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Chapter 1
 
“Tie me up.”
“What?” Bekka asked, pulling her hood back and releasing long tresses so dark they seemed to absorb the light around them. Her green eyes pierced the man who had spoken. “Why bind you, Logan? We know of your curse.”
“I can invoke it and have some control when there’s no moon,” He said. “This place has two moons! The smaller is always full. I can feel it now and it’s not even risen.”
Bekka glanced to the sky, searching for the missing satellite. A dockworker had told them it circled the northern sky and rose and fell at least once, sometimes twice a night. “We’ll take care of you.”
Beside her another woman pulled her hood back to reveal wispy blond hair that nearly floated on her head. She looked like more of a girl than a woman until her eyes were noticed. They seemed to have witnessed a thousand hardships. She nodded and smiled at the priest. “It’s our time to help you.”
Logan took in the reassuring looks upon their faces and felt some of the weight on his shoulders lift. “Thank you. Both of you. I often wonder what I’ve done to deserve such friends.”
Bekka snorted, then covered her mouth in embarrassment. “I’m sorry, but you’re both here to help me, remember? I’m the lost soul looking for guidance.”
“We’re all looking for something, that’s what brings us together.” Logan reassured her.
Bekka touched him lightly on the arm but said nothing. Logan knew how she felt and it warmed him. Bailynn, once a magically controlled assassin used by the elves, let a partial smile show on her face. Logan saw it and felt his own mood darken. She’d been taken from her parents too young and twisted into a weapon. She was free now, but she deserved to know more than the hard work and violence that she’d endured.
“Hurry, the sun will be down soon,” Logan urged. “We’ve enough wood for the night. If it’s as bad as I fear, I don’t expect any of us will sleep much.”
Bekka reached into Logan’s pack and pulled out a long coil of rope. Logan nodded when she looked at him. “It’s special, crafted by the Elders.”
“You had your choice of anything and you had them make you a rope to bind yourself with?” Bailynn blurted out.
He smirked at her question. She was right, it did seem ridiculous. “They offered me a magical one that would confine me on command. I was afraid I might let myself out.”
Bekka nodded. “You’re a strange and wonderful man.”
Logan felt his cheeks warm. “Thanks,” he mumbled before turning to a rigid tree he’d specially picked when he’d chosen the campsite. He stood facing it and then sat down, wrapping both arms and legs around it. “Hurry please.”
“I’m better with knots,” Bailynn offered. Bailynn had been a deckhand on the Voidhawk while Bekka was the helmsman.
Logan waited, feeling sweat break out on his brow as the shadows lengthened. Bailynn wrapped the rope around him time and again, adjusting tightness and placement at his suggestion. When he found even taking a deep breath was difficult, Logan was certain she’d bound him well. Now all that remained was for the final rays of the sun to dip below the mountains to the east and the smaller moon to rise.
He’d felt alive and full of energy since arriving on Kelios, but it was an energy he knew and feared. Now it was growing inside of him, making it hard to stay still. He focused his breathing and shut his eyes, resting his forehead against the smooth bark of the tree in front of him. Behind closed eyes he imagined a speck of light surrounded by a field of darkness. All he had to do was focus on making his way to that promising light and he’d be safe from the monsters in the darkness that sought to make him one of their own.
 
 
* * * *
 
“It must be terrible,” Bekka whispered, staring at the bound priest. His clothing was dark with sweat and in spite of the rope around him he would still twitch and jerk violently from time to time. The smaller moon had just risen in the northeastern sky and begun its rapid streak across the night time sky to the southwest.
Bailynn shivered and looked away. She stared at the fire, saying nothing. Bekka alternated between watching here two companions. Logan struggled while Bailynn focused on everything but Logan. She reached across slowly and touched the girl on her knee, making her jump. “’Lynn, are you okay?”
Bekka saw the haunted look in her eyes before she forced a smile and nodded. “I’m fine. I’ll take watch, you keep an eye on things here.”
Bekka closed her mouth, surprised at how quickly Bailynn jumped to her feet and stepped away from the fire. She patted the gloves at her side to be sure they were with her then left the ring of firelight behind her. Using her half-elven heritage Bekka could make the girl out until a growl made her look away.
Logan’s breath was fast and barely controlled. Tinged with the sounds of him panting were growls and whimpers that came from deep in his chest. The hair on his arms grew darker as she watched. He was fighting it, but she thought he was doomed to fail.
What did that mean for her? Kelios was reported to have wild and magical races upon it. Creatures powerful and wise, as well as deadly. She sought out one race in particular, they called themselves the Fayer. She’d heard they were a reckless and impulsive race of beings, but they possessed great understanding of magic and of hidden truths. That was what Bekka sought, an understanding of the strange talents she possessed but never fully understood.
Logan had pledged his help, but if every night they had to bind him and sleep was impossible, how much help would he truly bring? Bekka sighed. Logan was a dear friend and one of the few people in all the void she knew she could truly rely on. The others she could count on one hand – Bailynn, Dexter, Jenna…and perhaps Keshira though only because it would be Dexter’s will that she help him. There’d been others, but those had been lost to the void over the years.
Fighting back a lump in her throat at the thought of Willa, Jodyne, and Kragor — fallen friends — she looked again for Bailynn. The girl was small for a human, smaller even than Bekka and she was part elf. Between Bailynn’s petite size and skills she’d learned as an assassin for the elves, she was nowhere to be seen.
Bekka frowned. It wasn’t fair of her to consider Bailynn a girl. She was middle aged or older, by human standards. The elves had trapped her when she was a teenage girl, halting her physical maturity for their own nefarious purposes. The permanence included the scars to her soul that made it so hard for Bailynn. Bekka suppressed a shiver. She pined away at her own confusion and feelings of incompetence, yet two people far worse off than her had pledged their support. No weapon in her arsenal could prevent the tear that fell from her eye.
The moon took four hours to pass and set. Logan slumped against the tree. Bekka watched the hair on his hands and neck lighten and recede. His back rose and fell more slowly and deeply. Within moments she could tell he’d passed out from the exhaustion. She turned away and felt her eyes drawn to a dark spot between two trees. Eyes stared back at her, making her gasp.
Bailynn stepped around the trees and approached, pulling the custom gloves the elves had given her free of her hands. Her eyes passed over Logan quickly then fell on Bekka. “Half the night? Should we split what remains?”
Bekka shook her head. “I’ve already put up a glamour around our site. It’s not much, but it’ll fool any simple animals or tired people that stumble by. We can rest.”
The former slayer nodded. She knelt next to the fire and stirred the burning logs, adding a couple to keep it warm.
“’Lynn, why did you come?” Bekka blurted out. Bailynn stared at the fire. “Haven’t you had enough misery? You could have stayed in Dasnari or with Dexter and Jenna. Anything you want would have been yours.”
“I don’t know what I want,” Bailynn whispered. She pulled a cloak out of her pack and moved a few sticks out of her way. She pulled the pack and rested her head on it before staring up at the stars. “I’m trying to figure it out.”
Bekka watched her curl onto her side and pulled her cloak over her. She felt a strong urge to walk over and give the girl a hug. She folded her arms against herself instead. She’d been confused too many times now with how caring her female friends had been. First Jenna, then Willa. Bailynn had enough problems without Bekka adding to them.
 
* * * *
 
“Let me up,” Logan groaned the following morning.
Bekka dropped her pack, letting out a yelp of pain when it landed on her foot. Bailynn glanced at her then turned to look at Logan. She studied him for a moment then glanced to the sky. The sun was up and there was no sign of a moon. She moved closer and started untying the complicated knots she’d put in the rope.
Nearly five minutes later Logan slumped away from the tree and fell flat on his back. He groaned again. His body was a collection of alternating aches and numbness. He worked limbs one at a time, trying to restore proper blood flow. As the tingling stretched into agonizing moments of life returning to his wooden limbs, he was forced to grit his teeth.
Logan noticed a wide eyed look on Bailynn’s face and he realized his expression was probably similar what he’d looked like last night. He forced a breath through his lips and relaxed his jaw, then offered her a smile. She smiled back, a bit nervously he thought, then turned away and walked over to her things.
Logan rose to his feet, fighting back the grimace. He stretched, loosening his body up further and inciting additional pain. The sun brought warmth to his face and reminded him of how good it felt to be alive.
Bekka’s voice twisted him around from where he was basking in the sun. “The sun’s been up an hour or more. After last night we figured you earned a little extra sleep.”
“No need, my body is sore but it will pass. I can miss a little sleep. In order for this curse to be effective it insures that I’m fully rested. Tell me, how bad was it?”
“You’re still here,” Bailynn pointed out.
Logan turned to look at the tree. There were spots where the bark had been worn free by the rope. His clothing showed similar abrasions and marks. He grabbed his rope and began to coil it back up. “I am,” he said. He glanced at the sky again and felt his heart skip a beat in his chest. The small moon was visible again, jus rising above the treetops. “How can this be?”
“I was thinking about it last night,” Bekka said from behind him. He turned and saw her walking up to him. “How do you feel right now?”
“Fine mostly. The soreness is nearly gone. I can feel a building urge in me to move. Not to hide from the moon, I mean it’s hard to stay still.”
“There’s no way that moon can be full every night, Logan. It’s small and close to Kelios, which is why it travels so fast around this planet, but a moon is lit by the light of the stars nearest to it,” she explained.
“What are you saying? What else could it be?” Logan was staring at it again and wondering why he didn’t feel the unnatural pull within him. Was it because the sun was also up? Did that counter the effect of the moon?
“It’s a moon. We didn’t see it when we landed by blind luck. But that doesn’t make it less than what it is.” Bekka paused, drawing Logan to look at her. “There’s magic about it, I think. It’s lit by itself.”
“A small sun?”
Bekka smiled. “Even at this distance if it were a sun Kelios would be a lifeless desert. Suns burn – I’ve heard Xander ramble on about theories that suns are focused portals into the realm of the element of fire. I think our experience with the sun of Dasnari proves otherwise, but I’m no sage.”
Logan nodded. The portal theory made sense, but when Rosh had returned life to the sun Dasnari floated around it had required a burst of magical power, not a rift into another realm of existence. He shook his head and glanced up at the round object so far away in the sky.
“If you feel well enough now, perhaps some of it is in your head?” Bekka added.
“No!” Logan snapped, then felt foolish for it. “I’m sorry, but I mean how could it be? I fought against it last night.
Bekka shrugged. “I’m no sage or wizard. I’ve been a midwife and a healer, as well as thief and an illusionist. Dexter trusted me with the Voidhawk, that’s been the greatest honor I’ve ever known.”
“I meant no offense,” he stammered.
“And I took none. I just wanted to remind you I’m looking for answers too. It’s by accident that I can read, I’m no great thinker or book of knowledge.”
Logan bowed his head respectfully. “You do yourself an injustice. I think highly of you, all of us aboard the Voidhawk did. You’ve proven yourself time and again.”
Bekka smiled at his words, but the smile faded quickly. “Rosh didn’t think so highly.”
“Aye, well, Rosh is a complicated man. I’d bet my life on him standing up for you if he needed to.”
Logan found himself locking gazes with Bekka, as though the power of his conviction alone could prove the point to her. She looked away after a moment, her eyes falling to the ground. She saw her pack and reached over to pick it up.
“That’s for neither of us to say. The Fayer live in the deep woods many days hence. Do you still think you can do this?” Bekka asked him. “I’d never challenge you, I just don’t want you to do something for me if it causes you pain.”
Logan smiled and tried to make sure she understood the smile came from his heart. “I took vows many years ago to guide and protect those who would accept it — and offer it to those who do not. It is my calling to test myself every step of the way. This is just another test.”
Logan thought he saw a strange expression on Bailynn’s face, but before he could double check she’d looked away. He focused on Bekka instead and saw her smiling at him. “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve people like you in my life, but thank you both. Now let’s get going, we’ve a lot of walking to do!”
They set out without further discussion, each keeping their thoughts to themselves. Clouds rolled in by mid day and opened up, leaving the three companions soaked and chilled. Bailynn kept her head down as she dragged her feet through the puddles while Bekka pulled her hood tight about her face. Logan let the rain hit him, trying to enjoy it as he reminded himself water like this was unheard of in the void.
“How many times would we have given everything for this much water on the ‘Hawk?” He asked the girls, trying to buoy their spirits.
“How quick would Rosh have pointed out the wet dog smell?” Bailynn snarked right back.
Logan missed a step. He caught himself and stared at her, stung by the jab about his curse. He stared at her as they walked, then let out a breath and decided she needed some time and space. Or maybe it was him. Bailynn had been close to him before he’d been forced to reveal his curse, since then she’d grown distant. The others hadn’t been fazed by the news, or at least not for long.
His speculation ended abruptly when Bekka stopped and gasped. Following her outstretched hand Logan saw a white shape moving through the woods off the road. The rain made it hard to make out details but within moments other shapes appeared. They moved together and apart as they traversed the forest, making it hard to count them. Logan guessed they numbered at least a dozen if not more.
“Unicorns?” Bekka said in a hushed tone.
Logan nodded. He’d heard of such beasts but never seen them. They’d always been spoken of as though they were legends and myths, though it was seldom that one who sailed the void discounted anything as a myth. There were too many worlds and too much variety for stories to not have come from somewhere.
The herd moved on, melting away into the forest as quickly as they’d come out of it. A loud crack of thunder broke the moment and heralded in stronger gusts of wind and rain. With a groan, Bekka started forward again, splashing mud with every step.
The weather made the next two hours of their hike seem like a lifetime. It was Bekka again who interrupted the miserable journey. She called out to warn the others of a light shining through the gloom ahead. As they approached they saw shapes in the darkness that confirmed the light was attached to a building. Other shapes began to take form, reassuring them that they’d entered a village.
Logan entered the inn first, pausing only briefly in the doorway to judge the inhabitants. Several empty tables remained and of those that were filled none of the men or women concerned him. They were regular folk, farmers and merchants mostly, with a group of four sitting at a table in the corner outfitted for adventure. Two of them wore leathers while a third was dressed more casually but wore a vest decorated with trinkets and pockets. A fourth wore a chain hauberk and had both a sword and shield resting against the wall beside him.
“Trouble?” Bekka asked, coming up beside him and following his gaze.
“I don’t think so,” He responded. “Just mercenaries I expect. Come, let’s eat and be off.”
“You want to go back out in that?” Bailynn blurted.
“Before the sun sets, yes.”
“Come, we’re making a spectacle.” Bekka hurried over to a table and pulled out her chair. She slipped off her cloak and ran her fingers through her sodden hair before sitting down. Logan motioned with his head to the table, allowing Bailynn to sit beside Bekka. Logan chose the far side of the table, respecting whatever issues Bailynn was having with him and not wanting to press them.
“I’m still not used to having so much hair. It’s been a long time, since I was a little girl, since it’s been this long.”
“It’s pretty.” Bailynn had turned to look at Bekka and offered her a faint smile with the compliment.
“Willa wanted me to grow it out,” Bekka fell silent after speaking of their fallen friend.
Logan sighed. It had been years now since Willa had been lost to the void. They’d stayed and worked with Dexter and Jenna for a while, helping to restore order to the Elven Empire – or what was left of it. The Federation had pushed at the borders, retaking worlds and systems. They refrained from pushing deeply into systems traditionally held to be elven, making it easier for Logan to serve as an ambassador between nations.
Stability returned as the elves struggled to adopt a new culture. It would be generations in the making, and for beings as long lived as the elves it would be long past Logan’s time in the void was up before the changes were lasting.
A serving maid stopped by their table to take their orders. After she’d left Logan allowed his thoughts to drift. Bekka and Willa had grown close at the end. So close that Rosh had assumed there was something between them. Bekka neither denied nor confirmed it, and he’d never felt the urge to pry it out of her. It was her business, even if he’d heard her crying in her cabin from time to time.
Bailynn was something else. He wondered how he might restore their trust and closeness. He almost chuckled at the thought. How could he ask someone else to trust him when he didn’t even trust himself?
“Logan, when we were trapped beneath the lake in that cave you said you could fight off the effects of your curse. Likewise when the elder’s fleet was being recovered, you hid in the underground caverns at night. With the clouds and having a roof over our head won’t it be much the same? Is it the moon itself that brings about the change?”
Logan listened to the sorceress talk. He smiled sadly and shook his head. “Direct moonlight is the worst, but even a reflection of it will affect me. The walls of houses and castles are not enough.”
“We’ve landed on moons before, why don’t those bother you?” Bailynn challenged.
“I’ve wondered that same thing. It’s part of the nature of the curse. Only a moon can affect me when I’m on a planet. I don’t understand it.”
“I can’t imagine what that would be like,” Bekka said. She took a deep breath and let it out, then shivered. Logan wasn’t sure if it was from the chill of the rain or his condition. “To have something like that trapped inside of you, something so vicious and terrible.”
Logan noticed Bailynn fidgeting with her hands on the table, her eyes cast downward. “’Lynn, are you all right?”
She snapped her head up to meet his gaze. She snapped her mouth shut and nodded, then looked to Bekka. Logan noted that her hands slipped to the gloves tucked into her belt, as though their presence alone comforted her.
The gloves had been a gift from the elders and they were very much a weapon. The elders had removed the worst of the corruption the elves had done to Bailynn, leaving her human again, though trapped in the body of the same person she’d been when the elves had taken her. She’d been a dangerous opponent, able to tear flesh and wood with her hands and teeth before. After years of fighting with tooth and nail now her body was no longer a weapon. It was only the body of a girl who’d taken only the first physical steps to maturing into a woman.
The gloves gave her back some of that. When she put them on they melded with her hands and gave her the claws and the strength she was accustomed to. She’d also learned that her magical strength was gone, now she had to work out regularly to maintain it.
“Logan, I have an idea – do you mind if we try something tonight?”
Logan felt his eyebrow raise. “Go on.”
“Perhaps I can put up a ward around you – something to help keep the moonlight at bay when the small moon rises.”
The idea had some merit, but Logan wondered if it could truly work. “Is this just a thought, or do you have something you believe might work?”
“Both,” Bekka said with a twist of her lips. “We’ll bind you tighter than ever to make sure though. And I can silence the sounds in our room to insure no one else hears anything.”
Logan waited as the waitress returned with their food and drinks. After she left he took a long drink of the water she’d brought and considered Bekka’s offer. With Bailynn’s skill with a rope he would, at the worst, end up bound again all night. If Bekka could prevent anyone from hearing him, then perhaps it might be all right. The smaller moon had proven a manageable threat. He wouldn’t dare risk it when the larger moon was full, but he had a dozen days or so until he had to deal with that.
 “We can try.”
 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
Logan had drifted off to sleep when somebody banged on the door to their room. Bailynn flew out of the sleeping pallet she’d made on the floor, landing on her feet and pulling her gloves on. She saw Bekka sitting up in bed in alarm. Both women looked at Logan but he was still fast asleep from his ordeal.
It had seemed easier for him, though Bailynn had done her best to ignore the struggle. Now she wondered if it hadn’t been easy enough. “Logan?”
Bekka turned to look at the priest. She frowned, then nodded. “I’ll hide him.”
“Hide him?” Bailynn hissed. The pounding at the door came again. “How?”
Bekka ignored her. She closed her eyes and began to whisper words that sounded alien to Bailynn’s ears. She turned to Logan and saw no difference. “There’s no difference!”
“Not to us,” Bekka said, “but we know he’s there. Answer the door. Hurry!”
Bailynn scowled at the sorceress but turned and did as she asked. Nobody greeted her on the other side. She peered out into the hall and saw one of the leather armor wearing men that had sat at the corner table moving down the hall. He glanced back at her and stopped. “Found you!” He said.
“Aye,” Bailynn answered, uncertain if being found was a good thing or not.
“Your parents had the look of seasoned folks, we’ve need of them.”
Bailynn felt her teeth grinding. “My parents are younger than I am!”
He stopped his approach and stared at her, mouth agape. His eyes looked her up and down, then he shrugged. “Don’t have the look of it, but we seen plenty of things that don’t make sense. Can you bring your friends to the common room? The White Lady’s sent her unholy troops again.”
“White lady?”
“Hurry, we’ll explain downstairs!”
Bailynn flexed her fingers, curling them into claws and then relaxing them. She nodded and stepped back in, shutting the door behind her.
“What was it?” Bekka asked.
“They want us to come down stairs. Some White Lady sent unholy forces.” Bailynn went to Logan and began to untie the knots. She realized, too late, that she still had her gloves on as she picked at the first knot. She jerked her hand back, expecting the rope to be frayed, but it showed no sign of damage.
She stripped her gloves off quickly, afraid of damaging the rope even if it seemed the elves had made it hardy. Logan groaned and roused himself as Bailynn untied him. He twisted and looked at the shuttered window.
“Is it morning already?”
“No, there’s trouble below, they want our help,” Bailynn said.
“Trouble?” The priest asked, coming quickly to his senses. “What sort?”
“Something about the unholy army of someone named the White Lady.”
Bailynn saw Logan’s eyes widen. “Unholy?” He whispered. She ignored the question and finished releasing the last of the knots. “Aye, he asked me to wake up my parents.”
She heard Bekka gasp behind her. Logan stared at her, his eyes unblinking as he searched hers. Bailynn held his gaze, feeling a fire simmering inside of her. She broke the stare and looked away before her trembling became obvious. Her parents were dead. Killed by elves before Bekka or Logan had been born. She forced her fists to unclench, realizing that her fingernails had dug painfully into her palms. Her fingernails that were normal human nails, not the deadly weapons they’d once been.
“’Lynn, I’m sorry,” Bekka whispered.
Bailynn shook her head. “The gift of eternal youth, most women dream of such things,” She forced a smile. “Hurry up, let’s see what this unholy mess is. Probably drunkards playing on their superstitions.”
Bekka pulled on the loose fitting breeches she favored, sliding them up beneath her long shirt and tying them shut. With no apparent concern about the lack of privacy she stripped off her long sleep shirt next. Bailynn turned to see Logan’s eyes widen before he quickly looked away from the beautiful sorceress. Since she’d grown her hair out it added to her appeal, though seldom did anyone have the chance to notice her for the baggy clothing she wore.
“Bekka!” Logan gasped.
Bekka paused, then pulled on the tighter fitting padded shirt the elves had given her. She worked the laces on the front, pulling and tying them as quick as she could. While she worked she addressed Logan, “Seemed easier than worrying about asking you to step out. Besides, we spent over 12,000 years with you naked.”
Bailynn saw the blush on Logan’s cheeks. “That was beyond my control. I appreciate your desire for haste, I ask only that you warn me next time.”
“Warn you? ! I didn’t… Oh, you’re right. I’m sorry. Yes, I will.” Bekka stammered. She quickly slipped her traveling shirt over the soft armor.
“What happened to your priestly values?” Bailynn asked. She regretted the question immediately. Logan had done her no wrong, but she couldn’t stop herself from sniping at him. He’d helped her many times. They’d all helped her. Bekka had kept her control ring safe before Rosh had destroyed it and set her free. Logan had carried her and requested that the elders mend her broken body and spirit. Dexter had taught her so much and given her freedom. Jenna had risked her life and proved that not all elves are cruel and wicked. The list went on for her. Always somebody helping her, when she had been trained and crafted to be virtually unstoppable.
“I have no vows of chastity,” Logan said. “Only a deep respect for my friends.”
Bailynn turned away before Logan could see the shame she felt. She went to the door and stepped through it, unwilling to endure it any longer. She waited outside for a long moment, listening even as her heart hammered in her chest. She pulled her gloves back on and hurried down the passage and to the stairs beyond.
She had no idea what awaited her but she longed for a challenge. Since the elders had healed her she’d felt useless in a fight. Her gloves changed how she felt even though she’d not had the chance yet to test them. With the fire burning hotter inside her she ached for a chance to prove that she could still fight. She yearned to be useful again and to not need to rely upon the good will of others.
An unholy army? She not only hoped so, she welcomed it!
 
* * * *
 
Logan bounded down the stairs, his concern for Bailynn’s odd behavior at war with the image burned in his mind of Bekka’s nude torso, her breasts just barely concealed by her decadent black locks of hair. He tried to purge the vision from his mind, there were immediate concerns he had to deal with.
He entered the common room and saw the warrior stood near the door. A table had been pushed against it but still he waited. His two companions stood back, one with a sword at hand and the other with an arrow knocked in his bow. The fourth was staring out a crack in one of the shuttered windows while he absent-mindedly traced an elliptical charm on his shirt.
“What’s the matter?” Logan asked. Two other women, one a serving girl and the other looking to be her mother, stood behind the bar near a door into the kitchen. The barkeep stood in the middle of the room, a sturdy wooden cudgel held in his hand. Bailynn was near another window, the shudders opened just enough to let her see out of them.
“The White Lady’s on the prowl again. She’s looking for something,” The barkeep said.
“What’s she looking for?” Bekka asked, surprising Logan with how quickly she’d followed him. “And who is she?”
“We call her the White Lady because she’s got skin as white as snow. Some say she’s a ghost herself!” The bartender slapped the cudgel against his palm for emphasis.
“You don’t know that!” His wife snapped at him.
“She’s a witch, we know that for sure!” He hissed at her. “No doubting that.”
Her daughter met her gaze. The barkeep’s wife nodded. “True enough. No sane or right person has an army like that.”
“Like what?” Logan wondered aloud.
“The dead walking again!” Muttered the wizard.
Logan looked to Bailynn and called her name. It took a second time for her to turn and  meet his gaze. He rocked back at the sight of her. There was an excitement in her eyes that nearly made her gaze burn with intensity. Her cheeks were pale, a stark contrast to the flash of red her pulled back lips displayed. She closed her mouth and nodded. “Aye, no heart beats in these chests.”
Logan hurried over, stumbling over a chair in the process. He pushed it aside and leaned in to look over Bailynn’s head. He jerked back with a gasp. Dozens of them approached, obscured by the rain and the fog. They were searching for something, tipping carts and stands over and trying doors.
More important than what they were doing was what they were. “Skeletons?” He whispered.
Bailynn grinned again.
“My name is Bekka.”
Logan jerked again, Bekka’s voice pulling him from his shock. He looked around and saw the others staring at her, then nodded and returned their own names. Beren was the warrior. Charles was the bowman and Arawn the swordsman. The wizard’s name was Liam. Logan followed suit, naming himself and then a moment later Bailynn when he saw she was focused again on the view through the window. He also noticed she was carving scratches in the sill of the window as she waited.
“This happen often?” Logan asked.
“Once every week or two,” Herram, the barkeep, said. He glanced at Bekka and added, “She’s sent them to look for somebody we think, no idea who.”
“How do you-”
Logan’s question was interrupted by a scream. He spun around to look out the window but found Bailynn had thrown the shutters wide already. Across the street the door to a store had been left unlocked. The skeletons were dragging out a young woman who was kicking and screaming. A man came out, bleeding from scratches on his face, shoulder, and hand. He rushed the skeleton that had taken her hostage, sword in hand.
He pulled back his blade, seeking to strike the unholy thing, but hesitated. With nothing but bones and scraps of flesh hanging from them, he risked hitting the girl. Logan muttered a quick prayer, drawing a glance from Bailynn. She looked at the door that was secured fast, then returned to the window. Without a second glance she reached out and smashed the glass with her hand. A few quick swipes cleared the rest of it before anyone could react, then she sprang through the window.
“’Lynn! Wait!” Logan called. He turned to the others and shouted. “Clear the door!”
By the time Logan had turned back to the window another skeleton had joined the one that held the girl hostage. It slashed out, cutting jagged rips across the father’s back. He stumbled a step away before turning and hacking with the sword he held. Chips of bone flew from the exposed rib cage but the skeleton showed no pain or concern. It grabbed the man’s arm, its bony fingers digging into his flesh and dropping him to his knees. The sword fell from his hand.
Bailynn leapt upon the back of the skeleton, toppling it to the ground and pulling it away from the injured merchant. Her clawed gloves struck with the same force as the merchant’s blade, chipping and breaking bone to minimal effect. She scrambled off the struggling abomination only so she could reposition herself. She jammed her hands like daggers into its skull, knocking the head aside. She grabbed its spine in both hands, twisting and crushing it until the head rolled free.
“Hurry!” Logan demanded.
Bekka pushed him aside and crawled through the window. He heard her gasp then fall to the ground outside. When she rolled back to her feet Logan saw the dark spot staining her shirt. His eyes went to the window, spotting a jagged piece of glass with cloth fibers clinging to it.
“Women are doing your fighting for you!” Logan called out. He rushed to the table that blocked the door and put his hands upon it to push it free.
Beren put his hand on the other side, resisting Logan’s push. “Just because they’re fool enough to risk the dead don’t mean we are!”
“You fool!” Logan spat at him. He pushed the table again but the larger man held it fast against him. Logan felt something stir deep inside of him. It coiled around the base of his spine and rumbled through his belly. Logan gasped at the ferocity of it. When next he looked up he felt his lips pulled back into a snarl. “Move. Now!”
“Stand down, there’s no need for more blood!” Beren warned.
Logan grabbed the table and flipped it up and into Beren’s face and chest. The warrior fell back under the heavy wooden missile. Logan immediately set to the bench pulled against the door and then drew back the bar. An arrow slammed into the door beside his head, causing him to pause.
Charles was nocking another arrow as Logan looked at him. Logan snarled, feeling the urge to leap at the man and rip his throat out. Arawn was helping Beren out from under the table. Liam watched out the window, occasionally glancing inside.
“You open that door and you’ll be the death of us all,” Herram warned.
“You try and stop me and I’ll be the death of you,” Logan growled. He took deep breaths, feeling how close he was to losing control. He stared meaningfully at Charles until the other man relaxed the tension on his bow. Logan nodded then turned and threw open the door so he could join his friends.
Bekka had slipped in the mud already. She rose up holding both arms extended and creating a mystical shield the blunted the attack of a skeleton. Logan saw that Bailynn had freed the screaming girl and now kept her behind her. Several skeletons approached, seeking to surround Bailynn and the girl. Bekka, likewise, had attracted the attention of several of the White Lady’s minions. The injured merchant rushed to his daughter and was ignored by the skeletons.
Logan forced himself to find a semblance of inner peace. The beast retreated, clearing his head enough to let him think. He reached down at his side but his mace had been left in his pack in the room, forgotten in his haste.
“Here!”
Logan turned and saw Herram standing in the open doorway. He tossed his steel bound cudgel to him, then slammed the door shut. Logan heard the bar being drawn back across it. They were alone against the White Lady’s minions. With no more thought to it he turned back to his friends and rushed to their aid.
 
