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Forget everything you thought you knew about maidens and unicorns…
A mysterious force has separated Kayleigh Reese and her battle unicorn, Majherri, who now find themselves on opposite sides of a war, each fighting to survive without the other. For Majherri, the unicorn is now controlled by his deranged first rider, and must find a way to free her mind in the hopes of bringing the woman back to the light. Majherri is forced to pick and choose his battles, both physical and mental, if he is to succeed. Along the way, he will have to become stronger than he has ever been to prevent the madness that threatens to consume him.
Meanwhile, Kayleigh, the young sorceress, struggles with an uneasy relationship with her new unicorn. Finding their missing comrades and escaping the ever-expanding warzone are her goals, but forces are already aligning against her. Secrets from her past come to light and force her to reexamine everything she knew about her life. Fighting for her life, she must master her powers and be willing to fight for her freedom against her enemies and even those she once trusted.
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Chapter 1- Lost Nightmares
 
Majherri quivered, both in rage and terror, as the flood of memories rushed back to him – the battle, the beast that wouldn’t die, even with his horn piercing its chest. That tiny piece of bone…it would fit perfectly where the crack in his horn was. – Spirals of Destiny Book One: Rider Chapter 25
 
 
 “What do you make of that?” Danella Lynch whispered into Majherri’s ear. At her touch, he saw the images in her mind, just as she had witnessed them moments ago. Guards prowled the edge of the excavated temple and several priests gathered in the center, doing something that only added to the growing sense of wrongness around him. Waiting the long minutes for his rider to crawl down from the top of the dune tested his patience. 
Majherri snorted softly, not wanting to attract attention to their position and pawed the loose mixture of sand and dirt with his front left hoof. They’d ridden long and hard through the unforgiving expanse of the Great Western Desert, chasing a rumor. Considering the reliability of the source, both unicorn and rider were equally surprised to find anyone skulking about these long abandoned ruins.
“Looks like Korgin in Molansk was actually telling the truth after all,” Danella said, and slid into the saddle with a smooth unbroken motion. “No one comes this far into the wastes unless they’re up to no good. I’ll wager a month’s pay that those are our raiders. Think we should go down and introduce ourselves?”
Danella’s tone was lighthearted, but she was already adjusting the chinstrap on her helmet and shifting in the saddle. Majherri sensed this, and distributed the new weight across his back. He considered her quite graceful for a human. Next came the light touch of her drawing on the stored magic in his body. She knew they were going into a fight, and her gentle tug on the bond connecting their magic was her way of telling him to prepare for a fight. They circled around the dune and the unicorn surveyed the landscape with his own eyes. Majherri’s field of vision differed from Danella’s, so he searched the area for things she might not have perceived.
“Not everyone can be as perfect as you, Majherri,” Danella said in hushed tones, understanding what his actions meant. 
There was movement in the campsite. Majherri counted the humans and saw six armed guards, along with five cloaked priests who carried no obvious weapons. The five stood at equal distances around a pile of some kind, arranging small pillars covered in runes around the mound. He stared at it, but no matter how he tried, the center of that mass defied his attempts to focus on it. His uneasy feeling emanated from whatever was ahead of them. On some instinctive level, Majherri knew these humans were reaching out to the forbidden and whatever they were doing needed to be stopped. 
Transferring that sense of urgency to his partner, Majherri readied himself for battle. He and the human fire maiden were Master Scouts, and were often called upon to face situations with little or no support. In truth, both loved the danger, the rush of adrenaline at galloping on the knife’s edge. They embraced the freedom to use their own judgment. In the harsh and unforgiving surroundings of the desert, where survival was measured in how quickly one could switch from diplomacy to savagery, they had proven themselves a formidable pair time and again.
Danella leaned down and he felt her hairless face brush against his mane. How humans managed to survive with so little hair never ceased to amaze him.
“We hit them hard and fast,” she whispered. “We cut through the guards as quickly as possible and disrupt whatever the others are doing.”
Majherri snorted his approval and pivoted his head to one side, staring at a group of rocks. He thought those would mask their approach and give them the room they needed to get up to a full gallop. He sent the image through the tether of magic between the two of them. The bond riders and unicorns shared didn’t allow for direct communication, but after so many seasons together, Majherri and Danella had perfected their technique. Their ability to exchange images and feelings was more complete than the spoken human language.
“Good idea,” Danella said and let him backtrack to the cluster of rocks. The unicorn’s anticipation grew.
Another pull on his magic, and the landscape shimmered as Danella channeled the power into heat sight. His vision also changed, and he saw the desert and the rocks surrendering their warmth to the chilling night along with the distant men. Danella went further than most fire maidens and honed her magic to the point where the unicorn could partake in the enchantment as well.
Even among the most talented riders, his Danella stood out. It was one of the reasons why they were so good at what they did.
She sensed his eagerness and gave him the signal. “Ride swiftly and give no quarter, Majherri!”
The unicorn could not match the speed of one of his brethren ridden by an air maiden, nor did his hooves tear at the ground with the power of earth magic driving each move, or the fluid grace of those aligned to water, but his gait carried a certain frenzy to it, like a challenge to the lights in the night sky that the pair were not to be ignored.
Fire burns, the Creed of the Maidens states. Its warmth and light drive back the darkness. Its heat sears the evil walking the land and leaves ash in its wake so the renewal can begin. It is a fearsome ally and a terrifying enemy.
As their speed grew, so did Majherri’s excitement. He could feel his rider gathering his magic, shaping it, and preparing to release it. The nearest guard spotted them and shouted a warning.
It would have been nice if we’d caught them completely unawares, he thought, but no matter. Now they will be looking directly at us.
Already, he sensed Danella altering her tactics. The heatsight he’d been using vanished as they closed to within twenty lengths of the scrambling guards. Majherri lowered his head as Danella angled her shield across his face to protect his eyes as the world around them erupted in light.
His rider unleashed a sunburst from her free hand and, for a brief moment, night became as bright as day. The technique was one of their best tools for dealing with large numbers of enemies. They were both prepared, and neither were affected, but Majherri’s ears caught the howls of the temporarily blinded warriors.
Gouts of flames pulsed from her hand and, for two of the guards, that blindness became permanent. Bathed in fire, they died screaming. During Majherri’s training on the Sacred Isle, he’d been taught that the wails of the dying humans were effective at breaking an opponent’s spirits.
As the odds tilted in their favor, Majherri felt the fire maiden unsheathe her blade. As tempting as it was to continue to hurl flames, the priests, protected by the warriors, almost certainly were magic users and the pair knew too well that they might need to conserve their fire magic for the ones who carried no visible weapons.
With his wide field of vision, he saw a flash from a blade reflecting light off one of the staggering humans. The human was already dead and just waiting for his body to catch up. Danella’s sword cleaved a gash running from the man’s shoulder down to his breast bone, and now the defending warriors were down to half their number.
Majherri pivoted out of the way of an onrushing spearman and reared. Flames engulfed his front hooves, becoming an extension of his body. Cycling them quickly, he batted aside the spear, dashing the weapon from the human’s grip.
The cloaked priests remained locked into their chanting as the surviving guards dug in.
Another pull on the magic stored within him, this time more demanding than Danella’s burst of light. His rider sent a jet of flames over the heads of the warriors. It splashed harmlessly against a clear barrier of protective sorcery.
“Damn!” Danella exclaimed as Majherri pivoted out of the way of a thrown spear.
The unicorn sensed her frustration. It mirrored his. He bolted forward in the direction of the warrior who had tried to skewer them. Whatever those protected men were doing, the taint of chaos and evil intensified. The smells of the area assaulted him, causing his nostrils to flare. Burnt flesh and body odor swirled around in the air, but behind them, lingering in the background, was something he’d never encountered before.
It’s the stench of pure evil. He sent an urgent plea to his bonded rider for action.
Danella acknowledged him through their bond but, before she could reply, an arrow dug deep into his hindquarters. The wound hurt. He did his best to ignore it and not let it distract the two of them.
His enraged rider conjured an even larger, white-hot fireball and unleashed it with a scream at the bowman. Majherri didn’t bother watching the result.
“I’ve got it!” Danella said. Her left hand reached back and pulled the shaft out. Majherri prepared himself for what was coming next. Her hand returned to the injury and there was a sting of pain as she cauterized his wound.
With the screams of the dying archer echoing in the night, the skirmish came to a sudden halt. The source wasn’t anything the remaining warriors or even Majherri and his rider did. Instead, it was the ground at the center of the summoning circle breaking open in a geyser of dirt and oily black smoke.
It was as if the land itself was expelling something vile from its bowels. Twin howls split the air, and the mixture of sand and dirt shook as a monster crawled into existence through the pile.
The remaining men outside the circle turned and fled from the terrifying creature, abandoning the priests who summoned it to this realm. Without even being conscious of his movements, Majherri found himself backing away.
As the smoke began to disperse, he saw the abomination rising to a standing position. It was as tall as three men and nearly as wide as the unicorn’s entire body was long. Thick matted hair covered most of the creature’s form. Four blazing red eyes drew Majherri’s attention to the twin goat heads. The monstrosity unfolded six arms, each pair looking like it came from a different species of animal.
“Netherbeast!” Danella hissed, giving the creature a name. Majherri had heard legends of these abominations, summoned from realms where none dared travel, but the idea of encountering one in such a remote location defied explanation. It was rumored to be capable of laying waste to entire cities. Only fools or the mad sought to invoke such terrible power.
Again, Danella hurled a bolt of fire, only to have it repelled by the eldritch barrier. One of the five cloaked men stood and removed his cowl. He cast a dismissive look at Majherri and Danella before moving toward the netherbeast. 
The monster addressed the man in a deep, rumbling, garbled tongue, and the man answered in that same language.
“He’s negotiating with it and brokering terms of servitude,” Danella said. “Inside the circle, it’s vulnerable. We have to get in there and end this now!”
The unicorn wasn’t sure they’d be able to breech the circle.
Danella reassured him. “His wards block our magic, but I don’t think it can stop the fireshade. Ready yourself Majherri. Our finest hour is now.”
The fireshade was the pinnacle of fire maiden magic - unicorn and rider combining with the cleansing flame into a rampaging fireball able to break enemy formations. Only a small number of fire maidens ever mastered it. He and Danella had managed it twice during practice and once when it mattered: on an ogre they found terrorizing a caravan.
In his rapidly beating heart, Majherri knew that the circle held the monster in check. Once free, the netherbeast would lay waste to kingdoms. Thoughts of flight were crushed beneath his hooves by Danella’s heroism. She asked him for all that he had and Majherri would not, could not deny her.
He turned and raced back the path they’d come. They’d need the room to reach full stride.
The unicorn spared a glance skyward and made his peace. If my spirit is set free tonight, I shall ride high into the sky and join my brethren and add my light to theirs. I have offspring and my line will endure. They will gather in my name and speak of me.
His rider took a deep breath as he dragged his hoof anxiously against the ground. He thought of his sons and daughters and of his sister T’rsa. Danella’s twin sister was her rider. They were a close family.
“No matter what happens next, Majherri,” she said, “I’m proud to be your rider.”
He swelled at the affirmation and sent his own feelings through their bond. No more words were necessary. Danella called on their shared magic as Majherri’s hooves pushed forward, each stride reverberating with power. Raw, unbound heat pushed back the chill of the night air.
Flames spattered from every hoof slamming into the sand and dirt, and the magic flexed outward, threatening to break free right then and there. Danella channeled it like a potter working her wheel. The sheets of fire stretched thin and pulsed before she called it all back to them.
For the briefest of moments, Majherri worried she wouldn’t be able to bring the fireshade forth in time. The netherbeast and the humans loomed closer. He lowered his ivory white horn, hoping to drive it deep into the abomination. The monster appeared to know what was coming and demanded to be released. The human began shouting but, since the unicorn was in the center of a rapidly growing firestorm, even Majherri’s excellent hearing couldn’t make out what was being said.
With only seconds to spare, their magic snapped like a bowstring drawn too tightly, and flames cocooned both of them. Through the heat distortions, Majherri saw the beast squat protectively and flex those dreadful sets of arms. They passed through the barrier and the flames exploded into a fiery flash of death. Unable to see into the eye of the inferno, Majherri leapt based solely on instinct and thrust his horn forward, hoping to drive it into wherever would do the most damage.
With a thunderous jolt, unicorn met beast in the midst of the screams of the men who helped bring this creature forth. Pain was felt on both sides. The hairless chest of the monster was some form of chitin, thicker than skin, like the outer shell of an insect. The horn sliced through it and slammed off of a bone before inching further. A searing burst of agony traversed Majherri’s entire body, through the core of his very being. He knew that his horn had cracked.
Danella had lost her shield in the impact. With Majherri thrashing against the netherbeast’s chest, his rider gripped her sword with both hands, encased it in bright flames, and hacked at the nearest head of the abomination with a strength borne of fury.
The beast cried out, and Majherri prayed to whatever powers might answer that the injuries they dealt it would be fatal. If something had heard, it did not heed. Majherri brayed in pain as clawed hands raked across his haunches. Seconds later he was flung aside bodily and tossed into the air like a bale of hay. Even injured, the netherbeast possessed an unimaginable strength.
The momentary sense of weightlessness ended with his being dashed to the ground. Danella no longer resided in his saddle. Majherri thought that might be a blessing as surely his weight would have broken her leg, if not more.
Struggling upright, the unicorn winced at his injuries. Immediately, he looked for Danella and found her sprawled on the dirt with one of the still-living priests towering over her. She was obviously injured as well. He could feel it through their bond.
Despite, or perhaps because he’d been closest and shielded by the bulk of the creature, the one Majherri figured to be the leader still lived. The man tended to his wounds, flinging the burning rags from his face. Majherri charged at the man by his rider, but the injured creature lurched forward and barred his way. Three of its arms clutched at the area where his horn bit deep. Thick ichor poured from the wounds.
Twice more the monster blocked his path, but the third time it was the hairless man with tattoos on his skull and smoldering robes holding a knife at the throat of the barely-conscious Danella that halted his approach.
“Yield,” he commanded.
Majherri hesitated, unsure of what to do. Without Danella to use the magic inside of him, he was at a severe disadvantage and saw no way out.
Lowering his head, he prepared to charge once more. Surrender was not an option. They would both die, but at least they would be together. Whatever plans had been made regarding that spawn were undone by the injury he’d dealt to it. He was certain of that much.
“No, Majherri!” Danella’s raspy voice called out as she struggled in the man’s grasp. “Run! Warn them! We’re dead anyway, so do your duty as a scout. Avenge us!”
The bald man gestured and a bolt of arcane energy arced from his palm and struck Danella in the face. She collapsed, but the unicorn sensed she still lived. A second bolt tried to strike him, but Majherri darted out of the way. He neighed loudly three times, hoping his rider could still hear.
Turning into the darkness, Majherri fled. 
Leaving Danella to her death was the hardest thing he’d ever done. When they killed her, the wasting would slowly claim him. However, he would live long enough to reach other unicorns and alert them to the ancient evil stirring in this forsaken area of the Blessed Continent.
 
