyes, the feel of his mouth on hers. It had been too long since she’d seen him last.

Brushing her hair back over her shoulder, he drew her chin up with gentle fingers, lifted it so she would look at him.

“You came all this way in a blowing snowstorm because you missed me?” he asked, incredulous.

She made a small face and rolled her eyes a little. “I didn’t know about the blowing snowstorm. I never thought to check.”

Morgan took a breath, laughing a little.

“I missed you, too,” he said, drawing her close, resting his chin on her head with a sigh.

He had, too. It had been an ache in him at night, missing her arms around him and his around her. He’d missed her breast in his hand when they slept, the way she could lighten him, the sound of her laughter, the way the color of her long-lashed aquamarine eyes shifted with her mood. She had such beautiful eyes.

The others unsaddled their horses, putting the saddles up, tossing the blankets over the rungs of the ladder to the hayloft to dry. Most had removed their coats.

Clearing a space in the middle of the dirt floor they risked a fire to heat a small kettle, pulling out dried beef, dried peas, and some flour, using snow to make a soup of the beef and peas with dumplings. It was palatable, but more importantly, it was warming and filling. They ate in companionable silence, too tired and worn by the storm to need much conversation.

By mutual consent it seemed, his people ceded him and Kyri the hayloft, after they tossed some hay down for the horses to eat and for themselves for bedding beneath their blankets.

Nestled in the hay, the blanket from his horse beneath Morgan’s bedroll, another blanket stretched over them, Morgan drew Kyri’s warmth close. He’d never have a cold night so long as she was around, that was certain. Not even her feet were cold, he noticed as one slender foot curled around his leg. She felt wonderful, warm and alive, her back pressed against him so that the feathers from her wings were soft against his stomach. His hand was once again wrapped around her firm breast.

They made love curled like that, her body arching against him, her soft cries muffled as she turned her head and pressed her lips against his shoulder to smother them as he filled her. His arms tightened around her as pleasure rushed through them.

Sleep came easier than it had in the days they’d been apart.

Both, though, came awake and alert at the same time, sensing a change in the air. They lay still, listening to the dark.

Outside the wind was still blew, the snow tapped at the boards, whistling through the chinks between them. Both had a rhythm and something had disturbed that pattern.

Kyri turned her head slightly to look at Morgan, his eyes gleaming in the darkness.

The horses below them were restless, sensing or smelling something that disturbed them, blowing a little, stamping their feet.

Perhaps it was nothing, but then, Morgan had been trying to lose Hunters. There might have been enough true wolf in them that the sense of them was enough to disturb the horses at least a little.

Morgan drew his trousers on and reached for his sword as Kyri pulled her dress over her head and drew her own.

Bare-chested, Morgan slipped over the edge of the loft, dropping lightly to his feet below. 

Wings extended slightly, Kyri did the same, her eyes alert as Morgan touched Caleb lightly on the shoulder.

It was late and dark.

Kyri heard it again, a whisper of sound. She looked to Morgan. He nodded.

The others were stirring, quickly sliding into pants, trousers, or throwing tunics over bare skin as needed.

How many entrances were there? A boarded up window, the door, another smaller one, and one at the back of the building for quick entrances and exits that Morgan had noted earlier.

If they came, he suspected it would be a sudden rush. The boarded up window would give them a problem, but the doors would give them little difficulty.

Even so, when the attack came, it still caught two of his people unprepared. Gavin had taken the time to try to put his shoes on and was caught with only one on, while Jena still reached for her sword.

It took at least two of the Hunters to rip the sliding door back to allow others to bound in, cold air rushing inside, even as the narrower back door crashed against a wall and another Hunter leaped inside, sword in hand.

This time they weren’t relying on claws and teeth.

Even as the doors crashed open Jena dove and rolled for her sword. 

Morgan and Kyri faced the first to come through the front, Caleb sliding to Morgan’s right, as Gavin kicked his shoe back off again and into the face of the first to come in the back. The two Hunters who pulled the door open followed the first.

Pulling her belt-knife, Kyri took a step away from Morgan to give him room and herself an additional weapon. She didn’t have to see his small nod of acknowledgement to know he’d given it as the Hunters stalked forward, one step at a time, separating. Caleb, too, had taken a step aside and back, his sword held two-handed.

The first Hunter tilted his head a little as he advanced another step, eyeing them. He smiled and then lunged toward Caleb. All three set themselves, but none of them flinched, as the Hunter halted his lunge.

It had merely been a feint.

Behind him, Morgan was aware of Gavin, Jena and Ford facing those behind them.

A shout came from behind him as the Hunters there attacked.

It had been intended as a distraction. The first Hunter leaped at Morgan, the other two going low, streaking for Kyri and Caleb, this time in earnest.

Morgan caught the swing, parried it, twisting to avoid a slash of the thing’s claws as he circled the Hunter’s blade with his own, trapping it momentarily. He rammed his shoulder into its deep chest and then shoved back hard and fast to get himself clear as it snapped at him. A quick slash of his sword drove it back another step. It snarled angrily.

Two-handed, Caleb battered at the Hunter that faced him, desperately holding his own, dodging the slashing claws by sucking in his stomach, feinting madly as he swept his blade around.

Like a dancer Kyri spun and turned, her brilliant hair and skirts swirling as she caught the slash of the Hunter’s claws with her belt-knife, turning her sword and the Hunter’s blade aside, letting the brute force of it slide down the length, taking the thing off-balance as she whirled away.

Behind them Gavin, Ford and Jena darted in and out, none choosing a target, their swords pricking, slicing, dodging, covering each other as one or the other jumped in, harassing the two Hunters, keeping them off balance.

It was a small pitched battle in close quarters.

The Hunter came at Morgan hard, his sword hammering down, shockingly strong. Morgan was no lightweight with a sword, but he knew he couldn’t take that kind of battering for long. Briefly, he gave way, to draw it in, backing a step, two, as it lashed at him, waiting for the opening. He put as much of his weight as he dared behind the punch, a quick snap, aiming for the fragile bridge of its nose. A satisfying crunch told him everything he needed to know as it staggered backward. He caught the next swing on his own sword and flung it back.

It shook its head, blood flying, lashing out with its claws as it staggered back, earning him a searing scoring across his ribs but nothing serious.

That was its mistake, leaving itself open and Morgan took it, running his sword through the thing’s throat.

Caleb crashed backward into the wall, narrowly avoiding being disemboweled by the Hunter.

Another clash of swords as Kyri’s Hunter rushed her and she spun away, skirts swirling, her sword slicing across its back even as it checked its rush and turned on her again. Morgan flung his own belt knife at it, missing, but its flinch gave her space as he turned to help Caleb.

Caleb gave nothing away, but the Hunter must have sensed its danger as it slashed first at Caleb to drive him back, then spun to spring at Morgan. Morgan met it with a hard, two-handed swing as Caleb pushed off the wall.

There was another crash as one of the Hunters in the back caught hold of Ford’s arm and flung him at Jena. She sidestepped neatly though, driving her sword beneath the thing’s armpit. The other raked its claws down her arm, but Gavin drove in with a flurry of the tip of his blade to score the thing two or three times.

Sword to sword, nearly face to face, Morgan and the Hunter came together with bruising force, their swords trapped between them. It was Morgan, though, who twisted away, leaving the Hunter briefly off-balance. Long enough for Caleb to lop off its head.

Kyri had taken advantage of the distraction Morgan had given her.

Spinning on her toes, her back curved as the Hunter’s clawed hand swiped at her. It caught nothing but the long length of her hair. She drove her sword up under its ribs. Withdrawing her blade, she flicked the blood from it, turning to look at Morgan even as Gavin sliced at the remaining Hunter and Jena went in for the kill.

For the moment, there was quiet.

Morgan looked at the bodies, at his people. Cold air swept in. 

There was an almost pregnant pause, a strong sense of something impending.

“What do you want to bet that they didn’t come alone?” he asked.

There had been a squad of soldiers with them.

“Think that squad is waiting outside, Captain?” Caleb asked, nursing a battered arm and shoulder that had been bruised when the Hunter had thrown him into the wall.

“To see who the victors were?” Kyri said.

“There’s a good chance,” Morgan said.

Gavin ran back on light, bare feet, his eyes worried. He had scores on one arm and a bruise on his cheek. “You’re right, Captain. From the looks of it, we’re surrounded.”

Letting out a breath in the steadily cooling air, Morgan nodded, thinking quickly, his own wounds burning.

Kyri slipped her hand around his ribs and the scores there stopped paining him. She smiled up at him as she stood on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss.

“I’ll take care of them,” she said quietly, moving to Caleb.

By now all of them were used to being Healed, if not by Kyri, then by Galan.

Morgan watched as she finished with Caleb and went to Gavin, only then seeing the tears in the back of her dress where the Hunter had caught her. So, it hadn’t quite missed.

“Kyri,” he said.

She heard his worry in his voice and looked back, her gaze apologetic. “The only one I cannot Heal is myself.”

“Keep watch by the doors,” Morgan said to the others.

Reaching into her saddlebags, Jena drew out a white shirt. “It’s clean.”

Caught off guard, Kyri looked at them.

It was the first time Morgan saw her look so vulnerable, so undone.

With unsurprising humility, she said, “Thank you, Jena.”

Gently, Morgan pulled the ribbons that secured the straps and the top of the dress fell to her waist, leaving her bare, save for her hair. He went to one knee, turning her a little so he could see the marks. His breath hissed in. On that soft skin the marks looked ugly, deep scores that still bled sluggishly.

Was she so used to standing alone she hadn’t thought to ask for the aid she gave so readily herself?

Ripping the white shirt into pieces, he laid a hand on her waist, pressed his other hand gently against the wounds. Her breath caught only a little at the pain, her eyes still fixed on him with something very like wonder.

Carefully, he tended to her, pressing another clean piece of cloth to the scores, then binding them in place.

Even Galan had never tended to her so personally, so very tenderly. It was oddly intimate.

“They’re getting restless, Captain,” Caleb said, without looking back.

“Almost finished,” he said, getting to his feet and pulling the ends of her dress back up over her shoulders. He touched her cheek and she closed her eyes against some intense emotion. A single tear gathered, spilled and turned to crystal.

He brushed a kiss lightly by her eye. “Never forget that I love you, Kyri.”

Reaching up, she ran her fingers over his cheek in wonder and smiled. “And I love you.”

The horses stamped restlessly, made uneasy now by the smell of the dead Hunters and the blood. He eyed the horses curiously.

“Kyri,” he asked, “Can you make them follow you?”

She followed his gaze. “Your horse is Fairy, the rest should follow.”

It would put her in the fore, but surprise might do the trick.

“You’ll need your bow,” he said.

“And you’ll need your shirt,” she said, smiling, taking a quick moment to run her hands appreciatively over the strong muscles of his chest, “although I very much appreciate the view.”

He appreciated the touch, he loved her hands on him. He ran his fingers deep into her hair, drawing her mouth to his for a quick kiss.

“I’ll get them,” he said.

Dropping her bow and sheath to her, pulling on his shirt, he said to the others, “Get the rest of your gear on, quickly and be ready to go.”

He dropped down lightly to join them, buttoning quickly before pulling on his coat and settling his hat on his head once again.

“Saddle them up,” Morgan said.

Outside they heard a horse stamp restlessly, mirroring its rider’s agitation.

They wouldn’t wait much longer.

Kyri swung up into the saddle, her sword sheathed, bow strung and arrow notched.

“Stay low until you’re almost on them,” Morgan said, tossing a blanket over her to cover the red dress. “Use the horses to scatter them, distract them, give us time to get out and then bring the horses around. Caleb, Jena and I will go out the front, Ford and Gavin the back.

She nodded.

“Everyone ready?”

Morgan looked up at her, crouched over the horse, her brilliant hair spilling down over her shoulders. He kissed her once again, quickly.

“Go.”

Setting heels to horse, Kyri gave it the command and the horse leaped forward, the others, uneasy from the storm, the fight and the blood, the scent of the Hunters, pounded after.

Outside the sky had cleared and the light was brilliant, nearly blinding against the frosted whiteness of the snow, but Haerold’s men in their dark livery against that brightness were impossible to miss.

Kyri literally rode one down, the impact of Morgan’s horse striking another audibly, a thud of flesh and bone. The other horse was driven back, its hooves scrambling in the snow, falling, taking its rider down with it. Guiding the horse with her knees, Kyri rose up, bow in hands and shot the first one she saw, drawing an arrow, setting it, turning to face backward to take another.

The horses charged, scattering Haerold’s horses and men before her as she rode around the barn. Some of the men fought to gain control of their mounts, the others were taken completely off guard. And then she was around. Morgan reached for the pommel of his horse, swinging up behind her to take the reins in one hand, leaning back a little to draw his sword without cutting her.

One of the soldiers tried to grab the reins, but Morgan drove him off.

The others of their party gained their saddles and they were off through the snow, leaving Haerold’s squad in confusion and disarray behind them.



Chapter Twenty Eight
 

The table in Oryan’s tent had been cleared of maps and missives, correspondence to foreign courts and reports from around the Kingdom. There had been a letter there from one of Oryan’s vassals, a surreptitious offer of aid, supplies, even funds. Oryan still didn’t known whether Patraic was playing both ends against the middle or was still his man. The table though was now clear, save for a tray with several bottles of good wine and the best cups Geoffrey could find.

He bowed his head, remembering, grieving a little still for what had been, for his Gwenifer.

There were times now when Oryan simply talked to her in his head, seeing her as she’d been, his beloved wife, listening to the memory of her voice, knowing so well what she would say. Or what he thought she’d say. But there were days when he couldn’t picture her clearly any longer… He was losing her again…and that was as it had to be, but he still missed her intensely.

A single lantern illuminated the tent as Geoffrey held the flaps open for Morgan and Kyri.

Oryan stood alone, his head bowed, his expression pensive as he stared down into his wine cup.

Morgan and Kyri looked at each other, both frowning a little.

“Oryan?” Morgan said.

The man himself looked at them as Geoffrey brought them each a glass of wine and then simply stood back a moment, a glass in his own hand.

Oryan lifted his cup a little. “I wasn’t certain this called for anything close to a celebration, but I thought we should mark the date somehow.”

He looked at the bewilderment on their faces and nodded. “I nearly missed it, too. Caernarvon weather being what it was, the temperature rarely varied much there by the sea, something to do with the currents or some such. Unlike here. There was no snow there that night. But I checked and I counted.”

For a moment he paused and then took a slow swallow of his wine.

“It was one year ago today that Caernarvon fell,” he said, quietly. “So, it’s an anniversary of sorts.”

A familiar voice called from outside. “Geoffrey?”

“That will be the others,” Oryan said, his deep voice steady. “But first I wanted to raise a toast to the two of you. If it weren’t for you both, I wouldn’t be here today, my Kingdom would be laboring under the hand of my brother with no hope of relief and I and my son wouldn’t be alive. I’ve never thanked you for that and I need to do that.”

Kyri’s heart caught.

Seeing the look in Oryan’s eyes, Morgan simply nodded his head.

 “I also need to thank you for your friendship during these difficult and sometimes dark days,” Oryan said. “That being said, that’s enough of that. A toast, then, to restoring the crown, to health and happiness.”

The three of them raised their glasses to drink and then Geoffrey went to the tent flap to hold it back to allow the others in.

Philip was the first, with young Jordan at his side, the older man still a little stooped, the gray streaked through his hair more liberally than it should have been for his age, but otherwise he looked more at ease with himself. It had helped that Oryan included him as part of his privy council and gave every evidence he truly valued Philip’s opinion.

It was Jordan, though, who had changed the most. He was still young, still somewhat impetuous, but he’d taken on the gravity of men years older, assiduously listening at every meeting, but saying little until he was certain no one else said what he needed to add. He had taken over much of his father’s duties of running his dukedom from exile, although another sat in his castle.

Behind them were Detrick – Gaia as always at his heels – Martin and Corvin and a few other of the rebel leaders following.

Morgan and Kyri had known this meeting had been planned, but both had been too busy to truly take note of the date, to their chagrin. It was a chancy thing, to have so much of their hierarchy in one place, though, but necessary under the circumstances.

The tent flaps opened to allow Galan, Dorien and Solon to pass, all of them bowing their heads to Kyri in respect as they entered. Solon looked at little startled to be in attendance, but as he stood in Kyri’s stead in Faery when she was here she’d decided he needed to be here for this meeting.

John of Orland – their newest ally – arrived a little tardy.

The tent had become more crowded than any of them had ever known it.

Which was a good sign.

“I think we’re complete,” Oryan said, as Geoffrey went around the room passing out cups of wine. He raised his to all of them. “Thank you, all of you, for all you’ve done and all that you have yet to do.”

A little surprised, everyone nodded.

“For those of you who weren’t there, or don’t remember, tonight is the anniversary of the fall of Caernarvon. It was one year ago today we were set on this path. It hasn’t been an easy one. Some of you may have had second thoughts. Some of you had no choice. Whatever, we are now on it together.”

There was no other choice. Exile perhaps, but certainly Haerold would never suffer either Oryan or Gawain to live and threaten his throne. Death by assassination would have been their most likely fate. Of the others, none would have served well under Haerold’s yoke, most would have been marked for death in any case.

“So, it’s one year later,” he said. “But I don’t call you together to dwell on the past, but to look to the future.” 

Oryan glanced at Morgan.

Who nodded.

“Our numbers are growing. Certainly more are joining our cause.” Morgan looked to the three main rebel leaders. “We still aren’t great enough in numbers to face Haerold on the field of battle, but his numbers are dwindling. Desertion is heavy among his regular troops, some due to the harsh conditions, others flock to our cause.”

That was news to most of those in the room.

Morgan had just returned from a meeting with Jacob. 

For a moment he was silent, still a little disturbed. There had been something different about Jacob this time, but Morgan couldn’t put his finger on it. Maybe he was just tired. He’d verified the information, though, so he knew it was good.

“Haerold is having to rely more and more on hired mercenaries, the Hunters and his allies among the Northmen.”

“They,” Corvin said, “are winning no friends in the north either.”

Morgan nodded grimly.

“We’ve heard and seen the same,” Morgan said. “We’ve all seen the refugees.”

Heads nodded as faces grew grim.

Everyone had seen the refugees streaming out of the north in response to the raiding there. 

It pained Morgan that after the years spent defending those lands they’d had to abandon them, but there had been no choice. First Haerold had left them to their own devices and then he had virtually ceded the territory to the Northmen. There was little chance Haerold would ever get it back and he was too blind to see that once those lands were settled, the Northmen would turn their eyes south once again.

That was for another time.

Morgan took a breath, looking around the room at the others as Oryan moved quietly up behind Kyri.

“The one advantage we have,” Morgan said, “is the aid of Kyri and her people. Without them, communication would be far more difficult and they’ve been invaluable in a fight. It hasn’t been without cost for them or us.”

That first raid on the Fairy village had only been the harbinger of things to come. It had been followed by others, as well as raids like it on villages near rebel territory that were suspected of supporting them.

Softly, Oryan said, at Kyri’s back, worriedly, “Morgan looks tired.”

Kyri sighed, glancing back at Oryan over her shoulder. She nodded, concerned as well. Morgan did look tired.

“I do what I can, but who else is there?” she asked.

Oryan sighed.

There was no one else, not in the field where he needed Morgan to be.

Oryan could make certain Morgan had the funds he needed, the supplies and horses, the support. He could gather reports and information, serve as the central contact point, but he couldn’t do what Morgan did in the field. Not without exposing himself to capture.

And if he were caught the rebellion was over and with it any chance to reclaim the throne until or unless Gawain reached his majority without being found or caught himself.

Only Kyri came remotely close in ability and experience but she wasn’t Morgan and she was Fairy. Men wouldn’t follow her.

Gently, Kyri ran a hand down Morgan’s back because she knew he liked the contact, he liked knowing she was there. She also willed him strength and a little energy, wishing there was some other way she could make things easier for him.

At the soothing touch some of Morgan’s tension dropped away and he brushed a kiss over her forehead as he drew her close.

Having circled the room, giving a word of thanks to each, Oryan said, “If nothing else, our efforts haven’t been entirely in vain. Haerold now concentrates on us and so, while leaving the north to fend for itself, he’s left Mormont and some others alone and untouched. That’s not enough. We need Haerold off my throne. We need to remove his foot from the throats of the populace, rescind his taxes and stop the conscriptions. So, to that end…”

Gesturing to Morgan, Oryan stepped back again.

“We need to become more organized even than we have been,” Morgan said. “We need to start training as fighting units, not individual groups. Where we can, we should be drilling, practicing the kind of military skills necessary to fight Haerold’s mercenaries. In the meantime, we can’t leave off the harassment of his troops, the confiscation of his supplies and we need to keep annoying the tax collectors.” 

All of which meant Morgan would be busier than ever.



Chapter Twenty Nine
 

Rolling his head on his shoulders Morgan tried to focus. The report in front of him didn’t want to make sense. He rubbed his eyes tiredly, as much from trying to read the print in front of him than from lack of sleep. He sat back against the tree for a moment, the papers balanced on his knee, looking out across the rolling hills to rest his eyes.

It was cool, the earliest days of spring, when pockets of snow huddled in the shadows but the first flowers nodded, small snowdrops, golden daffodils…

If he wasn’t tired physically, he was in spirit. It sometimes seemed he took two steps forward and one back. More and more recruits joined the rebels and some he recruited for the Marshals, but Haerold was also increasing his attacks on the villages, the rebels, and the Fairy. Some of the Hunters had been set to scent, track, and hunt down individual people, himself, Oryan and Kyri included, so it had become a deadly game of cat and mouse.

The light at the end of the tunnel, however, was growing, if only by inches and not yards.

Stretching, he tried to work out the kinks in his shoulders.

He missed Kyri, knowing she would have sensed his discomfort and worked on those shoulders, her strong, long-fingered hands kneading and rubbing until the pain was gone. It had been too long since he’d seen her. But then even two days between meetings sometimes seemed too long.

Shaking his head, he turned his attention back to his report, until he heard the sound of wings and looked up as Dorien settled to the ground, his expression alarming, frightened, worried and furious…

“Haerold has Galan,” Dorien said shortly.

Galan.

The thought of the strong but gentle Fairy Healer in the hands of Haerold’s people made Morgan wince. And then there was Kyri…she would be frantic…heartsick….

Everyone in earshot heard and the call was repeated as Morgan’s folk shot to their feet, rushing to saddle their horses. Morgan didn’t even have to give the order. No one questioned it. Many if not most of them owed Galan their very lives.

That Kyri was already on her way was something Morgan never questioned.

“Where and how far?” Morgan asked, swinging up onto his horse.

“All I know now is west and a little north of here,” Dorien said, “Kyri will tell me more when she finds him.”

 

The cry and shock had ripped through her like a knife and Kyri spun in place instinctively, her eyes going north, to Galan. It shivered through her even as she ran, taking two steps before launching herself off the edge of her aerie, with Dorien right behind her. Solon gathered others…

Galan, who’d gone in response to another, different, cry for help from one of the rebel bands. They’d been attacked by a squad of Haerold’s forces, had taken casualties before they’d beaten them back. It had been an emergency, with so many wounded. She’d heard from him only hours before. The worst of the wounded had been Healed, he was tired, but there were a few more to see.

Haerold had Galan. Sweet, patient Galan.

Galan’s pain battered her as she sensed that of all her people, but she forced herself to keep her mind clear. It would do him no good if she lost her wits.

This was why she was Queen.

She sent Dorien to find Morgan.

It would take time to reach Galan, less time on wing than if they rode, but far more tiring. She had to balance one against the other, although every Fairy with her was fired with fear and fury. That would carry them farther.

Her sense of Galan wavered a little and Kyri flinched a little, knowing what it meant.

Iron, he had iron on him. 

Her wrists ached in sympathy, remembering the burning from long ago.

They were running out of time.

 

Galan hadn’t seen the net, it was so late and the sun was westering, blinding him, when suddenly something had shot up in front of him as he flew at treetop level to keep from being seen. He’d tried to avoid it, but he’d been too late, crashing into it, trying to back out of it even as it came down over him, dragging him down to the ground.

They came out of nowhere, out of the growing afternoon shadows – a Hunter and a number of men.

Drawing his sword, he tried to cut himself free before they reached him, sending the cry of alarm out to Kyri even as they bore him down, pinning him to the ground.

The Hunter grinned, its tongue lolling, his teeth bared and held up a pair of clanking iron manacles…

Galan fought, desperately, as they shackled him.

Even so, they held him face down, pinned to the ground…

Pain came with the sharp snap of bone, horrifying, unimaginable…it shattered him…no…

More came, to take him away…

 

It was the pain that gave Kyri Galan’s location. Knowing where Galan felt it, Kyri’s stomach clenched in horror.

One of the others with her cried out in wordless protest.

Kyri steeled herself, tears in her eyes, forcing herself to concentrate, to hold it in, to stay focused… and then she found them, she saw them in the distance.

Fury burned through her, but she kept her wits about her enough to send word to Morgan through Dorien.

 

Mind to mind, there was no filtering, Dorien saw what Kyri saw. The shock of it nearly undid him. He faltered, shuddering, nearly falling out of the sky, crying out… 

Alarmed, Morgan looked up, but Dorien shook his head, his dark eyes sick.

“Hurry,” was all Dorien said.

It took only that look in those usually imperturbable Fairy eyes to make Morgan realize something was far more seriously wrong than Galan being captured.  Dorien was usually so unflappable. Morgan didn’t question it, nor did any of the others, all of them spurred their horses into a gallop.

Then, in the distance he saw it, unmistakable and oddly beautiful for all that it was deadly.

A flight of Fairy in battle, winged figures, the last of the sunlight sparkling on their wings, diving like sparrows defending their nest from a hawk. Rising, spinning and diving, spiraling off this way and that to rise, dive and fire again.

A cry of horror sent chills racing over his skin.

 

To come close enough to hit a target with a bow on the wing meant you must also be close enough to be hit. That was the balance that had to be maintained. Attention had to be paid, the timing had to be perfect. 

It made no sense to lose one to gain one, Kyri kept reminding herself, no matter how terrified she was for Galan.

Looking below, she could see him in the open wagon below. And seeing him in that iron cage, seeing what they’d done to him, the blood on him…

She cried out in rage and grief…. the sound rang over the hills.

It didn’t help, so she forced her eyes away. 

On a wingtip, she turned, bow drawn and fired on those crouching for cover below.

With relief she heard the sound of hoof beats.

Morgan.

Kyri knew it before she saw him and nearly wept with relief.

Most of what she and they were doing was simply driving Haerold’s men to cover, keeping them back and away from Galan, so they couldn’t hold him hostage to his own fate, although they weren’t trying to miss and they’d hit one or two. 

The bodies lay stretched out on the ground.

Even now she saw she had a shot and spun in the air, seeing the man with his back pressed to a small hillock for cover. She fired even as he turned, taking him in the chest.

Then Morgan’s people hit, driving into the unprepared fighters taking cover behind bushes and trees, flushing them out. Even the Hunter.

She saw him, Morgan, her heart and life. His fair hair was a beacon, his face and figure unmistakable and some of her heartache and fear eased, knowing he saw her, too.

Morgan had been watching her from the moment he’d seen where she was, seeing the taut way she flew, the sharpness instead of her usual grace, the iron control she exercised.

It took only one glance at Galan, to see him shackled in a cage, to see the blood on him and what had been done to him for Morgan to begin swearing. 

His gut twisted in fury for Galan, heartsick. He gestured and one group peeled off to harass Haerold’s men, while the other raced to encircle the wagon.

In a silvery flash of wings, Kyri landed on the top of the cage, her thin shoes scant protection from the iron but she scarcely noticed it. She ignored the burning, battering the lock on the cage with her sword, desperate to get Galan out of it, but the silver of her sword was too soft to break it.

“Keep them off us,” Morgan shouted to his people and leaped to the wagon, severing the lock with one swing.

Galan was on the floor of the iron cage, on one knee, his jaw clenched against the searing pain in his wrists, knees, his back, his wings… His eyes were furious, proud and despairing.

There were burns all over his arms and shoulders from bumping against the iron cage.

His wings, though…

Morgan wanted to be sick at what they’d done to him.

Then Kyri was beside him, her sea-colored eyes desperate… She was nearly sobbing.

“Galan. The shackles, please, Morgan, I can’t touch them,” she said, flinching back from where her own shoulder touched iron.

Someone shouted, “Keys.”

Morgan snatched them out of the air as they were tossed to him, opening the shackles. 

Galan practically dove out of the cage, hunching to keep from touching the iron and launched himself into Kyri’s arms.

Nearly weeping, she caught him, looking up in gratitude at Morgan, murmuring reassurances.

“I can fix them, Galan,” she said. “I can. You’ll fly again, I promise.”

Her throat working, she touched Galan’s wings in disbelief and fury.

They’d clipped them, severing the tendons, rendering them useless.

Crystalline tears fell like rain…

 

With a sigh, Kyri let Galan sleep, giving a nod to Dorien for his help holding Galan’s wings still while she Healed them. Morgan was waiting to take her into his arms. She went into them gratefully, laying her head on his broad chest.

“Morgan.”

“How is he?”

Kyri took a long slow breath. “If we’d been later… He’ll be fine in a few days, but he won’t be flying much for a little longer. Some things take time.”

Fading fear and tension, the long, hard, desperate flight, had left her weak and shaky. Her stomach quivered.

“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I know you would have anyway, but still....”

For a moment, her mouth tightened.

“Galan is the closest I have to family,” she said finally, simply, silvery tears sparkling in her eyes. “We’re not terribly fertile, Fairy aren’t, so we have few family. He is all that I have, as like a brother to me as any.”

Morgan hadn’t known, but now he understood the need for thanks.

Gently, he brushed her hair back from her face with both hands, pressed a kiss to her forehead. 

Kyri closed her eyes, drinking in the comfort.

“We’ll escort you home,” he said.

For a moment she paused and then she said, “All the way there, then. Tell your people that they are welcome there as you have ever been, if there had been time to take you.”

Morgan knew what it was Kyri offered to his people.

Never in memory or story had anyone not Fairy walked on Fairy soil, in Faery itself. Even Oryan had never set foot within a Fairy glen. Although Kyri had talked often of taking Morgan there and he’d known what it was she offered to him, the time had never been available.

It wasn’t just him, though, that she was taking among her people, but those he trusted most as well. Those who were like brothers and sisters to him. Faithful Caleb, Jena, all these…

Morgan had never known family but he’d known the Marshals. 

There had always been the Marshals.



Chapter Thirty
 

They made their way through the multi-storied wood, the places Fairy loved the most, the deep cool forest. The low brush was lush and green, flower-spangled moss carpeted the ground here and there. A thick layer of leaves and pine needles muffled the sound of the horses’ hooves, releasing the soft scents of earth, water, pine and herbs. Sunlight speared down in brilliant shafts of light. High above them the tops of the trees swayed in the breeze.

Tiny birds flitted and darted around the trees, singing, quarreling. A doe and her fawn searched for the small emerald patches of grass that found a home here. Save to lift their heads to stare at those passing with their dark liquid eyes, neither moved. Both went back to eating, the fawn butting its nose against its mother, seeking a different meal than its mother did.

It was quiet, so very quiet Morgan could hear the trees sough high above him, a soft rustling. Somewhere nearby, water bubbled and ran.

There had been another sacred space like this and Morgan looked to Kyri as she looked back and smiled at the memory. He had made love to her there for the first time.

Their party traversed a narrow path through mountains, between massive tumbled boulders covered with lichen and more of the vibrant moss, glowing green against the dark stone.

Above them the trees reached high for the distant sky, only a faint trace of blue far above. He’d never seen trees so tall as these. This was ancient forest, untouched by the axes of men.

Everyone was silent, almost breathless in wonder, awe and anticipation.

Morgan glanced at Kyri, her lovely eyes sparkled.

“Welcome to Faery,” she said softly, and smiled brilliantly.

As if to give them the best and longest views, the horses paced slowly beneath them, taking their time.

It was as if the trees parted, or the brightness grew and yet they didn’t and it didn’t, the trees were simply less dense. Sunlight streamed between them, spears of it, long brilliant rays lighting up the glen…

It was magical.

Even Morgan’s breath caught.

Kyri laughed to see it.

He looked at her briefly, shaking his head before turning his eyes back up again.

The trees towered, great tall things with gnarled reddish trunks or great smooth gray ones, Fairy oak and pine, their broad branches spreading high above their heads, thick with leaves or needles, laced with brilliantly colored flowering vines that twined around the boles. The air was slightly sweet with the scent, the tang of the pine and the tiny white fairy moss flowers.

Sunlight beamed down everywhere, filtering through leaves to dance on the ground, or slanting in wide piercing rays. The ground was covered in thick grass or the deep emerald moss with its little flowers that looked soft to the feet.

What amazed them all was that high among those branches and vines were broad platforms, their railings twined with more of the flowering vines. Music played lightly somewhere, a pipe lilted lightly and some stringed instrument trilled. Fairy peered down in curiosity at the visitors, wings fluttering. Scattered around the forest floor were thatched roof platforms as well, while others had taken roost among the tumbled rocks and boulders of the mountain slopes that circled the tiny hidden valley.

A waterfall spilled down one side, falling over a cliff into a small lake, the stream running off and disappearing somewhere out of sight. Perched on rocks and boulders, Fairy preened, feathery fluff floating around their feet, talking and laughing, one helping another to reach the spots they couldn’t. 

Morgan kept that in mind, remembering the day he’d found Kyri doing the same.

Everywhere light sparkled and danced off fluttering crystalline wings in every shade of the rainbow and some that weren’t, pale pink, blue, green, yellow, gold, silver and bronze, reflecting and shimmering.

Birds swooped among the trees to the sound of laughter, before anyone realized they weren’t birds, but Fairy children, as a few dove down in equal amazement to examine the visitors with wide eyed curiosity. They chattered like birds, too, as children did, delighted to see something new, their eyes bright and curious, their faces happy and mischievous.

Waving to get their attention, rolling her eyes in amusement and fond exasperation, Kyri said, gently chiding, “Not Fairy…they can’t understand you.”

Startled, they flew off, to watch from nearby, giggling like children everywhere, it was just that these had wings. And then they were off again, darting through the trees on those gossamer wings.

It was the first time Morgan realized that there was a difference in the coloration of those wings, although all the wings were crystalline, some had tinges of blue or green, amber or rose, gold, silver or bronze. 

Only Kyri’s were iridescent, crystal clear.

To their left, the boulders rose into a series of levels, steps chiseled into some of them, leading up the tumbled hillside and the cliff face.

About midway from the top was a broad open space, one side brightly canopied, with walls of brilliantly colored silk that fluttered lightly in the breeze. The center was open to the sun, with a fire pit at the back, while the opposite was covered by an open wooden structure, the roof of it a thick web of the flowering vines. All of it was bright and cheerful. It was lovely and oddly castle-like with the boulders that rose above, around, behind and framing it to each side.

Regal in its own way, it was separate, overlooking all else.

“Yours?” Morgan asked.

Kyri turned to look at him with a smile. “Mine.”

Some of the Fairy were already gathering, swooping down from above with plates and platters, others coming on foot, their feet bare, smiling at the visitors in welcome.

The food smelled incredible. Spits in the fire pit turned, roasting fowl, venison and fish. There were vegetables, mushrooms and roots roasting among the coals.

Caleb whispered to Morgan, “Now I know why they don’t let many of our folk in, everyone would want to come. This is heaven, I think.”

Hearing, Kyri said with a laugh, “Not always.”

As if to make the point, a brace of children flew overhead, squabbling.

“Children,” Kyri said firmly, emphasizing it mentally.

Eyes wide, they flew off still squabbling, just doing it elsewhere.

Spreading her hands, Kyri said with a wry smile, “As you see…”

It was like a festival, or a harvest feast day. A celebration.

Seeing it, Morgan’s cares slid away, if only for a moment.

Sliding off his horse, he raised his hands to catch Kyri around the waist and help her off hers. 

With a smile, she slid into his hands, glad for the contact as he lowered her to the ground.

A dozen pairs of eyes of every denomination took note, but nothing was said as smiles widened.

Kyri wrapped her arms around him to smile up at him, her eyes warm. “Welcome to my home. Come.”

She took his hand and walked with him up the steps.

Beneath the vine canopy pillows had been scattered over the slate tiles. Low tables were covered with food and drink. Everything was within easy reach, everything prepared for fingers. Finely woven carpets in soft patterns covered the slate floors.

In a short time everyone was seated, reaching for what they wanted from the bowls and platters, passing full cups of fairy mead –  a rich fermented fruit wine – or ale, in front of them, drinking, laughing, eating, Fairy among them.

Not a single Fairy blinked, as if men came among them every day. No, instead they chattered, teased, laughed and questioned.

Morgan half sat, half lay, his head propped on his elbow. Kyri sat in the curve of his body with her wings over him. Next to them was Caleb, having an intense discussion with one of the Fairy about the instrument he played.

Across from them was Galan, his battered wings finally healed enough to fold against his back again. His eyes met Morgan’s and he nodded once, in acknowledgment and thanks. The shock and horror had taken some time to leave his eyes and now and again on the journey Morgan had seen it shadow those gentle eyes as Galan battled it back.

Morgan nodded in return, remembering the night Galan had fought so hard to Heal Kyri and the many times he’d come to help Morgan’s people. There was nothing owed here, there were no debts between them, only friendship.

It was a good time, though, with everyone laughing. His people had needed this, most were as tired and ragged as he.

As the sun set Kyri reached up, a small flicker of light appearing in her palm. It cast a soft warm glow.

Morgan watched in wonder as it lifted up to dance lightly on the breeze. 

All around them, other Fairy did the same.

Fairy lights. Floating on the air. 

It was as if stars had come down from the sky to dance among them.

He half laughed in amazement, shaking his head as he looked at them.

Kyri turned a little to prop herself on her arm to look at him.

There were times when she would look at him like this, in sheer wonder at his presence.

She loved the clean lines of his face, the pale arch of his eyebrows, that firm, perfect mouth and his crystal blue eyes. He could look so hard, almost forbidding, so strong and then…then he would smile and the man she loved would come through, with his dry sense of humor, his sudden flashes of compassion and warmth and the strength to lean on when she needed it. The one who could be so gentle as he tended to her, bandaging her wounds tenderly.

For this short time he’d relaxed a little, she could see it in his face. He didn’t look nearly so tired.

Turning his head, Morgan caught her looking at him.

He looked back, reaching to brush the tight, thick golden curls back from her face as he liked to do, looking into her lovely eyes, the color so astonishing. Shaking his head in amazement, he traced the line of her cheek, that pretty mouth.

There was no deference to her here, no standing on ceremony, so he drew her mouth down to his and kissed her. She kissed him back, her hand sliding up his back to run her fingers through his hair.

As darkness settled over them and stars spangled the distant night sky, she tilted her head at him with a mischievous smile. Taking his hand, she rose and tugged gently until he stood. Then she released him, slipping into the darkness, crooking her finger at him. Beckoning him.

Smiling, his blood heating, Morgan followed her behind the drapes and beneath the canopy of her dwelling, to find her shift, still warm from her skin, lying on the colorful carpet that covered the slate floor.

He bent to pick it up and then straightened, warmth running through him.

Light glowed through the thin silk walls within. 

Brushing them aside, his breath caught.

He found her waiting, dressed in nothing but her golden hair and her gossamer wings. Those wings were closed around her so all he could see of her through them was the shape of her body behind the translucent feathers, her bare shoulders and her beautiful face turned slightly away.

As he walked toward her, tossing his hat aside, stripping off his shirt, her wings opened to him…revealing her to him once again. With both hands she swept her hair back over her shoulders and then opened her arms to him…

How could he not love her?

Looking at him, Kyri’s breath caught. He was magnificent. So handsome. She loved the look of him, his fair hair glinting sparks of gold and red, his crystal blue eyes brilliant. His body was so beautiful. She loved his broad strong chest, the firm muscles there, the tight crisp hair.

He stripped his belt away, tossed it aside to wrap his arms around her hips and lift her up above him so her wings fluttered. She laughed, looking down at him, at his smile, her hands braced on his shoulders. Her wings closed around them, encircled and enclosed them in a space all their own.

Morgan let her slide slowly down his body, an inch at a time, relishing her skin against his and kissed each inch that went by.

Wrapping her legs around his waist, Kyri let herself drop, trusting him to hold her. Then his mouth closed over her breast, his arms wrapped around her bottom and she stopped thinking.

Somehow they made it to the broad thick cushions scattered with light silken blankets that were her bed. Morgan’s trews were gone and he slid up inside her as her wings spread around them. Each thrust rocked them more tightly together, pleasure growing until finally it burst and flowed.

The last thought either had was how good it was to curl into each other again, the warmth of skin against skin.



Chapter Thirty One
 

The survivors of the failed raid trickled into the rebel camp, their eyes dazed, stunned by the level of the disaster. Most smelled of smoke, many were bleeding, battered and bruised, only a few were bandaged. Watching them, Morgan shook his head. Galan was already on his way.

“Either there’s a snitch,” he said, “or we’ve got a traitor in our midst.”

Carter swore softly. He’d once been one of Morgan’s Marshals, but the constant traveling had worn on his wife, so he’d chosen to retire, somewhat, to something slightly more settled. Then Haerold had overthrown Oryan. 

This band of rebels was his responsibility.

There was no other way Haerold’s forces could’ve known about this raid, though. It had been a simple foray against a supply depot, to redistribute the food taken from the local farmers in lieu of taxes and hoarded, for return to the starving people who’d grown it. 

Somehow Haerold had known the attack was coming and his people had been waiting.

Morgan was tired.

No, frankly, he was exhausted. It had been months since that idyllic day in the Fairy glen and he and Kyri had had only one or two meetings since, if that. The times with her were his only respite, the only occasion when he got a full night’s sleep, or at least felt like he’d had one, although there were times when he traded sleep for time with her.

He doubted it was Haerold’s intention to run him ragged, it was just happening that way.

“We have to find him or her, Carter,” Morgan said. “Find out who’s making bed-talk, who’s in debt. Who joined recently that we don’t know enough about.”

“I hate this, Morgan,” Carter said, bitterly. “Most of the people here were vouched for by someone else.”

“Until we can get Haerold off that throne,” Morgan said, “that’s what we’ll have to do. I’ll check with my own sources. See what I can hear.”

He rode out, beating back his own weariness. It was time for a visit to Jacob in Remagne again anyway.

Caleb looked at him worriedly as he followed but said nothing. 

He knew Oryan and Kyri were both worried as well. The Captain drove himself harder than anyone else. Many was the night when Caleb took to his blankets on Morgan’s orders, while the man himself sat up trying to read reports from some of the other Marshals, or the rebels, by the light of the fire.

This night was no exception, but there was no use nagging him, he wouldn’t listen. There was too much to do. 

And Caleb knew it.

Caleb didn’t know how Morgan was doing it. Or how much longer he could continue.

That’s what scared him.

As there was no one else to take his place, they all hoped it wouldn’t happen, not anytime soon. It was all they could do.

They camped safely outside of the city, waiting for twilight, when the light was uncertain and the shadows were dark, Caleb grabbing a quick nap before they slipped down to the city. Morgan, of course, didn’t, reading dispatches and sending off one of their people as a messenger in answer.

Morgan tapped him on the shoulder, waking him from his doze.

It was time.

A wagon stood at the gate, the tired driver talking to the first set of gate guards, trying to persuade them to let him pass.

While the guards were occupied, Morgan and Caleb slipped past, keeping low behind the wagon, keeping close as it trundled through the gate.

The second set of guards, assuming they’d been passed by the first, waved them through.

After that the maze of the streets of the city of Remagne was their only concern.

Why, Morgan asked himself as they wandered in and out of some of the taverns, did Jacob love places like these? 

Dark and dingy, they were filled with a certain nervous excitement or a dogged weariness. The women had empty eyes, empty hearts. Jacob had always liked games of chance, the roll of the dice, the turn of the card, bad beer and worse whiskey.

Morgan didn’t understand it.

A few judicious questions, coins exchanged and stories of money owed and they finally tracked Jacob down.

Morgan frowned at the look of the place. It was a step down again for Jacob, back into the meaner streets.

It was more of a shock for Jacob to look up and see Morgan standing in the doorway of the tavern. 

Swiftly, he brushed what was on the table in front of him into his lap. 

There was no need for Morgan to see that and Jacob was only using it to keep his cover safe….

Caleb went to the bar, to watch for any signs of trouble, or a glimmer of recognition.

Jacob smiled gladly enough, if carefully and discreetly before a dozen watching eyes, though, to see Morgan drop into the chair across from him.

It was good to see the man, even if he did look a bit worn at the edges. 

Jacob had managed to get a few messages out, but they hadn’t met as often as Morgan would have liked. Word had it that Morgan had his little piece – the Queen of the Fairy no less – and now Jacob had his.

Although Jacob had to be damned if he’d get so tied up as Morgan was said to be. 

Keep it sweet, keep it light…that was his motto.

He glanced over to where she was dancing, thinking of the night to come and then he looked back to Morgan.

“Good to see you, Morgan,” Jacob said.

Morgan didn’t know if it was the poor light, too much bad whiskey or what, but Jacob looked almost as bad as he did, his eyes a little too bright, his dark skin paler, a little gray.

“Are you all right, Jacob?” Morgan asked, frowning, eyeing Jacob worriedly.

Waving it off, Jacob thought, do I look that bad? but he only said, “I’m fine. I’m good. What brings you to the bowels of Remagne?”

Bowels of Remagne was right, Morgan thought, looking around at the men staring desultorily into their mugs of beer, ale or cheap whiskey.

“You heard anything about Haerold having an ear in the rebel camps to the south?”

Straightening a little, more alert, Jacob shook his head, frowning, disturbed. He should have. And Morgan wouldn’t be asking if he hadn’t good reason. Was he slipping?