* * * *
 
Bailynn wiped water mixed with blood from her brow. She finished surveying the battlefield and turned to look at Logan and Bekka. Bekka was bent over, a hand just below her belly while she sought to catch her breath. Her clothing beneath her hand was tinged red with her blood.
Logan watched his companions and looked to the young woman Bailynn had rescued. She was clinging to her father, who seemed none the worse for wear other than the injuries to his arm. He winced and glanced down. He’d not escaped the battle without injury, but unlike most of the past injuries he’d taken these continued to sting.
“You look perplexed,” Bekka said as she limped over to him.
“I seldom get hurt, a side effect of the curse,” he admitted. “But what of you? I saw you hurt yourself on the broken glass. Let me have a look.”
“Inside, out of the rain and the public I think.”
“Of course!” Logan stammered, ashamed at his own thoughtlessness. He glanced around and saw the rain was letting up. The fog grew thicker to replace it. “Come, to the inn!”
The skeletons lay scattered in piles and broken pieces. Logan had lost count once he learned that they had no true intelligence of their own. They seemed guided or controlled by someone. Bailynn went to the merchant and his daughter and brought them with her back to the inn. Logan beat the cudgel against the door while waiting for them to arrive.
“They’ve been destroyed, let us back in!” Logan called out.
“Logan!” Bekka hissed, pointing with the hand that wasn’t cradling her injury. 
He followed her gaze but found it unnecessary, twin red dots approached through the fog. The vapors swirled in the air around it, eventually revealing another skeleton, this one on the back of an undead horse. Evil red lights shone in its eye sockets, staring at them. Its jaw clacked once, teeth against teeth, then it turned and rode off on the unholy steed.
“Bailynn, stop!” Logan called. She’d already started after the latest skeleton. She stopped and looked back at the priest. “We must take care of these people.”
Bailynn nodded and hurried over to him, moving as though the many scratches she wore were no more than paint upon her skin. When Logan was sure she was joining them he turned and beat on the door again. It opened a minute later, revealing a scowling Beren standing with sword and shield at the ready.
Logan pushed past him, ignoring him, and helped Bekka to a table. She climbed upon it stiffly then lay on her back. The injury was below the waistline of the padded shirt. The cloth armor had protected her belly but the gash to her lower abdomen was dangerously low. Logan froze as he pulled her breeches lower, searching for the entirety of the injury. It was his job as a healer to put such matters of the flesh aside, but for some reason he was having a hard time doing that with Bekka.
“It’s okay, Logan, I’m not shy.” Bekka’s words startled him.
He glanced up at her and smiled, thankful that she’d mistaken his hesitation. He took a deep breath to calm his nerves and found the limit of the gouge less than an inch further towards the union of her thighs. He was relieved to be spared viewing her intimately, but also disappointed. He pushed the crude thought aside and pressed his hands to the wound. He felt the connection to his spiritual magic instantly and let it flow through him, cleansing his thoughts.
He lifted his hands a moment later and saw fresh pink skin beneath the drying blood and water drops on her otherwise smooth flesh. Logan yanked his hands away and turned, looking for anything to keep him distracted. Without the flow of his magic his distractions returned tenfold.
“Bailynn! Let me check your wounds,” Logan said.
“Just scratches, I can handle them,” She assured him.
Logan frowned, then remembered the merchant and his daughter. The girl was fine, just shaken, but he remembered how her father had been hurt early on. He went to tend on him, grateful for the opportunity to put some distance between himself and the suddenly confusing sorceress.
“Hey, priest!”
Logan turned. Beren stood behind him, chest swollen with air and a stony expression on his face. Logan wondered if the fool was spoiling for a fight or just trying to recover some pride.
“You fought well,” Beren offered. He stood there as though he expected a concession from Logan.
“I fought for a greater purpose than my own life,” Logan said.
Beren grunted and turned away. Logan watched him for a moment, replaying the earlier events in his mind. His eyes were drawn to the girl first, then to Bailynn and Bekka. He left Beren moping behind him and walked over to his friends. “Why did the skeletons go for you?”
“What? The same reason they fought you.” Bekka reached up to toy with her a lock of wet hair that lay against her shirt. It was a habit she’d picked up since growing her hair out, something that Logan knew meant she was curious but confused.
“Aye, they fought, but they tried to capture you, not kill you. Me they tried to kill.” Both women looked at him, at a loss to explain his observation. “Am I wrong?”
As one they shook their head. The attacks against them had been attempts to grab and restrain them. “I don’t know… why would they want us and not you?” Bekka asked.
“The White Lady captures women. Girls mostly,” Liam said.
Logan turned to start at the wizard. Liam waved away a glaring look from Arawn. “No one knows why, and none of the girls that are taken are ever seen again.”
“Has anyone ever seen this White Lady?” Bailynn asked. She was flexing her hands into fists again.
“None of us seen her,” Arawn admitted. “Rumors only. Black robes and hair, but pale as a ghost, she is. Fingers like claws, black nails and all. They say her eyes is black too, black and able to suck the life out of a man!”
“Sounds like somebody Rosh might be interested in,” Bailynn offered. Logan frowned at her to let her know the attempt at humor was ill-timed. She shrugged and looked away.
“Women, young girls mostly… That sounds macabre,” Logan said. “If the White Lady is a woman, what use would she have for such people?”
Bekka hissed, drawing Logan’s look. “Do you remember the Festival of Lords? Remember what almost happened to Jenna?”
Logan felt his eyes widen as the memories rushed in. Jenna was the Voidhawk’s first mate and, more importantly, Dexter’s wife. Back then the relationship between the Captain and her had yet to fully develop. It was due to the wizard that enslaved the people of that port that Dexter had realized his true feelings for her. The wizard had tried to take over her body and move his mind into hers. Dexter had arrived in time to stop it.
“You think this White Lady seeks to live forever through the lives of others?” Logan asked.
Bekka shrugged. “It’s possible.”
Bailynn scowled. “We should do something about it!”
“What should we do?” Logan asked. He held up his hands to stop any arguments and looked to the rest in the room. “We’re alone in this, yes? None of you has any wish to help?”
“No one even knows where she lairs. A castle? A tower? Something else altogether? No one’s fool enough to follow her armies.”
Bailynn spat out a curse. The adventurers looked at her in surprise. Beren even chuckled until he noticed no one else found it funny. “We could have followed one tonight! You stopped me!”
Logan nodded. “Aye, and I’d do it again. ‘Lynn there’s only the three of us, we’d stand no chance against a horde of such unholy creations.”
She scowled and muttered something too quiet for Logan to pick up. Bekka glanced at her sharply, then looked at Logan and shook her head just enough for him to intuit he shouldn’t pursue the topic.
“So what now?” Logan asked. “We’re alone and have no idea where to go. What remains?”
“The Fayer,” Bekka stated. The announcement brought gasps and mutters from the natives of Kelios. Logan was shocked at her disregard for the fate of the people in the village and he was sure it showed on his open mouthed face. “I don’t mean to turn our backs on this, I mean we go there to learn what we can. They possess great knowledge and wisdom, they can tell us more about her. Perhaps even offer help?”
Liam barked out a scornful laugh. “The Fayer give nothing without taking! Tricksters and worse! Their swamp lights lure fools to their deaths and those that don’t fall prey are charmed and seduced by the Fayer themselves. Bah, only fools seek to learn from creatures so fickle and mad.”
“Have you ever petitioned them?” Bekka challenged.
He snorted. “I’m no fool!”
Bekka nodded, her fingers twisting her hair around them. Logan noticed she was biting her lip as well while glaring at the wizard. He was sure he and Bekka shared an opinion of the value of the information and character of those gathered in the inn with them. “The Fayer it is then.”
Bekka jerked to her feet, her hands dropping to her side. Her eyes searched Logan’s. The priest nodded to her. “Let’s get our things and be on our way.”
She nodded back, her eyes shimmering with wetness. Logan smiled and followed her, ignoring the angry muttering in the common room behind them.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
The fog burned away by mid morning, allowing the sun to restore warmth to the countryside. Logan found himself sweating well before noon, with the warmth came an oppressive humidity. He watched Bekka throw back the hood of her cloak then remove the cloak entirely and wrap it around her pack. He tried not to stare when she unlaced her shirt to let the air reach the layered undershirt she wore as armor.
Bailynn pressed on, driven and silent. Bekka called a halt at mid day, drawing a scowl from Bailynn. Logan made his way over to the petite woman, sipping water from the skin he carried.
“Don’t rush out like that again,” He said, speaking of her earlier actions. “Bekka hurt herself trying to catch you and I feared the worst because it took me so long.”
Bailynn glanced at him then looked away. “I’d do it again,” she said, sounding very much like the rebellious teenager her body resembled. “I won’t let anyone get hurt like that.”
“I understand how you feel, ‘Lynn. I agree with you, even. But acting alone like that could have gotten you killed or taken along with that girl.”
“You don’t understand,” she muttered. Her voice rose as she turned to look at him with a fire in her eyes. “Nobody understands! You don’t know what it’s like to be taken from everything and be used against your will. I will always help, even if it means I might be hurt or killed. I’ve been there – I know I can handle it!”
Logan heard Bekka walking up to them but he dared not look at away from the troubled woman. “We all have our burdens, Bailynn. Yours is terrible. Worse than most I’ve heard. I’ve lost sleep over wondering how I can help you. But you have to know that we want to help you. We are friends and that’s what we do, we help one another.”
“Losing you wouldn’t help anyone, ‘Lynn,” Bekka added in a soft voice.
Bailynn looked away, then raised her head up to let them see the moisture in her eyes. “It’s all I have, knowing what I can endure. Whatever I could have been is gone. This is what I am. I know I owe you both more than I can ever repay. Please don’t ask me to give up the one thing that I’m sure of.”
“Defining yourself as someone who can survive being hurt and used is not a good way to live,” Logan advised.
“For now it’s enough,” she answered.
Logan sighed. “I’ll find a way to show you what Bekka and I see when we look at you. There’s so much more to you than that.”
“I know something else,” she said confidently. “I’m also going to kill the White Lady.”
Bekka gasped. Logan ignored the half elf and focused instead on Bailynn. “Violence is not always the best answer.”
Bailynn’s lips curled into a small smile. “Maybe you should embrace it, seems it’s a part of you that you’re denying. It can get a lot more done than you realize.”
It was Logan’s turn to gasp. He recovered quickly, choosing his words with care. “My curse is my burden to bear. Giving in to it would cause greater crimes, by far.”
“I know what it’s like to have a beast inside of you,” Bailynn said, her eyes trapping Logan and preventing him from looking away. “The elves took me because they found something deep inside of me that they could use for their own ends. They nurtured it and helped it grow, then forced me to embrace it. The elders fixed what was broken, but the beast is part of me, it always was. It’s still there and I’m not afraid of it. Now I’m in control of it. Take control of yours Logan, stop running.”
Logan blinked and looked away. Bailynn didn’t understand. She couldn’t know what it was. He shook his head. “Violence must be the last resort,” he insisted. The words sounded almost like a plea even to his own ears. “Let’s keep moving, the sooner we can reach the Fayer and try to find a non-violent resolution to this problem, the better.”
Logan ignored the sigh from Bailynn and waited patiently until they were ready to continue. Bekka led the way, saying nothing but giving him the benefit of a raised eyebrow as she passed him. The rest of the afternoon passed similarly, with little talk amongst them. Logan found the silence troubling, it forced him to search within himself and listen over and over again to the words Bailynn had spoken. He fought her simple logic every time, using both the religious doctrine he’d grown up with as well as his moral sense of right and wrong.
Still her words plagued him all the way until Bekka called a halt for the night. The sun was nearly setting, he realized, and that gave him little time to prepare himself for the coming moonrise. There was no village this time, only a flat section where others had already set up their own camps.
Logan cast about, desperate for privacy. The best they could do was to put distance between themselves and the others, who seemed somewhat collected together. Three campfires marked smaller groups of travelers and another had two wagons pulled together. Whether they were traders or simply transporting goods he had no idea, nor any desire to waste the time to find out.
Logan pointed out his preferred campsite and went about quickly trying to help them set up camp. Bailynn stopped him with a hand on his shoulder as he knelt to pick up some previously charred sticks. Fearing the worst, he turned to look at her. Already he could feel his belly tightening with the pull of the moon. The feared confrontation with the former elven slayer did nothing to lessen the churning.
“I didn’t mean to push you earlier, I’m sorry,” Bailynn told him. “Give me your rope, I’ll bind you before the sun sets.”
Logan started at the surprising apology. He nodded, not sure what to say, and pulled off his pack so he could remove the rope. She took it and stared thoughtfully at it, then motioned for him to sit down. “No trees, I’ll bind you as you sit. It won’t be comfortable.”
He nodded. Comfort was the least of his concern.
“After all you’d done for me I was excited when I learned your secret,” Bailynn said to him as she wrapped the rope around him. “I thought to myself that if we survived, you and I had something in common. I could help you understand it, help you use it. Repay some of my debt to you and perhaps who knows what might have happened.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Logan said, distracted from his internal distress by what Bailynn was saying. “I helped because I care about you, Bailynn.”
              “I know you care,” she said, drawing on a rope so tightly it made him wince. “I’ve seen the way you look at Bekka.”
Logan twisted his head to look at her but she ignored him. He felt a sudden urge to yank himself free of the ropes but it was already too late, she’d bound his arms and feet well and still she continued to loop the rope around him. He’d asked for as much in the past but this new side of Bailynn he was seeing troubled him.
“Did you ever stop to think that maybe it’s not a curse, but a gift? Maybe you have this thing inside of you to help you, not to punish you?”
Bailynn pulled hard on the last knot, the rope burning against Logan’s skin. She stared at him for a long moment then glanced up at the eastern sky. “The moon’s already risen. The sun will set in a moments.”
Logan jerked his head away from her intense gaze and looked at the darkening sky. She was right, the moon had risen. He felt a lurch inside of him that made his entire body shudder. He grunted and fell onto his side. Bailynn knelt down beside him to help him up. “Leave me!” Logan hissed, fighting a sudden pressure in his spin. 
She backed away, staring at him. He was barely aware of the last rays of the sun leaving her ethereal hair as it slipped beneath the horizon.
 
* * * *
 
The following day burned the last of the puddles free. Logan was weary as they walked, not in his body but in his soul. Bailynn’s words plagued him still, challenging his beliefs in spite of the years he’d spent erecting his defenses. He kept glancing to Bekka, desperate for something to pull him out of his fugue but found himself looking away just as quickly. He was fearful Bailynn would catch him and assume his interest in the sorceress had an ulterior origin.
And what of Bailynn’s interest? She’d mentioned wanting to know what could happen between them, but she looked young enough to be his daughter! It was looks only, but he’d seen evidence enough to know that the trials the elves had inflicted upon her had slowed her growth in some ways. Emotionally she often acted as old as she appeared, even if she’d seen and done far more than any young woman could imagine.
They came upon a crossroads, preventing Logan from further recrimination. It had once been a proper crossroads with roads in all four directions. Now only three remained, the road that led to the south faded into tall grasses within a dozen feet.
“The directions I got said the Fayer live beyond the marshes on the far edge of these grasslands,” Bekka explained. “Quicker by far to go straight, but they say the plains are a dangerous place seldom visited. Animals a plenty, but in particular there are a tribe of beings that roam them. They trade with others, but brook no trespass within the lands they claim as their own.”
“Is there another route?” Logan asked, eyeing the two roads that ran to the west and east.
“Aye, the east runs along the plains then forks off. The southern fork can get us there but it will add days to the trip.”
“We’re wasting time.” Bailynn stepped forward towards the abandoned southern trail.
“Bailynn, please wait a moment,” Logan asked her. The intemperance she showed had been growing for years, but now it seemed to consume her. She hesitated, looking back at him for a moment then looking at Bekka as Logan asked the sorceress his question. “What kind of people are these?”
“Part man, part lion,” she explained with a shrug to show she knew little more. “They call themselves gajrin.”
“Which parts?” Bailynn asked, stymied by the unimaginable creatures ahead of them.
“They possess the body of a great cat, from tail to all four limbs. Instead of a neck and head they have the upper body of a human, including arms. Their faces are said to look feline as well.”
Bailynn cursed again, a reminder that they’d spent many years as sailors in the void. Logan nodded. “They’re tribal,” Bekka added.
“Last tribal people I ran into ended up being pretty friendly,” Logan mused. It helped that they’d thought Rosh was a god and the other members of the party were either Rosh’s servants or lesser gods.
“Can we go now?” Bailynn asked.
Bekka smiled and glanced at Logan. He sighed and nodded. “Bekka, is there anything you can do to hide us?”
She frowned. “If we were standing still yes, but moving would be too hard for me. I’m…I’m not a very good witch.”
“You’re very good,” Logan reassured her with a smile. He noticed Bailynn turn away out of the corner of his eye. “As for your magic,” he continued, “you just need more practice or perhaps a tutor.”
“Aye, I hope the Fayer feel the same.”
Logan and Bekka followed after Bailynn, catching up to her but not passing her. The shorter woman refused to slow her pace. Logan kept his mouth shut. He was tempted to speak to her but he knew it would only cause more problems. Besides, at the pace she was forcing they’d be across the plains in no time!
Less than an hour since they’d left the road behind and crested a ridge to climb onto the plains their luck ran out. A javelin slammed into the ground a few feet in front of them, the shaft quivering over the three foot tall grasses. They looked about and spotted the gajrin responsible off in the distance.
“That’s over a hundred yards!” Logan observed, amazed with the throw.
Bailynn scowled and crouched low, minimizing herself as a target. She slipped her gloves on even as she moved. “’Lynn, wait!” Bekka cried out, reaching towards her as though she could restrain her.
“Too late for magic,” Logan warned, seeing two more of the gajrin hunters approach and stand beside the first. They all moved towards them, jogging and moving back and forth as they closed the distance rapidly.
“We seek to cross these plains,” Logan said, holding up his hands in a show of peace. “We wish no harm.”
The first yanked his spear free of the ground and pointed it at Logan’s chest. The second one held a spear of his own in hand that he pointed at Bailynn. The third did the same, circling to get behind them and keep Bekka under close watch. The biggest difference with the third was that she was clearly a female of the gajrin species.
They were exactly as Bekka had described them, though their human torsos were covered with a short hair that was almost like a fur. Their bellies and chests had finer white fur, showing the skin beneath. In the case of the gajrin that guarded Bekka it also left on display breasts that looked very human in appearance. Their pupils had the slits of a cat and their nose was cleft much the same. Their teeth were sharp, designed for biting and tearing meat. Pointed ears continued the feline resemblance, and both of the males had long hair much like the mane of a lion. The female’s head was covered with the same fur that grew from her back and arms.
“You trespass!” The male said, jabbing his spear at Logan but not enough to touch him. “You are prisoners, come with us!”
Bailynn shook her head and growled. “Bailynn, wait! We can’t fight them, this is their land!”
“What will you do with us?” Bekka asked, delaying the meltdown Bailynn was fast approaching.
“You will come to our tribe and be judged. Fail and your heads will be on our spears as a warning to others of your kind!” The female gajrin said with a snarl. She made a slashing motion with her spear. Bekka blinked but stayed her ground as the spear cut the air several inches in front of her throat.
“See Bailynn, they’re going to give us a chance to talk to them,” Bekka said, turning her head slightly so she could see Bailynn out of the corner of her eye.
The former elven slayer grumbled under her breath but eventually spoke loud enough to be understood. “Fine.”
The male gajrin threatened Logan with his spear again then turned abruptly, moving with a feline grace that seemed awkward for someone so large. Digging his powerful hindquarters in he pounced ahead and motioned with his spear for the others to follow.
Logan looked to the others and nodded. “Into the lion’s den,” he offered. Bailynn’s brooding glare showed his comment left much to be desired.
The pace set by the four legged gajrin left Logan sweating. A glance at his companions assured him they felt similar. Less than an hour later they approached a village made of huts and tents. Other gajrin came out to greet them. The greetings changed to roars of outrage. Before they reached the village over three dozen gajrin awaited them.
A path through the creatures opened before them, allowing them to be led to a mound of earth with a large tree growing out of it. Four gajrin stood at guard around the base of it, one in each cardinal direction. Their spears had feathers and charms hanging from the shafts but remained fully functional. Necklaces with teeth, bones, and other less savory trophies adorned their necks. The guards were all females of the species.
Upon the mound sat a male gajrin. His hair was tinged with white, offering credence to his age and experience. He wore a necklace like his guards, though his had only teeth threaded through it. The size of the teeth impressed Logan, he wondered if some of them were tusks rather than teeth so large were they.
“My hunters tell me you have trespassed upon our land,” the chief of the gajrin said. “What have you to say for yourselves?”
“We—”
Bailynn interrupted Logan. “Every minute you delay us is a minute a child might be taken and killed. We harmed no one, let us be on our way!”
His growl was a low pitched rumble that raised the hair on Logan’s skin. He turned to stare at Logan directly. He rose up from where he sat, displaying a large and powerful body. He sniffed the air, his gaze still upon Logan. “You let your pride-mate speak for you?”
Logan heard Bailynn’s soft intake of air. “We are friends, not…a pride,” Logan said. “We seek the Fayer on the far side of your lands.”
He pawed the ground with a front foot, digging up grass and dirt with his claws. “Foul tricksters!” He roared, making his guards shift and adjust their grips on their spears.
Logan held up his hand, “I swear it is true! We seek to win their counsel so we might find and stop the White Lady.”
The chieftain snarled and then chuckled. “The Fayer are tricksters. You are like newborn speyr, unaware of the danger you walk into.”
Logan turned to Bekka in time to hear her whisper, “Speyr is a plains animal, the gajrin hunt them for food.”
“You, female, you hold yourself like a huntress,” the chieftain turned to address Bailynn.
She let her teeth show in what Logan was sure was as much a snarl as a smile. She nodded, her fists clenching and releasing slowly.
“Know that I am Ragnar, chief of this pride. I have traveled far and dealt with your people. I have hunted your kind and destroyed more than I can count. If you would journey through my lands you must leave the little one so that she can be my servant.”
Bekka gasped and shook her head. Bailynn crouched slightly, shifting into a position she could easily spring from. Logan called out, buying himself some time. “Our friends aren’t prizes to be traded. Name another condition.”
“I challenge you!” Bailynn shouted, stunning Logan into silence. “You, Ragnar. Fight me for the right to freedom.”
Ragnar roared again, deafening Logan for a moment. The other gajrin fell silent at Bailynn’s boastful claim. He dug his hind leg in and kicked out, tearing out a great section of earth with it. “Fighting you is a slight to my honor!” He spat out. “I have bested creatures far better than you! You may fight Hashra, my best huntress.”
Bailynn had a smug smile on her face as she said, “I’ll beat whoever you send against me.”
“’Lynn!” Bekka hissed. “They’re three times your size!”
Bailynn shrugged.
Ragnar’s chuckle was part laugh and part purr. Logan found it very disturbing. Almost as disturbing as what came next from the gajrin chief. “Take them to the field of honor!” 
Gajrin hunters moved in and separated Bailynn. Logan tried to push through to her but was stymied by the polished steel heads of spears. Bailynn was deadly in combat, but she could be hurt or killed. Logan should have been the one to fight, his curse kept all but the most vicious of wounds from lasting.
Bekka was allowed to join him and together they were escorted, at spear point, through the village to the field of honor. It was a long section of trampled grass. Targets resembling humans and animals were mocked up. The human training dummies were dressed in battered and rent mail.
Ragnar roared, silencing the crowd. Logan and Bekka were pushed to the front so they could see the battle about to unfold. Already Bailynn stood apart from the others and opposite her a female gajrin stood in the clearing. She jammed her spear into the ground and stepped away from it. Hashra bared her teeth and roared at Bailynn. Bailynn crouched lower and showed her own teeth in response.
“She’s mad,” Logan muttered, fearing the catastrophe about to take place.
“She’s something,” Bekka agreed.
Logan glanced at her, surprised at the strange tone in her voice. Before he could make sense of it Bekka gasped. Logan barely had time to look back and see Hashra leaping through the air. Given her lioness heritage, it was more of a pounce than a leap.
Bailynn dove to the side before the fierce gajrin landed. Hashra hissed at her and circled, her powerful paws allowing her to sidestep and keep Bailynn turning as she circled the small woman. Bailynn’s hands were stretched out, her fingers curved into claws. Logan knew she still wore her gloves, they merged with her hands when she wore them.
Bailynn slipped as she turned. She fell back and to her side, throwing herself as she did so. Bekka let out a yelp of fright as Hashra seized the opportunity and was on her. Logan felt the beast within him twist in his belly, making him stiffen.
Bailynn’s evasion nearly worked. Hashra spat at her as she failed to land one of her paws upon her. Her hand connected with Bailynn’s shoulder, the fingernails upon the huntress’ hand nearly as dangerous as the claws of her paws. Bailynn spun with the strike, blood spraying from her shoulder. She planted her foot as she twisted and launched herself off of it once her turn was complete.
Bailynn used the arm the huntress had struck her with to swing up and around onto her back. She squeezed her hand on Hashra’s arm, gloves claws tearing into her flesh. Her other arm looped Hashra’s neck, clamping against her forearm. Bailynn pressed herself against Hashra’s back, clamping her teeth down on the huntress where her neck met her shoulder and biting without mercy.
Hashra howled and thrashed, trying to throw Bailynn. The gajrin leapt straight into the air and when that didn’t dislodge the woman she rolled to the side and onto her back. Logan jerked, fighting the urge to burst forward and go to Bailynn’s aid. Hashra climbed back onto all fours, blood streaming down her chest from the hole at the base of her neck. A second set of four gouges ran across her chest, matting the sparse fur on her chest and belly.
Bailynn followed her, throwing herself from the ground where’d she been crushed with one leg and one arm. The other hand was stretched out towards her target. She hit the huntress hard, her fingers spearing into the meat of Hashra’s rear leg. Her fingers curled and twisted as Bailynn slammed into the ground. Logan could hear the air burst from her lungs. Bailynn was yanked across the ground several feet as Hashra tried to spin away. Her grisly grip held until Bailynn managed to get a knee under her and use it as leverage to pull back and rip her hand free, tearing muscle and sinew.
Hashra stumbled, her hindquarter failing to support her. She howled in rage and charged back in off balance. Bailynn scrambled to the side, one arm held tight to her side. It was the side as the shoulder injury Hashra’s earlier attack had struck. Bailynn kept scrambling around, forcing the lame gajrin to circle on her bad leg.
“Hasn’t she proven enough!” Bekka cried out.
Logan started, surprised by Bekka’s outburst. He agreed with it even though his pulse was pounding in his ears and he longed to leap into battle with Bailynn and strike the overgrown house cat down. He swallowed down the growl that threatened to rise out of his throat. Over the thunder of his own heartbeat and the sound of each panting breath through his clenched teeth he heard the jeers and catcalls from the gathered gajrin. Bekka was ignored.
Hashra’s leg gave out, dropping her hindquarters to the ground. Bailynn rushed in, throwing one arm up to block a raised paw. She took a punch across her face from the arm Hashra wasn’t using to keep her torso off the ground. She collapsed into the belly of the huntress.
Logan felt his spine trembling and the hair thickening on his body. Veins stuck out on his arms, neck, and head. Bekka cried out beside him but her report was lost in his battle. He twisted his head, growling and feeling bones beginning to shift. His jaw ached as it began to dislocate and lengthen.
His vision blurred from the pressure on his eyes Logan heard a howl from Hashra that was a higher pitch than anything before. He fell onto his knees and hands, trying desperately to contain the monster inside. He stared up, blinking to try and bring things into focus.
Bailynn stood up, one arm hanging almost limply at her side. The previously injured arm she held out towards Ragnar, then she lifted it into the air above her head. A red and dripping chunk of flesh was held in her palm. In spite of the distance Logan could smell the rich blood that ran down her arm and fell from her fingers.
The crowd had fallen silent. Bailynn stood above the fallen huntress, then turned enough so that everyone gathered could see what she held. Once she’d completed her circle she again stared at the gajrin chieftain and brought the heart to her mouth so she could sink her teeth into it and tear a bite free.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
Logan felt Bekka’s hand on his back, a coolness spreading through his body from her touch. It calmed him as it moved through him, allowing his eyes to focus and his heart to slow. He saw Bailynn approaching, the muscles in her jaw working while she stared at Bekka crouching beside him.
“I’m fine,” Logan murmured, then forced himself to rise to his feet. Bekka backed away, nearly falling from his abrupt movement. Bailynn looked away from them and focused on Ragnar.
“I killed your champion,” she spat out. “Let us go.”
Shouting, growls, and outright roars erupted from the gathered gajrin. Ragnar walked out on the field and grabbed Hashra’s spear. He turned to face her. His feline face offered no clue as to his intentions. He raised the spear, silencing his tribe, then slammed it into the ground butt first.
“You fought with strength and courage for one so small. I wonder what kind of huntress you would make.”
Bailynn tossed the cooling heart onto the ground and smiled around bloodstained lips. “Better than your champion was.”
The sound that came out of Ragnar’s throat sounded like growl at first until it rose to a purring chuckle. “You are fierce, little mouse. I like you. You may take your people and go, my slave will guide you to the marshes. Do not come back this way ever again, the next time I see you I’ll make you my personal slave.”
Bailynn nodded and turned away.
“Wait, little mouse,” Ragnar said to her.
Bailynn turned back just in time to catch her opponents weapon. She grimaced at the shock to her arm and side, but held it in front of her. “I don’t need a weapon.”
“Hashra thought the same,” Ragnar told her. “Don’t spurn my gift.”
Bailynn nodded and looked at the spear closer. She nodded and held it aloft as she walked over to Logan and Bekka. “Score one point for violence.”
Logan choked on what he was about to say. He frowned at her, but found he couldn’t deny the effectiveness. Likewise he had trouble denying the way his blood had been singing for him to transform and leap into battle himself. He pushed it aside and looked more closely at her. “Will you let me help you now?”
“Later,” Bailynn said, ignoring him and staring at the very angry looking gajrin that stared at her.
Before Logan could respond movement through the crowd distracted him. A woman emerged from between the assembled hunters and huntresses. She had blond hair that was long but seemed barely managed. She wore two belts low on her hips, one with a hatchet in a harness and the other holding a short sword. The only other item of clothing on her deeply tanned body, aside from some charms braided into her hair, was a primitive necklace much like the gajrin wore. It was complete with the trophies taken from those she had slain.
“I am Haley,” she said as she came to stand before them. Her eyes went to each, studying them. She showed no sign of shame or concern for her nudity. “Come, you must leave now before Chief Ragnar changes his mind.”
“He would do that?” Bekka gasped.
She shrugged. “It is for him to say, his will is my will and the will of the tribe.”
Bailynn cursed. Logan felt like echoing her vulgarity. “Then let us be on our way.”
She turned and started off, pausing only to glance back and make sure they followed. Logan looked at his companions and motioned for them to go. He watched Bailynn in particular, certain she was nursing injuries that might be serious. He glanced ahead and found his eyes drawn to the very shapely and very nude backside of their guide. He forced his eyes away and found them going to Bekka. He was fearful she might have caught him but he noted that her eyes were taking in Haley’s figure with a considerable interest.
Bekka turned her head and saw Logan staring at her. She smiled and looked away, her cheeks growing red. Logan bit down on his smile before he realized that Haley was pulling away from them. “She means business,” he grunted, speeding his own pace and making sure his friends could keep up.
They walked for over an hour before Logan called out for a rest. They were all winded and sweating, but it was the wheezing he heard from Bailynn that prompted his action. He went to her, holding up a finger to stall the protest she’d opened her mouth to utter.
“You’ll hold us up soon if we don’t tend your injuries.”
Bailynn’s nostrils flared and her eyes narrowed. She looked at Haley for a long moment then gestured to Logan to go ahead.
“Good, lay down,” he advised. She did so, grimacing with each step of the maneuver. Logan probed her side and watched her face as she tried to show no response to the pain. He closed his eyes and began to channel the mystical energies, whispering prayers aloud as he did so. He felt her side again, feeling the jagged edges beneath her skin of broken ribs and spongy areas where blood had pooled. “You’re hurt worse than you know,” he whispered to her.
Bailynn’s eyes flicked towards Haley. Logan followed and saw the nude woman slowly looking around them, surveying the plains for any sign of danger. Or perhaps she was looking for something to hunt, Logan had no idea how her mind worked. The mere thought of her being a slave to Ragnar twisted away at him. Bailynn’s injuries brought him back, reminding him of his greatest concern at the moment.
He focused the magic into Bailynn, directing it through his hands and mending the broken tissues. He pushed hard, fighting past the damage and smoothing it out. Before he knew his battle was over and he slumped back, exhausted. He looked up at her from where he sat on his heels and saw a twinkle in her eye as she looked at him. She was almost smiling, he realized. He mustered up the strength to give her one of his own then tried to stand.
Bailynn climbed to her feet first. She reached down and pulled on Logan’s arm, helping him up. She stretched her arm and rubbed her other hand against her side. She nodded. “Feels good. Still stiff, but I can breathe a full breath again.”
“Breathing’s good,” Logan muttered. He took his own advice and pulled in a few breaths of his own to restore some clarity to his head.
They turned and looked over to see Bekka standing next to Haley. Logan stomped his feet, marveling at how quickly he’d lost circulation in them while he knelt. Bekka glanced at him. “Oh! Finally done. Good, we should get going. Haley was telling me a little about the gajrin people.”
“How long did it take?” Logan blurted out.
Bekka shrugged. “A while, I didn’t really notice.”
“Near an hour,” Haley answered. She glanced up at the sun and then back at them. “Come, let’s continue.”
An hour? Logan looked at Bailynn and saw a similarly surprised look on her face. He’d never had it take him that long before, even with Bailynn. He’s also never had to fight so hard to get his healing to take. Bailynn hadn’t resisted it, but something in her had been resisting him. He glanced at her gloves and wondered if they did more than the elves had told her. 
“All right, so what of you, Haley?” Logan asked, feeling remiss for having missed out. “How did you come to serve Ragnar?”
“My husband settled lands on the edge of the plains and farmed them,” she stated matter-of-factly. “He went hunting too far one day and angered the gajrin. They sent hunters to teach humans a lesson. My husband and children were butchered. I was taken as a spoil of war.”
“What?” Bailynn cried out. She stopped walking and stared, forcing Logan and Bekka to halt as well. Haley kept going. She was forced to hurry to catch up.
“Ragnar broke me down, stripping away the weak and pathetic woman I was and leaving me truly alive. I felt as I’d never felt before, and from that I built myself back up to be stronger than ever.”
“But your children…”
She ignored Logan and continued. “I proved I was no simple slave fit for cleaning food or menial tasks. He gave me daily challenges and I excelled. Now I’ve the greatest regard a human can have amongst the gajrin. Greater even than the Little Mouse.”
All eyes fell on a stewing Bailynn. “How can you serve him after what he did?” She demanded.
“He’s done far worse, to me and to others,” Haley said. “Thing you can’t imagine because they’re things you couldn’t hope to survive.”
Bailynn spat at her words.
Haley ignored her. “I serve him because he is greater than I. I can still learn from him, and if I do not he will kill me. If I run I might survive at first but he will hunt me down. There is no greater hunter alive.”
“Have you ever tried to escape?” Bekka asked.
“No, I would be dead if I tried. There are no second chances with Ragnar.”
“We will help you,” Logan pledged. “Not a one of us stands with slavery in any form. Come with us, we’ll get you some clothing and you can see how proper people should live and respect one another.”
She looked down at herself and then at Bekka and Bailynn. “Clothing is a weakness. It slows the body and hides a hunter’s true form. I have no desire to be part of a people that lies, cheats, and murders one another without cause.”
Bekka opened her mouth to speak again but Logan stopped her with a hand to her arm. He shook his head when she looked at him, signaling her to not push the issue. Haley had spoken with conviction and passion, too much and they might lose more than just their guide, she might turn against them.
“As for Ragnar,” she continued in a more distant voice, “the day will come when I face him on a field of honor and kill him for what he did to my family. Even my station as a slave will not prevent me the right to challenge him.”
“Sounds violent,” Bailynn muttered loud enough for Logan to hear.
He was surprised at the animosity of her statement enough to let his mouth hang open in shock. He turned to look at her and saw a smirk on her face. Logan suspected there was more than playful banter behind it.
“What’s the matter, cat got your tongue?”
Logan groaned. Bailynn seemed to finally be finding herself but he wasn’t sure the personality that was emerging was a healthy one. Her sense of humor, in particular, needed a lot of work.
They walked throughout the rest of the day, their pace preventing conversation. As the hours dipped past Bailynn and Haley kept an eye on the surrounding plains, leaving Logan to glance repeatedly at the sky.
“We must camp,” Logan said, fearing the dipping sun would fall faster than they could prepare a camp. They’d made good time once the worst of Bailynn’s injuries had been taken care of. Not good enough to reach the marshes. Logan was concerned of what Haley might see and learn of his curse.
“How much time until the lesser moon rises?” Bailynn asked.
“Within an hour of sunset,” Bekka answered. “I’ve been studying it and it comes a few minutes later each night.”
“Good, let’s set up camp. Haley, we have no shelter, do we need any?”
Haley glanced at them. “A watch only. A fire will keep away most predators.”
“A fire we can do,” Logan said. He looked about then frowned. “What is there to burn?”
Haley chuckled. “Set up your camp, I’ll build the fire.”
“Can I help?” Bekka asked, stepping closer to her.
Haley glanced at her, her eyes taking in everything about her. She nodded then looked for an ideal spot to dig a bowl in the ground for the fire. Bekka went with her. Logan caught Bailynn staring at him when he looked away from Bekka to the petite but dangerous woman. She glanced away quickly, as though he’d caught her doing something she shouldn’t have.
“Empty the packs and let’s set up sleeping arrangements,” Logan suggested. Bailynn moved so quickly she practically leapt into action. She used her clawed gloves that she still wore to easily cut down the tough grasses. She spread them on the ground then added more, creating a padded pallet for sleeping.
“No trees, you’ll need to tie me as you did before.”
Bailynn glanced up at him with a scowl on her face. “You’ve fought the change every night. Try it without the rope!”
“What if tonight I fail? What if I lose control and hurt one of you?”
Bailynn lowered her head just enough to give him a look that was fitting on her teenage face. “You saw what I did earlier, right? Do you really think I can’t handle a puppy dog after Hashra?”
Bailynn was still dangerous, but he wasn’t willing to risk it. “There’s Bekka and Haley as well.”
Bailynn followed his gaze and sighed. “Whatever, I’ll tie you up.”
Logan smiled when she looked back. “Thank you.”
She grunted and began to loop the rope around him. “Still not willing to try and control the beast?”
Logan shook his head. “If we were still on the Voidhawk and I had a hold to myself, perhaps. But not here, not with so much at stake.”
“What’s at stake?” Bailynn paused and looked around. The last rays of the sun painted the plains a reddish tinge. “Miles of nothing but grass and an occasional tree.”
“The three of you would be in danger,” Logan said. “I won’t allow that.”
“You’re the youngest of us all,” she pointed out. “we’re not children to be protected. Hasn’t your time aboard the ‘Hawk showed you that?”
“That was different,” he protested. “We all had jobs. Dexter was our Captain! He and Jenna did fine job of managing the ship and calculating what risks we took. The things we did and risks we took were always in the best interests of all of us.”
“We’re not on a voidship and you’re not our captain.”
Logan opened and shut his mouth. He wanted to defend himself but he found her words stung. “I’m not trying to be the captain,” he said softly.
“Logan, stop.” Bailynn tied a knot and sat down next to him. She reached up, her hand jerking a little as she moved it, then brushed against his cheek. She’d removed her gloves before using the rope, giving him the feel of her soft skin against his cheek. “You, Bekka, Jenna, Dexter, Keshira, and even Xander and Rosh — you’re the only friends I have. You’re the only family I have. I’d go with you and do anything for you.”
“Then let me decide what’s best for me.”
Bailynn pursed her lips and nodded. “I’m trying. I get confused sometimes. Maybe I’m confused now. Since the elders helped me I’ve been feeling more and more. Some feelings I’d forgotten, others that are new. I…I just mean that I’m not always as nice as I should be. You’ve helped me so much and I feel so much better around you, I guess I’m testing things out on you. I’m sorry if I’m bitchy at times.”
“Catty?” Logan couldn’t resist asking.
Bailynn drew her eyebrows together in confusion, then had to look away as she let a laugh slip out. “I suppose I deserved that.”
“You and I do have a common bond, Bailynn. Your service was forced, mine is voluntary. We both have burdens to bear as well.”
Bailynn looked at the ground shielding most of her face from the bound priest’s view. Finally she looked up at him and asked, “Why did you ask the elders to help me for your reward instead of helping yourself?”
“You were broken. We didn’t know if you’d survive the destruction of the ring that controlled you.”
“I know that,” Bailynn said. “I want to know why you put me before yourself. Why me, of all the people there. Dexter chose to save Rosh, Jenna chose to give the Captain a chance to have a child with her. You could have been freed! Does the Captain have that much hold over you that you wanted to make him proud?”
Logan chuckled. “I did it because you are important, Bailynn. You matter. The void would be a sadder place without you in it.”
A tear fell from Bailynn’s eye. She threw her arms around Logan and squeezed him so tightly he wondered if the rope was even necessary. She backed away but not before Logan could feel the wetness on her cheek and neck. “I…I’ve been broken and sheltered so long I don’t know as much about myself as I should, but I know what it means to put the lives of others before my own. That’s why I’m going to stop the White Lady. The same reason why you gave me my life, instead of reclaiming your own.”
Logan nodded, blinking away some moisture in his own eyes. Bailynn’s powerful emotions were touching him and making his heart swell with pride.
“And I want you to know that I love you.”
He had to fight to remember to breathe after Bailynn’s whispered endearment. He smiled at her and wondered what he could possibly due to comfort her. He loved her as well, but it was much as he loved Bekka and Jenna and Dexter and the others. It was a love of respect and brotherhood. The love Bailynn spoke of, if she truly knew what she was talking about, was a love Logan could never trust himself to give to anyone.
“There’s something else,” Bailynn said before his silence stretched on so long that it became uncomfortable. She tilted her head to the side and glanced up at the sky. Logan followed her gaze and saw the small moon was rising above them and had been fully in view for a few minutes. “Close your mouth. You look silly.”
Logan snapped his jaw shut but couldn’t tear his gaze away from the moon. Bailynn hugged him again, then backed away and brought the ropes with her. He stared at the ropes and the hands holding them, then looked down at his own body. He searched within and found the beast was sleeping with little more than an occasionally tremor.
“How is this possible?” He whispered.
“Stop fighting yourself,” Bailynn said. “The more you fear it, the stronger you make it.”
Her words made sense. He stood up slowly and stared at the moon. Another glance at his arms and hands confirmed it for him. “I’ll be…”
Bailynn rose with him, her grin stretching wider than he’d ever seen it before. He swept her up in his arms and crushed her to him, complete with a powerful kiss upon her lips, then he set the giggling woman down. Her hand slipped into his before he turned and closed the distance where Bekka and Haley were sitting and keeping watch.
“Shouldn’t you be tied up?” Bekka asked. Her eyes went to the union of their hands but other than a rise of one eyebrow she made no mention of it.
“Bailynn is full of surprises today,” Logan said. 
Her other eyebrow joined the first. “She’s always been full of surprises.”
Bailynn blushed. “You said the smaller moon wasn’t natural. Logan finally let me help him prove it.”
Logan nodded, his own smile finally fading. “Yes, when the other moon rises we dare not try this.”
Bailynn squeezed his hand and said, “By the time that rises I’ll have you turning your curse into a blessing and it won’t matter.”
His first instinct was to shake his head but something about the way Bailynn looked at him stopped him. She believed in what she said. More so, she believed in him. He gave her hand a squeeze in return and said, “I should know better by now, anything is possible with people like you around.”
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
“It looks different ahead!” Bailynn opined. They’d walked several hours the following day and now even the shortest of their group could note the change in terrain before them.
“The marshes are ahead,” Haley said. By squinting Logan could see how the golden brown of the grasses grew greener ahead. “I’ll leave you there.”
“You could come with us,” Bekka offered.
Haley turned to look at her. She smiled and shook her head. “Look at me. I wouldn’t be welcome amongst your kind.”
“My kind?” Bekka laughed. “My kind accepts everyone! We’ve been enslaved, abused, segregated, and spurned.”
Haley shook her head. “No, not your race, I mean the civilized worlds you speak of. I’m not a housewife or a farm girl anymore. I’ll bear no more children.”
“We’re not exactly traditional,” Bekka pointed out.
Haley shook her head. “I’m alone among the gajrin. Other slaves come and go but none survive like I have. None have done so well. One day I’ll be able to learn no more, then I will have my vengeance. After that nothing matters, if I die — I die.”
“That’s a horrible way to live,” Bekka breathed.
Haley shrugged her shoulders. “It’s how I survive as well as I do.”
“Ragnar seems an intelligent leader,” Logan mused aloud. “I wonder, does he often send you out on your own?”
“He’s done so before, yes. Sometimes even amongst other humans.”
“Like this?” Bekka asked, gesturing at Haley’s virtually nude body.
Haley smirked. “No, that was a different kind of hunt. I always dress for the hunt.”
Logan fought down his chuckle before asking, “So you’ve had a chance to escape but never did. Are you afraid of being hunted?”
“I was once. Now this is my way of life. I don’t know anything else.”
Logan nodded. “I learned a lesson years ago being a priest that travels the void. Forcing my beliefs on someone else is the best way to start a war.”
Bekka turned to gape at him. “You’re just turning your back on her?”
Logan shook his head. “I’ll never condone slavery, if it were up to me I’d try to help her. Knowing that she chooses this way of life I can only say that I’ve seen the gajrin in action and if Haley has gained a position of respect among them, then she’d be a welcome addition. That’s her decision to make, not ours. Our only question is whether all of us would welcome her.”
Bailynn scowled as Logan directed the unseen question her way. “How can you even ask? Of course!”
“Well there you have it,” Logan said. “Haley, I think Ragnar sent you with us knowing that you wouldn’t return. What more is there amongst the gajrin for you?”
Haley looked ahead to the wetlands still some distance away. “We’ll reach the marshes in two hours or less. This border region is dangerous, no more talking.”
Bailynn shared a look with Logan that communicated their thoughts on the abrupt topic shift. He took Haley’s advice, granting that she knew the world and the region better. The others followed his lead, keeping their peace while Haley led them through the greener grasses until the ground began to slant downwards.
The grasses gave way to occasion clumps of cattails growing from the increasingly spongy ground. Tall trees rich with leaves and drooping branches marked the beginning of the marshes. Haley guided them to the edge of the water and looked around.
“The waters seem shallow but the bottom is filled with a sucking mud. Further in it grows deeper and is host to many dangerous things,” Haley explained.
“Of course it is,” Bailynn mumbled.
Logan ignored her and stared at the water. “We need a raft.”
“There are islands and stretches of land that rise above the water. You can go without, but you will need to cross patches of water. Some will require swimming.”
“We spend our time up there,” Logan pointed to the sky. “We sail on magical ships through the void between worlds. There’s not a lot of extra water up there, not enough for most of us to know how to swim.”
“You need a raft,” Haley said with a twist of her lips.
“Gather as much wood as you can,” Bekka said. She turned and surveyed the surroundings.
“I’ve got my rope,” Logan offered.
“Good, now let’s get to work,” Bekka instructed. “We’ve got most of the day left. I’m hoping Willa showed me enough about working with wood that I can do this.”
They set off immediately, Haley and Bekka heading off in one direction while Logan and Bailynn went in the other. Bailynn used her spear to hack at the branches while Logan pulled and carried them to the growing pile of lumber. For each log he delivered Haley brought twice as many. She saw him frowning and flashed her hand axe at him, showing she had a superior tool for the task at hand.
Several hours later Bekka had fashioned a raft out of interlocking branches. Logan’s rope went unused, thanks to Bekka’s use of cross beams that she’d managed to interlock with the larger branches using her dagger and magic. She backed away, dirty and sweating, and stared down at it. Her outer shirt had been removed some time ago and the tight fitting layered shirt she wore beneath was loosened to allow as much air flow as possible.
Logan kept his eyes away from Bekka as much as possible. Most of her time was spent on hands and knees or bent over and the way her loosened shirt shifted offered countless opportunities for a scandalous glance. He felt the rush of warmth to his cheeks when Bailynn glowered at him at one point.
They pushed the raft onto the murky water. Aside from some bobbing from the movement, it floated. Bekka let out a yelp of delight, then gasped when Haley stepped onto the collection of timbers. “Are you coming with us?”
“I’ll see you safe through the marshes. I know something of them. Beyond them, when you reach the deep forest of the Fayer, I’m no help.”
Bekka’s smile caused Logan to meet Bailynn’s gaze. They shared a smile that said more than words could have. Logan was also pleased to note that Bailynn’s earlier scowl was forgotten.
“The day’s wasting, let’s be off,” Logan advised. He glanced to the north and saw the small moon against the light blue sky of Kelios. It was near to setting on its second cycle through the twenty four hour day.
Using a straight branch and Bailynn’s spear they pushed the raft free and moved through the fens. Haley called out directions and pointed out threats along the way. The passed a small cove with several giant frogs that had glands poisonous to the touch. Further on they saw a ripple in the water passing in the distance. She pointed as the ripple reached a small island and a reptilian creature emerged with sex legs and jaws like an alligator. It was easily a dozen feet long and not something any of them wanted to tangle with.
With Haley guiding them they avoided the predators in the swamp but there was no escape from the insects. Fighting the stinging and sucking pests quickly proved too. Haley ignored them, though Logan noticed they seemed to leave her alone for the most part.
“Why aren’t you getting eaten up?” Logan asked her at one point.
She glanced at herself, turning just enough to display her bare chest in an accidental yet provocative pose. Logan looked away. Rather than getting accustomed to her nudity he’d only figured out how to ignore her. When she was only a guide he’d considered her little more than a  diversion or an obstacle. Now that Haley had shown more of herself, emotionally speaking, she’d become more of a person and someone of interest again.
Bekka, of course, was even more interested. It was obvious, yet Haley showed no sign she was aware of the sorceress’ desires. Bailynn snorted softly beside him. Logan dared a look, assuming she was disgusted with him again. He noticed that Bailynn’s tunic had been loosened as well, in spite of the bugs that swarmed around them. He yanked his eyes free and shook his head. What was wrong with him?
“I’ve been in the marshes before. They bothered me the first time, but after a week or so I adapted and they left me alone. The worst part about these wetlands to me isn’t the bugs, snakes, or predators, it’s the lack of wind.”
“Wind!” Bekka gasped. She raised her hands and chanted some words into the buzzing air. A breeze sprung around them, soft and gentle but a breeze nonetheless. It circled the raft, blowing the insects away and refreshing them. She lowered her arms and the breeze died away.
“Thank you.” Haley grinned. Bekka returned the grin complete with a dash of red to her cheeks.
Bailynn and Logan’s eyes met again. Bailynn rolled her eyes and forced Logan to bite down on a chuckle. Floating through a humid swamp with a horde of biting insects returning, the priest couldn’t imagine anywhere he’d rather be.
              