Majherri looked over the oasis encampment. It had been seven seasons since he’d ridden away from the fight with the netherbeast. The wizards had not killed Danella, but done something much worse. His rider now worshipped the very man who summoned the creature. The man’s identity revealed as the mad usurper, Count Darius – a wizard believed dead and gone. 
Their victory over the monster forced the mage to return the foul beast to the realm from whence it came, but he’d kept the abomination’s still beating heart as a relic and planned to call upon it again soon. To make matters worse, Darius found a method of using that heart with his forbidden magics to subvert the free will of desert warriors as well as Danella and a handful of other Battle Maidens. Majherri knew now that her corruption had traveled across their bond, and drove him mad as he raced for help. His memories and mind had been crushed under the hoof of that sorcery.
His bond with Danella suffered from her subjugation. Instead of the partnership of equals shared by most of his kind with their riders, she could now dominate him just as she, in turn, was controlled by the words of Darius. It made him furious.
With his memories frayed and undone like some ancient human tapestry, he’d thought Danella dead. He’d mourned her and somehow even forged a bond with a second rider, something considered impossible by his entire race. He was ashamed to admit it, but Danella’s death back then might have been a better outcome.
Kayleigh Reese was the second maiden’s name. She did not possess the adventurous spirit of Danella Lynch. Instead, the girl was the embodiment of innocence and purity. They’d bonded by chance, for she was several seasons older than the humans who usually bonded with his kind.
Though the youngest of the children he’d sired had left The Academy, Majherri found himself returning with Kayleigh. The second time was a wretched experience for both of them. The herd, even T’rsa, had treated him like an outsider, but his second rider had it worse. While Danella’s sister Meghan punished Kayleigh for taking her sister’s place, the humans at The Academy tried to break her like a common horse. When she failed to live up to their expectations, they put her in with the older students, where she floundered like a fish deprived of the water’s safety.
Together, he and Kayleigh plotted an escape, but Danella used her lingering bond with him, aided by more dark magic, to whisk them and several others through the magic portals to the wrong location. 
Kayleigh had shown that she did have a warrior’s soul, and together, they had even managed to produce a fireshade in combat against a pair of sand trolls and the nomads working with them.
Danella reclaimed him by force, and the two females had fought, both nearly dying. He fled, carrying a grievously-injured Danella from the scene of that battle, leaving Kayleigh to her doom at the hands of the forces Danella brought with her.
Kayleigh’s fate weighed heavily on his mind. His bond with her was severed by Danella’s actions, but she could not stop him from worrying about the younger woman. From a distance, he’d seen evidence of a powerful magic, perhaps even a fireshade, and Kayleigh was the only person there who was capable of that, but how she’d done it and if she’d even survived remained a mystery. She was a kind girl who certainly didn’t deserve to die alone in the cruel, uncaring sands at the hands of base fiends.
Majherri stared at the huge pavilion where Darius held court with his manticore, a winged lion possessing a scorpion’s tail. His rider was inside, basking in the wizard’s presence and adoring him. It sickened him to see her like that, and he’d retreated to the dunes. He wished to flee, but Danella could force him to her side with a simple thought. This was the extent of the “freedom” he now enjoyed.
Oddly enough, Danella’s mood shifted into uncontrolled rage. He felt her mania wash across his mind and tried not to let it drive him into frenzy. Twice he started down the dunes to find out what was wrong, but each time he stopped.
If she wants me by her side, she will call. I’d prefer not to see her like this.
The sun crept above the horizon as Danella’s fury finally abated. Dawn had arrived. Majherri used to look on in eagerness at the start of another day. Now, he was uncertain and not in control of his life.
Minutes later, a lone human limped up the dunes toward him. The male wore several layers of light protective wrappings and was a warrior in the service of the sorcerer below. He was clearly injured, and though Majherri shouldn’t care whether the man suffered, he nevertheless trotted to the human.
The man’s eyes were the only visible feature through the cloth covering his face. They were not completely consumed by darkness, like those enthralled by the heart of the netherbeast. Majherri’s nostrils flared, and he smelled burnt flesh as he drew closer.
“You are Majherri,” the warrior said. His voice sounded youthful.
The unicorn nodded and circled around the nomad. His clothing was frayed and scorched on his back, and the unicorn swiftly concluded that Danella’s whip was the cause of the man’s wounds.
“I am Rahzir. They say you can understand my words, so I would speak with you. The witch in the desert spared me and said to deliver a message; I have done so and paid dearly for it. Your rider would have killed me if not for the fact that my uncle is a commander in our leader’s cavalry. The leader himself stayed her hand. The witch said that she would come for Danella Lynch one day and take you back from her.”
Majherri digested the young warrior’s message. The witch?

It took the unicorn a moment to realize that Kayleigh yet lived and swore revenge against Danella. He was now a prize in a struggle between two humans.
As the young warrior limped away to mend his injuries, Majherri rejoiced that Kayleigh still lived, but tempered his elation with the knowledge that his rider would sense his feelings. At first, he wished she would run away from here. Danella would surely kill her, or even worse, make him be part of the girl’s death. Then, he recalled the previous encounter between the two and how Kayleigh had prevailed. Even he, who knew Kayleigh better than anyone else walking this land on four legs or two, had fallen into the trap of underestimating her.
There was more to Kayleigh Reese than anyone imagined. That much he now knew. Perhaps there was still hope.
 



Chapter 2- An Uneasy Alliance
 
Kayleigh and Rheysurrah stopped for a break. The newly-joined unicorn and rider could have easily continued for another hour, but the third member of their group slowed them down. It was a brown horse that Kayleigh had taken from a nomad she’d killed. The horse had been ridden hard by the previous owner and hadn’t received much rest since the young woman had claimed it.
The last thing she sensed before dismounting was Rheysurrah’s irritation. The male unicorn didn’t bother hiding it from her. Kayleigh wasn’t certain if it was because of the delay while she tended to what he considered a lesser beast, or if his ire was directed at her.
Bonding with Majherri had been such a wonderful surprise, she thought as she led Brownie over to some recently gnawed on scrub brush.
“They were here, hopefully not too long ago,” she said aloud. Her unicorn snorted in agreement and found a bush of his own.
Looking at the cluster of fresh tracks in the mixture of sand and dirt, Kayleigh took a deep breath and tried to recall when her life was simpler. She thought of a time when surviving in a hostile environment meant ignoring the glares and sharp words of Helden’s gossips, and not racing across an unforgiving wasteland. Now she searched for her lost classmates, and was trying to avoid an army of desert warriors who had pledged themselves to some sorcerer playing the role of a god. The verbal jabs from the females of Helden withered into nothing by contrast.
For her, it hadn’t been even a full year since she’d bonded with Majherri on a narrow strip of beach in that quaint little fishing village. If she were there right now, she’d hurl herself into the water for as long as it took to remove all the dirt from her body. Her blonde hair was better off covered by the wrappings protecting her head from the sun. A good portion of the left side of her tresses had been burnt during her battle with Danella and the nomads.
Clasping her hands together, Kayleigh drew upon the magic inside of her. It had always been there, like a tiny reservoir of energy, and she’d never noticed it.
Her hands began to fill with moisture. She drank the cool water quickly and beat back her thirst. For water maidens, this was one of the first things they were taught.
The only problem with her water summoning was that she was supposed to be a fire maiden. The shocking truth was still settling over her. People, like that vile Rebekah Morganstern who told her time and again that she shouldn’t even be with the High-King’s unicorn cavalry, were actually closer to the truth than they’d imagined. Kayleigh Reese wasn’t really a Battle Maiden. She was likely a sorceress, or as that one nomad had called her, a witch. Magic wielders were extremely rare, and were equally feared and revered at the same time.
Both Majherri and Rheysurrah possessed a much larger mass of magical power inside their bodies, but with her new understanding, she recognized the unicorns’ magic was unrefined. The mass floating inside her body appeared to be tightly bound and more concentrated. From what little she’d been taught about mages, their magic was capable of incredible bursts of power but was very draining. Her own experiences confirmed this fact. She’d been able to perform a full fireshade without Majherri. However, the ordeal left her reeling.
The next three handfuls of water went to the horse standing anxiously beside her. It carried the few possessions she had left in this world, and some of the items from her classmates that she’d recovered from the site where they’d been ambushed. That ambush had taken the life of Rider Annabeth Welsh, one of the few people she called a friend. The fallen fire maiden’s scimitar was strapped to Kayleigh’s side. It was Annabeth’s chosen weapon, and some of her magic still resided inside the blade. Putting her hand on the pommel, she could almost sense Welsh’s presence.
Then again, I’ve been standing in the heat way too long,
Kayleigh thought as she summoned more water for Brownie.
Once she finished, the young woman looked back at her new unicorn. Even though she was not touching him, she sensed Rheysurrah’s displeasure. He stared her down and turned his back to her with his tail swishing furiously.
By the Goddess! What did I do now?
It took her a minute before she figured it out. When she did, she wanted to smack her head with her open palm for being such an idiot. I watered the horse before I watered him!
Isolated on the Sacred Island, Kayleigh had learned many things about how to take good care of a unicorn, but she’d never really been responsible for taking care of a unicorn as well as a different animal at the same time. From Majherri, she’d learned how full of pride unicorns could be. Inadvertently, Kayleigh had just insulted him.
“Sorry, Rheysurrah,” she addressed him and walked slowly to his side. “I was worried about Brownie’s condition. I’m no expert, by any stretch of the imagination, but she looked pretty bad. I didn’t mean to slight you.”
Her apology seemed to mollify him, and he drank the water she offered. Another thing drilled into her head from her time at The Academy was that she should nurture the bond between her and the unicorn, because as the instructors all said, “There would never be any other like it.”
Recent events had proven those wise words wrong … or perhaps not. Her bond with Majherri had been shredded by Danella’s crazed strength, and she had forged a new bond with Rheysurrah. Based on their shared status as outsiders, Kayleigh had trusted Majherri without reservation. With Rheysurrah, their shared common ground was limited to a deep affection for Annabeth. Beyond that, Majherri hadn’t liked Rheysurrah, and she could tell the feeling was mutual. Rhey mated with Majherri’s sister, T’rsa, who had been responsible for preventing Majherri’s yearly mating. T’rsa’s rider, Captain Meghan Lynch, was one of the main reasons Kayleigh and Majherri had decided to leave The Academy. The bitter feelings weren’t something that would fade away anytime soon.
Rheysurrah looked at the horse and snorted.
“Yes.” She didn’t need to be touching him to understand him. “Brownie is slowing us down, but you don’t want to carry all that stuff anyway. When we get somewhere she can survive, we’ll turn her loose.”
The horse had saved her life. She should return the favor. It was the least Kayleigh could do.
Her new unicorn shook his head and snorted. Unicorns weren’t very materialistic. Rhey likely wanted her to discard everything and just ride. She wasn’t prepared to do that. Maybe it was just childish foolishness, but she’d lost so much already. It would be easy to wallow in self-pity, but it served no purpose. There’d be time for that later.
She grabbed the rope holding the horse and tied it to the saddle on the unicorn. Seconds later, Kayleigh climbed into the saddle and felt the connection she had with Rheysurrah. His annoyance and resentment swirled at the other end. He didn’t really like her very much right now. Between the heat, her physical exhaustion, and her frayed emotions, Kayleigh couldn’t really muster much to counter his opinion. Their partnership was off to a poor start at best.
“We’ve rested long enough,” she said. “Let’s try and make up some ground. You can trot and be angry at the same time.”
At her urging, Rheysurrah lurched forward while eyeing the tracks in the sun-bleached dirt. Unfortunately, there was no semblance of an apology on the other end of their bond.
 
The next day, they saw additional tracks merging with others from the north and east. Immediately, she thought the worst. It could be another band of warriors pursuing them. Without a trained maiden, any encounter would not go very well. The third year Lead Rider, Laurel Whitaker, was competent, even blooded a short time ago, but Kayleigh’s fears for their safety refused to be silenced.
The ground showed evidence of wagon tracks as well. It could be soldiers or a merchant caravan. Still, considering the last caravan they’d encountered had been a trap, she wasn’t certain if this was a good or bad omen and quickened her pursuit.
During the night, the wind had shifted from the south to coming from behind. Kayleigh took this as a favorable sign and hoped they’d overtake the people making these tracks today. They traveled onward until the heat of the sun made it impossible to continue, taking what little shelter the desert offered. Kayleigh filled her canteens and kept the three of them watered as best she could.
The sun was still two hours from setting when Kayleigh could wait no longer.
Spurred by her anxiety, Rheysurrah picked up the pace as much as the tired horse trailing them would allow. Pressing onward, through their next break, they saw distant specks of light in the distance as the sun set. It appeared to be an encampment, and it was in the direction the tracks led. The lump in her throat and the sinking feeling in her stomach grew as the fall of each hoof brought them closer.
They rode onward and the young woman tried to think like a hardened warrior.
How would Annabeth or Lieutenant Townsend do this?
“Rheysurrah,” she said after pondering the situation. “We’ll stop and rest when we’re about ten minutes from them. If they’re intent on traveling through the night, they’ll probably still be breaking camp. I’ll untie Brownie and let her go if we have to run for it or fight. I’m really hoping we don’t have to do either, but be ready if that’s what it takes.”
The unicorn agreed with her plan, but she could sense an underlying feeling through the bond. It wasn’t the steady diet of resentment and annoyance. It was deeper and more personal. The empathic nature of their connection triggered a pair of memories in her. The first was Kayleigh’s mother, and the second was Rider Welsh.
Betrayal, Kayleigh thought recognizing the emotion. It’s coming from him. He’s thinking about going into battle without Annabeth riding him.
“I’m sorry that I’m not her,” she said aloud. “I won’t ever try to be her either, but when we fight, I’ll need your best, Rheysurrah.”
And there’s the resentment again. I just can’t win!
She was about to apologize again when she thought of Meghan Lynch, of all people, cautioning her that Majherri had much more experience with the bond than she did and could ride roughshod over her if she let him. Taking a deep breath, she knew that her guilt and fear that he would change his mind and reject her had caused her to back down on every instance thus far. There was even a derogatory term out in the battalions for a rider who was the much weaker partner in the bond – horn whipped.
She decided to figuratively put her foot down. “If that’s the way you truly feel, I’ll ride Brownie into the camp and you can ride in on the flank. I’ve got enough magic in me for several fireballs without passing out. If I have to do a fireshade with just the magic in me to call on, I’ll collapse. I’d rather do this with our magic combined, but if you’re not up for this then you better let me know right now!”
Resentment turned to hostility and she fed that anger right back at him. The exchange actually made her feel better. Maybe the two of them needed to clear the air between them if their partnership would last. Even with Majherri and a bond that was mostly harmonious, the young girl had felt the need to push back every so often. Her former unicorn was a master of stubbornness, and Kayleigh had learned a thing or two on that subject from months of being Majherri’s rider.
“Okay, Rheysurrah, you’re willing to have a fight with me. I guess we’ll find out if you’re willing to fight at my side soon enough.”
 