“No,” Jacob said, “but I know who to ask.”

“Ask,” Morgan said.

Jacob nodded. “I’ll send word.”

“Anything else for me?”

Jacob looked around. “Not at the moment.”

His eyes were jittery. Morgan frowned.

“Truthfully, Jacob,” Morgan asked. “How are you?”

Keeping his eyes steady on Morgan, Jacob said, “I’m good.”

He was careful not to overplay it, gesturing to the men around the room, the smoke hanging by the ceiling, a dancer gyrating in a corner to the accompaniment of a bad guitar player, a dice game in another corner. “This is my kind of place. I’ve got a woman and about a dozen games going. I couldn’t be better.”

That was the truth. Lately he had plenty of energy, so much so that it sometimes seemed his blood was sparkling, although there were times now and then when he got irritable.

“Need anything?” Morgan asked, clearly still uneasy.

“Stop worrying, Morgan,” Jacob said. “Truth is, you don’t look so good yourself.”

Nor was Jacob the first to say that.

“It’s not the first time,” Morgan said.

As Jacob knew. 

“Remember that time we were trying to catch those smugglers?”

They sat for a while, talking, trading stories of old times for the sake of any watchers until Morgan knew it was time to leave.

He missed Jacob, missed the old days when the worst they had had to worry about was smugglers.

The dancer’s eyes followed him as he left.

In the predawn hours the streets were virtually empty, but he and Caleb were careful to stick to the shadows until they neared the gate. Morgan’s legs were leaden with weariness and they still had to ride out, put some distance between themselves and Remagne before they could rest.

They’d almost made it through the first set of guards before one of the Guards called, “Wait.”

For a second Morgan debated it and then decided that discretion was the better part of valor. Better to take the chance than to raise the alarm for certain.

He turned, even as the guard raised his lantern.

Caleb cursed softly, reaching for his sword.

It was simply bad timing.

The light hit Morgan’s face – his handsome, fair-haired, blue-eyed and very distinctive face – perfectly.

Morgan saw the light of recognition in the Guard’s eyes and swore softly as he hit him, one quick punch, fast and hard as Caleb drove his sword through the other.

Now it was only speed and luck, as they raced through the short tunnel beneath the pediment where Kyri had very nearly died.

The second set of guards heard or sensed something. One cried the alarm as the other ran to intercept them before the other joined him. 

Now Morgan swore with a vengeance.

Although no swordsman, the two guards delayed them long enough for reinforcements to arrive.

Then it was a pitched battle, with swords, elbows and punches flying, trying to break free before more arrived. A blade shot across Morgan’s ribs, missed piercing him only by dint of his having twisted out of its way, his sword tangled elsewhere. Morgan hit that one with his left hand, rammed his shoulder into the one he’d parried, sending that one staggering away. He put his sword through another, turned and ducked the next, hacking to drive the man away.

His sword arm might as well have been made of lead.

“Caleb,” he shouted and they ran for it, Kyri’s whistle to his lips.

The horses came at a gallop, the rest of the Marshals with them. 

Morgan swung up onto his horse on the fly as Caleb scrambled into his and they were off, their archers driving their pursuers back as a volley came from above.



Chapter Thirty Two
 

The Hunters came before dawn, the early morning attack catching everyone by surprise. Liliane reached for her swords even as she turned to her son, the boy she now truly considered her child, and cried, “Run, Gawain.”

“Mother!” he shouted.

Looking at him, tears burning behind her eyes, she shouted, “Do as you’re told, Gawain, and run…!”

Run he did, to be caught up by one of the other villagers, Mairi’s hand clapping over the boy’s mouth to keep him silent, to not cry out for his mother… With Gordon to protect the children Liliane was the only hope for the village now, unless the Marshals arrived in time…

Liliane set herself, as the memories of old, good times with good comrades came back and she smiled…

Her boy would be safe here. He’d grown so tall in such a short time.

Boys, they just grew. Everyone here believed him her son in truth and they would protect him as their own, as she fought for them now…

Morgan would be proud of her, she thought, although he would likely never know, but she’d made sure the boy would be cared for, trained up proper....

The Hunters came and she let out a gusty sigh, glad to have her swords in hand for good purpose once more. This was what she was good at, not farming, although she’d tried.

She faced them, almost smiling, as the young people escaped knowing she would likely die here. 

The Hunters had short tempers and mean streaks of late. Morgan had led them a merry chase and she was right proud of him.

They came.

It was better this way. No one would ever know. She was the last link to the boy, save for the Queen of the Fairy.

She was Liliane and they wouldn’t take her son, for in all the ways that mattered, he was hers now and she would die for him.

Wolf-like, they circled her, stalking, unknowingly buying her people time to get the children safely away.

Only one other had ever been as quick as she. Morgan, her Captain, once Lord High Marshal. She remembered sparring with him and even once with the Queen herself. Morgan was the best man she’d ever known, bar none, although Gordon came close.

The Hunter behind her leaped, but she spun and her sword sliced across its shoulder as it yelped. 

Liliane gloried in the thrill of honest battle, her swords slashed to drive off the next. She held off the next as well, but took a deep scratch for it.

Another dove in while she was distracted. Its mouth closed over the back of her leg, her hamstring.

The leg buckled as pain burst through her.

It didn’t matter, her swords met the next one as it leaped for her throat and she snarled into its face.

She smiled. Gawain was safe, that was all that mattered. They would never have him now. The last link was broken.

He was a good boy. She’d steeped him in the stories of his father, the real one…had begun his training.

Already Gordon stood ready to step into her place.

The next one leaped for her. Her heart lightened and she laughed as her sword pierced its chest while another leaped for her throat.

It took her down, jaws tightening, but still Liliane laughed. 

Joy moved through her.

In her mind, she reached up for the light…and the Gods welcomed her home.

Gawain was safe.

She’d had a good run and done her duty. She gave up her life willingly.



Chapter Thirty Three
 

Morgan awoke to gentle fingers touching his ribs and almost flinched away, anticipating pain. He’d finally let Caleb patch them, but every touch had stung painfully. Except that this time there was no pain, just the light tingling warmth of Kyri’s magic. Her soft scent surrounded him. He opened his eyes to find her sitting beside him on the cot, her rippling golden hair trailing over his bare chest softly. Lightly, her fingertips touched her talisman there.

Her beautiful aquamarine eyes were shadowed, worried, but then they lifted to meet his and finding him awake she smiled, the shadows disappearing.

For a moment he just drank her in, her lovely face, the long spiraling curls of her hair were like sunshine sliding across his skin at each motion of her head.

“Morgan,” Kyri said and laid her head on his chest.

He’d looked so exhausted, so bone-weary when she entered, sleeping so deeply he hadn’t even noticed her arrive.

It made her heart ache to see it.

The score across his ribs had been deep, enflamed, but that had been almost less a worry than the fact that he hadn’t awakened when she touched him, or as she listened to Caleb tell her what had happened. In Healing, she knew the depths of Morgan’s exhaustion, how hard and how far he had pushed himself.

And, listening to Caleb, her concern had only grown.

It wasn’t like Morgan to make mistakes like this. He was too careful. She was becoming more and more afraid for him, but she knew he wouldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop, so long as Oryan’s people and hers suffered under Haerold’s heel.

Still half asleep, Morgan stroked her hair, the silken ripple of it soft beneath his palm, inhaling the sweet scent of her. That was soothing in itself. He wanted to curl up around her for hours.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, wanting to be alarmed but was instead simply grateful.

Kyri spread her hand across the broad muscles of his chest, then brushed her cheek against it. “I sensed you were in pain.”

 “I called her,” Caleb said. “You needed her, Captain.”

She’d already been in flight when the Call had come.

As much as he wanted to be angry, Morgan couldn’t bring himself to do it. He’d missed her and knew she’d missed him, too, it had been in her eyes when she laid her cheek against his chest.

“Thank you, Caleb,” he said, looking around the familiar tent.

So, they’d made it back to the Kingdom in exile. He hadn’t been sure when they’d arrived; he’d been almost too damn tired to care.

With a quick salute Caleb left.

“Stay with me a while,” Morgan said, holding out a hand to her, drawing Kyri back down beside him, needing her body next to his.

“Of course.” 

It was no trial to do so. 

Gratefully, Kyri stretched out alongside him. 

Morgan shifted to lay his head on her shoulder, tangling his legs around hers to pull her closer. She skimmed her fingers through his hair, pressed a kiss to his forehead.

Wrapped around her, Morgan sighed. “Sometimes I wish that you and I were just simple people, living in a cottage at the edge of the forest, with nothing more to do than chop wood, farm and love each other.”

“Do you, Morgan?” Kyri asked, something inside her going still as she stroked his hair, her heart aching. She sighed. “Sometimes I do as well.”

It was no more than the truth.

But she couldn’t be other than what she was. Any more than he.

How much farther could he stretch himself? 

The old Morgan would never have made a mistake like this. He’d been too tired, too overstretched. Holding him, running her fingers through his hair, her heart aching, she tried to find another way…

 

Watching Morgan ride out again, Oryan took a deep breath, shaking his head. Despite the night’s sleep, the man still looked worn. Oryan feared for him. At this rate, if he didn’t collapse from exhaustion he would instead make some other critical mistake. They, he, couldn’t afford to lose him. Yet there was no one else. Nothing he or Kyri said could convince Morgan to take more than a few hours and Oryan couldn’t argue it. Morgan was needed out there. He needed him there.

Standing beside him, Kyri looked as worried and helpless as he. She let out a breath as the tent flaps closed behind them.

Inside, one of the rebel leaders – Corvin – waited.

Oryan nodded to him. “Corvin. A moment.”

“I don’t know what to do, Oryan,” Kyri said. “He’s killing himself.”

It was killing her to watch.

In two years the rebel forces had grown into a more efficient fighting force, but Haerold had also hired more mercenaries, beggaring the treasury to try to put the Rebellion down. As he’d intensified his battles everywhere he’d begun actively hunting both the rebels and the Fairy, offering enormous rewards for information, levying massive taxes to pay for it. Save for the reward for Oryan, the bounties offered for Morgan and Kyri were the greatest.

Haerold had turned, too, on the Fairy with a vengeance, as they’d expected, cutting down and burning huge swaths of Forest. Her people were stretched to their limits to defend themselves, much less the Forests they cared for and depended on.

There had also had to be several rescues of captive Fairy since Galan.

If it went on much longer, she would have to pull them back into the safety of the deep forest, out of contact with the rest of the Kingdom completely. However much just the thought of that tormented her.

The toll on Morgan, Oryan’s General in the field, was enormous as he was still needed everywhere.

With a sigh, Oryan said, “I’ve tried talking to him, too, but we need him.”

Detrick and the others tried to help, but the rebel bands had their own problems, as Haerold sought them, too.

Save to give refuge, Kyri couldn’t help much more than she and her people already were.

It didn’t help that Morgan insisted on helping them also, stretching his resources even further to aid them after attacks by Haerold’s forces, freeing them to repair the damage that had been done much sooner than they might. Nor could Kyri refuse him, for the sake of her people, for that of the people of the Kingdom, for Morgan, or for herself.

Her people needed the trees, the rebellion needed the cover of them, Morgan needed those brief times with her afterward and she needed him.

“He is what he is, Kyri,” Oryan said.

She knew it.

Nor would she change him. It wasn’t in him to give up or give in. He would fight and keep fighting until they overwhelmed him or he died. She’d already seen that. He could do no less and he would ask more of himself than he would ask of others, even if it killed him.

As it very well might.

Tired as he was, though, each layer of weariness increased the chances he would make a mistake, or miss something vital.

It terrified her, the thought of losing him, not just for her own sake, but also for the sake of the Kingdom, this one and her own. There was no one else like Morgan to replace him.

She could see the truth of it in Oryan’s eyes as well.

His face averted, Corvin practically vibrated with some emotion.

“Maybe the man wouldn’t be stretched so thin if he weren’t so concerned with the damn Fairy,” Corvin said, suddenly, sharply. “Or your bed.”

“Corvin,” Oryan said, sharply.

Glancing almost shamefacedly away from Kyri, Corvin’s mouth tightened.

“With all due respect, your Highness,” Corvin said, “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought it a time or two yourself. We’re all grateful for the help the Fairy give us, but their damn forests are a sight more important to them than we are. It’s not like their army is coming marching out to aid us.”

Still, the worst of it was, Oryan knew, Corvin wasn’t the only one to think it. 

To his shame it had even crossed his mind a time or two as much as he regretted even thinking it, grieving as he did for his Gwen.

Nor could Kyri deny there was some truth in it. Some, but not all.

She shook her head. “No, Oryan, he has the right of it and the right to say it…”

In the back of her mind she remembered Morgan whispering that he wished they could be just some other couple in a cottage in the woods. As did she. Even more so now.

She knew he hadn’t meant it as it stood, that he didn’t want her as anything other than what she was. He was the only one who’d ever seen Kyri for herself, not solely as Queen of the Fairy, but as Kyri and Queen.

“But you should know that all we can spare,” Kyri said, “you have.”

She looked at Corvin.

“There are no more of us than you see,” she said. “Without the forests, we’ll die, all of us. I dare not pull more, or the Fairy will be no more. My people have suffered greatly at the hands of yours until these last years.”

“Kyri,” Oryan said shocked. He hadn’t known.

She hadn’t said as much to Oryan or even Morgan – who wouldn’t have asked, knowing without needing to ask that she was doing and giving all she could. 

Nor would she add to his concerns, not now, as much as it pained her.

It was only another reason why she was considering taking her people out of the Kingdom and into the deep forest. The only reason she’d stayed was because they were needed…and for Morgan.

That she must tell Morgan and soon, was clear.

At the very least, she must consider pulling some of her people back to save them.

“Lady Kyri,” Corvin said, helplessly, shamed.

“We fight, as you do,” she said, “with all that we have, with everything we can spare.”

Corvin had seen dozens and thought there must be hundreds. That was what the rumors said.

 “Kyri,” Oryan said, touching her hand.

With a small smile, she brushed her fingers over his.

“No offense taken, Oryan,” Kyri said, “Have no fear. In any group there are always differences of opinion.”

Galan waited outside but she couldn’t speak her thoughts to him, either. 

She was Kyriay, Galan wouldn’t gainsay her. 

Only Morgan would do that and although they’d talked to some extent about it, there was nothing really that anyone could do.

Galan eyed her worriedly, picking up some of her distress.

Again, she smiled. “Stop worrying, Galan. I’m well enough. I need only a little time, old friend, to think. To clear my mind. Will you do that for me?”

For all his concern, Galan nodded. 

He watched her fly, watched her seek the thermals high above as she did when she was troubled, when the burden of rule became too great, her wings glittering in the sunlight, to soar among the clouds.

Kyri flew, searching for and finding the pool where she’d preened that day, the day she and Morgan made love in the water, and settled on a rock there to think.

Her heart ached.

It was becoming clearer with each passing day that Morgan was stretched too thin, in too many directions.

Oryan’s Kingdom needed him, desperately. The fight was going well but their most precious resource was growing thin.

Oryan needed Morgan not only as his General but as his advisor and his friend.

Her people needed him, too. If they didn’t win this, Haerold would turn on them and her anyway.

And she needed him. She couldn’t bear the thought of a world without Morgan in it. She would sacrifice anything, so long as he lived…

The thought of losing him tore at her.

In the end, what was she, measured against all the rest? 

But if…her breath caught…if something happened…if Morgan wasn’t there...

The thought sent grief tearing through her.

She forced herself to think of it, as she must, for the sake of her people and for the people of the Kingdom. For Oryan…but most of all, for Morgan.

It would all fall apart, certainly for a time. The loss of him would do more than shatter her, it would shatter everyone. Others would see it as a sign they weren’t fated to win.

Oryan would have to find another general or take to the field himself, putting himself at even greater risk of being killed or captured.

There was no one else who could lead. All that could be done to lighten the load Morgan carried, to ease his burden, had been done. All that remained was to ease it by making it less.

If he didn’t have to worry about the Fair, if he didn’t have to worry about her people, all of them at the very edges of the Kingdom, then he would have one less burden. He wouldn’t be stretched so far.

And if he didn’t strain himself to see her as well, as Corvin thought, as Oryan tried not to think? To find time to be with her, taking his ease and solace from her, as she did from him?

Her heart wrenched.

True, the Kingdom would lose her people as Healers, but with so few they were stretched thin themselves and so they taught some folks herbal medicines, ways to bind and stitch wounds to hold them until a Healer could reach them. It was better than nothing.

Above and beyond all else though, she was Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy and her people were hard-pressed themselves. The risk became greater with each day that Haerold would find one of the larger glens. It would be a massacre or a pitched battle Morgan and Oryan couldn’t afford to fight and couldn’t afford not to fight. It would be better, much better, for the Fairy to pull back into the deep forests, to withdraw from the world of men to where they would be safer.

She’d only stayed so long for Morgan.

If she didn’t take her people away and Morgan…if he was captured or…if he died…

Chaos would reign.

She might not be able to get her people out in time and the sudden withdrawal would only add to Oryan’s burden. Not to mention that for many it would signal a lack of faith to have his strongest ally desert him.

Every route led her in the same direction.

She was Kyriay. Queen of the Fairy. 

There was love and she loved Morgan with all her heart and soul, but there was also duty and responsibility. 

Lives depended on her, on them. There was no one else to take this up. Not for him or her.

And in the end there was Morgan…always Morgan.

Who she loved more than life itself.

Whatever the price, she couldn’t bear to lose him, to not have him part of the world. Each day he stretched himself thinner that risk grew greater.

Nor could she bear to hurt him. She loved him too much for that.

Her head bowed.

No matter how she looked at it, she could see no other way.



Chapter Thirty Four
 

Everyone in the tent was bent over the map table discussing the disposition of Haerold’s troops and their own when Morgan entered. He’d arrived during the night, looking weary and tired. At best he’d barely had time to bathe and grab a few hours of sleep. Oryan looked up as Morgan came to join them, gestured him over by Kyri and John. Philip and Jordan stood opposite as Geoffrey carried drinks around.

If nothing else, Morgan looked slightly more rested, if still worn, than he had when he’d ridden in the night before.

Kyri had come in only moments before, alone, uncharacteristically quiet, her expression more solemn than usual. 

She looked tired, as if she hadn’t slept well either, which was unusual. Fairy didn’t usually show such things.

Morgan said, “Oryan, I’ve had word we’ll need to warn Mormont that Haerold intends to order him to appear before him in Remagne or send his soldiers after him.”

One of Oryan’s smaller vassals, Mormont had a small domain far to the south and the west, to the north of one of the Great Forests. It was wine country, pretty land.

Shaking his head, Oryan said, “We knew Patraic wasn’t going to be able to put Haerold off forever.”

Summoning a messenger, Oryan gave him the message and sent him off.

Nerves had Kyri’s blood humming, the twisting pain in her heart swelled. Her breath came short. However much she’d tried to prepare herself to say it, the words still came hard.

“I need to make an announcement,” Kyri said, suddenly, quietly, as Morgan took his place at the table next to her.

She glanced quickly at him.

The look in his clear blue eyes as they met hers told her everything.

It pierced her painfully and deeply.

Puzzled, Oryan said, “What is it, Kyri?”

Swallowing was suddenly hard but she forced herself to go on and keep going on. She was breathless. This would hurt Oryan, too. A breath, another breath.

“As you know, Haerold’s attacks on my people have increased,” she said.

Only the fact that they were so scattered and distant and the aid of Morgan’s Marshals and some of the rebels, had prevented Haerold from making an all-out assault on the Fair. So far. It was only another reason why Morgan was stretched so thin, as she and her people had been forced deeper and deeper into the forests.

There were nods all around.

“I’ve decided to pull my people back into the deep forests, back into the high mountains,” she said, finally and decisively, “where even Haerold would be hard put to reach us.”

The breath sighed out of her. She’d said it. It was done.

Oryan was stunned. 

For a moment, he could only stare at her. He kept waiting for something, for someone to say something. But no one did. Which was equally surprising.

To Oryan’s astonishment, even Morgan said nothing.

“Kyri?” Oryan said, taken aback. “This is sudden.”

His shock at Morgan’s lack of reaction was shared, it seemed, by Philip, Jordan and John, who all looked stunned, as all of them looked to Morgan.

Kyri shook her head slightly, her hand held up at her side out of Morgan’s sight in a request for silence.

 “It’s best,” she continued briskly, her eyes on Oryan’s face, “for everyone. The Kingdom, although you’ll lose our trade. But you’ll be able to use those forces elsewhere, Oryan. It’s best for my folk, too. If this continues, we may not be able to survive much longer as a people.”

She’d already put it off for far longer than she should’ve, for a myriad of reasons, all of which were now gone.

Now for the final test.

The pain in her heart was enormous, as if a knife pierced it, greater even than the arrow that had struck her it seemed. It burned like acid in her chest.

“Don’t you agree, Morgan?” she asked, her voice even.

Her breath came short and she forced back tears.

Morgan nodded slowly as he studied the map, uncertain why he felt a small, inexplicable pang of loss but readily seeing the advantage.

“We could reallocate those people here and here, Oryan, then we wouldn’t be stretched so thin.”

Kyri sucked in sharp breath but it was no more than she’d expected.

Her ethereal aquamarine eyes turned to Oryan, they were too bright...

Looking into them, Oryan could only remember one time when he’d seen such pain in someone’s eyes. His own, in the mirror in the days after Caernarvon’s fall, as he’d mourned Gwen.

What was going on here? 

“Are you sure about this, Kyri?” he asked, his words covering several questions.

She looked at him steadily. “It’s in everyone’s best interests, Oryan.”

The glimmer of understanding turned to sure knowledge. Oryan stood, torn, knowing in that moment the struggle she’d faced. One similar to the one he’d faced that night in Caernarvon.

A breath escaped him. The ache in his heart increased.

She’d found a way for all of them after all. Had he the right to gainsay her?

Gainsay her, no, but he could make it as painless as he might.

“All right. Morgan, would you take care of that?”

Morgan nodded, gave a glance and a nod to everyone at the table and left.

For a moment Oryan was still.

Thunderstruck, Philip, Jordan and John stared after the departed Morgan, before turning back to the other two at the table.

“What the hell did I just see?” John demanded, bewildered.

“Kyri,” Oryan said softly. “What did you do?”

It hurt more than Kyri could possibly have imagined, watching Morgan leave so carelessly, without a touch, a caress, a kiss. She fought it back. 

She was Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy. She had to remember that.

She lifted her chin a little, took a breath. “I made him forget.”

Faces reflected a little puzzlement or stunned shock. They were confused, but they didn’t know.

Oryan knew, he remembered – Gawain, his son, and the woman who cared for him.

A simple magic, Kyri had said.

Forgetting…

Closing his eyes, Oryan said, “Forget what?” 

Although he knew.

“Me,” she said softly.

In that instant the others realized what it was she’d done. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t thought the same themselves upon a time – that was clear by their expressions – but they’d said nothing. How could they, knowing how much Morgan loved her…and she loved him? 

How much can you love someone, that you can let them go?

Kyri said it anyway.

“He was killing himself, trying to be everywhere. I am Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy and enough of a tactician to know you and he are overstretched, Oryan, but he wouldn’t abandon me…us… the Fair.” She couldn’t be less than honest. “He wouldn’t abandon me. He wouldn’t leave us undefended. It’s not in him to do it. So, he kept trying and would keep trying, wearing himself out. He loves me… ”

Her breath caught.

“Loved me…but to see me, he had to stretch himself even further.”

Queen of the Fairy. There were her people. The folk of the Kingdom, as well. What was she against them all? Against Morgan…

“Then there are my people. The Fair. I am what I am. Kyriay.”

 “But, this way? Would they ask you to make this sacrifice, Kyri?” Oryan asked.

Spinning to face him, her eyes steady, she said, “No, they wouldn’t ask. They would trust me to do what I must for them to keep them safe. I am Kyriay, it’s for me to decide and it’s what I was born to do.”

“This way?” 

She looked at him. “What would you have me do, Oryan? Lie to him? Tell him I don’t love him when he knows I do? How could I hurt him that way?”

Tears shimmered in her brilliant eyes.

She shook her head. “I wouldn’t, I couldn’t. Should I tell him I don’t want to see him, even though he knows I do? I can’t. I’m Fairy, I can’t lie. Tell him to stop coming, stop trying? I’ve tried.”

Her proud head bowed.

“Even if he would accept the sense of it, it would hurt, but he wouldn’t. You know Morgan. He would keep trying to find a way to make it work. And I would want him to. And if he let me go, willingly? For his honor, his duty? What would that do to him? He would only throw himself into the fight even more fiercely, with the same result. You know that, you said so yourself. He is what he is, you said, as I am what I am. Tell me I’m wrong, Oryan. Tell me you’ve had more success in making him see sense…”

Oryan couldn’t and they both knew it.

They knew Morgan. He was stubborn, determined. He would never accept that he couldn’t have both, somehow. He wasn’t that kind of man.

“Tell me then how to watch him kill himself,” Kyri said softly. 

All the breath went out of her, her heart wrenching at the thought. 

“As we all have. He was making mistakes he never would have made if he wasn’t stretched so far.”

A single crystal tear trembled on an eyelash, falling to the table with a light, musical sound.

“This way there’s no pain for him. No might haves, no could haves. No second thoughts, no regrets. He’s free to love again, as your people do – without the memory of the ‘Fairy Queen’ to haunt him. The one who left him, who he loved and lost, or to haunt the one who someday comes to love him.”

“There will be someone else for you to love, too, Kyri. Someday,” Oryan said.

Kyri would have laughed, save for the pain of it, so it came out as more as a gasp.

The smile she gave him was even more painful to watch.

“No, Oryan. I’m afraid not,” she said wryly, as another crystal tear slid down her cheek. “In that we Fairy are more like the birds we resemble, swans, for instance. Or wolves. We mate for life…and when we lose that mate, there is no other.”

Morgan would be the only one for her, although she didn’t say that out loud.

For a moment Oryan stared at her, stunned. He couldn’t imagine it, it was incomprehensible.

“How soon are you leaving, Kyri?” he asked instead, his own breath short at both the enormity of what she’d done and the cost – clear to him in the pain in those sea-foam eyes.

The reality of her departure came with a sense of something very like grief.

She’d been with him, with them, been a valued advisor, since the very beginning.

Looking at him apologetically, she said, “I’ve already given the orders, my people are moving out even as we speak.” 

Very gently, she added, “Oryan, it really is for the best.”

She took a breath. It was done. More tears threatened and she didn’t want to shed them.

“I’m sorry to go, Oryan,” she said, “sorry, too, to leave you, my friend.”

And she was. She was saying goodbye to all of these she’d loved. Not just her beloved Morgan – pain tore at her – but also Oryan, her dear friend, whom she’d grown to love like a brother. Fragile Philip, struggling to find himself again, and valiant young Jordan, trying so hard to fill his father’s shoes…until the father he’d once known returned to him.

Even John of Orland, who she’d only just begun to know.

That truth finally struck Oryan as well and his heart wrenched.

“So soon?”

She was leaving. Kyri was leaving. It seemed impossible that he wouldn’t see her fly into camp, her incredible wings shining. He couldn’t imagine a world without her in it.

That grief ran deep.

“Will we never see you again, Kyri?”

She said, with a small winsome smile, “If the fates are kind, my friend, yes. Keep fighting, Oryan, so the Fair can return. You’ve been a good friend to me and my people. I couldn’t have wished for better.”

“And so have you,” he said.

Oryan had intended to offer her an arm-clasp but suddenly found himself pulling her into a long, hard hug, mindful of her wings.

Kyri clung to him. She buried her face briefly in his chest. The tears that threatened now fell. Not only was she freeing her beloved Morgan but she was losing Oryan as well.

“I’m going to miss you, my friend,” she said, her fingers pressed to her mouth.

Tears sparkled and shimmered, dropped to the carpets with a soft patter as she struggled for control.

Suddenly Oryan couldn’t imagine not seeing her, not having her stand there beside the map table with some light comment to ease or brighten things or that calm, clear insight she had.

It didn’t seem real. None of this seemed real.

“I’ll miss you, too, Kyri,” he said, intensely, releasing her reluctantly.

“Gawain is still safe,” she said, so he would know. “Still bound to me. If he needs me, I’ll go to him. Nothing will change that. No matter how far away I am. If anything should happen to me, the knowledge of his location will pass to Galan. I promise you that, Oryan, my friend. Your son will be safe, I swear it.”

Oryan lowered his head. She’d thought of everything.

She turned to John of Orland and nodded in salute.

How much, John wondered, does a woman, even a Fairy, have to love a man to let him go to save him even from himself? Especially this one, the Queen of the Fairy. It was so tragic he thought someone should write a song about it. His heart ached.

He nodded back and then bowed…in homage, honoring the sacrifice she’d made.

Kyri laughed a little at that. “John.”

She turned. “Philip. Stay well.” 

His soft brown eyes met hers, no longer as wounded as they’d once been. Their arm-clasp was hard, his fingers tight, his still-thin face showing his struggle.

“I owe you my life.”

She shook her head fiercely. “You owe me nothing, Philip, my friend, nothing. No man should ever have to suffer at another’s hands.”

“Jordan,” she said, turning to the younger man.

Jordan straightened, his eyes meeting hers. He nodded, but in disbelief. Was she really going? It seemed unreal.

Watching her with Morgan had been like a fairy tale. This, though?  

She smiled as their hands met.

Kyri’s eyes met Oryan’s and he hers, her expression clear, resolute. 

She’d loved him, too, as a brother and loved him still and always.

“You are ever and always my friend, Oryan,” she said. “If you have need of me, Call and I will come.”

Oryan nodded.

“Geoffrey,” she said gently and touched the back of his hand.

He’d loved Gwen…and her. 

Geoffrey’s finger closed around hers for a moment.

“I’ll miss you,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “Thank you, Geoffrey.”

Then she was gone.

Geoffrey stared after her in shock. It was unimaginable that he wouldn’t hold back the tent flaps for her again, for sweet Lady Kyri.

Outside Galan and Dorien waited, reaching out to brush their fingers against Kyri’s in some semblance of comfort. 

Kyri smiled back at them, sighed, and let her wings unfold.

She had the comfort of her people, all of them and they would give it to her as she needed it.

It was who she was. Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy.



Chapter Thirty Five
 

The waters of the scrying bowl cleared. Pictured within it was the image of a small cottage, neat and clean, the boards starting to weather from the gold of new-cut pine to gray. Flowers grew around it like a skirt. It was a pretty little place filled with sunlight, tucked amidst the tall trees of the forest.

Kyri peered in it to see Morgan, his shirt off, the broad muscles of his chest flexing, chopping wood with a steady methodical rhythm. Sweat glimmered on his skin, dampened and darkened his fair hair. Her heart caught to see how beautiful he was.

She smiled and laughed at the sight.

He looked rested, healthy.

Although the rebellion wasn’t over by any long means she knew it was going well, well enough that Morgan could take this time at home with his wife. They were having more success, claiming more land as rebel territory, as safe lands for the people of Oryan’s Kingdom. Safe enough for him to have built this cottage, safe enough for him to make something here in this pocket in the forest.

Small safe havens.

More people flocked to Oryan’s banner every day.

There were small sections of the Kingdom now that were more Oryan’s than Haerold’s, where even Haerold’s men feared to tread.

Sections such as this.

She remembered when Morgan said he wished he and she could be simple folk living in a cottage…

Except she couldn’t.

She was Queen of the Fairy.

She couldn’t give him that but she could give him this instead.

Kyri smiled as tears glimmered, nearly blindingly, when Morgan looked to the cottage, to the woman who stepped out of it and he smiled.

Her heart caught at the sight.

She knew he’d found someone, a pretty, fair-haired girl who looked at him with love in her eyes, who smiled at him.

It had taken nearly two years, but he, they, were doing it, they were winning and he was alive and happy.

“Take care of him for me,” Kyri whispered to her, the girl in the cup. “Love him. I can ask no more and no less.”

With a wave of her hand, she sent the image away. 

A single tear fell into the bowl, into the water, ringing lightly when it reached the bottom.

She looked out across the glen.

All around her were the sounds of her people, making meals, making love, happy, alive.

A flutter of children flashed across the glen, giggling and laughing, squabbling as children did.

Her people were safe and the tide was turning in the Kingdoms.

She couldn’t ask more.

Kyri lifted her face, looked up at the sounds of laughter in the trees above her and closed her eyes. Turned her face up to the sunlight, to the warmth.

“My Kyri,” Galan said, softly.

Turning, she smiled gently at him. “I’m well enough, Galan.” 

With a sigh, she thought of Morgan and his sweet girl, nodding as she smiled.

“I’m well enough.”

Letting out a breath, she looked across the glen.

Her people were happy, healthy… 

She would protect them and keep them that way, whatever the cost.

She pressed her hand over her heart.



Chapter Thirty Six
 

Alarm, despair, fury, helplessness, a tumble of strong emotions not her own coursed through her. Kyri came awake with a cry of horror.

Morgan.

She woke to a sense of sudden alarm, to pain. She cried out as it pierced her.

Morgan…. 

He was all she could think of.

She was too far away...

Frantic, desperate, she was already running, barely clearing the edge of her aerie before she was in the air, winging toward him. So far…

She searched…desperately…

And couldn’t find him.

He lived… She knew that. She would have felt his dying, would have begun the slow descent to death herself… Instead there was only a void where Morgan should have been. He wasn’t dead…

Why couldn’t she find him? 

The pretty curtains that framed the windows of the little cottage blew in the breeze. The door swung open, creaking. There was no sound, no life there, the cottage was empty…

Nothing.

He was gone…

She turned in the yard….searching….seeking…

Morgan.

Something inside her shattered.

He was gone…

As was the sweet girl who loved him.

It made no sense. What had happened? Morgan would have fought.

Kyri stood helplessly…extended her senses…farther…farther… Nothing…  Farther….

Seeking what she couldn’t find… 

Tears and grief burned in her and she cried out her fear for him…and for the sweet girl who loved him as she couldn’t… 

Crystalline tears rained to the earth…

She’d never known such pain.

He was alive, she knew that much.

But where? 

Why couldn’t she find him? 

Taking wing, she quartered the lands around the little cottage but there was no sense of him there.

Something had happened. There had been alarm, fear…and pain.

Morgan! She cried his name silently.

Only iron and earth could hide him from her.

She took flight, winging toward Remagne.

 

In truth, in all honesty, Oryan almost didn’t expect his Call to be answered and certainly not so quickly. He’d dismissed Caleb only a short time before.

The grizzled old veteran was worried and rightly so.

It wasn’t like Morgan to just disappear.

Then Geoffrey, his voice surprised but warm, said, “Welcome, my Lady. The Lady Kyri, your Highness.”

A familiar light and musical voice answered, softly, kindly, “It’s good to see you, too, Geoffrey, old friend.”

Oryan could hear the warmth in that voice.

He turned as Geoffrey held the tent flaps back and Kyri stepped inside.

The light of the lanterns caught in her wings as she folded them, gossamer haloing her for that brief instant. Her long golden hair was caught back in braids by her face to reveal the graceful curves of her ears, the rest rippled down to her waist, framing her delicate features.

Her aquamarine eyes were luminous and shadowed.

For a moment Oryan’s breath caught. He’d forgotten how very beautiful she was.

She looked tired.

“Kyri, it’s Morgan,” he said. “He’s disappeared. I wouldn’t have called, but…it’s Morgan.”

He’d hated to call her, but he was desperately afraid for Morgan, and for himself.

According to Caleb, there was no apparent sign of trouble, except that Morgan was gone and Joanna with him. No one had heard from either of them. Caleb had contacted Detrick and a few of the others but no one had seen them.

It wasn’t like Morgan.

“I know, I felt it,” she said and there was a desperation in her voice, it caught at him for a moment. “Something happened to him, Oryan. Something terrible but I can’t find him. He still lives but I can’t find him.”

There was fear and an inconsolable grief in her gaze.

If he’d ever doubted that she loved Morgan in truth and with all her heart and soul, he didn’t doubt it then, seeing her haunted eyes.

Crystalline tears rained down her cheeks to patter on the carpet.

“He’s still alive, Oryan,” Kyri said. “I would know if he was dead. I would know if they’d killed him, but I can’t find him.”

Reaching out to her, drew her into his arms, to give her what comfort he could. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, felt her fear like a fever in her.

She leaned into him.

“Are you sure?” Oryan said.

Those luminous eyes looked at him and she nodded.

“I would know,” she said, quietly, surely. “He lives.”

“We’ve got people out looking,” Oryan said. “Trying to find him, trying to find answers, Kyri. If there’s anything, if we find anything, I’ll Call, my word on it.”

A gusty sigh shook her.

She nodded. “I know. I’ll keep searching. Only iron and earth could keep me from sensing him from so far, but if I get close enough, even they cannot stop me. I will find him, Oryan, and I will keep searching until I do.”

Alarmed, he looked at her. “Kyri…”

But she was already turning, her wings opening to catch the moonlight as she stepped out of the tent.



Chapter Thirty Seven
 

It was late and the village was asleep when the Hunters came, kicking down doors and shouting, their torches held high and flickering, casting a mad light and madder shadows everywhere. There were screams, cries in the night. Gawain was awake in an instant. Fear burst through him. Fire bloomed, flickering between the slats of the shutters.

A barn or something was on fire.

Hunters. It had to be.

His heart pounded.

Like him, his foster parents were awake. His foster father raced to slam the bar across the door to deny the Hunters entrance long enough for Gawain to escape.

It wasn’t them the Hunters wanted, they all knew. They were old. The Hunters wanted strong young men and women to conscript into the army.

Gawain had already lost friends to them.

The door wouldn’t hold long.

“Go, Gawain,” his foster mother cried softly. “Go.”

Already Gawain was on the floor, scrabbling at the little latch that released the hidden hatch in the floor that every cottage had installed since Haerold had taken the crown. He squirmed through, pushing it shut behind him, flipping the wooden latch to hold it in place. There was no one else in the house of age. He’d been fostered here since his mother had died and they’d been kind to him, but they were old.

He missed Liliane.

Quickly and carefully, his heart pounding, he crawled through the makeshift tunnel, hearing feet kicking down the door above him. He feared for them, but he knew he couldn’t help them and would only make things worse if he tried.

He looked out the little peephole at the back of the cottage, saw nothing but the darkness and bellied out.

Someone snatched him up by the arm, somehow familiar, hauling him up out of the hole, clapping a hand over his mouth and cutting off the sudden, undignified squeak that burst out of him. At fourteen, with his voice was still changing, even in dire circumstances he was boy enough and man enough to be embarrassed by the sound.

Panic hit, fear punching through him. There was an odd flash inside his head.

Before he started to struggle, though, a familiar voice whispered in his ear. “It’s me, boy, shut up and stop fighting. It’s you they’re after. Now, run!”

Gordon. The Miller, Liliane’s old friend.

He’d taken Gawain under his wing after her death, teaching him how to use a sword.

In shock from both the words and the means, Gawain ran, both of them making a bee-line through the bean poles and gardens for the cover of the distant row of trees.

“Don’t stop,” Gordon said, hefting the pack on his back he’d hastily thrown together, “keep running. Once they don’t find you there in the village, they’ll start looking for you elsewhere. They’ll pick up our scent fast enough, for sure. Keep moving. You know your woodcraft, follow the stars. Here, here’s your sword. Don’t drop it.”

Gawain didn’t drop it but it was a near thing.

It was difficult to see anything beneath the trees it was so dark, not even the stars up through the leaves when you were running, but he ran all the same, Gordon grabbing him and yanking him to one side once and then they were beside the stream.

“Go through it,” Gordon hissed.

Obediently, Gawain nodded, splashing through the water.

Then they heard the baying, the howling.

A cold chill went through Gordon. It was too soon, far too soon, although he wouldn’t tell the boy that. Far too soon if they were to have any chance at all.

“Keep running, lad,” he called, keeping his voice even.

Gawain kept running, although the sound of the baying made the hair on his arms stand up and then he splashed up the opposite bank, still running. His lungs burned. It seemed as if they’d been running for hours.

The girl came out of nowhere, angling to intercept them.

She wore a tunic and trews like a boy, her hands held up to show she was no threat. Her hair was a longish cap of dark curls, barely seen in the dark. Her eyes were only a liquid shimmer in the night. A bow and quiver hung from her back, a small sword at her side.

“If you would live, follow me,” she said.

“Why should we trust you?” Gordon barked, wasting precious air.

The howling increased.

“It’s me or them,” she said. “Who would you rather?”

Gordon looked at her. She hadn’t slowed a second, racing along beside them apparently effortlessly.

“My life is as forfeit as yours now, if they catch us,” she said.

There was that.

Gawain nodded.“Go.”

Like a deer, she sprinted off, leaped logs they couldn’t see, her paler clothing giving them a hint, an edge, something to follow in the darkness.

Rain fell, a light drizzle, like insult to injury. 

In moments they were cold and wet.

“Keep going,” the girl cried, leading them over a stretch of rock along a ridge and down the other side. “Can you swim?”

The river. Had they run that far? It seemed too incredible.

Gordon remembered. “It’s fast and strong here.”

It was a risk.

She nodded, “And will take us far in half the time and drown our scent, too, if you can stay afloat.”

“In,” he said and they jumped into the icy, rushing waters.

Still, the river nearly drowned them once or twice, but the girl was always there to catch them by the collar until they finally dragged themselves out of the water to collapse on the far bank.

There was only the wind, the tree frogs and crickets. 

No howls, no baying. Not yet.

“We can’t rest here too long,” she said. “They’ll follow the river until they pick up our scent again.”

Dragging himself to a seated position Gordon winced and nodded. “God help my old joints.”

In the early dawn light she could see him better, a tallish barrel-chested man of late middle years, his hair thinning and touched with gray.

“What I want to know is, where are the Marshals?”

Gordon stared at her. “Marshals? There are no Marshals, not anymore. Where you been, girl? There’s been no Marshals since Morgan disappeared, oh, two, three year ago. And who the hell are you, anyway?”

Two or three years? Had it been so long? 

Morgan. Her mind kept returning to him, her heart aching. What had happened? What had gone wrong? More importantly, where was he? 

He wasn’t dead, she told herself. Morgan wasn’t dead. She’d have known it if he’d died. She’d have known. Because she would’ve been dying herself…

What had gone wrong?

She’d been searching for so long. And then there were her people.

One day had run into the next.

“My name is Kyri,” she said absently, numbly.

It was a fairly common name these days, many folk having named their girl children that these last years, although she looked a bit old for it.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Gordon, and this is Gawain.”

Gawain’s breath finally came back. “What I want to know is why were they hunting me?”

Frowning, Kyri looked at him in alarm, at Oryan’s son.

Tall, he had the look of his father and his mother’s clear gray eyes. He was handsome, a fine strong young man.

“They were looking for you by name?” she said, alarmed, “Specifically?”

Gordon said flatly, “They were.”

How had they found him? Did it matter? 

Perhaps.

For the moment she decided it was probably best if Gawain didn’t know the truth of himself. Here was certainly not the best place to tell him, to explain, or to unlock his memories, but there was a place nearby and a sense of something…

By the look in Gordon’s eyes, he guessed or knew something, though.

Unfortunately after all this time Kyri had no idea where Oryan was and she had no way to find him unless he Called. And unless he had some sense that Gawain was in trouble, or looked into the scrying bowl, he would have no reason to do so.

She opened up heart and soul, on the chance of finding some sense of him.

And found something else instead.

She went still. There was something, east along the river…something familiar.

It nagged at her.

“This way,” she said.

Gordon looked at her, this slip of a girl. “Why should we follow you?”

Tilting her head with something like amusement, she said, “You have someplace else you’d rather be?”

At a loss, he looked at her. Where would they go?

“I’ve done pretty well so far,” she pointed out.

He had to concede that. Maybe they would follow her for at least a little while longer.

It turned out she was pretty good with that bow, too, bringing down a young buck for their breakfast.

They were all starving, or at least he and young Gawain were, until she started dragging the remains of the poor deer’s carcass about, smearing blood and entrails all around.

“Hey there,” he protested.

Gawain looked at her as if she was mad, his stomach churning.

“What are you doing?”

She looked up at them.

“Those Hunters will be hungry when they get here like we were. They might stop to eat if there’s easy food and that will buy us time. The scent will draw other predators, too. Maybe a bear. A hungry bear won’t know what to make of Hunters but he will know what to make of someone trying to steal his dinner. It might slow them down, if only a little.”

Gordon had to admit she was pretty smart for a slip of a girl.



Chapter Thirty Eight
 

Why had she been drawn here to this…to Oryan’s torched, abandoned and fog-shrouded city? Kyri wondered, staring down in stunned horror, puzzlement and shock at what lay below them.

It was a ruin, a dark and shadowed place that looked far older than it was and far more deteriorated than it should be after so little time.

Fog hung over it, not uncommon in these lands so close to the sea. Except that this fog was cold and dense, ominous. In the sky above them the sun shone high and bright. The fog should have burned off by this hour. Vines, thick, disturbingly tenebrous and verdant, clung or twined everywhere, swarming over the stones of the castle. They seemed to be crawling even as she watched, moving before her eyes.

It made her shiver to even think of going into that dark and terrible place.

What was Morgan doing here in the gray and ghostly ruins of abandoned Caernarvon? 

For it was Morgan she sensed.

At last, after searching for so long.

Hope, ever fragile, bloomed again within her.

She’d known he wasn’t dead, but after so long…

It was almost too much to hope she’d found him at long last.

Not a stick of the town that had once encircled the castle remained, only a few tumbled stone walls, some holes in the ground, the castle and the moat. The sight and sounds of the sea beyond were muted by the equally tenebrous fog.

The sense of Morgan was so much stronger here.

Every instinct cried out in revulsion at the very thought that he was in this horrible place.

“We have to go there,” she said, as much as she hated the very idea.