* * * *
 
Logan had just drifted off to sleep when he was nudged back to consciousness. He looked over to see Bailynn staring intently at him. “Haley spotted something, she wants us to be ready,” she whispered.
Logan nodded and started to get up. Bailynn’s hand squeezing his shoulder kept him from rising. She was laying on the ground as well. He dared to roll his head and look around but the only thing he noticed was the moonlight filtering through the drooping canopy of the swamp trees above the small island they’d camped on. He smiled, distracted by the realization that the light came from both the full small moon and the half full larger moon.
A faint splash reminded him of the threat Bailynn had hinted at. From his limited vantage point he could see nothing but Bailynn beside him. “Now!” Hailey shouted.
Logan lurched into motion. Haley had sprung from the ground to her feet already, her weapons in hand. His mace was still in his pack so he grabbed up a length of a branch they’d not yet tossed into their small fire. The fire was between him and the water, ruining his night vision. He turned to put his back to it and began to make out shapes in the darkness of small canoes and skiffs in the water. Each had two or three silhouettes of what looked like children in them.
Light flared up above them in a handful of rotating balls of soft light. He glanced over and saw Bekka guiding the balls with her hands, directing them as they floated through the air. He returned his attention to the figures approaching and saw them better. They were humanoid, but far from human. Black eyes glittered in the darkness, reflecting Bekka’s magical lights. Their faces were mottled green and brown, complete with large mouths and slits where a nose should have been.
One of them called out, breaking the nocturnal silence. The creatures in the bow of each boat raised tubs made of reeds and put them in their mouths. Logan heard a series of soft pops, then felt several pricks about his body. It changed to a burning sensation briefly, then faded altogether. He looked down and saw several crude darts stuck in his clothing and skin.
Bekka cried out, the lights waving erratically for a moment then going out. Bailynn cursed, the called for Logan. The Priest plucked out the darts as fast as he could, but already his tongue felt thicker in his mouth. He turned to see Bailynn stumble towards him. She caught herself then fell to her knees and one hand.
Logan saw Bekka was on the ground as well. Haley was yanking the darts out at a furious pace. A second wave hit both of them, causing his already impaired sense of balance to fail him. He fell near Bailynn and watched as she grew fuzzier with each passing heartbeat until the world dissolved into a shade of grey.
 
* * * *
 
When the disjointed sounds and experiences began to sort themselves out, Logan found himself bound to a large timber set in the ground. His eyes ached and his vision was fuzzy no matter how many times he blinked. He shook his head and tasted something strange and metallic in his mouth.
The others were with him, each of them tied to their own stake. He had trouble distinguishing them, the poison in his system combined with the flickering firelight to chase demonic shadows across their faces. He felt something growl in his stomach but paid it no mind. Indigestion was the least of his concerns.
“Logan!”
Logan snapped his head up, realizing he’d let his focus slip and even drooled a little on himself. He glanced over and, after squinting enough to be certain, saw a bound and nude Bailynn staring at him. He tried to speak but found little more than a grunt came out of his parched lips. The thickness of his tongue and throat prompted him to cough until it became painful for him. The pain, at least, cleared away a little of the fog still clinging to his mind.
“Logan, they’re going to eat us!”
He jerked at her words and looked to the center of the island they were on. The campfire was more than just that. The peak of the flames had gone down and now the short monsters were tending it to provide hot coals for cooking. The realization sent his heart racing and cleared his mind a little more. He glanced down and confirmed that his clothing was also gone.
“Bekka! Can’t you use your magic?” Logan called out. He drew the attention of a couple of the swamp dwellers. They croaked and hissed at one another for a moment before one walked over to Logan and punched him in the face.
Logan’s head snapped back and bounced off the wooden pole he was bound to. His vision swam worse than before but the acute pain served to focus his thoughts. He felt the rumbling inside of him and realized it had nothing to do with his last meal, it was the beast. He’d dared to think he might be gaining control of it, but now he knew he’d let himself be fooled.
Logan spat blood on the ground, then looked up at the diminutive swamp dweller. He bit down hard to control his rising desire to snap at him. “Can you understand me?” Logan’s voice was tightly contained. Their only hope was to speak to someone in command and convince them they weren’t a threat.
His answer was another blow to the side of his head. It jarred him and knocked him senseless for a moment. As small as the creatures were they were every bit as strong as a full grown man. When his ears stopped ringing and all Logan could see was a red film of rage he heard Bailynn cry out.
She followed the cry with a plea. “Use it! Use it to control the beast. Let it out, my gloves are gone! You’re our only hope!”
His spine lurched, forcing him to arch his back against the pole. He shook his head, fighting it even as he weighed Bailynn’s words. It wanted out. He wanted to let it out, he just had to let go. Logan found himself breathing fast through his nose, then his teeth parted and he was gasping for breath. Bailynn screamed again, this time it was a wordless cry.
Logan snapped his head to the side and saw one of the swamp dwellers yank a crude wooden spear free of her belly. Logan stared in shock, the rage and the beast a secondary thing. Bailynn stared down at the blood that fell from her belly, then her head tilted up to stare at Logan.
Seeing the fear and sadness dancing in Bailynn’s eyes caused something to snap inside of Logan. “No!” He growled.
The change came faster than ever before. Even as the creature before him stepped forward to strike him again Logan sank his nails into the ropes binding his hands together and to the pole. He flexed his hirsute arms and snapped the tough fibers. His arms completed their movement by slamming into the swamp dweller before him.
Logan could smell death. The ropes fell away and he lurched forward, landing on all fours. He shook his head and turned to the wide eyed runt that had stabbed Bailynn. He leapt, landing on him and bearing him to the ground. When he looked up again he could taste the blood in his mouth and it caused him to raise his head to the moon to let loose a howl of exultation.
The other swamp dwellers rushed forward. Logan met them, ignoring their poisoned darts that now seemed useless against him. He growled when a spear, club, or a stone bounced off of his hide. The pain was there but it drove him on. He knew it was only temporary. All that mattered was hurting as many of them as he could. His claws rent skin and broke bones while his teeth tore flesh and crushed the life from the dimunitive creatures.
He stood breathing hard, his hurts many but ignored. Bailynn was behind him, tied to a post as her life’s blood dripped from her stomach. He snarled at any who approached, sending them scurrying back. He wanted to kill them all. He needed to, in fact. Only the constant reminder of the person he needed to protect kept him from leaping into their midst, regardless of how many spears and knives they held.
“You’re beautiful,” Bailynn whispered behind him.
Logan’s ears twitched. He raised his head up and looked back at her, then snapped back around when he heard the excited pitch of the swamp dwellers. A commotion amongst them preceded a barely taller version of the pygmies emerging from the crowd to stand before Logan. He bore a headpiece fitted with feathers and half dead flowers from the swamp. He wore a cloak that had the ridged appearance of the skin that belonged to the six legged reptiles that swam through the swamp looking for food.
“Let us go and we’ll let you live!” Bekka called out.
Logan growled. He understood her perfectly. He didn’t want them to live. He wanted to crush the life out of each and every one of them. Only his worry for Bailynn kept him from continuing the process.
The chief gave orders to his people and three came forward. Each went to a tree but Logan was quick to snap at the one that came for Bailynn. The small creature trembled before him and held up its hands in supplication. Logan found himself sniffing them and tried to shake his head in denial. The movement scared the dweller so badly it scrambled away from him.
Logan huffed and turned to Bailynn. He bit at the ropes around her and let her catch herself on him as they gave way. She sank down beside him and wrapped her arms and her face in his hair. “This is the Logan I’ve longed for,” she whispered. She sat back on her legs and held a hand tightly to her belly. “You’ve given me everything I have. Take this lesson from me before it’s too late. This is part of you. You’re more than just a man. You’re here, with me, and you’re still trying to protect me.”
Logan turned away to face the swamp dwellers. He growled and started towards them.
“Logan, this is bad.”
He turned back. Bekka was there, holding Bailynn. “She needs your help, Logan. I can’t fix this.”
Logan snarled. Bekka was a healer, why couldn’t she help? He’d tasted blood and he wanted more! He growled again as something shifted inside of him. He howled as he felt himself being denied. His body betrayed him, pulling him back and swallowing him up as it contorted and folded upon itself.
Logan lay gasping on the ground. He coughed, spitting out blood and something fleshy. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the clear night sky. The moon shone down upon him, reminding him of what had happened and of who he was. He’d never remembered so much from a complete change before, nor had he stayed awake through the transition.
“Logan?”
The priest looked up, prodded by the sorceress’ voice. He nodded and pulled himself over to her, then pulled Bailynn’s hands away from the hole in her stomach.
“I’m scared, Logan,” Bailynn whispered. “But I’m so proud of you, too.”
Logan smiled at her, then put a bloody finger to her mouth. Whether it was her blood or someone else’s he wasn’t sure. He refocused on injury and tried to summon up the energies within him.
It was there in an instant. He gasped, losing control for a moment. He’d never felt it so pure and available. His mind and body felt fully refreshed, giving him the opportunity he needed to pour the beneficent energies into Bailynn. She gasped, tears running from her eyes as the blood welled up from the hole in her belly. After the blink of an eye had passed, Logan gently brushed away the blood from her stomach and stared at the unblemished pink skin.
Bailynn picked herself up on her elbow and looked at the wound as well. Her eyes rose to Logan’s but her jaw stayed agape. She threw her arms around him and Logan found himself so caught up in the wonder of it that he was hugging and kissing her back.
“Um, Guys,” Bekka prompted a moment later. “There’s still this angry tribe of people who tried to cook us for supper…”
They were talking amongst themselves, a couple of phrases repeating often enough for them to recognize the pattern, even if they couldn’t understand what it meant.
“They’re calling you beastman.” Haley’s words pulled Logan out of the stupor he’d fallen into.
The priest looked around and saw the denizens of the swamp were murmuring words that felt alien to him. He stood up slowly, testing each limb and joint. They moved without complaint. He felt better than he had in weeks. “Beastman?” The word tasted foul in his mouth.
“Not a monster, a powerful and beautiful beast,” Bailynn said softly.
“Let me guess, there’s a prophecy about a shapeshifter?” Bekka’s tone dripped with scorn.
Haley tilted her head as she took in the assembled humanoids. “I don’t know speak much of their language.”
“Beastwalker,” The chief spoke, his words so accented they were hard to understand. “A beast that walks as a man.”
“I’m a man,” Logan growled. He felt the urge deep inside of him to physically correct the runt, but with an ease greater than he could remember he pushed it aside.
The chief waved his staff, dismissing the argument. “We were driven from our village. My people suffer and we don’t know this part of the swamp. Always it’s been forbidden to us. My hunters were desperate when they saw your fire.”
“We have pressing business, let us pass and no more of your people will die,” Bekka said.
Logan turned to stare at her sharply. She spoke with such conviction and harshness it left him speechless. Beside her he saw Haley’s lip curl up into a faint smile. It looked sinister.
“What drove you from your lands?” Bailynn asked.
“Men that wore skins of metal our darts and spears could not pierce.”
“Metal skins?” Bekka asked.
“Armor,” Haley said. “There’s a group of well armed bandits that raids from the swamp. They owe their success to a hag that runs them.”
“A hag?”
“Swamp witch,” the chief explained. 
Bekka sighed, drawing Logan’s attention again. “Remember the White Lady? We’re supposed to be doing something about her.”
Logan chose his words carefully. “We’re not bandits.” 
Bekka opened then shut her mouth. She stared at him then turned away to look at Haley. The huntress’ expression gave no indication of her opinion.
“’Lynn?” Logan asked.
“Don’t ask me to choose who suffers.” Bailynn stared at him, ignoring the others. “If we ignore these creatures then they die or hurt others. If we help them then another young girl may be taken.”
“I understand,” Logan said. He turned back to the chief. “Return our things to us. We’ll do what we can to help.”
The chief stared at him then nodded. “Help us and we will never again hunt man.” He gestured and croaked out an order. Moments later bundles and bags were carried and dragged before them, then dumped onto the spongy ground.
Logan and the others dug through the assembled equipment. The clothing was torn and the equipment dirty. Logan dressed and felt better as he did so. He even took care to secure his mace to his side instead of leaving it in his pack.
“Our food’s gone,” Bekka noted. She’d been searching through the assorted gear and dressed last, though only after a long look at Haley. Then huntress had reclaimed her weapon belts and stood ready, a hand upon the grip of each.
“My people starve,” the chief said.
“Now we starve,” she muttered.
“Send a guide to show us the way. Boats as well,” Logan said, ignoring the surly sorceress. Now that Bailynn was coming around it seemed to be Bekka’s turn to act strangely. He’d seen her driven before, but never at the expense of others.
The chief spoke with his tribe and, after a moment, one of them approached timidly. It looked at Logan then moved past them and headed down the hill to the water. Logan glanced at the others then followed. It seemed that the swamp people wanted them gone as quickly as they wanted to be away.
The canoes were small but Bailynn and Logan climbed into one while Haley and Bekka claimed another. Logan was no expert on reading the swamp dweller’s facial expressions but he had a hunch their guide was grateful he had a third canoe to himself.
“You’re not a bandit?” Haley asked as they pushed off.
Logan nodded. “We’re not. We don’t prey on others, nor do we—”
“I get it, Logan,” Bekka snapped. “We won’t sink to their level.”
Logan kept the smile from his lips. “I thought you were a champion for oppressed people. I remember a half elf whose side you once took even though his story seemed odd.”
The half elf had been named Zhirt and he’d led them into a trap designed to recapture Jenna and feed the rest of the crew to the soul leeching garden the elves used to power their monstrous fortress. They’d fought free of the trap and escaped, though they’d all been wounded near unto death by the time Fort Prudence had been consigned to a fiery death.
“Aye, and I remember what happened when I thought I could trust someone because we shared the misfortune of heritage!”
Logan recoiled from her verbal rebuke. He chose silence as the better path to valor.
“She’s trying to impress Haley,” Bailynn whispered from her position near the bow of the canoe.
Bekka’s oar splashed louder into the water. Logan risked a glance and saw her dig deeper, propelling their boat faster after the guide.
“Her hearing’s almost as good as Jenna’s,” Logan reminded his boat mate.
“I know,” Bailynn said, turning enough to let Logan see her face. She smiled at him but he had trouble seeing past her eyes. They were lit up with her own happiness. It was a mixture of joy and something else. Something that shook Logan and made his heart thump in his chest. He looked away quickly, his mouth dry. There was no mistaking the look of unbridled lust.
“Let’s catch up, there’s no telling how many of these bandits there are.”
“Aye, we’ll have time enough after.”
Logan swallowed anxiously and wondered if he should pray for more than just forgiveness for his earlier actions. Should he pray for the strength to survive Bailynn’s desires? His smile died before it made its way to his face. Thoughts of praying reminded him of how he’d healed her.
“’Lynn, do you feel well?”
She turned, rocking the boat with her abrupt maneuver. “What? Yes, why? Do you think something’s wrong with me? Can’t believe I want to be with you? I’m not the child I look like! Many men would pay for a woman like me!”
Logan held up a hand to stall her. It didn’t work until she’d finished venting. He tried to give her a disarming smile before he explained his question. “No, I don’t find anything wrong with you,” he omitted the part where her youthful appearance scared him. He was like the men she’d mentioned, he found her more and more appealing as she forced awareness of how much of a woman she was. “I meant your injury. I’ve never been able to heal something like that before. There are rumors and legends of great healers from my world that could do such things, but they were just that, legends.”
“Well now you’re a legend,” Bailynn said. Her eyes searched his for a long moment then she turned back and began to stroke her oar through the water again.
Logan fell silent. He’d done nothing to make him worthy of such a gift. His magic had grown weaker ever since he suffered from his curse. He’d thought it would be gone when he left the world of Acaros behind, but what little he had remained. Small cuts and scrapes had been all he could handle, aside from the common sense of how to bind and tend a wound. Now this sudden burst of energy that restored his own wellness as well as leaving Bailynn unharmed. He shook his head in disbelief.
Surely his god wouldn’t reward him for releasing the beast inside of him and causing such harm?
“You sit back there like a lump much longer and I might think you want me to come back and check on you,” Bailynn prompted. She’d turned to stare at him while he was lost in his thoughts.
Logan jerked, causing the canoe to shift and spill some water over the side. He stared at it in horror, then looked up at her and grinned through the warmth in his cheeks. “As skilled as Haley is I think we’d best help before she tries to take on a small army of knights wearing only her skin as armor.”
Bailynn smiled. “We’ll talk about it later. Just remember that you are what you are. Denying it isn’t a show of strength, it only divides and weakens you.”
Bailynn winked at him then turned around again to face the front. Her words made sense, after a fashion, but it also made him think of giving into temptation. How was that any different than gluttony or hedonism? He sighed and put his thoughts away. Bekka and Haley needed them, no matter how high an opinion they had of themselves.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
Their guide gibbered something at them and pointed ahead, then put his oar in the water and turned his canoe around as quickly as he could. Logan watched him go for a moment, understanding all too well what was happening. The swamp dwellers weren’t much for courage, that much was plain.
“We’re on our own now,” Bailynn observed.
Haley nodded and gave her a smile. Bekka looked ahead, peering around Haley, and put her oar in the water. “Let’s get this over with,” she muttered.
Logan watched the women get ahead. He couldn’t remember a time when Bekka had ever considered helping someone to be a task to be checked off and brushed away. He dipped his own oar in and together and he and Bailynn followed the sorceress and the huntress around a clump of swamp trees that grew out of the water and towards a large island in the swamp.
A cry went up as they cleared the trees. A man emerged from behind another tree, a crossbow in hand. He cranked it back and raised it up, then called out another warning to the other bandits that Logan couldn’t see.
“Now what?” Bailynn hissed. “Are we going to explain how it wasn’t very nice to run off those swamp creatures and ask them to leave?”
Logan bit back his first response. He suspected his time around short tempered and foul mouthed sailors had been rubbing off on him. With a mental note to spend some time in corrective meditation he said, “We hope he’s not a very good shot.”
Bailynn glanced at him, then grinned wide enough to show her teeth. She dug her oar into the water and, as soon as Logan joined her action, their canoe surged forward. Bekka and Haley were already on their way. The bandit took aim at the two women and fired.
A splash brought Logan’s head around. Bekka was alone in her canoe. She’d twisted and stared, open mouthed, at the ripples spreading from where Haley had gone into the swamp. “Move!” Logan yelled at her. The bandit was already cranking back his crossbow for another shot.
Bekka stared at Logan then twisted back around. She jammed her oar in the water for a stroke then reversed it to the other side for a countering stroke. Of Haley there was no sign. Had she been hit and been knocked out of the canoe?
“Keep us steady!” Bailynn snapped.
Logan looked to her and saw her standing up in the front of the small boat. It rocked dangerously but the lithe woman kept her footing easily. She stooped low to pick up her new spear and took careful aim.
“Better hurry,” Logan urged. The crossbowman finished readying his weapon and was raising it back to aim.
Bailynn grunted as she threw the spear. The unfamiliar maneuver and treacherous footing pushed the bow of the canoe to the right while she overbalanced to the left. When Bailynn went overboard and crashed into the water the canoe shifted back. Logan’s attempted stroke to help Bailynn worked against him, dipping the edge of the canoe into the water and hesitating for a long moment as water spilled into the vessel before the volume of water tipped it over.
Logan came up sputtering. He thrashed, flapping his arms and kicking around with his feet in an attempt to stay above water. His foot hit something, forcing his head under water again. He kicked it again and realized it was solid, whatever it was. He hooked his foot on it and managed to get his other leg to it so he could pinch it between them. It had to be a log or a root, it was round and hard.
Logan’s head broke the surface again but rather than focus on anything around him, he gasped for breath. He pulled himself towards the submerged log with his feet, then it slipped out from beneath him. He went under again, thrusting his feet out wildly to find it. What he found instead was soft and sticky, but it seemed to be everywhere. A wild thought occurred to him, was it the bottom?
Logan stood up, his feet sinking into the muck. The water came to just beneath his chest. He coughed, overcome with the pain in his chest from the water he’d inhaled. He looked up, remembering Bailynn and the bandit, when a sharp pain erupted in his leg and yanked him back under the water.
Logan sucked water in again. His sinuses, throat, and chest ached anew but he refused to give in. The submerged creature  that had his leg twisted, rolling him through the water and driving him into the muck. His vision, already murky in the water, was useless from the mud and debris that the thrashing kicked up.
“Use the beast!” Logan jerked, earning a fresh series of rolls through the water. He’d heard Bailynn’s voice. It couldn’t be her, he was under the water! Her voice had seemed like a light shining in the dark, giving him hope.
The water was getting darker and the burning in his lungs more distant. Logan was out of time. He gave in, reaching inside and pulling the wolf out. His hands cramped and twisted, then more of his body shifted. Aching for air he bent over and grabbed the mouth of the creature clamped on his leg. He sank his fingers in, feeling the delicious pressure and release as his claws pierced the scaly hide. His other reached around finding the thick throat of the reptile. 
The monster thrashed again, rolling and knocking Logan’s free hand away. He tried again, reaching blindly and gouging whatever part he could. Then he was free, his leg released. Logan spun around, one hand still holding strong on the creature. He wrapped his legs around the thick reptilian body and found its throat again. This time his claws dug deep before he dragged them across. Around the massive reptile the water bloomed a dark red.
Logan burst free of the water a moment later, coughing and gasping. He hacked and retched, scrambling to get his feet under him again. He trudged towards the shore, remembering the threat of the bandit now that the immediate danger in the water was behind him.
“Logan!” Bailynn cried out, running into the water towards him. Logan stared at her, slowing even as the ground rose and the water fell to his knees. She threw her hands around him, mindless of the partial conversion he’d undergone.
Haley stood above the body of the bandit, blood dripping from her hatchet. Bekka was slumped in her canoe, holding her hip that had a crossbow bolt impaled in it. Behind them, further up on the island several men were running towards them, swords and crossbows in hand.
“You scared me,” Bailynn whispered. “I should’ve known better. Bekka’s hurt, but we need the beast right now, not the healer.”
Logan tried to respond but the sounds he heard come out of his throat weren’t recognizable. He growled them away in frustration and stared at the men that were nearly upon them. Bailynn let him go and backed away. Logan needed no further urging, he leapt forward, coming down in the last few inches of water on all fours. That gave him the leverage to leap forward further and faster.
He closed with the men, alternating between running on two legs and all fours. Bolts hissed passed him, the crossbowmen having trouble tracking his rapid movements. Logan felt some connect, but they were distant impacts that did little more than draw a grunt. He crashed into the closest bandit, a man wearing a steel breastplate over a chain shirt and leggings. Logan’s added weight sent the armored warrior to the ground.
Logan rose up in time to smack aside a sword slashing at him. He felt the impact on his hirsute arm but the need to attack overwhelmed him. When next he looked up from his newest victim blood ran down his shaggy chin.
A crossbow bolt slammed into his chest, stealing his breath from him. He picked himself up and ripped the quarrel out, then growled loudly. The arm he’d blocked the sword with felt weak, but already he could move his fingers again. Two bandits rushed in with swords brandished, the third focused on reloading his crossbow.
Logan dodged the first strike by leaping sideways into his other assailant. The hilt of a sword clipped the side of his head, staggering him and knocking him to all fours. A heavy boot followed, slamming into his ribs. Logan rolled away, dodging another bolt by chance.
When he came to his feet he saw not two but three armed men approaching. The man with the crossbow was readying his weapon again. To the left he saw Bailynn fighting three bandits, with two already on the ground behind her. As he glanced at her she tripped over one of her fallen adversaries. She tried to scramble back but put herself in front of a bandit. He grabbed her around the throat and hauled her up.
Logan felt the growl forming in his throat. Before it could release something crashed into him that defied his senses. He picked his head up from the ground and blinked several times before his eyes would focus. He tasted fresh blood, this time his own. His soaked shirt, hanging in tatters on his chest, had smoke  and steam rising from it.
When he tried to put his arm down to rise up a boot appeared on his chest and pushed him down. His strength had abandoned him. A sword pressed against his throat, impressing him the sharpness of the blade.
“Don’t know what you are, but I bet you ain’t getting up if I cut your head off!” The bandit wielding the sword said. “You just lay there quiet-like, we got someone that wants to talk to you.”
Logan stared at him, then let himself relax. He let his head fall to the side and saw Bailynn was limp in the bandit’s hands. Bekka was being carried away from the canoe. Behind them all he saw Haley slip behind a clump of roots that emerged from the bottom of a tree. Logan growled softly. She’d run like a coward instead of helping them.
 