Drawing closer to the camp, Kayleigh stopped to rest as she planned. Rheysurrah had sulked for most of the time between her outburst and now. She almost watered Brownie first, just to get a rise out of him, but knew it would be petty and childish, so she conjured water for him first.
Scanning the area with heatsight, she saw a pair riding out from the camp in her direction. Immediately, she moved Brownie and Rheysurrah behind a pile of rocks to block them from view. She’d been too far away to be seen in the fading light, so it led her to believe this was a pair of scouts or couriers.
Either of these two choices meant soldiers, and she didn’t like that at all. In the distance, she could see camp was broken and the rest were beginning to slowly make their way east.
The wait seemed like an eternity. She wanted Rhey and Brownie to be as fresh as possible when the duo neared. In her previous life as her artist mother’s assistant, she’d learned patience. Pottery was fired in a kiln. Oil paints needed time to dry. Sculptures were a laborious process that required attention to detail. The Academy had undone most of her tolerance with respect to that. Drills had to happen at precise times. Inspections and classes were routine. Her days were filled with so much activity that she was rarely stuck waiting for something to happen.
After being moved up to take classes with the third years, one of the classes she’d struggled with was History of Warfare. Lieutenant Townsend, who had surrendered to Danella in order to ensure Kayleigh’s welfare, taught that class. She recalled something the instructor had said concerning battle.
“Fighting is as much about managing the moments before and after the battle as it is the time you’re fighting.”
She’d meant the moments just like now, as Kayleigh stared at the heat outlines of the approaching scouts. Other than her fire magic, she had Annabeth’s scimitar and her Yar throwing knife, which didn’t give her many options if her opponents used bows or crossbows.
“They’re coming toward us,” she said to Rheysurrah. “Stay back here and be prepared to charge in if they try to attack. I’ll stand out there with Brownie and try to pass myself off as a traveler.”
Leading the horse out from behind the rocks, Kayleigh nervously tugged on the pommel of the scimitar. She put Brownie between her and the people nearing her and muttered a prayer to the goddess that there would be no need for bloodshed tonight.
A voice called from nearby, “Who goes there? Identify yourself.” 
“I am a traveler. Who are you?”
“We’re protecting a group of refugees from the siege at Jaruciax. Do you need assistance?”
More than you know, she thought before saying, “I’m searching for my friends.”
“Do you serve someone called the Master?”
Kayleigh didn’t like the back and forth. It made her nervous. “No! If you do, then we might as well just get this over with.”
“Calm down,” the voice called. “We’re Battle Maidens.”
Kayleigh’s heart leapt. “Laurel is that you? It’s Kayleigh!”
The riders closed the distance and Kayleigh saw they were riding unicorns. “Reese! Where’s the lieutenant?”
“She was captured,” Kayleigh answered, immediately losing that elated feeling.
“We need to check her eyes,” the other rider said. She recognized the voice.
“I’m still me, Marcia. If you need proof, come closer.” Kayleigh conjured a flame in her hands and let the light shine into her face. “Now it’s your turn.”
Temple and Whitaker came forward. Both were air maidens. Whitaker was a thin brunette with a prominent nose. Temple was shorter than Kayleigh and had curly blonde hair. Both of them had normal eyes, not the blackened orbs of an enslaved mind.
“Come on out, Rhey,” she said. “We’re among friends.”
Her new unicorn came around the rock pile and headed toward the other two unicorns.
“That’s Welsh’s unicorn. Kayleigh, is she…”
“She’s gone.”
“Oh,” Laurel said. They were interrupted by loud noises coming from the trio of unicorns. “What’s gotten into them?”
“He’s probably telling them what happened,” Kayleigh said.
“What did happen?” Laurel asked, trying her best to sound like a Lead Rider, and not a scared third year trainee.
“Majherri’s first rider, Danella Lynch, is alive. She’s become a thrall of this Master wizard. I was captured and the Lieutenant surrendered to spare my life, but Danella tried to kill me anyway. I got lucky.”
“I’m guessing there’s more to it than that,” Marcia said. “How can Lynch be alive?”
Kayleigh had been so worried about catching up to them that she’d never given much consideration to what she would tell them until now. From the very animated discussion occurring between the unicorns, she wasn’t certain what Rheysurrah was telling them.
“I’m not sure. All I know is that I was able to forge a new bond with Rheysurrah so he wouldn’t die. Lynch used some kind of magic ritual to call Majherri when we went through the portal. That’s how we ended up in the desert. I’m able to do both fire and water maiden magic. Maybe I’m not even a Battle Maiden.”
“You’re kidding!” Laurel and Marcia said at the same time.
Kayleigh brushed her hands on her pants and cupped them together. She conjured water just as a water maiden could. “No, I’m not kidding. A fire maiden would never be able to do this.” 
“What else can you do?” Marcia asked. Kayleigh remembered the air maiden had a relative who was an enchantress, and Kayleigh wasn’t prepared to confess to anything more at the moment.
“I can still do all the fire maiden things, but that’s the only water maiden skill I’ve been able to do. What happened to you after…the ambush?” Kayleigh neglected to mention what she could do with her Yar knife.
“We rode until we met up with a group of refugees. Jaruciax is under siege by this Master’s army. We’re taking them to Shiftla.”
“Danella said that the Master would turn the lieutenant into a slave and that she’d join his army.”
“You left her!” Marcia stiffened and accused. The girl’s face hardened as she pointed her finger at Kayleigh. It was then that Kayleigh recalled that Lieutenant Townsend was Marcia’s favorite instructor.
“Marcia! I’m sure Kayleigh did what she could.”
“I can fight my own battles, Laurel. The lieutenant was long gone when I came to. Danella stayed behind to execute me. I had to face Danella, Majherri, nomad warriors, and a sand troll, by myself. I didn’t get this horse until hours later and there was no way I could go after Townsend. She’d have wanted me to come and get the rest of you and that’s what I did! Think you could do any better, Temple?”
The air maiden glowered at Kayleigh, but Laurel headed it off. 
“Let it go, Marcia. I’m giving Kayleigh the benefit of the doubt and suggest you do the same. Let’s catch up to the rest.”
Laurel was being the level-headed young woman Kayleigh knew. Marcia’s behavior disappointed her. She’d always been somewhat friendly to Kayleigh, but was just another person ready to turn on her in an instant. It was an all too familiar tale for the budding sorceress.
“You’re just scared of being found out for being a fraud, Reese!” Marcia snapped.
Laurel threw both hands into the air. “That’s enough! Ride ahead back to the others, Marcia, and get control of yourself. I’ll ride with Kayleigh.”
Temple stormed away and mounted her unicorn. The duo rode off quickly.
“I’m sorry about that,” Laurel said. “Welsh’s death hit Marcia hard.”
“Why?”
“Marcia was on guard duty when we were attacked. She blames herself and has been beside herself with guilt. Just give her some time. That’s all I ask.”
It explained Marcia Temple’s sudden reversal. Blaming Kayleigh allowed the other girl to let herself off the hook. In truth, Kayleigh had enough guilt already. She had no use for Marcia’s.
“I’m sure the others will welcome me with open arms,” Kayleigh said with sarcasm and shook her head. “The only reason we’re here in the first place is because of Danella’s spell.”
“It’s not your fault, Reese,” Laurel said as they led the brown horse to the two unicorns.
“Doesn’t make me feel any better, but you’re right. We need to get out of this warzone. We need to warn the rest of the Battle Maidens what’s happening. How’d you find me? Let me guess, my scent was on the wind?”
Laurel nodded. “It was actually Marcia. She convinced me that there was someone out here. I thought she was overreacting until I caught your scent as well.”
Kayleigh took a deep breath. Up until now, Laurel had been straight as an arrow with her, and she was still being friendly, even in the face of how Laurel’s friend Marcia reacted.
“Laurel,” she started. “Now that Marcia’s not here, I can say this. I don’t think I’m actually a Battle Maiden. I think I might be some kind of sorceress. I can do magic without a unicorn.”
“You’re using the magic in your weapon. I’ve been able to store some energy in this weapon I took from my first kill. You’re just doing it from your dagger,” Laurel said, trying to allay Kayleigh’s worries.
“Laurel, I beat that troll and those other nomads by becoming a fireshade, with no unicorn around. I can feel my power right in here,” she said, thumping the center of her chest.
“Oh,” the air maiden answered. “I guess that’s different then. Why are you telling me?”
“Because we’re friends, and I don’t need any of the rest looking at me like I’m some sort of freak.”
“What’s so bad about being a sorceress?” Laurel asked.
Her question caught Kayleigh off guard. “I don’t know,” she confessed. “I was just finally getting used to being a Battle Maiden. My mother didn’t like magic. I’d have to sneak away just to see the tricksters who came to our town with the festivals. Maybe I’m just worrying too much, but it’s not like the past few days haven’t given me enough to worry about.”
“Hmm,” Laurel said. “Seems to me you’re a little more than just a trickster.”
She noticed that Laurel didn’t address Kayleigh’s fears, but focused on a minor point. “I might be able to even learn some air magic if you can find time to show me.”
“I can do that,” Whitaker said, climbing into her saddle. “Thanks for saying we’re friends, Kayleigh, and don’t worry, I won’t betray your trust. I can’t speak for the others, but I’m really glad to see you again.”
“Thanks, Laurel. I appreciate it.”
They walked back to where their two unicorns and the one horse stood waiting. Once in her saddle, she felt the weight of her fatigue drop on her like sacks of grain, as they started after Marcia Temple. For the first time since she’d been tossed into a war on the wrong side of the world, Kayleigh felt a measure of relief.
 



Chapter 3- Secrets of a Successful Scout
 
“I heard you were here,” the female unicorn said. “May I approach?”
Startled, Majherri failed to notice her arrival. He had been lost in thought with what the human warrior told him. Kayleigh Reese still lived! The notion shook him to his core and he wondered how long he’d stood in this spot staring at the oasis. His new four-legged companion came closer, almost as if she feared his wrath.
“You!” he exclaimed. The female’s normally proud and haughty demeanor was missing. “Cyemma?”
“Yes, Majherri. I figured I would come to you first, so we could dispense with the part where you point out that you were right, and we did not heed your warnings about trouble out here. I am already condemned, but I have no wish to be lectured like a newborn foal. Just say what you need to say and let it be over with.” 
Majherri carefully regarded the last unicorn he’d successfully mated with. “Do you think so little of me? Perhaps, seasons ago, I was that unicorn, but time and experience have taught me lessons I would not wish upon others. I am no longer that unicorn, Cyemma, and I take no joy in our shared plight.”
Silence met his proclamation. Majherri did take a perverse delight in quieting one of the most talkative members of his kind. The Council of the Greater Herd had ostracized him, banned him from mating, and had made the last two seasons of his life miserable. Cyemma was not a member of the council. Like all the others, she abided by their decisions, but the threat facing the Blessed Continent dwarfed petty grudges over something the female had little control.
“You have changed,” she replied.
“I do not know whether it is for the better or for the worse,” he conceded. “Even so, this can wait. We are warriors, Cyemma. We fight for our riders, even if it is against what they think they desire. How long have you been here?”
“Nearly four weeks. My rider succumbed to that vile thing in the cistern after a week, and I find myself compelled to obey Penelope’s commands. She is no longer herself! Her will is too powerful.”
“I know, but you should continue to fight against her demands. Perhaps the farther your rider moves from the Dark One’s beating heart, the weaker that call will become.”
Cyemma went rigid. “That’s what it is? The humans have called upon a netherbeast! Are they mad?”
“Consumed by their lust for power,” he answered, agreeing with her. “My missing memories from my time lost in the desert have returned. Danella and I fought the beast as it was crossing into our world. The cracked tip of my horn is embedded in that foul abomination, and I wonder if that is the taint allowing our enthralled riders to command us so.”
“But what can we do?”
“Whatever you can,” Majherri said in a stern tone, swishing his tail multiple times to emphasize his point. The female’s beauty was matched only by her foolishness. “Make the bond your battlefield. Fight, taking strength from the spirits of those who have gone before, or cooperate and lull them into thinking you’ve given up, only to throw your resistance at them when your rider least expects it! This foul magic corrupts our bond, and purging it is where salvation lies.”
Cyemma pranced around him. “I doubt it will work, but you’re right, we must try. They’ve been making my rider go to the surrounding villages with soldiers at our side. She tells the human leaders there that the Sultan of Jaruciax has lost the faith of the High-King and his Council, and has been declared to be an enemy. Base trickery! Some believe her. Others have already heard the warnings about war and fight, or flee before we arrive.”
Majherri mulled over the strategy employed by Count Darius and his forces. The Battle Maidens were the symbol of the High-King’s might. Even the unicorn had to admit, it was a clever tactic that would achieve many easy victories, and allow this army to quickly acquire supplies and territory.
“How long do you think the city will hold?”
Cyemma’s reply was laced with uncertainty. “I ran into Torvus and his earth maiden rider. He was on his way to the siege and didn’t believe it would last much longer. He said the leader of this army is rumored to have a flying beast.”
He’d known the male unicorn she named from his time as a scout in this land. “I’ve seen the manticore with my own eyes. Torvus speaks true.”
“And I am the one who usually has all the information,” she scoffed. “I find myself woefully out of sorts now. Thank you for sharing your knowledge, Majherri. As I encounter others, I will tell them what I know and in turn find out what they have learned. Perhaps together we will find the answers we need to free our riders.”
“Agreed,” Majherri said, and brushed his horn against hers in a gesture of friendship and affection. “I heard Danella say there were seven other maidens in the service of Darius. Another is being broken as we speak, an officer from The Academy who rides Osalon. Dark magic brought a small group of us through the portal in the desert.”
She did not move back from his touch. That alone spoke volumes about how scared Cyemma was. “Untrained unicorns and children trapped in the middle of this war! I fear for them.”
“My second rider is out there as well,” he continued. 
“The girl still lives?”
“Yes. I have no explanation as to why, but I know it does not please Danella. It will be a shameful act on my part to use this against my Danella, but use it I shall.”
“If that is your intention, Majherri, I fear for you as well. My rider and the others fear Danella Lynch. The vile sorcerer used her to perfect his magic that controls our riders. Even the other maidens know she has been driven beyond the brink of madness. Her spirit may be beyond redemption’s reach.”
Majherri tensed in anger, but could not deny the truth of her words. “I challenged a netherbeast for Danella. As long as I draw breath, I will not forsake her or consign her to this fate.”
Cyemma gently nuzzled him. “You are stubborn and wild, Majherri. It was what attracted so many of us in the herd to be by your side during the mating season. I fell under that spell as well, but realized quickly you would not be broken. I would stand and stare at the lights in the sky, trying to think of ways to bend you to my will and never could come up with anything. Do not break now, you stupid male! Save your rider!”
There was an unexpected fierceness in her words that caught him by surprise. It touched him on an instinctive level. He covered for it by saying, “You almost sound like you care, Cyemma.”
“Penelope calls me,” she said, ignoring his comment. “I must go. Safe journey to you.”
“Despite the circumstances, it is good to see you as well, Cyemma. Safe journey to you as well.”
He admired her retreating form, wondering if Cyemma’s rider had actually called. She was a truly beautiful creature. They’d spoken briefly during mating season, and he hadn’t been interested in her at all. It was not mating season now, but he’d definitely felt something in her presence.
This made him worry. Is the magic corrupting my rider spreading through the bond to me as well?
 