Gordon shot to his feet and she wanted desperately to haul him back down out of the sight of the castle, as if it were a conscious thing and could see him.

“What!” he cried, “are you mad? Why would we want to go in there?”

Kyri nearly winced at every loud word, glad only that the sound was muffled by the fog and so didn’t echo. She didn’t want it to echo and wake whatever was sleeping there. Morgan was down there, so down there was where they must go, but she didn’t want to wake what was in that place.

There was another reason.

It was Caernarvon.

She turned to Gawain. “Your answers are down there.”

By the look of him, he was so much his father’s son, yet tall, almost gangly like his mother, with the slightly long face and nose of his father, save for his mother’s beautiful, long-lashed clear gray eyes. While Gwenifer had never been a beauty and Oryan could never have been named truly handsome, their son was both, a tall, well-formed boy on the cusp of becoming a man.

Would he have even half the character, courage or strength his parents had, or that of both?  

That remained to be seen. So far, he’d acquitted himself well, neither dithering nor complaining, nor arguing when it made no sense, instead simply watching and observing.

How had the Hunters found him?

She had no doubt that Haerold had, indeed, found him, thinking on it. It seemed half the countryside had been roused, dozens of small, similar villages had suffered the same fate as his.

Certainly Gordon seemed sure enough of it.

“Don’t believe her, boy,” Gordon said.

“I don’t lie,” she said sharply, her eyes on Gawain.

He looked back at her.

“Either way,” she said, lifting an eyebrow and nodding toward the castle. “That’s where I’m going.”

“This is mad,” Gordon protested.

With a sigh, Kyri looked down at what lay below and said, “I can’t disagree.”

Once it had been a lovely place, filled with light and life, bustling and busy, warm and welcoming.

Now it was a gray and awful place of stone and iron, no place for her or one of her kind.

Her words silenced him.

It was clear she didn’t want to go down there any more than Gordon did but she certainly seemed sure they must.

“There are answers down there,” Gawain asked. “Answers to why they are chasing me?”

Slowly, Kyri nodded.

It wasn’t a lie, she knew that, too.

There were memories down there in that fog-drowned castle. She remembered that long ago night.

“Let’s go,” she said and then, “Wait…”

Slipping a hand into her pocket, she withdrew a little crystal talisman.

“Gawain.”

Frowning a little, he looked at it as she put it in his palm.

“It will protect you against magic,” she said.

Startled, Gordon stared at it in shock and said, “Is that a Fairy feather?”

She nodded.

Gordon stared at her, astonished. 

A fairy feather was worth more than its weight in gold. Those things were a dear as his late mother’s soul and harder to come by. Yet she gave it away without a care or a thought.

He shook his head.

They made their way down the slope and the further they went, the worse the miasma became.

From above, the vegetation had seemed almost too lush. Here it was desiccated, sere and dry, gray tinged. The only green to be seen was on the thick, fleshy vines crawling up the castle walls.

They stepped to the causeway and Kyri wanted to cringe, looking up the long ramp at what awaited them.

Guards stood at the gate, two of them, standing unnaturally still. Both had had their throats cut. Her breath caught. They were alive and yet not, their spirits trapped in their dead bodies, crying out for release.

Her head turned a fraction of an inch, her neck so stiff that it creaked like an old piece of leather, to look down into the moat.

The bodies were still there, less touched by time than the gray stone walls above them.

Was the Hunter that Morgan killed still there, too? Or the one Jacob had?

She looked up at the guards standing frozen on the walls.

Against her will, tears sprang to her eyes, in sympathy for these poor souls trapped here, one slipping down her cheek to fall silently down among the dead. Whatever they’d done, they hadn’t, didn’t, deserve this.

No one did.

Trembling, her fingers went to her lips.

With an effort she pushed her emotions back and kept moving.

Both Gawain and Gordon hesitated, horrified, but finally followed as she passed between the two dead guards into the castle proper.

Neither of the guards moved but Kyri had the sense of their eyes following as she stepped past them. Her skin crawled and she shuddered.

It was an eerie, horrifying place.

Mist swirled around their ankles, cold and clammy.

She stepped out into the courtyard, to find more of the dead standing waiting.

A part of her cried out in revulsion as she looked at each face, some known, and she grieved to see them, terrified for fear of seeing Morgan’s face among them.

Morgan wasn’t dead, she knew that, but still… 

He wasn’t there. She nearly wept out of sheer gratitude.

Gawain and Gordon kept close to her, sensing the eyes on them, too.

With an effort, Kyri pulled on one of the huge oak doors to the entry and the Great Hall beyond it and drew it open.

It opened with a sound like the shriek of a damned and dying man. A sound that made her want to cry out in revulsion and disgust. She looked around almost instinctively to see if it had indeed raised the dead. To her greater horror, she realized the terrible vine was indeed growing before her eyes, forcing its tendrils between the stone and mortar, tearing it down slowly piece by piece.

Light filtered weakly through the high clerestory windows as they passed through the inner doors, past the dead guards there and into the Great Hall.

Once this room had been beautiful, filled with light and laughter, a place for celebrations, gatherings and holidays.

Kyri had guested here often, once upon a time.

There were the high seats where Oryan and Gwen had sat, watching and smiling.

Here the toppled tables from the battle had been righted, some still bearing the char of the fires set to hold off the invaders.

Between the high windows were the banners of those who owed fealty or stood as allies to Oryan, most of them faded. All save one, of a tall oak and pine.

Kyri gave honor to it, the banner of the Fair.

At the end of the hall, still oddly pristine and white, were Oryan and Gwenifer’s matching thrones. Even the gilt on them still gleamed.

Kyri turned to Gawain, who stood transfixed, looking around and frowning slightly.

In his eyes she could see memories floating just out of reach.

Then abruptly he turned and ran for the side stairs.

“Gawain,” Gordon called sharply.

Kyri closed her eyes only briefly, in grief and sorrow, and then followed quickly.

Not far. Not by any stretch far enough.

If she’d thought her horror too great before, what awaited them on the stair was very nearly too much even for her...

Gwen.

She rounded the corner to find Gawain, frozen, staring at his mother.

And she was staring, too, with a mixture of horror, pity and grief…

Here Gwenifer stood, as perfect as the day she’d died, defending in death the stair that led to her husband and son, her swords raised, her gray eyes fierce and determined.

Kyri cried out, but thankfully Gwen’s life, at least, had flown from the body and not been trapped here in this terrible place.

A dozen swords had pierced her. Her blood stained the thin shift she’d hastily flung onto herself that long ago night.

Grief came, hard and fast, in the wake of it, and horror… 

Tears sprang to Kyri’s eyes….

“Oh, Gawain,” Kyri said softly, “I never meant you to see this.”

Memories fluttered through Gawain’s mind like gossamer wings.

A pair of faces, this woman’s one of them, laughing, giving him a quick hug or kiss on the forehead. Unwrapping a present, to find a new sword in it.

His sword…a present…for his birthday? 

“Who is she?” he whispered.

Grief thickened Kyri’s voice, as she reached out to touch him and release the spell.

“Your mother, Gawain. Your real mother. Gwenifer of Giliad.”

Crystalline tears rang on the stones, delicately.

She swallowed.

Her words unlocked his memories, sent them surging. 

A thousand memories raced through his mind. 

His voice cracked as he looked up at the woman who’d bore him. Who’d died defending him.

“I…remember,” he breathed, reaching out a tentative hand to the frozen figure but not quite touching it. He turned his head to look at the woman beside him. “Did you know her?”

He’d been young then and she looked so much different now with her hair cropped short…her clothes…her wings hidden.

“Yes, Gawain, I knew her,” Kyri breathed. “I called her friend once upon a time. She was a good one.”

Gordon stood behind them shaking his head, stunned.

“I thought,” he stammered, “I thought… maybe Liliane might be exaggerating, or addled from battle. You know how it gets. I thought, maybe…just maybe… But he is… Gawain’s the Heir, the missing heir. Oryan’s son. The one Haerold’s been seeking.”

A simple incline of Kyri’s head was all it took to confirm it.

Still puzzled, still with it not quite all put together, Gawain looked at them in shock and dawning knowledge, his gray eyes widening.

“Gwenifer. Wife of King Oryan,” Kyri confirmed, looking into his silvery eyes, so like his mother’s, “and father of the future King. You, Gawain.”

Slowly he shook his head, but it was in denial of the truth that he knew, not negation.

“That’s mad.”

His eyes went to his mother.

“You have her eyes,” Kyri said, softly.

Gawain went still. 

His mother’s eyes.

That truth rang within him. Grief and sorrow for her sacrifice burned through him as he looked up into his mother’s face. He remembered loving her as children do, thoughtlessly but completely, knowing themselves well loved in return. 

And Gwenifer had loved him, so much so that she’d died for him.

Grief burned deep.

“We can’t leave her there like this,” he said.

He reached out to touch his mother’s hand, just once.

The lightest brush and suddenly she was gone, puffed away like smoke.

Free.

In shock and grief he cried out and Kyri wrapped him in her arms, rocked him while he grieved for the mother he’d barely known.

“We’re guarding the future King?” Gordon said in disbelief.

“The Prince. So far as I know, Oryan is still alive. There isn’t much time, either,” Kyri said, wiping her eyes, pushing Gawain back to look him in the eye. “The Hunters won’t have given up. If you wish to see your father again, we have to go.”

It was another shock.

“He’s alive?” Gawain cried. “Oryan?”

A father, too.

Save for these sudden memories, the closest he’d come to a father had been Gordon.

Now there was the memory of a loving brush of a hand across his hair, a familiar beloved gesture…

Gordon shook his head. “Naw. Lad, you know there’ve been stories and rumors that Oryan has been dead since Morgan disappeared.”

 A light frown creased Kyri’s forehead. “Well, we’ll have to find out, won’t we? But not here. I’m looking for someone else here.”

Morgan himself.

The sense of him was stronger below her feet, not above.

Just the thought made her heart ache, for she suspected where she had to go to find him…

And her heart broke….again.



Chapter Thirty Nine
 

The dungeons held their own horror for Kyri. First, the door was rusted and shrieked like the dead when it was opened, scraping against her nerves. Second, it was iron. Anathema to her folk. Iron cages, iron chains, iron shackles. Then there was the misery packed down here. It struck like a blow. It was also dark and dank, buried beneath the earth, and reeked of damp, mildew and excrement. It was lined with stone, carpeted with noisome straw and inhabited by rats. It was as if the earth and stone pressed on her, against her, closed her in. Enclosing her. 

Iron and earth.

She fought the terrible oppression of this place.

This, though, was why she hadn’t been able to find Morgan until now. Until she was close enough to sense him despite it.

Tears threatened.

Her head bowed.

Morgan. His name was a breath on her lips.

She scanned the cells.

These weren’t dead, they were alive, some only barely and at least one was almost mad.

Their despair battered her.

She closed her eyes, held it all at bay by sheer force of will.

“Dear Gods,” Gordon whispered. “They’ve talked of this. Haerold’s secret dungeons. We’ve found Haerold’s secret dungeons.”

Kyri walked along them, the cells, trying not to brush her shoulders against the iron, searching…nearly breathless…looking into each face.

Then she found him.

She bit back a cry.

Involuntarily, she reached for the gate. Pain seared her hands. She was oblivious.

He was gray and battered, his hair and beard grown long and so filthy it was impossible to tell the color. His eyes were closed and he was dressed in rags and thin, so thin, but she knew his spirit, knew the shape of him. 

There was nothing she would have, should have, recognized. Had she been human. But she wasn’t.

Morgan.

A tear slipped free, to ring on the floor.

The sob she swallowed.

“Open them, Gordon,” Kyri whispered. “Get them out, please.”

Gordon was already reaching for the keys by the door, hurrying to each cell, unlocking them.

Some of those within fled as soon as the truth of their freedom reached them, realizing that they were indeed free. Some fell to the floor as their shackles were released, huddling there, caring only to be free of them.

It was horror.

For the sake of those others Kyri couldn’t bring herself to rush Gordon, however much she wanted it. Each second was another second too long for Morgan to have suffered, to have been caged here in this terrible place.

In her mind, though, she called hurry, hurry, hurry. Please hurry. 

How many times had she dreamed of Morgan being lost, suffering…unable to reach him…to find him? And now she had. Here.

Dazed, Gawain stared. “Haerold? Haerold did this?”

“This is where he sent people to disappear,” Gordon said. “His secret dungeons, the ones what they talked about.”

She nodded as Gordon unlocked the cell, raced in after him as he released Morgan’s shackles.

Filthy, battered and bruised, dressed in rags, but it was indeed Morgan.

Her throat tightened. She caught him even as he fell, his eyes still closed. Tears burned.

Incredulous, horrified, she whispered, “Morgan?”

After all the years searching…

He was so much thinner than she remembered, as her arms wrapped around him.

Briefly, she touched his face.

Gordon’s head whipped around. “Morgan, did you say? Not that Morgan, not High Marshall Morgan?”

Behind the matted hair and beard pale eyes the color of the clear blue sky she loved so much opened slowly as she poured Healing into him.

She could have wept, would have, save for those betraying tears.

The damage was horrific.

At some point they’d beaten, flogged and starved him. The shackles on his wrists didn’t burn his skin as it did hers, but it had chafed them raw over the years. 

His pain tore her heart to shreds. She should have looked harder, closer. She’d never thought to look here…in Caernarvon.

Two years, Gordon had said. Maybe more.

If Morgan was aware of the end of the pain, of the wounds knitting, he was slow to show it.

To Morgan it was some kind of a dream, one of the ones that had both tormented and eased his suffering. In some there had been one woman, Joanna, but she was dead. He knew she was dead because he’d seen her die. Watched it.

He’d loved her quietly and now she was dead. She hadn’t deserved that.

A spark of rage flickered.

He could never quite see the face of the other woman of his dreams, he only knew she was beautiful. He had a sense of teasing laughter, of joy, of long golden hair and gentle hands easing his pain. Had he loved her, too? Or was she, too, only a dream?

Some of the aches he’d known for so long they were almost familiar faded in a rush of tingling warmth that seemed oddly familiar as well.

“Did you say Morgan?” Gordon demanded.“That Morgan?” 

Gawain had come to the door of the cell, his gray eyes wide.

Distracted, grief-stricken and guilty, Kyri nodded.“That Morgan.”

“Well, hell,” Gordon said. “He didn’t disappear, they captured him and put him down here.”

Morgan clawed past apathy, used the small spark of rage and the memories.

They kept saying his name.

Who were these people?

The sudden sound of howling echoed, a harsh baying, far too close, scraped his nerves. Hunters. That galvanized him. Instantly he shifted to survival mode, his muscles tightened and his mind cleared.

Kyri looked up in alarm.

“How do they keep finding us so quickly?” she demanded in furious frustration of no one in particular.

“We have to get out of here,” Gordon said. “Fast.”

Helpless, pressed in by stone and iron, Kyri said, “I don’t know of another way out.”

“As it happens,” Morgan said, his voice rusty even to his own ears, “I do.”

Kyri looked at him in astonishment, half propped against her shoulder.

A rush of warmth went through her at the sound of his familiar deep voice.

Puzzled, he stared at her with no recognition.

Kyri closed her eyes against a sudden burst of pain.

It seemed her spell was still working.

She debated releasing him from it but hesitated, not sure whether it would harm or ease him. Now somehow seemed like the wrong time. For the moment, however much her heart and spirit argued differently, in fairness to him she left it as it was.

“All right,” she said, getting her shoulder under him.

Gordon was astonished to see this slip of a girl manhandle a man nearly twice her size.

He hurried to help her.

“Through the gate?” she asked.

Morgan shook his head.

Kyri’s heart sank.

“Gawain, close the door then and lock it,” she said, “Quietly, but hurry.”

The boy raced down the corridor, easing the door shut again, before shooting the interior bolt home.

With a tip of his head, Morgan said. “Down there, at the back.”

There was a trap door there, bolted and locked, but one of the keys on the key ring fit.

Kyri closed her eyes.

More tunnels, more earth and stone. What she wouldn’t do to see the sky.

“Down.”

“Somehow,” she said, staring down into the darkness, “I knew you would say that.”



Chapter Forty
 

The tunnel brought them out by the sea – by Kyri’s standards a long, long way in dark, close quarters, with stone pressing and water dripping. A creature of the light, of the sky, the earth above her head had been oppressive. She’d been shaking by the time they finally left it and was more than glad to put some distance between them and it.

Morgan sat by the shore on the remains of an old pier and, using Gordon’s borrowed razor, shaved the remainder of a long beard from his face. He’d taken his shirt off to reveal his broad, strong chest – a torment of its own for her, remembering the times when she’d laid her head on it – and she saw he still wore her talisman. They hadn’t been able to take it off of him. She closed her eyes. At least there had been that. They hadn’t been able to do to him what they’d done to Philip and rip out his soul, or parts of it.

A quick dunk in the ocean had cleaned them all up at least a little, washing away much of the stench of the dungeons.

Now he looked far more like the Morgan of old than he had before but there was something cold and distant in his eyes, something in his spirit, that worried and pained her. He was thinner than she remembered, his square handsome face more hollow.

Kyri waited, hunkered down on her heels, listening to the sounds of the surf and looking back worriedly at the distant castle.

Over the sounds of the sea, she couldn’t hear the howling, but she assumed the Hunters were still searching. It would be a time before they reached the dungeons to break the door down as they must, but still... They were too close even so.

They’d done the introductions, but Morgan hadn’t even flinched or blinked at the names.

Not at hers, not at Gawain’s, not at Oryan’s. His face had been still, cold and set.

“Do you know where Oryan is?” she asked.

“How the hell would I know that?” he answered sharply, his blue eyes turning to her, lifting his chin in the direction of the castle behind them. “I’ve been in there for two years. Not surprisingly, they wanted to know that, too. I couldn’t tell them that then and I can’t tell you now.”

Anger and hate burned through him.

It was wonderful to be clean, Morgan thought, but even better to be free, to breathe fresh air and see the sky after so long.

 “Will you help us find him?” Kyri asked.

“Find who? Oryan?” He looked at her, his blue eyes going colder. “Thanks for getting me out, but I’ve got my own agenda.”

It was the answer she’d feared.

“Oryan was your friend, Morgan. Once you nearly died to save him and his son.”

“Yes and you know what? Look where it got me.”

The bitter words struck her like a blow and she winced, closing her eyes.

Morgan.

She wanted to weep and couldn’t, for the betraying tears. None of these knew her for what she was. Not yet. They hadn’t noticed the earlier ones, but that wouldn’t last long.

Gordon stomped away in disgust, the boy Gawain just looked sad and disappointed. Morgan hardly cared, but the girl…

She was beautiful beneath the dirt, now that it was washed away, her features fine-boned and those eyes… the color was incredible.

Morgan looked out toward the ocean as the sunlight caught in a wave. It was the same color. Something moved inside him and some part of him took pity on her.

And there was the basic truth that until they got away from the Hunters, they were stuck with each other. He had a pretty good idea that Haerold would want him back in that cell pretty quickly once Haerold found out he’d escaped. Having the ex-High Marshal on the loose again wouldn’t please Haerold much.

There was a certain satisfaction in that.

Haerold wouldn’t be too happy with the ones who’d released him, either. Morgan owed them that much.

“I’m going west,” he said, “To Remagne. If you want, you can follow.”

Shocked, alarmed, Kyri said, “Remagne. Why in the world would you go there, to Haerold’s own city, Morgan? They’ll kill you on sight. Or put you back in prison.”

“Do I know you?” he demanded.

“Once upon a time,” she answered, “a long time ago. But that doesn’t answer the question. Morgan, why would you go to Remagne?”

“I’m going to see a man about a traitor,” he said. “You might as well go, too. There might be one or two people on the way and one or two people there” including the man he wanted to kill, “who might be able to help you find Oryan. If he’s still alive.”

Kyri had nothing else, no other choice.

She’d promised Oryan.

Her first goal had been to get Gawain safe. Once she’d sensed him, her second had been to find and free Morgan. The third now was to find Oryan, if she could, and deliver his son safely to him, to honor that promise. The only problem was she didn’t have the same strong connection to him that she had to Morgan…and still had.

It hurt.

Waves of pain and anger washed through her. His.

Anger, bitterness and grief throbbed in him, beat in him. She wanted to ease it as she had Healed his wounds but she couldn’t.

There was nothing for it, though, but to go on, because if nothing else she needed Morgan’s strong sword arm. It wasn’t as if there hadn’t been enough corpses in the now dry moat for him to get one.

None of them had dared suggest Morgan wear a dead man’s clothes, but Gordon had had a spare set in his sack. Morgan now wore them, although they were a little short and tight across the chest and shoulders.

They were an improvement, however, on the rags.

He stood up, swinging the sword lightly, the muscles in his chest flexing.

During his time in the dungeons he’d lost a little muscle tone. He’d have to get it back before he found his traitor. There was a long way yet to go.

Kyri turned her palms over, looked at the burns on them. They pained her.

“Ready?” Morgan asked, and then frowned, seeing the raw red marks on her slender, pretty hands. “What did you do to your hands, Princess?”

He was closer in that title than he knew.

“I touched something I shouldn’t,” she said. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

Gordon looked at her.

She shrugged.

What choice did they have? Morgan also knew the ground here far better than she did.

She looked to Gawain, who raised his hands helplessly.

They left the beach behind, fighting through the dunes and scrub to higher ground, to the high mountains and valleys that fell down to the sea behind them.



Chapter Forty One
 

There was an odd sense of being watched, a peculiar feel to the air, a sense of prey being stalked by a predator. Kyri looked over her shoulder uneasily. It was growing closer. She glanced at Morgan and then back at Gordon and Gawain to see if they sensed it, too.

Morgan nodded in confirmation. “I feel it, too.”

“What?” Gordon asked.

“Don’t you feel it?” Kyri asked.

Gordon shook his head.

But then, he’d been town born and bred, the only thing that had ever hunted him had been Hunters, briefly and they hadn’t stalked them, they’d just ridden in.

Kyri turned to Gawain. “Do you feel it?”

“A sort of crawly sensation between my shoulders?” he asked, a little bewildered.

“That would be it,” she acknowledged, with a glance at Morgan.

It wasn’t just nerves then.

To Kyri it was both like and unlike their times of old, a constant ache, a reminder of what she’d lost, but a comfort as well. Still, she missed the old Morgan, his warmth, his humor, his kindnesses...and him. 

There was no softness to him now, he’d buried that deep. Had imprisonment alone done this? Who was this traitor he searched for? What had happened?

She supposed she’d find out soon enough. For now, they had a different problem.

“Hunters?” Morgan asked.

“Not mountain cat,” she answered, “or bear. Wolves would be more honest. And men wouldn’t be so patient. So I would say yes.”

“Then we’d better run,” he said.

Unslinging her bow, she strung it quickly as she ran and notched an arrow.

“You know how to use that?” Morgan asked, eyeing her.

Tossing her pretty head, she slanted him a sideways glance from those pretty aquamarine eyes.

“I could give you lessons,” she said impudently, lifting her eyebrow and chin in challenge.

Something about the gesture and the tone gave him a sudden strange sense of déjà vu.

It was odd, but he liked both the gesture and the attitude.

“Prove it,” he challenged.

She grinned.

“Are you ready to run?” she asked, giving them all a quick look.

They nodded.

“Go,” she shouted, and spun on her toes, sighting down the trail before she let fly.

Flight itself would trigger the Hunt, draw their pursuers out.

It did.

She drew and fired, drew and fired.

The first Hunter burst from cover and she took him in one clean shot.

He fell, howling, bowling over the two behind as the others scrambled for cover. She already had another arrow notched and sent it whirring after them.

Completing her turn, she raced after Morgan, Gawain and Gordon.

“How’s that?” she asked as she caught up.

Morgan glanced at her. “Save your breath for running.” 

But there had been a glint of approval in his eyes.

She smiled. At least some things hadn’t changed.

Behind her, the howling and baying began again.

“How are they finding us again so quickly?” she said in furious frustration.

Kyri had a sudden memory of Oryan bent over the scrying bowl she’d given him, watching his son in it.

Her heart sank and her eyes closed briefly.

Haerold had Oryan’s scrying bowl. That had to be it. She didn’t want to think about what that meant.

Was Gordon right? Was Oryan dead, too? 

They raced across the summit of the mountain, around a corner and came to an abrupt halt at the edge of a chasm.

Below there was nothing but saw-toothed rocks and scree, a long, long way down. To either side was the long, slippery, shale-coated side of the gorge. It was open, with no cover in either direction.

Morgan let out a breath.

They were trapped.

So much for his revenge. Typical. His freedom hadn’t lasted as long as a day. But he wasn’t giving up. He wasn’t dead yet.

Nor would he let them take the boy if he could prevent it.

Whatever else, Gawain had been tough and uncomplaining so far, reminding Morgan often of his father as they walked.

Oryan. A small pang went through him.

Then there was the woman beside him with her pretty eyes and quick wit, her sudden bright smiles.

He turned, to look back along the trail past Gawain and Gordon.

To Gawain’s credit, the boy had his sword out and gave some sign he knew how to use it.

So did Gordon.

Morgan glanced at the man. “Ex soldier?”

Gordon gave a sharp nod. “Served in Oryan’s army. Wouldn’t serve the bastard what unseated him.”

Morgan turned to Kyri.

Kyri said, “There’s another way.”

This would only add to their danger, she thought, but there really was no choice.

Even with the four of them against so many Hunters the risk was too great that someone would get hurt. Especially Gawain.

As one they all turned to look at her, something in the tone of her voice preparing them.

Nothing, though, could have prepared them for what came next.

A pair of great gossamer wings slowly unfolded around her, brilliantly, catching the light, the feathers as clear as crystal, sparkling in the sunlight, as if a thousand rainbows were caught in them.

Watching her wings open was one of the most breathtakingly beautiful things he’d ever seen, Morgan thought and he’d never get tired of seeing it. Not that he’d admit that.

“She’s a damn Fairy,” he said instead, closing his eyes a moment, ramming his sword into its sheath.

Something moved in him, an odd sense of loss and wonder.

Her eyes narrowed a little, an eyebrow arched a fraction.

Damn, she was beautiful when she was angry.

“This damn Fairy is going to save your life.”

Awed, Gawain breathed a sigh of amazement. “Where have you been hiding those?”

She glanced at him in bemused amusement, her head cocked incredulously.

“Under my shirt.” Then added, more gently. “I’m Fairy, Gawain.”

For a moment the boy blinked, as both Morgan and Gordon gave a bark of laughter.

“Better make it fast,” Morgan said. “I’ll go last.”

Remembering another night not so far in the past, she shot him a look and said dryly. “You always do.”

For a moment he stared at her but she’d already turned to Gawain.

“Gawain, when I come back this way grab my wrist and hold on tight, let go only when I tell you.”

Kyri took three running steps and launched herself into the void.

It was glorious to fly again, her wings catching the air, spreading as she caught the thermal. She shot up and turned on a wingtip back toward the others, her hand outstretched.

Morgan tried not to watch but it was an incredible sight and not least because she was lovely to look at, slender where she should be, curved where she should be, the sunlight glittering on her wings as they stroked. Her short hair fluttered around her fine-boned face, her eyes resolute.

Her hand and Gawain’s met and Gawain suddenly found himself airborne, floating over the chasm.

It was incredible, exhilarating… An old memory stirred, of fire and flight. A voice. His father’s… Terror and wonder.

The sky had been filled with gossamer wings. One pair in particular, familiar, and yet not. And a male Fairy with a kind face…

“Let go,” she said, as she swooped over the other side and released his hand.

Gawain obediently let go. He dropped, rolling and tumbling a little on the other side, but safe.

Turning again, she found the thermal and shot up, to come around the other side of the gorge.

“Gordon,” Kyri called.

The man turned, startled.

“Your arm, man,” she shouted.

Gordon looked at her dubiously but what other choice was there? Get eaten by Hunters? He’d seen it done and it hadn’t been pretty. The memory still gave him the shudders.

Up his arm went, holding on hard as his hand slapped against her forearm. She lifted him as if he weighed nothing it seemed.

Strain screamed through her wings and shoulders, but Kyri ignored it. 

Diving a little so she would gain more height with his weight and drag, she released him on the other side and turned for Morgan, just as the first Hunter crested the rise.

“Morgan!” she called.

He looked up.

Looked at the Hunter.

Looked at her again.

It would be close. Too close.

Instinctively, he thrust his sword into its sheath, turned, ran and leaped into space.

As if they had practiced it a thousand times, their hands and wrists came together tightly and she lifted, her lithe body arching to take his weight.

Suddenly she shuddered.

Morgan looked behind them.

A Hunter stood on the other side with a bow in his hands.

Morgan looked up to see the arrow sticking out of her back, blood staining her tunic and some part of his heart wrenched. Yet save for that quiver, she didn’t falter an inch until she set him down, going to one knee when she landed, her face pale and strained.

Panting a little, she looked back at the Hunters and with an effort only he could see, got to her feet.

Defiantly, she lifted her chin and then stuck her tongue out at them, batting her eyes at them with a sardonic smile.

Even Morgan had to laugh.

It was the first time Kyri had heard him do that since they’d found him.

For a moment, only a moment, the coldness left his eyes.

Maybe there was hope yet.

As far as she was concerned the pain in her back was worth it, then, if only for that.

The wound wasn’t serious that she could tell. 

That didn’t mean it didn’t pain her.

“Don’t just stand there. Would someone pull this thing for me?” she asked, plaintively. “It hurts.”

Morgan had no doubt of it.

He set his hand to it, wincing internally as he looked at it, felt it thrum beneath his hand.

“It’s caught on a rib. This is going to hurt.”

Glancing over her shoulder at him, raising an eyebrow, she said dryly, “More or less so than leaving it in?”

“Point,” he acknowledged, admiring her courage, fortitude and humor. “Ready?”

Still, the thought of hurting her made something inside him ache. She seemed so small, so fragile. It had to be done though, and quickly would be better.

Kyri braced herself, wishing Galan was here…but he wasn’t and she dared not call him.

She was alone here. More so than she’d ever been.

She nodded.

Grasping the arrow, Morgan braced himself. His hand on her hip, he turned the arrow quickly and pulled.

She arched, a thin cry escaping her and then she stood panting a moment, swaying, pain bowing her proud head as she fought and struggled with it.

Quickly, he wrapped an arm around her to support her, holding her, watching as she absorbed the pain. Her eyes stared up at the sky blindly, blinking slowly, panting as the worst of the pain slowly passed. For a moment she simply breathed.

This close he couldn’t fail to notice, even in her pain, how beautiful she was, her firm lips parted, those long-lashed blue-green eyes lovely. He could smell the scent of her, soft and light, the brush of her short curls like silk against his cheek. She was strong, full of courage. For a moment, a moment only, she turned her face to press it against his shoulder for comfort.

Inside him, something that was cold, shifted and cracked. She shivered and he was suddenly aware of how close, how warm, her body was, too.

As much as Kyri loved his arm around her, it also made her heart ache. There was the scent of him, of Morgan, the strength of him, the sheer physical presence of him. It was torture of another kind. She didn’t dare open her eyes to see him standing so close. She would want his mouth on hers…wanted it now with an intensity she nearly couldn’t bear, a pain greater than the one in her back.

It would break her heart. Again.

So she made herself nod. 

“I’m well enough now,” she said, softly.

Her Fairy constitution would hold against most injury….

“Are you sure?” Morgan asked doubtfully as she trembled in his arms.

“Yes,” she said, and was sharply aware of the absence of his arm when he drew it away.

With a sigh, she pulled herself together in more ways than one, drawing up the ends of her tunic and wrapping them around her waist to control the bleeding.

On the other side of the chasm, the Hunters howled their frustration.

She glanced at Gordon, Gawain and then at Morgan, all frowning a little, worriedly. 

Taking a breath, she looked at them evenly.

“It might be best,” she said, “if no one mentions I’m Fairy. Not to anyone. It’s worth my life and more than my life if you do.”

Morgan looked at her, surprised by the depth of concern in her voice. “Why?”

It was Gordon who answered, his voice thick with disgust.

“For the bounty on her, ya mug, the bounty on Fairy. Haerold’s bounty. ‘Tis said he eats folks like Fairy for lunch and that’s not just a turn of phrase, either. Then there are our own folk, who would as like to tear her apart just for the feathers on her wings. ‘Tis said they have the power to hold off magic.”

Kyri looked at him, as Gawain touched the feather in his pocket in awe and looked at her.

Hunted for her feathers? The thought made Morgan’s jaw clench. 

Out of old habit, his fingers rubbed at the talisman he wore. 

What the hell had happened while he’d been gone?



Chapter Forty Two
 

Even the rebel bands appeared to have gone into deep hiding Morgan noted as they walked. How much had they lost since he’d been gone? A lot, from what he was seeing. They’d been so close to succeeding when he'd been taken. But people’s eyes were once again furtive, suspicious and afraid. Most folk went around with their heads down, avoiding a direct look from anyone for fear of provoking the wrong person. His jaw tightened as he saw Haerold’s soldiers harass an old woman in a square, laughing. Her clothes were shabby, threadbare.

Almost everywhere he saw signs of poverty, people beaten down.

Quietly he asked, “What happened to the Marshals after I was taken?”

Those memories he held at bay by sheer force of will, his jaw tight.

Gordon shook his head, his voice low, too.

“Most of them spent some time searching for you, trying to find out what’d happened, to find out where you’d gone,” he said. “Where they’d taken you, where they had you, but no one could.”

Something inside Morgan loosened.

They’d looked.

“Haerold went after them with a vengeance,” Gordon said, his expression bleak. “Some was arrested. There were public trials. A man named Corvin was drawn and quartered. It was gruesome to watch, but no one asked whether anyone wished to. With no single leader, they fell into separate groups. Some worked good, some didn’t.”

Morgan nodded. He could guess the good ones and the bad. Corvin had been one of the good ones.

Someone had a lot to answer for. His jaw tightened again, grateful for the reminder.

It pained Kyri to hear that Corvin was gone and even more for the manner of his death. She hadn’t known of it. Whatever else, he’d meant well.

What of Detrick, then? Some of the others? She feared for some of her friends.

They waited until they’d circled the town, avoiding the soldiers there, before they hitched a ride on a passing wagon.

Kyri wondered how long it would be until they scried for Gawain again, if they were scrying.

As much as she could, she tried to block the connection, but that would only work as long as she was awake. And how much good it did she didn’t actually know. She could be wasting energy, but she had to try.

Her only comfort at the moment was the fact that this was an average road for almost anywhere in the Kingdom, surrounded by grain fields such as one would find almost anyplace and the wagon a normal wagon. Nothing was distinctive.

But it worried her.

“Something on your mind, Kyri?” Morgan asked.

She’d been pensive and quiet for some time yet, which wasn’t normal for her.

He kept finding himself watching her, partly because she was easy to look at, her tumbled curls dancing in the breeze around her fine-boned face – she was slender, high-breasted and lovely. Partly in curiosity, but partly in this odd nagging sense that she was somehow familiar.

Kyri looked at him, a small frown creasing her brow.

She tried not to look at Morgan too often, the memories were too strong, the sense of him as he’d once been even stronger.

“I think Haerold has Oryan’s scrying bowl,” she said, finally and worriedly.

Morgan leaned back against the side of the wagon.

He remembered. How many times had he watched Oryan bent over that bowl, watching his son in it? 

“Scrying bowl?” Gawain asked.

Looking at him, Kyri nodded. He should know this.

“I made it for your father so he could watch over you. The thought of being separated from you was bad enough, but the knowledge that he’d also miss watching you grow pained him even further. It gave him the ability to watch you as you grew.”

For some reason it gave Gawain an odd and absurd sense of pleasure to know that this father he barely remembered had cared enough to watch over him.

“So, why did he send me away then?” he asked bluntly, bitterly.

He’d wondered. It was the only thing that hurt. 

If Oryan was this great King… Why hadn’t his father wanted him? Why hadn’t he kept him with him?

He vaguely remembered talk, debate, but he’d been absorbing the grief over the loss of his mother. The image of the woman on the landing, his mother, his true mother, her gray eyes determined, came back to him. He couldn’t picture this father, though…

“Oryan didn’t send you away,” Morgan said. “He protected you. He knew he was going to be hunted. And not just now and then. Haerold doesn’t dare let either of you live, you’d always be a threat to his claim on the throne. If Haerold caught Oryan, he’d kill him, or you both if you were there as well. So Oryan sent you to safety. It was one of the hardest decisions I ever saw him make.”

Next to letting Gwenifer go…and Morgan knew how painful that had been…

Gordon said. “So, this scrying bowl? What is it? It lets anyone who looks in it see Gawain? Where he is and what he’s doing?”

Kyri nodded. “I’ve been blocking it, I think. Not something one would usually do, so I can’t be sure. Since I made it, though… If it works, though, it only works while I’m awake. So, don’t let me nap.”

They gave that some consideration.

“It’s hard to tell much in the dark,” Morgan commented.

She smiled a little. “There’s that.”

“So,” Gordon finally said, turning to Morgan. “What happened to you, then? How’d you disappear?”

Kyri winced at the bluntness, but that was Gordon as she’d learned.

“I don’t talk about that. Ever,” Morgan said flatly.

He closed his eyes and leaned back against the side of the wagon. He missed his hat, or he’d have drawn the brim down over his eyes as well if he’d had it.

There were parts of what happened to him that Kyri was picking up, moments when the pain would burst up out of nowhere in him to give her horrifying glimpses of what he’d been through.

Something had gone horribly wrong.




Chapter Forty Three
 

Remagne, Haerold’s walled city seat. The one place Kyri never cared to be and Morgan himself was taking her there. Memories crowded her. Kyri shuddered at the very idea of going in there almost as much as she’d hated the idea of entering Caernarvon. There, though, had been only the dead and no real threat. Here?  Her eyes went up to the pediment where she’d once stood and followed the trail of her trajectory where she’d come down. Morgan had been there for her then, solid and sure. Her heart. She’d trusted that he would come for her and he had.

Who would come for her this time if she ran into trouble? Who would watch her back?

She’d banned Galan and Dorien from coming, trusting to the old Morgan, not to finding him so changed. Nor would she call them now and put them at risk, too. 

Especially not Galan. Not here.

She fought against fear and a touch of despair.

Remagne was the same place of stone and shadows she remembered.

Her eyes lifted to the rooftops, remembering.

“Frightened?” Morgan asked, intending it to be derisive, but somehow he couldn’t put his heart into it.

Her eyes went to his.

“Yes,” she said, simply and honestly.

Inside, Morgan winced.

The truth of it was in her eyes but she still went. He remembered the bounty on her and her people… She had a right to be afraid.

Passing through the gates, Kyri prayed that an errant gust of wind wouldn’t reveal her betraying ears. Only Fairy had pointed ears. She dared not use magic to ensure it, not in this city of wizards.

No breeze blew.

By now they must know Morgan had escaped, but they wouldn’t expect him to come here, of all places. Not to Haerold’s own seat. It was likely they scoured the countryside for him. 

But they wouldn’t look here, only a madman would come here.

They walked into Haerold’s city unchallenged.

If Haerold scried for Gawain, it seemed her screening was working or there would have been watchers at the gate.

Hopefully they thought he was still out in the country.

The city didn’t impress Kyri any more on this visit than it had on her previous ones. It was a place of shadows, dark and dingy, full of smoke from the myriad wood-burning fireplaces and coal burners these folk used to heat and cook. Men used the streets carelessly for urinals, people tossed their slop buckets into the gutters while feral cats and half-starved dogs ran through the alleys searching for food.

Here, too, people walked the streets in unremarkable clothes and hooded cloaks, their heads down, their eyes lowered.

“There’s an inn down in the lower part of the city,” Morgan said, anticipation filling him. After all this time he would finally face the man who’d betrayed him. “People from the resistance and some of my undercover people used to use it. I’ll check it out, make sure it’s safe, first. Then you’re on your own. Ask questions carefully, keep your eyes open and you may find someone who can help you. I’ve got my own business to attend to.”

Kyri nodded, refusing to admit to her own disappointment and the grief beneath it, waiting with the others in the shadows of an alley until he checked the inn out.

Some things, Morgan discovered, hadn’t changed in two years. 

While he hadn’t seen anyone he knew – for which he was grateful – the proprietor was the same. There were no signs of Haerold’s soldiers or Hunters. It appeared to be safe enough.

“Got any coin?” he asked, as he strode out of the door.

Kyri had come prepared. She nodded.

Her breath caught as he walked away, knowing in her heart it was likely to be the last time she would see him.

Still, what about him? 

On the road they’d relied on her bow and gleaning the fields for their meals. 

He still wore Gordon’s spare clothes.

Kyri called after him. “Morgan!”

Morgan turned to look at her, wanting to be irritated.

Those sea-green, sea-blue eyes looked at him steadily. Her eyes were truly lovely, the prettiest things in a beautiful face. There was both strength and courage there and a steady determination. So why did she seem so alone? And why did he feel so guilty? For the shadows there? For the sorrow?

“I don’t know if luck will help you,” she called, “but good luck.”

Morgan nodded, something inside him twisting. He didn’t need luck for what he wanted to do. “The same to you.”

“Catch,” she said and flipped him a coin.

He caught it neatly. A gold piece. His eyebrows rose. That would buy him a lot. He looked at her. Those aquamarine eyes of hers didn’t waver. They asked nothing, expected nothing.

“See you, Princess.”

Sadly, Kyri watched him go, his familiar fair head and broad shoulders disappearing down the street. And held the memory of his strong face, his broad shoulders, in her heart.

“Let’s go see what this inn offers, Lady,” Gordon said, his voice as kind as he could make it.

He didn’t know how the two of them knew each other, but he knew what he saw in her eyes. If he’d been disappointed in the great Morgan, how was it for her, who’d known him different?

With a nod, she said. “Let’s. And call me Kyri.”



Chapter Forty Four
 

The darker, more despoiled parts of the city seemed to have only gotten only more so in the time Morgan had been gone. The alleys stank more, the whores looked more raddled and the men who used them more desperate. There were gamblers and pickpockets, petty thieves and grifters down here, men who would gut you for your shoes. The lanterns were grimy and there were men here who would cut you as soon as look at you.

Morgan was smart enough not to go flashing a gold piece around, first buying himself some better fitting clothes. And a hat. He tugged the brim down with satisfaction.

The copper and silver coins remaining would be enough for what he needed and a lot less noticeable.

The coins, small as they were, were still good, it seemed.

From one dirty hole to the next, he descended into greater and greater squalor in search of his prey. 

This was worse than bad. Times had clearly changed.

As a tavern, this one gave a new definition to the title of den of iniquity. It was little more than a hole in the wall, steps leading down into what had once been a basement. Morgan stepped down into the dim smoky room, his hand on his belt knife, moving quickly into the shadows beside the door. That knife would be more useful in the close quarters here and his hand on it would stand as a warning to anyone who wanted to trouble him.

There were the requisite half-dressed girls, their hips swiveling automatically, their eyes blank and hazed, but these were stick thin, their arms little more than bones.

Keeping in the shadows by the door Morgan scanned the crowd, looking at the men hunched over their mugs of cheap whiskey, while other things changed hands. A few played cards or dice desultorily. The smell of the smoke was wrong.

His frown deepened as he watched.

In a back corner, closest to the dancers was the man he wanted, one elbow propped on the table, the other hand wrapped around a mug, watching the girl standing on the platform, her thin shabby dress falling about mid-thigh. Something about that made Morgan angry and touched him with a faint trace of despair and loss.

As did looking at the man sitting in front of the girl, looking up her threadbare dress.

He’d been a trusted friend once.

A man dropped into the chair in front of Jacob, startling him. A fair-haired, broad-chested, tall man. Jacob couldn’t see his eyes at first for the shadows cast by his hat. It didn’t matter. It couldn’t be the man he thought he was. That man was dead.

Jacob looked up as the man tipped his hat back.

At first Jacob thought he was seeing a ghost and then he hoped he was, for he looked into a pair of crystal blue eyes he knew far too well, but those eyes were so flat, so cold and so empty they couldn’t belong to the same man. But it couldn’t be anyway, and he knew that. He knew where that man was and he wasn’t here.

So he blinked and looked again, a mix of grief, shame and anger boiling inside him. It couldn’t be that one because he was supposed to be dead, or in Haerold’s secret prison, wherever the hell that was…

The vision didn’t go away.

“Hello, Jacob,” Morgan said.

His anger, his fury, were nearly blinding as he looked into the face of the man who had betrayed him.

It was Morgan’s voice, but flatter, more bitter, colder than Jacob had ever known it. But he supposed that was normal for a dead man.

“Morgan,” Jacob said, blinking groggily. “They let people out of there?”

Blearily, Jacob remembered that another man had been here, asking questions about his old friend Morgan. That was funny.

“They killed Joanna,” Morgan said, the memory of her, of watching her die and him helpless to stop it, rising up.

Jacob took a long deep breath and let it out.

“Yeah, I know,” he said blearily, his voice thick with sadness and shame, all of it penetrating through the surge of Bliss. “I didn’t know they were going to do that. I didn’t really know any of it. It wasn’t part of the deal, Morgan. It wasn’t. It was only supposed to be you. Just you.”

He sounded sick and miserable, staring down into his whiskey.

It sickened Morgan. 

Fury burned, his vision hazed. It shocked him that Jacob didn’t even try to hide it.

“Why, Jacob?” he demanded, “Why did you do it? We were friends.”

More than anything else, he wanted to know that. Why?

With a sick half laugh Jacob spread his hands over the table, gesturing. “Why? This is why.”

A part of Jacob wanted to cry with shame. Another part wanted that next glorious rush, desperately, wanted to float in the numbness.

Morgan looked down at the table.

There was a thin paper packet of something dark and powdery.

He looked up again at the man he’d once called friend and saw the red-rimmed eyes for the first time, the gray not just in his hair, but in Jacob’s skin, the hollows of his cheeks. Jacob’s arms were thinner, ropier, wasted.