* * * *
 
“At least we got to keep our clothes this time,” Bailynn said.
Logan glanced down at himself. His were wet, muddy, and torn in many places. The most impressive was the large hole in his short beneath his right arm from the magical assault that had hit him. His body had recovered, thanks to his supernatural curse, but his clothing was forever ruined.
“Shut your holes!” One of the bandits spat at them. They’d been forced into a small pen made from rough hewn timbers driven into the ground like the walls of a fort. The entrance was an opening barely wide enough for a grown man to walk through without turning sideways.
Logan had locked the beast away again. The task was easier but his constant anger kept the monster ready to lash out again.
“Haley will save us,” Bekka whispered.
Logan snorted. He turned to tell her how her precious huntress had not only abandoned them, but she’d used Bekka as bait on the canoe so she wouldn’t be hurt. 
“Silence!” Roared the guard again. He was cocking his crossbow and aiming it into the open gate. “Next one of you mutters one thing gets this in their mouth!”
“Rupert, stand aside.”
The guard gasped, his action echoed by Logan and his companions. Behind him a hooded figure had appeared. Logan was certain the wispy voiced person hadn’t been there a moment before, but his attention had been on the crossbow.
Rupert, the guard, stepped aside with a quickly mumbled assent.  The figure stepped in and stood before the three prisoners. Bekka stood up, hand over the rip in her pants caused by the bolt that she’d been shot with. Logan had healed her injury as soon as they’d been put in the makeshift prison, but his powers only extended to flesh, not garments.
“What brings three young adventurers from the swamp to attack us?” She asked. Her voice was soft but it had a rasp to it that seemed at home with the swamp.
“Who are you?” Logan demanded. He tried, and failed, to push down on his anger.
“She’s the swamp witch,” Bekka answered. “The hag.”
“You have the sight, do you girl? You seen things others can’t? You’ve got a strangeness about you, you do. A confused aura. You’re searching for something, aren’t you? What do you seek, girl?”
“My name is Bekka,” the sorceress said, dropping her hands to her side and drawing her shoulders back. “And what I seek is none of your business.”
“This one’s got fire!” The hooded witch cackled. “Fire won’t help in the swamp, girl.”
“Show yourself,” Logan demanded, taking a threatening step towards her. Bailynn moved closer as well, staying near to him.
The hag turned on him. “Think seeing me will do you good?” She threw back her hood, causing Logan to gasp. Golden and red curls fell from her head, revealing a breathtaking beauty that was entirely out of place in the swamp. “What do you think now, boy? Things aren’t what they seem?”
Logan heard Bailynn hiss beside him but the image before him left him unable to respond.
“You should know, seems your hiding something inside as well. Tell me, boy, what sort of creature are you?”
Logan opened his mouth and realized he was about to spill the secrets of his curse to the beautiful witch. What harm would it do, he reasoned. He was trapped and she was beautiful. What harm could someone so breathtaking as she was possibly do? She reminded him of Bailynn, her face was so youthful and pretty. The more he stared at her the more he saw Bailynn, the structure of her jaw and cheeks. Even her eyes were the same color.
“What’s the matter, boy, still groggy from my magic?”
Magic? He fought to remember. He’d been hurt by magic. Had it been her? It couldn’t have been, she was beautiful. So sweet and so innocent. Why would she hurt him? It must have been somebody else. She was too young to have such power or to be so vicious. Logan glanced down at his chest and heard the girl in front of him hiss sharply.
The ruin of his shirt and the lack of her eyes penetrating his helped to clear his head. She was a witch, he realized. There was nothing pure, sweet, or beautiful about her.  “You want to see it?” He asked her, looking up.
“Yes!” She said, smiling so wide she looked like she had fangs of her own.
Logan let the beast out. It sprang from its cage, not landing until Logan was nearly on top of her and his clawed hands were reaching for her shoulders. He could see his own snout, already elongated and his jaws opening wide for her.
He was knocked back, thrown by some magical force that sent him crashing into the wall of wooden timbers. His fingers stung and his lips and nose felt like they were on fire. Logan shook his head, his jowls flapping, and struggled to pick himself up. All he managed was to push himself into the wall before he realized he had his up and down confused.
“What a wonderful beast! I might make you the leader of my tribe,” She cried, clapping her hands in wicked delight. The hag approached then stopped when Bailynn stepped between them. “What’s this? Little girl, that’s not a pet doggy.”
“Come a step closer and I’ll chew out your heart!” Bailynn spat at her.
“I like you. So young and so full of life! I know who else will like you, too. My boys will have a lot of fun with you!”
Logan worked himself up onto his hands and knees. Bailynn was in terrible danger. His body ached like never before but he knew he had to stop her. He had to save her.
“You lying hag,” Bekka hissed, coming up on the witch from behind. She wrapped her fist in the witch’s hair and yanked her head back. Her other hand lashed out, scratching at her face.
Rupert grabbed Bekka and yanked her free. She kicked and screamed, but the distraction gave Bailynn time to launch her own attack. Bailynn slammed into the swamp hag and knocked her to the ground. She clamped one hand over the witches mouth and drove her other into her stomach, knocking what little air she had free of her. Bailynn smashed her head into the witch’s, dazing her further, before rising up to shift position and drop back down.
The witch jerked under Bailynn, her legs and arms thrashing. She reached for Bailynn, slapping, pushing, and pulling at her but her strength failed her. Rupert had tossed Bekka into the timber wall and was reaching for Bailynn, but the bloody smile she gave him stopped him cold. Bailynn spat out a small gobbet of meat at him. He stared at it, then looked at the hag’s face and spotted the gaping hole where her nose had been.
The swamp hag lay still under Bailynn. She shifted and drove her knee into the witch’s throat again. Her grin widened when she heard the muffled pop of a broken bone. The hag was already beyond caring.
Logan laid his monstrous hand on Bailynn’s shoulder. The aches were fading from his body rapidly. She glanced at his hand and then up at him, the nature of her smile shifting from predatory to excited. 
The guard stumbled back to the gate, staring at them with wide eyes. He mumbled something again before turning and running out. Others stopped their approach to the stockade and looked around, both at each other and at the routed Rupert. 
Logan pulled the wolf back, shrinking on himself even as he endured the agony of transforming. In a few heartbeats it was gone, even the pain fading from his memory. He rushed over to Bekka but she was already rising to her feet again.
“Look!” Bekka pointed behind him at the bandits. He spun and saw them milling about, talking to one another or looking suspiciously at anyone who came close. “What’s going on?”
“Witchery,” Logan muttered. He looked at the dead hag and gasped. Her beautiful appearance was gone. What remained was the wrinkled and noseless face of an old crone, complete with oily gray and white bunches of hair. He scowled at the witch. “She had me for a moment. Magic to snare the mind.”
“It was a simple glamour. I saw through it,” Bekka said. “But I couldn’t see what she looked like to you.”
“Beautiful,” Bailynn offered. She’d risen to her feet to join them. “Brown hair, with an angelic face. Too good to be true. She reminded me of my mother.”
Logan grunted, understanding what she’d done. Bekka nodded. “Yes, not so simple perhaps, but it was magic that made you see something you consider beautiful. Something you admire and appreciate…or desire.”
Bailynn turned to look at Logan but he quickly glanced away at the bandits who were milling about. “They’ve been under her spell longer, I wonder if they’re really bandits?” He closed his eyes and let out a deep breath. “Let’s be ready for the worst.”
Logan pushed through the opening of the primitive communal cell, accepting that if he had to, he could call on the beast to defend his friends. It was the first time he hadn’t referred to the thing inside of him as a curse.
“Where are our things?” Logan used his most commanding voice to ask the question as he emerged from the stockade.
The bandits looked at him then to each other. A few shrugged and turned away, ignoring him. Another man walked up to him but stopped several feet away. “You killed that witch?”
Logan glanced at Bailynn and Bekka, then returned his attention to the armed and armored man. “Aye, we did. She tried to ensorcel us as she has all of you.”
He nodded. “That’s the right of it. Some of us been hers longer than others, but we’re all feeling mighty confused.”
“Go back to your lives,” the priest suggested.
He grunted. “Well enough for most of us. I remember everything, it’s just hard trying to not figure her into it. Everything I done – we done – well, it was for her. Even the things I wouldn’t do normally I made up reasons for since she asked it.”
“You were enthralled,” Bekka said. “Charmed by her magic. It’s not your fault.”
“You wasn’t.”
“Aye, but we’re not from around here,” Logan said with a twist of a smile. “Our things?”
“We just finished tearing out the huts them savages had and built her up a proper place to live. If there’s anything, it’ll be in there,” he said, pointing towards a crudely constructed cabin. Elsewhere there were tents and lean-tos serving as shelter for the men, as well as a few buildings in the beginning stages of construction. “Like I said, I remember everything and soon enough they’ll be remembering you ain’t no simple man. I suggest you be quick about fetching your stuff.”
Logan felt Bailynn’s hand slip into his. She gave him a reassuring squeeze. He relaxed the glare he gave the man before offering a clipped, “Thanks.” Logan turned, Bailynn hurrying to keep up with long legged stride.
Bekka caught up as they neared the door. “I expect Haley to join us soon,” she said.
Logan felt his jaw drop at her words. “Bekka, she ran off! She used you to distract the guard so she could get close enough to kill him. Then when the others came she saw there were too many and she escaped. She’s not coming back.”
“What about you? Spent an awful long time in the water. Seems I wasn’t just a decoy for her,” Bekka fired back.
“I got tangled up with some sort of creature in the water. It bit my leg and I had to wrestle free of it.”
Bekka glared at him for a long moment, then conceded his point. “She’ll be back,” Bekka vowed before turning her back on them and opening the poorly fitting door of the cottage and walking in.
Bailynn squeezed his hand again in silent support. Logan shook his head and sighed, then gave the woman at his side an appreciative smile. Freeing his hand, he walked in behind Bekka and had to immediately duck under a hanging strand of mushrooms. Elsewhere other roots, flowers, leaves, and unidentifiable clumps were suspended by strings that hung from the ceiling to dry.
A few chests were pushed against a wall but the cabin consisted mostly of tables heaped with junk. Everything from weapons and odd bits of clothing and armor to alchemical equipment and components. Books were scattered about as well, some open and some not. Logan had trouble staring at the unorganized chaos.
“Somebody’s already been through here,” Bailynn observed.
“How can you tell?” Logan asked, staring at the maelstrom.
“Her bed.”
Logan glanced over and saw that she was right. It had been torn apart by somebody looking for something. In other places things had been tipped over, though it was often hard to be certain of whether that had been intentional or simple a method of storage.
“Here,” Bekka said, her tone cold and clipped. She picked up her open pack and started shoving her things back into it from the table they’d been spread out on. Logan joined her and reclaimed his own pack, then stood in shock when she stripped off her clothes beside him and changed into clean ones.
Bailynn slipped in beside him and gathered her own items, then with a shy glance at him, she stepped back and did likewise. Logan glanced down. His clothes were the worst of all three of them, more torn than Bailynn’s and equally wet and muddy. He grumbled and cast about for a fresh pair of breeches to wear.
He retreated and turned his back on the women, now in their new attire, and hastily changed. He muttered a light prayer as he did so and nearly lost his balance and fell when he heard Bailynn’s muffled gasp behind him. He drew the string tight and turned around, only to find her openly admiring his shirtless body.
Logan cleared his throat, startling her out of her daydream. Her cheeks reddened and her eyes darted to his. Bekka glanced at her and scowled, then returned to sorting through some of the more easily reached items in the witch’s cottage. “You’ve seen plenty of men without a shirt on.”
Without breaking her gaze with Logan Bailynn responded to the catty woman, “I never felt this way about Rosh.”
It was Logan’s turn to feel his cheeks heating up. He coughed and pulled on a shirt, then lashed his pack shut. He looked about for his mace but didn’t see it anywhere. “What about our weapons?”
Bailynn pointed to where her spear was leaning against a wall. He looked around but still couldn’t find his mace. “Try this,” she offered, holding a sword in a scabbard for him.
Logan looked at it but shook his head. It was a fine enough looking weapon, at least from the simple but engraved hilt. “My order forbids edged weapons. Spilling blood is against our creed.”
“That’s dumb,” Bekka snapped. “You can use a mace but not a sword? What about your claws? You’ve spilled plenty of blood with those lately and you’re healing better than ever.”
Logan stared at her, angry and uncertain. Bailynn opened her mouth to come to his defense but Logan shook his head, stopping her.  “The divine are wise beyond our understanding, Bekka. Mine understands the circumstances and allows me to as I must, so long as my intent is pure.”
Bekka ignored him. Bailynn saw him shrug again and returned to her own foraging. She swore a moment later and looked up. “Our food and coin, they’re all gone.”
“Stolen, no doubt,” Bekka muttered. She looked around the room a final time then took the sword from Bailynn’s hands and held it out for Logan. “Take it. You might not want it but it’ll fetch a good price when we get somewhere civilized. Until then if you look to be armed you’re a more imposing figure.”
Logan couldn’t find fault with her reasoning, even if the thought of wearing a sword was distasteful to him. He strapped the sheathed weapon around his waist and tried to get accustomed to feeling it slap against his leg.
“Let’s go, we’ve done our job to those savages,” Bekka pressed.
“You don’t want to wait for Haley?” Bailynn asked.
Logan gave Bailynn a slight shake of his head but Bekka had already stiffened. She walked past them towards the door. “She’ll either catch up or she’s already waiting.”
With a sad smile he didn’t feel, Logan followed after. Several of the former bandits had gathered outside. Others were missing or could be seen heading off the island to the west.
The same man that had spoken to them before stepped forward. “We figure we got a right to split up what was taken and collected while we were doing that witches bidding.”
“What about the people you took—”
Logan put his hand on Bailynn’s arm, silencing her. “We took our things back, save for the food and gold that are missing. We’ll be on our way. What you do is up to you, but I advise you not to follow us and not to stay here. Without that witch you won’t find this swamp a pleasant place.”
Some of them grumbled in the back of the crowd but others silenced them. “I seen what you done,” the spokesman said. “And we all seen the body of that swamp thrasher you killed. You go your way and we won’t have nothing more to do with you.”
Logan saw Bekka jerk at the mention of the reptile in the swamp he’d claimed to fight. Now she knew it wasn’t just a claim. He nodded to the man and led his companions around the group towards where their canoes had been pulled ashore. The one he and Bailynn had been in still had puddles of water in it, but after they tipped it to let it run out it proved seaworthy again. Bailynn gave Logan a pouting glance when he suggested she ride with Bekka, but after they were successfully afloat again both boats rode higher in the water for it.
They put their oars in the waters and headed south again, though Bekka kept craning her neck to search through the shadows of the swamp for any sign of the missing Haley.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
The sun crept overhead slowly, burning down fiercely on the three as the day progressed. They paused only for a midday meal, which Bailynn obtained after several failed attempts with her spear. Bekka’s magic sparked a fire and they roasted the muddy tasting bottom feeder on a stick.
They travelled the rest of the day, anxious to put the swamp behind them. As the sun set Bekka wordlessly summoned up some ghostly floating lights that allowed them to continue their journey. Logan didn’t even spare a glance as the sun was replaced by the small moon. The larger moon arrived, supplementing the silvery ambient glow of the rising mists. It was half full, which gave him a couple of weeks.
Considering his recent control of his curse, he wondered just what the full moon had in store for him.
“What kind of fools travel through an unfamiliar swamp in the middle of the night?” Bailynn paused for rhetorical effect. “Oh, fools like us!”
“We’re almost there,” Bekka said softly from the front of the boat.
Bailynn snorted. “Swamp looks the same to me.”
Bekka stopped rowing and pointed ahead. The swamp looked the same as it had for the past fourteen hours. The sorceress scowled and made a motion with her hand, dispelling her lights. Almost instantly a pair of faint glowing lights could be seen in the distance.
“Wisps,” Bekka said. “I heard they guard the land of the Fayer and lead those that are worthy through.”
“And those that aren’t?”
“They’re led elsewhere.”
Logan frowned. Elsewhere didn’t sound like a good place. He stayed quiet, afraid Bekka would accuse him of running Haley off. His mind was at peace and he wanted nothing to ruin it. The hard work of rowing the canoe on his own had helped clear his thoughts and give him a chance to think. He’d reached no decisions, but he found his thoughts straying to Bailynn more and more as time went on.
Bekka’s oar dipped back into the water. Bailynn glanced at Logan, who shrugged in response. She resumed her strokes and Logan watched them for a moment before he set his own oar to work to catch up with them.
The distance to the floating lights closed rapidly. They looked similar to the lights Bekka had conjured, save that they floated of their own control. So intent were they on the lights that their canoes rubbed against the ground before they realized how shallow the swamp had become. Water remained ahead of them for several dozen feet.
A third wisp floated up and joined the others ahead of them on the shore. “Now what?” Logan dared to ask.
“Now we get wet,” Bekka said. She grabbed her pack and shrugged it on her back, then stepped out of the beached canoe. The water was ankle deep.
Bailynn and Logan followed, though they were pulled up short by the two magical lights that moved in front of them. “Bekka! Wait!” Logan cried out. She’d followed one of the lights that moved fluidly through the air before her.
She turned to look back. “They will guide you.”
“What’s gotten into her,” Logan hissed.
Bailynn grabbed his hand and squeezed it. He could feel her fear in how his fingers protested the pressure of her grip. Logan gave her hand a squeeze back, not certain if it was safe to speak before the wisps.
“They want us to split up,” she whispered, her hand tightening even further to convey how much she wanted to remain with him.
Logan stared at the two lights. They shed a light around them that lit up the countryside for nearly a score of feet in any direction, yet staring directly into them didn’t hurt his eyes. “Aye, I think you’re right.”
“We could wait for her,” Bailynn suggested.
Logan chuckled. “What if she needs help?”
“It’s never about you, is it?” Bailynn asked. “You never ask for anything for yourself.”
Logan smiled. “It’s my calling, to put others before myself. I get something out of it. Satisfaction and happiness.”
“You could put my happiness first and do what I want you to.”
Logan chuckled. “I have a feeling I’d get quite a bit out of that. But Bekka still needs us more than she realizes.”
Bailynn sighed. “I know, but I’m holding you to that.” She let go of his hand and slipped her gloves on, then stamped the butt end of her spear into the ground. “Let’s go, firefly.”
The wisp in front of her floated through the air away from her. She followed with a final glance at Logan. He gave her a smile then turned to face his own lantern. “My turn.”
The wisp remained motionless. Logan stared at it, waiting for it to move. He took a step sideways but the wisp moved to match him, keeping it between him and the land beyond.
“Am I forbidden to enter? Do the Fayer fear me?”
The magical light remained silent. Bekka and Bailynn had disappeared, taken wherever their wisps had led them. Logan stared at the light in front of him again, then decided it was up to him. His friends needed him, he wouldn’t disappoint them.
Logan stepped forward, hands at the ready should the wisp try to stop him. It stayed in front of him, refusing to yield. When his hands reached for it a powerful blast staggered him back and made him fall to one knee. He stared up, seeing the smoke curl up from his hands. His hair was singed and his skin blistered. The stinging faded but the blisters remained.
He climbed to his feet, feeling the anger within him raising the hair on his neck. He reached for his weapon and felt the sheathed sword. It reminded him that his mace was gone. His friends were alone, whether they survived their guidance or not. He couldn’t help them so long as the thing before him blocked him.
Logan pulled the sword free of the scabbard. It felt alien to him, yet there was a warmth in his hand that soothed the burning in his fingers. He swung the unfamiliar weapon, trying to angle it more for a cutting strike than the blunt impact favored by a mace.
The wisp exploded, stunning him and sending him staggering back again. This time it was without injury, but when he looked up the wisp had been scattered into several smaller motes of light. They swirled about madly, moving so fast they left leaving tails across the night sky. They crashed into one another, merging back together until the larger and slower lights rejoined to form the wisp again. It remained unmoving before him.
Logan bent down and picked up the dropped sword. A shimmer of light flashed down the blade, sending a tingle through his arm. There was no pain but the sword felt better in his hand, almost like an extension of his arm. He sheathed it and stared at the wisp.
“What’s next? I won’t give up!” He growled.
The wisp floated in place, as though it was unimpressed.
Logan felt the answer deep within him. “You’ve left me no choice,” he growled. He fell forward, crashing to the ground and letting the change take him. His clothing stretched and ripped, as did the belt holding his new weapon up. His boots slipped free of his feet and what remained was a massive wolf with fur as black as midnight.
He howled at the wisp and then dug his feet in, prepared to lunge at it. He sniffed, detecting the faint tang of ozone in the air. With a growl he crouched low. Before he could leap and snap at it the wisp it floated away from him, heading inland.
Logan hesitated, confused by the action. His blood was in his ears and his hackles were raised, prepared for battle. He followed, forgetting his fallen equipment behind him. The wisp moved faster, prompting him to move a trot. The movement felt good, exerting his muscles in a way he was unfamiliar with. Logan tasted the air on his tongue and felt the thrill of the chase as the wisp moved faster before him.
 