“There you are,” Danella said. Majherri watched the way she walked toward him on her two legs, carrying a saddle. Other than her completely black eyes, she didn’t move or speak differently, but he already knew that things were wrong. She moved slower than normal, but that was probably due to the injury inflicted by Kayleigh’s bone knife.
After his odd conversation with Cyemma and the young warrior, he’d left the spot overlooking the grand pavilion and ventured to the center of the oasis. A worker filled a trough and, as he drank, horses were led alongside of him. The “old” Majherri would have been incensed at being forced to drink with the stupid animals. He decided this wasn’t a battle worth fighting and finished quickly. 
Though I doubt humans would sit down to eat with dogs or pigs, I would be embarrassed if I had any standing left to begin with.
His rider fished around in one of the saddlebags for a pair of peaches and offered one to him, while biting into the other. “You wouldn’t believe how hard it is to get these out here. One of the Master’s acolytes transforms them from some of the local produce for me. The poor, delusional boy hopes to curry favor with me now that you have returned to my side. I sit in a favored position at the Master’s table, Majherri.”
He stopped biting the peach and stepped back from her.
When did you become interested in your own standing? Indeed, Danella used to scold him about his interest in standing amongst his herd.
Her expression hardened, and she said, “You do not approve?”
Shaking his head from side to side, he answered her.
“Do you have any idea what I’ve been through? The things I had to do to bring you back to me! And after all that, you go and take another rider! What about loyalty, Majherri? What about everything we had together? How could you betray me so?”
The saddle dropped to the ground as his rider quivered in rage. She stepped forward and reached to the sword on her side. The comments he’d heard concerning her sanity were confirmed. 
Pausing with the blade drawn halfway, she said, “No! This isn’t how I imagined us together again. I know you’re mad about the girl, but it had to be done. Put yourself in my position. What would you do if I had another unicorn? She wouldn’t have just given you back. We both know that. If your bond with her had been real, I wouldn’t have been able to break it.”
Her words were cruel barbs trying to get at his insecurities. Snorting loudly, he turned his back on her in anger.
“Fine, Majherri,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper before rising again. “You’ll accept the truth eventually. Until then, come here!”
The unicorn felt the power of her command overwhelm him. He fought back with all his willpower, but it only made him stumble slightly as he moved to her side. It was insulting, degrading, and he wondered if it was worse for him because of his horn tip being embedded in that thing’s heart. Still, Majherri would learn from this. He would meet her next commands with stalwart resistance and see if it made a difference. This was not a battle that could be fought in a single engagement. 
“I will not tolerate any misbehavior on your part, Majherri. We’ve been given a mission by the Master. We are riding to the frontlines for the assault on Jaruciax and you will not embarrass me in front of him.”
She took no care, slamming the saddle painfully onto his back and securing it. As Danella climbed into the saddle, Majherri felt the physical manifestation of their bond. With a clearer mind, the unicorn sensed the taint of the netherbeast within the bond it. It bothered him more than the crack in his horn or the unsightly scars on his side.
“Battle calls us,” Danella said, leaning forward and speaking into his ear. Her hand moved through his mane, stroking the hairs and trying to sooth him. “We were meant to be together and fight side-by-side. Ride with me, Majherri! Ride!”
Prodded by the unsavory magic poisoning their sacred bond, Majherri broke into a spirited gallop toward the cluster of wagons and soldiers that slowly made their way from the sanctuary of the oasis. At the edge of his vision, he saw a shape dart into the sky. It was Count Darius riding his manticore. The creature had the body of a lion, brown leathery wings, and the red segmented tail of a scorpion.
The humans called Darius, The Mad Usurper. Eighty seasons ago, he’d led a rebellion along with several of the southern kingdoms, and the sympathies and support from some here in the West. Cities burned and rivers of blood were spilled for many seasons before Darius was finally stopped. The world thought this human wizard defeated and dead. Clearly, they were wrong, and would soon be paying the price for their ignorance.
 
The columns of troops escorting the supplies followed distant landmarks until the shifting sands gave way to the dirt. Despite the heat, they made good time, especially when the winds picked up. The breeze was more than enough to cool them, but insufficient to create a dust storm.
“Even the elements join in the Master’s righteous cause,” Danella said to Penelope Garrett, who rode Cyemma.
“Truly, Danella,” Penelope replied. “It is also good to see you in the saddle again. Your skill has been sorely missed. I suspect Jaruciax would have fallen days ago were you among us.”
Majherri noted how quickly the air maiden agreed with his rider. The simpering compliment that followed annoyed him and he caught the attention of the nearby female.
“Is this what you meant when you said the others fear her?”
Cyemma pretended that she didn’t hear him. When he asked again, she snorted dismissively.
“We should not discuss this in the company of our riders,” she cautioned.
Majherri neighed loudly and replied, “Why not? My rider already knows it to be true. Yours does as well. When did we become so meek that we cannot give voice to the truth?”
Cyemma slowed, clearly wanting the conversation to end, but Majherri stayed beside her.
“Majherri! Don’t be a stubborn mule!”
He did not appreciate her insult and pressed onward. “Do you fear your rider will use her foul magic to control you? I don’t! Danella wanted me back so badly. We made such a good team because we both rebelled against authority. Unfortunately for her, she has become that which I detest.”
“I sense that your mount seems to be fostering a rebellion,” Danella said in an accusing tone, getting the gist of the conversation between the two unicorns.
“Cyemma remains docile and in control, Master Scout Lynch. I believe she is attempting to calm your unicorn,” the dark haired air maiden responded, addressing Danella by her rank.
“That’s odd,” Danella answered with the slightest hint of a growl in her voice. “I don’t see it that way, Lancer Garrett. If you cannot bring yourself to discipline your unicorn, perhaps I will. One of the things Majherri found so attractive about your Cyemma is her flawless, unmarked hide. It would be an absolute shame to use my whip as a punishment for her insubordination.”
Majherri recognized Danella’s ploy immediately. His rider would punish Cyemma instead of him. It was distasteful.
“I will ensure Cyemma remains committed to me, Danella Lynch. If you’ll excuse me.”
Urged by her rider, Cyemma darted forward and left him alone with Danella.
“You are correct, Majherri,” she said to him, while they watched the air maiden ride to the front of the caravan. “They do fear me. I have been granted considerable latitude by our Master. I thought you would like this. We no longer have to justify our decisions to officers anymore. You see servitude, but I see freedom! What’s this? You send me an image of that desert rat. He was given great reason to fear me, and if I were him, I’d be careful not to cross my path again.”
Majherri didn’t view her actions through the same distorted eyes Danella did. He took considerable pleasure in sending her an image of a former lover who’d earned her ire.
“Again with the disapproval? You’ll understand eventually.”
I doubt that! the unicorn responded and sent her an image he knew she associated with being humbled. It was from her days at The Academy and the only time she’d run afoul of General Jyslin. The older, bent woman had found Majherri keeping his rider company as Danella cleaned the fifth year stalls after a particularly poor performance by her squad in formations.
 
Danella had been in something of a mood after being given a punishment suited to lower years and was muttering an endless stream of curses when the general’s cough startled them both.
“Recruit Lynch,” the general began, ignoring the language Danella wielded as effectively as her pitchfork. “I fear I bear a portion of the responsibility for your punishment. Had I not been on the parade grounds, I doubt your lead instructor would have issued so many demerits.”
His rider said nothing for a moment, and General Jyslin took that as a sign to continue. “Congratulations on your posting as a scout, Recruit Lynch. I suppose you won’t have to lose much sleep over poorly executed formations.”
“If you say so, ma’am,” Danella answered, choosing her words carefully.
To the shock of both unicorn and rider, the much older woman picked up a pitchfork and stuck it into the hay inside the stall and removed some of it. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe how many hours I spent in the stables during my time here. Let’s see, what were we talking about again, young lady?”
“Formation drills?” Danella answered, clearly unsure of what they were really discussing. Even Majherri was curious now.
“Oh yes! Scouts don’t really need to pay much attention to how well a unit prepares itself for a charge. It’s just a maiden and her mount. Did you know I was a scout when I first left this island?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Danella said.
“Of course you do,” the woman continued and smiled at both Danella and Majherri. “Every year several recruits do a long and detailed account of my service. If my memory serves me correctly, it was your twin sister for your year.”
Majherri watched as his rider nodded.
“She’ll make an excellent lancer, I believe.”
“Ma’am? Meghan’s been posted to the couriers,” Danella said.
“That she has, but I stand by my statement. Still, I’m not here to discuss her this evening.”
“Permission to ask the general a question?” 
“By all means, speak freely, Danella Lynch.”
The unicorn watched his rider draw upon her courage and ask, “What are you here to discuss?”
The woman leaned her pitchfork against the side of the stall and laughed. “That’s a new record, young lady! It usually takes ten or fifteen minutes of my prattling on about things before a recruit finally works up the nerve to ask the old lady to get to the point. You did it in around three, which is why I believe you have the makings of an excellent scout.” 
“Thank you!” Even Majherri was impressed by General Jyslin’s proclamation.
“You’re welcome, but I just said ‘the makings.’ You haven’t been anointed just yet. Let me tell you about one of the stories that never ends up in those presentations…my very first mission. I’d been ordered to check the forests near Colfax for enemy troops. I did my job and spotted an understrength battalion of enemy cavalry there. I was quite proud when I returned to my captain and reported in.”
General Jyslin paused for a moment and Majherri waited for the other set of hooves to fall. “That’s when she started asking me questions. Were they regulars or irregulars? Did they have archers or infantry with them? Did I see support wagons carrying their provisions? When I couldn’t answer her, she called out for a scout who was capable of doing the damn job to go back to the area and show me how it was supposed to be done! Attention to detail, Miss Lynch! To a scout, it’s everything. If I’d paid more attention, I might have noted the quality of the armor they wore, or if any were drilling and whether the drills were as sloppy as what you and your classmates displayed today. I also could have seen the campfires of the wagons and the mixed company of foot soldiers and archers. If my captain had sent us in based on my words alone, we might have lost or suffered many more casualties than we did. My so-called legend may very well have ended on my first mission.
“I guess that brings me back to an earlier comment when I said that formation drills don’t matter when you’re a scout. Now that we’ve had our little talk, do you agree with that statement or not?”
“I disagree,” Danella said.
“Why is that?”
“It’s important information.”
“Precisely. Everything, and I do mean everything, is important information. Details matter, young scout. It’s your lifeblood. It’s what your officers use to decide whether to commit troops, and might end up being the difference between life and death for the members of your company. Do you understand?”
“Yes, ma’am!”
“Good. The lesson you’re here to learn tonight doesn’t have a single thing to do with this stall, but I’d appreciate it if you’d do a good job just the same. Tonight, it’s about an old scout who sees potential in a recruit, who will be leaving this island soon. I want to make certain you know what the stakes are while the worst that can happen is a few hours of extra duty in the stalls.”
Danella snapped to attention and saluted, bringing her arm level across her chest, palm down.
“At ease, Lynch. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to return to my office and enjoy a fine glass of wine. I like to reward myself on those rare occasions when I feel like I’ve done something that could make a difference. Finish your task to the best of your abilities and return to your barracks. Have a pleasant evening, Danella.”
“You too, ma’am.”
As General Jyslin reached the exit to the fifth year stables, she stopped and stood with her back facing Danella. “Before I leave, how about a test to see how quickly you can apply tonight’s lesson? Can you tell me the color of the stone on the necklace I’m wearing?”
Majherri looked at Danella and saw her face twist in an effort to recall the answer. Her mouth opened on twice, but no words came out. Finally, he saw her admit defeat. “No, ma’am. I don’t recall your necklace.”
“Good answer. My question is a ruse. I’m not wearing a necklace this evening,” General Jyslin answered. “Always report the truth as you saw it. If you have to guess, make certain your commander knows it is a guess. What you don’t see may also be just as important as what you did. Safe journeys to you and all who ride with you, fire maiden.”
 
“And the point of bringing that woman up is?” Danella said in the same haughty tone she’d been using with Rider Garrett. “Her legend is built on a lie. Soon everyone will know that she never killed the Master. All she accomplished is the death of her unicorn. She’s just a bitter old woman, clinging to falsehoods and trophies in her office. The Master will have his revenge!”
Majherri snorted and sent an image of the maidens dressed in their ceremonial white robes, lining the grassland by the dock to welcome the new recruits. He was asking what she would do with all those who would stand with the general and High-King Barris.
“Most will abandon her when the truth comes out. Those who do not will regret their choice.”
He sincerely doubted that, and sent her an image of a time when she’d attempted a foolish stunt and had been injured instead. Before they’d been separated, he’d use this image to tell her she was being stupid, but in a humorous manner. No good-natured feelings flowed across the bond at this time.
This angered his rider greatly, and she hissed, “We’ll see if you feel that way soon, Majherri.”
He responded with a vivid image of him riding across the island…with Kayleigh on his back. Danella’s hiss turned into a full scream, and that same numbness he’d felt before, when she was controlling him, descended, slamming into him like a boulder hurled from a catapult.
Still, he found a tiny corner of his mind where he could think for himself. He’d fought his first of many engagements across their bond. If wielding power over him tired her, Majherri would see to it that Danella was exhausted. He was a scout also, and his mission was clear. He would gather information about the curse inhabiting their bond. Using that knowledge, he planned to test Danella’s resolve on all fronts.
 