Jacob laughed without humor. “Her name was Glory and what I didn’t know was that she worked for Haerold. She was trolling, looking for someone to use and she lucked onto me. I didn’t want to get involved, you see, just wanted something easy and fun. No commitment. A little slap and tickle. She was certainly easy. Me, I was using a little Hop now and then to fit in so no one would look at me too hard. Somehow she found out. When I wasn’t looking, she started adding a little Bliss, then a little more, to my Hop. Gave it a little extra juice. I didn’t notice at first. Then she didn’t…and I did.”

He stared down into his whiskey.

“That was bad,” he said. “It’s like you want to die, it’s like your lungs can’t breathe, like things are crawling beneath your skin. A man came to my rooms, sat beside me. One of Haerold’s wizards, but I didn’t know it then. It got worse, being sick, it got worse fast, until I thought I was going to die, like my life was being sucked out of me. He started asking questions…”

Jacob looked down at the little packet of Bliss, wanting it badly, craving it. Especially in the face of his memories. And the man before him. He ground his teeth and shook his head.

There was no self-pity in Jacob’s words, Morgan noted, just a low helplessness and despair. He wasn’t offering excuses.

“The day they did it I had so much Bliss in me I barely knew what day it was…”

Somehow, every trace of Morgan’s anger drained away.

He even tried calling up Joanna’s image to stoke his rage, remembering how she’d died and he still couldn’t do it.

“I came here to kill you, Jacob,” Morgan said, flatly.

For a moment Jacob stared at him.

The words shocked him to his core.

Some last piece of something, hope, faith, broke, shattered… some part of him that still held on…to something….

“So, Haerold finally broke you, too, huh, Morgan?” Jacob said.

The sadness in his voice was depthless, lost and hopeless.

Those simple words rocked Morgan to his core.

“Damn, Morgan,” Jacob said in despair, nearly in tears, something Morgan had never thought he’d see, “I thought that if there was one man they couldn’t break that man was you.”

He laid his head down on the table and wept.

Morgan could only sit there, Jacob’s words echoing in his soul.

Had they? Had they broken him? 

The look of shattered faith in Kyri’s lovely sea-green eyes haunted him. Eyes that could make him ache… That lack had been mirrored in Gawain’s eyes, so like Gwen’s.

Once Morgan had vowed to serve the law, the people, his Kingdom and his King. That King had been his friend. Oryan. He’d sworn to protect that King’s son. Gawain, who even now was with Kyri and Gordon, alone and pursued. Something inside him twisted…

Like some sick child’s toy, Jacob’s head popped back up abruptly. 

His eyes glittered brightly, too brightly.

“I had a visitor earlier,” he said. “Funny, he was asking about you, Morgan.”

“Me?” Morgan went still and cold. They shouldn’t even know he was here.

For a moment Jacob was crestfallen. 

Jacob sighed, sadly. “I told him you were dead.”

“I’m not dead, Jake,” Morgan said, but he could see by Jacob’s eyes that he didn’t know that any more.

The packet of Bliss was empty. Jacob was riding it into hell.

Morgan closed his eyes. 

One more for the tally against Haerold. Jacob had been a good man once.

“Uh huh,” Jacob said. “So he said he’s looking for some people and where might you take them? One of them is your lady friend with the wings. So pretty. That’s bad news for her. Do you know what they do to Fairy folk?  They’ll clip those pretty little wings, put her in a cage and then they’ll drain her dry. Take every bit of magic she’s got. Seen them do that to a wizard they caught. That was ugly. The thing about Fairy, though, is that Haerold thinks they don’t die from it, so they can do it again and again. Just eat her up. Yum yum, like candy.”

Just the thought, the way Jacob said it made Morgan shudder.

Memories stirred, faintly, remembering clipped wings on a gentle Healer. Galan?

Kyri.

No wonder she’d been frightened. Yet she’d still come, at least partly because she trusted him, believed in him. How did he know her and why did she trust him so much? It must have been from when he was High Marshal, but why couldn’t he remember her? 

A sudden sense of her voice teasingly calling him “My Lord High Marshal” came to him and the memory of laughter.

That didn’t matter now. He had to get back to them. Haerold’s people were looking for them and now thanks to Jacob they might know where to look.

“What did you tell him, Jacob?”

“The Knight’s Arms,” Jacob said.

Here and then gone. 

Jacob looked around.

The ghost was gone. Except he hadn’t been a ghost. He’d been real. It would have been kinder if Morgan had killed him but the Morgan he’d known wasn’t that kind of man.

There was a coin on the table, though.



Chapter Forty Five
 

Taking Morgan’s advice, Kyri, Gordon and Gawain took seats down in the tavern in a corner where she could observe those who came and went. She’d gotten them rooms for the night as well and that had bought them a meal here, too. It was by far not the best of inns and she was reasonably certain a rabbit might have passed somewhere in the vicinity of the stew. How close though, she wasn’t certain.

A cup of the red wine seemed safe enough, although it was almost sour enough to be vinegar and had certainly been watered more than a little.

The room was better lit than many, with lanterns flickering. The walls had been white-washed once, although they’d settled closer to a dingy pale yellowish-gray. Smoke hovered near the ceiling from the poorly vented fireplace.

If there was anybody to recognize here, of the three of them she would be the one to do it so she sat facing out into the room.

As it was, though, it wasn’t she who spotted them first, but he who spotted her.

In amazement his eyes were on her as he crossed the room. His plain familiar face was more than welcome. She smiled.

“Lady Kyri?” Caleb said in a whisper, incredulously, horror overlaying his shocked pleasure at seeing her. “I almost didn’t recognize you…your hair….your pretty golden hair…”

It was dark and short.

She lifted a hand to it. “It’ll change back, Caleb.”

“Welladay,” he said, astonished. “Lady Kyri.”

He didn’t know what had happened between her and the Captain, but suddenly one day it was as if the Captain didn’t know her and then she was gone. Now she was back. And this was a dangerous place for her, Fairy or no, as she should remember. If they spotted her, if they caught her... His stomach churned at the thought.

Kyri caught the warning in Caleb’s soft brown eyes, going alert.

“We’ve got to get you out of here,” Caleb said, urgently, his voice low. “You shouldn’t be here. You shouldn’t be anywhere near here.”

She gestured at Gordon and Gawain. “I can’t leave them, Caleb. And I need to find out where to go next. We need help.”

Caleb sighed. “All right. Go on up to your rooms. Blow out the candle and go out the window. I’ll meet you in the alley. Hurry, but don’t look it.”

With all apparent calmness Kyri nodded and smiled, getting to her feet.

“It was good to see you again,” she said clearly, for the benefit of those around them.

Gawain and Gordon followed after her, neither walking fast.

Gordon whispered, “You know him?”

Opening the door, Kyri nodded. “Morgan’s old lieutenant.” 

The candle was blown out even as she heard loud voices downstairs. “How do you know he isn’t the man Morgan was after?”

“Not Caleb,” she said with certainty. “Gordon, brace the door.” 

“Out you go, Gawain,” she said, unlatching the window and taking a quick look out. She saw no one, but the shadows were thick. There were, though, clearly people in the tavern below. “Gawain, don’t get yourself killed. Keep behind Gordon.”

For only a second Gawain hesitated, then he swung his long legs out and dropped. Gordon followed a second later once Gawain had stepped clear.

Kyri heard the footsteps pounding on the stair. She slipped out, dropping lightly to the alley with the others.

“Come on, hurry,” Caleb said, from the mouth of the alley.

“I’m afraid it’s a little too late for that,” said a voice from the darkness. “We thought you might try this.”

Kyri had her sword out and her hand on her belt-knife when a torch burst into flame, lighting up the alley.

There were a whole troop, regular soldiers, and they had Gawain and Gordon at sword point, Gordon looking furious. He didn’t dare make a move without putting Gawain in danger.

“Surrender peacefully,” the leader said, “and no one gets hurt. Much.” 

Kyri couldn’t allow that.

A glance at Gordon warned him she would make a move and then her belt knife flashed into the throat of the one who held his blade at Gawain’s throat.

Gordon brought his own sword out, shoving the boy aside with a shoulder, the surprise of the attack taking his guard off-guard as he slashed down at the man’s wrist. The guard jumped back, catching the blow on the finger guard.

The others launched themselves at Kyri, Caleb running down the alley to help.

She put her back to the wall, a quick flick of her sword causing the leader of the group to jump back warily, as the second tried to come in at her side. She danced away, parrying his blade, catching the leader’s thrust, slapping that aside, too, quickly. Caleb caught the third as that one tried to come and outflank her.

There were, however, the reinforcements inside the tavern. Kyri could see the knowledge of it in the leader’s eyes. A quick flip of her blade toward the second kept him off her, as the leader opened his mouth to call for help.

“You need to worry about saving your breath for me,” she said grimly and hammered him back with relentless slashes of her sword.

The man’s eyes narrowed dangerously, anger flaring.

Who was this chit to give him a warning like that? He wouldn’t be beaten by a slip of a girl. He struck back, hard, his eyes widening as this small woman took it, easily, tilting her head curiously.

He was good, better than Kyri expected. His second wasn’t, he was clumsy. She flicked her blade at him again, making him retreat.

The leader drove forward again, his sword lashing, thrusting.

It was only a matter of time, Kyri knew, before those inside missed their Captain. They had no time for this.

She parried, feinted, trapped his sword, but he freed himself, quick thrusts of her blade kept the others at bay.

These weren’t common soldiers and this was taking too long, they needed to get out of here before the others came.

 

Morgan heard the commotion in the alley as he went by and saw the torch burning on the ground where someone had flung it.

As always, Kyri fought as gracefully as a dancer, her sword held seemingly lightly, facing two against one. She was as good with a sword as she was with a bow. She spun to evade one, darted in to strike at another, catching a flurry of strokes from the first as she avoided the second.

Even so, she and the others were hard pressed.

Morgan was halfway down the alley before he thought, drawing his sword to go to her assistance.

Gordon fought as competently as any old soldier, young Gawain guarding his flank.

What was a surprise was to see Caleb there, faithful Caleb.

Morgan almost wanted to laugh. Coincidence, or was it fate that Caleb was here now?

The leader saw Morgan coming even as Kyri sensed Morgan’s presence. She glanced over her shoulder in astonishment…

And then she smiled, radiantly.

That sight alone healed something deep in his soul. She still had faith in him.

“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” Morgan said, setting himself.

Not that size mattered, not where Kyri was concerned.

Kyri flicked away the blade of the second as the leader spun to face Morgan.

The man attacked, blade moving fast. 

Morgan was a little rusty but not that rusty. Not as rusty as he would have been those first few days after escaping the prison. He parried the attack easily. The man had some skill, but not enough. Morgan slipped the other’s blade before his own was sheathed briefly in the other man’s chest.

Then Morgan saw Kyri glance up at the window above them worriedly. He heard the dull thud of someone trying to break the door down.

She slashed, taking her opponent’s throat.

“Anyone hurt?” Morgan asked. “Gawain?”

There was something different about this Morgan, Kyri sensed it.

It was as if some of the ice that had held him had thawed at least a little, restoring some fraction of the old Morgan she’d known so well and still loved so deeply.

“So,” she asked softly, “did you find your traitor?”

“I did,” he said, looking at her evenly, “but that’s a story for another day. We need to leave, quickly. Caleb, do you know a safe way out of the city?”

“That I do, Captain, if we move fast,” Caleb said, staring in shock at Morgan. “That I do. Is it really you, Morgan?”

“It’s really me, Caleb,” Morgan said. “I’m back.”

Caleb started to hope once again, too.

In the darkest hours of the night they put the city behind them as alarums went off, torch-lights popping up here and there, guards racing to the gates too late to do any good. 

The relief was short-lived, however, as they heard baying in the distance.

Kyri looked at Morgan. His mouth tightened.

These horses weren’t Fairy horses, and while it was better than being on foot, Kyri thought, it wouldn’t be for long, not against those. And the horses of the Fair were too far away to do them much good.

“Which way?” Morgan asked Caleb.

“South for a time,” Caleb said, “to see who we pick up, if we can get rid of the hounds behind us. What happened to you, Morgan? We couldn’t find any sign of either you or Joanna. You went to the cottage and then disappeared. Like smoke. We looked everywhere and there was nothing. Most thought you were dead.”

Perhaps it was the darkness; or perhaps it was because it was Caleb. Morgan didn’t know.

Pain pierced him. They must have gotten rid of Joanna’s body. It had served Haerold very well to have him seen as missing, to have people wondering, looking, waiting.

Ineffectual.

He sighed. “It was Jacob, Caleb. He gave me up to Haerold.”

The pain and grief were sharp, piercing.

It echoed through her, mixed with Kyri’s own shock and horror.

“Damn,” Caleb said bitterly. “We went to him and asked if he’d heard they’d taken you. He told us he didn’t know nothing. He was your friend, Morgan.”

“They hooked him on Bliss. He told them where to find me.”

It wasn’t all but it was enough, for now. 

There was more, Kyri knew and guessed at the more, but some wounds had to be lanced and allowed to drain for a time first before they could heal or be Healed.

“Bastards,” Caleb said with feeling.

Remembering the man he’d left behind, Morgan couldn’t disagree.

The howling grew closer, the baying sharper, they had a hot trail.

“Can we outrun them?” Gordon asked.

“Not on these horses,” Morgan said, echoing Kyri’s thought. “But we can make them chase us, tire them out. And pray for rain.”

As if on command, it did.

“Some Fairy,” Kyri said, almost primly, “do have their uses.”

She’d had the same thought. As much as she hated to tamper with the weather, the weather itself had helped her somewhat, being cool and damp.

Morgan could almost feel her shoot him a look in the darkness and smiled. “It seems I owe you an apology.”

“Accepted,” she said, as if begrudgingly, but they could all hear the laughter in her voice.

That made him smile even more widely.

“Now,” Morgan said, “we try to outfox them.” 

They used all the old tricks, riding along open rock, through streams, changing directions, pushing the horses as hard as they could, the rain soaking them, chilling them all to the bone.

After a while, the baying dropped away, as the rain and the clouds too passed and then the sound faded altogether.

“Safe enough to take a break, Captain?” Caleb’s voice asked wearily after a while.

Gawain’s head was bobbing over his saddle and even Gordon was drooping.

It was late, the thin crescent moon high in the sky. Even Morgan was tired.

“Where?”

Kyri extended her senses into the darkness. It would be dawn in another few hours, so they needed to be under cover.

“There’s a stand of trees that should offer us some cover to the south a little more,” she said.

Fairy she might be, but she was tired too, exhausted and heartsick.

Pursuit had only been lost in only the last few hours, so they couldn’t risk a fire.

Too tired to speak, they pulled the saddles off their horses, then their blankets and curled up on the hard ground to sleep.

For some reason Morgan couldn’t though, staring restlessly up into the sky. 

Too much had happened. Sitting up against a tree, he watched the stars, thinking about Jacob and Joanna, Oryan and Gawain. And Kyri. About what had been lost. About the mysteries…

They’d been so close to winning and now it seemed they’d very nearly lost…

Kyri watched him from her blankets, sensing the pulse of his thoughts. 

She was a Healer, she couldn’t not Heal. He needed to speak it, to talk about it, to release it. 

However much it pained her.

Slender fingers brushed the back of Morgan’s hand lightly. He knew that touch. A memory tried to surface, disappeared…

“Will you tell me?” Kyri asked, her light, musical voice soft in the darkness.

It was as if there was this bubble of pain inside him that Morgan hadn’t been able to release. In the darkness, he shared it with her.

“He came to the cottage,” Morgan said, grief washing through him. “Jacob. That’s how I knew it was him. I wasn’t there. When I returned Joanna told me he’d been there moments before but he’d said he couldn’t stay. It didn’t make sense. Somehow I knew, then… I think I knew. He’d been acting strangely for a while. There had been changes… I just didn’t want to believe it. The Hunters burst through the doors. I tried to fight them. So did she. One struck her. She flew back and fell. I knew she was dead.”

Kyri’s heart ached for him. “I’m so sorry, Morgan.”

And she was.

She closed her eyes, gathered herself.

“Will you tell me about her?” she asked softly.

Her eyes were on him, compassionate, caring and somehow it was easy, familiar to talk to her, as if they’d done it before. So Morgan did.

Kyri pictured the sweet and loving woman she’d seen in her scrying bowl.

By the time he was done, the first light of dawn had broken, turning the sky the color of aged pearls.

Morgan felt empty, hollowed out.

“Sleep for a while,” Kyri said gently. “I’ll take this watch.”

“Are you sure? You must be tired too.” 

She laughed a little, her tone light, her face a pale blur in the waning darkness.

“Yes, I’m sure. Remember, I’m Fairy. I’m stronger than I look.”

With relief, exhausted, Morgan curled up in his blankets. He felt lighter, more at peace with himself.

Kyri settled onto a nearby rock, wrapping her arms around her knees. 

She bent her head and wept silent crystal tears, for what had been, for sacrifices made, for grief and loss. Her tears pattered to the ground like rain.



Chapter Forty Six
 

The argument – such as it was – had started, much to Morgan’s amusement, the moment Gawain whistled a song, his eyes slanted mischievously toward Kyri. She’d immediately turned around and shot the boy a narrow-eyed look, although her pretty mouth twitched. Gawain grinned. She’d given him another threatening look. It continued as they rode through the cool silence of the forest, the only sound around them Gawain’s whistling and the birdsong, although that had gone quiet now, too.

Morgan saw Kyri take note of it as well, even as the quarrel continued.

“No, absolutely not, you may not sing that song…” Kyri said, rolling her eyes and shooting a warning glare at Gawain, who grinned. “I said no.”

Looking upward apparently innocently, Gordon whistled it, too.

“Oh, fine,” Kyri said, to all appearances exasperated. “Now look what you’ve started.” 

Caleb smothered chuckles, recognizing the tune as one that had made its rounds a few years past. He could understand why Kyri might find it unsettling but she seemed to be taking it in good humor, despite her protestations.

“What song is that?” Morgan said, shaking his head, puzzled. “I don’t know it.” 

“Oh, don’t encourage them, Morgan,” Kyri protested, putting her hands on her hips.

Damn John of Orland, she swore silently. The only thing he hadn’t done was name names in the blessed thing.

Morgan glanced at Kyri, his voice low. “Are they still there?”

She nodded.

Gordon and Gawain were oblivious to the watchers around them but Caleb had gone alert, although he played along as well.

Laughing, Gawain explained, “It’s called the Ballad of the Fairy Queen. One of the girls in town used to sing it all the time.”

“It’s got a pretty melody,” Gordon offered.

Putting on a long-suffering look Kyri said, “I’m going to ignore all of you.”

“What’s wrong with the song?” Morgan asked, more than happy to play along with the teasing while they waited for the watchers to make up their minds.

“It’s silly, treacly and hackneyed,” Kyri responded. It was also embarrassing.

Gordon said, “It’s a silly girl song about a Fairy who falls in love with a man but has to give him up.”

Curious, Gawain asked, “Is it true Fairy mate for life?”

That stung, although Kyri didn’t show it.

She sighed. “Yes. He got that much right. Just as the song says.”

Orland had actually used the words she’d given that day in Oryan’s tent, as if that weren’t bad enough.

“Is John of Orland still alive?” she demanded. “Because if he is, I will hunt him down and kill him myself, just for that benighted song.”

That brought laughter all around.

Which was when the rebels appeared and surrounded them, stepping out from behind rocks and trees, drawn bows in hand, arrows nocked.

Gawain and Gordon were still laughing like loons, the rest grinning while Kyri put on a long-suffering look, although her pretty mouth twitched, despite her best efforts.

All of them went still. No one reached for a weapon, keeping their hands in clear sight.

It’s about time, Morgan thought, with a glance to Kyri and Caleb. They’d been making enough noise to have raised the dead.

Her eyebrow lifted, the same thought clear in her eyes.

None of the rebels looked amused.

Morgan looked at them. Most appeared pretty ragged, but they were all clean and that was a good sign.

“Who’s in charge?” he asked quietly.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” one of them said, his tone sharp.

“They’re not King’s men,” another said.

Morgan said, “It depends on which King you serve.”

There was a moment of silence as a dozen pairs of eyes fixed on them, all of them stiffening.

As they were escorted at sword and arrow point Kyri observed, “They have no sense of humor.”

“Quiet,” one of the rebels said.

She rolled her eyes, glancing at the others. “See what I mean.”

Her irreverence eased the tension a little, as even some of the rebels glanced at each other over their companion’s overzealousness.

The trees opened up onto a clearing and a neat, well-organized and well-run camp.

A dark-haired man of medium height stood outside one of the tents, his hands thrust into his belt. His face was triangular and foxy, with dark eyes.

Morgan remembered him well.

As did Kyri.

Morgan smiled. “Detrick.”

Detrick could only stare in shock as they rode toward him, his mouth agape.

It couldn’t be. He was seeing things. Two people that he hadn’t seen in…well, forever…and had thought never to see again, much less together in the same place. One of whom was supposed to be dead.

That deep voice, though, that fair hair and those distinctive eyes… There couldn’t be two of him.

“Morgan?” he asked, incredulous.

“For a dead man he looks very good, doesn’t he?” Kyri said, grinning, crossing her forearms on the pommel of her saddle. “Hello, Detrick.” 

Detrick’s eyes went to her and then to Caleb. “Kyri? And Caleb. I’ll be damned. It is Morgan then? Really? I’m not seeing things? It’s the man himself?”

He waved his people off.

“It’s me, Detrick,” Morgan said, amused.

The man walked up to Morgan’s horse in a daze with his hand outstretched, shaking his head in wonder as Morgan and the others dismounted.

Morgan took the offered hand.

“It’s good to see you, Morgan. Welcome,” Detrick said, “What the hell happened? Where did you go?”

“Haerold’s secret prison in Caernarvon. They turned Jacob. Kyri and these others got me out,” Morgan answered.

“Oh, hell, Morgan,” Detrick said. His voice sounded sick at the first bit of news. “Jacob, damn. So Kyri finally found you, huh?”

Kyri had been searching?

Morgan gave her a curious look.

Somehow she hadn’t mentioned that. The thought eased something else inside him. He hadn’t been entirely abandoned as he’d believed, it seemed they’d all been looking for him.

Kyri, though…Why hadn’t she mentioned it?

Now wasn’t the time to talk about it, Morgan thought, but they would talk. And soon.

“We’d heard stories, Morgan, that you were dead, captured, all kinds of shit. Gods, it’s good to see you back, Morgan. Stand down people.”

The rebels all stared at Morgan in disbelief. To many he was a legend and a mystery that had been whispered about around campfires.

Detrick clapped Morgan on the back.

“I can’t believe it. Morgan. I’ll be damned. What can I do to help?” 

“First, tell me Oryan is still alive,” Morgan said.

Gesturing them all to sit, Detrick signaled for wine and food. Folk ran to get it, whispering to each other in astonishment.

“Yes, he’s alive,” Detrick said, but there was something in his voice…

“What’s wrong?” Morgan asked. “What happened?”

Shaking his head Detrick said, “It was inevitable, I suppose, that a patrol would stumble on the traveling castle, the Kingdom in Exile, sooner or later. They fought them off. Oryan is alive, but there were casualties. Philip’s dead. He put himself in harm’s way for the King. But Oryan is still alive.”

Kyri caught her breath at the loss of Philip, remembering the sweet and gentle man who’d been so badly damaged by Haerold’s torture. She pressed her fingers to her lips, bowing her head as she fought back her sorrow.

Her gesture caught at Morgan, seeing those bright eyes dim even as grief moved through him, too. Philip had been ill-served for his good heart.

Gently he reached out, touched her hand, giving her a look.

“I’m sorry, Kyri,” Detrick said gently.

Taking a breath, she smiled a little. “I’m all right.”

She met Morgan’s concerned look and it nearly broke her control, it was so nearly like the Morgan of old times.

Biting her lip, she nodded. “Truly.”

Frowning a little, Morgan nodded and let it go.

Now Kyri knew how Haerold had gotten hold of the scrying bowl. It must have been lost in the battle. The wizards would have known at once what it was.

“Fill me in, Detrick,” Morgan said. “I’ve been gone a long time. How bad is it?”

Shaking his head, Detrick said, “It’s bad. We’ve lost a lot of ground, Morgan. Once you were gone everything fell apart. We lost a lot of people to Haerold’s spies and turncoats. We’re a lot more careful these days. A lot more careful. With you gone for so long, if it weren’t for Kyri and Caleb there, my people wouldn’t even have let you in. Even though she’s been gone for a time longer, everyone knows Fairy can’t lie. Best recommendation you could get. Caleb, of course, is Caleb.”

That last Morgan couldn’t deny. Caleb was like an old hunting dog and that was no insult. He was as faithful and as loyal as they came.

As for Kyri, it seemed she’d been holding something back from him. She knew a lot more than she’d said. Why? He needed to talk to her, in private, which would be difficult, but he wanted answers. And soon.

Given the scrying bowl, though, Morgan wanted to move on. Needed to. The longer they stayed, the more likely it was that they might lead Haerold right to Detrick and his people. They still didn’t know if Kyri was successfully blocking it. Had Haerold’s wizards spotted him among them and gone to Jacob because they couldn’t find them? Or had they scried them in the city and needed a place to start looking?

“We can’t and shouldn’t stay long, Detrick. I need to find Oryan and quickly. Can you put us on to him?”

“I can get you started,” Detrick offered. “Put you on the right track. They’ll check you out at every level. I’ll give you my warrant, but it’s up to them then. We’ll give you the directions and the passwords. They’ll watch you. After that…”

Morgan couldn’t ask more.

“Thanks, Detrick,” he said.

Gawain had enough sense to wait until they were riding west as instructed and somewhat alone, before he asked the question that nagged at him. He was a smart young man.

“Why didn’t you tell him who I was?” Gawain asked.

Morgan looked at him. “The fewer people who know, the better. The fewer who might go running to Haerold with the information that will make them rich, putting people like Detrick at more risk. That’s why we didn’t stay either, although we could have used it. Unfortunately from now on we’re at the mercy of others. Now, though, we know how they got hold of the scrying bowl Kyri spoke of. Kyri, is there anything we can do about that?”

With a sigh, she shook her head.

“I can’t even be sure I’m blocking it, Morgan,” she said, her worry and frustration clear.

“All right,” he said, “there’s nothing that can be done about that either then.”



Chapter Forty Seven
 

The safe house was much bigger than any of them had imagined, a two story farmhouse surrounded by a broad veranda in a quiet, pretty little valley near the southern border of the Kingdom. Nearby was a good sized barn. Around it were golden fields of grain and a large green pasture filled with grazing horses. It was beautiful, serene, a place out of time in these darker days. Colton of Fairfield was clearly a large landowner and continued to be, somehow, despite Haerold’s taxes.

Until an hour before they hadn’t even known where they were going. That had been when a rider had ridden over the ridge to intercept them.

Almost plain and nondescript, with shaggy brown hair and sharp brown eyes, the man rode up alongside them.

“So, you’re the infamous Morgan,” the man said, a slight challenge in his voice.

“I’m Morgan,” Morgan acknowledged warily.

With a brisk nod, the man said, “I’m Arthur. I’m to escort you to the safe house.”

So someone had been watching as Detrick had warned and Kyri had sensed.

Kyri’s eyes met Morgan’s, a slight frown on that lovely mobile face.

Now they were here as directed.

“Just so you know,” Arthur said softly, as they rode into the dooryard. “Colton is with us because of his wife. She was in to market when the Hunters came and she became their target. She was a pretty woman.”

From what Caleb had told them stories like that were all too common these days. The Hunters ran virtually unchecked around the countryside.

A young girl of about eight ran up to take their horses as they came to a halt.

She looked up at Kyri with awe.

“I’m Angela. Are you really a Fairy, wings and ears and all?” she asked.

A little startled and dismayed that the knowledge was out, Kyri put it quickly aside. The little girl was sweet. 

Sliding off the horse, she bent at the waist, tucking her curls back behind one slightly pointed ear.

She’d let her hair return to its own color, thankfully, and was encouraging it to grow again, as she’d missed the long length of it.

“Ears and all,” she said smiling.

The young girl’s eyes widened.

“Watch,” Kyri said.

Angela did, her eyes widening even more as Kyri’s wings unfolded above them, opening and spreading to catch the sunlight, each feather straightening, rainbow reflections glinting off \ and through them to surround the two of them in a shower of light.

As always, the wonder of it caught at Morgan and he smiled to see it.

The girl caught her breath, eyes widening even more in wonder.

“Can I touch them?”

Morgan went still.

That particular question set off a series of shock waves through him, memories shifting deeply, a sense of his own wonder as he ran his hand down the smooth, feathered surface of a wing, conscious of both the strength and the fragility of it. The gesture was oddly familiar, close…. and intimate. Something inside him warmed and ached.

Everyone else was enraptured with the picture of lovely Kyri with the little girl, golden head and red bent close, Kyri’s wings spread to sparkle in the sunlight, the small hand sliding across the graceful curve of it, the arch.

The silken softness of the feathers warm beneath his palm, the strength and fragility of it.

Something in Morgan’s stomach tightened, quivered.

He could remember that, the strongly arched curve, how silky and warm the feathers had been beneath his palm. It had been an incredibly intimate moment, the sense of it shivering through him. His body tightened reflexively in memory.

Picking lightly through the feathers, Kyri found one that was loose, ready to drop. With a small tug, she pulled it free and handed it to the girl. Even as she did it, the small feather turned to crystal in her fingers.

“Keep that close,” Kyri said with a smile. “It’s protection against magic.”

The girl held the crystalline feather in both hands in wonder, for the prettiness of it, holding it up to the sunshine, smiling, enraptured by the glittering, shining thing.

Morgan clasped his hand around the one he wore on a silver chain around his neck, vaguely remembering the dark days in Haerold’s dungeon when they’d tried to take it off of him. It wouldn’t come off, nor would the chain be cut or broken. Even he couldn’t remove it. Protection against magic. What Fairy had given him his? He could almost remember.

Arthur hurried up, another man in tow behind him, that one slower, more considered.

“Morgan, this is Colton of Fairfield. Colton, this is the infamous, not so late, Lord High Marshal Morgan,” Arthur said.

Dismounting, Morgan shook the offered hand, liking the look of the man before him.

“Morgan is enough.”

Of slightly more than medium height, Colton was a handsome, barrel-chested man, his hair thick and dark, more dark hair spilling from inside his collar. Big and bluff. Honest, with a solid handshake.

Morgan smiled.

“Come, we’ve food and beds for everyone,” Colton said, gesturing.

With a groan, Gawain said, “A bed, a real bed.”

He hadn’t slept rough so often or so long in his entire life.

“You’re soft, boy,” Gordon said, shaking his head in mock dismay.

Gawain gave him a look. “As if you haven’t been complaining about your joints from the first night.”

“I have not,” Gordon protested, giving a look to Kyri.

She raised her eyebrow and nodded.

“Every morning,” she said wryly.

A bed, Morgan hadn’t slept in a bed since….

The pain moved through him more easily now although he knew it would never completely leave him.

“Come on, Colton,” Arthur said. “And this is Kyri of the Fair, as you can tell.”

“It’s a pleasure. You’ve made my daughter’s day,” Colton said, warmly. “Week, month, year…”

Laughing, Kyri said, “Then it’s made mine, as well. Especially if the beds aren’t just a rumor.”

He shook his head, “No, they’re real. Welcome to my home. Fair warning, my son is playing cook for us today. Most of the time it’s even edible.”

It was quite edible and convivial as well.

Again, for Morgan there were memories behind memories, of other occasions, of people laughing and talking. Angela peppered Kyri with questions. There had been other days like this somewhere…at Detrick’s camp? Somewhere else, trees towering high… It haunted him for some reason.

It was a good day, but now Morgan wanted answers…

Kyri staved off sleep for as long as she could, especially here where there were children at risk, so she stepped outside onto the veranda where the air was cooler to walk and to pace…. She’d also sensed Morgan’s increasing agitation, catching looks and glances from him she wasn’t certain how to read.

A voice from the darkness said, “We need to talk.”

She turned as Morgan stepped out of the shadows.

It said something about her own distraction that she hadn’t sensed him there.

There was something in his deep voice, though, that sent butterflies shivering through her. Taking a long slow breath, she sighed. She’d known this time would come. For Gawain it was a chance she’d had to take. With Morgan…?

Watching him carefully, she nodded and started to walk away from the house and those inside. Into the darkness, where it was safer and where her face and eyes couldn’t betray her.

“Detrick said you’ve been looking for me and the way he said it, he implied you’ve been looking for a long time,” he said.

“Since the day you disappeared,” she said evenly, steadily.

For a moment he stared. “Why?”

There were a thousand answers to that, all true, but she didn’t know which one he wanted, or needed. Or which one to give him. 

“I knew that you were in trouble. I was coming to help. And then, you were gone. I couldn’t find you.” 

Kyri remembered it, the sense that something was wrong. She took a breath.

The sense of wrongness had been bad, but when she couldn’t find him, she’d become frantic…. Her heart ached…

Morgan could hear something in her voice, a deep and abiding grief, fear and pain.

“I know you,” he said, bluntly.

“Yes,” she said.

“Then why don’t I remember you?” he demanded, “Except for odd bits and pieces that keep popping up in my memory.” He curled his hand around the talisman, held it up. “This is yours, isn’t it?”

“Actually,” Kyri said, “it’s yours, I gave it to you, but yes it came from me.”

“Why don’t I remember you?” he repeated.

The question was direct. She couldn’t lie and couldn’t avoid the answer.

She swallowed hard. “Because I …made you forget.”

Morgan stared at her, stunned. “You… Why?”

“To make me less important in your life,” she said quietly, turning away, walking restlessly.

He frowned, thinking about it, thinking it through and then he went after her.

“You’re saying I was in love with you.”

Something moved in him at the thought…

“Yes,” she said, “and I with you.”

She let out a breath.

It was all pain now, her heart aching, the yearning nearly impossible for her to bear.

That didn’t make sense.

“I don’t understand,” Morgan said, “why would you do that?”

“For a thousand reasons,” Kyri said breathlessly, on a laugh that wasn’t laughter, the pain of it constant, as ceaseless as the sea, letting out a gusty sigh, “but most of all because there is only one you, one Morgan. As we’ve seen.”

She smiled into the darkness where he couldn’t see. Here in the darkness, the tears could fall and there was no one to notice.

The pain in her voice told Morgan the truth of it. It wrenched at him, to hear both the deep love and the terrible heartache in her voice. A sense of it echoed through him.

It still didn’t make sense.

Now the words flowed out of her as if a dam had broken.

“You were wearing yourself out, exhausted, trying to be everywhere at once. Trying to protect the Kingdom, keep Oryan safe, get the Marshals and the rebellion organized, even sending your Marshals to help my people. Trying, always trying to be everywhere at once. You were making mistakes you never would have made. It seemed as if you were always tired. Do you remember?”

He did, some of it and, faintly, moments of quiet peace and joy, contentment, warmth…

“I was part of that strain on you. Myself and my people, stretching you to your limits and beyond. It was too much.” She sighed. “So, I made you forget. And for a time afterward, it seemed to work. Then Jacob betrayed you, you disappeared and it all fell apart.”

None of this made any sense.

“Kyri,” he said, taking her arm and stopping her. “Tell me.” 

“Morgan,” she said, struggling within and without. “Before Jacob, you were succeeding in holding back Haerold, yes?”

“Yes,” he said, thinking back. “I think so.”

“So does everyone else,” Kyri said. “But once you were gone, everything fell apart. Not even Oryan could hold it together, because he needed someone like you to be out in the field. And you were all that we had.”

“Are you saying you did this for the Kingdom?” he said.

She smiled sadly. “Yours and mine. I could say it and it would be a truth, but not all the truth. As I could say that I did it for my people and that would be a part of the truth, too. I wish that it were, because that would be nobler, but the truth is that I did it because I couldn’t bear to watch you killing yourself. And you were. Do you remember the days before my people left?”

“They’re a bit of a blur,” Morgan said, trying to take it in, “We were a little busy then.”

“Less busy, though, after, when you stopped needing to protect the Fairy, too,” she said.

“Yes,” he said slowly.

“Some of those memories are blurry because you were so tired, then,” she said, “so busy. Do you remember the visit to Jacob, the fight at the gates of Remagne when they recognized you?”

“It was sloppy,” he said frowning.

“You’re not sloppy,” she said. “You never were. But you were that night. You were tired. A sword got by you, scored your ribs,” she said. “You, who fought Hunters, getting marked by a gate guard...”

“How did you know…?” He frowned as it came to him. “You were there.”

Kyri nodded. “I Healed you and learned how exhausted you really were.”

With a gentle tug she pulled away from him.

“I knew how close we were to losing you to something you were too tired think about. It terrified me, knowing how exhausted you were.” Kyri fought tears. “Oryan’s Kingdom needed you, yes. Oryan needed you. Even my people needed you, fighting Haerold, because if the Kingdom fell to him completely, he would have turned on us next and he wouldn’t have been kind.”

She laughed a little. “I wish I could say that those were the reasons I did it and they were part of it, but the truth is I couldn’t bear to watch you die. And I was afraid that I would.”

Frowning, Morgan didn’t know what to feel, what to think….

“I want them back,” Morgan said. “I want those memories back.”

“Morgan…” Kyri said, softly, helplessly… “Forgive me.”

His jaw tightened. “I want them back.”

She took a breath.

“All right,” she said and walked slowly back to him.

Reaching up, she slid her fingers into his hair as she’d done a thousand times before. 

Standing so close she was aware of the warmth of him, she caught the scent of his skin. Her body brushed his.

It was sweet torture.

“Forgive me, please, and Remember,” she whispered in his ear.

Magic, Kyri’s magic, warm and sweet, washed through him lightly.

And then she kissed him gently on the mouth, her lips soft, before releasing him to walk away into the darkness.

Leaving him with fluttering memories of her, like a thousand wings, from that first night when the Queen of the Fairy had dropped down onto the parapet in her thin, torn shift to help them escape. Her laughter ringing in the night… The first time they made love, her body slender, white and so lovely. Her odd wry way of finding the right thing to say to lighten things… A thousand memories… All of the things he’d loved about her poured through his mind. Her wings, opening to catch the light as his hand caressed the arch of one, the feathers as soft as silk beneath his hand…



Chapter Forty Eight
 

Morning dawned with Morgan still standing on the porch, listening to the sounds of those in the house awakening. He wasn’t sure where Kyri was, or what to say to her. The memories were his but he still didn’t quite know what to feel or what to think. He’d loved her deeply and passionately and he knew some part of him had and always would. He’d loved Joanna quietly and if he’d missed the passion, the effervescent joy of Kyri, it hadn’t lessened his feelings for Joanna. 

His feelings for Kyri, though… They were another matter. She’d been his first love.

Angela came running excitedly from out of the barn where she’d been milking the cows.

“Look, look,” she said, excitedly, pointing up and Morgan looked.

His heart caught and then his breath.

Kyri danced in the sky, soaring on the thermals, flying high and alone in the early morning light with only the larks for company. The soft morning light glowed through her wings and shone on her golden hair as it swirled around her. Graceful, beautiful, her body arched as she swooped and turned in the air. So lovely.

He’d seen her fly for pleasure before, but this was different… She looked alone. 

Queen of the Fairy. She was Queen and so she was alone, isolated. Untouched. She’d always been, the responsibility for her people a weight on her slender shoulders of which she’d never spoken, but borne, as was her duty.

If she’d taken herself from him then she’d also taken him from her. What had it cost her to do what she’d done, for him, for them, for their Kingdom, his and Oryan’s? 

She’d loved him so much she’d let him go to save him…

And gone on alone.

Morgan watched her, her wings glowing in the soft golden light.

His breath caught, again.

Looking down, Kyri only saw young Angela in the yard, the girl clapping her hands in delight. It made her smile. She needed that, something to lighten her heart. As she’d needed this time, this escape, this moment to be simply Kyri and fly.

With wings spread, she dropped down to earth again.

For the first time since she’d found him Morgan saw Kyri once again in one of the little shifts he’d loved so well, the skirt fluttering around her smoothly muscled thighs and all sorts of parts of him reacted as if she’d never been gone.

This was the Kyri he remembered, so beautiful, her golden hair rippling, gleaming, smiling warmly at the little girl as she settled lightly to the earth.

His breath caught, looking at her, watching her, seeing that soft smile, all her attention focused on the child.

The breeze tousled her golden curls, fluttered the little skirt around those shapely legs. He remembered suddenly the feel of her slender ankle in his hand, so small his hand had wrapped all the way around it. She’d looked down at him and laughed and then she’d been in his lap, her eyes sparkling.

“What are you doing up?” Kyri asked, alighting near the girl.

“I have to milk the cows, it’s my turn,” Angela said solemnly, but her eyes were shining as she reached up toward Kyri’s gleaming wings. “Then I saw you flying.”

Hearing the lowing from the barn, Kyri asked, “Are you finished milking the cows?”

The little girl looked contrite. “No.”

“Tell you what, if you finish milking the cows and your father says it’s okay,” Kyri said, “I’ll show you what it’s like to fly.”

Angela’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Smiling, Kyri nodded. “Really. Promise.”

The little girl ran back to the barn.

Kyri smiled.

If only it all could be so simple….

Straightening, her smile faded a little and her head bowed before she took a deep breath and turned – to find Morgan standing there on the veranda, watching.

As always her heart caught, seeing him, looking at him, looking at his crystal blue eyes, his handsome face, tall, broad-shouldered, her heart lifting…and then came the pain – she missed him so much – but she pushed that away because he didn’t need to see that.

The smile came first, brilliant as always and then it faltered a little. In that moment Morgan saw what it cost her to do what she’d done. For him.

At her smile, his heart lifted and he knew, his heart twisting when it faltered.

“Kyri,” he began.

Colton opened the door and poked his head out. “There you are, Morgan, Kyri. Come on in, Breakfast is ready.”

He held the door open.

Later, they would talk later, Morgan promised himself.

“Arthur is coming this morning,” Colton said as Morgan gestured Kyri before him, “to see you off.”

That was good, they couldn’t stay much longer before the damn scrying glass betrayed them again and Morgan would rather talk to Kyri with fewer people about.

Caleb, Gordon and Gawain were in the kitchen with Colton and his son Brion.

“Brion,” Colton said, “Why don’t you help your sister with the chores?”

Rolling his eyes, Brion said, “But it’s her turn…”

“More hands mean shorter work,” Colton said, firmly.

Gordon said, “Gawain, why don’t you go help them, give them a hand, there’s a lad.”

“But….” Gawain protested...

It was in his eyes, the knowledge of his title, Kyri and Morgan both saw it, sharing a quick smile as they once always had, the smiles as quickly hidden so Gawain wouldn’t see them. But their eyes held for a moment longer, the warmth and deep love still there, in these, the simplest moments.

Kyri’s heart caught, unsure of what she’d seen...

Morgan reached to take her hand, to draw her back against him.

For a moment, Kyri lowered her head, a bright shimmer in her eyes, but she smiled. Then she leaned her head back against his shoulder as she’d always done. Morgan kissed her forehead, love washing through him once again, a balm and a benison.

A single tear escaped…

Watching, Caleb smiled and nodded. That was better. That was how it should be.

“You know, Gawain,” Kyri said, “Among my folk it’s said that no one of us is better than the least. Even the Queen or King takes a turn at the meanest jobs, so they know truly who it is they lead and how they live their lives.”

“In that vein, can we give you a hand with that?” Morgan asked Colton, with a significant glance at Gawain.

“You could get the plates from the cupboard,” Colton suggested. “Set the table.”

Sighing, Gawain went, following at Brion’s heels.

He’d thought he was done with barn chores.

Opening the cupboards, Morgan fetched the plates while Kyri went to help with the bowls, carrying everything into the main room.

Everyone heard the horse riding into the yard.

“That’ll be Arthur, here to see you off,” Colton said, going to the door.

He opened the door, smiling.

It was Arthur, but he wasn’t alone…



Chapter Forty Nine
 

The door slammed back as Hunters leaped past Arthur in the doorway, a wizard behind him, to take Colton down and drive him to the floor, with more bounding past, aiming for Morgan and the others, as doors and windows crashed open around them.

Morgan reached for his sword. It was his worst nightmare come to life again.

Desperately, instinctively, Kyri reached for energy, for magic…Wind…it was their only chance….if she could get the wizard…

Suddenly she was slammed back against the wall with staggering force and pinned there, stunned by the impact.

Three Hunters leaped for Morgan, taking him down even as Kyri flew backward, smashing against the wall. 

Colton was on the floor, three Hunters holding him there as he thrashed and fought like a wild man, as did Morgan, seeing what was happening to Kyri. More had Caleb and Gordon pinned to another wall.

Dazed, Kyri found herself flying forward, to dangle loosely in the air in front of the wizard, her toes inches from the ground. Her wings were useless to her. She shook her head in a frantic effort to clear it.

“High Marshal Morgan and the Fairy,” Arthur said, smiling, “delivered as promised.”

Tossing him a bag of coins without even a backward glance, the wizard looked at Kyri, drawing her closer, breathing her in like a fine wine, slowly.

“Did you think to use magic against me, little Fairy?” he asked.

Warily, Kyri stayed silent, waiting, alarm screaming through her, although she showed none of it on her face. Her mouth was suddenly dry, her heart pounded.

The wizard gestured, a small glyph suddenly appearing in the air, to glow above her heart.

Pain shot through her and she gasped involuntarily.

Morgan went cold with a sharp sense of horror, remembering Jacob’s warning.

“Kyri,” he said and threw himself against the Hunters, fighting to free himself…

Feet dangling, helpless, Kyri couldn’t struggle or fight… She could only watch...

Pain speared through her chest like a hammer driving a tap deep into her breast. It was shockingly painful, but Morgan and the others watched. She locked the cry of pain, outrage and violation behind her teeth.