* * * *
 
The light had grown so bright before Bailynn she found it impossible to see anything else. She stared into the consuming whiteness and followed, unable to break away. When it faded she blinked, unable to believe she could see contrast and colors again. She looked around, coming to her senses as though she’d just awoken.
A flowering hedge stretched before her, the ends seeming to go forever. She frowned and turned to look behind her. A person stood a few feet away, startling her. Her gasp turned to open mouthed awe when she realized the person wasn’t standing, she was hovering. Gossamer wings on her back beat and suspended her in mid-air.
Her hair was the color of emeralds, complete with the occasional glint of reflected light. Her eyes, finger and toenails, and even lips shone the same hue. She wore diaphanous strips of material that were wrapped around her, revealing and concealing her beautiful figure. The clothing matched her hair and eyes, complete with emeralds and other gemstones that were woven into it.
“Are you one of the Fayer?” Bailynn’s tone was almost reverent.
“I am Sarissa, of the Fayer,” she confirmed. “You are Bailynn, of the humans. Yet you’ve come so far. Would you go further still, child?”
“I’m not a child!” Bailynn’s hand slipped to her mouth as though she could pull the snapped words back in.
Sarissa smiled at her. “Old for your appearance, perhaps, but you’re a baby compared to me.”
“Oh. Um…Sorry.”
Sarissa stared at her, making Bailynn feel uncomfortable. Next to the beautiful creature she felt childish and ugly, and that only served to make her mad. “What? Yes, I plan to go further. I came here to help my friends. Where are they?”
“Your friends are being tested. You amuse us, all three of you. So naïve and yet so full of life and promise. My people are interested. Will you enter the maze before you and find your destiny?”
“My destiny?” Bailynn turned to look at the hedge as though it threatened her. “I…I just want to find my friends. We came to help Bekka, but now there’s this White Lady we have to stop and I’ve got help Logan figure himself out and…”
“Hush little one,” Sarissa said, drawing a scowl from Bailynn. “Little of figure, large of heart”
Bailynn felt slightly mollified by the amendment, but not enough to drop her scowl.
“Your destiny is yours alone. You will choose it, should you enter.”
“What if I don’t?”
“Then you’ve still chosen your destiny, though your friends may go on without you.”
Bailynn glared at the hedge again. “They wouldn’t leave me,” she insisted.
“In the maze you will be tested and you will find what you seek/”
“What I seek?” Now she was staring at the beautiful Fayer again. 
“You seek your past, yes? To regain some of what you lost. You also seek acceptance and love. You’ve come a long ways, Bailynn, but you can yet go so far. Should you fail, you’ll learn that what you seek may not be what you’d once thought.”
Bailynn stared at her for a long moment, trying to make sense of the cryptic words. She was being offered what she truly wanted, the only catch was it sounded like it may not be what she thought it was. That much made sense, she’d once thought she wanted freedom more than anything in her life. Freedom from the elves and from any who would control her. She’d been given that, but the cost was what she’d come to rely on as defining who she was.
She’d come to Kelios searching for a meaning to her life. Finding a purpose had escaped her, until she’d fought the skeletons. She’d known what she needed then. Sarissa was right, she needed what she’d lost when the Elders had healed her. They’d stripped her ability to fight with the same ferocity and power that Logan had. 
Thinking of Logan reminded her that things had changed again. If she could have Logan could she accept life as she was? She fought down the frustration that built up inside of her. She had wants and she had needs, at times they seemed at odds with one another.  “Seems I don’t have a choice,” she muttered. “I know what I must do.”
“You always have a choice. Your freedom is what fascinates us. Even not making a choice is a choice.”
Sarissa’s enigmatic words annoyed Bailynn. She stared at her while reaching down to slip her hands into her gloves. She knew Logan wouldn’t stop, not while his companions pressed on. Bailynn knew she couldn’t either. Not for her friends and not for the innocent girls that would be at the mercy of the White Lady. Logan would expect as much, and if she was to be worthy of him she had to push forward. The words that spilled out of her mouth surprised even her with their honesty. “Fine, if I have to choose… I choose Logan.”
“You would put your faith in another human, even one afflicted such as he is? What about yourself? Would you like to have some of the power you had before, under your own control?”
Bailynn forced her jaw to unclench. “Logan’s not cursed! He’s got something wonderful that nobody understands. Nobody but me. He…wait, how do you know so much about me?”
“The elders you know are truly an ancient race, but they aren’t alone when it comes to understanding the great mysteries of the void.”
“You’re talking about magic?”
Sarissa nodded.
If the Fayer had powers like the elders, they could do amazing things. They really could give her back what she’d lost when Logan had given up his gift so that she could be healed. She took a breath and shook her head. “No, Logan is what I want. I want to help him see how wonderful he is. He helps everyone but himself, it’s time someone did that for him.”
Bailynn thought she saw the Fayer’s smile widen, if only a little. “The choice is up to you. You’ll find it in the maze, you need only enter it.”
“How?” She asked, turning back to stare at the immense wall of vegetation. She gasped when she saw an archway had appeared in it, trimmed in flowers. “Oh. All right.”
Bailynn thought about saying something more to Sarissa, but what that something was she had no idea. Should she at least tell her goodbye? She glanced at the hovering woman then shrugged and turned back to the hedge. Challenges and hardship she could deal with. She marched into the archway, walking straight until she came to T. She could go to the right or the left. She glanced behind her, remembering that was a choice as well. She jumped away from the hedge wall when she realized the path she’d walked in on had disappeared.
She still had options, but what she could choose between was limited by what was available to choose among. Bailynn chose left. She turned and walked, carrying the spear in both hands and remembering to be careful to keep her fingers from gouging into the shaft.

Rather than sticking with the paths on her left she let her heart pull her through the maze. At each intersection she cleared her mind and went with the direction that felt right to her. She walked for what felt like hours, never once having to turn back because of a dead end, until a turn in the passage opened into a large clearing. The hedge stretched around in a border but the opening stretched a few hundred feet in both directions.
Several creatures perked their heads up as she emerged. They climbed to their feet and stared at her, ears turned back. Bailynn counted them, she faced seven midnight black wolves. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered. “Wolves? Of all things, wolves?”
They moved towards her, spreading out to keep her from running. Bailynn shifted her stance and crouched low, spear held at the ready. She knew without looking the hedge had sealed up behind her.
The first wolf lunged, coming in at her from the right. She saw another start from her left out of the corner of her eye. She swung her spear and caught the wolf on the shoulder, sending it scrambling away. She kept spinning with the momentum and dropped her spear so she could grapple with the second leaping wolf.
Her head smashed into its snout, driving it back and allowing her to tuck herself into the fur of the beasts neck as it bore her to the ground. Her hands were working deeper into the wolfs hide, her clawed fingers digging into the flesh on its ribs and back. It snapped and howled as they rolled along the ground. She pushed herself free and sprang to her feet in time for a third, larger, wolf to jump up into her face and snap at her.
Bailynn fell back, surprised at how quickly the new wolf had appeared. It landed on her and growled. Bailynn bared her teeth at the wolf and sucked air between them. Another wolf grabbed her boot and yanked at it, pulling her leg so harshly she feared it would be dislocated.
She punched up into the wolf’s belly, her fingers parting the tender flesh and letting her slip her hand into its slippery insides. The wolf yelped and leapt back, but not far or fast enough. Bailynn still clung to a fleshy rope, even as it struggled to pull away.
The wolf shuddered and dropped to the ground, then started convulsing. Bailynn watched with growing horror as the wolf shifted and transformed. The gore in her hands pulled free but the gash in the man’s belly lay open and bleeding.
“Logan!” Bailynn whispered in horror. All thoughts of the other wolves were gone. She threw herself on him and clung to him. The other wolves growled but it wasn’t until one grabbed at her foot again that she snapped.
Bailynn spun, twisting so abruptly her foot came free of its mouth with a tooth still clinging to her boot. It tried to retreat but she was on it, clawing and punching at it until it collapsed to the ground. Another leapt at her, biting her arm and trying to tear it free. She fell on it, stunning it, then used her other hand to shred its throat into bloody ribbons. The other four wolves were there, each seeking to treat themselves to a meal. She kicked and fought, even biting at times, until the last of the wolves lay dead or dying.
Bailynn bled from dozens of scratches and bites, some serious. She turned back to Logan and crawled back up against his body. He was still breathing but his breaths were coming in shallow gasps. Blood bubbled from his nostrils and ran down his cheeks. “I’m sorry, please forgive me!” Bailynn sobbed. She clung to him and shivered, suddenly cold. “No, don’t forgive me, I don’t deserve it… I love you, Logan. I won’t leave you. You were right…you were so right. The beast does need to be controlled. In all of us.”
Bailynn turned her head, sensing movement. The other wolves that lay dead were no longer wolves. Each of them had transformed into the body of a man or a woman. She stared closer through her blurred eyes and recognized them. Dexter, Jenna, Rosh, Jodyne, Will, Bekka, and finally Logan beside her. The original crew of the Voidhawk that she’d come to know as family. Except Willa and Jodyne were both gone, dead to the void. Xander and Keshira were missing, as was the more recent addition of Tasha. She’d never been close to them, not like the others.
“Never let passion blind you,” Logan whispered wetly.
Bailynn jerked, surprised. She turned back to him and watched him fade away before her eyes. When Logan was gone she looked and saw the others had disappeared as well, leaving her alone on the soft grassy ground.
She stared up at the night sky, noticing the waxing larger moon amidst the sea of glittering stars. She felt like howling herself, knowing it would do her no good. She stood up slowly, expecting aches and pains untold. She knew she’d lost a lot of blood, not to mention the muscles and tendons that the wolves had pierced and torn.
She looked down at herself and gasped. Her clothes and body were whole. What she’d just experienced may as well have been a dream. She spun around, looking again, and saw her spear laying on the ground. She picked it up and stared once again at her arms and hands.
When she raised her head again she saw a lone tree in the middle of the clearing. A person leaned against it, her human eyes failing to pick out the details. It looked familiar, sending a shiver of excitement through her. She ran towards it, holding her spear high and hoping it wasn’t just another test.
“Logan!” She gasped, coming to a stop before him.
He looked at her and smiled. “Bailynn,” he answered, then he opened his arms so she could fly into them. “Stay with me. We’ll be safe here, just the two of us.”
She clung to him, his words music to her ears even though something deep inside of her screamed that they were wrong.
“What? Stay here? What about Bekka?”
“Hush,” he admonished her. “You want me to do something for me, this is it. I want you. Here we can be ourselves. We can love one another and never worry about anything else. My curse, the elves, even the White Lady will never touch us again.”
Bailynn pushed him away. She stared at him with tears running down her cheeks. “So cruel,” she whispered. She turned and screamed into the night sky, “Damn you, Sarissa! Damn you all! This isn’t what I wanted!”
“You don’t want me?” Logan asked her, his expression one of hurt.
Bailynn turned and glared at him. Each passing moment made her anger fade until she swore. “I want you to be happy. I want to share my life with you, but I don’t want you as a possession. It’s not up to the Fayer to grant me my wish of having you, only you can make that decision.”
His eyes widened, threatening to break Bailynn’s heart again. “I do want you, Bailynn.”
She swore and looked away, only then remembering what she’d already been through. “You’re not real. Or not real enough. I won’t live in a land of make believe, surrounded by tricksters. Not while I know the people I love are out there.”
She turned away and stared at the hedge. “How do I get out of this damned maze?”
 
* * * *
 
Bekka found herself drawn towards the light that floated in front of her. She resisted it, forcing her eyes to the ground and anywhere else that didn’t include the wisp. In spite of her attempt at awareness she still gasped when she heard the voice speak to her.
“You are strong willed.” The speaker had to be one of the Fayer, it was floating upon the winds generated by the delicate wings on its back. Bekka stared open mouthed, awed by the simply beauty of the creature. It looked like a human, though she had trouble classifying it as a man or a woman at first. Below its radiant blue hair and sparkling blue eyes she saw the being wore no shirt, displaying small but prominent breasts on a lean and delicate looking torso. Her skin was decorated with paints and gems that sparkled, enhancing her nudity in a way that made her beyond beautiful. Skirts fell from its hips, obscuring the view of the Fayer’s legs.
“Pardon me, I’m—“
“Your name is Bekka, I know,” she said to her. “You are of mixed blood, an uncommon occurrence often not possible without the aid of magic. You are special, Bekka, but you don’t yet understand why, do you?”
Bekka shook her head, too filled with awe to question her.
“I am Prin, of the Fayer. It was decided that I would be the one to liaise with you.”
“Liaise?” Bekka slipped out, surprised by the odd word.
“We have little interest in the affairs of most of the people of this world,” she paused to smile at the half-elf, “or those new to this world. We act upon that which interests or amuses us. You do so, but not so much to pull us away from our activities. Thus it fell to me to speak with you.”
“What activities do you have?” Bekka breathed, her heart quickening in her chest.
“Our affairs are private.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Bekka blurted.
“It is no intrusion. You are a curious creature, else you would not have sought us out. You have so many questions, what interests me is which ones will you ask?”
The sorceress stared at the androgynous being, excited and frightened. She was allowed to ask questions, but Prin was right, she had so many! She’d come here claiming to want to know about her powers – why she was such a weak sorceress. Along the way she’d stumbled upon other questions, first the White Lady and then Haley. She sighed at the thought of Haley. Such a powerful and confident woman. Or was she? Logan claimed she’d abandoned them and she had no evidence to refute him.
“The Fayer are a long lived race, but I, too, have affairs to tend to.”
Bekka blushed. “I’m sorry. You’re right, there are so many things I want to ask, but I don’t know what you can do to help me. I came here seeking to understand why I’m not any good at magic. I know my magic is different than a wizards, but I’ve never had any proper education on it. When I’ve tried it didn’t make sense. Charts and stars and formulae…”
“You are a sorceress, your magic is wild and natural. There is no teacher and no rules to its use. When you become at peace with yourself and learn how to use it, you will do so. Indeed, your talents are not so different from those of my people. Many a wizard has been jealous of the natural power of a sorcerer.”
“Peace with myself…” It wasn’t a question, Bekka knew she was constantly at odds with herself. Things even she wanted didn’t make sense to her.
“You fight yourself,” Prin offered with a smile.
Bekka stared up at her and nodded, though she’d never shared it with anyone. Not even Willa when the two of them had been so close for that wonderful short time. She’d felt like she had someone then. Someone who thought of her as more than just a friend or a shipmate. Someone who needed her. It almost didn’t matter that Bekka knew Willa still loved Rosh so fiercely that he would always come first. Almost.
“There is no flaw in what you desire. The fault is in doubting yourself.”
“Others don’t feel that way,” Bekka let slip. She remembered the look and comments Rosh had made when she and Willa had spent so much time together.
“Where are the others now? Not with you.”
Bekka jerked as though struck. Prin was right. She was alone. Bailynn and Logan had come with her, but they’d found one another. Or they would soon, once Logan realized how special Bailynn was. She pushed the wave of irritation away. The lesson here was not envy or jealousy, it was that what mattered to her should matter only to her. She took a deep breath and nodded.
“All right, I’m ready then.”
“What are you ready for?”
“I’m ready to learn. Ready to accept that I am who I am and my life is what it is.”
Prin laughed, a delightful sound even if it sounded mocking to her. “You are what you make of yourself. You have a destiny, but it is up to you to define it.”
“What? You just said—”
“Accept who and what you are, yes,” Prin interrupted. “You are a free spirit, you may choose to settle with that or to do more. You may become whatever you wish, it’s a matter of finding what you want and seeking it out. You have sought us out, a feat few would attempt and most would fail. The answers you find in life lead only to more questions.”
Bekka snapped her gaping mouth shut. The way Prin explained it seemed so obvious to her. They were answers she’d known all along, yet never realized. She smiled. “You’re so wise, Prin. How can I ever thank you?”
“You already have. Are you ready for what comes next?”
“There’s more?”
“Yes, child, there is more. What comes next is putting what you’ve learned to use. The White Lady that troubles you, she came to us long ago seeking answers of her own. You are similar, yet you are not. The decision comes to you to decide if you will grow from this and continue or if you have reached your potential already.”
“I thought you said there was much more I—”
“It is one path, yes. One choice you might make. Prepare yourself, Bekka, the time of your testing is here.”
Bekka opened her mouth to cry out another question but a sudden lurching left her breathless and unsettled. She blinked, the soft white light was gone. In its place was a flicker of light from distant lightning. Cold rain slapped at her, chilling her instantly. She peered about in the darkness, looking for a clue as to where she was. Cliffs rose around her, trapping her in a small chasm between them. Behind and ahead of her lay darkness.
“They put me here for a reason,” Bekka reasoned. She rummaged through her pack for her cloak and slipped it on before heading forward into the dark chasm between the cliffs. She walked several dozen paces until she saw her path lighten ahead. Quickening her pace she emerged into an opening with cliffs towering around her.
She considered conjuring up more lights. Doing so would help her, but it would draw attention  if others were nearby. Bekka was alone again, she had only her dagger and meager magic to help her. The light came from the sky, though it was covered in dark clouds that spat large drops of cold rain. The ground was uneven ahead of her, but not broken and overly dangerous. The cliffs circled on either side, trapping her in a bowl of sorts.
She saw a towering column of rock ahead of her. It wasn’t as tall as the cliffs but still stood easily forty feet high. She stopped, realizing the dark spots on the side facing her weren’t caves but windows. The pattern and uniformity of their placement confirmed it. Someone had made a home out of the spire.
Bekka’s hand fell to the knife at her side. This, then, was the test the Fayer had given her. She shrugged her pack into a more comfortable position and moved forward towards a dark spot at the base that she was sure would lead to an entrance.
The darkness was impenetrable even when she stopped a few feet away from it. She stared at it and sensed the dark magic that fed it. Bekka tried to think of something to combat it or dispel it, but her understanding of magic seldom went outside of illusions and parlor tricks. She frowned, then drew her dagger and probed at the darkness. When she pulled it back it seemed unharmed. The sorceress glanced over her shoulder, wondering at the wisdom of her course.
She screamed when boney hands grabbed her and pulled her into the dark.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
Logan’s journey ended when the wisp faded away before him. He looked around, breathing through open mouth after the exhilarating run. He was surprised to see mighty trees that stretched high into the sky and blocked out the stars above. More surprising was the figure that was suspended in mid air by the rapidly flapping wings on his back. He wore a white loin cloth to match the stark white color of his hair and eyes.
Logan sniffed the air, testing it. The Fayer smelled no different from the trees and ground around him. He sat down at stared at him, cocking his head to the side as though that might give him a better perspective.
“Given up life as a man so easily?” The Fayer asked.
Logan snarled lightly, then stood up. He pulled back on the wolf, finding for the first time it went willingly. A few moments later Logan picked himself up from his hands and knees, momentarily forgetting he was nude.
“Makes no difference to me,” the Fayer said with a shrug. “But this makes it easier for you.”
“What’s easier?” Logan asked.
“Understanding yourself. Deciding your fate.”
Logan’s expression wasn’t so different from the curious look he’d given the Fayer as a wolf a few moments before.
“I am Teyero, of the Fayer. You amuse us the most, among your companions, for the double life you live.”
“My curse?” Logan asked after a moment of fighting down his anger at the Fayer’s accusation.
Teyero chuckled. “Is that what you call it? Most beings would title it a boon, especially when they receive something they’ve asked for.”
“Asked for? I didn’t—“
“You’re equal parts delusional and ignorant.”
Logan felt the hair raise on his arms and neck. He failed to bite back the growl that rumbled in his throat.
“Be calm, the only harm you can do here is to yourself. You’ve tricked yourself into forgetting your past. Will you continue to live a flawed and false life, or will you face the truth?”
“Of course I’ll face the truth!” Logan snapped. “I’ve always been truthful.”
Teyero chuckled again. Logan clenched his jaw, knowing that he was being mocked. “Do you know of any healers from your order that could do what you’ve done recently?”
Logan’s mouth opened to respond. He remembered hearing of Willa’s healing that his father had done when she was all but a corpse wasted away with infection. She’d lost her hand in the process, lessening the miracle. Even thinking about it Logan felt that he could have banished the sickness from her and saved her crippled hand. He closed his mouth and shook his head, then remembered some of the legends of his order.
“There have been priests in my order that could do such things.”
“Not priests, healers.” Teyero corrected.
Logan bristled. “Do not besmirch my religion.”
“Your deity may or may not exist, but its powers do not expand beyond the world on which you lived. Acaros, was it? You are a sorcerer, much like your companion. You draw your magic from yourself, using it to restore and to fortify.”
“If that’s true why haven’t I been able to do so all along? Why did my powers waver after I was cursed?”
“You haven’t accepted who you were. Are you willing to now?”
Logan’s eyes narrowed. “Why would you help me?”
“Because my people are amused by you. We wish to see who is right. What fate will you choose, a petty life gone in a blink to us, or to rise to something greater.”
Logan scowled. From what they’d heard the Fayer were a powerful race, but they were also rumored to have motivations entirely their own. “My friends, Bailynn and Bekka, what of them?”
“They face their own ordeals. Whether you meet them again or not is a choice that is entirely yours.”
The healer’s scowl deepened. “Show me this truth then.”
Teyero smiled. The wisp reappeared, floating into Logan’s point of view. It came closer until Logan realized it was headed straight for him. He turned to face it and held up his hands to ward it off. It kept coming, running into him and shocking the breath out of him with the force of a stroke of lightning.
 
* * * *
 
A younger Logan stared at the barn ahead of him. It seemed a normal enough scene, aside from the occasional noise coming from inside the building. The noises were disturbing – the farmer had gone into the barn as the sun set and between his groans and the sounds of something crashing into the walls and stalls of a barn, Logan knew his time was near. The full moon lit the small farm bright enough that Logan needed no torch or lantern. It was more than convenient, a full moon was necessary. He needed it in order for Logan to be certain of the cursed being within.
The church had sent him to help the rural village complaining of missing livestock. By the time Logan had arrived the livestock hadn’t been the only ones missing – on the last full moon a farmer’s son was returning from town but never made it home. Logan knew he should have sent word to the church, he was within his jurisdiction to deal with minor concerns, but once human lives were at stake a more senior member should have been involved.
Logan prayed on it and was determined to prove he was up to the task. He’d spent the month searching for signs and determining what was truly taking place. The killings came on full moons and when the bodies were found they were partially eaten by an animal. Not a scavenger, but a predator such as a wolf.
A howl sent chills down his spine. He hefted his mace and shrugged the mail on his shoulders to a more comfortable fit. A final whispered prayer and he strode to the entrance of the barn. He pulled one of the doors open and threw it wide, holding his mace at the ready as he stood within the opening.
The moonlight spilled in and revealed a four legged form that snarled at him. Clothing was scattered about the beast, torn and empty. The wolf was large and intimidating, but Logan could see no sign of the farmer aside from his clothes. His worst fears were confirmed.
“I banish you, evil spirit!” Logan cried out, holding the symbol around his neck in one hand. “Leave this man and be gone!”
The wolf leapt at him, surprising the young priest with its speed and, a moment later, its strength. Logan fell back, knocked aside by the wolf. He rolled and came up to one knee, though his hands supported him and the mace had fallen. He craned his neck to find it and saw the wolf was turning and growling at him again.
“I’m not ready for this,” Logan muttered. He grabbed his mace and stood up, circling as the wolf started to trot in a circle of its own to try and flank him. “My Lord, grant me the strength to defeat this beast – I give you my life if it may save these people.”
The wolf pounced again but Logan was ready. Or as ready as the untested young man could be. He swung his mace and met it, driving the heavy weapon into the shoulder even as the wolf smashed into him and bore him to the ground again. The wolf yelped and Logan grunted as the air was driven from his lungs. Rather than try to get away he fought to club that spine of the wolf with his mace while he used his mail and steel clad left hand to punch and push the wolf’s slavering jaws away.
Logan could feel the strength in the wolf’s jaw as its teeth caught and chomped on his hand and arm. The steel links were crushed and pressed into the leather of his gauntlets, then the broken links and sharp teeth pierced holes in the armor and skin. Logan could do little but grit his teeth and fight back. When the wolf’s hind legs sought purchase on his mail shirt and kicked back, he gasped in renewed agony. The wolf’s strength was unnatural, it tore rents in both his chain shirt and the tender flesh beneath.
They wrestled, Logan’s hands slick with blood. A telling blow that used the last of Logan’s strength made the wolf yelp and try to escape. Its hind legs had lost their strength, leaving it pinned beside the ravaged priest. He gasped for breath, tasting blood with each painful breath. “No matter the cost,” he vowed with what little air he could gather.
Logan drove his shredded hand into the mouth of the wolf again. He twisted, breaking teeth and forcing the jaw wider. Hot blood fell on his face and lips, whether it was his or the wolf’s he didn’t know.  He pushed further, twisting the wolf’s head and lifting it up. The contest of strength was nearly at a stalemate when he felt the wolf’s hindquarters jerk back to life. They kicked and thrashed, digging into him anew.
Logan felt a tug from deep inside and he knew without a doubt that he wouldn’t survive the fight. The curse was what gave the wolf strength. It was what allowed legs that had been stricken lifeless to regenerate. He had to deal with the curse first, but his holy water was trapped in his pack, probably broken and soaking into the ground beneath him. His prayers hadn’t been strong enough and his holy symbol had been ripped off in the scuffle and was lost.
The young priest snapped his head forward and bit into the wolf’s exposed throat. He clamped his jaws down with every bit of effort he could, grinding his teeth to fight past the thick fur and tough skin. He was rewarded with a fresh blast of hot blood in his mouth and across his face.
The wolf scrambled against him, no longer seeking to injure but to escape. Logan swallowed, unable to breathe with the scalding liquid in his throat. He ignored the coppery taste of it but couldn’t keep his grip as the wolf yanked away. Another pulse of steaming fluid streak across his face as the wolf now strove to escape the death grip Logan’s hand held on its jaw.
With room enough to swing, Logan took his only chance. He drove his mace into the head of the wolf, cracking the beast’s skull and dropping it back onto him like a stone. Logan swung again to make sure, then rolled over on top of it and pinned it to the ground while he felt something happen he couldn’t explain. He absorbed something from the wolf, pulling the essence out of it and into his own body. He didn’t understand it but he instinctively knew what he had to do to insure the creature was defeated.
Logan rolled free a moment later, tears falling from his eyes. He coughed, fresh agony raking his body and sending his own blood running down his chin. His thoughts went to his father, a respected priest in the church and one of the best healers his religion had seen in generations. 
Fresh tears welled up in his eyes as he realized he’d never be able to apologize to his father for not seeking help. He’d been so sure of himself, so confident that he could use the force necessary to solve any situation. Now he understood that force wasn’t always the best solution, or at least not without proper consultation. It was a lesson well learned, but one he’d never be able to use.
Logan’s eyes drifted shut and his breathing grew shallow. He prayed, his lips moving even though he couldn’t find the strength to form the words.
 