Chapter 4- Grounded in Earth
 
Once they’d arrived at the camp, Kayleigh said her farewell to Brownie and watched as one of the soldiers led the horse away. The recovered possessions belonging to the other trainees was cause for some celebration, but Kayleigh’s return created mixed reactions amongst the unicorns and riders. No one was certain what to make of her bonding with Rheysurrah. Marcia was still fuming. Laurel and Amanda were happy. The trio of earth maidens were somewhere in the middle. After she finished recounting her time apart from them, Kayleigh asked where they were planning to go after Shiftla and what they knew about Jaruciax.
Laurel replied, “The refugees were the last group that managed to get out of Jaruciax by land before the enemy troops cutoff the roads leading out. Supposedly, the barges are still in service, but the footbridge was destroyed by some kind of magic. From speaking with them, I got the impression that they didn’t think the city would hold out for more than two weeks.”
“I still can’t believe an army came riding out of the desert, and no one even realized it was there!” Tamera Akers exclaimed. “One of the soldiers with this group told me that they tried to send messenger birds, but the skies are filled with swarms of vultures and hawks that were spelled to kill any birds the city tried to send. They showed up the day before the lead units did.” 
“Does anyone have any idea where the Western Battalion is?” one of the other earth maidens asked.
Kayleigh took a deep breath and looked around at the group. She didn’t want to be the one to say what they were all thinking, but there was no use ignoring it. “I don’t think there is a Western Battalion anymore. Majherri was really concerned about what was happening out here. From what he communicated to me through the bond...” Kayleigh paused and recalled the anger and pain of her bond being broken. “The others told him there were caravans being attacked and that the maidens were going to start escorting them. They probably lost several riders to ambushes and the rest are scattered across the region or they were overrun in Mon Alder.”
Laurel broke in before anyone else could say anything. “Maybe we should try to make for Salif in the southern kingdoms. That’s the nearest portal city.”
Internally, Kayleigh wanted to groan. She knew someone in Salif. It was a person she didn’t want to see again.
“General Hawthorne’s headquarters is in Salif, or at least it was a month or two ago,” she said, with a hint of resignation.
“How do you know that, Reese?” Akers asked.
Marcia Temple answered, “Don’t you remember? She almost killed Hawthorne’s daughter before she was put in our year. There was a rumor going around that Hawthorne was going to take Reese away from The Academy and into the field. Kind of wish she had.”
“You know something, Marcia?” Kayleigh said. “I wish she had too! I’d still have Majherri. Annabeth would still be alive. The lieutenant wouldn’t be a prisoner. But it didn’t happen that way, and there’s nothing we can do to change it! This isn’t The Academy. We can’t fight some kind of challenge, shake hands afterwards, and make it go away. So if you have something to say, just go ahead and spit it out.”
Kayleigh watched while the stares turned to someone else for a change. Marcia didn’t wither under the intensity the way Kayleigh hoped.
Instead, Marcia frowned and said, “It’s not that I don’t like you, Reese. You’re friendly enough, but when you’re around, people get hurt. Bad luck just follows you like a tainted silver coin.”
“A tainted coin?” Kayleigh was angry enough to spit and did. “I was ambushed by a Battle Maiden with years of training and dark sorcery helping her! Is that your definition of bad luck? Bad luck is when your favorite dress keeps ripping, or you keep getting called upon when you don’t have the answer. That’s bad luck! Someone was trying to kill me. Still, there’s nothing stopping you, Marcia. If you don’t want to ride with me, your unicorn is over there. Saddle up and ride on.”
Marcia scoffed and said, “Maybe you should be the one doing the riding, Reese? Maybe we’d all be safer?”
Kayleigh thought back to her promise in the desert over Annabeth’s funeral pyre. “I’ve got a better grasp on my powers now, Marcia. I’m not some scared girl riding around in the desert anymore. I didn’t know people were out to kill me.”
She paused and rolled up her pant leg and showed the tender wound left by Danella’s fiery whip on her calf. It didn’t look as bad as it had when she had changed out of her tattered clothing, but she’d heard that sorcerers healed quickly. She wasn’t certain whether or not this was true. “Here’s proof! There’s even a matching one on my neck if you look closely. Either way, I do know that she’s out there with plenty of others, and you can bet I won’t hesitate to use my powers on them. We’re not ready to fight a war, not by a long shot, but we may have to fight just to get out of the warzone. I’m fine with that and if getting to safety means going to see General Hawthorne, then I’m fine with that as well.”
Laurel spoke up. “Look, no one is leaving. We are a patrol and we will stick together. Welsh left me in charge and no one leaves unless I say they leave. We’re all unicorn riders. Let’s try to remember that.”
I have to hand it to Laurel. She’s got a knack for diplomacy. I’m guessing she’ll make officer...assuming we get out of here. At least Marcia said I was friendly. That’s more than Rebekah Morganstern would be willing to admit. Hopefully that’s a step in the right direction.
Whitaker’s words seemed to calm the situation somewhat. Kayleigh thought it had something to do with the fact that Laurel had fended off all challenges to her being Lead Rider for the third year class. It was a feat rarely achieved, given the competitive nature that was fostered at The Academy. They were used to taking direction from her, and it showed.
Laurel stood. “I’m going over to talk with the guardsmen in charge of the caravan. Everyone try and get some rest instead of arguing. Amanda, you and Kayleigh use your powers and refill our canteens. Water isn’t going to be as much of a problem as we get farther away from the desert, but that’s no excuse to not be prepared.”
Everyone left to gather their canteens. Amanda whistled for her unicorn. Kayleigh looked around for Rheysurrah, but he wasn’t in sight and probably avoiding her. She sighed loudly and shook her head.
Amanda Edwards was a somewhat chubby, red haired teenager, who was covered in freckles and spoke with a slight lisp. When Kayleigh had been reassigned to the third year, Amanda had been her squad leader for the first few weeks before being demoted. Kayleigh’s initial struggles with being thrust into the middle of the third year caused her squad’s performance rankings to plummet. They’d been cordial, but not close.
“So you think you might really be a water maiden?” Amanda asked.
Kayleigh shrugged and opened her canteen. Wrapping her hand around the opening, she concentrated on her magic and began siphoning water from the air. Amanda watched, almost as if the girl had expected her to fail.
“If I hadn’t been watching you make water so intently out in the desert, I wouldn’t have known how to do this. I guess I should thank you for helping to save my life.”
Amanda flushed and looked uncomfortable at the praise before inquiring, “Aren’t you going to call for your unicorn?”
“No, Rheysurrah probably wants some time away from me right now and to be honest, I could use a break from him. I’ll just use the magic stored in my weapon for now.”
It was a lie, but Amanda didn’t know that. The magic was really inside of her all along.
The water maiden winced and said, “That bad, huh?”
“Yes. My new unicorn and I are not getting along. I’m hoping we can sort this all out, but right now things don’t look promising.”
“Still, you can do fire and water magic. I’m surprised you weren’t discovered sooner.”
“I’m not sure either,” Kayleigh admitted. “I was tested and found to be completely devoid of any talent when I was…let me see…eleven or twelve? I guess it’s not really important. When I bonded with Majherri, I couldn’t believe it. Neither could my mother, except she tried to make me refuse.”
Amanda gaped at her as a female unicorn came alongside the water maiden trainee and began duplicating Kayleigh’s actions. 
Cursing herself for even mentioning her mother, Kayleigh decided to avoid digging at that emotional scar too deeply.
It’s not like I don’t have enough to busy myself with at the moment! 
Looking back at the other young woman, Kayleigh said, “It’s not worth going into right now.”
She realized that the three earth maidens tended to stick together and, despite Marcia’s current surly disposition, she and Laurel were close friends. As a result, Amanda was probably somewhat alone out here as well.
“So, are you going to keep training in fire magic or water magic?”
Her question caught Kayleigh off guard. “Up until now, I hadn’t really put much thought into anything beyond getting out of this heat and the fighting. I’ll have to think about it.”
As Amanda continued to talk to her, the neophyte sorceress thought back on her life before Majherri. It seemed like so long ago, but in truth, it wasn’t. She’d never encountered anyone who could do real magic, other than a few times when a trickster came to the village where they were living at the time. Tricksters had varying levels of gifts. Some were more adept at sleight of hand than at producing real spells. She remembered one in Laurent that made a merchant wife’s broach flutter in the air like a real butterfly.
When Kayleigh related the story to her mother, she stopped working on her current project, a sculpture, as Kayleigh recalled, and scowled before dismissing tricksters as entertainment for those unable to appreciate her art.
I bet it wouldn’t take too long for me to master that kind of animation. What would Mother say to that? Curse it all! I swore I wasn’t going to think about her!
“...Kayleigh? Are you okay?”
Noticing that the canteen in her hand was overflowing, Kayleigh shrugged and tried to mask her embarrassment with a forced laugh. “My mind wandered off. Must be the heat. I’m fine.”
“Anyway,” Amanda continued. “You must have a lot of potential.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, you’re not really tapping yourself out right now, have bonded with two different unicorns, and can do two opposing elemental magics. You’re probably just a step or two shy of being a real sorceress.”
Kayleigh gulped and felt nervous, worrying about how close Amanda was coming to the truth. Recovering, she said, “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
“I know,” Amanda replied. “But look at the sorcerers who have bonded with a magical creature as a familiar. They are supposedly the most powerful. Remember the lectures about High-Queen Nolan?”
“No, should I?”
“You’re right, that was at the beginning of the year. You were still…I mean you weren’t with our class then. Anyway, Queen Nolan had that giant eagle, so large it could carry three people. High-King Barris has that massive talking boarhound, and the Speaker has that monkey that can see for her. I saw her once too, when she came to the island for the naming ceremony.”
Kayleigh had heard of the Speaker, or the Blind Seeress, as she was also known. The woman possessed the rare ability to understand the language of the unicorns and other magical creatures. She comes to the Sacred Isle so that all the newborn unicorns can be named by the herd, and that name told to the humans. Such power comes with an enormous price. It cost the woman one of her senses.
“You were allowed to witness a naming ceremony? That must’ve been something special.”
“No, only General Jyslin and the riders of the female unicorns that have given birth are allowed to attend. I saw her in the stables talking with her son.”
“Her son?” Kayleigh’s mind raced and she already knew the answer.
“Yeah, your old stablemaster, Brian Tomas. I wish he’d been assigned to take care of our year, except for the fact that girls would be trying to earn extra demerits! What’s he like anyway?”
“He’s nice,” Kayleigh said, wondering how much worse this conversation could get. Brian was very handsome. Even Annabeth had said so and gave Kayleigh a gentle ribbing about him. She and Brian had gotten along quite well, and Kayleigh found herself somewhat smitten with the slightly older nobleman. However, after she was moved to third year, she only saw him a couple of times, and in all those instances there’d been some kind of awkward gap between them.
He’d never mentioned that he was the Speaker’s son. Then again, Kayleigh never really talked to him about her mother, though he might know because Brian’s older brother had been in Helden when she was forced to claim her independence from her mother.
“That’s it? He’s nice. Would you be so kind as to elaborate?” Amanda’s last sentence was delivered to match the tone of their etiquette instructor, who despised short answers. Battle Maidens came from all walks of life—from the daughters of nobles and dignitaries down to girls raised on a farm. Part of their training focused on learning how to be an ambassador of the High-King’s authority. Even after her transition to third year, Kayleigh was able to maintain good marks in that class.
Smiling, Kayleigh answered, trying to sound both prim and proper. “In that case, young Master Tomas is a disciplined and charming man with a very detailed knowledge of animal husbandry. He is a credit to his family and his vocation. Does that get passing marks?”
Amanda chortled and said, “Quite so. Madame Reynolds would be very pleased, Miss Reese. I heard they assigned him to the first year stables to prevent any fraternization. Though, I don’t think he wants to be there anymore.”
Kayleigh blinked. Brian had never mentioned being unhappy there. “Why do you say that?”
“He was asking his mother to go back to the estate, but the Speaker said that he was precisely where the Goddess wants him to be.”
“You don’t say,” Kayleigh commented as Tamera Akers returned with an armload of canteens.
“Here’s all of them,” the earth maiden said and tossed her brown hair over her shoulder. “What are we talking about?”
“Brian Tomas,” Amanda said.
“Really? In the middle of a war, you’re still going on about him. By the Goddess and her daughters, Amanda! You’re such a girl!”
Amanda’s unicorn snorted in agreement, causing the girl to turn and look at her mount and place her hand on her hip. “You too, Farlana! Do I have to remind you about how you can’t wait until you’re old enough to participate in mating season?”
The female unicorn snorted and neighed before prancing a few steps. Amanda frowned and swatted her unicorn on the side playfully.
“She does this when she’s making fun of me,” Amanda explained and began filling another canteen.
Tamera watched Kayleigh do one before saying, “Seeing you do all that fire magic and now with the water is so strange. Marcia’s saying that she thinks you’re really a sorceress, like her great aunt.”
“Marcia can say whatever she wants.”
“I actually hope she’s right,” Tamera said.
“So you’re here to tell me to ride off as well?” Kayleigh said, and allowed her shoulders to slump. She had known things would still be hard when she caught up to her classmates, but all the stress was beginning to take its toll. The next water she summoned would probably be tears.
“No, I want you to be one. We need all the help we can get at this point. I’m looking at things practically.”
Kayleigh wasn’t certain what to think. She’d intended to keep this between her and Laurel for as long as possible. She didn’t imagine it being less than thirty minutes. The two Battle Maiden trainees stared at her expectantly. Kayleigh didn’t have it in her to lie to them.
“Okay, I’m not sure. I might be and I told Laurel as much. I didn’t say anything to Marcia because she’s already treating me like a leper. Please keep this to yourselves.”
Amanda nodded and Tamera said, “I can do that.”
“I guess there’s one way to find out,” Amanda said.
“How’s that?” Kayleigh asked.
“Tamera, show her some earth magic. If she can do that, there’s no way she’s really a Battle Maiden.”
The basics of the four elemental magics were taught in the second year, which Kayleigh had skipped. Consumed with mastering what she thought was her element, she had paid scant attention to the other three, and her lack of knowledge showed.
“Would you mind, Tamera?” Kayleigh asked.
Tamera whistled for her unicorn and said, “I’m still not very good. Where do you want to start?”
“The beginning, I suppose.”
“Then I’ll show you clumping. It’s taking a pinch of dirt and bringing it together into a solid. It’s the first step in shaping. I’m at the point where I can take rocks and turn them into arrowheads and make a really smooth stone to use in my sling, but I’ve seen Lieutenant Maris turn a rock into a sharp stone knife. That’s why everyone says that a good earth maiden is never without a weapon.”
Tamera knelt to the ground and touched her unicorn’s leg as he came alongside. She scooped up a small handful of dirt and concentrated. Kayleigh leaned close and watched as the particles rushed together and formed a small ball of clay in the center of the girl’s palm. It reminded Kayleigh of the basic flame technique Annabeth showed her when no one else appeared interested in helping her learn how to control her power. The memory brought back the pain that her friend was gone.
Amanda chimed in, saying, “We do something similar, but try and split a tiny bit of water in our palm and make drops run to each of our fingers.”
Fighting back at the aching in her heart, Kayleigh asked, “Could you do it again, slowly this time?”
Tamera replied, “Sure.”
After the second demonstration, Kayleigh tried it herself, but after a minute of concentration all she had to show for it was a dirty hand. Thinking back to riding with Lieutenant Townsend and Osalon, she could feel the way their magic flowed. It gave her an inspiration.
“Tamera, this might sound silly, but can I put this hand under yours while you do it, and the other one where you’re touching your ’corn?”
The earth maiden replied, “Do you think that will help?”
“I think so. I can sort of feel the magic flowing through the two of you. I do have to warn you that it might feel odd.”
“Well alright then,” Tamera said.
As Amanda watched, Kayleigh placed her left hand under Tamera’s and put her other hand just above the point where the other girl was in contact with her unicorn and closed her eyes.
Kayleigh sensed the bond between the two, a braided rope of magic connecting them. She had been surprised when Lieutenant Townsend said others couldn’t do this. Tamera’s unicorn neighed loudly, reminding her that the lieutenant’s unicorn had been ready to throw her.
“Steady, Wirnax! Steady,” the earth maiden said, trying to calm her unicorn. “You’re right. It feels really strange. Here goes.”
Kayleigh closed her eyes once more and concentrated on the movement of the magic between the two. She imagined the lines of force forming a spider web-like pattern on Tamera’s hand. The particles were wrapped in the strands, and the whole construct began to pull itself into one mass. In Kayleigh’s mind this image was so very beautiful.
Taking her hands away from the pair, she gathered a small handful of dirt and closed her eyes, locating the tightly wound ball of magic in the center of her being. In her mind she tried her best to mimic the spider web pattern and draw it tight just as Tamera had done.
A wave of fatigue crashed over her. Forcing open a bleary eye, she saw a stone now in her hand instead of a lump of clay.
“Whoa!” Tamera exclaimed. “You did it and transformed it into a pebble.”
“Might have overdone it,” Kayleigh said, feeling the effects of her overexertion. “I should call for Majherri…I mean Rheysurrah.”
She mentally kicked herself for that slip and made a half-hearted whistle before concluding that her new unicorn wouldn’t know her whistle from anyone else’s. That fact depressed her.
After a minute or so, Tamera asked her unicorn to go get Rheysurrah. 
“Sorry, Amanda,” Kayleigh said. “I should have filled the rest of the canteens before I tried this.”
“Don’t worry,” Amanda said. “I’m getting really good at conjuring water.”
While waiting for Rheysurrah to arrive, the tired sorceress prodded the stone she’d created with her finger and noted that both Amanda and Tamera seemed much friendlier than she’d remembered. For a moment, she considered that it might just be them trying to be especially nice to her, but then she thought about her memories and how Danella was exerting an influence over Majherri, even when they were on the island. That meant she might have felt that influence as well.
“Can I ask you two something? Do I seem different now? Not the whole sorceress thing, but…well…I don’t know.”
“A little,” Amanda said. “You’ve always been a bit of a loner and didn’t seem like you wanted to be friends with anyone. What’s really bothering you?”
She took a moment to compose her thoughts before saying, “Danella was using her bond with Majherri even when he was on the island, and I think some of it bled through to me. I’m starting to wonder if how I remember things and how I was acting might have been influenced by her.”
Kayleigh didn’t dare tell them that she and Majherri had planned to sneak away from the patrol and strike out on their own. It would eventually come out when she returned to The Academy, but she didn’t want to fight that particular battle just then.
Laurel returned at the same time Rheysurrah trotted over. Hesitantly, Kayleigh stood and touched his side, drawing on his vast pool of raw magic and adding it to her own. She showed them the stone she’d made and said, “Tamera sort of figured out that I’m a sorceress.”
“Really?” Laurel said. Kayleigh could almost see the wheels turning in the air maiden’s mind.
Kayleigh nodded and held out the stone before saying, “She was showing me some beginner’s earth magic and I was able to make this.”
She sensed a feeling of mild interest from her unicorn, which was at least a start.
Laurel took things in stride and said, “Tell the others when you feel like it. It will make having one of us work with you easier if the rest know, but it’s up to you, Kayleigh.”
“Thank you, Laurel,” she said and turned to Rheysurrah. “I tried to whistle for you, but realized we hadn’t worked on calling for each other. The fault lies completely with me, but I suppose it’s something we need to work on.”
The feeling of interest fled and was replaced with indifference. Removing her hand, she pasted a smile on her face and said, “I’m a bit too overwhelmed at the moment, but we can work on it when we break camp.”
Rheysurrah merely nodded his head. Kayleigh didn’t want him to know just how much his indifference bothered her, and hoped she’d have effectively dealt with her emotional response before she climbed into his saddle.
“That’s going to be soon,” Laurel said. “I spoke with the leaders of the refugees and the guardsmen that came with them. They want to start moving again within the hour. The leader says that we’re still two full days from Shiftla at this pace. We can drop them off there, get some supplies, and be on our way to Salif after a day of rest.”
“That sounds like the best plan I’ve heard in a while!” Tamera exclaimed. 
Laurel smiled at the earth maiden and said, “We’ll use a standard perimeter escort pattern. Since there are seven of us, it’ll be two at the front, three at the rear and one on each side. Every hour, we will rotate clockwise with one leaving the rear and relieving the left flank as the left flank shifts to the front and so on. If we just pretend this is a training exercise, maybe it won’t seem so bad. Amanda, you, Tamera, and Kayleigh are first rearguards. Marcia and I are the fastest riders, so we’re on the flanks. Julie and Anna are on point. Any questions?”
“Where are the guardsmen going to be?” Amanda asked.
“The ones who don’t have horses will be riding in or walking alongside the wagons in the back third of the caravan. Those that have horses will be closer to the front. Aside from the one sergeant leading them, I think they’re about as green as we are, so I don’t know what to expect from them if there is a fight.”
Kayleigh’s asked the next question. “And if the enemy does show?”
The air maiden swept her bangs across her forehead and said, “Use your best judgment and hit them where you can do the most damage. Give the civilians time to get clear of the fight and hopefully the guardsmen will reinforce our positions. That said, don’t take any stupid risks and that goes double for you, Kayleigh.”
“Obviously, she knows me too well,” Kayleigh thought before saying aloud, “No worries there, Laurel. I’m ready to leave the Western Kingdoms behind me.”
The three Battle Maidens and their unicorns all echoed her sentiment.
 