This was deliberate, another form of torture, for her, but also for those who were forced to watch.

The wizard smiled, leaning forward to breathe her in more deeply. He gestured.

It was a sensation like nothing Kyri had ever known before, a tearing within, an opening. It was as if something were drawn out of her. Her body jerked in response, quivering as crystal-clear light was pulled out of her, first in a thin thread at her breast, then as a glowing stream that flowed from her to the wizard. 

He took it in, breathing it, drinking it, basking in it, his eyes half-closed with pleasure.

Now she understood what it was poor Philip suffered.

It was agony, her body shook with it, as hard as she fought to stop it and to stop from showing the pain – for the wizard was clearly enjoying the show as much as he enjoyed what he took from her.

Morgan fought desperately.

“No, Morgan, stop,” she cried, but her voice was shockingly weak even to her own ears.

The wizard gestured and she bent like a bow. Her throat locked, going blind with pain, as the flow gushed and became a river. It felt as if he turned her inside out… 

She cried out….

Nearly berserk, Morgan fought to throw the Hunters off as Kyri shuddered violently, her small slender body trembling like a leaf in the wind, her eyelids fluttering, every muscle taut. Her  back arched impossibly, shaking and then the violent quivering weakened…slowed to twitches…and she went limp.

The glowing light faded…

Curiously, the wizard looked at her, hanging limp like a rag doll in mid-air.

“She still breathes,” he said curiously. “It seems our theory is true. We’ll see.”

Carelessly, with a gesture he tossed her aside so she fell at Morgan’s feet in a crumpled heap.

It took a moment for the wizard’s words to penetrate Morgan’s fury and despair. 

Kyri was still alive.

Morgan opened his eyes, looking down at her, his heart wrenching.

To find her looking back at him, her beautiful eyes hazed with pain, but clearing.

Morgan swore, throwing himself furiously against the hold of the Hunters.

“Find the boy,” the wizard said.

Dazed, Kyri found herself lying on the floor. 

It was as if she’d been emptied, scoured inside until she bled. Every muscle and bone ached.

Morgan. There was blood on him, bruises. It wrenched her.

Their eyes met, held...

Keeping still, letting her breathing even out, Kyri looked around quickly, moving only her eyes.

She was the only one free at the moment, despite the sickening weakness inside her.

Gordon, Caleb and Colton were all held, but none of them, not even Morgan, had been disarmed yet.

Neither had she. 

Her sword belt was twisted against her hip, her belt knife pressed uncomfortably against her stomach, inches from the hand that was trapped beneath her. She worked her fingers toward it.

Her gaze returned to Morgan.

Only two Hunters now held him, as one disappeared to help in the search for Gawain.

She blinked.

Gawain. The children. 

Fear shot through her at the thought.

Morgan looked at Kyri, as their eyes met and this time there was a spark of something in hers. She had something in mind.

She was so weak, though. 

Carefully, Kyri drew power from the earth, from the living things around her, the grass and the trees, a trickle to gain strength.

“Disarm them,” the wizard said negligently, before turning his gaze. “High Marshal Morgan.” The man eyed Morgan. “You don’t seem so impressive now. Haerold is looking forward to having you back. This time he’s going to execute you. Publicly, so everyone knows for certain that this time you’re dead. You will be flogged, hanged, drawn and quartered in the square before all.”

Since that had yet to happen, Morgan was less than concerned about the threat – although he’d gone cold at the thought – than the more immediate one.

The children were in the barn, with Hunters searching for them and Kyri was at his feet.

Looking down at the still form at Morgan’s feet, the wizard said, “Now, to test the theory. You tasted good, little bird. Quite delicious.”

Morgan’s jaw tightened, but Kyri gazed at him intently.

He gave her a small nod, bracing himself and saw her lovely eyes close in relief.

Deliberately, the wizard slowly, obscenely, licked his lips.

“I think I’ll have another taste. Especially because our good High Marshal finds it so offensive.”

Abruptly Kyri found herself hanging in the air, again, drawn close as the wizard gestured.

Pain burst through her again, but this time she was prepared for it and for him. 

Even as she cried out in agony, she reached with one hand to grab his shirt and with the other drove her belt-knife up hard beneath his breastbone.

“You should have disarmed me, first,” she snapped.

The wizard froze in disbelief as she rammed the blade home. 

His eyes shot open.

Pain ripped through her, it was faltering but she was still weakening. She shoved harder.

Locked together, the wizard stared into her eyes.

She drove the knife deeper.

The pain stopped, some power flooded back into her.

Her knees were weak and she nearly stumbled when her feet hit the floor, but she, Morgan – none of them – could afford it if she missed.

Turning even as the dying wizard dropped to his knees beside her she flung the belt-knife at one of the Hunters holding Morgan.

For a moment Morgan thought they were lost and his heart nearly tore out of him when Kyri screamed, but then he saw the blade as she pulled it back before ramming it home again. 

He braced himself. 

They would only have this one chance.

Kyri dropped, swayed, but held, turning.

Her belt knife flew, taking the Hunter to his right clean in the throat.

Even as the wizard toppled backward, Kyri leaped over him, racing for the door. 

She could do little good in here in such close quarters, but if she could draw some of the Hunters after her, if she could make it into the air…they might have a chance.

The Hunters were caught off guard, only Arthur trying to get in her way, but Kyri had her sword in hand.

She took him through his traitorous throat, shoving him aside to reach the door.

Three of the Hunters followed, one each from Morgan, Colton and Caleb.

Her feet hit the boards of the wide porch, her wings unfolded as some of the Hunters shook off surprise to give chase, leaping after her.

Morgan took advantage of the distraction to ram his shoulder into the Hunter on his left, slamming a fist into its face to drive it back as he drew his sword, burying it in the thing’s gut before wrenching it free again.

He turned, sword slashing, to take the head of one of those holding Colton, giving the man a chance to free himself as Morgan turned to drive his sword into another Hunter, releasing Caleb to turn on the other.

Colton drove his belt-knife into the one holding him, Kyri his inspiration, scrambling to his feet.

“My children,” he shouted.

“Go,” Morgan cried.

Colton raced for the kitchen and the door there.

Using Kyri’s example, Caleb, too, had made use of his belt-knife and now whipped his sword out, slashing at the Hunter who turned to face him. The remaining Hunter holding Gordon hesitated, fatally, as Morgan drove his sword into him. Then he spun.

Kyri.

 

The delay getting past Arthur was costly. Kyri heard the rush coming behind her and tried – even though she knew in the last instant she wouldn’t make it – for flight. 

Glancing behind her she saw the Hunter coming and twisted, her wings folding instinctively, trying to avoid the Hunter’s leap. 

She almost made it.

Almost.

Claws scraped across her hip, dragged her over as the Hunter’s momentum took him past her as she hit on her shoulder and tumbled.

Scrambling to her feet, she was barely in time to spin and dodge the next, twisting to try to avoid his claws. Unsuccessfully.

With a sharp snap of her sword, she drove another back. It yelped as she scored its shoulder.

Blood ran down her hip, tickling, a mild distraction compared to the pain there. That weakness, though… She needed time to draw energy, attention and concentration and she had neither. 

She felt dizzy, sick…

One came in, fast and low, but she’d fought wolves before and was prepared for the tactic, ducking the one who leaped high. These acted more like animals now than men, forgoing their swords for claws and teeth.

They would devour her if they could.

She slashed and danced away, trying to will away the dark spots dancing in front of her eyes.

 

Growls and snarls could be heard from the battle outside. Morgan’s heart lurched. He glanced through the window to see Kyri snatched out of the air, roll to her feet and turn to face the next.

“Gordon,” Morgan said, “go help Colton. Caleb, you’re with me.”

 

Even as they burst through the doors Morgan saw the third leap at Kyri as she swayed. She saw it coming, knew she couldn’t get her sword up in time and threw her arm up to protect her vulnerable throat.

Jaws clamped on her arm, the impact driving her back as a second went low, slashing at her leg and she went down.

Morgan ran, Caleb only a step behind. Caleb took the second Hunter, driving it back as Morgan grabbed the collar of the one on Kyri and threw it backward, its jaws releasing her in its surprise.

The third came in as Kyri stumbled to her feet to guard his back, her wounded arm tucked against her stomach, her belt-knife in her free hand.

Even knowing she was dazed and wounded, the thing hesitated, her eyes were too aware. It paced, waiting for her to falter.

With Morgan’s life depending on her, she wouldn’t.

Morgan braced himself, acutely aware of a wounded Kyri at his back but still grateful for it. As long as she was there and alive, his back was safe, leaving him free to fight.

The thing in front of him paced, then turned in a sudden rush and leaped. Morgan met it with a two-handed swing that cut it in half.

Instantly, he swung one arm behind him, catching Kyri around her waist and holding her hard against him, turning to face the last as it leaped.

Caleb had finished battling his and had taken a good swipe for his troubles when he saw the last one going for the Captain and Kyri.

The Hunter twisted, avoiding Morgan’s swing, landing on its feet and coming again. Morgan drove it back and Caleb swung, hard, breaking the Hunter’s spine.



Chapter Fifty
 

Colton and Gordon came out of the barn, both of them bloodied and battered, the children with them. Gawain had his sword in hand, looking a little dazed, a little satisfied, but unharmed. Little Angela clung to her father’s hand in shock, while young Brion looked stunned 

“The boy did good, Morgan,” Gordon said proudly, his arm over Gawain’s shoulders.

Colton nodded, “He got the children up into the hayloft where the Hunters couldn’t reach them and kicked the ladder free. It was good thinking.” 

It was, but Morgan was concerned about Kyri.

Keeping his arm around her, she quivered even as he drew her around in front of him, her legs giving way even as he got his other arm around her.

They all came running as Kyri collapsed in Morgan’s arms, shivering. Her fine-boned face was pale, her aquamarine eyes were dimmed. He brushed her hair back from her face and surveyed the damage as he eased her to the ground, her body trembling against him.

Her arm had been savaged by the Hunter. Bone showed through in some places. It made Morgan wince to see it and he couldn’t be sure the bones there hadn’t been broken. She was bleeding heavily. There were deep scratches on her hip where the one Hunter had caught her, more at the back of her leg.

Colton took one look and ran into the house, coming out with a blanket to wrap around her and some cloth to bandage her wounds.

As much as he hated to say it, knowing it would only add to Kyri’s suffering, Morgan said, “Colton, we can’t stay here. Neither can you. They know now.” 

There was no choice. They had to leave and quickly

It was there in Colton’s face, though, the same knowledge.

Colton looked around at what he’d built, at the house where his children had been born, at the small spot on the rise where their mother was buried and then he looked at his children. His daughter clung to his hand as she hadn’t since she was three and Brion was pale, shaken.

“I’ll get the wagon,” he said, with a nod to Kyri. “Brion, go pack some things, hurry, lad.”

His worried eyes on Kyri, Gordon said, “I’ll give you a hand, Colton. Come on, Gawain.”

“If you hold her, Captain,” Caleb said, “I’ll see what I can do to patch her up.”

Morgan nodded, grateful, knowing Caleb would be as gentle as he could.

Little Angela came over, slipped one hand into Kyri’s uninjured one, her small face so pale her freckles were sharp against her skin. She looked up to Morgan for reassurance, her brown eyes huge.

The gesture touched him.

 “She was going to teach me to fly,” she said, in bewilderment.

“I remember,” he said.

Had it only been a few hours ago? Less?

Through the haze of pain and weakness, Kyri knew Morgan’s strong arms were around her, holding her and then a small hand slipped into hers.

Her eyes fluttered. Blinking, she looked to see little Angela there. She attempted a reassuring smile for the girl but another wave of weakness went through her and she gasped.

Turning her head, she looked up Morgan, into his clear blue eyes.

He was all right, alive…

Morgan looked down at her, brushing a kiss across her forehead.

“Lady Kyri,” Caleb said, apologetically,  “I have to touch this arm.”

Her breath shuddering, Kyri looked at him, then up at Morgan. Pressing her face against Morgan’s shoulder, she steeled herself and nodded.

The pain was sharp. Tears sprang to her eyes as Morgan tightened his arm around her.

Angela gave a little cry and Kyri realized she was crushing the little girl’s hand.

With an effort she forced her fingers to loosen, panting with the pain.

“Sorry, baby,” she said, softly.

“I’m not a baby,” Angela said solemnly.

Kyri gave a small laugh. “No, sweetness, you’re not.”

“Will you still fly with me?”

Another wave of weakness went through Kyri and then Caleb moved her arm. She tried to bite back the agony but the blackness swallowed her up.

Despite his fear for her Morgan was almost grateful when she fainted.

At least for a time, she wouldn’t know the pain. Cradling her head against his shoulder, he nodded at Caleb to continue.

“Better this way, Captain,” he said. “It’s broken for sure, that arm.”

Should Morgan be grateful that it wasn’t her wings? 

Colton, Gordon and Gawain walked toward them, leading the horses and wagon.

“Angela, love,” Colton said. “Run inside and get some things. Include some that are warm. We don’t know how long we’ll be away.”

“But,” she said, looking at Kyri, her eyes pleading....

Rubbing his cheek against Kyri’s soft curls, Morgan said gently. “Kyri’s sleeping right now. Go on.”

Kyri was more than sleeping, she was limp in his arms, but Morgan couldn’t say that. He couldn’t speak his fear.

Her little face troubled, Angela nodded and ran to the house as Brion came out.

“What I want to know,” Colton said, “is what happened to the watchers and the guards? They were supposed to be keeping an eye on you and the guards were supposed to be protecting us.”

“Dead,” Morgan said. “Arthur and Haerold would have seen to that. The question now is how much damage did he do? And with him gone, we’ll have to start all over again.”

Colton shook his head. “No. Arthur wasn’t part of that cell. That was me. Our job was first to watch you, us and those on the hills, to keep you here long enough to see if you had anyone trailing you and then I was to send you on. I guess we’re going, too, this time.”



Chapter Fifty One
 

Morgan sat in the soft hay at the back of the wagon as it trundled over the hills, Kyri cradled in his arms. His horse was tied to the wagon. He should have been on it, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave her, not again. She hadn’t opened her eyes since the moment she’d fainted and she seemed only to grow more pale and weak by slow seconds, not stronger. Her wounds weren’t healing. Little Angela was curled by Kyri’s side, asleep in the hay, her fingers loosely around Kyri’s limp ones.

Pressing his lips against Kyri’s hair, Morgan whispered what he hadn’t yet said, “I love you, Kyri. Don’t leave me, not so soon. I just found you again.”

For him, Kyri fought the darkness, the weakness, only a small flicker of consciousness aware of herself, of Morgan, fighting the growing fear that she was, in fact, dying. Waves of weakness surged through her. Only Morgan kept her anchored in this place, his strong arms around her giving her strength, keeping her warm. But it took energy to call energy and she barely had enough to keep her heart beating, her lungs breathing. Even her body’s natural healing took energy she didn’t have in her to give, but it kept trying and every moment she gained, she lost. If it had been one or the other…but it was both.

“How is she, Captain?” Caleb asked, worriedly.

Looking at his old friend, Morgan said, his voice heartsick, “I think we’re losing her, Caleb. Whatever that wizard did to her, he took too much.”

Morgan closed his eyes. Would he lose her, too?

Gawain made his way across the straw. “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

Kyri had been through so much for him, for all of them, Gawain knew. Always resolute, kind and steadfast. He remembered how she’d held him when his mother had gone. It didn’t seem right.

Suddenly and sharply, it didn’t seem fair. 

“Not without a Healer,” Morgan said in answer, his heart aching.

He’d called for Galan, but who knew how far away the Fairy were? Where once it might have taken hours, perhaps, it would take that much longer. And he feared they didn’t have the hours to spare. 

That Kyri didn’t.

Gawain looked down at Kyri helplessly.

It seemed impossible.

From that first meeting in the woods she’d always seemed so sure, so determined, almost indestructible. While she’d always appeared fragile, there had always been that core of strength, that strong will. 

How many times had she saved his life now?

On his knees in the straw Gawain took Kyri’s hand and wished he could do something to help her, anything, as she’d helped him.

Lowering his head, he willed her strength.

The contact was a shock, a lightning bolt and Kyri jolted as energy poured into her.

Her eyes shot open, looking first to Morgan in amazement and then to Gawain, blinking in shock as power coursed through her.

Gawain.

Panting, she gasped and with half a laugh said, “Gawain, slow down, or you’ll kill me with kindness.”

It was a near thing, too, her heart hammered in her chest.

Morgan stared at them both in astonishment, hope so sudden and shocking he wasn’t certain he wasn’t imagining it.

Startled, Gawain started to release her.

“NO!” Kyri cried and then moderated her tone. “No, whatever you do, don’t let go right now.”

The distraction had moderated the flow so it didn’t batter her seared internal pathways.

Around them, everyone grew aware of the drama taking place in the wagon bed. Colton pulled the horses up to turn around and look.

Kyri looked at Morgan and smiled, her brilliant eyes shining.

In wonder, he touched her soft cheek, watched color bloom there once again.

Turning her face, she pressed her lips to his palm and kissed it fiercely.

Sliding his hand deep into her tight curls Morgan lifted her head and kissed her as intensely back and then closed his eyes, cradling her head tight against his shoulder, his cheek against her hair. 

Kyri pressed back, breathing him in, hearing his heartbeat beneath her ear, a steady rhythm.

She turned to look at Gawain, before looking back at Morgan, laughing.

“There’s your wizard, Morgan,” she said in astonishment, looking at Gawain and smiling. “A wizard and a Healer.”

Stunned, Morgan could only stare at the boy.

Gawain stared right back, in stunned shock. 

The words didn’t make sense, but there was something…

“But,” Gordon stammered, “how is it we didn’t know this?”

Kyri shook her head. “The gods don’t give weapons to children. He’s come of age. His power is starting to show itself.”

Bewildered, a little frightened, Gawain shook his head. 

“I’m not a wizard,” he declared. He’d seen wizards. He’d seen what they did. Terrible things.

“There are good wizards,” Morgan said, seeing the shock and horror in the boy’s eyes and understanding. “You just haven’t seen them.”

Reassuringly, Kyri tightened her fingers on Morgan’s and Gawain’s hands. “Remember, I have magic, too, Gawain. A different kind of magic, but magic all the same. A Healer, too. And, there’s this…”

She lifted their joined hands.

With a quick stroke to sleeping Angela’s hair, Kyri reached to take Morgan’s hand again against her next words, knowing it would hurt. She looked up at him quickly, brushing her forehead against his chin.

Then she said it.

“I was dying, Gawain. Almost gone, if you hadn’t done what you did.”

Morgan’s hand tightened on hers, the heartache sharp, piercing. So, it had been that close. Her hand tightened on his as his did on hers.

She turned her head to bury her face against his throat, fear burning through her.

“You were the only thing keeping me here, Morgan,” she said softly. “You held me here.”

His arms tightened around her as his eyes closed.

Turning her head, Kyri looked at Gawain. “I was fighting, but losing. I would’ve died if you hadn’t done what you did.”

Gawain looked at her in shock, all color draining from his face.

“You saved my life,” she said softly, simply.

“But, if you’re a Healer…” he said confused.

With a smile, she said, “So…your first lesson in Healing, Gawain. Healers can’t Heal themselves. It takes energy to Heal, energy an injured body doesn’t have and may be leaking from multiple places. As I was.”

Gawain looked at her.

“So,” Kyri said, with a soft grin, “shall we try this again, but with not so much feeling? You might as well take care of the rest and I would appreciate it.”

“But I don’t know what I was doing,” Gawain said nervously.

Gently she said, “Then you’re about to learn. Try, Gawain, concentrate…think about what you were thinking earlier…”

It came in a slower, steadier flow this time, a little harsh but there, power, energy in a smooth flow.

“That’s good,” Kyri said, letting her head fall back against Morgan’s shoulder, as strength flowed back into her. 

With a sigh of relief, she said, “Remember, too, that whatever you give me, unless you take it from another source, comes from you. So, always keep a reserve. You’ll know when you need to stop. If you have to Heal multiple people, you’ll have to portion it out…”

He looked at her with Gwenifer’s clear gray eyes. 

It made Kyri’s heart ache a little, but she thought Gwen would be very proud of her son, he’d handled this well.

Kyri released a hand to brush it across his cheek.

“Your mother would be so proud of you,” Kyri said softly.

“Why,” Gawain asked, “because I might be a wizard?”

“Not might, Gawain, but are,” Kyri said gently. “But your mother would be proud of you simply for who you are. For who you’ve become. You’re handling all of this very well, Gawain. And that she would have been proud of.”

He straightened a little.

“Two more lessons and then I think I’ll sleep for a while. Let’s see if you can fix this arm, Gawain. All you need to do is picture it whole, see it in one piece, as it should be. The image will come to you. Work from the inside out, bones and muscle, then skin. Think of the bone being whole, undamaged, straight. Then the muscles and skin, all of it.”

With her head against Morgan’s shoulder, she could both feel and see the moment when Gawain understood, as the bone straightened beneath his hands. The light of triumph in his eyes came with the cessation of pain in her arm.

He grinned up at her, still very much a boy.

Flexing her hand and holding up her now-straight and unmarked arm, she grinned in return.

“One last lesson. Shall we take that scrying bowl away from them?” she asked.

Morgan looked at her sharply. She gave him a look back and nodded.

Going still, Gawain looked at her.

“Yes,” he said, emphatically.

“Most of magic is about concentration, focus and intent, Gawain,” Kyri said, honest weariness settling over her.

His eyes determined, Gawain nodded.

“So, picture someone watching you – that’s concentration – and then focus, power it with your intention,” Kyri said.

Gawain nodded, concentrating, thinking about the people who’d been watching him, using this scrying bowl that Kyri had given to his father, that they’d stolen from him. Everything they’d done, all the people who’d probably died in his village, the weeks of running, being hunted. All that had happened at Colton’s house – the Hunters pacing below the hayloft where he, Brion and Angela had hidden. They’d been so scared. One of Hunters had taken a running leap to try to catch the edge. 

Terrified, Gawain had swung at the thing, his sword slicing across its reaching hand. 

It had yelped and dropped away.

It didn’t take a wizard to see the anger rising.

Morgan touched Gawain’s arm.

The furious look the boy sent him and the shock of power that went through Morgan’s arm was enough to confirm it.

“Be careful,” Morgan said, looking at Gawain seriously.“Never kill in anger if you can.”

“Why not?” Gawain demanded.

Morgan kept his eyes steady. “For several reasons, but mainly because when you kill out of anger or hate it kills something in you, too.”

The boy stared at him. “But you’ve killed.”

“Yes, I have, but every one of them was done either because they were trying to kill me or they were trying to kill someone else. Every life you take – if you don’t take it for a good, clear, sure purpose – takes something from you. If you’ve ended a life, you’d better be sure why you did it and that it’s the right life to take. Even a cold-blooded killing isn’t, underneath there’s always a reason and most of it is anger.”

As Morgan himself knew, all too well.

There were some who would’ve said Jacob deserved to die for what he’d done and perhaps Jacob wanted to die for it, but killing him would’ve killed something inside Morgan as well. He knew that now. He’d almost forgotten it.

Kyri’s fingers tightened on his and he looked down at her. She’d known and had still let him go, knowing what it would do to him… And had had faith in him.

He brushed a kiss over her forehead.

Kyri added. “And you don’t know that the person doing the scrying has a choice in what he or she does. Haerold might be forcing them to do it. Always be aware, too, of the law of unintended consequences.”

Bewildered, Gawain stared at her, much of his anger already dissipating.

“Doing one thing with the predicted result, but that result causing far-reaching problems,” Kyri said. “As Queen of the Fairy, I can change the weather, but if I take rain from here, I have to take it from there and that might cause the weather pattern to change enough to create a drought.”

Morgan nodded. “Kill a man or woman and their children might starve. Or grow up angry, looking for you. Don’t make enemies you don’t need to and can’t afford.”

Touching Gawain’s hand lightly, Kyri said, “Focus on the bowl, not the people using it.”

It was clear Gawain was thinking about it.

Slowly he nodded and concentrated.

“Once you have clear in your mind,” Kyri said, “what it is you want to do, picture it happening as you pictured Healing my arm. You’ll know if it succeeds. The bowl is silver, about this big.”

She gestured.

Gawain concentrated, picturing those others watching, imagining, believing, that the bowl was breaking, was broken. 

There was a sharp snap and there was a sense like water draining away.

He grinned. “I think I did it.”

“Very good,” Kyri murmured, pleased. “Now, with my thanks, I’m very tired and I’d really like to take a nap.”

Morgan settled her more comfortably in his lap.

Laying her head against his shoulder, Kyri contented herself with simply looking up at him until her eyes closed, sliding her hand inside his shirt, over his heart and the feel of the steady beat of it beneath.

That simple gesture made Morgan’s throat tighten.

For a time, Morgan listened to her soft breathing, curling a hand around her slender throat, feeling her pulse beat calm and steady beneath it as Colton shook up the horses and the wagon trundled once more across the plain.



Chapter Fifty Two
 

Kyri woke Morgan with the lightest touch of her lips to his. Above, the sky was turning from smoky pearl to gold, the light soft on her face, gilding it slightly with warm, healthy color. She came to her feet, her eyes brilliant, then turned to run lightly and silently across the little clearing where they’d camped.

The others were all still asleep, all save for Caleb, sitting watch with his back to them.

Morgan looked at Kyri, who’d paused at the edge of the clearing to look back at him.

She’d changed into a clean shift, this one the color of her eyes. It moved over her breasts, swayed around her shapely thighs.

The look in her eyes, warm, inviting, said it all.

On silent feet, she turned, the skirt swirling, and disappeared into the woods.

He was already more than aroused. How long had it been since he’d touched her, loved her? Was her body as sweet as he remembered? 

Quietly he went after her and, smiling, found her shift hanging from a branch by the path.

He stepped out into another clearing at the edge of a pond.

Kyri stood on a rock at the edge of the pool, watching, waiting for him, a small smile playing around her mouth, her eyes nearly the same color as the sky, as the blue spread and brightened above them.

His breath caught to see her standing there, washed in that warm light.

Like a Fairy…

Perfect…slender, her breasts high, rounded and full, nipping in to her neat waist, curving out to her hips and her tight, round bottom, her shapely legs. Her skin glowed radiantly in this light. Already her hair had grown out enough to fall around her breasts, the ringlets shifting over them, revealing, concealing.

Slowly she spread her wings to catch the first rays of the sun, arching her back, her head falling back, glorying in the stretch of her wings as they unfolded.

Morgan could only stand, watching breathlessly as the sunlight found those glorious wings. The light struck them, sparkling, refracting and reflecting in them, until the clearing was filled with glittering reflections cast from her feathers and she watched him, holding her hands out to him.

Magic. Beautiful.

She smiled, looking at him.

Morgan stripped off his shirt, his eyes on hers.

Her eyes widened in appreciation as she sighed with pleasure and her smile grew as her lips parted in a sigh, openly admiring him. 

He laughed and she grinned.

Kyri loved to look at his face, with its strong, clear features. Even at this distance the color of his eyes, a clear sky blue, was unmistakable, as was his coloring, so fair. Then he pulled off his shirt to reveal his chest and she shivered as he walked toward her. She wanted to touch him again, to love him again, to run her fingers through his hair, trace one fair eyebrow. She wanted to spread her hands across that broad muscled chest, to comb her fingers through the crisp hair there, over his strong arms and shoulders, over his hard stomach.

Not yet. It had been too long.

Wings folding, Kyri twisted and dove backward, her body arching.

She disappeared beneath the water.

Stripping off his belt, his trews, Morgan went after her in a clean shallow dive, smiling.

The surface of the water was still warm from the previous day and warmer than the cool morning air, but it was cooler still at the bottom of the pool. His head cleared the surface and he shook the water from his hair to find her sitting on a large flattish rock, her knees drawn up to her chin, wings unfolded and open around her to sparkle in the sunlight. 

He swam over to her and wrapped his hand around one slender ankle. 

His fingers encircled it completely, overlapping his thumb. He remembered this, how warm and fragile it was.

Her eyes watched, a small smile curving her mouth.

This was the mischievous, impish Kyri he loved. As he loved the strong one and the brave one, but this was the Kyri who lightened his spirit and gave him peace.

Lightly, he tugged on her ankle, pulled it down so it didn’t block his view as his feet found purchase and he stepped closer.

He was already hard.

With a small tug, her other leg followed.

Morgan slid his hands up her smooth, water-cooled thighs, parted her legs on the way, stepping closer. His hands reached her hips, tugged her a little closer.

Smiling, Kyri clasped his wrists, relishing the strength in them, in his arms.

She looked at his face, admiring the clean lines, his crystal blue eyes and his mouth, his firm, wonderful mouth.

In amazement, she stroked a hand through his hair, touching his cheek, her fingertips lightly brushing his mouth.

Leaning forward, she offered her lips to his.

They brushed, teased, played, her tongue darting out to taste him and then he leaned forward enough for their lips to meet.

His hands slid up, curled over her thighs, just at the top of them, massaging, his thumbs brushing near the core of her. Her hands slid up his arms, stroking across his strong chest, over his broad shoulders.

Warmth blossomed. Already her nipples were hard and tight. Her breasts ached.

He tasted so good.

Morgan savored her, relishing the sensation of Kyri’s silken skin wet beneath his hands, her firm muscles beneath, her body heating to his touch. Sliding his hands up over her hips, he caressed her, molded her, ran his hands up to curl around her ribs below her breasts. He tightened his hands. Obediently she arched, propped back on her hands, her full breasts rising, the nipples hard, round, tight.

Lightly, he tasted one with his tongue.

Kyri’s eyelids fluttered and she gasped.

He tasted the other, too, nibbling lightly, smiling when she squirmed.

Then he sucked the whole nipple into his mouth and she shivered.

He looked up into her flushed and delighted face.

So he did the same to the other, savoring, nibbling, sucking and suckling. 

He loved the way she trembled and quivered in his hands, to his touch.

Then he worked his way down her ribs, his hands first on her hips to lift her up a little higher on the rock, before drawing her thighs gently apart as she leaned back further. Breathing in the scent of her, he opened her to him, his thumbs exposing her. Lowering his head Morgan tasted her need, her body twitching, suckling lightly as a cry of pleasure built in her throat.

His mouth moved over her, teasing, tantalizing, until she surrendered to him, her hands falling away as she trembled, her eyelids fluttering as he pleasured her.

Morgan slid an arm beneath her knees, the other behind her back with a care for her wings and lifted her into his arms, carrying her to a softer spot in a patch of grass, laying her still trembling body down among them. As his mouth closed over hers, he slipped his fingers inside her and stroked, teased, his thumb brushing across her. 

Need and glory built.

Desperate for him, needing to be filled, Kyri found him with her hand, the thick, hard length of him, squeezing and stroking until he was rigid, as hard as rock in her hand.

Morgan ached for her.

Raising himself up over her, he paused to look down into her flushed and glowing face. 

With a smile, Kyri brought her hips up, taking him into her and watched him smile as he sheathed himself in her..

Slowly, they rocked together, ecstasy gathering, building. 

When it came, it came in a glorious rush, filling them as he filled her, the warmth of it sending another shiver through her. He smiled to know she felt it as he collapsed over her, his head resting on her shoulder and one feather-soft wing.

Kyri turned her head so she could look at him.

Morgan reached up to brush the hair back from her face.

“I love you,” he said softly. “I should have said it before and I almost lost my chance.”

Kyri smiled, brushed her lips across his. “Did you think I didn’t know?”

“Sometimes the words need to be said,” Morgan answered, looking into her luminous eyes.

“Yes, it does,” Kyri answered.“I love you, too, Morgan.”

With a sigh, Morgan said, “We should go back.”

Looking into his eyes, she said regretfully, “We should.”

For a moment though, he clasped her tighter, and her arms closed around him.

 

To their surprise and Galan’s immense relief at seeing Kyri alive and whole, they found Galan waiting with the others at their camp. 

A little surprised to find another Fairy joining them, the others had already relieved his mind once he’d told them what his mission was.

Delighted, Kyri ran to give him a quick, light kiss on the cheek, a rare gesture of affection from his Queen that had grown even rarer of late. Galan had grieved for that.

To see her with Morgan, again, to see them both so clearly happy… after watching Kyri’s long vigil…the sadness lifted.

“It’s good to see you well, my Kyri,” Galan said, his wise eyes asking no questions, simply accepting and gladly.

“Why is Galan here?” Kyri asked and then answered her own question, with a glance at Morgan. “Ah.”

“I knew how to call him,” Morgan said, “but not how to tell him he wasn’t needed any longer.”

Kyri looked at him. “I don’t know whether it’s more dangerous to keep him here with us or send him back, now.”

“We should at least keep him with us for now,” Colton offered. “If we’ve been under observation, they’ll have seen him arrive. It’s been a while since some folk have seen Fairy and some never have. It’ll worry them.”

“Then you’re with us for a little while, Galan,” Morgan said apologetically.

He felt a sharp twinge of concern, remembering too well what had happened to the gentle Fairy Healer the last time he’d been Called.

With a small shrug, Angela sitting happily on his knee, Galan said, “It’s been quiet for a time in the deep forest. We have another Healer now so I won’t be much missed.”

Breakfast had already been started, Gawain learning another lesson as Gordon had decided to teach him how to cook.

“There’s a good place to bathe,” Kyri offered as she packed up her blanket, “a little ways in, if anyone wants to get clean or go for a swim.”

She was seemingly engrossed in the simple task.

“A swim, is it?” Caleb muttered, smothering a grin.

Morgan gave him a look and got an amused one back, Caleb’s brown eyes glinting.

An hour or so later they rode out, Galan on the seat of the wagon with Colton, Angela happily squeezed between her father and the new Fairy. She was fascinated by him.

Which Galan didn’t mind at all, as he liked children. One day he hoped to have one of his own.

“Can I have one of your feathers, too?” Angela asked. “Kyri gave me one of hers. See?”

“Angela!” her father said sharply, horrified.

With a small shake of his head at Colton, Galan laughed. “Yes, I do see and yes you may.”

He handed her one of his own feathers, a soft gold, which the delighted little girl spun in the fingers of one hand to catch the light, as she did with Kyri’s feather in her other hand.

“Why are they different colors?” she asked.

“All of the Fair have different colored wings,” Kyri said.

Galan added, “But only Kyri’s are clear.”

“Why?”

“Because Kyriay is Kyriay, she’s Queen of the Fair,” Galan explained.

Her eyes huge, Angela looked at Kyri. “The Queen of the Fairy.”

Amused, Kyri looked at him and smiled. “Not such a thing, Angela, as I, too, still have to milk the cows.”

Galan raised an amused and questioning eyebrow at her.

“Another time Galan, my friend,” Kyri said smiling.

Sometime late in the afternoon Morgan glanced at Kyri and she nodded.

“I saw it, too.”

“A rider,” Colton said, “to our left. Saw a glimpse of him above the ridge.”

“There’s another then,” Morgan said. “Two. Friend or foe?”

“Might be neither,” Caleb pointed out. “Folks are careful these days. Some villages have their own patrols out. Angela there might be our best insurance against trouble. Haerold’s folk don’t generally bring kids.”

After watching for a while, two riders rode over the ridge. There was a sense of others, probably hidden in a nearby stand of trees.

Colton kept the wagon moving as the riders drew abreast of them. If they needed to get away fast it was better from a walk than a standing start.

His stomach fluttered and he turned his body to keep it between them and his children.

Angela started to object, to say she couldn’t see but Galan tapped her knee and shook his head gently. 

Her eyes widened, but she nodded.

“Name’s Parker, this is Curtis. You folks just passing through?” the one man asked, looking them over.

Parker was on the tall side, thickish and balding, going a little soft around the middle. His partner Curtis was younger, his hair dark, spiky and a little greasy, his scalp showing white and pale beneath it.

Seeing Morgan, Parker’s gaze sharpened a little with recognition and again when he looked at Kyri.

Neither of them missed the reaction. 

Both stiffened a little, growing alert.

Colton shook his head, keeping the horses moving with twitches of the reins.

“I have a friend up in Minersville,” he said. “A tanner by the name of Martin.”

That was code phrase and cover story in one.

“You have a lot of company,” Parker said.

Narrowing his eyes, Colton answered.“I have my children and their tutor with me. Can’t be too careful these days.”

With a shake of his head, Parker said, “No, I guess you can’t.”

Gesturing to Curtis, they turned their horses and rode off.

Colton shook his head. “They did nothing wrong, but…”

Something seemed off.

“They knew me,” Morgan said.

“It would help if you weren’t so damn distinctive, Morgan,” Caleb said.

Jacob had said something similar once, Morgan remembered, his mouth tightening.

“He knew me, too,” Kyri added and conceded it with a wave. “Yes, I know I’m fairly distinctive, too, even without the wings.”

Galan had tucked his away at the first sign of strangers.

“The question is, where does he know us from?” Morgan said. “Oryan’s camp? The rebels? Or from a description given by Haerold’s people? I didn’t recognize him, did you, Kyri?”

She shook her head. “But there were so many people…”

Morgan’s every instinct was to change direction, get them somewhere under cover, but if they were to find Oryan, it was the one thing they couldn’t do.

“If they’re Haerold’s, then they’ll try to take us out in the open, or once we’re camped for the night.”

His eyes worried, Colton put his arm around his daughter. Brion could, to some extent, take care of himself, but Angela was so young.

Seeing it, Morgan’s heart caught. He glanced at Kyri.

“Galan?” she said.

Aware of the tension, Galan nodded. “I’ll take care of her.”

Letting out a sigh, keeping his eyes on the reins, Colton said, “I didn’t want to ask.”

Kyri looked at him. “You never had to, it was always understood, but you can always ask, Colton.”

Everyone was tense, watchful, as the sun settled toward the horizon.

Morgan shook his head. “If we’re going to camp for the night, we have to find someplace defensible. I don’t want to go in blind.”

As much as it pained her, Kyri had avoided flying until now. Where once it hadn’t been a problem, human nature being what it was, few looked up. There was little doubt Haerold had now instructed his people to do so. Particularly for the chance sparkle of gossamer Fairy wings.

Should she chance it or not?

If these were Haerold’s men then they already knew she was with them. If they weren’t…if they were Oryan’s people, it might scare them off or she might catch the eyes of some alert soldier and bring Haerold down on them anyway.

With Angela, Brion and Gawain at stake, though, it was a different proposition. Oryan’s people would have to handle it, Morgan couldn’t take the chance.

“Kyri?” 

She nodded, sliding off her horse and flipping the reins over one of the wagon staves.

Morgan hesitated.

“And yes, Morgan,” she said with a smile, “I’ll be careful.”

This was something he always loved to see.

Her wings unfolded, sparkling in the late afternoon sun as she ran lightly in time with the hoof beats of their horses.

Light shimmered as Kyri’s wings spread and then she was in the air, pivoting to look back at him.

Her eyes met his and he smiled.

With a grin and a wink, she dove to get air beneath her wings.

Angela called, “Can I come, too?”

“Sorry, sweet. Not this time, Angela,” Kyri called apologetically and then swooped upward.



Chapter Fifty Three
 

The shattered shell of stone had once been part of some older building, with almost all of a section of what must have been an upper room intact as a roof and all the remaining windows gone, enough still remained to give Kyri and Galan the cover to make good use of their bows, if needed. At least they’d take out one or two, maybe more, evening the odds a little. Enclosed on three sides, there was enough space on that little section of roof for Galan to take off under cover. If it came down to it, as the tallest Morgan could boost Angela up there for safety, to run with Galan, as necessary.

The horses were in another, windowless room. Although they could let them go if necessary, Morgan wanted to keep them close in case they had to try to make a run for it. They’d already decided they would abandon the cumbersome wagon if need be.

Kyri looked to Gawain.

“Swords first,” she cautioned, “magic later.”

He looked startled, as if she’d read his mind.

“Well, as a matter of fact, I can read your mind as well, as Morgan will tell you,” Kyri said amused, “if you’re thinking loudly enough.”

She gave Morgan a look.

Morgan thought something at her loudly enough to turn her face pink and rosy and her sea-colored eyes wide.

She blinked and looked at him, putting her hands on her hips before she broke up laughing.

Blandly Morgan said to Gawain, “As you can see.”

“What did he say?” Gawain asked innocently, all unknowing.

Kyri’s mouth twitched. “A reminder that he isn’t the only one who can shout.”

The image in her mind was vivid and very intimate. Her body went warm all over.

Over by the fire helping Colton cook dinner, Galan choked back a chuckle.

“By the way, Morgan,” Kyri said sweetly, mischievously. “You did know that all Fairy can do that, speak mind to mind?”

Shooting a look at the other Fairy, Morgan caught Galan’s oddly…entertained…expression.

With a small nod, Galan shook his head and said, “Mustn’t brag.”

Kyri laughed.

Sucking on his teeth, getting the gist, Caleb tried not to laugh but then Morgan looked at him and he guffawed.

“Serves you right, Cap’n,” he said. “Showin’ off.”

Gordon shook his head while Colton looked at them as if they were all insane.

“Anyway,” Kyri said, giving Morgan a look that promised sweet vengeance another time – something he looked forward to – “As I was saying, Gawain… Save your magic for a time when it might save your life or another’s. Wear yourself out in the first foray and you’ll have nothing left later when you may need it more. Better to have never used it than to not have it when you truly needed it.”

Nobody ate much, the gathering tension was too great.

As darkness settled Morgan said, “Galan, up you go. How’s your night sight?”

“Better than yours,” Galan said with a grin, leaping up lightly to grab the edge of the roof and swing himself up. “I’m more agile, too.”

Morgan smiled. “I’m half again your weight and height.”

“Point,” Galan said with a chuckle.

Galan’s nerves were strung fairly tight, though, his wings aching as a reminder of the penalty for getting caught. He remembered his brief time in the cage, his wings clipped, far too well.

He pushed the memory away. There was something far more important at stake here.

“Angela?”

Sleepy, she had her blanket over her shoulder. 

Morgan lifted her and Galan caught her hands to lift her up, cuddling her. Keeping her safe. His life was on it. No one would touch Angela while she was in his care.

Colton, Brion and Gawain – despite his protests – were at the back under cover.

“The point of this,” Morgan reminded Gawain, “is to get you to your father…alive.”

So, now they waited.

From above, Galan said softly – true to his word – “Movement, to the east.”

It could mean something, or it could mean nothing.

To the south a torch appeared, coming steadily toward them. At least one rider.

“Well,” Morgan said softly, “that’ll destroy our night sight.”

Which might have been the intention. He’d give them the benefit of the doubt, for now.

“Hoy, inside,” a voice called. “It’s Parker and Curtis, we met earlier, we’re coming in, don’t shoot.”

“Leave your horses there, Parker,” Morgan called. “Come on in.”

They walked in slowly, picking their way through the rubble with more care than seemed necessary for men carrying a torch. Buying time for their friends?

Kyri stayed at her vantage point, her eyes on the nearly moonlit darkness, watching the two men from the corner of her eye.

That darkness could work for or against them.

“You looking for Oryan?” Parker said, tossing the torch away as they passed through the narrow entry.

If anything gave them away, it was that one slip, that careless use of Oryan’s name without his honorific. A great many people might – Morgan and Kyri among them, as close confidantes – use Oryan’s name carelessly that way but not a simple soldier or one of the rebels. To them he would be the King or King Oryan.

Clearing the doorway, Parker pulled his sword and swung for Morgan, but Morgan had already drawn his sword.

The other, Curtis, went for Kyri, who simply turned and put an arrow through his eye. He dropped like a stone.

Parker, however, had some skill.

For a moment Kyri was torn, as she saw movement outside.

Pivoting, she shot Parker, too.

Morgan gave her a chiding look.

“We have more company,” she said, faintly amused, her voice tense.

“Morgan,” Galan said quietly from above. “We have company, a lot more company.”

That was bad news.

“How’s the approach to the west?”

“Still clear.”

They couldn’t fight a pitched battle, not with only four who could fight.

“Take Angela and go, Galan,” Morgan said, his voice calm.

Bending down, Galan touched the little girl’s shoulder lightly where she was curled in the lee wall on her blanket, holding his hand gently over her mouth so she didn’t cry out.

“Looks like you get your ride, little one,” Galan said. “Now, remember, hold on tight and be very quiet.”

Angela nodded, wrapping her arms trustingly around his neck and her legs around his waist.

Galan, his hand cradling hers, felt her head nod.

With his arms tight around her as his wings unfolded, Galan ran to the edge of the roof and took off, with no betraying moon to glint off his wings. Almost as silently as an owl he swooped up and away from the oncoming troops.

This was the part Morgan didn’t like, but it was necessary.

“Mount up,” Morgan said. “Kyri…”

As she went past him she paused long enough to stand on tip-toe to give him a quick kiss.

“Kyri,” he said softly, catching her quickly, pulling her into a tight embrace. He brushed her hair back over shoulder to look down into her face. “I love you. Know that.”

“I know,” she whispered back. “I love you, too.”

She ran, leaping for the edge of the roof to swing up as lightly as Galan had.

Morgan ran for the horses as Kyri sighted her bow down over the ruins.

She almost wanted to thank Parker and Curtis for leaving the torch out there. It helped her now and hurt them.

Mounting up, Morgan signaled the others out, Gordon and Caleb in the lead, Gawain with them. Colton was mounted with Brion on one of the wagon horses, the reins for the other in his hands while Morgan brought up their vulnerable rear.

This was the reason Kyri had picked this place over another, this hidden escape. It had once been a long corridor down to the basement rooms where they’d waited. Over time, dirt and leaves had blown in, rendering it virtually silent.

Kyri waited, watching for movement. 

They moved in cautiously, which was wise.

She picked her shot, sent her arrow with its crystal-clear fletching whispering through the night. There was a cry and a soft thud. Something about the movements of the next said ‘Hunter’. Those she couldn’t mind killing much. Another arrow thrummed through the dark. He sensed it coming, turned aside enough that she missed the kill shot.