* * * *
 
“I did it to myself,” Logan whispered.
“You pulled the spirit into you instead of banishing it. It’s not a disease or a curse, it’s a living force that you invited to become a part of you.”
“It was the only way,” Logan said, defending himself.
“Don’t hide behind excuses!” Teyero snapped. “That farmer could be killed just as you can be killed. By pulling it into yourself you allowed yourself to live.”
“I had no idea!”
Teyero grinned. “That much is true. And your divine source?”
“How could I do what I did without assistance?”
“The same way you healed your companions.”
“But I didn’t—”
“You’re not the first holy man we’ve dealt with,” Teyero said. “Your beliefs and your doctrines have been ingrained into you your entire life. You may persist in them if you believe, or you may question it. The legends of great healers were exaggerations or they were true.”
“Wait – you accept they could be true?”
The Fayer shrugged. “It’s of no matter. Perhaps they were talented as you are. The powers you call magic are limitless, only the abilities of the medium limit its application.”
“So then they were charlatans?” Logan asked with more than a hint of skepticism.
“It is right to doubt, remember that,” Teyero said with a twist of a smile. “Only be sure to doubt the right things. As for your heretics, in their time on your world it may have been the most prudent way for them to survive.”
“I will think on it,” Logan admitted. He fought to keep his mind open. His recent experiences were too profound to denounce, as was the refreshed memory of what occurred when he’d invited the beast to become a part of him. “What happens now?”
“Now we will be watching.”
“What? Why?”
“There is nothing you have that interests us. As I said, we are amused by your actions and choices.”
“Amused? That’s a belittling way of putting it.” Logan fought the returning irritation but couldn’t keep it from showing in his tone.
Teyero smiled. “Perhaps, but it is what we do. Should the day come when you can claim yourself equal to us then you may correct us. Until then, you and your companion have a long journey ahead of you if you wish to reunite yourself with the sorceress.”
“A long journey? She was with us before your lights summoned us. What have you done?” Logan demanded, forgetting the Fayer’s condescension.
“She has chosen to face the one you know as the White Lady. Only moments ago she fell into her clutches and is being escorted to her prisons.”
Without realizing it, Logan reached into the depths of his memories and pulled out one of the strongest curses he could remember Rosh ever using. “You let her go?”
“Your affairs are your own. We watch and we wager. The freedom of choice is a power every sentient being has. It is as old and as powerful as magic. Some even say they are one and the same.”
Logan swore again. “Will you send us there? Me and Bailynn?”
“Our intervention is finished. It is up to you to do what you will.” Teyero waved as he spoke, then he held his hands together. A new wisp appeared in his palm then lifted free and grew until it was full size. It moved forward to float in front of Logan. “Follow this guide, it will return you to our borders.”
Logan watched the ball of light begin to float away. He turned to Teyero but found the Fayer had already gone. Logan blinked, seeing nothing but the massive trees around him and the retreating wisp. With a growl of frustration he turned and trotted after the light.
He caught up with it and fell into an easy jog. He considered shifting back to the wolf to make better time. Even the fact that he considered it nearly made him stumble. He controlled it now, or at least it worked with him. Was the fear of losing himself to the beast during a full moon the result of refusing to accept the spirit of the wolf? 
Logan slowed as he saw a figure waiting ahead of him. The wisp continued, widening the distance between them. Within moments Logan felt a grin find its way onto his face. Bailynn was waiting for him. His joy at seeing her even served to allow him to forget that he was still nude until he slowed to a stop less than a dozen feet from her.
“Can’t wait to hear your story,” Bailynn said, her eyes deliberately taking all of his body in.
Logan felt his blush spread warmth all the way to his chest and beyond. He hurried over to his clothing and pulled the stretched and torn items on as best he could. “There is a story, and it’s one that deserves a lot of thought still.”
Bailynn nodded in agreement. “Not so different from my own then,” she said. “Where’s Bekka?”
“That’s why our stories need to wait. The Fayer sent her back to the White Lady. They said it was her choice or something like that.”
It was Bailynn’s turn to color the air blue with an oath. “How do we find her or get to her in time?”
Logan stopped tying his breeches. He turned to look at Bailynn, taking in her petite but powerful form. “We’ll find her however we can. To get there, we run.”
“Logan, we can’t run that far!”
“No, but I can.”
Bailynn scoffed.
“Take my pack,” Logan offered, pointing to where it lay on the ground. She opened her mouth to respond but fell silent when he let his pants fall to the ground again. “Find a way to hold on.”
Logan stripped off his shirt and then fell forward. Before his hands hit the ground they’d turned to paws. He shook once, as though throwing off the feelings of humanity, then turned to stare at Bailynn.
“This isn’t what I had in mind when I hoped to be riding you,” Bailynn muttered. She shook her head but couldn’t shake the smile on her face.
Logan’s clothing was stuffed in his pack and his dropped sword reclaimed. She fashioned it into a shoulder strap that allowed her to wear it across her back beneath her pack. His she loosened the straps on and wore over the top of hers. Her expression was one of annoyance and discomfort but she refused to give voice to her distress. She climbed onto Logan’s back, grabbing fistfuls of his hair until she found a position that caused a minimal amount of displeasure.
She tucked her spear under her arm and chuckled. “Let’s go jousting,” she said to him. Logan snarled and set off, starting slowly to allow her to get accustomed to his movement, then speeding up as he turned and headed to the west. He figured at a jog he could circle the swamp at least as quickly as they could have attempted rowing their canoes back through the marsh. Not to mention the delays of whatever fresh encounters would entail.
Logan ran through what remained of the night, pausing only when their positions grew too painful to continue or once when Bailynn bade him stop to tend to a matter of nature. When the sun broke free of the eastern horizon Logan stopped again. He collapsed on his side after Bailynn had climbed free.
“Logan!” Bailynn cried out.
Logan looked at her, panting hard. He knew he should put the beast away and speak with her, but he was too tired. The concentration necessary to cage the wolf’s spirit was lacking. He rolled over and let his head rest on the ground.
He woke up without ceremony. His eyes opened and he stared straight ahead, seeing a familiar form sitting on the far side of a small campfire. She was staring at him. Logan started to sit up when he realized that he wasn’t alone, Bailynn had wrapped herself around him to keep him warm.
Not only had she done that, but her cloak was over both of them and he felt her skin against his. He blushed, then felt thankful that their uninvited guest couldn’t see the effect laying next to the naked woman had upon him.
“I followed you but the Fayer wouldn’t let me join you.” Haley said as she used a stick to rearrange some of the burning embers in the fire.
Logan used her conversation to refocus his thoughts. He felt Bailynn stir behind him. Her arm tightened around him, pulling on his belly to give him a sleepy hug under their makeshift blanket. “Figured you’d run back to your life of slavery,” his tone wasn’t nearly as acidic as he’d hoped. Something about waking up next to a pretty—and naked—woman had a way of soothing his anger.
“I was waiting for a chance to kill them one at a time and free you. Their were too many,” Haley said. “Where’s Bekka?”
“They sent Bekka to face the White Lady. We’re trying to get to her and help.”
“It took you how many days to get this far?” Haley asked.
“We’ve found a faster way,” Logan said.
“Logan, can you do that again? You were exhausted!” Bailynn asked.
Logan squinted as he looked at the sun. “I feel fine now and it’s only been a few hours. Each time I’ll run further and faster.”
“You’re going to run? You seem well enough, but the distances are great.”
Logan shrugged and sat up, letting the cloak fall away from his upper torso. Bailynn yelped as it pulled away from her. “Come, we need to get on the move again,” he said. She slapped him lightly on the hip while he found a pair of pants in his pack.
Logan pulled the pants on and grinned. “Thank you for keeping me warm.” Bailynn’s smile warmed his heart much as her flesh had warmed his body. He turned back to Haley as he stood up. Her eyes never left his, whether out of respect for him or because she wasn’t interested in his nudity. “If you’re not the coward I think you are, you’re welcome to come. I can’t carry both of you though.”
“You run and carry her?” Haley’s tone was doubting. She glanced at Bailynn, who was struggling back into her clothes, then returned her gaze to Logan.
Logan opened his mouth to respond when his stomach growled with a warning of its own. “Aye, but first some food I think.”
Haley reached back and held up two dead game birds, both with their feathers plucked and dressed to be roasted. Logan felt the urge to lick his lips at the sight of them. “My thanks. Let’s cook them quickly, as you said we’ve many miles to travel.”
“What about Ragnar?” Bailynn asked.
“If I return, it will be on my terms,” Haley said.
Logan was already spitting the birds on sticks to roast them. Bailynn dug through her pack and tossed some clothing to Haley. “You’ll need clothes if you want to come with us.”
Haley nodded and examined the clothing. “I’ve no aversion to clothes, they make hunting difficult is all.”
Logan took the first bird off the flames and bit into it, ignoring the steaming juices that ran down his chin. By the time he’d finished it he looked up and saw both women were staring at him. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “What? I was hungry.”
Bailynn offered a skin of water to him. Logan took it with a smile and drained it before recapping it. She shook her head, chuckling. “Keep this up and we’re going to need Haley’s hunting just to keep you fed!”
Haley and Bailynn split the other bird before they packed up their makeshift camp and made ready to set off again. “I’ll keep up with you,” Haley promised. “I ran through the night to catch you.”
“You haven’t seen Logan run,” Bailynn promised.
Haley’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Does he do it different than most people?”
Logan smirked. “You could say that.” He untied his breeches and let them fall to the ground, widening the huntress’ eyes. He fell forward and called the wolf for another day’s journey.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
Bekka stood in a small room with only a bench carved out of the stone in the wall. A door had been fitted into the opening that led to the rest of the tower carved out of the mesa, but it was locked. Her pack had been taken from her, as had the knife she kept at hand.
Her wait stretched on from minutes to hours. No one appeared, nor did she hear any noise through the door when she pressed her ear against it. A few times she thought she’d felt a vibration in the stone, but it might have been nothing more than nearby thunder. If the storm still raged, she’d lost track of time and had no idea what the weather might have turned to.
With little else to do, Bekka’s thoughts turned to her meeting with the Fayer. She remembered the way the strangely attractive being had encouraged her to find faith in the choices she made. Only by accepting who she was, Prin had claimed, could Bekka hope to gain proper mastery over her sorcery.
“Well I know I want to get out of here,” she muttered to herself. She stared at the only egress, the locked door, and tried to imagine a way to use magic to get out. “What would Xander do?” She mused aloud. The Voidhawk’s wizard probably had a half dozen spells at the ready to unlock the door, open a portal through it, or turn himself into a ghostly entity that could slip through the cracks underneath of it. He’d also spend half the day explaining how he’d come up with the spell and how it worked. Bekka sighed. Perhaps if she’d paid more attention to Xander’s ramblings she might have an idea how to get out of her own situation.
She cast her senses at the door, using raw magical power to feel it and learn what she could. It was a simple practice and one often reserved for children who first felt the touch of magic. Bekka considered it fitting, she was barely more than a child when it came to her sorcery.
As the hours stretched on she’d managed to shape her probes so that she could feel through the fibers of the wood and even to understand it wasn’t a traditional lock. The door was barred on the other side. She turned her thoughts to finding a way to move the bar. She was so deeply attuned to it that when it suddenly slid free she gasped.
Had she caused it? She struggled to recapture her focus and replay the events in her mind. She’d been feeding power into it and feeling it as it was returned to her, then suddenly it shifted and—
The door opened to reveal a blond haired woman wearing an elegant black dress. Just as impressive as the expensive robe was the pale skin of the striking woman that wore it. “I seldom get uninvited guests, I apologize if you were treated harshly.”
Bekka realized that not only was she staring rudely, but her mouth was hanging open. “Are you the White Lady?” She managed.
The woman smiled, revealing equally white teeth and startling red lips. “I am. Who might you be, young miss?”
“Bekka,” she stammered. The woman was so beautiful and so polite, how could she possibly be responsible for terrorizing an entire region? Even worse, the claims of necromancy…
“Tell me, Lady Bekka, what brings you to my doorstep?”
“Just Bekka,” the sorceress stammered. She found herself staring at the White Lady’s dress. The black silks hugged her legs to her knees, then fell free just above her ankles to reveal black boots that Bekka expected would cost her a month’s wages on the Voidhawk. The plunging neckline revealed a healthy shadow of cleavage that was concealed behind a panel of pink ties that made up the corset of the dress. A black cape hung from her shoulders, but what completed the outfit was the elbow length black gloves.
“Once again I show how rarely I get visitors! You’ve been through an ordeal. Please, allow me to show you to a guest room where you can refresh yourself and find suitable clothing.” She spun without waiting for a response, her long pony tail swinging out as he did so. Bekka scrambled to her feet and followed after, at a loss for words or even thoughts.
The White Lady led her through the strange dwelling, taking her up a flight of stairs carved from the rock to a curving hallway with doors only on the left hand side. At the third doorway the White Lady stopped and opened the door. She stepped aside and gestured for Bekka to enter. Bekka did so, fighting back a gasp in the process.
The room was every bit as decadent as the White Lady’s dress. “Refresh yourself, please. Anything within this room is at your disposal, including the wardrobe. Come, let’s get you cleaned up first.”
Bekka turned to the large tub already filled with steaming water. She turned to look around, wondering where the nightmares were. The skeletons and the other dead things she expected a worshipper of the dead to have. But the White Lady wore a dress trimmed in pink!
“Come, Miss Bekka, let me make up or my rudeness.”
Bekka jerked as the hostess’ gloved hands raised hers gently but firmly and led her to the bath. The White Lady leaned back and appraised Bekka’s clothing, then shook her head. “These just won’t do for a pretty girl such as yourself. Get in the bath while I fetch something more fitting for a woman of your beauty.”
Bekka stared at her as she turned away and glided over to the wardrobe. She shook her head, then blushed when the White Lady turned to look at her. She smiled coyly and gesture with a black gloved hand towards the tub. Bekka jerked into action, pulling off her shirt and pants so quickly she forgot to remove her boots first. She hopped once, nearly falling, before she managed to situate herself. Bekka stepped to the tub and wondered if her blush had made its way to her back yet.
Bekka wasn’t sure how she’d missed it, but as soon as she settled into the soothing waters of the tub she could smell the scented oils. It calmed her and made her relax her defenses. She suspected a subtle magic was at work, but something that felt so good couldn’t be bad. Whatever it was, it certainly wasn’t in the realm of necromancy!
The White Lady was back, sitting on a chair that Bekka had paid no attention to. The woman picked up a wash cloth and reached over, letting it rub over Bekka’s shoulder. Bekka was so calm the only reaction she gave was to glance at her hostess’ hand and wonder if the White Lady still wore her gloves. She didn’t, her hands were just as elegant and pale as the rest of her, which made for a powerful contrast with her black painted fingernails.
“I can do that.” Bekka’s words lacked conviction.
“Hush, it’s the least I can do.”
Bekka’s eyes narrowed to slits as she allowed herself the decadent luxury of being waited on. The White Lady washed her thoroughly, showing neither shyness nor haste. She even scrubbed Bekka’s abused hair, working out he snarls and the damage done by her travels. When she finished the White Lady held a robe, plush and black with pink trim. Bekka smiled as she stood and let the White Lady drape it over her shoulders.
“Come, let’s tend to your hair,” she told her.
“You must have more important affairs,” Bekka protested, again without strength.
“I can think of nothing more important than helping a young maiden in distress.”
Bekka felt the grin not only on her face, but deep in her chest as well. She let herself be guided to a desk with brushes, combs, and other implements of beauty arranged on it. She stared in awe at the collection then sighed when the White Lady’s fingers gently raked through her hair. The brush followed and with it the last of Bekka’s defenses.
The sorceress lost track of time as the White Lady brushed her hair dry. It wasn’t until the White Lady shifted that Bekka felt any sense of awareness penetrate the seductive haze. The White Lady’s breath caressed her ear and neck, quickening her pace and scattering her thoughts. Bekka felt the White Lady’s lips touch her neck and then euphoria undreamt of followed.
Sometime later, it may have been days for all Bekka knew, she heard the White Lady speaking to her. She roused herself but still felt lethargic. Lethargic and wonderful. “Miss Bekka, come, I’ve been selfish and pushed you too hard. Your journeys have exhausted you. Come to bed my dear, we can talk when you’re rested.”
Bekka mumbled something then felt herself lifted from the chair she was slumped in. The White Lady carried her to the massive bed and laid her on it. Somewhere along the way the robe she’d been wearing had disappeared. The White Lady pulled the covers over her then leaned in and pressed burning red lips against Bekka’s forehead.
“Rest, my friend, I cherish the talks we will have.”
Bekka’s eyes closed before the White Lady left her field of view.
 
* * * *
 
When Bekka woke she had no idea how much time had passed. She felt sluggish, especially when the urge to yawn and stretch overwhelmed her. With that finished she looked around the room again and smiled. Candles were lit, casting an almost romantic lighting about the room. Her half-elven heritage allowed her to see almost as though the sun was shining into the room. Half-elven or not, she appreciated the gesture.
Bekka threw back her sheets only to be reminded she was nude. She felt the telling warmth in her cheeks of embarrassment, though she wasn’t certain why. Sleeping nude had never bothered her before and the White Lady had shown no concern when she’d helped her. Bekka pushed it aside and rose up from the plush bed. She sat back down quickly as a wave of vertigo took her. She waited the nausea out and stood up again, though more carefully.
Bekka’s eyes fell on the wardrobe. She started towards it when she glanced over and saw that the tub had been drained. The chair she’d occupied had a dress draped over the back of it, inviting her to examine it. A quick glance showed that her old clothes were gone, much as her pack had yet to make an appearance. She shrugged those away as inconsequential and moved to feel the expensive fabric of the dress.
The silken fabric felt wonderful in her hands. She picked it up to study it, amazed at its beauty. Without further delay she slipped it over her head and pulled it in place. She panicked when she realized the twin panels in the front failed to meet until the top of the form hugging skirt. Her pulse slowed when she saw the matching corset that would hold the panels of the dress in place.
Bekka wrestled the corset on and spent the next several minutes lacing and tying it – twice. She looked around for a mirror to judge her handiwork more accurately but found nothing suitable. She frowned, then made a few more adjustments before noticing the supple boots beside the chair. She slipped them on, purring at the perfect fit of the soft leather against her feet. Walking in them was awkward at first, but after a few steps she grew accustomed to the elevated heel. She turned to glance at the door, wondering if she should leave and seek out her mysterious hostess. 
Thinking of the White Lady reminded Bekka of the beautiful woman’s face and hands. She turned back to the vanity and sat down at it. The diagonal hem across the bottom of one of the panels of her skirt slid smoothly across her legs, making the act of sitting far less perilous than she’d presumed. Bekka turned to the gathered cosmetics and began to study and sample them.
Sometime later Bekka looked at her fingers and grinned. Without a reflection she hadn’t  dared tying to paint her lips or color the skin around her eyes. Still, the experiment in high fashion had left her feeling warm and floaty. She rose up again and felt a cramp in her stomach. Hunger had way of stealing life’s precious moments.
She moved to the door and tested it. It wasn’t locked, though for the life of her she couldn’t imagine why it would be. The hallway outside was exactly as she remembered, lit by smokeless torches that seemed to burn endlessly. She turned to her left and walked, passing two more doors before the hallway ended in a staircase. The staircase, like the hallway before, continued in a gentle curve to the left.
Bekka emerged onto a small landing at the top of the stairs. A stout wooden door lay ahead of her, complete with a knock fastened to the wood. She hesitated, wondering if she should announce her presence or if that might be crass. She reached for the latch and lifted it, then pushed gently while trying to peer in to see if she was violating the White Lady’s trust.
Bekka saw her hostess look up at her from where she sat before a fireplace. She was smiling at her, stealing the color from Bekka’s cheeks. “You’re awake! Good, I was beginning to worry about you.”
“I’m sorry,” Bekka stammered. She fought the urge to flee and instead cast her eyes downward. “I must have been exhausted, you should have woke me—”
“Nonsense,” she demurred. “You were run ragged and you certainly looked the part. It was selfish of me to expect so much of you. I seldom get visitors, let alone such lovely young maidens like yourself.”
Bekka blushed again. It seemed she didn’t need the makeup, around this woman she had a constant redness in her cheeks. “Please, My Lady, I’m half-elven, I’m older than I look.”
She rose up, moving so gracefully in an equally breathtaking black and pink gown that she seemed to float across the floor. She put a finger to Bekka’s lips to hush her, then guided the sorceress to an overstuffed chair near the fire. Bekka felt the heat from the hearth but it was nothing compared to the tingling in her lips where the White Lady’s fingers had touched her.
“Enough formality, Miss Bekka,” the White Lady winked at her. “My name is Constance and it would please me more than you know if you’d use it.”
Bekka couldn’t stop the smile from reaching her cheeks at the secret thrill it caused her to be gifted with her name. “It’s my pleasure, Constance,” Bekka said softly. She looked away quickly, frightened by the thrill that seeing the smile on the White Lady’s face caused her. 
Bekka remembered how she’d secretly been pulled to both Jenna and Willa, though neither had shown much interest in her. Willa had come around, but Bekka had been the aggressor. This, she now understood, was what it felt like to be pursued. To be desired. She felt a fresh smile make its way to her face, then hurried to cough and cover it with her hand.
“Are you all right?” Constance asked. “Some wine or water, perhaps? You’ve slept a long time, you must be hungry.”
Bekka nodded. “I am hungry. But I don’t want to impose…”
Constance waved her hand. “No imposition at all. I told you, I crave interaction and you, my dear, look to have enough to keep me busy for decades!”
Bekka laughed, surprising herself with how loud and abrupt the sound was. She covered her mouth with her hand, then saw the twinkle in Constance’s eyes. She lowered it and rubbed the smooth fabric of her skirt. Her hand slid onto skin, reminding her how it was cut to allow her legs freedom of movement. Constance’s eyes followed her hand like those of a predatory bird. It sent another tingle down Bekka’s spine.
“This dress is amazing. Everything here is,” she added in a rush. “It must have cost a fortune!” Bekka’s hand found her mouth again. “I’m sorry,” she stammered, “That’s none of my concern. You’ve been more than kind to me.”
“Bekka, let’s speak candidly. I own these lands and I protect the people upon them. Much as a baron or duke, they pay me for that protection and the right to live as they do. Those that can’t afford gold pay with what they can. I have no one to share it with, no family and no friends to speak of.”
“So lonely,” Bekka whispered. She could understand. She had friends but she’d always felt alone in spite of that. It was her own fault and she knew it. A fear of being hurt had led to social awkwardness.
“Yes,” Constance nodded, “perhaps you can understand why I hope you stay for a while.”
It was Bekka’s turn to nod. She wanted that too, but she didn’t dare admit it. Not yet. It wasn’t just a fear of rejection or hurt, it was concern for Logan and Bailynn. Of Haley she’d given up. The huntress could rot for all she cared. But Logan and Bailynn were bound to come for the White Lady because of what those idiot villagers had told them. She almost laughed aloud at the memory. A woman as sophisticated and beautiful as Constance couldn’t possibly be responsible for such heinous crimes.
Constance rose, her dress falling perfectly in place around her. She reached out and took Bekka’s hand. “Come, let’s get you something to eat.”
 
* * * *
 
Bekka woke and wondered if she’d only just closed her eyes. She was still so tired. Some days she felt rested, others she was wiped out. Aside from the irregular fatigue, Bekka couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever taken better care of herself. Daily baths, always with Constance assisting her, and a growing fondness that made her pine away when she wasn’t at the White Lady’s side.
She’d lost track of the time that passed. Days, for certain, possibly a week or more. She rose and sat at her vanity, brushing out her hair before touching up her nails. She paused, admiring her handiwork, and then noticed her hands seemed almost sunken. The veins stuck out on them, though her skin was beginning to take on the pallor that the White Lady favored. Too much time stuck in the earthen house, she mused.
Bekka moved on to painting her lips – she’d learned how to do it without the aid or a mirror with Constance’s help. That finished, she moved to the wardrobe to select today’s dress. She’d come to revel in the luxury of having such fine things. She slid the dresses aside until she found one she’d yet to try on - a black revealing gown with pink highlights not so different from what Constance wore. She hoped the White Lady would be pleased rather than disturbed by the similarity.
A gentle knock at the door snapped her head around to it. She hurried over to it and opened it up, then stepped aside as Constance hurried past her. “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t wait.”
“Couldn’t wait?” Bekka said, turning to look at her. The door swung shut behind her.
“To see you,” She amended, turning to look at her. She took in Bekka’s clothing and a smile spread across her face. “You’re so beautiful, child. Radiant!”
Bekka blushed. She thought she’d gotten over the red-cheeked reaction, but unexpected compliments still threatened her like a catapult shot to the helm.
“I’m afraid our time is nearly over,” she said. Bekka felt her stomach twist into a knot. She struggled to breathe, confused and afraid. “I’ve enjoyed our time together, perhaps more than I’ve enjoyed any other time in my life.”
Bekka opened her mouth but Constance stopped her with that same wonderful finger to her lips. She hadn’t realized she was close enough to Constance for her to touch her, but she was happy to be mistaken. Constance pulled her finger away, then stepped forward and embraced Bekka, drawing a surprised gasp from her. Constance’s lips pressed against hers, trapping her breath and drawing it from her. Bekka melted into her, the threat of abandonment replaced with a bliss so divine she hoped it would never end.
It did end. Constance backed away, reaching up to touch her lips. Bekka’s hand mirrored hers, as though both were trying to recapture the moment. “I…I need to sit down,” Bekka whispered, moving over to the bed and sitting on it.
Constance nodded, but remained standing. “I have a favor to ask of you. Not a favor, a request.”
Bekka nodded. She wanted to reach out and take Constance’s hands in her own but she feared being too forward.
“I need you to leave. As soon as you possibly can. If not right now, then after one last night with me.”
“Night?” Bekka asked, blocking out the painful part of the request. “I haven’t spent a night with you.”
Constance nodded. “You have, my dear, sweet, beautiful Bekka. Every night we’ve spent together. It is the days that you sleep away. Closed away in my little citadel you’ve not realized it, but it’s true.”
“How old are you?”
Constance smiled. “Surely you’ve guessed, I’m a witch. I’ve used magic to create this place and magic to stay young.”
Bekka nodded. “I wondered, but it wasn’t important. You already know I’m a sorceress.”
Constance nodded. “You told me of your trip to the Fayer. I visited them once myself, probably before you were born. I was young and I wanted the power to live forever.”
Bekka nodded. “Forever’s a long time to be alone.”
Constance’s eyes glistened as she stared at Bekka. “I could…no, I can’t. Forget I said anything.”
“How can I do that?” Bekka knew her friend had been on the verge of telling her something important. Something that would change everything. She feared what her words would be and she was desperate to hear them.
Constance smiled. “Yes, that’s true. How could you? I was going to offer to try and teach you about magic. Your talent is raw and natural. It’s alien to me but all the more impressive because of it.”
“You think you can’t teach me because of that?” Bekka felt disappointed. Surely an offer of assistance with magic wasn’t what made Constance second guess herself?
Constance stepped closer and knelt on the floor. Bekka’s legs widened to let her slip between them. Her skirt, slit high up the slide, slid to reveal a generous portion of creamy thigh. “I can’t help you because you have to leave,” Constance whispered. She picked her head up and stared into Bekka’s eyes, her own glimmering in the candlelight.
“I haven’t heard from my companions. They have each other. I don’t have to leave.” Bekka couldn’t leave. Not yet, not when there was such a wonderful and understanding person left behind with no one to keep her company.
Constance reached up to rub the wetness from her eyes before tears formed. Bekka wanted to kiss her fingers and her eyes, to let her know it would be okay. The bloodshot look in her eyes tore at her heart. “You have to leave because if you don’t you’ll never leave. I’ve listened to your stories of travelling amongst the void. It amazes me. I’d love to experience it—“
“So give this up,” Bekka interrupted. “Come with me. My friends will welcome you.”
The White Lady beamed at her even as she had to reach up and catch another tear to keep it from falling. “You’re wonderful, you truly are! But you don’t understand me fully, nor what I am. I can’t leave. It’s not about my responsibilities. I’m bound to this place and I don’t want you to be limited like I am.”
“You’re not making any sense,” Bekka said.
“I beg of you, don’t ask me to make sense of it. I want you to go and to remember me fondly.”
Bekka stared at her until the need for breath forced her to gasp. She blushed again at the awkward moment, then a sudden idea came to her. “What if I won’t leave?”
Constance’s lips parted. “Don’t tease me,” she whispered, her voice a few octaves off.
“I mean it. I’ve drifted through life with no attachments. The only thing I’ve been good at is flying a voidship, but helmsman aren’t hard to come by. The Fayer think I can be a great sorceress if I find myself, but in my entire life of searching the only thing I’ve found that I’m afraid to lose is you.”
“If you stay with me, you’ll be here forever. There’s no end to this life, and no escape from it. You’ll do things your innocent mind can’t fathom.”
“Innocent?” Bekka smirked. “I’ve seen horrible things, Constance. I can’t imagine you doing anything so foul that I’d be shocked.”
Constance lowered her head to Bekka’s lap, the skin of her lips resting against her naked thigh. Bekka stared down at her, then moved her hand to gently run her fingers along Constant’s tightly pulled hair. Constance moved her head and kissed Bekka’s skin, further along the inside of Bekka’s thigh than she’d realized was exposed. It sent a thrill up her leg to the union of them and caused a soft gasp to escape her lips.
A pinch followed, startling her, but before Bekka could form a question to ask a sublime feeling flowed through her. She fell back on the bed, her hands slipping from Constance’s head while the woman continued to suckle her thigh.
What seemed a lifetime later, Constance rose up. Bekka stared at her, seeing the most beautiful creature in the world towering over her. It took a moment for her to notice the flushed look in the White Lady’s face and the incredible redness of her lips. Constance smiled sadly at her. “I love you, Bekka. It may be unnatural but for a creature such as me, that is the least of my sins.”
Bekka stared at her, confused. As Constance had spoken the flickering light had cast shadows in her mouth, making her teeth appear dangerously sharp. Her lips parted, prepared to admit the same depth of emotion to her. Constance leaned forward, putting her finger against her lips again. She followed it once more with her own lips, sharing her passion with Bekka for the second time. The difference this time was the coppery taste on Constance’s lips and the razor sharp teeth in her mouth.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
Haley’s endurance amazed Logan almost as much as he was amazed by his own. After the first full day of running they reached the northern edge of the swamp that bordered the gajrin’s plain. The sun had set but Haley pushed them on, stating she knew the area. She’d been correct.
Logan had collapsed again after Bailynn had climbed off, though this time after resting a few moments he summoned up the strength to revert to his natural form. Bailynn gave him a smile and a lewd wink, which served only to make Logan blush. He grabbed his pack from where Haley had dropped it and pulled on some clothes.
“Still think we can’t make it?” Bailynn asked the huntress.
She nodded. “Bekka had mentioned your curse, I thought it was far more dangerous?”
Logan scowled. “She had no right to speak of such a thing.”
“Hush, Logan. I didn’t realize it before, but now it’s obvious. Bekka’s more of a lost soul than I was.”
“Was?” he asked her with a grin.
Bailynn gave him another wink before ignoring his question and turning to Haley. “Logan’s curse is anything but. Have you ever seen anything so beautiful and powerful? He can control it now. It’s not something to be feared. Well, unless you’ve earned it, that is.”
“Got anymore birds?” Logan asked, distancing himself from the conversation. He’d yet to tell Bailynn all that he learned from the Fayer. She’d had little opportunity to share her story either. He was glad for the time chasing Bekka had given him, it had helped put many of his troubled thoughts to rest.
“Wait here,” Haley said before heading towards the plains.
“Think she’s telling her friends about us?” Bailynn asked, startling him out of his thoughts.
Logan turned to her and shrugged. “If she does you can take them, can’t you?”
Bailynn grinned for a moment, then she let her expression fade. “Logan, the test the Fayer gave me had you in it.”
“Oh?”
She nodded. “They set a pack of wolves on me and I attacked them. By the time I realized what was happening I saw that I’d killed you. The others too. They were all our friends from the ‘Hawk. They’d been turned into wolves too.”
Logan grimaced in sympathy for what she’d gone through. She kept going, proving that there’d been more to it. “That wasn’t enough. My wounds healed and I saw you standing in the distance. I hurried up to you, afraid I’d lost you. You offered to stay with me. We’d be together and safe, you said.”
“But you’re here,” Logan said. He wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing.
“I knew it wasn’t you. You wouldn’t abandon Bekka like that. It was tempting, though,” Bailynn admitted. “After all I’ve been through it’s easy to feel like I deserve something for myself. But I couldn’t leave Bekka, either.”
Logan smiled. “You were right about the wolf,” he admitted. Bailynn’s smile threatened to swallow her ears. “I hadn’t realized how it’d happened at the time. I was young and rash, I should have called for help instead of rushing in. I couldn’t beat it but by the time I accepted it, it was almost over. I’d hurt him, but not enough.”
“So how’d you beat him?” Bailynn moved closer to him.
“I’m not sure. I pulled the wolf’s spirit into me somehow. I realized I’d lost but I wouldn’t let him continue to terrorize the people.”
“So much responsibility,” Bailynn whispered. “You’ve always been amazing, I guess.”
 “That’s one point of view.”
“It’s the one that counts!” she insisted.
Logan laughed. “You’ve a way of putting a smile on my face.”
“Just wait, I’ll stretch those lips so wide you’ll swallow your nose!”
The priest’s chuckle was halted by the sound of something coming through the darkness. He looked about and grabbed the sword that lay on the ground near him. Bailynn crouched low, hands held out and fingers curled into claws. Logan spared her a glance and wondered when she’d slipped her gloves back on.
Haley emerged from the weeds, hauling a small deer behind her. She pulled it over to them and let it fall to the ground. She’d already dressed it clean.
“Couldn’t find something bigger?” Logan asked with a smirk.
Haley glanced at her kill then shrugged. Bailynn clapped Logan on the back as she walked past and said, “The way you ate those birds this morning, I’m not sure there’ll be any left for us.”
On cue, Logan’s stomach grumbled. He bared his teeth and rubbed his belly. “Let’s get a fire going then! We’ve an early morning and time’s wasting!”
Haley butchered the spike horned deer while Bailynn and Logan gathered wood for the fire. Striking a rock against the steel head of Bailynn’s spear eventually gave enough spark to light the fire. In moments it spread enough to begin roasting the skewered meat.
“Will Ragnar let us pass back through?” Bailynn asked while Logan roasted the meat. She’d nearly made fun of him when she’d noticed how close he’d come to drooling twice.
Haley shrugged. “Perhaps,” she offered. “He respects you, but his moods are fleeting. Present a trophy to him and you’ll have a better chance.”
“What kind of trophy?”
“To the east in the plains there are some powerful beasts. Four legged but fierce. He battled one once, tooth and nail against the tusks and hooves of the mightiest of their herd. Neither was the victor. Bring the head of the boragin to him and you’ll be well on your way.”
“What’s a boragin?”
“A giant bore, the size of a draft horse with the temper of a swamp thrasher.”
“Well Logan’s already dealt with a thrasher.”
“Wait, what?” Logan asked, pulled out of his cooking daze at the sound of his name.
“Mind the dinner, this is girl talk.”
Logan grunted and went back to turning the roasting meat over the flames.
 