Chapter 5- Rash Actions
 
Majherri and Danella rode ahead to the encampment surrounding Jaruciax. A duplicate of the massive tent he’d seen at the oasis rested on the plains approaching the besieged city. Once the city fell, it would allow the forces under Count Darius control of the Clef River for leagues to the north and south.
Still, the city refused to be defeated so easily. The unicorn surveyed the scene before him. The once proud dark gray walls defending the city were beginning to crumble in places and ugly black blemishes from tar pots stained other areas where direct assaults had taken place. Broken pieces of siege ladders littered the ground in front of those areas like so much rubbish. With his keen eyes, Majherri spotted bodies, left to decay in the sun as the vultures and other carrion feeding birds feasted on the folly of power hungry humans.
Most armies would be allowed a period of time to retrieve their dead, but it looked like no effort was being made here. The attackers wanted the defenders to stand there, sickened by the smell of death and decay, another method to demoralize those manning the city’s defenses.
The bowmen lining the walls were likely pressed into service and running low on arrows. Majherri took a closer look at the rabble comprising the attacking army. From what he could gather, the nomads had already been inside of Mon Alder and the westernmost Portal City had been unable to stop an assault from inside and out. This was their first siege and the inexperience showed.
He could sense Danella’s frustration through their connection. 
“This city should have fallen already! Those serving The Master are not as capable as we had hoped.”
His reply contained images of folly and failure.
“I think not, Majherri. In the last attack, The Master fought the Sultan of this misbegotten collection of buildings. The Master has recovered and rested, but surely his opponent has not. The next engagement will see us inside the walls.”
His response was a memory of Danella chiding her sister for believing secondhand reports. In truth, communicating with Danella was much easier than with Kayleigh. They had so many shared experiences to draw on. He just didn’t particularly like communicating with his rider at the moment.
Danella’s anger flared and she said, “After all you’ve seen, Majherri, you still doubt his power?”
Majherri countered with the recently recovered memory of them slamming into the netherbeast and releasing her fireshade. He tried to push the idea that her idol was capable of failure.
“We were wrong to oppose him!”
He didn’t believe her and told her as much.
“Your stubbornness is getting tiresome. Just a fraction of his power allows me to command you.”
Shaking his head, he knew that wasn’t completely true either. Count Darius couldn’t have done this without the putrid heart of the abomination. The depth of her fanaticism continued to disturb him.
“If you’re going to continue being like this, I suppose I’m going to be forced into punishing Cyemma...What!”
As the threat left her lips, Majherri reacted before she could stop him. He’d had enough and bucked hard. Danella had been unprepared for his sudden outburst and lost her grip on the second jolt.
He’d thrown his rider. It was the ultimate insult as far as his race was concerned. His message delivered.
I no longer consider you worthy of riding me.
“How dare you!” Danella screamed. Her twisted power froze him in place. Her whip lashed out and smacked into his side. She screamed louder when the corrupted bond returned a measure of that agony back to her.
Frozen and in pain, he felt the touch of her whip for the second time. Majherri could only wonder if Danella snapped and killed him, would she die as well?
The frightening part is that both of us dying might be the only way out of this.
After the whip cracked against his side for a third time, she stopped and the mask of fury on her face returned to something approaching sanity.
“You made me do this, Majherri. This is your fault! You made me! Why do you have to be … Don’t worry, I can fix this. I can fix this!”
Danella pressed her will over him once more, forcing him into a calm state as she approached and removed a jar of salve from the saddle bags. He felt the cool sensation of it being applied on the areas where he’d been struck.
“See? All better, but we can’t have you being stubborn when we go into battle. You just don’t understand...that’s it. I know the way. Stay near the main tent. I will return for you when I’m done.”
It might have been instinct or it could have been something in their bond that he sensed, but Majherri knew she was going to the heart of the netherbeast. Danella sought more power to control him. Even this sense of foreboding could not break through the calmness she’d forced upon him. His revolt was driving her deeper into the clutches of evil.
He called to her and attempted to convince her not to do this. His rider ignored him and though he couldn’t be certain what was coming, the one thing Majherri did know was that no good would come from it.
Realizing his pleas were not working, Majherri decided to get some water, but found himself compelled to stay near the tent as she had commanded. Stamping his hooves in frustration, he waited for whatever would come next.
 
Pain. It began with pain. A fiery bolt of agony that started at the cracked tip of his horn and slammed into his brain like an arrow. In comparison, the sting of Danella’s whip was like the bite of an insect. He screamed as the sensation trampled into all corners of his being. His hide alternated between burning itches and a freezing cold from which there was no escape. 
Vision blurred and he became dizzy, unable to stand upright. Seconds dragged on for an eternity as he fell over and thrashed against the ground. His legs flailed as if they had a mind of their own.
Still, the torture rose to a new level of intensity and Majherri wasn’t sure which would break first, his sanity or his failing grip on life.
Eventually, even his muscles stopped working and all he was reduced to was a motionless mass of misery making noises no unicorn had ever made before. His existence was being ripped apart. The foulness seeped into his bones and decimated his will to survive.
At some point, he began to slip into the void of exhaustion. Part of him welcomed it and part of him feared what would be left of him if he survived.
 
Something prodded Majherri. It was not a gentle touch either. There was a sense of urgency to it. His eyes struggled to focus and his entire body felt both sore and numb at the same time.
Awareness returned. It was dark outside. He was still on the ground. He wondered how long he’d been there. 
Cyemma hovered above him. She nuzzled him impatiently.
“Majherri? Majherri! Are you well?”
“I’m still alive?”
“Yes,” she answered, but the way she said it showed that the female was reluctant to say something.
“What is it, Cyemma? You’ve never been one to hold back. Whatever you must say, it is best said now.”
“Your coat. It’s turned black! By all the ancestors! What did your rider do?” 
It took a concentrated effort and a full minute to rise. He felt stronger with each passing moment. Considering the pain he’d been in, there was no conceivable way he should be alive. Yet there he was.
Turning to the anxious female next to him, he said, “I fear she has sought a deeper connection to the abomination’s heart and it has affected me as well.”
Majherri raised his left foreleg and, even in the nighttime, he could see that the hairs on his leg were different...darker.
“So it is all over my body? Is my horn still white?”
It was, but it remained cracked. Danella’s actions hadn’t fixed that.
Cyemma circled and closely inspected him. “Your mane is still white also, but everywhere else is as the night. Are you still yourself?” 
He picked up on her fearful tone. Her question was well founded.
“I believe so, but I won’t be sure until Danella returns. If this has happened to me, what has become of her?”
“I don’t know, Majherri! Many humans were seen fleeing the large tent after you collapsed. This is exactly what I feared would happen when you said we should be resisting our riders! You never listen. That’s what your problem is!”
“Calm down,” Majherri said. He knew the female was working herself into a complete frenzy and doubted his words would make a difference.
“What if the others decide to do what your rider has done? What if we all end up just like you? We will be condemned, doomed, thrice cursed!”
“Cyemma!” he snapped. “Stop acting like a hysterical filly!”
Immediately, she fell silent at his outburst. Unsure of what to do next, he moved closer to the attractive unicorn, brushing his face against her neck and trying to calm her. She was rigid at first, almost fearful of his touch, but after the first few caresses, Cyemma responded. She pulled away and touched the tip of her horn to his and traced the channels and grooves. It was a very intimate gesture and coming from her, particularly strange.
“What are you doing, Cyemma?”
“Your scent has changed, Majherri,” she stated and placed her face against his once more.
“How so?” he asked.
“It entices me,” she answered and he felt her inhale deeply, nostrils flaring. “It calls to me.”
Uncertain at this sudden transformation in Cyemma, Majherri sniffed the air and smelled the signs of Cyemma’s state. “Pity that mating season is over then. Perhaps you should leave? I would, but Danella’s compulsion forces me to remain.”
Cyemma didn’t answer with words. Instead, she continued moving about him and brushing against his side, almost as if she were in a trance. The way she acted was like a female at the peak of mating season.
“We’re not on the Sacred Isle,” he said in protest. “Mating here is...not possible.”
Cyemma demonstrated that she was no longer interested in discussion. That in and of itself bothered him, but it was only a minor annoyance. Despite everything he’d just been through, her scent and her actions invigorated him in ways he too was not prepared for.
Before he even realized what he was doing, he began actively participating in the timeless mating ritual.
 
After Cyemma had left, or more appropriately fled, he was in a better position to try and puzzle together what had happened.
Mating out of season and away from the Sacred Isle? The only possibility is the dark magic Danella courts. 
For the briefest of moments, Majherri considered locating one of the other females supposedly around the camp and seeing if they too would behave as Cyemma had, but he discarded the notion. Whatever this was, he needed to be careful with it until he understood the repercussions.
Also, much to his chagrin, he found that he still could not leave the area by the tent. Danella’s control over him had not weakened and he feared it would only grow stronger.
If my sister could see me now, T’rsa would no doubt decree that I am a monster and should be destroyed. I can only hope that she and her rider are spared from this madness.
His musings struck him as odd. It was the first time since before he’d been separated from Danella that he had kind thoughts concerning T’rsa or her rider, Meghan Lynch. Danella’s plans for their reunion involved Meghan’s enslavement as well. The prospect of that did not sit well with Majherri.
In a fit of anger, when he’d considered attacking T’rsa, he’d told her that she should think about whether his power to survive might be something that should be spread to the Greater Herd. Now, he knew his survival had been a lie, but the question still remained even though the wording had changed. He wondered about the power of this dark magic.
Could Cyemma even conceive out of mating season? More to the point, if she did, what would become of the offspring?
Beyond this dilemma was the problem of his thirst. He still could not venture from the pavilion to get any water. It was as if he was leashed to a spot and his hooves would not carry him beyond a certain point. He focused and marshaled all his concentration, but that only succeeded in getting two body lengths further than his previous best effort before he was compelled to return to where Danella had told him to wait.
Many of the humans passing by looked upon him. Some stopped and stared while others made protective signs against evil and hurried on their way. He supposed that he did make a fearsome and unusual sight. He pondered the irony of his new existence. For the longest time he had searched for a way to distinguish himself from the others of his race. Now, he was uncertain if he could ever be a part of the herd again.
He spotted a single unicorn, the male, Osalon, being led to the tent with his still injured rider. They’d been with Kayleigh and had been captured. The other unicorn regarded him with abject horror and they had to strike the injured lieutenant before he calmed. The brave air maiden officer was to undergo another session with the heart.
At least Osalon does not find me enticing, he mused. I can take a small sense of normalcy in this maze in which I find myself trapped. He admitted to supporting my sister’s decree preventing me from mating. Is it wrong for me to want to see him suffer for standing against me?

As expected, there were no easy answers to his questions and the lack of fluids continued to gnaw at him through the long, lonely night.
 