He yelped.

She sent another arrow after it.

As if that were the signal, the rush came, men poured through the ruins at a run.

That was her signal to go.

Slinging her bow over her shoulder, she went the opposite from Galan, running over the remains of the wall that had shielded that section from view.

Her wings unfolded and she took off as howls filled the night. 

Circling, she fired off one shot and then heard the hum of an arrow go past. 

Instantly she pulled up out of range and flew west, dipping low long enough to turn before she flew north again to intercept Morgan and the others.

Landing on a moving horse was something she’d never tried. Until now.

Circling, she waited until her speed was matched to that of the running horse or slightly ahead and she dropped into the saddle, scrambling for balance. 

She shook her head at Morgan.

“We’ll have to chance it, Morgan. Galan will never make it with Angela in his arms.”

“Galan.”

Circling above, Galan called, “I heard.”

“Pull up,” Morgan called.

Quickly, Galan dropped, handing Angela to her father before  swinging up onto the back of the draft horse.

“Go…” he shouted.

Behind them the baying echoed. 

Kyri had no whistle and the horses of her people were too far away…



Chapter Fifty Four
 

The big draft horses had never been meant for this kind of punishment but they galloped gamely all the same. Behind them, the howls of the Hunters were gaining. Morgan looked at Kyri. She met his eyes and took a breath. Time was running out. Soon they would have to decide – fight or run. 

Dawn was breaking, the Hunters hadn’t yet spotted them by sight. Once they did, though, any plan to draw them off of Gawain and the others would be gone.

They all heard the thunder of horses’ hooves coming toward them out of the north.

What now?

A wave of riders came over the horizon, racing towards them in the thin light. 

Morgan almost checked them up and then he saw it. 

They wore colors, ribbons of green and silver. 

Specifically, they wore Gwenifer of Gilead’s green and silver, not the more dangerous scarlet and gold of Oryan’s House.

“They’re wearing colors,” he shouted to the others. “Keep going, they’re wearing Gwen’s colors.”

The riders split around them, one of them shearing off to come up beside them.

Blinking in astonishment, that rider, tall, slender, with thick dark hair, checked up.

One look at Morgan’s face and the man’s jaw dropped. 

All he could do was stare in disbelief.

John of Orland clearly couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Morgan?”

“Hello, John,” Morgan said.

Orland stared. “Someone said they thought it was you, but we thought he was mad. We thought you dead or worse, in Haerold’s dungeons. Where have you been?”

“The second,” Morgan said, “until Kyri found me.”

His breath caught in wonder, Orland said, “Kyri?” and looked past Morgan to see her. “Kyri.”

“Hello, John,” she said.

For a moment he could only stare at her as well, shaking his head as his eyes went from one to the other.

“Damn,” he said softly. “Welcome back, Kyri. After all this time you did find him after all.”

Morgan looked at her, but Kyri wouldn’t look at him.

Ducking her head a little, she only said, “I said I would.”

“And Caleb, too. Good to see you, man. Who else have we got?”

Morgan said, “Colton and his children, they had a safe house to the south and east. This is Gordon and this is Gawain.”

John of Orland clearly missed it, but Morgan shook his head lightly at the boy. Not yet. Morgan had other plans.

He grinned.

“Well,” John said, “I know a few people who’ll be glad to welcome you back from the dead, Morgan. Quite a few. Follow me. That lot will draw them off, disperse in different directions and find their own way back. There’s more waiting ahead. I was to identify you as friendly and bring you in.”

A dozen men and women waited over the rise, all of them in Gwen’s colors.

They formed up around their small party as escort – several of them casting glances of amazement and relief to see Morgan and Kyri – leading them north and west, now, into the dense Great Western Forest.

Single file, they rode through the cool green wood over rock and between boulders. A deer bounded away, startled. Kyri took a deep breath of the rich forest air. It smelled of good earth and pine, of the musky scent of lichen and moss. 

Once this had been one of her people’s places.

Morgan turned in his saddle to look back at her. She smiled in return, knowing he understood and remembered as she did other trips into a forest.

Around them, unseen amidst the rock and brush, were the King’s Guards. Morgan’s Marshals.

They crested another rise and there below them was the King’s tent, a half a dozen others surrounding it and some open camps. Sleeping blankets ringed around campfires.

The King’s tent had clearly taken some damage and been repaired but everything else was so like the last time he’d been there that Morgan was taken aback. It seemed only yesterday. 

How long had it been since he’d seen Oryan? Two years, more…?

As they rode past a tall, somewhat familiar young man stared at them, gaped, and then took off running through the camp.

“It’s Morgan,” he shouted. “It’s him, truly. It really is Morgan. And Kyri’s back, too. Kyri’s with him. The Queen of the Fairy has returned.”

John of Orland clearly couldn’t believe his eyes.

People popped up all over to look and see for themselves as the riders went by.

“Jordan,” John shouted, trying to call him back before he gave up, shrugged and let the young man go.

Dismounting outside the High King’s tent, Morgan lifted Kyri down from her saddle as he had of old, pausing for only a moment to look at her, to touch her cheek. She slanted a smile at him. His mouth brushed hers for only a moment before he slid his arm around her as the others gathered around.

Morgan grinned, winked at Gawain.

“Back in the pack,” he said, with a lift and turn of his chin.

Gawain grinned, eyes widening as he understood and the rest surrounded him, young Angela grinning excitedly, too.

It would be a surprise. This would be great fun.

His pale blue eyes twinkling, Morgan, with his arm around Kyri in the lead now, followed Orland to the tent, the rest in tow.

“Geoffrey,” Orland called, as they approached.

The flap opened, Geoffrey sweeping it aside. 

His eyes met Morgan’s and he gaped.

“My Gods,” he whispered. “It’s Morgan, by the Gods. It’s Morgan.” His voice rose. Then he looked at the woman beside Morgan. “And bless me, it’s the Lady Kyri
with him.”

Inclining his head, Morgan said, “Geoffrey, it’s good to see you again.”

Beaming, the old man shook his head. “Oh, my good Lord Marshal Morgan and it’s good to see you again. And my Lady….my sweet Lady Kyri.”

Kyri smiled at him fondly, her fingertips brushing the back of his hand. “Geoffrey, my old friend.”

He almost wept and mopped at his eyes before recovering himself.

Straightening, turning, Geoffrey declared, “Your Highness, welcome the return of your High Marshal Morgan, himself in the flesh and the Lady Kyri with him, who is Queen of the Fair.”

Oryan went still.

It was very nearly pain.

Slowly, hoping against hope, Oryan lifted his head and his heart followed as he saw them framed in the doorway.

Oryan looked at his oldest friend.

Morgan.

It was him. It was Morgan. 

Oryan almost couldn’t believe it, but there couldn’t be two like Morgan, not with that fair hair and those brilliant blue eyes.

His heart ached.

“Morgan,” he breathed, coming to his feet.

He seemed almost unchanged, a little gaunt, a little sharper, perhaps, but it was Morgan.

And beside him, her unusual eyes serene, smiling as always, was Kyri.

Something in Oryan’s heart came back together again, seeing them.

It had almost broken his heart to admit that Kyri had been right to do what she’d done and then it had all come to naught. 

Now….

He’d dared not hope to see Morgan alive again.

Now he did, but more…

“Morgan.” 

There was a wealth of emotion behind that single word.

He strode across the floor.

Their hands met in an arm-clasp and then Oryan pulled his friend into a sharp, fierce hug before pushing him back again to look at him. 

Oryan shook his head.

“Morgan,” Oryan said. “They said you were dead, disappeared, that Haerold had you, but there was no big public trial…”

He’d given up on even thinking that Morgan was still alive. It had been just one more grief layered on top of the others.

“I missed you, my friend. I feared you dead.”

He’d grieved and deeply.

Their arms were locked together tightly.

“Morgan,” Oryan said again, looking into clear blue eyes he’d known so well for so long.

Oryan had changed, Morgan thought, looking at him. His old friend had grown leaner in the time he’d been gone, had been honed by adversity, by suffering and sorrow. But he’d also grown stronger where others might have bowed beneath the pressure.

“It’s unbelievable,” Oryan said, before turning to look at Kyri.

She was so beautiful, so sure and so calm… 

Save for that one moment, that one time, when Oryan had Called her….

Laughing, he swooped her up in a bone-crushing hug – mindful of her wings – and planted a kiss right on her pretty  mouth.

“You said he was alive,” Oryan said, “and he is. You said you would find him and you did.”

Laughing, Morgan said, “Hey, she’s mine, go get your own girl.”

Startled, Kyri staggered as Oryan set her down again but she grinned with delight even as Morgan pulled her back into his arms.

Morgan looked at his old friend.

The King, his friend, Oryan, was a less haunted man than the one who’d stood up only moments before.

“It’s good to see you again, too, Oryan,” Morgan said.

Their hands came together again in a strong handshake, looking at each other. Each who’d thought and believed the other dead.

Oryan reached too for Kyri, brushed his hand over her gilded hair.

Touched by that gesture as much as by the kiss, Kyri smiled, understanding as only she and Morgan could. Oryan been alone all this time. They each had been. 

Her throat tightened.

Now they weren’t.

“Let me look at you,” Oryan said, his voice rough. “I still can’t believe it. We thought you dead. We searched…”

He’d thought Morgan dead and yet still had sent men to scour the countryside, hoping against hope to find him...

“Who are these others, then?” Oryan said, finally remembering himself. “Galan, of course, I know. It’s good to see you again, my friend. We’ve missed you as well.”

It was nothing more than the truth. He genuinely liked the quiet, gentle Fairy.

Galan smiled and inclined his head slightly.

Taking a breath, Morgan said, “You remember Caleb, of course.”

With a salute and a sharp nod of his head, Caleb said, “Highness.”

“Of course,” Oryan said, remembering.

Morgan’s aide. So they’d found each other, too. That was wonderful.

“This is Colton and his family, Brion and Angela.”

Her eyes big, Angela asked in a whisper, “Are you really the King?”

Oryan chuckled. “So they tell me.”

“I like you better than the other one.”

Horrified, Colton said, “Angela, what did I tell you?”

Amused, Oryan said. “I like to think so, too.”

“Of late, Colton maintained a safe house to the east and south,” Morgan said. “It’s been compromised. You might want to put a warning out.”

“Geoffrey?” Oryan said.

A gaping Geoffrey nodded and hurried out.

“This,” Morgan said, “is Gordon. He’s been keeping a special charge.”

With a little frown, hearing something in Morgan’s voice, Oryan looked at him.

“You might know the young man, your Highness,” Morgan said. “His name is Gawain.”

Gordon stepped aside.

For a moment Oryan could only stand frozen in disbelief, looking at the boy. 

Oryan’s throat tightened. 

Gawain.


His son. 

Not a boy any longer but almost a man. Tall, taller than Oryan had expected. Gwen had promised him tall sons and daughters and in that she’d been right. He looked into Gawain’s eyes, into clear gray eyes so like his mother’s. Gwenifer. 

All he could think of was that Gawain had her eyes, truly. He’d forgotten that.

She would have been so proud.

His son. 

His and his mother’s.

Gawain had gone equally shy, staring at this man he barely remembered, save as a tall man who’d bounced him on his knee while his mother had given him sword lessons.

Oryan was somehow both taller and smaller than Gawain expected.

It was so strange.

Memories fluttered through his mind like Kyri’s wings.

All Oryan could do was stare at his son.

He was a handsome boy. How had they, he and his beloved Gwen, managed that?

Then he took a step forward.

“Forgive me, Gawain” he said. “I know you don’t really know me.”

He reached out, his hand shaking, and touched his son’s hair for the first time in six years or more. Just for a moment.

“You have her eyes,” he said, his voice shaking to match his hand. “You have your mother’s eyes.”

Gwen.

Then he pulled the boy, his son, into his arms, and bowed his head.



Chapter Fifty Five
 

All who remained around the table in Oryan’s tent were the King himself, young Gawain, Morgan, Kyri, Galan, Caleb, young Jordan of Dorset and John of Orland. Kyri narrowed her eyes at that last and reminded herself she could kill him later. Gordon, professing himself a simple soldier, waited outside.

For now, they were still getting through the whole story for the first time.

Kyri would have passed over some parts more lightly, especially the more painful parts. It was her nature.

There had been times during the telling when Morgan held her hand so tightly she thought he might crush her fingers and then he would lift them to his mouth to kiss them lightly, his blue eyes looking into hers.

By turns Oryan had been astonished, shocked, horrified, and amazed. It pained him to hear what Haerold had done to Gwenifer. He was relieved to know her soul was now finally free, but it pained him even more to know what they’d done to Morgan. The long years of suffering, of torment and torture while they’d searched for him.

Then there was what Haerold had done to Caernarvon, his home. 

He’d known Haerold had put the city to the torch, but that he’d turned it into his private prison…

Now he sat back and stared at all of them, his hand absently going to his son’s hair to stroke.

“You said you’d know he was in trouble,” Oryan said to Kyri, his throat tight. “After so long, I was afraid Gawain was gone, too. Or at least lost to me. Like Morgan.”

Kyri shook her head. “The spell would’ve released him when he hit his majority or Galan would have done it for him, if I couldn’t.”

With a nod of his head, Galan confirmed her words.

Oryan waved his hand, “I know and you told me Morgan was alive, but after so long…” 

He sighed and looked first to Morgan, then to Gawain, before looking to Kyri.

”I should’ve trusted you.”

“Even if Morgan would have died,” Kyri said, and her throat tightened at the thought, grief piercing her until Morgan’s hand tightened on her own.

He was here. He was alive, she reminded herself and looked Morgan to confirm it.

Morgan lifted her hand to his lips to reassure her.

Smiling, Kyri nodded.

“There was always Gawain,” Kyri said. “I’m bound to him. I would’ve stayed until his memories returned to him or my successor was born.”

Looking at his son, Oryan said, “A wizard. We thought he might be as it runs in both our families. Haerold doesn’t just get it from his thrice-damned father but through our mother. Gwenifer had none but her uncle had the gift. That’s why it was so important to keep him safe, he’s our best hope. Can you train him, Kyri?”

“Magic is magic,” she said.“It’s only the darker magics I don’t know and I don’t want to, but between Galan and myself I think we can teach him what he needs to know.”

“All right,” Oryan said, thoughtfully. “The question is, what do we do now?”

He turned to look at Gawain.

“This is a lot on you, son,” he said and waited to hear what Gawain would say.

Gawain sighed. “I was raised on tales of you, sir… my m… Liliane...”

Waving that away, Oryan said, “She was your mother for much of your life, Gawain. You can call her that. Knowing Gwenifer as I did, she wouldn’t have minded, knowing how devoted Liliane was to you. Go on… You can speak freely here among us….”

Pausing, Gawain said, “All this time, I’ve been thinking. Kyri said that among her people, even the Queen has to live as her people do, to know them. In a way, that’s what I’ve been doing all these years. I don’t know much about being a King, but I do know that what Haerold does is wrong. Liliane died for me, to keep me safe so I could do that. Morgan, Kyri – she nearly died helping me get away – Galan, all of them, have been trying, fighting, to get me here. If you show me how, sir, I’ll do my best to be the King our people need.”

Oryan’s throat went tight.

“That’s all I can ask, Gawain,” Oryan said, his voice thick. “I’m proud of you, son.”

Gawain straightened, his eyes brightening.

“And what about you, Morgan? What now?” Oryan asked.

“I need to find out how many of my Marshals are still alive and free. Start recruiting again,” Morgan said.

Oryan laughed, relief running through him. “I meant to ask only if you wanted your old job back, but I take it then that the answer is yes.”

Given everything Morgan had been through, even knowing him as well as he did Oryan wouldn’t have been surprised to hear him say no and, considering the circumstances, it might have been wiser. Oryan wasn’t certain whether he would have blamed Morgan for walking away.

Nodding, Morgan let out a breath. “That would be a yes.”

“Kyri?”

Morgan turned look at her, awaiting her answer although he knew what it was. His hand tightened on hers as she smiled at him.

Giving Morgan a look and then these others who now knew her so well, Kyri said, “Well, first, I have to kill John.”

The non sequitur took them all by surprise, although Morgan choked on laughter.

Startled, both Oryan and John looked at her in astonishment, as Gawain and Caleb burst into laughter.

“What, why?” John squeaked, as even Morgan smothered laughter again at his expression.

“For writing that thrice bedamned song,” Kyri said, exasperated beyond all belief. “Do you have any idea how much that’s bedeviled me?”

Oryan fought not to laugh, knowing exactly what she was talking about. He tried to smother it, but he so needed it. 

He burst out laughing

“Ah, that,” John said, finally, looking a little embarrassed.

“Yes, ah that,” she said, putting her hands on her hips and glaring at him. 

By now even John smothered laughter, if slightly abashed, laughter.

 “Don’t give me ah that. Killing is almost too good for you. Fair warning,” she said, narrowing her eyes, “I will get even.”

 “Oh Gods,” Oryan said, gasping for air, “Kyri, we’ve missed you.”

She grinned impishly.

This, Morgan realized, was what had been missing in the years she’d been gone, this ability to lighten the tension even in the darkest moments.

“As for your question,” she said, looking at Morgan first, her eyes soft and then at Oryan and Morgan knew what the answer would be.

“Of course.”

Morgan tightened his fingers around hers, before he lifted them to his mouth and kissed them. 

A breath sighed out of her.

Smiling, Kyri looked back at Morgan and nodded. “I’m staying. Galan can if he chooses. I will ask among my people for more volunteers. All those who’d like to return and render aid to your cause.”

Although he’d known, had been certain despite all of his fear for her, Morgan was relieved. He needed her at his side. And they would need every advantage they had and could find.

Her eyes went to Galan.

Kyri wouldn’t compel him…

“Someone has to train that one while you’re gone,” Galan said equably and with a grin, lifting his chin at Gawain, who rolled his eyes. “So, I’ll stay.”

Turning to Morgan, Kyri said, “And you will use them. Us. And me.”

The last emphatically.

Closing his eyes for a moment he nodded, accepting what he could not and would not change.

Although the phrasing was interesting.

Oryan said, “You do realize they know you’re here, Kyri.”

“They know a Fairy is back. They may even know it’s me. That Arthur only referred to me as Fairy. Besides, Haerold unmade me Queen, according to his lights, if you remember?”

He was unlikely to forget it.

Galan snorted. “As if he’d any more choice in it than you do, my Kyri.”

With a wave, Kyri smiled. “True.”

 Oryan said, “All right, so where do we start? Haerold isn’t going to wait while we get organized this time.”

“No,” Morgan said. “He’ll hit hard and he’ll hit as fast as he can, so we don’t have much time. First, Oryan, you’ll have to move and quickly. It’s unlikely Haerold hasn’t been looking at a map, charting our progress. So he’ll have a pretty good idea where you are now. You won’t be able to outrun him forever, but we need time.”

Geoffrey gave a nod and ran out of the tent calling orders.

With a nod, Oryan gestured Morgan to continue.

“Next, I need to gather up as many of my people as possible and contact all the rebel groups.”

“Many of your people found their way here, Morgan, after you disappeared,” Oryan said. “We would never have survived that little altercation with Haerold’s patrol without them.”

“There’s folk we can contact out in the country,” Caleb said, “but they’ll need to see you, Captain, to know it’s true that you’re back for sure and it’s not just some story.”

“That was my intention anyway,” Morgan said.

Kyri added, “I can contact Detrick, we know where he is and a few of the others. With their contacts in the cities and towns, they can warn the people there. Haerold is sure to take steps to crack down on the rebels and the villagers, to try to prevent them from rejoining the rebellion.”

Morgan’s hand tightened on hers at the thought of being apart but then he nodded.

“I’ve sent the call out,” Kyri said – it had taken only a thought – “so my people will be arriving within a day or so. Galan can speak to them if I’m not here. Once I know who and where, I can assign volunteers.”

“John?” Oryan asked.

Orland raised his chin. “What levies will still answer my call are yours, my liege, of course.”

His eyes still burning at what had been done to his late father, Jordan of Dorset added tightly, “And mine.”

John said, “We’ll ride out tonight, if you can give us an escort. It will take time to get that many people moving.”  

 “I’ll contact my other vassals,” Oryan said, “to see if anyone has changed their mind in the intervening years.”

Looking around the table, Oryan asked, “Is there anything we missed?” 

Morgan ran it over in his mind. “Not that I can think of. Kyri?”

She shook her head, too.

“All right, then. Morgan, how much time do you think we have?”

Morgan looked at him steadily and then eyed the others. His gaze paused for a moment on Kyri. As always her gaze was level, calm.

She knew.

“Not much,” Morgan said shortly. “This is the closest Haerold’s gotten to you in almost six years. He knows that Gawain, your heir, is with you now. He’s going to throw everything he can at us. We have a month or more, maybe, a little longer if we can somehow buy time before we had the luxury of trying to build our forces. We have to find a way to defeat him with what we have.”

Oryan nodded. “That was my thinking, too.”

He looked at Gawain. It wasn’t much time with his son. Or for him.

The boy was pale, so it was clear he understood the gist. 

“I guess I’d best learn fast, then, sir,” Gawain responded gallantly..

“Good lad. We’ll move out at first light, then,” Oryan said.

Morgan nodded. “Caleb and I will head out then, too.”

Once more his hand tightened over Kyri’s. 

The thought of leaving her, of knowing she was out there alone and vulnerable, sent cold chills through him.

She squeezed back, knowing the same fear for him. Nothing they could say to each other would truly reassure the other.

“I’ll stay high.” It was the best she could offer him.

Morgan smiled and tugged down the brim of his hat. “And I’ll stay low.”

“All right, then,” Oryan said, “we’re going to be busy over the next few weeks. Best get some rest while we can.”

He took a moment, though, for a long, hard handshake with both Morgan and Kyri and nods to the others, before escorting them personally to the entrance to the tent.

Flipping open the tent flap, for a moment Morgan paused, humbled and gratified, looking out at what awaited him.

Dozens of familiar faces, men and women who’d served under and with him, some for years, one or two from before his time as High Marshal. He looked from one face to another, slowly nodding. Caleb beamed at his side. Kyri’s hand was tight on his, smiling with wonder.

As one, the Marshals came to their feet and saluted smartly.

Oryan clapped him on the back. “I told you they were here.”

Tall, graying, sharp-faced Deandra stepped forward. “Marshals reporting for duty, sir.”

Her salute was impeccable.

Releasing his hand, Kyri stepped back.

Morgan’s jaw worked and he swallowed hard against a tide of emotion before returning Deandra’s salute.

Striding forward, Morgan offered his hand. “Good to see you, Dee.”

Her eyes curiously bright, Deandra took his offered hand. “Good to see you, too, sir, Captain.”

One by one he went around, shaking hands or nodding acknowledgement, trying to meet every eye before stepping back. There were faces here that he knew and faces he missed.

“Orders, sir?” Deandra asked, going to attention.

“Stand down,’ Morgan said, with a wave. “Relax, Marshals.”

He looked at them all, still amazed by their presence here.

“All right, orders,” he said, “And wait until I’m finished before you speak.”

Again, he looked at each individual face.

“We have a month, maybe less. It may be up to us to buy that month, but buy it we will. First, I’ll need a token force to defend this location. Archers mainly. Token only, make it look good, do as much damage if you can, but no casualties if you can avoid it, we need every man and woman we have. Make Haerold’s forces think the King is still here, at least long enough to give him more time to get away and then cover his trail. Hold them as long as you can.” 

“Deandra is my second, you answer to her when I’m not here.” 

Spotting a familiar face, Morgan said, “Tucker, that first is your detail.”

“Yes, sir,” the tall, blond-haired young man said.

“Second, a detail to protect the King and Prince Gawain at any and all costs. Forrest, that’s yours.”

Not a single person flinched.

“I’ll need an escort for Lords John and Jordan, three each. Lastly, I need the rest of you to fan out across the Kingdom and find any of the other Marshals who might have survived. Any who want to serve, I don’t care the age, we need experienced fighters.”

“Dee, are you comfortable with the assignments?”

She nodded. 

Morgan hadn’t forgotten his staff or his stuff in the time he’d been gone. If nothing else, it had honed him even sharper.

“How do we communicate, sir?” someone asked.

“For the moment,” Kyri said, “Call me as you used to. For those who don’t know how, get a good clear picture of me in your minds now and then think hard about what you want to tell me and Call my name. If you need me, I or one of my people will be there as quickly as we can. In a few days, there will be others.”

“So,” another called, “the Fairy are back?”

Kyri looked out at them, meeting every eye. “The Fair are back and this time we’re not leaving until this is over.”

They leaped to their feet again, applauding.

She smiled, her eyes misting.

“All right,” Morgan said, “decide amongst yourselves who stays and who goes where. Let me know this morning, before first light.”

He looked out over them all.

“It’s good to see all of you, I wish the circumstances were different. In a month, it will be,” Morgan said. “Dismissed.”



Chapter Fifty Six
 

Dawn came much too early, Morgan thought, propping himself up on his elbow to look down at a still sleeping Kyri, her sea-colored eyes closed, her lashes golden against her cheeks. Her head lay soft against his forearm. Gently he lifted a strand of her curly hair, let it twine around his finger. She was so lovely lying there, her soft lips parted. Drawing back the blanket for a moment he looked at her lithe body.

Curled slightly on her side, she had one leg wrapped around one of his. It was something they seemed compelled to do, he and she, wrapping around each other to hold each other close. Slowly he stroked a hand down her arm.

Morgan raised his eyes to her face to find her looking back at him with those beautiful eyes. Her fingers drifted lightly across his cheek as her eyes met his. He couldn’t get enough of looking at her sometimes, she was so beautiful to him.

Her hand reached to glide over him. He cherished her touch.

Kyri loved his broad strong chest, the solidness of his body against hers.

Smiling, she drank him in as well, her fingers running lightly over his mouth.

Leaning over her, Morgan brushed his lips over hers, teasing hers open and then sank into the kiss, pulling her in close. With a soft sigh, he took her as her slender arms wrapped around him and she pressed her face against his throat. Holding, clinging, he claimed her again, his hand cradling her head, his cheek pressed against her hair.

After a moment they both leaned back for a moment to look at each other.

“It’s time,” he said.

Morgan reached for her hands. Lifted first one then the other, he rubbed his thumbs over the scars there from where she’d gripped the bars of his cell.

He kissed each one as her eyes softened and her heart caught.

“You set me free.” In more ways than one and then she’d brought him back to the living.

“I love you, Kyri,” he said, “don’t forget that.”

“Never. I love you, too, Morgan,” she said. “Stay safe.”

Dressed, they stepped out into the pre-dawn darkness.

“When you see Detrick, have him pass the word that Prince Gawain has returned from exile. That will give people heart. Tell him to bring his people but keep them out of sight if he can for as long as he can. The less Haerold knows about our numbers, the better.”

She nodded. “Once my people arrive, I can send someone to Detrick to scout and pass information.”

A dozen people swarmed behind them to tear down their tent as they walked toward the King’s pavilion.

The Marshals waited, some forming up around Oryan and Gawain and the party taking down the tent, while others waited until they saw Morgan before saluting and fading back into the woods. The last group were mounted and waiting for them.

Deandra gave them a nod, Caleb waiting with his own and Morgan’s horses. Morgan gave them both a quick salute as he went past to greet the King.

With Gawain following, Oryan walked to meet them, his hand outstretched. “You’re off then?”

Morgan nodded, taking the offered hand firmly. “Yes. Stay safe, Your Highness.”

“I will,” Oryan said.

Morgan looked at Gawain. “You do the same.”

“Yes, sir,” Gawain said, “Thank you, sir. And thank you, Lady Kyri.”

There had been little time to truly get to know the boy, but what Morgan had seen gave him heart, as did his words.

“Take care of yourselves,” Kyri said, “both of you. And Gawain, it’s still just Kyri.”

Gawain lifted his chin, grinned a little and nodded.

She glanced at Galan, behind them. 

He smiled, heart to heart.

“And you, as well,” Oryan said.

Morgan kissed her quickly in farewell, they’d said their goodbyes in the tent in private. They would see each other soon.

Kyri’s wings unfolded. 

Morgan smiled, looking at them and her. She was so beautiful, such a wonder. He loved watching her fly.

Lifting up on her toes, she kissed him lightly, then turned and ran, her wings stroking. Her feet left the ground, wings beating. She circled around, once, twice, gaining lift and height. Rising up above the trees, the first light of dawn touched her wings and turned them to gold. 

One last glance down at them all and then she was gone.

Missing her already, Morgan strode to his horse. 

He saluted the King and led his people out.

Kyri, high in the sky, scanned the ground below as she passed over the edge of the forest to see the first line of Haerold’s forces approaching. He hadn’t done this by half measures. And had moved far more quickly than they’d expected.

Instantly she turned, diving to intercept Morgan and his people first, dodging and darting between the trees.

“Morgan,” she cried.

Surprised and alarmed, Morgan looked up as Kyri hovered briefly, wings beating.

“Haerold’s men are on their way, at least fifty, riding hard. If you continue this way you’ll ride right into them.”

Nodding, he said. “Go warn the others.” 

“I’m going there next.”

Oryan, too, was surprised to see her, too.

“If we have to, we’ll abandon the tents,” he said, to her warning. “We’re going now, people! Dee, send someone to your people and warn them to expect visitors more quickly than expected. Go, Kyri! We’ll handle it here.”

With a nod, she shot up, stroking hard, heading south along the treetops toward Detrick and his camp.



Chapter Fifty Seven
 

As Kyri drew closer to Remagne she saw clear signs Haerold was at work controlling the populace. Patrols of Hunters and men were spread through the countryside. From one village smoke rose. She shook her head, flying higher, harder and faster.

Detrick wouldn’t have kept his camp too long in the same place but this was his territory so she knew she was close.

She caught a glimpse of people moving between the trees and dropped to tree-top level, then below the canopy, swooping between the trunks until she saw Detrick.

“Hello the camp,” she called. “Detrick, don’t shoot.”

“Kyri?” he said, hearing her familiar musical voice, turning, looking up in surprise at seeing her again so soon. “Everyone stand down.”

“The same,” she said, “coming down.”

Startled eyes watched her descend.

“What’s going on?” Detrick said, “Kyri, you shouldn’t be flying around. Do you know what they’d do to Fairy if they catch them?”

“It doesn’t matter, Detrick,” Kyri said, “the time is now or never. Haerold is on the move. The boy we had with us, do you remember him?”

Detrick nodded.

“That was Oryan’s son, Prince Gawain. He’s with his father now.”

Everyone around them was getting to their feet, some people calling to others, whispers going from one to another. Excitement built. Others darted between the trees, coming at a run.

“If you’re in,” Kyri said, “then send messengers to the local villages. Warn them that Haerold is cracking down, troops and Hunters are already fanning out. Morgan asks if you can bring your people north, but go west to start and stay undercover. Haerold mustn’t see you if you can manage it.” 

“In? Of course we’re in,” Detrick said, as the camp exploded into seeming pandemonium, his people racing to pack gear and weapons. “We’ve been waiting years for this. How will we make contact?”

Kyri smiled. “The old way. In a day or two one of my people will make contact with yours. They can act as scouts, too.”

“Gaia?” he asked and something in his expression mirrored something she knew too well.

Much to his dismay, Detrick had found he’d missed the merry little Fairy after she was gone. He’d been delighted she wanted to share his bed – such were Fairy – it had been a shock, though, to realize he’d fallen in love with her.

“If she chooses. Who else can I contact?” Kyri asked.

He grabbed her hand. “This is great, wonderful. Finally we can fight back. I’ll send messengers to the ones we pass. Go to Robert, he’s further east. A sharp little man…”

The picture was in her head…

“His camp is at the top of a rise if you follow this ridge for a time.”

She nodded. “All right. You have to move quickly, Detrick. Morgan estimates we have a month, maybe more.”

There was shock in Detrick’s eyes but he nodded. “We’ll get there. Somehow.”

Kyri took off… her mind on Morgan.

 

At the edge of the forest the Marshals fanned out, some whipping their horses into a run. 

They would have to circle around Haerold’s men to head south and east. 

Morgan and Caleb headed due east at a steady gallop.

“Is Patterson still Marshal up here?” Morgan asked.

“Last I heard, Captain,” Caleb said, frowning a little.

“A problem?”

He’d been a chancy man at best, had Patterson, a little prickly, but he’d done the job and no one had complained of him to Morgan’s hearing. About Morgan’s size, with brown hair and brown eyes, a little impressed with himself, Patterson had considered himself a handsome man and wasn’t shy about showing it.

Caleb hesitated. “A bad feeling only, Cap’n.”

Morgan nodded. That was enough for him to be cautious.

The group found Morgan and Caleb first and it seemed from the look on Patterson’s face that not everyone was glad to see Morgan free and alive.

It wasn’t a good sign.

“Morgan,” Patterson said, shortly.

Behind him, some of Patterson’s men looked hopeful, but hesitant. A few whispered to others, the younger to the older.

“Morgan? That Morgan?”

With nods. “That Morgan.”

“Patterson,” Morgan said, dropping his hands to the pommel of his saddle to study the other man.

“What do you want?” Patterson demanded.

“Your sworn duty as a Marshal,” Morgan said. “To defend the King and Kingdom. Haerold moves on Oryan. Oryan has commanded me to gather the Marshals.”

“I command my people,” Patterson said.

Behind him, some of his men straightened, staring at him tensely.

Some men, given a little power, went mad with it. Patterson had apparently liked being his own master. From the looks of some of his men, they weren’t too happy about that. Although Patterson hadn’t gone completely mad, Morgan suspected this would push him over the edge.

“Go back wherever you came from, Morgan,” Patterson said, “We don’t need you here.”

Most of Patterson’s people straightened in their saddles.

Keeping his voice level, Morgan said, “You swore an oath to me, Patterson. That means you answer to me. Any of you who consider yourself Marshals, you ride with me or you ride north to defend the King, your choice. Someone will contact you.”

“Stay where you are,” Patterson snapped.

“Are you defying an order from your commanding officer and your rightful King?”

“What?” Patterson said defiantly, “You think you can come back and then just take over like nothing happened?”

“I think I’m High Marshal,” Morgan said. “By King Oryan’s order and his warrant.” 

“My men aren’t going anywhere,” Patterson said.

One of them shook up his horse and rode around to Morgan’s side.

Patterson pulled his sword. “Not one more step.”

In an instant Morgan had his own sword in hand. “You try to stop him from doing his sworn duty, Patterson, and it will be you and me. You don’t want it to be me.”

Patterson looked at him in fury as his people to a one rode around to take up their places behind Morgan.

“We didn’t sign up to serve you, Patterson,” one of them said, “we signed up to serve our Kingdom and King.”

His jaw tightening, Patterson could only glare.

“You men and women,” Morgan said. “Go home and take care of your business there, first. Either ride north and we’ll have someone contact you or meet me south of the fork in the east road. I’ll be camping there. If you know anyone else who wants to join with us, bring them. Send warnings out to the villages that Haerold will be coming down on them as you go.”

Burning with fury, Patterson watched helplessly as his people rode out.

With an ironic salute, Morgan started to turn his horse away.

Caleb shouted warning, “Captain.”

Morgan parried the sword that descended toward his head and now it was strength against strength, sword to sword, as Patterson tried to force Morgan’s blade down. Morgan twisted his wrist, turning his sword and Patterson nearly fell out of the saddle trying to catch his balance. With a quick snap of his wrist, Morgan’s sent Patterson’s sword flying. 

Regaining his balance, Patterson found himself face to face with Morgan and a sword at his throat.

Without a look back, Morgan and Caleb rode away, leaving Patterson to dismount and get his sword.

 

This camp was smaller and tighter than Detrick’s and Robert was indeed a small sharp man barely taller than herself, but without the attitude many short men had. 

Kyri met the same reception at his camp as she had at Detrick’s, a growing excitement, a sense of an impending climax to their years of waiting.

She turned north again, staying high as promised.

In the distance as night closed in she got a clear sense of Morgan, without rock and iron between them, to the north of her.

Morgan.

She caught a thermal and rose…

 

Morgan shifted on his bedroll, trying to find a comfortable position. He’d grown accustomed to Kyri’s presence, to curling up around her, to her feathers warm against his stomach, her legs tangled around his, or his around hers. If he was right and Haerold moved on them then the time they had remaining was short. Every moment they had together was precious.

There was no help for it, though.

He sighed, tucking one hand behind his head as he rolled onto his back and looked up at the stars.

Caleb and a man by the name of Watson had agreed to take the first watch, both in the shadows looking away from the banked fire where the rest of their people had settled down to sleep.

He only had the warning of a slip of a shadow against the stars before a very substantial Fairy landed on his stomach, planted her hands on his shoulders and a very fervent kiss on his mouth.

If he’d had the air, he would have laughed.

Someone had missed him, too, it seemed.

Caleb called, chuckling. “Stand down, Watson, she’s a friend. Good to see you, Kyri.”

Lifting one hand in greeting, Kyri devoured Morgan’s mouth.

Morgan took a handful of her lush hair, dragging her mouth harder against his for long enough to truly enjoy it, before pulling her head back.

Kyri grinned. “Surprised?”

Laughing, Morgan said, “Very. How do you do that? I know why, to drive me mad, but how?”

“It’s a matter of the shape of the wing,” she said, opening hers wide behind her, “like an owl. And do I succeed?”

“In what?”

“Driving you mad?”

With her lithe body spread over him, he could only say. “Yes. But this isn’t good for morale…” 

She arched her wings, closing around them both, concealing them behind them. “Is that better?”

With a smile, his hands skimming up her thighs beneath the little shift, Morgan said, “Much.”

A voice in the darkness whispered, in amazement, “She’s Fairy…”

“Good guess, lad,” Caleb said dryly. “Was it the wings what gived it away? And she’s his Fairy, the Queen of them all.”

“Are you my Fairy?” Morgan asked softly.

She tilted her head. “Didn’t you know that I’ve always been your Fairy?”

“I thought the Fair bowed to no man,” he said smiling.

Archly, lifting an eyebrow, she replied, “What I’m doing to you is not bowing.”

“No, indeed it isn’t” he had to admit.

He brushed the hair back from her face. As dangerous as it was for her to be here, he was glad she was.

“How did you do?” he asked.

“Detrick comes,” she said, “and another rebel leader named Robert. And you?”

“I had a little bit of a problem. It seems that not everyone is glad to see me back from the dead.”

Studiously unbuttoning his shirt, she smiled as she slid it open and devoured his chest. “I for one, am very glad to see you back from the dead.”

Morgan couldn’t say he minded much, except when her mouth trailed over his abdomen, found a particular spot and settled in, her hands moving on and over him as he bit back groans of outrageous pleasure.

“Gods, Kyri,” he whispered.

Morgan could just see her face in the faint moonlight, touched only lightly by the light of the fire yards away refracted through her wings. No one stirred as her wings arched around them. Her large liquid eyes were fixed on his face, a small smile curving her lips.

“You did say to use you,” he said, his voice strangled as she pleasured him. “Didn’t you?”

A whisper. “Yes, Morgan.”

Satisfaction rushed through him.

Bending closer, resting her forehead on his, she looked at him, her eyes sleepy and satisfied.

“This time,” she said, “I’ll make sure that you’re relaxed and stay relaxed.”

He chuckled a little weakly, his blood still running hot. “That will do it.”

Kyri’s eyes twinkled.

She settled over him, her wings closing around them with a little rustle of feathers and he knew then that she was staying. 

Curling his arms around her, he pulled the blankets over them both. 

Sleep came easily.

They took the last watch, he, Kyri and a man named Borden, Morgan’s arms around Kyri, her head laid back against his shoulder, content simply in each other’s presence.

As the sun peeked above the horizon they released each other reluctantly. For a moment he simply held her close.

The others were stirring. They stood for a moment looking at each other and then she nodded, her wings unfolding.

“Borden,” she said, politely, in farewell, with a nod and a sweet and gentle smile.

The man smiled back.

She backed away, until Morgan held only her fingertips, then she turned and ran, reaching for the sky. Looking back once, she smiled, blew him a kiss, did a quick loop in the air, her body arching and then she was gone.

“Show off,” he said, softly.

It was beautiful to watch, though.



Chapter Fifty Eight
 

The King’s tent had survived so far, Kyri noted, as she flew down into the clearing, closing her wings to drop the last few feet. For all the urgency, it was a surprisingly serene setting and then a rider rode up at a gallop, jumped off his horse and ran inside Oryan’s tent.

On a rock in the sun not far from the tent, Galan taught Gawain the fine skills needed to use the wind to move objects, starting with a simple twig. It was a difficult exercise. Both looked up at her arrival.

“Good morning,” Galan said, echoed by Gawain. “Any luck?”

“Detrick and a rebel band led by a man by the name of Robert are on their way, with their people,” she said, “not many, but more than we had. I saw Morgan, with five or six of his people. Another group comes this way.”

Frowning, Gawain said worriedly, “That’s not many.”

“For each day, five more, by our month Morgan alone will have brought one hundred and fifty,” Kyri said. “Every little bit helps. These are also skilled fighters. Most of the people in Haerold’s army are conscripts with little training.”

Gawain went quiet. “A friend of mine, Stephen, went to take some grain to market. He never came back. The Hunters had conscripted him.”

“It is such with war,” Galan said, sadly. “There is a tale, oft told, of two men who found each other on opposite sides in battle, each believing firmly in the right of their side. Yet still, they’d been and were still friends closer than brothers. They died within feet of each other, both knowing the other was there, never knowing that they were so close.”

Dropping a hand onto Galan’s shoulder, Kyri squeezed it lightly and briefly, before smiling at Gawain. “So, how does he do, Galan?”

“Very well,” Galan said, “he’s even done some Healing. We had a few wounded come in.”

She looked over at Oryan’s tent, but the messenger hadn’t come out.

“However,” Galan said, grinning, “We did have some visitors…”

Suddenly the air was filled with the sound of wings, as Fairy dropped out of their hiding places in the canopy of the trees above them, laughing. 

Familiar faces…Kyri tried to count….

She looked up in astonishment, her eyes going bright… “So many…”

Landing Solon said, with a smile, “We’ve been too long away.”

Their fingers touched.

Dismissing the messenger, Oryan came out of the tent where he’d been waiting, with Dorien at his shoulder, both of them grinning.

“We thought to surprise you, my Kyri,” Dorien said, his eyes twinkling.

Kyri looked at all the faces and knew some measure of what Morgan had felt with his Marshals, some sense of the gratification and the honor they did her. They came to her, to touch fingers, each one of them.

“The Deep Forest is our place,” Miiri said, her hand on her sword, “but it is not our home. This is.” 

“Orders, my Kyri?” Solon asked.

With a sigh, Kyri looked over all the beloved faces and then she nodded. 

The numbers were almost overwhelming.

“I need three each to go south,” she said. “There are two sets of rebels coming to join us, Detrick leads one and a man named Robert the other.”

Grinning, Gaia said happily, “I know Detrick, my Kyri.”

“Can you find him again?”

The grin spread, Gaia’s eyes sparkling. “I can, my Kyri.”

It had been hard for Gaia to leave him, Kyri knew. This would be a very good surprise for Detrick.

Kyri shook her head, smiling.

“Then you and two others go to him. He needs eyes in the sky, to keep him clear of Haerold’s patrols. If we can, we must prevent Haerold from knowing they’re coming. Solon, take a squad and work with Deandra to do the same here. They must have enough warning for the King to move. The time will come when Haerold forces us to make a stand. It must not come before we’re ready. Two more of three each, to go with John of Orland and Philip of Dorset.”

In a flutter of wings, they took off, the sun glittering on gossamer wings in a multitude of colors.

With a sigh, Gawain said, watching them, “It’s like watching a rainbow fly. Kyri, how come they don’t call you by title, like people do with my father?”

She laughed. “Because my name is my title, Gawain. I am Kyriay, which in our tongue means Bright one or Brightness, which for us means Queen. For I was born to be Queen and nothing else – like bees, in a way, I suppose, although we can and have had Kings – and so I was born to be Queen as you were born to be King.”

“So,” Oryan said, “your journey was successful.”

She nodded. “Detrick is on his way, with his people. Morgan also is having success. Where next?”

With a gesture, Oryan waved her into the tent ahead of him and over to the map table. Brushing her hand over it, she remembered the day they’d first created it. Now there was a lot more detail.

“I’ve heard from another rebel band here,” Oryan said, pointing. “My sources and Detrick’s confirm that it’s good, but still, be careful. First, though, go to Mormont, his given name is Patraic, but have a care. He may be playing both sides. He swore an oath to Haerold when forced to it, but he’s also sent representatives to approach me, with funds and sometimes supplies. As I have little to offer and less threat, he may simply be keeping his options open, in case we succeed.” 

 

Watching from behind cover Morgan, Caleb and their small band of Marshals watched a troop of Haerold’s men, with no Hunters, ride past. The men looked after them restlessly.

“Let’s see where they’re going,” Morgan said.

The men brightened. It had been hard for them to stand back, but necessary a time or two to let a squad or patrol pass unmolested, rather than risk a pitched fight and the losses that might with it. They would need every man they had in the time to come.

From what Caleb had heard there was a group of people nearby who were, if not Marshals, certainly acted like Marshals.

Keeping back, out of sight, they followed as the troop rode toward one of the villages. If they were going there to enforce Haerold’s rule, Morgan knew he wouldn’t be able to stand by and watch, whatever the risk. He was still a Marshal and wouldn’t stand aside while innocent people were harmed.

The troop rode into the village, one dismounting to post a sign while the others spread out to bang on doors.

“Morgan,” Caleb said, gaining his attention.

Another group of riders were riding up on the village from another direction, spreading out and circling around.

One of Haerold’s people dragged a woman screaming from her house.

The other group struck, bursting out from behind the houses, one taking the soldier with the woman, the others riding hard for the mounted soldiers. One of the defenders slashed at one of the soldiers as she went by.