* * * *
 
Haley led the way the next morning. Bailynn ran alongside them for a while until she had to climb, gasping for air, onto Logan’s back. They followed the southern edges of the plains to the east until, after more than an hour’s travel, Haley cut to the north.
With the spirit of the wolf at the forefront of his mind, Logan felt the urge to take the giant boar down. Instinctively he knew how to run prey to the ground. Using distraction and striking at weak spots would be the trick, if the boar could be separated from its sounder.
Haley pulled up short, slowing from a run to a walk and then stopping altogether. Logan came to a stop beside her and lowered his haunches so Bailynn could climb free. She stretched her legs and ran her fingers through Logan’s fur between his shoulder blades. He fought the urge to push into her for more contact. She’d known just where to scratch.
“To the northeast the plains drop down a shallow hill. There’s a pond they gather around. They’re peaceful, mostly, unless they feel threatened. Then they become territorial.”
“Hard to kill one in a non-threatening way,” Bailynn opined.
Logan was grateful for his canine features, they prevented his grin from showing. He shifted form and stood up on his feet, turning to grab the pack from Haley. “I’m sure they’d feel a wolf running into their midst would be threatening.”
Haley nodded. “Men also hunt them for food, sport, and their ivory tusks.”
Bailynn cursed.
“How do you recommend we do this?” Logan asked. “I had some thoughts, but our pack isn’t big enough.”
“Pack?” Bailynn asked, staring at him. “Your pack is one, wolf-man.”
Logan raised his eyebrow. “As a priest I considered you my flock. Turns out I’m not much of a priest, so you’ll have to be part of my pack.”
“Not a priest?” Bailynn looked as confused as she sounded.
“Ask me later.”
Bailynn’s mouth opened and closed a few times. Logan gave her an appreciative nod, which caused her to leave her lips shut.
“I’ll slip in and try to draw it away or push it towards you. Then you spring at it. Strike for the weaknesses – the legs in particular. Slow it down.”
Logan grunted. “Sounds like a good idea. Will you be safe?”
“Is anything safe?” She turned and started walking again.
“Why are you helping us?” Bailynn asked the huntress.
Haley hesitated and looked back. “Your companion talked too much. She reminded me of some things I thought were gone forever.”
 Logan glanced at the sun. Every minute spent here was a minute lost in following after Bekka. “We appreciate the help. Just don’t run off on us again.”
She scowled at him and turned away. “Follow behind me,” she called over her shoulder as she began another jog.
Logan and Bekka followed. He felt odd running on two legs instead of four after all his recent travels. In either case, his body responded and he was amazed at how smooth and easy his breathing was. He heard Bailynn beginning to gasp again and wondered if he should shift to help her. Ahead of them a few dozen paces Haley slowed to a stop, then motioned them forward with a wave of her hand.
Bailynn bent over, hands on her knees, and worked on trying to catch her breath. Logan laid a hand gently upon her back and felt a jolt as a connection formed with her. Bailynn seemed unaware of it, which further amazed him.
Acting on instinct alone Logan pushed against her, not with his hand or body but with his mind. He let some of the energy he’d become aware since landing on Kelios flow into her. It was no different than when he used his powers for healing, save that he’d not needed to center himself and channel what he’d once thought were divine powers.
Bailynn shivered under his hand, then rose up and stared at him. “What did you do?” She accused, albeit softly.
“I’m not sure,” He admitted. “I tried to help you get your wind back. Did it work? You’re not gasping.”
“No, I’m not,” she said. “I felt a rush of heat through me, then it was gone. I still feel a little tingly. In fact, I feel like I could run twice as far right now!”
“I’ll have to be careful, I don’t want to hurt you.” Logan could see Bailynn wanted to throw herself at him, she had that hungry look in her eye. “Very careful, I think.”
“I’m fine,” she insisted. “You can experiment on me anytime you like.”
Haley cleared her throat, breaking up what was about to become an awkward moment for the healer. “Down this hill is the pond I spoke of,” she said, pointing.
Logan walked the final steps to stand beside her and stared. As she said, the decline was gentle. It ran for half a mile or so and disappeared into some trees that grew up and surrounded the body of water. Logan considered it more of a lake than a pond, but the largest bodies of water he’d encountered for the last several years only filled a cup. Water was scarce in the void. That made it valuable even considering the many traders and merchants that did little more than ferry casks of water to ports and moons.
“The boragin will be near the water and in the shade of the trees, preparing to rest for the day. They’re covered in a short and wiry hair that does little to block the sun.”
“How will you drive one out?” Logan asked.
“I’ll figure that out when I get down there.”
He opened his mouth to insist otherwise but Bailynn’s hand on his arm stopped him. She shook her head. “She knows these beasts and this land, let her do her job.”
“Yes, let me do my job. Come down the hill near to the edge of the trees. They are social animals, they will help each other. We must be quick and then away, then we can return to claim the trophy.”
Logan felt like borrowing some of Bailynn’s colorful language. He wanted to call it off, being stampeded and gored by a sounder of horse-sized boars wasn’t the quickest way to their destination. Before he could voice his thoughts Haley had started down the hill. Bailynn squeezed his hand to offer support.
Logan sighed. “Well, let’s try to do this carefully.”
“Don’t worry,” Bailynn reassured, “I learned to not act as rashly. Your belief in seeking peaceful solutions to problems is wearing off on me.”
He chuckled in response. “I was a rash and intemperate boy. I learned my lesson but I think I may have erred too much on the side of caution. If I still truly believed that way we’d be finding another way to get to Bekka.”
“Compromise,” Bailynn said. “See, we’re already learning to how to get along together.”
Logan stumbled, drawing a girlish laugh from Bailynn. “Now stop with your distractions,” she teased, “we’ve got work to do.”
Bailynn ignored his fake scowl and led him after Haley to the edge of the trees. They waited silently, each looking for the best means of ambushing the boragin. The problem was they had no idea where or how it would emerge. Half a dozen runways emerged from the trees, all of them showing evidence of recent animal tracks.
A snort in the distance was all the signal they needed. Logan drew his sword, marveling at how he felt connected to the blade as soon as it was free of the scabbard. He took a few swings to get used to the length of it. It was lighter than his mace had been but the size was greater, confusing the muscles in his arm.
Bailynn crouched behind a tree, trying to conceal herself. Logan took her actions to heart and did likewise. The last thing he wanted was to be run over by the boragin before he’d even had a chance to face it! He nodded to Bailynn and noticed that her fingers were sporting her talons again, yet he’d not seen her put her gloves on. He couldn’t remember even seeing her carrying her gloves over the past day. He blamed it on their constant movement.
Bailynn swore and pointed. Logan spun and risked a look around his tree. Haley was running, her axe and sword in hand. She leapt over a fallen tree, soaring gracefully through the air and then continuing her sprint as soon as she landed. She burst free of the trees and kept running. The boragin followed closely, only a few seconds separating them. 
Bailynn charged past Logan, head tucked as she sprinted towards the beast. He jerked into action himself, realizing he couldn’t risk letting her face the boragin alone. As he ran he studied the creature and wondered just what they were doing.
Where Ragnar had been large and dangerous looking, the boragin was massive. It was as tall as a draft horse, but half again as wide. Considering its tusks it would have been more appropriate to compare it to a bull than a horse. A giant bull at that.
Haley was facing it as it charged her down. She dropped low and threw her hatchet, catching the porcine menace in the front of a leg. It spun away, the blade failing to bite in. She threw herself to the side as it reached her, slashing with her sword in a backhanded attempt to hurt it. The boragin’s leg kicked hers, sending her spinning and then rolling across the ground.
It slowed to a stop and turned, snorting angrily. Bailynn threw her spear, which missed entirely, and ran past Haley to jump at the creature before it could set itself. The overgrown boar swung its head up, narrowly missing Bailynn. She grabbed for its body, her clawed fingers gouging her and leaving shallow furrows along its shoulder before it turned away from her. Off balance, Bailynn slammed into the ground rolled away as well.
“I smell bacon!” Logan yelled, making the boragin twitch as it started to turn after Bailynn. It swung its head back around and then kept turning, intent upon skewing Logan. He doubted the creature understood him. His plan was simple, use loud noises to distract it.
Logan threw his chest back, barely dodging the ivory tusks, then was knocked off his feet when the boragin stepped into him. He rolled to the side, barely avoiding a stomping foot. Logan scrambled away and to his feet, confused by the conflicting emotions and thoughts in his head. He knew he should strike with his sword but the urge to bite and bear the creature to the ground kept rushing through his head.
The distraction allowed Bailynn time to leap on the boragin’s back. She sank her fingers into its hide and kicked her feet into its side. It leapt straight into the air, only her grip kept her from flying free. She pulled herself up, trying to reach its throat.
“Not the head!” Haley cried out. She was limping towards them, sword in one hand and her reclaimed hatchet in the other.
Logan saw the huntress and forced his confusion away. Bottling the conflicting thoughts deep inside he rushed over to the boragin, ready to hack at it with his sword. He checked the swing at the last moment as Bailynn’s legs came flying across. The bucking boragin kicked back like a bull, knocking her free and making her scream. She fell, hitting the ground hard. Logan grabbed her and pulled her back a few feet, trying to get her safely away.
“Logan!”
The healer turned and saw the boar dip its head down to charge at him. Haley’s hatchet slammed into its side, drawing an angry squeal from it. Logan looked at his sword and tossed it aside. It would do him no good. He pulled the wolf free and charged forward, closing the distance as he underwent a partial shift.
The distracted boar missed him as he ran past its vicious tusks. He slashed with one hand, cutting sinew and flesh on the beasts shoulder. It grunted and turned towards him, but Logan was already moving. He slashed again, ripping blood and meat on the boragin’s haunch.
“Hurry!” Haley warned.
Her words barely carried through the thrill of the hunt Logan felt. He reversed direction, confusing the boar, and felt a harsh bark of laughter emerge from his throat when the change in momentum caused the creature to stumble and drop to its shoulder. Bailynn joined the battle, her spear in her hands. She had it tucked between her arm and her side while the other hand guided it. Her impromptu charge ended when she jammed the spear into the boragin’s side.
It squealed and thrashed, rising back to its feet and spinning about to face them. It twisted, trying to bite the stick impaling it, then it turned back to grunt and snort at them. It spun some more, snapping at the spear that it couldn’t reach, and twisted again until it fell to the ground.
It snapped a few more times, then lay still, breathing rapidly. Answering snorts carried from behind them. Another eight boragin had gathered and were rushing towards them.
Logan fell forward, dropping to his hands and letting the wolf consume him from the inside. He stretched his head towards them and howled, slowing them down. Behind him the boragin lay still, its final breath rattling out of its chest.
Logan growled and snapped, then started towards the remaining boragin. They stopped running and stared at him, then started to turn and back away. With a few more snaps he routed them, sending them running back into the woods. He stood there watching until he was sure they’d fled, then he turned around and reclaimed his humanity so he could check on his companions.
“Bacon?” Bailynn asked when Logan had returned to them. “You smell bacon?”
“I couldn’t think of anything to do to get its attention. Loud noises startle animals,” He explained.
“So you thought of bacon?”
“Would have been nice with breakfast.”
Bailynn shook her head. “Shut up and fix my hand.”
Logan winked at her, then realized what he’d done. He was flirting! Granted, it was a foregone conclusion that they had something special to explore together, but that sort of behavior wasn’t like him. It wasn’t the kind of a thing a priest would do!
He paused, nearly faltering as he walked to Bailynn. He wasn’t a priest anymore. He might have never been one, in fact. He frowned, then shook his head when he saw Bailynn studying him. Her hand was red and splotchy with broken blood vessels in the wrist and palm.
“When he threw me my hand got caught in its hide, twisted it up good.”
Logan nodded and reached out to take her hand. As soon as he made contact he felt the connection her and the wrongness in her arm. It extended all the way up to her shoulder from strained muscles. He focused on it and fed the restorative energy into her, fixing the swollen tissue and regenerating the torn fibers.
He could find no more damaged tissue to repair but there was still something off about her arm. Something just beyond what his magical senses could comprehend. Whatever it was, he was certain it posed no threat to her health. He gave her an extra push of energy for good luck and was rewarded with a gasp from her.
“What was that?” She asked, eyes wide and sparkling.
“My way of saying thanks for not getting yourself gored.”
Her smile was less than wholesome, it was almost wicked with intent. “I can’t wait to show you how I say thanks.”
Logan felt himself blushing again. He turned away to see Hailey was already kneeling next to the dead boragin and preparing to butcher it. “Let me help you,” he insisted.
She glanced up at him and shrugged. “Just a wrenched knee and ankle is all.”
Logan took her leg in his hands. He glanced at Bailynn, surprised by the lack of connection to the huntress. Bailynn stared hard at him, almost glaring. He read in her expression that she did not want him giving Haley the extra boost that he’d given her. He fought the urge to smile and focused instead on Haley’s injuries. By sending his healing magic into her he was able to feel the damage done and correct it.
“Amazing,” Haley admitted when he stepped away from her. She rose up and tested it, then nodded again. “Thank you, Logan. I’m…I…” She trailed off, unable to find words for what she wanted to say. Finally she smiled again. “Thank you.”
He waved it away then turned to Bailynn. She was still giving him the glare. He shook his head, then realized he was still nude. “I’d better not get used to this,” he muttered, walking as quickly as he could to fetch his clothes. The truth was healing Haley had taken a lot out of him. Bailynn was easy, and that spoke volumes to him as well. Was it familiarity or did it speak to a greater union between their souls?
“How are we supposed to carry that all the way to Ragnar’s camp?” Bailynn asked.
Logan turned and saw that Haley had cut the head free from the boragin. “Skin it,” Haley said. “Then we use it as a sack. We won’t move as fast, but we can be at their village before sunset.”
“Their village?” Logan took note of her choice of words. It wasn’t her village anymore, but theirs.
She nodded, catching his eyes for a telling moment, then returned to skinning the carcass. “I’ll cut some meat free for later.”
“Bacon,” Bailynn muttered, shaking her head.
 
* * * *
 
Ragnar sat upon the mound as the three approached. Haley and Logan carried the pigskin wrapped trophy between them. Bailynn carried her spear proudly as though its presence would remind them of the honor she’d earned.
“You’re late,” Ragnar said, addressing Haley.
Haley nodded but said nothing.
Logan lifted his head to speak their case. “We—”
“You will not speak!” Ragnar roared, silencing Logan. “This is my land, these plains. You would do well to remember it, human!”
Logan heeded the irate chieftain’s words. They were surrounded by armed and hostile gajrin. A glance around reminded him that this was a situation where reason was the better part of valor.
“Go, return to my tents,” Ragnar snapped, staring at Haley.
Haley stood her ground, staring at him. Ragnar returned the stare, his chest growing. Finally his front paw slammed the ground, claws pulling grass and dirt. “I send you away and you return to tell me you wish freedom? You’re more fool than I thought!” He motioned to his hunters. “Take her! I’ll deal with her later. Too stupid to be a slave, perhaps we’ll roast her for dinner!”
Logan’s eyes widened as Haley stood complacently and let the gajrin grab her and pull her away. He opened his mouth, willing to risk Ragnar’s wrath. Bailynn beat him to the punch.
“Mighty Ragnar, we brought you a tribute!” She called out. She turned to the package on the ground and grabbed a corner of the skin. She pulled, yanking the top of it off and throwing it aside. A small cloud of flies rose up, disturbed by the sudden movement.
Ragnar hissed as he stood. He moved down the hill to stare at it, then he laughed aloud. “You killed Pigtooth!”
Bailynn looked at Logan, alarm in her eyes. Logan understood her fear, Ragnar’s laugh concerned him as well.
“It took three of you! Ha. Puny humans.” Ragnar pointed at four long healed scars on the side of the boragin’s head. “My claws. If you can mark a foe like this, you’ve won the fight.”
Logan felt his hopes crash. The laughter made sense. Haley had misunderstood the gajrin’s wants. Now Haley was a prisoner again and he and Bailynn were little better off.
“We misunderstood, great hunter,” Bailynn said, bowing low. “We thought only to honor you.”
“You told them of Pigtooth?” Ragnar asked, looking at Haley. She nodded. He laughed again. “For this I won’t eat you.”
Bailynn and Logan shared a concerned look. “Chief, we want Haley to go free with us.”
Ragnar stared at Bailynn and laughed. When she stayed calm he moved closer to her and towered over her. He raised a paw high above her, hesitated to see her reaction, then swatted her with his face-sized paw.
Logan tensed as Bailynn crumpled to the ground. She rolled and came up, spear held pointed at Ragnar.
“What makes you think you’ll go free? Did Haley tell you how I tamed her?” Ragnar leered at Bailynn. Logan felt the wolf hammering away inside of him. The sword at his side was a charade, his real strength came from within.
“Then let me fight you this time,” Bailynn said. She straightened full, lowering her spear. “Face me on your field of honor for our right to go free.”
Ragnar stared at her, then he laughed again. “Humans are all stupid!” His laughter was echoed by his tribe.
Haley even stared at Bailynn, a deadly serious expression on her face. Logan understood that she’d overstepped herself. If Ragnar agreed to it, she was doomed.
“And there’s more!” Bailynn demanded. “If I win, the three of us go free. Should I yield, I’ll replace Haley as your servant. If you kill me, then my friends are still granted passage.”
Ragnar stared at her then laughed again. “Stupid, puny humans. Take her to the field!”
“You’ll meet my demands?” Bailynn asked, ignoring the pressing gajrin around her.
“I’ll do as I wish! Go now or I’ll rip you apart right here!”
The hunters forced them apart and towards the field. Logan had control of the beast inside of him as he walked, the problem was keeping control of his desire to let the beast loose. As he walked an idea occurred to him. He’d killed a massive beast in the swamp and he’d been responsible for disabling the Pigtooth. He was more powerful than he gave himself credit for.
“Bailynn, let me do this!” He called out, uncertain of where she was amongst the throng of six limbed gajrin.
“No!” She cried back from somewhere to his right. “You know I’m a better warrior, don’t ruin our only chance!”
Logan opened his mouth to respond when he was cuffed in the back by a huntress. He turned and growled at her, letting some of the beast out. She snarled back at him, unimpressed.
The crowd thinned. Ahead lay the field. Bailynn marched onto it, holding her spear in both hands. Logan saw her claws were out again. He had to find out how she managed to slip her gloves on and off.
Ragnar entered the field, his spear held in his hands. He spun it around and roared at Bailynn. She bared her teeth at him then had to leap away as he pounced at her unexpectedly. Bailynn swept her spear around from where she landed, using it as a staff. The shaft slammed into Ragnar’s foot, vibrating in her hand from the impact. Before she could pull it away he stepped on it with one paw then kicked it out of her hands with another. She had to leap back, narrowly avoiding his spear slicing through the air at her.
Logan watched, terrified at how much ground she was losing. Ragnar advanced, keeping her at bay with the deadly speed of his spear. She kept dodging, staying in the fight, until Logan realized that Ragnar was toying with her. It was cat and mouse all over again. He remembered how Bailynn’s last fight had gone and wondered if that was on Ragnar’s mind as well.
Bailynn cried out, Ragnar’s spear catching her on the inside of her arm as well as her side. Logan growled and started forward, only to be held back by the firm grip on his shoulder of the huntress beside him. Bailynn surprised them all by clamping her wounded arm to her side, trapping the spear against her. She grabbed onto the shaft with her hands, sinking her talons into it to prevent Ragnar from yanking it free of her grip.
He roared when he couldn’t shake her, then yanked even harder on it. It looked like Bailynn was yanked off her feet but the clever girl had staged it. She fell towards him but kept her legs under her. She leapt at him, surprising him. Her claws swept across, marking his cheek.
Ragnar dropped his spear and tried to grab Bailynn. She’d slipped past him, ripping five furrows down his flank as she escaped his reach. She misjudged his reaction, expecting him to retreat from her. Ragnar’s hindquarters slammed into her, sending her stumbling. She rolled, anxious to escape the pursuing hunter.
She rolled over her spear by twist of fate. She held it up, hoping to catch Ragnar as he pursued right behind her. Ragnar leapt over her, staying out of range of the spear. Bailynn tried to keep her spear between them but Ragnar grabbed it and wrenched it out of her hands. The gajrin chieftain pressed a paw to her chest, claws extended.
“No!” Logan hissed, frozen in fear at what was about to happen.
Ragnar fell onto her, pinning her beneath his body. “Do you yield?” He asked her.
“I marked my foe,” Bailynn said, her breath forced by the great weight resting on her.
Ragnar reached up to his face. His hand came away bloody. He snarled and spat. “Human bitch!”
“Isn’t that what you said? Aren’t those the rules you live by?”
Ragnar lifted his fist high into the air, fingers curled to allow his sharp fingernails the chance to cut her to ribbons.
Logan yanked his shoulder free of the huntress, ignoring how his shirt and skin tore. He ran forward, getting a head start on the huntress that pursued him. He let the wolf come, shifting as he ran even though he knew he couldn’t hope to stop Ragnar’s arm that had begun its descent.
The huntress slammed into Logan’s back, propelled by her powerful lion body. He went down and flipped onto his back, reaching up as he did. He felt his hands, now furry and lethal, shred tissue. Blood sprayed onto him but he ignored it and scrambled out from under her. She tried to wrestle him under control but she lacked the strength in her limbs she’d had only moments before
He regained his feet when he was struck again. One of the gajrin hunters that had joined the chase drove his spear into Logan’s leg. Logan spun, shattering the shaft of the spear with another clawed swipe. He fell, the damaged muscles not supporting him, but rolled to gather his good leg under him. He considered a complete shift, that would give him three legs to run on. Awkward, but possible.
A roar stopped him. Ragnar towered over him, a paw raised with claws fully extended. Logan snarled at him.
“Stop!” He roared again. “Your bitch lives. You violated the field of honor. For this you should die! You harmed my huntress without cause, for this you will die!”
Logan growled. Already the pain had faded from his leg. He just had to keep Ragnar talking another few moments and he’d be able to use it again.
“Chieftain, Varixxa is dying!”
Ragnar looked at the wounded huntress. Logan glanced as well, unable to stop himself. He’d clawed deeply across her abdomen with one hand and her shoulder and neck with the other. Blood spurted from her neck and coated the fine fur on her chest red.
“Heal her,” Haley called out.
“Silence!” Ragnar shouted. He turned about in a circle, eyeing the three humans. “Kill them. Kill them all!”
“Wait,” Haley persisted. “Logan can heal her!”
Ragnar turned to stare at the wolfen man. “Is this true, dog-man?”
Logan swallowed down his ire and looked over to see Bailynn cradling her side. She’d climbed to her knees but remained where Ragnar had defeated her. Ragnar’s cheek still dripped blood. Logan nodded. “I can try,” he said in a guttural voice.
“Her life and yours are bound together,” Ragnar snarled.
Logan pushed the wolf away. He climbed to his feet, his leg healed enough for him to walk. Inside of the four steps it took him to reach Varissa his limp disappeared. He dropped next to her and studied the wound. The force of the eruptions of blood were lessening. A glance at her eyes showed a mixture of fear and hatred. He refocused on her wounds, ignoring everything else.
His hands were coated in blood as soon as he touched her. He ignored the heat and the stink of it. She reeked of fear and death, something he’d seldom noticed before. He wondered if it was another talent acquired from the wolf within him.
As with Haley, Logan had to push his magic into her in order to understand her wounds. They were grievous. Death was coming quick. Even with his aid he might be too late. He pushed more power into her, fixing the shredded arteries first and then channeling what energy that remained into knitting tissues back together.
The weariness grew so great in him that he had to back away. He slumped, exhausted, then felt Bailynn touch him on the back of the neck. The simple act of making contact, her skin against his, refreshed his connection with her and pushed his fatigue away. He felt the pains in her side and arm, as well as bruising and damage from having Ragnar lying on top of her. With barely a thought he was able to erase the damage in her, then realized that healing Bailynn hadn’t taken any of his energy. It may have even strengthened it.
He straightened, then leaned back in and put his hands against Varissa again. His efforts ended quickly, the recharge fleeting. It was enough, he thought, to get her through. Logan rose to his feet, Bailynn standing close by to offer support if need be. “She needs to rest, to eat, and to learn when not to interfere.”
Ragnar hissed at him and pawed the ground. “It would seem she’s not the only one. I spared Little Mouse for her bravery and skill. I will spare you for undoing the harm you caused.”
“And Haley?” Bailynn pressed.
Ragnar snarled. “I’ve no use for her. Take her and be gone.”
“Ragnar! I challenge you!”
Ragnar turned to address the new threat. Another gajrin hunter, as large as Ragnar if not as seasoned, stood with his chest thrust out and spear held proudly. “You grow soft, letting humans escape. It is not our way!”
“I decide our way!” Ragnar spat at him.
Logan and Bailynn edged away from the confrontation, her spear forgotten and discarded on the field of honor. Haley joined them, the gajrin pushing forward to watch the growing confrontation. Words and roars were shouted then cheering erupted.
“We need to go while they’re distracted. Should Ragnar fall…”
Logan nodded and stripped out of his clothing without delay. Bailynn grabbed it and shoved it in his pack, then tossed the pack to Haley. When she turned back his transformation was complete. He dropped low for her to climb on but she shook her head.
“I’m fine, we can make better time if we all run. Until I tire, that is.”
Logan nodded and rose up, then he was off. Haley and Bailynn followed, putting as much distance between themselves and the battle behind them as possible.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
“How are we going to find her?” Bailynn asked. After leaving the borders of the grajin’s lands they’d rested the few hours of the night that remained.
“I’ve heard of The White Lady, but only in passing and it’s been many months.”
“I meant Bekka.”
Haley shrugged. “If it’s as you say, find the White Lady and we’ll find Bekka.”
Logan nodded. “Where were you when you heard of her, with Ragnar?”
“No, I was on a mission for him. Some distance to the southwest.”
“What sort of mission?”
“Stalking and punishing thieves that had stolen from him. Does that matter?” Haley stared at Logan but for the first time, Logan felt as though she was open to discussion instead of challenging him.
He was about to respond when he realized that his responses might not matter. The way he’d been raised and the beliefs he’d held dear were based on a religion that no longer applied. If ever it had applied! He shrugged. “I suppose that’s up to you, not me.”
Bailynn looked at him, her head twisted a little. Logan returned her gaze with a faint smile. “I don’t heal people based on divine right. What duty is it of mine to preach teachings that have never truly mattered?”
“You never preached to anyone,” Bailynn said softly. “You always helped. You listened and you made people believe they could be better than they were.”
“Better?” Logan’s tone was sour.
“Aye, better. Not better at causing pain or hardship, better at understanding themselves and making good decisions.”
Logan kept his snort as quiet as possible. “Perhaps, I still feel I lived my life playing the fool.”
“Don’t worry, we’ve got plenty of time to make up for it,” Bailynn winked at him, drawing attention to the fact that she’d used the word ‘we.’
“Bacon?” Haley asked, holding up a strip of the boragin meat on a stick.
Logan and Bailynn were drawn to each other. They laughed, but that didn’t stop Logan from accepting the snack and shoving it into his mouth. He tried to speak but had to wait until he’d swallowed the meat. “Haley, when you’d heard of the White Lady, do you recall where she was or who’d said it?”
“A mercenary that hired on with caravans as a guard,” she said, spearing a few more pieces of meat and holding the over the fire. “He’d come down from the north. All he’d said was that the people lay in fear every night of the White Lady. Having a daughter was a terror for a father, it was said. Until the daughter was wed there was always the fear that her army would come and steal her.”
“Until she was wed?” Logan echoed.
“Of course!” Bailynn snapped her fingers, then grimaced. Logan saw blood well up on her palm.
“What happened?” Logan asked, reaching over to take her hand and study it. The moment of contact proved all the studying he needed. He smiled at her as he mended the scratch. She closed her eyes and shivered.
“Triggered my claws when I snapped my fingers,” she explained. “What I meant was—”
“Wait, you triggered your claws? You’re not wearing your gloves right now?”
Bailynn gasped, her hand going to her mouth. “I never told you! I’m sorry, so much happened it just slipped away from me When I realized I couldn’t have what I wanted I took the next best thing, I got my own beast back.”
Bailynn’s grin only added to Logan’s confusion. “What you wanted most? I don’t understand…well, I don’t understand any of it!”
“For such a wise and responsible man you can be thick as the hull on a ship at times. I wanted you, silly. When have I been shy about that. They offered you to me, but it wasn’t the real you. When I realized I could only have you if you wanted me too, I realized I had to make myself happy. Then if you were a fool and spurned me I’d still have myself.”
Logan smirked. “A fool, eh?”
“It’s been hard getting through to you,” she reminded him. His smirk turned to a chuckle. “So I’m not like I was before the elders healed me, but they merged the gloves the elders had given me with me, allowing me to control them much as I did before. My transformation isn’t as impressive as yours, nor is it even as dangerous as my own used to be, but you’ve seen what I can do again.”
Logan nodded. She was a very dangerous opponent and not one he’d recommend anyone ever cross. “That explains a lot. I kept wondering how you had your claws without putting your gloves on.”
She grinned and held up her hands. Before his eyes her fingers shifted and morphed into razor sharp points. A moment later they were gone, returning to her small and feminine hands. Logan shook his head, amazed. “Now then, what did you snap your fingers for?”
“Oh! The reason why they go after unwed girls. The same reason they went after Bekka and myself.”
Logan stared at her, not getting it. “Why would being married have anything to do with it? You think the White Lady doesn’t want to upset husbands?”
Bailynn stared at him. Haley laughed from where she roasted the last of the meat from Pigtooth. Logan glanced at both of them until Haley sighed and said, “I don’t know about the hull of a ship, but I think your head might rival some rocks around here. Maidens. This White Lady only wants to steal virgins.”
“Oh!” Logan gasped. He found himself glancing around for a rock and wondered if Haley was right.
Bailynn giggled again. “Want to protect me from her wicked army?”
Logan blushed, then grabbed a cooked piece of meat and shoved it in his mouth to spare him further embarrassment.
“The inn you stayed in, they seemed to know much of her,” Haley continued, sparing him from Bailynn’s continued directness. Bailynn sighed before grabbing some of the meat for herself.
“Aye, we’ll head there first. We’ll ask along the way, but if nothing else turns up, we force an answer out of them.”
“Then let’s finish up and be on our way. It’s been what, 3 days so far?” Haley asked. “The inn you mentioned is another 3 or 4 days from here?”
“Less, we’ll run.”
“As much as I love wrapping my legs around you, I don’t think a wolf jogging down the road is a wise idea.”
Logan choked on the piece of meat he was chewing. After he could breathe clearly again he saw the twinkle in Bailynn’s eye. “Good point. We can still run, but on two feet instead of four.”
 
* * * *
 
They learned quickly that running up to travelers to ask about the White Lady was ill advised. Logan had nearly been run through and Haley had stared down the length of a cocked crossbow bolt. After the first couple of incidents they learned to ask their questions with more subtlety. For their troubles they’d learned next to nothing. No one knew where the White Lady lived.
The next caravan they encountered had them slowing as it approached. A guard on horseback moved to keep himself between them. Logan hailed him, raising his hand to show he meant no harm.
“Move along, traveler, we’re bound southward and on a schedule.”
“Aye, I’ve no interest in detaining you,” Logan countered, staring up at the man. The horse whickered nervously and refused to stand still with Logan so close. “A man such as you must see a lot of miles.”
He chuckled, then cursed as his horse shied away from Logan. “Might want to step back, she’s never been skittish like this but there’s something about you she’s not liking.”
“I get that from women no matter their race,” Logan joked.
The guard laughed with him. “Show them coin, that keeps them interested longer!”
Logan shared a laugh with the man even though it was forced. “We’ve heard tell these are dangerous lands at night to travel with a young lady. I need to keep my sister safe, do you know anything about the rumors I’ve heard?”
“Rumors? Of what?” The man asked, glancing behind as the lead wagon reached him and started to pass. The driver yelled at him to get back to his position. The guard waved him off.
“Evil minions stealing maidens in the middle of the night for someone called the White Lady?” The horse whinnied. “Seems your horse knows something.”
He laughed, then leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I never seen nothing, mind you, but I heard them stories too. Seems like people from all the way west to Cleval got some fear of her in them. I even heard they leave sacrifices once a month when both moons are full.”
“Sacrifices?” Logan asked, appalled.
“Livestock, gold, wine…perfectly good things that are gone in the morning.”
“So from here to Cleval. How far is that?”
“Four days travel west, but that’s by the roads that have to go around the Wyvern Rifts between here and there.”
“Wyvern Rifts?” Suddenly the White Lady didn’t sound like the most dangerous threat.
The guard looked behind him as another driver shouted. The third and final wagon as passing him. He made a rude gesture and turned back to Logan. “I’ve got to be going, friend. Take care of your sister and good luck!”
“Wait, what are the Wyvern Rifts? We’re from the south, past the swamplands.”
“Set of canyons and hills to the west a day or so. Filled with them flying lizards. I seen ‘em once. Damn thing was big enough to carry off a pony!”
Logan’s eyes stretched in appreciation of how big the wyvern must have been to do such a thing. A flying lizard. Why not, he’d already fought off a swimming lizard. “My thanks, good journeys to you as well.”
The guard saluted and was off at a gallop to reclaim his position at the head of the caravan. The other guards chided him as he passed them. Logan turned back to Haley and Bailynn.
“The Wyvern Rifts?” Bailynn asked.
“Heard of them,” Haley said. Seeing two sets of eyes staring expectantly at her she said, “What he said covers it. Cliffs and chasms dotted with caves. Some birds but mostly lizards live there. Wyverns are said to be a cross between the two. I’ve never seen one.”
Logan grunted while Bailynn stared off to the west. “This road runs north and south. I don’t remember any major roads heading to the west off of it.”
“You think she’s in the Wyvern Rifts?” Logan asked.
“Her armies move at night. The walking dead don’t tire or stop for food, so they can make better time than a regular force could. It sounds like the area the White Lady terrorizes is only a few days across. She must be in the middle of it.”
The logistics made sense. He nodded thoughtfully, then turned to follow Bailynn’s line of sight. All they saw was trees in the distance, but the land had a slight rise to it. “All right, let’s try it. Let’s move quickly, but no running this time. We need to be ready for whatever we encounter.”
Without a word Haley turned and headed off the road into the countryside, prompting the others to follow or be left behind.
 