Watching another false charge against the city, Majherri remained vigilant in the dark. He surmised that the real attack would begin at dawn’s first light, but the skirmishers, who would halt and withdraw just at the edge of arrow range, were keeping the defenders from resting.
A human approached carrying a bucket in one hand, a feed bag in the other, and a saddle over her shoulder. He sensed it was Danella and strained his eyes to get a look at his rider. Majherri feared what changes he might see.
The light, golden tresses on her head had turned the same color as the hair on his body. They were so dark that they almost seemed to absorb what little light was around.
“I could probably feel your thirst all the way from Talcosa, old friend. Here, I brought you some water. I mixed in some spiced wine, the way you like it, just a little though. You’ll need your edge for the battle.”
Drawing closer, he saw that her skin seemed darker, gray mixed with pink. Her strange new appearance matched the obsidian shade of her eyes. The vibrant green was an almost forgotten memory.
“I like the new look for you, Majherri. Apparently, someone liked it even more than I did. It was Cyemma wasn’t it?” she said and laughed as she set the bucket in front of him.
She stroked his mane and whispered good naturedly to him while he drank deeply and didn’t bother answering her question. Majherri suspected she knew the answer already. Her words seemed normal. They were similar to the kind of every day conversations the two had shared in the past, but he wasn’t placing his trust in them. Her side of the bond felt clouded and murky with only thin strands of emotions slipping through and Majherri did not like what he did sense.
“It’s not going to be like it was before,” she explained. “It will be different. We are more than we were. Together, we can be so much more. Our destiny is now in our grasp.”
He wasn’t sure what this destiny she spoke of was, but for a change, she did not sound nearly as fanatical. He figured that was good. He’d need her as well as possible for the coming battle. Majherri didn’t like what, and more specifically who, he was fighting for, but he knew his duty. He would do his best to get them both through the battle and then, he would determine what has happened to them. 
Majherri drank enough to quench his thirst, but not so much as to make him feel bloated and slow during the fight. Danella strapped the feed bag in front of him and he ate the mixture of hay and oats. His rider fished inside a pouch on her belt for the peach he knew she carried.
“You get this for dessert, Majherri. I know you’re still upset with me, but we’ll get through this and come out the other side stronger. Finish up while I get your saddle on. After the main gate falls, we’re to be part of the cavalry charge into the city to break any last resistance.”
Admittedly, there was a tiny, but growing, part of him that was eager for the fighting to begin. He wondered if that was due to some kind of emotional manipulation on her part. Even if it was, the feelings were still there and he nevertheless had to deal with them. He vowed to see what kind of fighter Danella Lynch was now. The woman he remembered was quick and deadly, but showed restraint when needed. The new Danella might have traded discipline for raw power.
He signaled that he was finished with the feedbag and she removed it. He took the peach she offered, but even the sweet taste did little to ease his suspicions. His kind had a saying when it came to how humans dealt with the lesser animals: “The carrot or the whip.”
Majherri had never, for an instant, believed that he would face that problem from Danella.
“Alright, let’s get ready and join up with the rest of the cavalry,” she said and gestured to the ill-formed mob gathering behind the central pavilion. Lines of foot soldiers, some carrying ladders, gathered in front. He saw teams of sweaty mules and sand trolls dragging three large catapults that had been part of their march through the desert.
It should be enough to breach the walls.

Climbing into the saddle, Danella paused and appeared to measure his reaction. He offered her no resistance, no excuse for her to seize control of his will. In battle that might prove to be a disaster for both of them.
Satisfied, at least for the moment, Danella ordered him to move into position. Behind the tent, the horse riders massed. His eyes immediately found Cyemma and the other unicorns, but something else commanded his attention.
He’d gotten a good look at the manticore back at the oasis. It was roughly twice as large as he was with the body and head of a lion, intimidating leathery wings, and a scorpion’s tail. It saw Majherri and turned to face him, pawing at the dirt and emitting a low hiss, establishing its dominance. The beast was clearly a male.
Armed with the memories of fighting the netherbeast, Majherri snorted loudly and shook his head violently to each side, even going so far as to tilt his horn toward the creature.
“You have no rider at this time, monster. I do. Face the two of us and you surely perish. Face me alone and die as well.”
The manticore growled and, much to Majherri’s amazement, replied, “Perhaps, foolish unicorn. Though I doubt your rider would attack me, but maybe one day we could find out if you are able to match your boast.”
“So, you are not just a dumb animal,” Majherri countered. “But we both know there is something far worse than you out there. If I can stand against that, I can stand against you without fear. Do you have a name or should I just continue referring to you as beast or thing?”
Spreading his wings, the manticore laughed and said, “You are brazen and full of spirit, dark one. I like that you show no fear. Dominance must be challenged lest it become stagnate. I am called Gyer.”
The name seemed appropriate enough. Majherri nodded and said, “Are there more of your kind out there?”
“We are few in number and forced to hide in the swamps and places where humans don’t travel.”
“And why do you serve this human?”
“He will help restore my race. Maybe he’ll even give us that little island your kind enjoys.”
Majherri snorted and said, “You have a sense of humor as well. A few cities in the desert does not make a conquest.”
“Fight well this day, tainted unicorn. Show me you are worthy of my respect.”
“Fly swiftly, sky monster. Show me that there is more to you than the one who sits in your saddle and you will have my respect.” 
“Your respect is a tuft of loose fur to me. I neither need nor desire it.”
Majherri trotted past the creature. Very little was spoken of manticores. Most thought the monsters had been hunted into extinction. Those were the same who believed Count Darius among the dead from the last war. The unicorn knew both of these “facts” to be falsehoods.
They took up position near the other unicorns. They seemed as fearful of him as they were of the manticore. He noted that the male, Osalon, was not present. His rider had not broken yet.
Good for her.
Only a few minutes passed before the humans poured out of the tent. Many scrambled toward the soldiers preparing to lead the assault. Majherri’s focus was on the man in the brown leathers. His head was wrapped, making him nearly indistinguishable from the nomads following him. He moved comfortably, but Majherri noted that Count Darius favored his left side and that led him to wonder how badly he’d been hurt by the proximity to the fireshade Danella had unleashed against the netherbeast. Even with magic, burns like that never completely heal.
Darius stared at Majherri and he caught a few stray feelings across the bond with his rider. From those, he gathered that Darius hadn’t been completely pleased with Danella’s actions.
Apparently, he and Darius had something in common.
The man stepped forward and gestured with his right hand, invoking a spell to carry his voice to his forces. It was not a shout, but a whisper in Majherri’s ear.
“When the walls are shattered and the gates of the city are broken, you will make haste to your assigned positions. Spread chaos and destruction to prevent them from regrouping. Those on foot will sweep across the city behind you and crush all resistance. Victory awaits!”
Seconds later, drums sounded, signaling the infantry and catapults to advance. Darius was already airborne on the manticore. Majherri was interested in the duel that would be fought between Count Darius and his attendants and whatever resistance the Sultan of Jaruciax could still muster.
The mass of cavalry moved to the front of the tent and formed a pair of ragged battle lines. Danella kept him by the general in charge of the formation. The man wore a thick, bushy beard and had a shaved head. He and Danella were discussing when to send up her colored flame to signal the attack.
In the distance, flashes of light lit up the morning sky as the mages clashed. Majherri had no real expectation that Count Darius would fail. He rode a very maneuverable flying mount and could rely on his beast to dodge the arcane bolts of the defenders. The sultan and his ilk were locked into a relatively static location that would suffer damage even when the count missed.
As the boulders slammed into the city walls, he watched for damage and saw the rift torn in the wall sealing itself into a stone scar.
If they had spellcasters available to fix the walls, Majherri would have to revise his assessment on whether the city could be taken, but he suspected it was just one or more earth maidens bolstering the defenses with their elemental magic. They would tire quickly.
He didn’t relish the idea of fighting his brothers and sisters, even if they might no longer consider him one of them.
The attack continued and Majherri looked for signs of other Battle Maidens amongst the defenders. Danella pointed to an area where fireballs were being hurled over the walls at the attackers.
“One of our misguided sisters is inside,” she said. “If possible, I will not make you fight another unicorn. There will be enough enemies inside.”
He acknowledged her, but nothing more. She’d test him at some point. It might be in the coming battle or days from now, but he knew it would happen.
His musings were interrupted by the speck in the sky flying toward the main gate. Spellfire rained down from the air. Bolt after bolt of azure energy smashed into the fortification, forming a cloud of dust.
A fireball rose up to meet him, but fell much too short of the mark. The magical storm expanded and swept to the source and Majherri doubted he would ever have to face that unicorn in battle.
As the cloud cleared, Majherri saw that there was nothing left to mend for any earth maiden foolish enough to be near the center of that destruction.
The general called to Danella and he felt a tiny pull on his magic as a spire of black flame leapt from his rider’s palm to signal the charge.
Majherri’s hooves were already in motion. This was not a battle of his choosing, but it was one he would fight nonetheless. His stride was quicker than he’d ever believed possible. Even Cyemma and the air maiden on her were riding all out just to stay with him. Like a bolt unleashed from a high-tension ballista, he shot across the landscape, vaulting over bodies and shifting directions to avoid the dwindling amount of arrow fire.
A side effect from Danella’s exposure to the heart of darkness, but I will use it to my advantage.
The rush of adrenaline brought an entirely new clarity to his view of the battlefield. His senses were alive and crackling with information. He reached the gaping hole where the main gate to the city once stood. The stench of powerful magic was suffocating. Even the rubble had been banished from existence by the wizard’s might. He hovered high above, hurling eldritch energy to ensure that the defenders could not plug the massive breach which welcomed the invaders into the city.
When the duo rode into the opening, Danella sprang to life. Scorching hot balls of multicolored, fiery death leapt from her outstretched hand, and wherever she gestured, pain and suffering accompanied. The draw on his energy was steady and rivaled what Kayleigh was capable of, except Kayleigh’s frantic bursts of energy were uncontrolled and fueled by desperation. Danella was very much in control and a practiced hand at the magic she wielded.
Wagons, carts, and the debris of a falling city were being cobbled together as crude barricades by the panicked defenders. A few tried to fight, but most broke in fear at the terrible sight of a fire-spewing warrior charging them on a black unicorn.
In their wake, the streets of Jaruciax burned.
Danella pulled him to a halt as they reached a main juncture. The barrier here was more substantial. It blocked one of the entrances to this city’s Great Market. There were two wagons lashed together with chain and two more behind them. It was not something that could be jumped or broken easily.
He noted that they had outrun the rest of the invading cavalry. The lack of support concerned Majherri and he communicated as much to Danella.
As he feared, she was not interested in waiting.
“Your city falls!” she shouted. “Your leaders are dead or dying! Surrender and my liege may yet spare your lives, but the time for decision is now.”
The defenders answered with a dozen arrows that forced Majherri to spin and dodge in the narrow confines of the street. He felt one smack into his shoulder, but it did not penetrate his skin. He had no time to register his surprise as Danella opened the floodgates on his deep well of power and dark flames danced along his hooves and spread like a brushfire up and across his body. Her fireshade was almost effortless now.
“They had their chance. No quarter, Majherri,” she commanded and made him charge. They covered the distance to the barrier with such speed that the arrows and javelins overshot or were turned aside by his thickened hide, now protected by dark magic.
The impact was such that the pair of wagons in front virtually disintegrated and the ones behind them were turned into slivers of flaming death spraying across those who barred their passage.
Breaking through the center of this maelstrom, Danella remained in the saddle. They were met by the wails of the injured and dying. Perhaps two dozen had manned this barricade. Only three remained standing.
One, cradling his mangled arm against his chest, dropped the shield that had spared his life while sliding to the blackened stone.
“Please...no more! We surrender,” he said, gasping for breath.
Majherri sensed unmitigated glee come from his rider. It was mixed with a foreign feeling he’d never felt from Danella before. It was cruel and malevolent.
“You refused my generous offer and now I refuse yours.”
The injured man and his comrades barely had time to scream before she cut them down.
 
The conquerors of Jaruciax celebrated well into the night while the citizenry huddled in the Great Market or the wreckage of their dwellings and feared for their lives.
This didn’t feel much like the promised liberation. Instead, Majherri saw the signs of those drunk on their own power. Unfortunately, this included his rider.
After disposing of the soldiers trying to hold the Great Market, she’d almost gone tearing into the crowd of the unarmed citizens, compelling him to kill. Only the arrival of Count Darius prevented a slaughter, for which Majherri found himself somewhat grateful.
What remained of the ruling class of Jaruciax surrendered to Darius and many of those who did would become the next thralls of the heart of darkness.
Danella didn’t hide her disappointment from their bond as she rode through the streets and even went so far as to start several fires in a fit of childish rage.
Nearing the group of warriors manning the area where the main gate previously stood, he saw them turning back groups of denizens who sought to leave the city. The common folk would suffer greatly under the new rulers.
A familiar unicorn was there with her rider, keeping the situation from getting worse. She didn’t look ready to talk with him and he tried to lead his rider away, but Danella’s control over him resurfaced and he found that she was now “leading” him directly to Cyemma.
“How goes things, Penelope?” Danella asked in a relaxed voice. Cyemma was asking him questions at the same time, but Danella would not let him respond.
“All is well and in control, Master Scout. Today was a great victory for our cause.”
“Indeed,” Danella replied and dismounted. “I wanted to talk with you about what happened with our unicorns if you have the time to spare.”
“Majherri? Why won’t you answer me?” Cyemma demanded.
He wanted to tell her to beware and to warn Penelope, but he could not. All he was capable of was bearing silent witness to what was about to transpire. 
The air maiden also left the saddle and joined his rider on the ground. Majherri wanted to look away, but that also was denied to him. 
Danella patted Penelope on the shoulder in a gesture of camaraderie, but before the air maiden could finish smiling, Danella’s hand was at Lancer Garrett’s throat. With more strength than Majherri thought his rider capable of, she dragged the other woman so their faces were almost touching.
He sensed her drawing on his pool of magic, despite their separation and he bore witness to a wisp of black vapor emanating from Danella’s mouth right into the choking air maiden.
Unceremoniously, Danella dumped the choking woman the ground. The victim tried to stand, but Danella’s words froze her there.
“No, Penelope, I did not give you leave to rise.”
The woman remained prone and the tiny part of Majherri, which he could still call his own, recognized that Danella had acquired a bit more from the netherbeast’s heart than he’d imagined. Cyemma was also frozen, but he saw terror and panic in her eyes.
“My boots are dirty, but you may kiss them.”
Lancer Garrett leaned forward and did as she was instructed.
“Come here, Majherri. Penelope needs something from my saddle.”
He struggled to no avail and trotted to the two.
Danella unhooked her whip. “Rise, Penelope and take this.”
The air maiden did so with a blank expression on her face.
“Penelope, my unicorn still harbors the idea that he can free me from this and return me to the pitiful weakling I used to be. I need you to perform a demonstration for me. Show him that I am powerful enough to make another rider whip her own unicorn. Five lashes if you please.”
He pivoted, against his will, and stared as Penelope whipped Cyemma, each crying out as the pain was distributed across their bond. Garrett collapsed after the final blow and Danella made her crawl back to them and return the whip.
“Thank you, Lancer Garrett. You’ve helped me teach Majherri a valuable lesson today. Do not shirk your duties to our leader by staying there on the ground. Return to your post.”
Riding Majherri back into the depths of the city, Danella released her iron grip on his will, almost daring him to do something. He did not, fearing that she’d make Garrett kill Cyemma.
“Pity my control over her won’t last long, old boy,” Danella said, addressing him. “Still, I think we’ve come to an understanding. You can wish all you want to go back to the way things were, but I have no interest in that idiotic notion and I am now and forever the one in control. The sooner you accept this, the sooner you can get back into my good graces. Now, since we haven’t been here in a few years, let’s see if we can still find something to do for fun!”
 