“Let’s go give them a hand,” Morgan said.

Morgan and his people rode in as the fight was truly engaged, Morgan going in support of the leader of the group who was holding off one of the soldiers on horse and one on the ground.

Surprised, the woman looked at him as he engaged the rider, freeing her to deal with the foot soldier.

In fact, when he looked around, he realized that the whole band was made up of women, most of them not young.

Once his small group joined in, the battle was over in a matter of moments.

Brushing her hair back from her face, the woman looked at him. She was surprisingly matronly, her hair graying, but her arms were strong and firm.

She looked at him in astonishment. “High Marshal Morgan, by all the Gods.”

A little surprised to be recognized, Morgan looked at her in question.

“It’s been a time since you’ve seen me,” she said. “I’m Cort’s wife, Brigit. When Haerold had our men arrested, we tried to fight. Emma died. So we learned better to defend ourselves and others.”

Morgan looked at her. Cort had been the captain of his Marshals here.

“I remember Cort. He was a good man. There will be more of this. Haerold is on the move. Prince Gawain has returned from exile,” Morgan said.

The woman’s eyes sharpened. “Has he now?”

“Brigit,” one of the women said, riding up with the broadside in her hand.

Taking it, Brigit nodded as she turned it so that Morgan could see it. “Well, it seems you’re right, he is.”

In large hand-scripted letters it said, “By order of the King, any and all who give support to the rebellion in any manner or way is sentenced to death on point of sword. A reward of one hundred golds is offered for the traitor known as Oryan, once King, the boy Gawain, his son, Morgan, once Marshal and Kyriay, the so-called Queen of the Fairy, dead or alive. A reward of fifty golds is offered for any information leading to the arrest of any or all of the above, or any of those who support them.”

“You’re worth a lot dead, Morgan,” Brigit said, shaking her head. “What can we do for you?”

“If you want to fight, head north and west, someone will come for you. Warn the villages that more of these will be coming.”

“Most of us have children to care for yet, but we’ll spread the word,” she said, “folk will come.”

 

Certainly Lord Mormont’s estates seemed to be thriving, Kyri noted as she drew closer. Like Colton’s, although Colton had only been a landowner, it was one of the few that were.

Well tended grapevines were spread over most of the hillsides, while clover spread across one or two and cattle grazed in another. Folk moved about the fields and lands serenely, their gait slower than those outside Mormont. His demesne certainly seemed to be the one part of the Kingdom that Haerold had left untouched.

A large sprawling house of whitewashed stone with a broad veranda sat in the midst of it all. House and veranda were both capped with reddish earthen tiles. To one side a large pergola, covered in more grapevine, gave a cool, shady place to retire at the end of a long day of work. Broad green lawns surrounded the house, save for the long avenue of tall oak trees that lined the drive on each side. It was very structured and very pretty.

There was a certain amount of excitement when folk saw her approach, a servant running into the house calling out excitedly as she dropped slowly to hover lightly far enough from the shadowed veranda to be out of bowshot. Hovering wasn’t terribly easy but Kyri didn’t want to be caught on the ground if she could avoid it.

It was only a moment or two before a man stepped between the wide leaded-glass doors.

Mormont matched his lands. 

Not quite as tall nor as strong in the chest as Morgan, he still gave the impression of power and he was a striking man, with deep black hair combed back from his face and dark, liquid fathomless eyes. He eyed her curiously, if calmly and then bowed slightly.

“To what do I owe a visit from Kyriay, the Queen of the Fair?” he asked, his voice light and well modulated.

So, he knew her.

Kyri studied him curiously as well. 

He was a very contained man, difficult to read. Nor could she sense much from him either.

Mormont stared right back at her

“King Oryan asked me to speak with you,” she said.

“Did he?” he responded, giving nothing away.

“The time has come to choose which side you are on, Patraic of Mormont,” Kyri said. “Haerold moves against Oryan.”

“And why should I choose,” he said, “when I can stand aside and simply watch?”

She looked down at him. “What will happen to your fine estates, Patraic, if Oryan falls? Will Haerold have any further need to allow you to prevaricate in your commitment to him? He’ll demand his tribute or he’ll simply come and take it as he did in Dorset. There will be nothing standing in his way, not the rebels who have occupied his time until now, nor Morgan’s Marshals, now that Morgan has returned. Your willing cooperation and assistance against Oryan will no longer be needed, or standing aside, which serves Haerold just as well.”

With a wave at the surrounding lush fields, she said, “Knowing Haerold, how long will it be before he comes in and simply takes?”

For a moment those dark eyes simply looked at her. He nodded. “A point. And if I choose to back Oryan?”

She stared.

“You would negotiate?” she said amused. “Negotiate this. Stay. If we succeed, Oryan will still treat with you, but he’ll remember. And if Haerold succeeds? If we fall for lack of your aid, the result is the same, Patraic.” 

“And if I move in Oryan’s cause, Haerold will send his Hunters here.”

“Then you’ll have to choose, those who will let you fall, or those who would help you rebuild,” Kyri said. “It’s your choice. Oryan asked me to come, I came.”

Her wings started to stroke, lifting her backward and up.

“Wait, Kyriay,” Mormont said. “Did I hear you say that Morgan has returned?”

She nodded. “Morgan is back.”

It made a difference.

“Tell Oryan I’ll come. Myself personally, with all those I can raise.” 

Looking at him, Kyri considered it and shook her head. “I don’t know if we want you. Should we then look to our flank for betrayal?”

His eyes flashed with anger, the first sign of emotion he’d shown. “I’m only trying to keep my people safe.”

“Those who would give up liberty for security gain neither,” she said. “Think of these last years, my Lord Mormont, when you negotiated with Haerold. Have you felt either safe or free?”

He stood back a little, crossing his arms. “No.”

“And Oryan?” She spread her hands eloquently.

“How do I prove myself to you?” he demanded.

“Trust comes when it’s given,” she said, looking into the shadows of the veranda.

For a moment he looked at her. Then he walked down the steps, putting himself between her and his men, gesturing them to lower their bows. “Where do we go?”

“North. Keep away from the main byways. One of my people will come to you.” She looked at him. “Will my people be safe with you?”

Fairy were still few compared to men.

He held out his hand. “My word on it.”

Kyri took it.

As a gesture of good faith he offered her a meal, out on the lawn in the open, giving her nothing he hadn’t first tasted himself, inviting his wife and children out to join them. That last was all she really needed as proof but she understood then his concern and caution.

Despite the earlier tension, it was a very good meal and Patraic good company. He gave her a brief explanation of the different types of wine grapes and how to tell them apart by their leaves, serving her a light white wine as his children tried to sneak touches of her wings. She pretended not to notice, twitching them out of the way to make them giggle.

By the end of the meal she had more of a sense of the man.

“My men are already calling up my levies, we’ll start moving north immediately.”

She smiled. “And mine will be here come morning to help you keep out of Haerold’s sight, if we can.”

Nodding, he offered her his hand again. This time she took it easily.

Once she was safely airborne, she sent a message to Galan to let him know that Mormont had agreed to send his levies and that she was turning for her next contact, a rebel band led by a man named Michael.



Chapter Fifty Nine
 

The closer they came to the central plains and Remagne, the more difficult it was to travel unnoticed. It was also getting closer to the time when Morgan knew he would have to turn north again, back toward Oryan. Sending men to him was one thing and he trusted that Deandra would have begun basic drills but to turn them into a truly cohesive fighting force was a different thing altogether. A matter of weeks wasn’t really enough, either, but he had some ideas on how to solve that problem.

A flutter of wings above had his heart lifting, until he saw that it was Galan.

Then he saw the fear in Galan’s eyes.

Kyri.

His heart clenched. Something inside him went still and cold. He closed his eyes for only a moment against the pain.

“What happened?” Morgan said, tightly.

His mouth thin, his brown eyes worried, Galan said. “We don’t know, Morgan. She’s disappeared. No one can find her, nor can we hear her. All we know for certain is that she’s not dead. We would know.”

Something inside Morgan eased. He hadn’t lost her then, not yet.

But if they couldn’t sense her it meant she had iron or around her, or was underground, as he’d been. 

As Galan clearly feared, it was far too easy for Morgan to picture her as Galan had been, trapped in an iron cage, her magnificent wings clipped. It nearly destroyed him to think of it, but that wouldn’t do Kyri any good.

“How long has she been gone?” Morgan asked.

“Most of the night. I heard from her yesterday afternoon after she left Mormont,” Galan said, heartsick. “She told me she was going to one of the rebel camps in the south. I kept waiting to hear back from her and when I realized how long it had been, I tried to call her.”

There had been no response.

“Go back to Oryan, tell him we’re going after her,” Morgan said, turning to Caleb. “You spent time in Remagne, is there any way into Haerold’s dungeons?”

Caleb smiled grimly, fearing himself for Lady Kyri. “Funny you should ask that, Captain, for as it happens, there might be. Didn’t you never wonder what I was doing in Remagne, me being a country boy? I was looking for a way in, in case you was in there. Then, all of a sudden, there you was. Out.”

“But there is a way in?” Morgan asked.

“Maybe yes, maybe no,” Caleb said. “But it looks like that information is going to come in handy after all.”

Morgan looked at the others. “This isn’t your responsibility.”

All of the men had seen Kyri come and go by now, she’d shared meals and laughter with some of them in times past, healed one or two. 

They looked back at Morgan and waited without question..

“All right,” Morgan said, relieved and grateful. “Thank you. How do we get into the city without being noticed?”

If they had Kyri there, they would be watching for him.

“We get us a wagon, Captain,” Caleb said, “and we fill it with hay. Put an old country-man like myself on the seat. Tie the horses to it and bring them in to market, with our folk hiding in the hay. It’s an old trick, but it still works.”

It was some hours later that an old farm wagon trundled toward Remagne’s western gate. Intended for trade, this wasn’t a grand entryway like the main gate, but a simple iron-clad set of doors leading into the back streets of the city. A small line of wagons similar to it, some bearing produce, some fowl, some pigs, waited, all trying to get through the gates before midday.

Buried under the hay, chaff teasing his nose, the wait was terrible. It took an effort for Morgan not to allow himself to imagine what might be happening to Kyri. Instead, he concentrated, ‘calling’ to her, shouting in his head. He didn’t know if she heard, but he tried all the same, sending her reassurance, love, encouragement. It was all he could do until he could do more.

The wagon lurched forward, stopped, lurched forward again and then finally rumbled over the cobblestones.

Cooler shadows fell over the hay.

A clatter of horses going by caught Morgan’s attention. Guards, heading for the gate? Normal? He didn’t know.

The wagon turned and then Caleb knocked on the side.

“C’mon out,” he said, “quiet like.”

Morgan and the others slid out from under the hay, brushing it out of their hair and clothes.

“Where are we?” Morgan asked.

“Courtyard behind a closed inn,” Caleb said, “they couldn’t make a go of it, not since Haerold made himself King. Bad enough when he was Lord here. Now no one wants to come. Now what, Captain? We don’t even know if she’s here yet for sure.”

“Will your contacts know?” he asked.

Caleb shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Depends. Hart has a brother in there, was looking to get him out. Our interests was the same. I helped him, he helped me.” 

“Make contact, get things started. I know someone who’ll know,” Morgan said.

His breath catching, Caleb thought he knew who it was.

Jacob, and he’d betrayed Morgan before.

“Be careful, Cap’n.”

With a nod, Morgan headed out to the street, pulling his hat low over his eyes.

It was a risk, a pretty good risk, of betrayal once again. 

But for Kyri, Morgan would take that risk. 

One way or another, at least he would know if she was here.



Chapter Sixty
 

It was dark, dark and damp wherever Kyri was and she hurt all over. Pain radiated from her wrists where cold iron burned once more, from her wing joints at her back and her head. A brief flare of near terror went through her at the pain in her wings, remembering Galan and what they’d done to him, but the pain wasn’t sharp. They were intact.

For the moment she was alone. 

Stiffly, she tried to move, her feet looking for and finding purchase on the hard stone floor, which took the weight of her body off her wrists where they’d been shackled above her head. Dried blood cracked on her arms. She flexed her stiff hands to get the circulation going and looked to each side.

They’d drawn her wings out and secured them against the wall, but as far as she could tell they hadn’t been damaged significantly and the relief she felt was nearly overwhelming. Tears stung her eyes. It wasn’t, however, a comfortable position to be in by any means. Her wings were only meant to be spread in flight, supported by air, or folded. Stretched this way the muscles strained.

Her ribs ached, too, setting up a chorus of aches and pains from bruises.

Slowly, the memory of what had happened returned.

The rebel camp, a small one. She’d been careful. At least two sources had confirmed it was supposed to be safe, Oryan’s people and Detrick’s had both verified it. She’d called down and everything had seemed fine as she’d hovered briefly, a tall man with brown hair and brown eyes stepping from the tent. Then she’d noticed the children seemed frightened…that there were the hidden nets to each side, one dropping from above even as she looked up. She’d tried to fly out and then the rock a man slung struck her in the temple.

She vaguely remembered a tunnel of sickly green light.

A portal.

Now she was here, although she didn’t know where here was, as it wasn’t familiar.

But she had a very good guess.

A door opened somewhere nearby, hinges creaked and multiple footsteps came down the passageway. Guards? Or someone else?

Kyri took a long slow breath to prepare herself.

And then she heard Morgan’s voice in her head, ‘calling’ to her.

Morgan.

Her eyes closed with relief. To be that clear, with stone and iron between, meant he was close. He was in the city. And he knew she’d been taken. Her throat tightened.

“Well,” a voice said.

She opened her eyes.

Haerold stood before her with his wizard Queen and the brown-haired man from the camp.

It was the first time Kyri had been this close to either Haerold or his Queen. The resemblance to Oryan was faint at best. Of a height with him, they both had longish faces, but all resemblance between Oryan and Haerold ended there. Haerold was darker in both hair and complexion, bearded, his brown eyes much darker than Oryan’s. Some would have said Haerold was the more handsome of the two, but Kyri much preferred Oryan’s homelier, more lived-in face to Haerold’s sharper features.

Haerold’s Queen was beautiful in appearance, if cold and remote, her eyes distant and uninvolved, her features a little too strong for true beauty so she appeared more striking than truly beautiful, save only for her porcelain skin. As always, she had her pendant on, her long fingers playing with it idly.

“Patterson,” Haerold said, with a nod to the man.

The man stepped up, smiled. He backhanded Kyri hard, splitting her lip instantly. Her head rocked back. Kyri tasted blood.

“It seems,” Haerold said, “he has a problem with the High Marshal. Perhaps if you tell us where Morgan is…?”

Since he hadn’t actually asked a direct question, Kyri decided silence was best.

Haerold looked at her. “No?’

Patterson struck her again. Her head slammed back against the wall with the force of the blow. Her cheek throbbed.

“Not too much on the face, Patterson,” the woman said. “We want people to recognize her.”

That didn’t bode well, either.

“Tell us then where Oryan is,” Haerold asked.

Since she didn’t know that either, as the camp had undoubtedly moved as soon as they’d realized she’d been taken, she couldn’t answer that either. And so she stayed silent.

The next blow was aimed for her ribs and took the wind from her. Something crunched inside her. Pain flared. With an effort she forced her body to relax, to not fight for breath and it came back to her slowly, but there was a sharp pain in her ribs each time she tried to breathe.

“All you have to do to end this is tell us where Morgan and Oryan are,” Haerold said with a nod at Patterson. “Let’s try something different.”

Patterson pulled out a leather quirt from his packet. He flicked it hard against her arms, belly, legs, raising welts, each snap of it sharply painful, stinging.

“Tell us where Morgan and Oryan are and it ends,” the woman said, running her fingers through Kyri’s hair.

The woman was using the pain as a distraction, her mind probing Kyri’s, peering down into the cup of her pendant to try to see Kyri’s thoughts. 

Focusing on the pain, on each sting of the little whip, Kyri kept her mind a blank. For Fairy and for the Fairy she was, mind magic was her nature and second nature, although she would never have used it this way.

In disgust, the woman released her and spun away, shaking her head.

Morgan’s voice whispered in her inner ear, ‘Hold on, we’re coming.’

 “Let’s try another tactic,” Haerold said, his dark eyes narrowed in his long, thin face, stepping closer.

His fingers moving, Haerold traced a sign, a little glyph, in the air above her heart.

Kyri’s throat tightened. Fear turned her limbs to water.

With a wave, he turned to his Queen. “Elissa, my dear?”

It took everything Kyri had to hold still, to show nothing as the woman walked up and repeated the gesture, but she could feel herself pale.

Harold gestured again and pain bored into her. The wizard Queen did the same. Like the long ago arrow had, it pierced her, impaled her. She closed her eyes against the outrageous agony, her heart pounding.

“Tell us where Morgan is and the pain stops,” Haerold said.

Kyri knew that was when the pain would truly start.

“I don’t know,” she said, “nor would I tell you if I did.”

“So you know,” Haerold said, gesturing, “We’ll ask again. And again. Until you do.”

The wizard Queen snapped her fingers and light gushed from Kyri’s chest. Haerold did the same.

Pain exploded through her, as light streamed out of her.

“Little sips, my Lord,” Elissa said. “Savor it. Quality matters, not quantity, or you’ll waste it.”

Basking in it, they shivered a little with pleasure as they drank her in. Pleasured themselves with her. Now Kyri knew why the Queen had reminded her of a tick, or a leech….as did Harold now as well….

There was a terrible sense of draining, of something being drawn out of her and the pain.

“It will stop, just tell us where they are,” Haerold said.

Kyri stayed silent.

“No more than we expected,” Haerold said, eyeing her speculatively. “There’s a great deal of power there, though. Enough to share.”

“There is,” his Queen said, gesturing to the guard at the door, “if used carefully. And we shouldn’t waste it, or the opportunity.”

Kyri’s heart pounded as the guards opened the doors and more wizards came in. Magic whispered over her skin.

With a gesture and a nod to one of them, Elissa walked closer, eyeing Kyri curiously. 

“Take just a little, Barlow.”

Pain lanced through her.

Kyri had been watching the wizard Queen and not the wizard. Her breath locked in her chest as agony speared through her, the wizard’s expression blissful as light streamed from her and he soaked it in.

With an impatient glance at the next, the wizard Queen eyed her.

Another tap opened within her and Kyri shuddered, pierced and invaded once again, light pouring out of her. It became difficult to think.

“How many can she take?” Haerold asked speculatively.

“We’ll find out,” Elissa said, gesturing to the next.

“The Fairy Queen herself,” Haerold said. “She should last quite some time.”

With satisfaction his Queen nodded and said, “Quite some time, managed properly. And so long as she lives, there will be no other Queen or King of the Fairy.”

Another glyph, another tap, another bright stream of light flowing, another drawing from her as pain impaled her.

Kyri felt the drain of life force, a drawing-off, as their faces reflected their ecstasy and her back bowed. Agony flooded her. Her heart thudded in her breast.

Elissa ran her hand down the Fairy Queen’s flank as she trembled, eyelids fluttering, the sea-colored eyes beneath them hazed with pain, but still aware.

Perfect.

Elissa nodded to another of the wizards and this time the Fairy Queen couldn’t keep from crying out as Elissa petted her idly, the Fairy’s body tightening as another stream of light spiraled from her.

She was beyond knowing she screamed.

The dungeons had been dark, but now light filled them, flickered and danced over those who stood there.

Her body trembled helplessly.

 “Enough,” Elissa said. “Patterson. When she wakes? Pain only. Keep bleeding to a minimum. Don’t injure her wings, under any circumstances, they’re mine. When she outlives her usefulness, I want them.”

“Morgan will come for her,” Patterson said.

The wizard Queen smiled. “We certainly hope so.”

With a sigh of satisfaction, Haerold nodded. “She serves us, one way or another.”



Chapter Sixty One
 

If anything, the cheap taverns in the lower sections of the city had only become more noisome in the past few weeks or months. The squalor was incredible. A strong stench of urine arose from the ditch that passed as a gutter, from men who couldn’t be bothered to find a better place to empty themselves of the cheap ale they’d drunk.

This tavern was no better, dark, dingy, grim. Slipping through the door and keeping to the shadows, Morgan looked around. Had it only been a few months since he’d been here last? So much had changed and so much might be lost… Fear and worry plagued him but he couldn’t afford the distraction. Not here in this place, not with Kyri’s life in the balance.

Jacob sat at the back, his head against the wall, playing a desultory game of cards with another couple of men. His eyes looked too bright and his color was bad.

There was no choice, Morgan had to take the chance.

His hand resting lightly on the hilt of his sword, Morgan stepped up to the table.

“Jacob,” he said quietly, the brim of his hat pulled low, grateful the light was dim. “We need to talk.” 

Jacob’s card partners looked up with vague curiosity.

With Morgan’s hat shadowing his distinctive eyes and covering his fair hair, his hand on his sword, his mouth grim, radiating danger from every solid muscle, he was the kind of man neither wanted to mess with.

He didn’t even glance at them, a clear warning for them to go away.

Raising his eyes, Jacob looked beneath the brim of the hat and saw the gleam of pale blue eyes, the familiar tight jaw.

There was no mistaking that low, deep voice either.

Jacob was surprised to see him, for more than one reason.

“Go on, boys,” Jacob said, “Got business to do here. Have a seat, Jack.”

The two men sidled away nervously.

As much as Morgan hated to sit with his back to the room, there wasn’t much choice there either. He sat, looking at Jacob.

If anything, Jacob looked even worse up close.

His skin was grayer, his eyes red-rimmed. He’d lost weight and muscle. It was like looking at a shadow of the man. The ghost Jacob hadn’t yet become.

Looking up at Morgan, Jacob didn’t even wait for him to ask. He didn’t need to, there was only one reason Morgan would be here, only one reason he would take the risk of talking to the man who’d betrayed him once before.

“Yes, she’s here, they brought her in a little while ago by portal, they’re going to announce it in the morning, tell people they have her, show her to the crowds. She’s alive. They don’t know you’re here yet, or they’d have been here asking. I doubt they epected you to find out so soon or get here so quickly.”

Jacob had tried to get a message out, to let someone know, but – unsurprisingly – no one trusted him anymore.

“Morgan,” Jacob said grimly but as kindly as he could, “just so you know, they plan to hang her. She’s to be hung, drawn and quartered.”

The news went through Morgan like a knife, at the thought of it… seeing it too easily.

“They’re already building the gallows.” Surprisingly, Jacob’s voice was gentle.

Jacob looked at Morgan’s familiar face and a thousand memories chased through his mind.

Once he and Morgan had been friends, very good friends. They’d trusted each other. There had been a lot of good times and a few damn scary ones, but not as scary as they’d been since Haerold.

Jacob remembered the night he and Morgan had raided Caernarvon, their first run-in with the Hunters and the brilliant flash that had been Kyriay, Queen of the Fairy, coming between Morgan, him and sure death from the Hunters, giving Morgan time to kill the thing and taking another herself.

Perhaps it would have been better if she hadn’t saved him that night.

Rumor had had it for a while that there had been something between Morgan and the Fairy Queen, before Joanna, and it looked as if it was true again.

Morgan closed his eyes, his stomach twisted.

Alive. Kyri was alive, though and here, not in dark, terrible and distant Caernarvon. It rang through him, some little consolation. Very little and it was bad enough that she was here, remembering what that wizard had done to her.

But still, she was alive. There was a chance.

‘I’m coming, Kyri,’ he thought, shouting it as loud as he could in his head.

He looked at his old friend.

“Do I have to worry about you, Jacob?” Morgan asked quietly.

Morgan didn’t have to say it, but it was there all the same. The only question that mattered.

Would Jacob betray him again? 

It went through Jacob like a knife, piercingly, but he knew to his shame that he deserved it.

He took a breath and looked at his old friend steadily. Looked into Morgan’s blue eyes..

“No, Morgan. Not anymore.”

For a moment their eyes met and held.

There was something, some trace of the old Jacob, in those dark and reddened eyes. Morgan would have to trust it, he had no other choice. He nodded.

Laying his hand on the table, Morgan got up.

Then he offered that hand to Jacob. To the man who’d once been among his closest friends.

Surprised, for a moment Jacob could only stare at it. His eyes burned, his heart twisted. Looking up at into those clear blue eyes, Jacob nodded and took it. Held tight, nodding once and then releasing it.

It was goodbye and he, they, both knew it.

Grief pierced him sharply, for the friend he’d lost and for what he, Jacob, had done to him.

Jacob watched Morgan go, his long powerful strides and those sharp crystal blue eyes clearing the way in front of him.

On the table was a gold piece.

Enough and more than enough to keep Jacob going for a while. Even with all he’d done… 

Jacob wanted to swear. And he wanted to weep. He bowed his head, briefly.

Instead, he signaled to another man across the room.

The man came over smiling. They knew each other well, too, of late.

Jacob hated him, hated the need.

“How much will this buy me? “ Jacob asked, holding up the coin.

It would be enough.

Jacob remembered Morgan as the Bliss took him, all the times Morgan had stood at Jacob’s back and the times Jacob had stood at Morgan’s. Sweet Joanna. And the lovely little Fairy Queen with her golden hair, her incredible wings and her warm and impish smile.

Morgan wouldn’t have to worry. Jacob made sure of it.

They came an hour later, Haerold’s men, and spotted Jacob in his usual place in the back corner with his head back against the wall.

He was smiling as they walked toward him and they smiled back.

And then they swore.

He was no longer really there.



Chapter Sixty Two
 

The man’s name was Hart and he was sympathetic to their plight. After all, he was in much the same position, he had someone in the dungeons, too. All he’d been missing was the manpower to do the job quickly enough. Now he had it, in spades, but still…

Every other day the sluices from the cisterns on the roof of the castle were opened to clean the channels in the walls for the privies throughout the castle or after a while they stank unpleasantly. The water then ran down into the moat, effectively rinsing it as well, sending the filthy water into the river.

 “We can only get in when the sluice gates are open and the water passes through from the cisterns on the roof,” he explained. “Even then we’ll have to work fast to get the gates blocked so they don’t close on us and we have a way back out again. We’ll still have to get through the wall between the chambers.” 

Which was why he’d needed the manpower, the strength. He’d been chiseling at the mortar for months but it would take brute force to hammer the stones out of the way. “To do that, we have to wait for the gates to open.”

The Guard would have noticed a constantly open gate. Then he would have had to wait before starting all over again and so he’d had to let it close before too long.

It had been nerve-wracking work to get as far as Hart had, for one had to keep an eye on the Guard on the walkway above, then scramble across the moat while they weren’t looking, keeping pressed into the shadows along the wall until the sluice opened, waiting until the flow had passed, then to block it enough to squeeze through but not look visibly opened and then walk up the channel. The only advantage had been that the houses built next to the castle had their backs to the fetid, foul-smelling moat and cast their long shadows over it for most of the day. Those shadows provided decent hiding spots and odor kept away lingerers.

“That won’t happen until late morning. There’s nothing that we can do.”

Impatience worked at Morgan, but he could do nothing save wait in the shadows.

They all heard the trumpets blare, but they couldn’t hear the crier’s words, just snatches of it.

All of them could see.

They brought Kyri out on an open wagon, slumped on the floor, her shining wings drooping over the sides.

Kyri.

Morgan’s heart ached to see her.

 

The sun. Warmth and light. It was nearly blinding after the dark of the dungeon. It poured into her through her open wings. Even as it warmed her, she sensed Morgan as well, somewhere close, his pain so acute and so close she nearly wept. He could see her. Somehow, she knew he could see her.

She opened her eyes.

Her whole body ached, muscles she hadn’t known she owned burned. Every nerve seemed abraded, seared. Her cheek and mouth throbbed and breathing was difficult.

There were blessings. At least her arms were down, for all that they were chained to the tumbrel, her wings were free and that was wonderful, however much they ached. The sun soothed her sore muscles. Only her wrists actively hurt where the cold iron encircled them, burning.

A dozen guards surrounded her. Above her were archers.

There would be no rescue that way.

It was a scene was all too familiar from the day of Philip’s potential execution. So much so she instinctively looked up to make sure that there wasn’t a gallows and noose hanging above her head.

Not yet.

The sense of Morgan’s eyes on her was heartening, although she dared not turn her head to look for where he might be, knowing they might be watching her for some such sign.

Still, she couldn’t lay there looking as she did, sensing his pain, although she’d to be careful not to let Haerold and his Queen see how much stronger she really was. They had made a mistake, bringing her out into the sunlight, although they didn’t know it.

For Morgan’s sake, though, she had to give him something.

Still, it was nearly as agonizing as her morning. They’d sent the wizards to her again… 

With the iron on her she could do no magic, but the sunlight poured into her through her wings, restoring the strength they’d taken from her.

A little off-balance from the shackles on her wrists, Kyri struggled to her feet, swaying slightly. Automatically, her wings extended to help her maintain her balance and the crowd below her sighed with wonder as light sparkled brilliantly on them, casting rainbow shimmers around her and then she flipped them neatly closed against her back. That, too, was a relief, to be able to fold them.

Everything ached, although the warmth baking on her shoulders helped ease that a little. It did nothing for the sharp pain in her ribs, but she couldn’t have everything. She raised her face to the sun, half closing her eyes, letting out a sigh of relief, turning her head from side to side as if to ease the ache.

It was only a quick glimpse, but for her it was enough.

There in the shadows, his fair skin and hair a slightly lighter shadow against the darkness.

Morgan.

Crystal tears pattered even as she tilted her head back and smiled, letting out a breath.

 

The sluices opened, catching Morgan’s attention. When he looked back, Kyri was standing, her lovely face tipped back to the warmth of the sun, her golden hair streaming and rippling down her back, her wings extended and then they folded, fluttering a little as they always did to settle the feathers – an automatic gesture he’d always found oddly endearing and amusing.

What he didn’t find amusing were the marks on her, clearly visible on her pale skin.

There was bruising, a dark splash of blood on her temple, more on her swollen lip and the way she stood told him something pained her.

If he found the man who’d laid hands on her, he would kill him.

She was still beautiful, so beautiful. And alive.

I see you, he thought, loudly, remembering her admonitions not to shout. I see you and I’m coming.

Tears fell even as she smiled, to know he was so close. She bowed her head so that those who watched couldn’t see the little sparkles of crystalline tears.

Her head lowered a little more so her golden hair was a curtain swinging to hide the far side of her face from watchers but Morgan thought he saw her smile a little and nod.

I know.



Chapter Sixty Three
 

They brought Kyri in out of the sun, but they’d given her no water and now her thirst was raging. That was tolerable, but Haerold and his Queen followed, with Patterson at their heels. Kyri fought back her fear at the thought Elissa might discover what the hours in the sunlight had brought her besides thirst.

Patterson wasn’t unexpected, either. They wanted answers and they were determined to get them, one way or the other. She remembered what Morgan had said after they rescued him and the damage his jailors had done to him.

 Her stomach quivered a little as they fastened the chains to her shackles, cranked it to pull her arms and legs up and out, until she was suspended.

Smiling, Haerold’s Queen ran a finger over Kyri’s cheek

Haerold gestured.

The pain was shockingly sudden, light pouring out of her in a torrent instead of a stream and Kyri arched, agony shooting through her. Haerold and his Queen basked in it, wallowing in it. Kyri wasn’t even aware she’d screamed until she heard the echoes as she was released.

At Elisa’s signal, men closed in from each side, taking hold of Kyri’s wings, carefully, as she bowed from the pain, drawing them outward to secure them to the walls. As hard as she tried not to, she cried out.

Haerold supervised the remainder of the shackling, ordering Patterson to pull her up an extra inch or so, so she would have to stand on her toes to take the pressure off her wrists, shoulders and wings. With her injured and broken ribs it made it even more difficult for her to breathe.

Nodding with satisfaction at seeing her suspended, Haerold smiled.

A man crouched before her, fastening weights around her ankles.

Haerold waved the guards away.

“Does that hurt?” he asked smiling, looking up into the Fairy Queen’s face. “In an hour, it will. In two, it will be agony and it will be increasingly hard to breathe. In three…  Well, perhaps by then, you’ll be more amenable to talking.”

Morgan.

How had he survived this for so long? 

They left her then, taking the torches with them, leaving her in the darkness as the strain grew and the pain with it until it was burning agony.

 

It was hard work, but Morgan himself and one of his men had the sledgehammers and the stones shattered beneath his determination, desperation and fury. They had to work fast, for even though they were in the bowels of the castle, there was a chance that someone would notice the noise, even with blankets to muffle the harsher sounds of steel against stone. Still, it was taking time.

“That’s it!” Hart whispered, gleefully, as the last stone fell away.

It was almost a shock.

They were through.

Morgan pulled his shirt back on, sweat drenching him and tucked it back into his trews. He looked at the others.

Caleb nodded.

Hart, with his memorized map of the castle in his mind, led the way up through the depths to the chamber with its great cogged wheels where the sluice gates were raised and then across to the corridor that led to the dungeons.

Somewhere high above a cry of agonal torment rang out, thin, echoing… raising the hairs on the backs of all their necks…

Morgan closed his eyes and prayed it wasn’t Kyri who had made that terrible sound.

It was a dark and awful place, if not as haunted or as utterly desolate and hopeless as Caernarvon had been, it was still bleak and grim. Even the rats hurried out of sight. There were no windows, only smoky torches for light.

They came to a long corridor with an even longer line of iron doors, it seemed, each with a small barred window in it and a slot at the bottom.

Morgan froze for a moment. He knew this place, he’d been here. Not for long, but he’d been here, if not on this level, then on one of them.

Hart started to speak and Morgan quickly clapped a hand over his mouth.

“The guard first,” he whispered. “Stay here.”

With a glance a Caleb, leaving Hart with the other men, Morgan slipped nearly silently down the corridor, keeping close to the side opposite the distant torch.

The guard was there, a ring of keys on his hip, standing with his eyes half-closed, fighting sleep. Creeping up behind him, Morgan wrapped an arm around the man’s neck, holding it there, holding until the man’s struggles ceased.

Caleb snatched up the keys, opening cell after cell.

There was no sign of Kyri in any of them, but plenty of up yet, as Morgan remembered dimly from his brief stint here.

Running from cell to cell, Hart called softly, “Richard, Richard.”

Gesturing to his people, Morgan said, “Open the cells, get as many of them as can walk moving down.”

They nodded.

“Morgan?” a voice, scratchy from disuse, said.

He turned.

The figure in the doorway of the cell was thin, his hair matted and filthy, barely recognizable. In that moment Morgan had an idea of how he’d looked to Kyri on the day she’d freed him. He understood now the grief, sorrow and guilt he’d seen in her eyes.

So long as she’d searched though, it was enough.

“Finn?” 

With an attempt at a sharp nod, Finn said, “Myself, sir.”

“We’re going to get you out of here,” Morgan said. “Have you seen a prisoner, a Fairy…?”

Shuddering, Finn looked at him with pity in his eyes. “There was screaming, in the early hours of this morning and again this evening. It fair to broke even my heart after all the time in this place. You can hear them sometimes, above.”

He looked up, his eyes full of grief and sorrow.

Kyri. Had it been her?

Screaming. The thought wrenched at him. What had it cost her then to stand? Fury burned in him.

With a gesture, he gathered the others.

Up.

Slipping past the unconscious body of the guard, Morgan looked up the stairs. They curled upward.

The next level was no better, the guard only slightly more alert. His belt-knife silenced the man before he could cry a warning.

Each minute that passed grated on his nerves. Morgan moved silently up the curving stairs, Caleb at his heels as Hart searched for his brother below.

He could hear voices.

There was another cry of agony so great he nearly lost control and then he was racing up the stairs on near silent feet.

 

There had never been any doubt in Kyri’s mind that Haerold had been right about the pain and there was none now as it seared through her. The muscles in her arms, shoulders and wings were on fire, screaming, her wrists were in agony. He’d told her, she knew, so she could anticipate and then left her in the dark so she couldn’t distract herself from what was to come.

It was a major effort of will to bite back the moan when the torches surrounded her and Patterson took a handful of her hair to wrench her head back.

A new pain bit in, too familiar as it drilled into her, the light spilling out of her brightening the darkness and she screamed as her muscles involuntarily tightened, layering pain on pain. Her sight blurred at the edges of her vision. She panted, fighting the urge to weep.

“Tell us where he is,” Haerold said, “and the pain stops.”

Kyri shuddered, but shook her head.

With a longsuffering sigh, Haerold shook his head and said, “A shame. We helped soften her up a little for you, Patterson. We need answers and soon. Morgan has to be coming for her. We need to know where he is. Where Oryan is.”

Elissa shuddered with pleasure, her eyes closed, smiling as she drew off Kyri’s energy. 

She sighed, turned and walked away to study Kyri, waiting until she’d opened her eyes again.

“Patterson,” Elissa called.

The man stepped out of the shadows.

“Do you have your knife?” she asked, seemingly casually and he handed it to her, grinning.

Kyri went cold.

“When it’s time to take her wings,” Elissa said, “you would insert the knife here….” She used the point of the blade to illustrate.

Horror shot through Kyri at the thought.

“Just a twist here… work the blade around…”

Terror shot through Kyri as the cold metal touched her, even past the pain, as it was meant to. The very thought was a violation, a horror. 

She kept silent, made her face show nothing..

“…and the tendons will give,” Elissa continued. “You can then remove the wing as you would from a chicken.”

Eying the Fairy Queen, Patterson said. “It won’t kill her, will it?”

Elissa shook her head. “No, she simply won’t be able to fly.”

Not fly. 

Kyri couldn’t imagine it. 

Her wings gone, not just clipped, but gone. The horror of it made her knees go weak.

Still dazed, Kyri battled the urge to scream and fight, knowing that was what the woman wanted.

Once again Elissa stroked a hand over her captive, over the soft feathers, knowing she was aware, that she could hear, even as her body quivered.

Kyri closed her eyes, steeling herself against the touch, against their words.

 “It will hardly matter,” Haerold said coldly, his eyes on her face.

“Once we have Morgan it will be only one step toward her execution. The fate she saved Philip of Dorset from will be her own. She will be hung, drawn and quartered. That pretty head will be shaved. She’ll be hung, a noose around her neck, but not so her spine will be broken. She will be shackled and suspended in the air, her wrists bound to the frame and her ankles to the weights. As she hangs, you’ll cut those pretty wings from her while she still lives, so she knows it. She will remain there, suspended, until she dies, as a warning to others. She will be drawn and then quartered as Morgan watches.”

Morgan listened in horror and rising fury.

It took every ounce of willpower not to race around the corner at the top of the stairs, but to pause there to peer around it down the length of the hall to the far end…

…to the torch-lit figure shackled to the wall, her lovely gossamer wings spread wide, glittering in the flickering light.

Kyri.

His stomach tightened.

Two figures stood before her, blocking his view of all but her face, marred by a darkening bruise on her cheek. Her eyes were closed, her face pale and impassive.

One of the figures was Haerold, the other a tall, lushly built woman in a dress the color of spilled blood, her dark red hair streaming down her back – Haerold’s Queen.

To one side stood a brown-haired man, vaguely familiar even from behind.

Two guards stood to each side, as well as those who guarded this level.

Morgan looked at Caleb. 

Caleb looked sick at what he’d heard, but he was already turning to descend the stair silently. Against so many and the two wizards… If they’d had archers they could have taken the two wizards, but they didn’t.

He had to wait. It would do Kyri no good if they were caught as well but it was a different kind of agony to listen and watch as they tormented her.

Hold on, Kyri, he thought, hard. Just hold on a little longer.

Kyri’s head lifted along with her heart. It was an effort to keep her face impassive.

To hear him so clearly, Morgan had to be close. Very close. She fought a smile, wishing she could tell him that so close, he didn’t need to shout so very loud.

How close was he? And had her question answered in the next moment. Close enough to see.

“A little more,” the woman said and Morgan saw her gesture.

With a sigh, the woman’s head fell back in pleasure.

Light filled the room, pouring from Kyri’s breast as she trembled and quivered and then with a wave of the woman’s hand, it stopped. This was what they had meant when they said they drained them, as they had drained the wizards.

“Where is Oryan, tell us and the pain stops,” Haerold said. “Tell us where Morgan is and this will end.”

If he could have, Morgan would have pounded the wall in helpless fury. He willed Kyri the strength to hold on.

Even as the pain ripped through her, the sense of Morgan so close gave her strength. Gave her hope.

Kyri’s beautiful eyes opened, hazed with pain, to look into their eyes. Her jaw was tight.

“Know that I love him,” she said, so Morgan would hear it. “I will never give him up.”

Haerold leaned close. “You will break.”

Easier to say now. Kyri shook her head, even past the pain. “No, I won’t.”

Watching, Morgan thought back, ‘I love you, too.’

Kyri kept the smile from her face.

The woman turned to the man beside her. “Do as you will, Patterson. Leave her face unmarked. And remember, don’t harm the wings, they’re mine when she’s done.”

Wings? Kyri’s wings? At the thought, Morgan’s stomach clenched.

Patterson looked at the wizard Queen and then at Haerold. “I want to be the one to do it.”

“Answers, first, Patterson,” Haerold said with a thin smile, “Get them and that will be your reward.”

He held out a hand to his Queen, who took it.

They swept out of the room and with them, the guards.

Kyri looked at Patterson.

“Did you hear?” the man said. “She wants those pretty wings of yours and they’re going to let me take ‘em. I’m going to bone you like a chicken, pretty bird. I’ll make sure the knife is nice and dull. My only wish would be that Morgan was here to watch.” Pacing in front of her, he smiled. “I’ll cut slow and careful, make sure I do the job right…. “

Kyri wouldn’t show her horror at his words, even knowing it could never happen. Morgan was here. She kept her eyes locked on Patterson’s face and then saw motion behind him.

A lighter blur at the end of the corridor. Or was she only imagining it?

Familiar face, fair hair, pale eyes… Morgan.

She shook her head, blinked.

Then he moved again and she knew.

With an effort, she kept her eyes focused on Patterson, so her eyes wouldn’t betray Morgan slipping silently down the long corridor behind him.

An outcry would bring the guards.

“So,” Patterson said, speculatively, “I can’t damage the wings. I’ll enjoy cutting them off you, though, slowly, when they hang you, so you’ll feel every moment of it.”

Kyri kept her eyes still, her expression calm.

Behind Patterson, Morgan drew closer, moving silently. Every word the man said only increased his fury.

Patterson. Morgan’s jaw tightened. Punishing Kyri, betraying her and the rebel camp, all for petty revenge. The man had a great deal to answer for.

“Nor your face, either. Pity. How are those ribs? Shame you won’t see Morgan before they draw and quarter you, or I’d tell you to give him my regard.”

Kyri’s gaze went over his shoulder and she smiled.

That smile sent a chill through him. Patterson frowned.

Morgan said quietly, “How about you tell me yourself?”

Whirling, Patterson came face to face with him. 

Morgan’s eyes were cold and hard.

“Morgan,” the man said, his eyes narrowing.

There was a wealth of emotion in that one word, chief among them hate, but also a touch of fear, especially when those cold, cold eyes met his.

“Think you can take me this time?” Morgan said, his voice grim.

Patterson swung, but Morgan blocked it as Patterson drew his knife and slashed. Morgan evaded the blade and lashed out with a quick punch, hitting him fast and hard. It caught Patterson hard in the face and the man stumbled back against the wall, the knife clattering to the floor, as he slid down it. 

Morgan grabbed the man by his shirt and lifted him enough for the man’s dazed eyes to meet his.

“You will never touch her again,” he swore and hit him again.

Patterson collapsed.

Rage nearly hazed his vision, but there was Kyri….

What they’d done to her….

Letting the man drop, Morgan quickly turned to her, wincing to see the blood on her. 

He curled an arm around her waist to lift her carefully, taking the strain off her wrists, shoulders and wings, his free hand touching her face. “Kyri…” 

She smiled at him, shakily. “Morgan.”

That smile, her eyes warming, nearly destroyed him.

“Caleb,” he shouted.

Fresh blood trickled down her arms as the pressure on them was relieved.

Kyri buried her face in Morgan’s throat as Caleb came at a run and unlocked the shackles, a half cry escaping her as her arms came down, the others unstrapping her wings from the walls.

She folded over Morgan, her arms around his throat, her face still buried there, her wings outstretched, drooping around them.

It was agony of a different kind.

Her voice was a whisper, her forehead buried in his shoulder. “Please, Morgan, help me fold them. I can’t fold them.” 

Oh, dear Gods, Morgan thought. “Caleb.”

Holding her close around the waist, feeling her flinch from the pain, he and Caleb gently lifted her wings, guiding them into place at her back. Once they were in place, as hard as she fought against it, tears of relief fell as she buried her face once more against Morgan’s throat waiting for the worst of the pain to ease.

Looking at Patterson, Morgan throttled back a murderous rage.

Kyri shook her head, bringing one hand to touch his cheek.

“Morgan,” she said hoarsely, but gently, lovingly. “You’re shouting…”

He looked at her, at her damaged lip and the dark bruise on one smooth cheek, at her pale and pained face and struggled against his fury.

“Remember,” she said quietly, “what happens to those who fail Haerold? They go to Caernarvon, Morgan. Alive. He’ll stand guard in the dungeons there…”

Where Morgan had been.

“For years, or longer, unless we win…”

For a minute he stared at her. He took a breath. Then he touched her shining hair, brushing it back from her lovely face as his vision cleared.

It was a fitting punishment.

“Captain,” Caleb said as he stepped out of a cell, giving a hand to the man in it. “It’s Porter.”

The man lifted his head, brown eyes visible beneath shaggy, matted reddish hair. Porter made a visible effort to stand.

Kyri reached out to touch the man, her fingers gentle. She couldn’t not Heal, they hadn’t taken that from her, weak as she was.

A tremble went through him and with a gasp, Porter’s eyes focused. 

He looked at her, a little confused and then he looked at Morgan, his eyes widening in astonishment.

“Morgan. My God.”