* * * *
 
An unexpected benefit of vicious claws capable of piercing steel is the ease of climbing a tree. Bailynn had saved them hours of walking in circles when Haley suggested someone climb a tree to get an idea of where they needed to go to reach the Wyvern Rifts. Bailynn, being the smallest and lightest, volunteered. She’d seen hills to the northwest. With that to go on, they’d amended their course and set out.
The trees were diminishing as they continued their hike. The sun was setting as well, making it hard to see given the heavy cloud cover overhead. Logan sniffed, smelling the dew that was settling on to the ground. “We’ve bumbled enough in the day, we won’t be trying to find this place in the dark.”
Bailynn nodded. Haley hesitated, staring ahead. She scowled and knelt down, studying the ground.
“Haley?”
Haley sighed. “It’s too dark. If the sky was clear or if we had torches.”
“If we had torches we’d be a target for those wyverns,” Logan reminded her.
She shrugged. “Perhaps. I don’t know of any nighttime flying predators.”
“Bats.”
“I meant large ones.”
“I’m sure there’s a giant bat somewhere in the void.”
Haley scowled at him.
“I’ll start a fire,” Bailynn said.
Haley stared at the ground and the hills ahead before rising back to her feet. “You barely know us,” Logan observed, “yet you seem troubled by the delay.”
Haley’s lips curled up into a smile. “It’s not what you think. Bekka wishes otherwise, but I don’t have such interests in her.”
Logan held up his hand. “That’s between you and her.”
“Most religions types frown upon such things.”
“Religion and I haven’t been seeing eye to eye on things lately,” Logan offered. “So you’ve no interest in romancing her.”
Haley barked out a laugh. “No, nothing of the sort. She shared so much and asked so many questions of me I think she became a friend.”
“You think?”
“It’s been many years since I had a friend.”
Logan found himself grimacing as he tried to imagine what her life had been like. “Ragnar said something when we took him that pig’s head. He asked if—”
“Ragnar killed my son in front of me, then he tortured me in front of my husband. When my husband tried to save me Ragnar forced me to watch while he was slowly killed. He cried and begged for mercy before he died. Ragnar wouldn’t give it – he rewards strength, not weakness.”
He was afraid to ask what sort of torture the gajrin had inflicted on her. “He took me because after my family was dead I had nothing left in me. Ragnar misunderstood my lack of emotion. He thought it was strength and that appealed to him. That’s why he made me his property.”
Bailynn cursed as she struck the rocks against her fingers instead of each other. She waved them off when Logan and Haley looked, then  went back to trying to send a spark into the kindling she’d gathered.
“I learned and I became strong because of him. I was forbidden to wear clothing but after a time I turned even that into something I enjoyed. I learned to use it against him, to define who I was and make myself stronger. As odd as it sounds, I even respect him now that I understand him. What he did was wrong, but it was wrong by human standards, not by his.”
Logan grunted. “Wrong is wrong.”
“Is it? I have lived among two separate races, each with very different values. What I can tell you is wrong is not being able to protect what is yours. Somebody, somewhere, will always seek to take what you have, no matter if it’s a possession, a person, or a way of life.”
Logan’s thoughts went to the elves before the elders had returned. The elves had lived with their idea what was right and wrong. It often was contrary to how humans felt. Elves believed in enslaving other races and ruling through power and tyranny. Many humans weren’t much better, but Logan refused to work with people like that. Considering the time he’d spent amongst the reformed elves since the elders had returned, it wasn’t that much of a leap for Logan to imagine what Haley spoke of.
“Ha!” Bailynn cried out. A small fire flickered and then spread amongst the dried leaves and twigs she’d gathered.
Haley turned to stare towards the hills that were now hidden by the darkness. “Is a fire a good idea this close?”
“I’d welcome a guide back to the White Lady’s palace.”
Haley nodded as she thought about it, a sinister smile coming to her face. “Should we make it bigger?”
They ate what little rations remained and took turns sleeping. The night remained calm, even the dark clouds were reluctant to break the stillness and unleash their rains. The morning came dark and somber.
“It would be better if it would rain,” Haley observed when they buried the coals of their fire in preparation to set out.
“For the fire?” Bailynn asked.
“No, it’s stuffy and wet. If it rained it would cool down.”
“It’s not that hot out,” Bailynn pointed out.
“It will be. Days like this are the ones that made me happy to be amongst the gajrin.”
“After the experiences you had?” Logan was confused by her statement.
“There’s often a breeze on the plains and no clothing to stop it from reaching my skin.”
“Oh!” Logan glanced away, embarrassed for some reason. Haley had spent days with them without a stitch on and he’d gotten used to it. Now that she was wearing clothing again he had trouble seeing or thinking of her otherwise.
Further attempts at conversation felt awkward to Logan. They finished readying their belongings and set off, Haley leading the way. They left the woods behind, aside from the occasional scattering of trees as they moved into a hilly region.
The hills grew larger and steeper. Haley soon abandoned her attempts to crest the hills and see what was in the distance. She walked along the base, winding through them at first then finding they were forced into paths of mostly flat ground with occasional rubble scattered about them. The cliffs rose on either side of them, sometimes growing narrow enough to seem as though a dead end was destined to be ahead of them.
“A maze?” Bailynn asked when they came to the first junction of narrow canyons.
Haley turned, her hand slicing across the air in a silencing motion. She turned and pointed. Ahead of them there were bones and piles of waste littering the canyon floor. All three lifted their eyes upwards and saw movement high on the cliffs. Sometimes a tail poked over the edge, other times a wing or a reptilian head. They seemed small but all three knew with the distance that they were at least the size of a grown man, more likely larger. It wasn’t until one took flight, leaping out from the cliff and spreading its wings to catch the air before flapping them and sailing up and out of the canyon that they stared speechless at one another.
“Dragon?” Bailynn whispered.
“Wyvern,” Logan corrected. “I’ve heard rumors of dragons but never known a world where one was real.
Haley shook her head before whispering, “Such creatures are myths and legends here.”
“I don’t doubt they exist on some worlds. I’ve even heard the elves talking of dragons that can fly through the void,” Logan added as softly as possible.
“Be quiet, we need to move through here,” Haley said, her eyes delivering a tone far more severe than her voice suggested.
 She led the way, slipping along the rocks without a whisper of sound. Logan followed her, trying to mimic her stealth. He failed, he knew, but grew better as he called on the instincts of the spirit that had joined with his own. The downside of tapping into the wolf was the greater sense of smell he took on – the piles of waste threatened to make his eyes water with their stench.
 Bailynn followed behind, the slight woman now the loudest and clumsiest of the three. Their journey, thought nerve-wracking, proved to be without physical threat. They made it to another junction of canyons, through which Haley led them to their right, deeper into the labyrinthine passages.
The Wyverns above stayed constant, though they seemed uninterested in what lay beneath them. As the day wore on and they explored more passages the wyverns above started to return, most carrying captured spoils. Whenever possible they hid in the shadows, relying upon a combination of luck and satiation on the wyverns’ part after their morning hunt.
One flew in behind them, the sun casting its shadow even further behind. It wasn’t until Logan’s enhanced hearing heard the sound of air hissing past the creatures wings. He glanced up and saw it gliding in rapidly, legs extended towards Bailynn. He jumped, tackling Bailynn and knocking her to the ground so the Wyvern passed over them.
Haley grunted as it flapped its wings and sent her sprawling with the accidental buffeting it gave her. It crashed into the ground, Haley’s interference causing it to tilt to the side. Logan pushed himself off of Bailynn and charged at the wyvern, intent on silencing it before others were alerted.
It crawled back to its feet, the long scaled snout bristling with teeth open and ready to snap at them. Logan slammed into it, driving it back while he drove his hands into it repeatedly. The wyvern’s wings slapped at him but he was inside the range of its mouth.
“Logan!” Bailynn hissed, her voice cutting through the red haze he was immersed in. He stopped and backed away from it, staring at the bloody mess he’d made of the wyvern’s torso. He pulled the wolf back in just enough to look and feel mostly human again. “Next time we’ll find something bigger, okay?”
Logan looked at her and then Haley, who had one corner of her lip twisted up in a smile. H turned and saw the wyvern was almost half again as tall as he was. Seeing the wyvern reminded him to look up. None of the others showed any sign of awareness or interest.
“Let’s move on, no telling when another might see us,” Logan said, anxious to put the incident behind him. He’d behaved viciously. It was necessary, the wyvern had to be silenced quickly. If he’d have known how big it was he might have tried something else.
High sun came and passed and still they explored the canyons. Logan was certain finding their way back out would take at least as long. He also began to suspect that the brown and slate walls of the maze looked all too familiar. Had they retraced their steps already?
“Haley!” He risked a whisper at one point. “Have we gone this way before?”
She looked at him and then point down to the ground. His eyes followed hers, confused. Finally she whispered back to him, “Tracks!”
He saw none on the ground, which confused him. The ground they walked on was hard packed, though often soft patches of dirt remained. He turned around, looking behind, and saw his footsteps. He turned back and saw none. He nodded, realizing what she’d been trying to tell him. They hadn’t been through that passage yet. He motioned her on.
The day waned, the sun passing overhead and plunging the canyons into shadows. Haley turned into one that ran east and west, reclaiming daylight for another thirty minutes until the sun dipped below the rim of the canyons again.
“Trapped in these things in the dark?” Bailynn whispered.
“Hush, let’s hurry,” Haley urged. Without waiting for a response she pushed on, sacrificing some stealth for speed.
Logan could imagine how the women felt. In spite of his special nature he was tired. His legs ached, having had no time to rest and recover. He followed Haley dutifully, though visions of roasting rabbits and game birds filled his mind.
Haley turned left midway down the chasm they followed. She stopped a dozen feet in and knelt down, her hand hovering over the ground in front of her. Already it was growing too dark for Logan to see details, he had no idea how she managed it.
“This way leads out,” Haley said. She glanced up then turned back. “Come, the other way!”
“It’s nearly too dark to see the ground,” Logan argued.
“This one last passage, if there’s nothing I’ll lead us out and we’ll search again tomorrow.”
“Can there be any more of these things?” Bailynn groaned.
“Days more, I think. These are the easy ones.”
Bailynn swore but moved aside so Haley could walk past her and head back into the passages.
“How do you know it led out?” Logan asked her as they walked.
“Footprints in the dirt heading both ways, though I’ve never seen the kind of creature that makes them. I’ve kept track of where we are, less than a thousand paces and we’d be back amongst the hills.”
Logan nearly repeated Bailynn’s earlier curse. How Haley could keep her senses about her in those canyons was beyond him. Even with the sun he’d often doubted himself.
She led them back further down the canyon to the west until another passage opened to the north. She followed it without hesitation. Logan noted how much darker and cooler it felt, not to mention the walls seemed narrower. The only positive he could see was the lack of detritus along the ground, allowing for smooth walking.
Logan was near to telling Haley to call it off for the night. He couldn’t even see where the cliffs ended and the sky began above him anymore. Haley’s victorious gasp stopped him. Ahead he noticed it was slightly lighter. He also caught a whiff of something long since dead. He felt a growl trying to make its way out of his throat but he contained it.
The cliffs fell away from them, opening into a circular opening. In the middle of the strange bowl a spire of rock rose to the sky. He supposed it was probably no taller than the surrounding cliffs but it certainly seemed symbolic.
“I don’t see a castle or even a house,” Bailynn muttered.
Logan sniffed. The smell of decay was stronger here. He looked around but the darkness thwarted him. He tested the air some more but couldn’t pin down the direction of the foul odors. His other senses failed but his hearing made up for it. It was a strange rustling noise that came from several sources ahead of them.
“Something’s happening ahead of us,” he warned.
“Skeletons again, they’re climbing up out of the ground,” Bailynn hissed. She dropped into a crouch.
Logan scowled. It was time to be vicious again.
 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
Bekka felt like she was on fire. Her skin tingled everywhere as though a thousand tiny flames were caressing her. She ached for need of a breath of cool air but all she had was Constance’s mouth pressing against hers. Constance compelled her to return the embrace even to the point where colored spots appeared behind her closed eyes.
The White Lady pulled back, allowing Bekka’s head to collapse back onto the bed. Her pulse thundered in her ears at an unnatural rate. She gasped in rapid breaths, trying to calm herself. Still she burned with need and without realizing it, reached for Constance.
The White Lady had backed away, her head turned towards the door. Bekka saw a smudge on her face, something that was entirely unexpected. Constance was always so composed and proper looking. Bekka wondered if the paint on her lips had still been wet. Had it smeared? She dropped her hand, which felt impossibly heavy, and reached for her own face. She became aware in the distance of a pounding against the door of her room.
Constance strode over to it and yanked it open. She stepped through it before Bekka could see anything. The sorceress returned her attention to herself, the fires within her burning higher than ever. She wondered if ripping off her magnificent dress would allow her body to cool. Her hand, absent-mindedly forgotten, dropped against her chest.
She lifted it up and stared at it, noticing a similar stain. She looked closer, forcing her tired eyes to focus on it. The dim light in the room offered little aid, but her partial elven heritage made up the difference and allowed her to see it clearly after a moment. A reddish stain, still damp. She sniffed it but had trouble identifying the odor. It was familiar, it reminded her of kissing Constance. She sucked gently on her finger, trying to relive the moment, and tasted the coppery sweetness of it.
Bekka’s eyes widened as a moment of clarity intruded. The coppery taste wasn’t a spice, it was blood!
Constance slammed the door shut, breaking Bekka’s concentration again. She strode over to her and stared down, the hard anger written on her face fading as she stared at the supine sorceress.
“My dear, sweet Bekka,” Constance said to her. “The time has come.”
“Time?” Bekka asked. Even her speech was slurred and tired sounding.
“Yes, either you must be with me for now and forever, or you will be gone. I won’t force the decision, it must be yours. Do you want to be with me?”
Bekka tried to nod but wasn’t sure it worked. She was so tired and talking seemed like an impossible effort.
“You’ll be undying, my love. No sickness or disease can touch you. Immortality, at my side. It’s a long time, I’ve searched for you for over a century. How ironic that you would show up on my doorstep.”
Bekka’s breath hissed through her teeth. Her heart, still jumping in her chest at an impossible rate, seemed to jump higher. Constance had said she loved her!
“Don’t speak, I see you’re close now. Marshal your strength, beloved, and drink from me.”
“Drink?” Bekka gasped. Faint memories of the blood on her finger and lips came to her. Was she to drink Constance’s blood?
“Yes, drink of me. Become like me. Share my essence and we will be sisters and friends and lovers forever. Nothing can separate us, not even death.”
Bekka swallowed nervously, though doing so with her dry throat was difficult.
“I wanted more time with you, but the thought of rejection pained me. I wanted to tell you everything, but instead I found I couldn’t deny myself little bits of you. I’ve been so unfair to you, my love. Not as I should’ve been. Please forgive me and become my equal. You can spend all of eternity learning your sorcery then.”
“With you?” Bekka asked, her voice barely a whisper. She’d heard Constance but it seemed so distant and unreal. Was this really happening or was it all a dream?
“Yes,” Constance said, misunderstanding her. “You’d be bound here with me. I admit it, you’d never travel the void again. I won’t dare risking the solar winds you spoke so fondly of. They’re deadly to one of my kind. Of our kind.”
Leave the void behind? Bekka wondered if she could do that. She was a helmsman, she piloted voidships among the stars and merged herself with them to become one. To never do such a thing would leave a hole in her life. A hole that Constance wanted to fill.
And why not? She’d been searching for acceptance her entire life. To finally find someone who didn’t care how confused she was about what she loved in a person was amazing. Even more, Constance cherished her because Bekka did love her. All she had to do was to become like her. To drink of her and share her essence. To become one of the hunted and feared legends told to children to keep them in line. Bekka would forsake not only the void, but the light of day. She’d become a vampire.
She understood now why Constance had been afraid to tell her. She also understood why the White Lady had hidden her staff from her. She’d been snatched from the entrance to Constance’s home by a pair of skeletal hands.  That, then, was the realm of servants that Constance ruled. An army of the walking dead.
“I see clarity and understanding in your eyes. You know why I’ve hidden it from you, yes? You know how strongly I feel and why I was so torn. I’ve not felt like this in all my life, Bekka. I’ve dreamed and fantasized, but never has it been so real and so close. I’ve had everything I’ve ever wanted save for someone at my side. Now we have that chance. You can have everything you’ve wanted, with someone at your side. I’m envious of the opportunity before you, but I don’t spurn you for it. Come, my love, before it’s too late. Your heart is near to bursting, I can hear its frantic plea to try and push what meager essence that remains in you through your veins.”
That was why she was so tired. Constance had been drinking from her every day. It was intoxicating and unlike anything she’d ever experienced, but always left her more tired than before. Now it was nearly over. She opened her mouth and licked her lips, longing for a drink to sooth her parched throat.
Constance’s eyes twinkled. She pulled a knife free from her boot then held out her arm above Bekka. “This will make everything better,” she promised.
 
* * * *
 
Logan smashed through the last skeleton that lurched out of the darkness at them. Haley stood, holding her sword and hand axe at guard, ready for another pile of bones to rise against them. Bailynn rose up from where she’d driven her last foe to the ground. Haley and Bailynn were covered in scratches and worse, but they moved freely in spite of them. Logan’s shirt had been torn from him in one of the many attacks against him, but each wound was ignored as it slowly closed.
He rushed towards the tower, having long since confirmed it as the place the undead minions were defending. He tripped and sprawled on the ground, identifying one of the dozens of shallow graves the skeletons had been lying in. Bailynn was as his side, helping him up before he’d even come to a rest on the ground.
“What if it’s too late?” Bailynn asked.
Logan growled, unwilling to give the question the response it deserved. Haley remained silent as she brought up the rear.
A furry swipe through the blackened doorway revealed empty air. Logan plunged through it, experiencing darkness undreamt of for only a moment before he emerged on the other side. A torch burned in a sconce on the wall, though no smoke or heat came from it. Beyond the small atrium was a sturdy wooden door.
Logan tried the handle, his enlarged hands barely able to work the latch. It didn’t budge, even when he yanked so hard he pulled the latch free. He slammed into the door, earning a dull ache in his shoulder but nothing else.
“How do we get in?” Haley asked, staring at the obstacle.
Logan scratched at it with his claws, peeling away the wood in fingernail sized gouges. Bailynn stepped up beside him and did likewise, spearing her magical fingers into the wood and digging out chunks at a time. Haley watched from behind them.
“We need a battering ram,” the huntress muttered.
Logan spun about and grabbed Haley’s hatchet from her hand before she could react. By the time she snapped at him he’d turned back and drove it into the wood. It bounced off, leaving little more than a small dent in the hard surface. He growled anew and let the axe fall, where Haley snatched it up.
“Back,” Logan warned in a beastly voice. He yanked the sword free from his side, his hand feeling almost too large for the grip. He smashed it into the door, burying the blade into the hard wood. He yanked it out and hacked again, cutting across and weakening the door further. Several strikes later he punched his hand through a hole in the door and felt for the bar that kept the door shut.
Logan roared as his arm felt like it’d been lit on fire. He yanked the bar free and pulled his lower arm back through, bringing the door swinging on its hinges with it. Blood ran down his arm where the skeletons inside had grabbed him. Bailynn rushed through as soon as the opening was wide enough, tackling one of the skeletons and smashing it into the rock wall behind it. She grabbed its skull and smashed it again, cracking it open and ending the unnatural red light that had shown in its eye sockets.
Haley stepped in behind her, protecting Bailynn’s back and fighting the other two skeletal lieutenants. Logan entered last, surveying the scene before heading into the bottom of the stone tower. 
“Logan, wait!” Bailynn insisted, picking herself up to follow him. She and Haley caught up while he searched through the small rooms. Everything from coats to weapons and chests filled with oddities were found, but their companion remained missing.
“Stairs!” Haley called, pointing to the staircase she’d found.
Logan bounded past her, his long legs covering the distance quickly. He thrust his sword into her hands on his way. Haley stared at it, clutching it awkwardly considering the other weapons she already carried. She managed to slide her sword into her scabbard and took an experimental swing as she follow Bailynn up the stairs.
Logan burst into the second floor, searching around for any sign of the sorceress. He was drawn to a row of small rooms. 
“Cells,” Bailynn hissed when she came up behind him and saw them. 
Logan moved until he’d settled on one of them. Something about it seemed familiar. He sniffed and recognized what the something was – it was Bekka’s scent. She’d been there! He turned and bolted out, trying to find her elusive trail as he went through the tower.
He came back to the staircase, thwarted again in his search. The next two doors led to elaborate bedrooms, each richly appointed but otherwise empty. The third was guarded by another skeletal knight. This one was more than a mere pawn, he wore armor and wielded a great sword capable of killing a man with its weight alone.
Logan tore through him as though he were made of paper. The mighty sword clattered off the far well and fell to the ground before sliding down the stairs. The skeletal knight’s eyes flared out as the helm smashed into a wall separate from the rest of its mail-clad body.
Bailynn threw the door open and ran inside. Logan followed, stopping abruptly when he saw Constance and Bekka locked together on the bed in a scene he’d once have called righteous fury down upon. Constance wrist was pressed against Bekka’s mouth, though the sorceress hands were clinging to it. In the White Lady’s other hand she held a dagger that dripped dark blood from its tip onto the sheets of the bed.
“Damn you all,” Constance spat at them. “You’ve rushed this and ruined what should have been a beautiful moment. She’s given herself to me. You’ll leave if you know what’s good for you.”
Logan stared at her, repulsed not only by the scene but also by the shrunken features of the White Lady’s face. She looked old and withered in spite of her attempts with clothing and make up to appear otherwise.
“Bekka!” Bailynn shrieked, starting towards her.
Constance pointed her dagger at Bailynn. “Stop! Come no closer! Leave, foolish mortals! Leave before I’m forced to ruin her fond memories of you!”
“Bekka?” Haley stepped out from behind Logan and stared at the dark haired woman who was suckling at the vampire’s wrist.
Bekka’s eyes fluttered open. She turned her head and saw the three of them standing there. They were covered in blood and dirt, but all eyes were upon her. Even Logan, though he looked less than human. She smiled, distracted, and nearly gagged on the thick liquid filling her mouth. She coughed, pushing the arm away.
“No!” Constance urged, turning back to her. “Drink my love, you’ve not had enough yet. It takes a lot to replenish what you’ve lost. It pains me, but it’ll be worth it to have you. And when you’re done I’ll need to restore my own vitality.” Her cold eyes turned to Bailynn. “I’ve just the snack in mind.”
“This is the creature that stole young girls from their families. Now you know why. Bekka, you fought for that girl! You can’t become like her,” Bailynn pointed at Constance.
“Be silent!” Constance raved.
“I’m going to rip your dead heart out!” Bailynn started towards her.
“No!”
Bekka spat out the blood in her mouth, then suffered a shallow coughing fit. She collapsed deeper into the bed, gasping for breath. “You can’t have them. They came for me.”
Constance stared at her. “Our talks! Our love! What of that? They all but abandoned you!”
“I left them,” Bekka wheezed. She reached out with a trembling hand and grabbed Constance’s hand with the knife in it. She pulled it towards her. “She’s right. I won’t be like you. I can’t do what you’ve done. I won’t do it. If I’m doomed, then kill me now.”
Bekka pulled on her hand but Constance’s arm wouldn’t budge this time. The sorceress’ strength failed and her arms fell on to her body, one hand slicing across the edge of the knife but no blood welled up in the cut.
“Kill her,” Logan growled.
Bailynn sprung, slamming into Constance and staggering her. Constance shrieked, swinging and twisting as Bailynn clung to her and tried to rip every last piece of flesh from her body. Finally Constance succeeded in throwing Bailynn free from her. She crashed into Bekka’s vanity, breaking the desk and leaving Bailynn stunned.
Logan jumped in next, rushing towards her but not fast enough to stop the flash of darkness that staggered him. He grabbed at his shoulder, where the unholy bolt of energy had hit him, and twisted back around. He turned in time to see her throw another spell at him before everything went dark.
He fell back, stunned, then realized he was blind. He could hear and smell still, as well as touch, but his vision had been taken from him. He growled and flailed about, hoping to find her.               Constance screamed, though Logan had turned away from her in his stumbling search. She turned, her hand going to her back where a knife protruded. Bekka collapsed on the bed again, the last of her strength expended. “Bekka!” She hissed, pulling the knife free and staring at it.
Bailynn let loose a primal war cry as she charged back into the fight. One arm hung limp at her side but the other held one of the legs of the table that had broken off. Constance turned in time to receive the sharp end of the stake under her rib cage and up into her chest. She grunted and stumbled back a step, then clubbed Bailynn across the face with her sharp nailed hand.
“A wooden stake?” She hissed, reaching down to yank it free. “Too many fairy tales for you!”
“Try this,” Haley said from behind her even as she sliced across with the sword Logan had given her. Constance turned into the swing, one arm even coming up by happenstance to get in the way. Haley’s sword sheared through her hand and neck at the same time, sending a powerful jolt back up the blade into Haley that staggered her. Constance fell in three pieces to the floor, each spilling a dark and foul smelling blood onto the rock. 
With the White Lady’s death Logan found himself squinting in the candle light. Bekka gasped on the bed, then let out a rattling breath. Bailynn picked herself up and stared at the dead creature, then wrinkled her nose in disgust. Haley looked at the sword in her hands, her eyes wider than ever.
“Logan!” Bailynn hissed, pointing to the bed. Logan saw Bekka lying there, her body unnaturally still. He rushed over, all thoughts now turning to helping Bekka. The hair and claws receded with each step until he knelt on the bed next to her and placed his hands on her head.
He forced his magic into her, starting her still heart and forcing her lungs to take in fresh air. Her spirit remained, though her body was too weak to survive. He struggled to fill her with as much life as he could, draining himself in the process until he slumped over her.
“I can’t,” he whispered. “I don’t have enough…we’ll both die.” He looked up at Bailynn and she noticed the tears that had run down his cheek. She hurried over and put her hand on Bekka’s face, then her other hand on him. “Use mine too. I know you can do it, I’ve felt your power.”
Logan felt hers as well, the moment she touched him. It rejuvenated him, buoying his spirit. He poured hers in as well, bolstering Bekka’s rapidly waning health again. A moment later he felt another hand on his. He looked up and saw Haley had joined them. “I’ll help,” she said.
Logan nodded and reached into Haley to pull what energy he could from her as well. He lost all sense of time as he struggled to keep Bekka’s body working while he sought out the magically poisoned blood that Constance had fed her. At some point Haley had pulled away, collapsing on the bed beside them. Bekka stayed with him until his own awareness had narrowed down to a pin prick of vision that was focused on Bekka’s life force. Then Bailynn fell away as well.
Logan panted, struggling to find the strength to push a little harder. The tiny spot of light that remained darkened. He slumped forward, twisting just enough to avoid landing on the stricken woman.
 
* * * *
 
Logan groaned when consciousness returned. He sat up slowly and looked around, remembering instantly what had happened. He turned and looked at Bekka, dismayed but what he saw. Her skin had an unnatural pallor to it. He knew without checking that he’d failed.
Then Bekka’s eyes opened. She stared at him, blinking a few times. She looked around, her expression shifting between amazement and confusion. Logan reached over uncertainly and touched her. He was almost afraid to check, but he knew he had to.
Her heart beat strongly in her chest.
Logan let out a deep breath and grinned, then he gathered the surprised sorceress up in a hug that threatened to squeeze out the life he’d worked so hard to restore the night before.
Bailynn and sat up, cursing softly. She cradled her broken arm. She stared at Logan and Bekka, her own misery washed away in a triumphant smile. Then she turned to look at the man she loved and she scowled. “First you won’t give me the protection I need to keep me safe from this virgin-hunting vampire, then you sleep with two other women in one night?”
Logan looked at the bed and saw Haley was only now rousing from where she’d fallen on the far side of the bed. He looked back at Bailynn and saw the twinkle in her eyes. He was spared further embarrassment when Bekka picked herself up and saw the remains of Constance on the floor. As in unlife, in death she’d not aged a bit.
“Is that…did she look like that before?” Bekka asked.
“Aye,” Logan said, taking in the scene. “A bit more attached though.”
Bekka nodded. “Another magical trick,” she whispered. She shook her head. “I failed learning how to use my magic and I failed knowing to recognize it.”
“A failure is only that if you learn nothing from it,” Logan counseled. “I’ve learned only recently of some failures that may have been my greatest opportunities.”
Bekka nodded. “Perhaps, but they’re painful lessons.”
“Here’s one you can count on, your friends won’t leave you.” Bailynn offered.
Bekka looked at her and nodded. “Logan, fix her please. It pains me to see her hurting.”
“How are you?” Bailynn asked, ignoring Bekka’s request in the hopes of soothing the hurt that Bekka wore on her face.
“I’m…a little confused, I guess. I’ll be all right. So much magic and I fell right into her trap.”
Logan realized the emotional girl talk about to take place was not a place for him. He focused on mending Bailynn’s hurts then moved on to Haley. She let him heal her then offered him the sword back.
“No,” he shook his head and pushed it back. “It’s yours.”
“I felt something when I killed her. Something came back through the sword and hit me like a stroke of thunder.”
Logan nodded. “That means it’s yours. There’s magic in it of some type. It bonded itself with you now. Feels like a part of your own arm, doesn’t it?”
She drew the sword and stared in awe at it while she swung it through the air.
“Yeah, you keep it,” Logan repeated. He smiled and added, “I’m a healer, remember?”
“Yes, you are.” Haley sheathed the blade and stared at him. She reached out to touch the back of his hand briefly. “Sometimes the healer has to cut in order to heal.”
Logan jerked at her words, then smiled. He nodded. “I’ll remember that.”
“So, when’s the wedding?” Bekka turned to Logan and asked loudly.
“What? We’re not…it’s just a sword!”
Bekka and Bailynn both burst out laughing. “Not Haley,” Bekka said, “you and Bailynn!”
“Wedding?” Logan gulped. Bailynn nodded, her eyes sparkling. “One way or another I’ll be sure that you keep me safe from any maiden hunting evil people.”
Logan groaned then found himself with his arms full of the feisty woman that he knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. He hugged her and gave her a kiss. It wasn’t just a simple kiss either, but his first real kiss and one that finally left her speechless.
“What will you do? Are you going back to Ragnar?” Bekka asked Haley after she’d walked a few steps to give Bailynn and Logan some privacy.
Haley chuckled. “I’m done with the gajrin. We’ve much catching up to do and I look forward to more of our talks.”
Bekka glanced down at the corpse thoughtfully. “She did love me, I believe that now. And I loved her. It was the idea of that love that appealed to me. It allowed me to be blinded so easily by her magic. I’d have done anything for her.”
“Not anything, you fought her when we got here.”
Bekka smiled. “True, but if you’d not showed up when you did you’d be fighting both of us.”
“Then it’s a good thing we showed up.”
Bekka smiled again, then looked up at her. “I…” she sighed and glanced away. “So you’ll be coming with us?”
Haley shrugged. “Might as well see what this void you keep mentioning is all about.” Her smile faded before she added. “And Bekka…I’m not interested in…I mean I think of you as a friend, my first friend in years. Maybe the best friend I’ve ever had. But—“
Bekka grinned and put her finger to Haley’s lips. “Hush, I know. I understand. I don’t know what I like or who, but it’s not a matter of man or woman. It’s a certain kind of person and one day I’ll find that person. Until then I have the love and acceptance of my friends. I never realized that before, now I do. It’s enough to make me feel just as lucky as Bailynn’s feeling right now.”
Bailynn broke away from Logan and grinned. “I doubt that!”
“It’s time to get out of this tower of death,” Bekka said. “I don’t think she’d mind if I took a few of these dresses with me though. She might be a manipulative bitch but I did like her sense of style.”
Bailynn glanced at the body then back at Bekka. “You’re into the living dead girl look?”
“So, that wedding?” Bekka teased back.
Bailynn bit her lip. She looked at Logan while blinking her eyes purposefully.
“Turns out I’ve had a falling out with my church,” Logan said after sighing theatrically. “Fortunately, I happen to be on good terms with a ship captain who might be willing to help out…”
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