Chapter Sixty Four
 

There was another whole corridor of cells, yielding more familiar faces, some Marshals, members of the rebellion and one or two people who had defied or otherwise challenged Haerold or his Queen in some way. Including a former ally or those who had been allies. One was the Ambassador from Caerdonia, the Kingdom to the west and north.

This they learned as they hurried the lot of them down into the lowest parts of the castle.

With Kyri free it was a risk to continue releasing the prisoners, but Morgan couldn’t leave them and she wouldn’t have let him had he tried.

“We have before daylight before they discover that we’re gone,” Kyri said, “and that draws close.”

Where they were not even a trace of daylight flickered. Morgan looked at her.

She smiled, “I’m a creature of the light.”

Morgan looked at her, amazed she could smile and held her more tightly in his arms, careful of her wings and ribs, myriad bruises. He hadn’t put her down much since he’d swept her up in his arms above.

Now, though, he would have to, the channel where they needed to go was too narrow, too sloped to carry her safely.

“I’m well enough to walk, Morgan,” Kyri said, softly, “some of these aren’t.”

Hart had found his brother Richard – like him, another member of the Resistance – but like many of the others, he was half-starved, battered and beaten.

With despair Hart looked at his brother and the trip across the moat.

“How are we going to get them out of here?” Hart asked.

It was clear that many of them were too weak, too battered, to get across the moat easily, quickly or quietly.

“We need a distraction,” Caleb said.

Kyri shifted a little, leaning on Morgan’s arm, rolling her shoulders to test them, to stretch and loosen them. And smiled.

Sensing what she had in mind, Morgan wanted to refuse her. He wanted to keep her close and safe, but in the face of men who’d served with him for so long and suffered so much, he couldn’t.

Lifting her lips to his cheek, she winced a little as her ribs pulled. Her eyes met his, sparkling mischievously, though.

“Can’t you picture their faces, though, Morgan?” she asked as her grin broadened. “Haerold and his Queen?”

He could never resist her when she looked like this, gamine, impish, her eyes gleaming. 

Brushing her hair back from her face, he smiled and brushed his lips across hers.

There was that, too, a kick in the teeth for what they’d done to her and to him. One more loss to Oryan’s cause.

“Are you sure?”

Her wings unfolded slowly behind her, clearly sore, but she nodded.

Then she laughed. “Yes, I think so.”

“Be careful, Kyri, I don’t want to lose you,” he said, drawing her close. “Not again.”

Lifting a hand, Kyri touched his strong handsome face, running her fingers over his square jaw.

“Never,” she said.

Ducking her head beneath the sluice gate, she looked up the wall. Giving him a swift kiss, she darted out into the growing daylight, making a face at the smell as she ran lightly through the moat. So far, no arrows. And then her wings opened, spread. 

One stroke, two, another and she was sky-born.

She looped up along the far buildings and Morgan could hear the guards exclaim as she shot up into the air, aiming for open sky, her wings stroking hard. There was a clatter of arrows against stone, but they didn’t even come close. Shooting above the shadows of the city, Kyri rose above them into the sunlight. The sun touched her wings and they seemed to burst into brilliance, glittering and gleaming in the light of dawn.

“Go,” Morgan said to the others, watching Kyri as she danced in the air, swooping and diving like a lark, her body arching so every lovely curve showed clear against her thin shift, her beautiful legs trailing. Celebrating her freedom.

The men and women went as Morgan watched Kyri play in the air just out of bowshot, teasing the guards below…

There was a commotion in the castle, cries and shouts. The guards who’d been looking upward were now looking inward.

Wisely, Kyri spiraled and swooped away.

Most of the escapees rode out of the city in ones and twos, completely unremarked. 

The city was abuzz with the story of the Fairy Queen’s escape. 

The alarm rose, orders going out even as a wagon of hay rumbled out of the city. 

After all, the guards were still looking for Morgan to come in, not to go out.

By the time the Hunters picked up the scent, they were long gone and a gentle rain was falling.



Chapter Sixty Five
 

Oryan waited in his tent with Gawain, John of Orland, Jordan of Dorset and Patraic of Mormont – who gave Kyri an ironic look as they entered, to her smile – Detrick, Robert and some of the others who Kyri had spoken to over the previous two weeks. It was getting crowded in that tent.

Gesturing to their companion, Morgan said, “Your Highness, King Oryan, I’d like to introduce you to Lord Rhys of Caradoc, the Ambassador from Caerdonia.”

The man bowed, clearly the worse for wear, but the better for Healing, a bath and some clothes Geoffrey had managed to scavenge for him. They weren’t quite as fine as what he was used to, but better than what Haerold had given him.

“My Lord, the Lady Kyriay had graciously allowed me to send communication to my King. He was most interested in learning where his Ambassador has been for nearly a year. While we aren’t certain how quickly they can get here, he’s sending a division of his own cavalry to assist you in regaining your rightful throne.”

A little surprised, Oryan inclined his head. “My thanks, then, to Alder.” 

The ambassador nodded. “I will see he gets them. With your permission, though, I’d like to stay, to offer whatever assistance and advice might be of value.”

“Then, we’ll start by saying we speak plainly around here,” Oryan said with a smile. “You do realize the odds are against us?”

A man of slightly more than middling height, his hair gray, with sharp green eyes, the Ambassador said with a smile, “Better to die in a good cause than a bad one.”

“We’ll try not to let that happen,” Oryan said. “All right. Morgan, now that you and Kyri are back with us…?”

Giving a nod, Morgan said, “Judging by what we saw on our return and what Kyri’s people have seen, Haerold is gathering his forces and preparing to march them northwest.”

“Straight at us,” Oryan said, gesturing for them all to join him by the map table as Geoffrey came in with wine from Mormont, juices and water.

“Yes,” Morgan said. “He knows you’re up here somewhere and while that’s still quite a bit of territory, it’s not that much for a large force. It’s certainly more of a direction than he’s had in a few years. He has to stop us and soon, in a show of power, or completely lose control. He’ll start hemorrhaging people. We, though, need more time.”

“So, how do we get it?” Oryan asked.

Kyri said, “By slowing them down. My people can help with that, hit and run tactics, force them to stop and take cover. Not all of them, but certainly the forward lines, which will slow those behind them. Secondly by making things difficult for them, something Gawain and I can do. He needs a lesson in the large magics as well as small and while I can call up a storm, with his help we might be able to do it in a way that lessens the impact but spreads the effect.”

It was clear Gawain was happy to have something to contribute.

Dropping his hand on his son’s shoulder, Oryan said, “Don’t underestimate the value of inspiration Gawain, and don’t forget that once the fighting starts, you’ll be in the thick of it. In the end, it’s you and I that Haerold wants and Haerold won’t be kind to either of us. Just ask Kyri, or Morgan.”

That brought Gawain back down to earth again.

“The Marshals will  be doing much the same thing. Strike and run,” Morgan said. “We found a few friends while we were in Haerold’s dungeons and they’ve got a bone to pick with him. They’ve already ridden out, on their way to gather whatever men they didn’t find here to harry Haerold’s forces.”

“How much time?”

Morgan shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, even a day or two will help, while we create an army out of John, Jordan and Patraic’s levies, the rebels who will, with the Marshals, act as our cavalry, since they’re used to hit and run tactics and Kyri’s people in the air. We’ll need to drill, to get people used to taking orders to go a given way. With only one wizard, we’re going to have to find a way to offset their magic, too.”

Kyri said, “My people can help with that.”

Galan came in, a tray in his hands.

“While our feathers don’t make any difference to us,” Galan explained, “since we are inherently magical, they do serve as a protection against some magic for those who aren’t.”

“The one difficulty is that if you’re hit, we feel it, too,” Kyri said, “so please duck now and then.”

A few people chuckled.

“Most of us contributed to these, to spread out the effect and so no one of us finds ourselves featherless,” Kyri said smiling. “There’s one for each here, as you would be the most likely targets.” 

“Tomorrow,” Morgan said, “we’ll start drilling, getting all these people working together, because I want to be the one who picks the ground where we fight, not Haerold. I want to be here…” Morgan tapped the map…” and ready, when Haerold gets there.”

Gawain looked at the map.

“Why there?” he asked.

Looking at the boy, Morgan said, “Here’s a lesson in tactics and strategy. If at all possible, you always want to choose the land where you fight. Look at it. It slopes down toward the direction Haerold will be coming from. When you’re actually there, it looks fairly level, but it’s not. They’ll be running uphill, tiring themselves, while we’ll be running down. This little rise here is where we must be, if we’re going to win.”

He pointed to the hills to each side. “Those will keep Haerold from being able to easily flank us and the woods there will give us a place to hide our cavalry, where they can ride downhill against Haerold’s flanks. It also concentrates Haerold’s forces into one place, which means half his fighters are ineffectual, those who are in the center. It makes their greater numbers more manageable.”

“If I were Haerold,” Oryan said, “I’d have archers behind that front line if I could and some of those long bows that were so effective against Kyri behind them.”

Kyri nodded. “The advantage we have is our arrows have to go down, how high we are and how much force they have when they hit is the only issue. We’ll be wary of that though.”

The debate began, working around the plan, adding a few things, arguing for position and advantage or disadvantage.

“Oryan, I’d like us all to ride out in the morning, to get a good look at this from the ground,” Morgan said.

Nodding, Oryan looked to Geoffrey, who went to make the necessary arrangements for horses and food.



Chapter Sixty Six
 

It was a fairly large party that rode out into the pale light of dawn the next morning, with a Fairy escort in the air, although Kyri herself and Galan went mounted. The sun hadn’t even cleared the horizon. A light fog drifted over the ground.

Kyri and Galan flanked Gawain, Morgan and Oryan riding ahead with the Caerdonian Ambassador .

“All right,” Kyri said. “How is your head for heights, Gawain?”

“Why?” he asked warily, eyeing her.

She grinned.

“Galan and I are going to take you for a ride,” she said. “Higher even than the chasm.”

He looked at them uncertainly. There hadn’t been much time to think then, but the chasm hadn’t been too bad and it had been over quick.

“What are you going to do?” Gawain asked.

“Show you what we see, what it looks like from up there,” Kyri said, pointing, “so you understand what happens down here.”

“How?” 

“You’ll see.” 

Both she and Galan dismounted and took wing, circling, her wings glinting crystalline in the sun, Galan’s tinged with gold.

Coming back around, Kyri called, “You’ve done this before, remember? Just hang on, Gawain.”

“It’s a little awkward, but actually kind of pleasant,” Morgan said, grinning.

“How would you know?” Kyri laughed, “Half the time you’ve only done it was when someone was chasing you.”

“Maybe that’s why I enjoyed it so much,” he said but sent an image of her skirts fluttering around her thighs to her.

Heat shimmered between them.

She laughed as she and Galan caught Gawain’s hands.

It was definitely awkward but impressive as they drew Gawain up with them. 

Gasping at first, a bit frightened – what if a hand slipped? – and then astonished, they carried him up high enough for him to see the clouds moving over the landscape.

From above it.

The view was incredible, Gawain stared in amazement at clouds like puffy sheep drifting above the landscape below. From here it looked like a broad carpet.

“You see how the clouds move,” Kyri said, “from west to east, that’s the natural current. If you draw from the north or south, that goes against that current…. If you’re going to change the weather, always remember that what you bring here, you take from somewhere else. If you change the natural currents, then chaos reigns for a time as it tries to return to its proper flow. That can cause horrible storms. What you can do, though, is speed up the natural process. That’s good for a short time, but if you want long term, then you have to move things a bit.” 

They flew down again, dropping Gawain neatly in his saddle.

Kyri circled, coming in over her strolling horse, folding her wings just in time to do the same.

“Show off,” Morgan said, smiling.

“It’s much easier when it’s not galloping,” she said with a grin and turned back to Gawain. “We want it to rain and steadily, along Haerold’s path, make the ground wet and sticky.”

“It would also help if the day itself was a little overcast and cool, people won’t tire out as quickly,” Morgan suggested.

Kyri nodded. “It’s a good time of year for it.”

“All right, Gawain,” she said quietly. “Look now at the clouds to the south. Remember how you Healed. This isn’t that different. Picture what you want to see…”

After a time, far to the south, clouds began to drift from the west and south toward the center of the plains. First one or two and then more gathered over the distant plains to the south and east. Gawain grinned as a cooler breeze blew.

He had a right to be pleased.

Kyri smiled. “Very good.”

“There it is,” Morgan said, after another few hours ride, nodding his head in the direction of the slope.

From the ridge where he intended their people to wait for Haerold’s, beyond the little rise in the center, it was like a huge, very shallow bowl tipped slightly toward the south and east.

To each side were stretches of woods, deep enough to hide their cavalry.

Oryan looked, letting out a sigh. This was where it would all end. Finally.

“It’s as good as we can make it.”

With a nod, Morgan said, “This is where I want you to stay, Oryan, sitting here where both your people and Haerold can see you.”

“Most targeted spells can’t hit you from there to here,” Kyri said. “Distance dissipates them.”

 “Reassuring. And I stay how long?” Oryan asked dryly.

Morgan looked at him evenly. “Until you need to. You’ll know when to lead the final charge, or when to come in to give inspiration.” 

His gaze went to Gawain. “And the same to you. You’ll know the moment.” 

For the first time, Gawain felt a flicker of fear. 

Morgan saw it and glanced at Oryan.

“It’s about time,” Morgan said, with relief. “I wondered how long it would take.”

Oryan said, reassuringly, “You’ll be fine, Gawain. Just fine. Anyone who isn’t afraid before battle is a fool.”

Frowning, Gawain glanced from his father to Morgan.

“It’s true enough,” Morgan said. “Just don’t think about it if you can. The chance is there that you could die, you just determine that you won’t.”

“All right,” Kyri said, to lighten things. “Gawain, let’s make Haerold’s life and troops miserable. See the clouds there? Concentrate on them, start moving them from the south to where Haerold is, envision them going that way.”

Drawing power from the earth, she focused it on the clouds. “Like this.”

“How come you can’t do that all the time?” Gawain asked.

Puzzled, Kyri said, “What do you mean?”

“Um…” he turned a little pink and she had an instant visual of herself in chains that made her shiver a little.

“Iron, iron and stone,” Kyri said. “It’s the only drawback Fairy have. Cold iron negates our magic. Stone will dampen it. You, however, don’t have that limitation. One of the advantages of being human and a wizard.”

“I can’t fly, though.”

She grinned. “There’s that, everything in life balances.”



Chapter Sixty Seven
 

Morgan drilled them all endlessly, from morning to night, getting everyone in shape and used to endless marching. An all-day battle was what he tried to prepare them for and hoped they’d survive long enough to actually achieve that.

Once darkness fell they often found themselves in Oryan’s tent, talking, rehashing the battle plans until everyone was too tired to do anything but sleep. Almost everyone. Other times found them walking singly or in odd groups or pairs, around the campfires, talking to the troops – whether John’s, Jordan’s or Patraic’s, no group was spared a visit from the King or Prince, or both, always with an escort, usually with Morgan and Kyri and their own liege lord. The soldiers were free to ask questions or talk, hunkered down around the fire. The same was true for the Marshals, rebels and the Fair.

Settled around a brazier one night, mugs of wine in hand, they talked of Gwenifer to her son, telling the same stories they’d told on another night.

On other nights they simply told tall tales until everyone laughed. Especially Detrick. Reunited with Gaia, he seemed lighter than he had.

It rained on Haerold’s troops from the day after Kyri and Gawain had called it down on them, a cold steady drizzle that soaked everyone and everything and it continued to rain until they were mired, slogging through mud. 

It did successfully slow their advance.

Messengers from Porter, Finn and the others indicated that there had been some desertions.

The day finally came when they had to leave, though, if they were to reach their chosen ground before Haerold.

Forming up before their individual troops, with Oryan, Gawain and Morgan at the lead, they rode out.

It was a beautiful day, the sun was shining, the air with a little of the bite of autumn. It would be cool, a little brisk and dry with all the dampness redirected south. Already, though, Kyri and Gawain had released the clouds. More came in from the west though, toward them, high thin cirrus clouds and cooler temperatures. Just as Morgan had wanted.

They reached the spot before nightfall and set up camp.

At the end of the day, with the tents set up Oryan dismissed his personal staff to do as they pleased, fight or stand aside. Most joined the army, taking their places around a fire somewhere, knowing that every hand with a sword was needed. Oryan couldn’t help but sigh. Only faithful Geoffrey remained at his side, a sword on his round hip.

Morgan stood with Kyri on the rise, his arms around her shoulders, her head turned slightly toward him, his cheek brushing her hair. It had grown almost all the way out again.

In the far distance they could see Haerold’s fires.

“I love you,” Morgan said quietly.

Her hands curled around his arms. “I love you, too.” 

They walked back to their tent, stopping to greet friends.

Galan was helping to direct the Healers, both the Fairy who would heal with magic and those of the Kingdom with their bandages and potions. Where they could, both Fairy and men would do what they could to aid the wounded, if they could.

“My Kyri,” Galan said quietly.

Their fingers touched, lightly, as Morgan offered his hand to the Fairy Healer.

Galan nodded slowly and took it. “My friend.”

Taking a breath, Morgan nodded in return, a salute of sorts.

Porter and Finn had brought their people back to fight beside them. 

Before first light all of the rebels would move their people into the woods. Detrick’s people would be on the opposite ridge. Morgan and Kyri made a point of finding Deandra. 

Like a shadow, Caleb followed them both.

Oryan was outside his tent, Gawain with him. Detrick came in before heading out to the left flank, Gaia at his side, the usually merry fairy uncharacteristically quiet.

His face thoughtful, Patraic offered his hand to Kyri as he arrived and she took it. Their eyes met as their hands tightened.

The Ambassador came to them, looked to Morgan and Oryan.

“Our people will be here in the late morning. Where do you want them?”

By then, it was likely that any aid would be welcome.

“Have them hit the flank they face as soon as they arrive,” Oryan said, with a glance at Morgan.

If it wasn’t already over.

Dark eyes grim, the man nodded. “Good luck to you all.”

Outside the tent Morgan looked at Kyri in the torchlight.

Their eyes met, his crystal blue to her aquamarine. 

From out of the darkness his horse came at her silent call, pacing steadily. He vaulted up into the saddle and offered a hand to her. She took it and he swung her up into the saddle behind him. Her arms reached around him, closed around his waist as she laid her head against his back.

Neither spoke, neither needed to.

Setting his heels to the horse, Morgan sent it leaping into the darkness. A Fairy light appeared, racing ahead of them to light the way, darting between the trees, searching for a private space for them.

Kyri slid her hands beneath Morgan’s shirt, frantic to touch him, his skin. She skimmed them over his abdomen, up to the curved muscles of his chest, pressing, caressing, taking in the warmth of him, the solidness. The life of him.

The moonlight painted the clearing with brilliant silver light.

Morgan was off the horse, dragging Kyri down into his arms.

She wrapped her legs around his waist as he took handfuls of her shift at her back and ripped it free, as desperate to touch her as she was to touch him. His shirt followed, buttons flying as she tore it open, her mouth hot on his chest. Then her skin was beneath his hands and his was beneath hers, his hands racing over her, crushing her to him.

They made love fiercely, there was no gentleness, just passion and a frantic, desperate need to connect one last time.

Kyri collapsed, her body draped over and around him, her wings fluttering down around them to cover them both as Morgan curled one hand around her head to hold it close. 

Morgan wrapped his arm around her waist to keep her there.

Kyri pressed her lips to his throat, felt his pulse hammer against them at a speed to match hers, her love for him nearly painful in its intensity.

Neither spoke the words. It wasn’t necessary, it sang between them, it was there in the tightness of the arms with which they held each other, in the pressure of their hands.

Morgan brushed his cheek over her hair as Kyri pressed hers against the hard muscles of his chest.

After a while, they rose and this time Morgan pulled her up in front of him, her head against his chest as they rode back to their tent.

Curled among the pillows from her aerie, they made love once more, quietly, gently and fell asleep still tangled tightly around each other.



Chapter Sixty Eight
 

The morning dawned partly cloudy but crisp and clear with a hint of fog that was already clearing. It was the perfect weather for battle, cool and comfortable, just as he’d asked. Morgan had their troops in place, the three levies in the center and their cavalry on their wings. Kyri’s people waited in ranks behind them to take flight.

Oryan, wearing his crown and colors, rode across the front of the crest.

Behind him, Haerold’s forces approached steadily. By any estimates, they would have to kill at least two of the enemy for every one of theirs, if not more.

Oryan sat straight in his saddle before his troops, flanked by Morgan and Kyri on one side and Gawain on the other, looking every inch the King he was.

“Your choices have already been made,” Oryan said, his voice carrying clearly. “You know what you fight for, for freedom, for your families. You chose to support me in this fight. I have only to thank you for what you are about to do and pray that you all survive. For those who have already given their lives, for my beloved Gwenifer and for those some of you have loved and lost, I give thanks. We fight for them here and for all those who cannot. Good luck and I hope to see you all on the other side.” 

Haerold’s forces marched steadily up to the base of the valley.

As one, the four of them rode to the crest. 

Oryan looked to each of them and then held his hand out to Morgan. 

Morgan took it.

“My friend.”

Morgan looked into the eyes of this man he respected and honored, his friend, both holding on hard. His breath caught, his heart tight.

“Stay alive,” Oryan said, intensely.

Morgan nodded.

After a moment they released.

“Kyri,” Oryan said, looking to her. “I’ve never truly thanked you for your aid that night, or the sacrifices you’ve made for this Kingdom of ours.”

He held his hand out to her.

She took it.

“It is ours,” she said, her aquamarine eyes even, her hair streaming in the wind like a flag, “All of ours. We fight for what is right.”

Down in the valley, Haerold’s troops massed, filling the mouth of it, closing, closing.

Morgan glanced at Kyri. Her face was set and pale, but her eyes were sure and steady. 

If there was a moment when he wished her away somewhere safe then he knew there was also a moment when her heart wanted to cry out to him for fear of losing him, but she straightened and smiled.

A small smile touched his mouth and he reached a hand to her. She reached hers back. Their fingers touched.

Below, there was a shout and Haerold’s forces charged, his foot soldiers racing toward them. 

So, Haerold had decided to take the fight to them and attack, his greater numbers giving him the advantage.

There was no more time. It would be now.

Reaching for his sword, Oryan faced down the slope.

Morgan turned. “Wait, let them run, let them run.”

A breathless silence fell as they watched Haerold’s forces charge up the slope, starting to labor…the momentum slowing…

“Wait,” Morgan said. “Let them reach the rise.”

Their legs would be growing heavier with every step.

 “Wait, wait... now!”

Oryan’s sword came down and with a great roar, the levies were released. With one last glance to Kyri, to Oryan and Gawain, Morgan went with them, in the heart of them, Caleb at his side.

Kyri leaped off her horse as the last of them passed her and sprinted for the sky, wings catching and taking her up.

“Now!” she shouted and in a great rush of sound the Fair took wing, rising up, filling the air with a rainbow of sparkling gossamer wings.

It was an incredible sight. Oryan watched them lift into the air in awe and wonder.

Reaching altitude, Kyri drew her bow, nocked an arrow and dove, spiraling down, swooping over the front lines, firing on the wing.

There was a whirring, Haerold’s archers…

From the still air came a blast of wind, Kyri’s magic drove the arrows back.

As one, her people dove behind her to strafe Haerold’s troops even as the Oryan’s pikemen stopped and braced their pikes. The Fair let fly a shower of arrows amidst the screams and shouts, as Oryan’s archers did the same and the two armies came together with a crash of steel and flesh that echoed from the hills. Screams rang out. Thin sunlight flashed from swords, there were shouts and cries, bodies slammed against each other and blood flew.

In the midst of it all, shouting orders and encouragement, Morgan rode. 

The Fairy horse Kyri had given him danced and spun beneath him, responding to every shift of his knees, lashing out with feet and teeth, with Caleb ever at his left, guarding his flank.

Seeing a gap, Morgan shouted, spurred his horse to close it, a dozen of their soldiers racing to help.

Oryan watched mayhem become a horribly beautiful and deadly dance, with the Fairy spinning and diving above, their wings glittering in the pale light. Horses raced along the sides, manes and tails streaming, the archers mounted on them drawing and firing, while the swordsman hacked and slashed. There were screams and shrieks, pain and rage, the ring and crash of steel on steel. He saw a horse go down, its rider tumbling almost gracefully to his death. In the center of the bedlam the first line had fallen, but others had filled their places and were fighting on.

Morgan’s fair head was unmistakable in the thick of it, a beacon for the troops.

The Fairy were like falcons or hawks and sometimes larks in the air, twisting and spinning in the sky. To his grief he saw a wizard’s fireball take one, the body tumbling down into the fray, while others were battered by blasts of wind.

Kyri felt the death and shrieked in rage and fury.

A longbow arrow skimmed close but she rolled. Solon came in past her like a falcon and took the archer who threatened his Queen.

With every bank and turn, every dive, Kyri looked for Morgan out of the corner of her eyes…as Morgan did, with half an eye on the sky.

“Hold, just hold,” Morgan shouted, as the cavalry burst out of the trees on both sides, sending a jolt through Haerold’s forces.

Too busy to be weary, Morgan was astonished to realize that the morning had passed. They had made it through the morning…and they were still fighting, diminished, but still in it.

Racing along Haerold’s flanks, arrows flying, the shock of the cavalry attack stunned Haerold’s troops there for a moment, giving Oryan’s foot soldiers a chance to wreak their own mayhem before the horsemen broke off, galloping up and around the hill to come around for another strafing run again. The flanks turned to defend themselves.

The line wavered, but held.

Still, they weren’t driving them back…and then there was a great shout from Oryan’s troops as the Caerdonian Cavalry burst over a hill to the west and crashed into Haerold’s right flank.

Now there were signs of wavering, the line shifting on that side. 

Morgan saw a fireball take another Fairy from the sky.

Her long dark hair streaming behind her, Gaia spun down. 

His heart wrenched.

From the hill Detrick watched, horrified, shouting out his grief and pain, pounding his fist impotently against a tree in rage and helpless fury. But he held for the signal. He could do nothing for her, his Gaia, he was too far away.

To the left Morgan could see young Jordan of Dorset, tall and gangly, charge, shouting, driving his people to push, holding the line as pressure came against him. He’d lost almost a third of his people but his thin young face was implacable and so were theirs. The enemy had lost more than they had.

Rolling in mid-air to change her angle, Kyri saw Patraic, hard-pressed and dove, Dorien at her side, to drive them back with arrow after arrow.

Startled, Patraic looked up and saluted his thanks, shouting at his people to close up.

All along the line their forces were pushing and Haerold’s line was wavering. It was the tipping point and they’d reached the rise. A final push and the line would break.

“Kyri,” Morgan shouted, “now!”

Shooting up into the air she fired a Fairy light high up into the sky, a sudden burst of crystalline brilliance. Oryan signaled as well and the rebels poured over the hills into the fray, screaming defiance, their ululating cries wailing above the sounds of battle.

Detrick plowed through, sword hacking and flying, grief spurring him, his people sharing it. As flighty as she’d seemed, flirtatious Gaia had guarded them fiercely… 

And he’d loved her.

Above them, the sun was lowering. The battle had been going on for most of the day, but they were winning.

To Oryan’s astonishment, they were winning, they were pushing them back. For a moment, he almost couldn’t believe it.

More of the rebels poured over the hills, as the Fairy danced, dodged and darted in the air, fireballs flashing around them.

The sword caught Patraic under the ribs by surprise, the sudden piercing pain, the gush of warm blood. He looked down at it in dismay and sorrow, knowing it was a mortal wound. He wished he could have seen his wife, his children, one more time. And then he was falling. Even as he did, though, he saw the King raise his sword and set spurs to his horse….

Shifting, Haerold’s line trembled, a line of them falling before Fairy arrows as the rebels pushed them back. The Caerdonians spurred into another charge, hammering into Haerold’s flank, which was weakening.

The line shifted…wavered…

Oryan saw the moment come, the moment when the tide turned. 

With a shout, he spurred his horse forward, Gawain at his side, calling to his people, exhorting them, his guard of Marshals charging with him. The army saw him and knew the moment had come. With a roar, they went with him.

Morgan watched the enemy fall back and his heart lifted.

The arrow hit him square in the chest.

It was like being punched, a sudden hard blow that took his breath away. Shockingly.

For a moment he could only look at the shaft buried in his chest, unable to take a breath, his mouth tightening. 

He lifted his eyes, looking up into the sky.

To Kyri.

Morgan had no trouble finding her, her gossamer wings sparkled, her golden hair shone in the thin light, swirling around her as she turned in mid-flight, so graceful, so beautiful. His Kyri. His heart ached with more than the pain of the arrow. Gods, how he loved her.

He stiffened as the pain hit.

Stunned, Oryan could only stare in horror as Morgan suddenly went still.

Then, he saw it, the stain spreading. 

For a moment the truth of it just didn’t penetrate. It couldn’t. 

Not Morgan.

It was disaster.

The shock hit Kyri like a physical blow, like an arrow to her own breast and she spun in the air, all her world constricting to Morgan and only Morgan – and the bolt sticking out of his chest, darkness spreading over his shirt, over his broad, strong chest.

Her heart seemed to freeze.

The scream that tore out of her echoed against the sky…

“Morgan!”

Galan, Dorien, a dozen other Fairy turned in horror…

Kyri wasn’t even aware of the cry as she folded her wings and dove.

Like a falcon, she shot downwards, her hair streaming behind her, her wings sparkling so it seemed she left a glittering trail of sparks behind her as she fell like a meteor, streaking through the sky and then her wings snapped open with a crack that echoed across the battlefield.

She caught Morgan as he fell from the saddle.

“Morgan,” she whispered, her heart breaking and then the cry tore from her again. “Morgan!”

For a moment it seemed as if the world had suddenly gone utterly still and silent save only for the sound of the wind blowing, as Kyri dropped to the ground between the two forces, Morgan in her arms. All that she heard was the faint ringing of the horse’s tack as it turned away...

Her eyes were only on Morgan, only on the pain there and the love in his blue eyes.

Kyri. 

Morgan could only look at her. He tried to take a breath to speak but there was pain.

She went to one knee with the weight of him, a hand sliding gently down around the arrow in his chest, pouring Healing down along it and into him even as she lifted her head to stare defiantly into the face of the opposing army, fury, rage and fear spearing through her.

It was just she and Morgan alone in the middle of the field, on the rise Morgan said they had to reach.

Her hand slipped inside his shirt, curled around the arrow, over his heart, over the terrible wound so close to it. Slowly she pulled the arrow, Healing as she withdrew it.

Morgan’s blue eyes met hers, his hand covering her hand even as the enemy momentarily halted their flight.

Both of them knew the truth – that if they turned on them she couldn’t lift him from here, not before the arrows flew.

And she wouldn’t abandon him… no more than he would have left her. If they were to go, it would be together.

So small, Oryan thought, stunned, as he saw them on the ground.

In all the time Oryan had known her, for all of her small size, Kyri’s indomitable spirit had always seemed so large. 

Kneeling in the center of the plain, trapped between the two armies with Morgan in her arms, both of them in the direct path of Haerold’s forces, she looked so fragile, her gossamer wings curled almost protectively around them. 

But she also looked resolute, defiant, as if daring them to come at her, defying them to try.

A sudden silence fell, for a breath, two…

Slowly, the enemy turned as someone on that side shouted and another cheered. A wizard charged through their ranks, spurring his sweat-foamed horse faster.

The enemy had turned.

A whisper, Morgan snatching a breath as Kyri’s warmth, her Healing, spread through him, taking the pain away.

Crystal blue eyes met aquamarine.

“I love you, Kyri.”

“I love you, too, Morgan,” she said, lowering her head to brush a kiss across his mouth.

Watching, Oryan saw the enemy turn to run toward them…

Shouting, he tried to rally his troops. Above, the Fairy, as one, gathered and dove. Knowing it was hopeless. 

The momentum had been lost, but every one of them, from levy to rebel to Fairy refused to give up….and Oryan went with them.

A great shout went up, in defiance, denial….

Kyri looked up again…at the setting sun, at the lowering clouds.

There was only one faint chance, one last desperate gamble…

She wouldn’t lose Morgan again, not for her own life…. Haerold wouldn’t win… 

Faces flashed through her mind, Oryan, so determined… young Gawain… all of her people, quiet Galan, steady Dorien, dependable Solon, merry Gaia…fallen. 

And Morgan… Always her beloved Morgan… 

“Gawain,” Kyri shouted, in voice and mind, “Clear the sun... clear the sun… just give me light…just a single shaft of light!”

Her arms wrapped tightly around Morgan, she poured Healing into him as the arrow finally came free. She tossed it away. Even so, he was too weak for her to move. 

Her eyes were on the advancing troops, as the wizard raised his hands and gestured… raising power….

Astonished, disbelieving, Gawain could only stare, trying to understand how everything could have gone so bad so suddenly.

It didn’t seem possible. For days, weeks, months, for as much as he’d suffered, as hard as he’d fought, Morgan had seemed eternal, strong and unconquerable. They’d been so close to winning… 

Kyri’s cry broke his paralysis, his eyes lifted to the leaden sky and then he set heels to his horse, racing across the battlefield and into the field of fire.

Oryan turned, cried out in horror, “Gawain!”

The army stared as the determined young man raced across the field, his brown hair flying, gray eyes steady, his sword raised in hand.

With a great shout, as one they charged to defend their General and their Prince.

Before her, a hundred men and more ran toward them.

Kyri saw the archers raise their bows and the first flight of arrows flew upwards with a sound not unlike wings to darken the sky.

Then Gawain was behind her, his hands on her shoulders.

She looked up into his silver eyes.

His met hers and then looked at the advancing army, at the flight of arrows rising and the clouds above. 

Magic shivered over her skin, hers and his, focused together.

Morgan felt it, hers soft, fresh, Gawain’s sharp, clear…

In the distance, so did Galan… 

“Kyriay…no….!” he shouted. “My Kyri….”

Galan ran even as his wings opened, knowing, fearing what she was about to do.

He looked across the battlefield at Kyri, saw her gesture to  the prince.

“Give me light,” Kyri whispered to Gawain.

Their eyes met and the boy nodded. His gaze went to the sky.

Remembering everything she and Galan had taught him, Gawain focused his intent.

On light.

Everything went silent…the moment breathless, seemingly eternal…

Morgan watched as the soldiers sped toward them, as the arrows reached their apogee.

In a moment, they would fall.

A blast of wind would stop them, Kyri knew, but not those who ran beneath them. The arrows would reach them first, but the soldiers soon after.

Kyri looked back at Morgan. She loved him so much.

Their eyes met as his hand closed over hers. There was no pain. She’d Healed it.

“Close your eyes, Morgan,” she said softly.

He looked at her, at the look in her eyes, at the desperation, a trace of hope and fear…

The clouds parted. A single shaft of light pierced to strike the trio on the rise.

It was enough.

So very beautiful, Morgan thought as he looked at her, as the light touched her, warmed her eyes, gilded her hair and sparkled from her wings.

“Close your eyes, love,” she said.

“Kyriay,” he said, not a question, a statement.

Brightness.

On a breath, she said, “Yes.”

Her face lifted to the light and he closed his eyes.

Kyriay, the Bright One, Queen of the Fairy, spread her wings wide, wider and called down the Light. Called it down to her, down to her crystalline wings, opening them as wide as she could to take it, all of it. She called the light down and into her, into her wings, to fill her and them with brilliance, them and her with heat and light.

It poured into her, seared through her, battered her, filled her to bursting with glorious, radiant light, so bright, so intense, so much, so much, more, more… It streamed into her, overwhelmed her. She was lost in the brilliance as it filled her, absorbing it, more, the light of the sun, all the light of the sun…burst through her…

To those watching, incredibly, her wings began to glow, brightened. 

The light intensified, grew eye-searingly bright, so brilliant they had to turn away, going white hot… A sound rose from her wings, the sound of crystal on crystal, ringing, shrieking…

Kyri arched as her wings gathered the light, cupped it, focused it.

A keening cry burst from her.

She was Brightness…

Released it.

Light exploded across the plain. It burst brilliantly, searing, radiant, as if a thousand bolts of lightning had all struck at once in the same place.

To those there the world seemed to shatter into a million shards of glorious incredible radiance. If light could be translated into sound then it thundered, it rang, it screamed brilliance. The whole world reverberated with a sound like bells, like shattering glass, like the breaking of a thousand hearts. It was life, it was love and healing, it was hope, it was the defiance of death, it was the sound of grief.

It was as if the sun had been born again in the midst of the plain and Kyriay, Brightness, the Queen of the Fairy, and Morgan in her arms, were at the heart of it.

Light splintered, blasted, blinding…

And everywhere her tears had fallen, light burst, too… 

In the dark shadows of Haerold’s dungeon and the misty darkness of abandoned Caernarvon, in the blighted heart of the Central Forest and a fertile plain in the depths of the heartlands, there was light, glorious light. It stripped away the shadows, burned away the darkness…

 

Silence.

The world came back from glory slowly, from the astonishing brilliance, as the light receded and the eyes tried to adjust. It was for a moment rendered only in black and white, as it came back into focus once more. Color seeped back by degrees. The clouds were gone as if they’d never been and the lowering sun bathed everything in soft, warm amber light.

A gentle breeze blew, brushing across the skin lightly, ruffling the hair gently.

Across the battlefield soldiers stared around them, incredulous… 

For a moment Oryan couldn’t quite comprehend what had happened. No one could. He was dazed, uncomprehending and then his heart went still as he looked for his son…and for Morgan and Kyri.

In the center of the plain, Kyriay still knelt as she had it seemed only a moment and a lifetime before. Her beautiful wings were still spread and resplendent, glowing brilliantly, light still dancing in and through them.

Morgan was braced in her arms, Gawain at her back.

Before them, Haerold’s soldiers had fallen like wheat before a scythe, although some few were slowly stirring.

The wizard was gone. Vanished as if he’d never been. His horse wandered, riderless.

On the plain between the two forces a tumble of arrows was scattered loosely and wildly like a child’s game of pick-up sticks.

A little dazzled, stunned, Morgan opened his eyes and looked up at Kyri.

Her face was as still and serene as marble, tinged lightly with color. The light from her wings shifted over her delicate features. Her remarkable eyes were lowered, the golden lashes sparkling a little in the sunlight. She was barely breathing.

He raised a hand to her smooth cheek.

For a moment her beautiful sea-colored eyes fluttered, saw him. Her lips curved… and then the light in them vanished…

“Kyri,” he said, his heart twisting.

A terrible fear burst through Morgan….

It seemed as if Gawain had been frozen and then sense and feeling came back.

A small voice in his head seemed to whisper, See, I can do magic…

He looked at her, at Kyri. Her beautiful eyes were closed, her lovely face as pale as milk.

Gawain caught her as she crumpled, as Morgan scrambled to take her up in his arms.

She was gone.

As the shock of it hammered him, Galan whispered, “Kyriay, my Kyri…” as his feet hit the ground beside them.

On the far side of the plain a voice in the distance shouted, “I can’t see.”



Chapter Sixty Nine
 

It had taken some time, but the castle at Caernarvon had finally been restored to its former glory. At long last it was done and just in time for the winter holiday. The Great Hall had been decked out in pine and winter berries so the room smelled of nothing else. Under Geoffrey’s direction the slate floor had been polished almost to the point of being a hazard and carpets laid over them. A fire burned in the long fire pit. Spits turned with a whole roasted pig, two half sides of beef and several chickens. Pots of mead and honeyed wine hung over the coals to warm. Torches burned, the soft light from them warming and softening the look of the stone of the room further.

Oryan looked it over with satisfaction.

It had taken nearly two years to put everything to rights again, but things were returning to normal.

Haerold had been sent to Remagne, where he brooded in his castle alone. Like many of the wizards that day on the plain, the light had taken Elissa. It hadn’t taken Haerold, but it had taken his sight. A blind wizard was little threat to anyone.

That incredible light that day had burned away the darkness. It had been beautiful and it had been terrible.

Gawain came down the steps two at a time as usual. He’d grown even more and now topped his father in height. Wandering along the tables he stopped to sample something from each. 

He’d also become an eating machine, his father thought fondly.

“Just a little longer….” he said.

Only Morgan was here at the moment, brooding by the fire…his fair head bent, his blue eyes on the flames.

A little shot of joy raced across the room on tiny gossamer wings. Morgan snared his daughter out of the air with one hand out of long practice. Her little face beamed up at him, her eyes impish. At two and some she’d just learned to fly and gone from fluttering to zooming. She’d her father’s fair hair, her mother’s aqua eyes and sense of mischief and wings that matched the color of her eyes. In every other way she was her father’s daughter and so she was already a handful. He bounced her in his arms and she giggled, her hands on his face, patting it happily.

Diana.

Morgan smiled back at her.

From above came a sharp piercing cry. That was the signal. He knew what that sound meant. He’d heard it once before, with this one.

“Let’s go see your mother,” he said, bounding up the stairs to peer around the door, smiling, followed by Oryan and Gawain. “Is it safe?”

Kyri laughed, sitting up in bed, reaching to Galan, who was beaming proudly, to take the baby from him. “Come see your son, Morgan.”

She smiled at him, her eyes on his beloved face.

He settled onto the bed beside her as she pulled back the blankets to settle the boy to nurse with a smile of contentment. With a gentle finger, Morgan smoothed the boy’s thin cap of hair. Gold, like his mother’s. He wondered what color his eyes would be once they changed. His son. Their son.

Oryan leaned against the doorjamb, grinning. “Congratulations.”

Ducking around his father, Gawain peered over the top of the blankets. “Hungry, isn’t he?”

“Reminds me of someone else I know,” Oryan remarked, dryly.

Gawain rolled his eyes.

Kyri looked up at Gawain and grinned. He’d turned into a fine Healer, after a literal baptism by fire that day on the plain. Gawain and Galan had both been tried that day and come out the stronger for it.

A crystalline wing found its way out of the blankets, fluttering. Morgan went still as Kyri looked at him, abashed, and then she grinned.

It was as clear as crystal, that tiny wing, like his mother’s. 

A small smile tugged at Morgan’s mouth as he reached out and touched it. It fluttered automatically.

“Say hello to Ky, the next King of the Fairy.”

Morgan shook his head, tucking an arm around her. “What will I do with two of you?” 

Kyri grinned.

Below, they heard the sound of the doors of the Great Hall opening.

Clearly torn, Oryan looked back toward the Hall.

Smiling, eyes sparkling, Kyri said, lifting her chin at Morgan. “It’s his fault, blame him. He couldn’t wait just a little longer to have another.”

Morgan laughed. ”Go, we’ll be down in a little while to show off our new arrival.”

It was another benefit of Fairy Healing, that she could recover so quickly, although she would still be tired and a little weak. Kyri looked up at Morgan and he smiled, tracing a finger down the baby’s cheek, Diana fluttering above his shoulder to look down at her brother in fascination.

They couldn’t miss this first holiday in restored Caernarvon, though.

Galan took the baby, holding him so Diana could see as Morgan helped Kyri dress, taking her hand to steady her as the long pale blue dress slipped over her now flat belly to swirl around her feet, his hands lifting it a little so her wings could settle before sliding down over her waist. He looked into her eyes.

“Thank you,” he said, “for our son.”

She smiled, raising a hand to his face. “I love you, Morgan.”

Lifting her hand to his lips, he kissed it. “I love you, too. Are you ready?”

She nodded and he led her out, a curled arm inviting his daughter to settle in the crook of it, Galan following with Ky.

The Hall below was filled with familiar faces, people chattering and talking, Fairy nearly indistinguishable from the others in the crowd, save for the wings.

There were faces that were missed and the grief there had just begun to fade.

Caleb was gone, he’d fallen only a moment before the arrow struck Morgan or it never would have, his wound so grievous even Kyri couldn’t have healed him.

They found Dorien amongst the dead, too, his sword in hand, two arrows in him, yet he’d fought there, too. Bodies had been scattered around him.

Kyri missed his imperturbable presence intensely.

Among those here were Patraic’s widow and his heir, his daughter Calandra. It would be the first festival they would celebrate after they’d put aside the black of mourning.

Morgan learned of Jacob’s fate in the days that followed the battle and put the timing together well enough to understand the sacrifice his friend had made, reparation of sorts for the harm that had been done. He grieved for the friend he’d once had.

His wish, however, had been granted and the walls of Remagne had been torn down. The great pediment now stood on the ground beside the road to Remagne as a shrine to those who had suffered and died in the war. Jacob’s name was listed among them.

There were bright spots, too, as Gaia’s infectious laughter rang out. Detrick had taken a dozen wounds as he battled to where she’d fallen, to find her, burned badly and bleeding, among the fallen but still alive.

It had been she Galan had been healing that moment on the plain when Kyri had called down the light. Although he’d done an amazing job, one of her wings had been damaged enough to limit flight. She had consolation, though. Detrick stood at her side, with their son in his arms, firmly keeping the boy from flying off. He wasn’t quite fledged yet but he was trying…mostly Detrick’s patience.

Jordan of Dorset and Gawain indulged in a wrestling match.

Amid music and laughter, people hurried to come see the new baby and Fairy to see their future King.

He would be raised in Caernarvon as well as the glens and so know both, as his people now did.

The Fair had returned even to the Great Central Forest and were busy at work restoring the damage Haerold had done there, occasionally at odds with the folk who lived around it but they were learning to balance need against need.

So, too, the wizards begun to return.

Unfortunately, not all of Haerold’s wizards had been on the plain that day and not all had been within the reach of Kyri’s Tears, as folk had begun to call them. Some still remained and that was a problem they were still resolving.

That was for another time.

King Oryan stood before his throne and clapped his hands, older, wiser, his features marked with a little more experience, his plain and simple crown on his head. At his side, Gawain stood, tall and handsome, a slight smile on his face.

“Welcome,” Oryan said and spread his arms…
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