Chapter 6- The Safety of Shiftla
 
Shiftla was a welcome sight to the weary members of the refugee caravan, but a troubling one just the same. There weren’t many people on the road to the city, traveling in either direction. Still, Kayleigh breathed a sigh of relief that they had arrived without any other incidents.
Kayleigh had walked next to Rheysurrah when the town first appeared on the horizon. At first she believed it to be nothing more than a speck, but it soon grew.
Despite the lack of activity, the city looked like a fortress and she felt better with each step.
She and Rheysurrah had spent the past two days avoiding the problems between them as much as the bond would allow. Often she dismounted and walked beside him since the caravan didn’t move terribly fast. During those periods of time, Kayleigh began to wonder whether she’d be able to cleanly break their bond and ensure the unicorn would live, but at other times she realized that only a handful of days together under intense circumstances was not something to judge a partnership on.
Rhey is better company than Captain Lynch, she mused. I put up with her for much longer.
She refused to entertain the idea that her bond with Rheysurrah might not improve once they escaped the region.
Tamera rode up from the back to relieve Kayleigh. She looked confused at finding her on foot. Tamera announced, “Laurel said that when we get closer to the city that we’ll all form up at the front.”
“Any idea how long we’re staying?” 
Tamera shook her head and replied, “I just want a bath and a chance to sleep on a real bed tonight. After that, I don’t really care.”
Kayleigh offered a smile and said, “Here I thought earth maidens liked the dirt and sleeping under the stars.”
Tamera snorted and dismissed her comment, blowing a breath of air up through her bangs. “Dirt I don’t mind. Sand gets everywhere! I wouldn’t pass up a hot meal either. I brought a few coins with me, but don’t know how long I can make them last.”
All the girls had some money with them. Kayleigh’s coin purse had all of her money because she’d never planned on returning to The Academy. It wasn’t much, but it was considerably more than the others. It was a lucky thing too; otherwise she might have carried her coin purse with her when Majherri went missing and it would have been taken when Kayleigh was captured. Instead, when she and Lieutenant Townsend left to search for her unicorn, she gave it to Laurel to hold.
 
“We sent word for reinforcements and all we receive is this!” The garrison commander pounded his mug on the table. They’d been ushered into his office the moment the gates opened. Her good feelings evaporated when she realized this city had been turned into an armed camp. When some of the refugees attempted to turn around and leave, they were stopped by the men manning the gate.
“Sir, we’re not reinforcements,” Laurel attempted to explain. “We’re trainees. We need...”
“Silence!” Captain Orsa shouted. “The High-King’s elite? Hah! Did you see those things circling the sky? We’re about to be attacked, idiot girl! Most of my troops were sent upriver to Jaruciax by royal decree. I send riders for help and this is what returns.”
Marcia tried to help her fellow air maiden. “We’ve been on the run for a week since our trainers were killed or captured. We’re just trying to get to Salif.”
Orsa ignored her and looked at the guardsman who’d brought them in. “I don’t have time to deal with this. Corporal, take these trainees to Smythe. Tell him to deploy them in the best manner to defend the city.”
“You have no authority over us!” Laurel stated.
Kayleigh knew it was true, but she also knew that truth and reality sometimes diverged. The man was a tall and imposing warrior with graying blonde hair that had seen too many years under the harsh sun. The man also had a look of desperation about him.
“My orders are to defend this city, and hold it I shall. You won’t leave until I say you can.”
“You’re trying to conscript us!” Laurel accused.
“That’s an ugly word for it, but feel free to use it. The Sultan of Jaruciax has a seat on the Council of Kings. You are pledged to serve the High-King and his court. As the Sultan’s representative, I must insist you stay and help me defend this city.”
Kayleigh figured the man was greatly overstepping his authority. Laurel did as well and voiced what everyone was thinking. Several of the trainees murmured in agreement. 
The officer shrugged away their complaints and said, “If we get out of this, feel free to bring me up on charges to whoever might be left in power.”
This wouldn’t end well. Kayleigh caught Laurel’s eyes and she arched an eyebrow. Laurel grimaced and shook her head slightly and mouthed, “Not now.”
None of the girls moved and the guardsman cleared his throat. Orsa looked up from his maps and scowled. “Why are you still here?”
“We need to get to Salif. General Hawthorne’s headquarters is there. What good is holding a city if no relief force is coming?”
Her words seemed to get through to him.
“You’re right,” he said. “Pick one. She can go. The rest of you are staying. Your general is more likely to send assistance if there’s a reason for her to come here.”
He scrawled something on a piece of parchment and pushed it across the table to Laurel. “You’ll need this to get your rider through the gate.”
Laurel snatched it from him and motioned for the rest to leave with her. Once outside, they looked at each other until Amanda said, “This is a fine mess!”
Kayleigh agreed with Amanda’s assessment. 
“So,” Tamera said after a minute of awkward silence. “I guess I’ll be the one to ask it. Which one of us gets to ride out of this place?”
“It won’t be me,” Laurel said. “I’m the one who led us here. I can’t ride out of here and leave the rest of you. Whoever goes will be on her own and we’ll be counting on her to get to General Hawthorne and bring help. Marcia is the fastest rider, Tamera is the strongest physically, and Kayleigh is the most magically talented. From my perspective it should be one of those three.”
Kayleigh was moved by her friend’s words. “I’m not going either. I’m blooded, and I won’t leave the rest of you. Not when I can make a difference.”
Tamera spoke. “If you want me to go I’ll do it, but you might need me to do that same thing here that we did at Mon Alder.”
The earth maiden was intentionally being vague because of the presence of the guardsman.
Frowning, Kayleigh remembered the three earth maidens working in conjunction to open a hole in the wall that allowed them to escape. Breaking the defenses of this city would endanger all the people counting on the walls for protection.
Coming to a decision, Kayleigh said, “If this is a vote, I say Marcia.”
“Are you just trying to get rid of me?”
It was tempting to throttle the girl, but Kayleigh took a deep breath and found restraint. “I’m using common sense, Marcia. You’re fast and tough enough to fight anything you can’t outrun.”
Nodding, Laurel agreed and handed the document to Marcia. “I vote Marcia as well. From what the travelers in the caravan were saying, it’s a hard five days of riding from here. I am willing to bet you can make it in four.”
The blonde air maiden nodded and forced a smile before saying, “Four won’t be a problem.”
Only a few minutes were spent on goodbyes as each rider offered up some of their supplies for Marcia and her unicorn. Kayleigh gave her the remainder of her dried fruit and refilled Marcia’s canteens using her water summoning.
“Thank you,” Marcia said. Though her words seemed more forced than the smile from moments ago.
“Safe journey,” Kayleigh said, trying to be diplomatic.
“What do you want me to tell General Hawthorne about you?”
Frowning, Kayleigh thought it over and replied, “Tell her whatever you think will get her here the quickest.”
 
They found Smythe at the docks...or what was left of the docks. Only two of the ten piers were in usable condition, barely. The rest had been put to the torch. The guardsman addressed the man as “Taskmaster.” Smythe wore no uniform, but carried himself with an air of authority.
“Baby Battle Maidens, eh?” the man said in a deep, thickly accented baritone. He was a hulking brute, covered with body hair. “Better than nothing I suppose.”
Looking around, Kayleigh saw that the work crew was close to being an angry mob. Their ire was directed at a few people in fine traveling cloaks, under heavy guard, who were boarding a ship.
Typical. Even with the city locked up, the nobles still find a way to escape.
“We caught the scum that did it,” he said. “They didn’t even try and hide or deny it.”
Laurel asked if they had solid black eyes. The man nodded and answered, “Until they died. They entered the city under the guise of being blind. Those who escorted them are still somewhere in the city and ready to cause more trouble. We’ll deal with them when the time comes. Doesn’t really matter – we don’t have enough ships to use the piers anyway.”
“How much to get us out of the city?” Laurel went straight to the point.
The man laughed and scratched his bristly beard before responding, “Orsa won’t miss a handful of useless nobles. Shiftla is better off without them and they are better off without some of their coins. You ladies, on the other hand, would be missed and I would have a most difficult time explaining your whereabouts.”
“We could always tell him about the nobles,” Laurel said, clearly not above using a threat.
Smythe laughed deeply. “You have spirit, young lady. I think I will like you! As for our good captain, he has too much on his table right now. I suppose this would upset him, but he needs me more than I need him. Who else would put the beggars and paupers on his city walls where real soldiers should be and keep them from turning on him?”
“Why do you stay?” Laurel asked.
“A good question. Shiftla is my city.”
Kayleigh listened to the way he spoke possessively of the town and came to a realization. “You’re not a soldier are you?”
“Oh no! I am the Taskmaster, dear. As I go, so goes Shiftla.”
The others were confused by his response, but Kayleigh wasn’t. Many towns she’d lived in had a powerful merchant family that ruled with an iron fist. In Helden it was Rebekah Morganstern’s father, by virtue of owning most of the fishing vessels. In Laurent, larger than Helden but much smaller than here, it was a one-handed, ruthless man known as Claw. Smythe probably had men like those two working for him. He was both above and below them at the same time – a true crime lord. 
“What can you do for us, sir?” Kayleigh asked, hoping to sound respectful and drawing on memories of how her mother had dealt with Claw and Morganstern. Brenda Reese made it look effortless, but Kayleigh now knew that it was anything but.
Laurel sent a questioning glance in her direction and Kayleigh hoped her friend wasn’t feeling slighted. Whitaker nodded her approval ever so slightly.
“For now, I can do very little. I can give you food and a place to rest. My compound is near. We shall go there shortly.”
“Then we thank you for the kindness you offer us,” Kayleigh answered for them and they waited for the man to finish giving his instructions to the work crews.
 
Kayleigh did her best to make Rheysurrah understand the situation as they moved through the nervous streets of the city and approached Smythe’s opulent compound, but the streets were now packed with people attempting to go about their daily routine amidst the flood of refugees aimlessly wandering the roads in search of something that they may never find. 
She was reluctant to admit it, but she thought Majherri would require much less explanation. Her former unicorn was more experienced and had a better understanding of human nature. Shiftla was a pile of smoldering firewood waiting to burst into flame.
With a heavy dose of sarcasm, the young sorceress mused, “The rest of the riders, except maybe Laurel, don’t have a very good grasp on the situation either.”
Smythe had his own walls and the men manning them were far from ill-equipped peasants. 
Of course a man like Smythe can’t run. His power is here. Take him away from it and he has to start all over again.
Winding their way through the unruly crowd was a different experience altogether. She was a unicorn rider. In the villages they’d stopped in on the trip when Kayleigh was recruited, they were welcomed with great fanfare. Riding into Talcosa, the High-King’s seat of power, had been overwhelming and she’d been lost in the moment. Now, she had a chance to really see the crowds from the saddle of her unicorn. Eyes looked upon them, some with jealousy or envy, some filled with hope, but many with anger. Around her, she felt as if the other riders were pulling closer to each other, reacting to the multitude of emotions surrounding them. 
A few voices grumbled. Several rose above the collective muttering.
“About time you showed up!”
“Where are the rest of you?”
“Is the enemy here?”
“Do you have news? I have family in Kintalla!”
“Make way!” Smythe shouted from the saddle of his draft horse. It took a large and powerful horse to carry him. Kayleigh could see that many in the crowd recognized him and tried to step aside, but to the mass of refugees, he was just a big man on a bigger horse. His men attempted to push forward, but the now shouting crowd refused to move.
Smythe repeated his demand. When it had no real effect, he leaned back, turned his head over his right shoulder and addressed Laurel. “Perhaps a show of strength is what is needed here.”
The air maiden didn’t look pleased, but Kayleigh saw acceptance on her face.
“Kayleigh,” Laurel said. “Help him.”
She nudged Rheysurrah forward and thrust her fist in the air. Pulling at the magic inside of the unicorn, she encased her hand in flame and made it grow skyward until the fire was as long as her arm. Scrunching her face in concentration, Kayleigh changed the color to a deep green. Fire maidens were often used in large scale battles in place of flags as signals to the unit commanders. Green was the color of movement.
Recalling Meghan Lynch’s forceful attitude when she led Kayleigh and the rest of the recruits through Talcosa, the young sorceress raised her voice. “Make way! Make way!”
Much to her surprise, the crowd slowly yielded. Smythe nodded to her and moved his horse slightly to the side, allowing her to the front. She kept feeding the flame and cycled through the color spectrum as Smythe’s deep voice alternated with hers to keep the mass of human bodies in motion. Several times, he leaned closer to tell her which way to turn.
Her throat was raw and she was beginning to lose her voice by the time they arrived at the thick doors to Smythe’s compound. The route seemed as if it had been ten times longer than it actually was and the relief Kayleigh felt when she could finally douse her signal flame was measurable. Smythe’s residence was a small castle in its own right with crossbowmen manning the walls. The ornate doors parted and a heavy, metal portcullis was raised, allowing them access to the courtyard.
Despite the bright sunny day and the fact that she’d just been producing a constant flame from her hand for several minutes, Kayleigh shivered now that she was free of the sheer mass of people around her. It was a sharp contrast from her ride through the desert where she’d hoped to see someone, anyone every time she crested a dune.
Smythe ordered food and water be brought for the unicorns and invited the riders into the main house for the first meal they’d had since before the group had left the island.
“Pace yourself,” Tamera cautioned Kayleigh, who until that moment, hadn’t considered that she was attacking the food on her plate like a starving animal. She’d never been as hungry in her life.
Amanda chuckled as Kayleigh looked embarrassed. “That is not proper etiquette for a young lady,” the water maiden said, mimicking the tone of their instructor.
With her cheeks flaming red, Kayleigh laughed and replied, “I must have missed the class where we covered being prisoners in a city about to be attacked.”
Amanda said, “Oh, we’ll definitely have to ask her about that when we get back.”
Kayleigh had to give them credit. They were resilient and their spirit was improving. She still wasn’t sure how this would play out. Smythe was in the foyer, examining parchments a messenger had brought, but she could see his eyes flicking off the papers and observing them. He was subtle, watching them, yet appearing not to.
As dinner ended, Laurel leaned across the table and encouraged one of the earth maidens, Anna, to sing. Kayleigh knew her friend had a wonderful voice. In the third year barracks, Anna was often singing and Kayleigh reasoned that Laurel was trying to give them some form of normalcy. 
Anna complied and began a song, a story of a woman waiting for her husband to come home from the sea. The words were sad and poignant, but with a lingering hint of hope in them that ended with the woman on the beach at dawn’s first light seeing the sail of his ship on the horizon. Even Smythe returned to the room to listen and wore an appreciative smile on his face.
When the polite laughter and clapping ended, the man cleared his throat and said, “As the battle draws near, I can place one, perhaps two, of you at my compound. The others, I am afraid, will need to be on display – especially you, young lady.”
He was looking directly at Kayleigh. She nodded.
“I also have some simple rules you must abide by. No more than two of you may be with your unicorns at any given time. My men will be watching. I cannot allow you to escape and I advise you to not mistake my hospitality or generosity for foolishness.”
“Do you honestly believe that this city will hold?” Tamera asked.
“No,” he replied candidly. “But a show must be made and we all have our parts to play.”
“But you intend to survive?” Laurel questioned.
“If the powers above - or perhaps below - see fit to spare me I will be grateful. One of my men will be in here to escort you to where you may rest and refresh yourselves.”
With that, he spun and left the room. Kayleigh heard his footfalls moving up the staircase.
Laurel asked Anna for another song and motioned Kayleigh to come closer. When the other girl began, Laurel set her cup down and whispered, “We’re on the southern side of the city and the back wall is against the city walls. If that army is coming, it’ll be from the north. Our earth sisters should be able to break through to the outside from here.”
“Smythe is counting on that,” Kayleigh said. “Either that, or he already has some kind of way out.”
“How do you know?”
“I don’t, but he’s too smart.” Kayleigh answered. “But he’s right; I don’t see how this city will hold. I think the question is do we wait for the attack and try to break away in the confusion or do we try to go before?”
Laurel thought it over and asked, “What’s your plan?”
“I don’t have one, yet. But he’s only going to let two of us by our unicorns. Everyone knows that you need to keep riders and their ’corns separate. Except we both know I’m not really a Battle Maiden, now am I? What if I am up on the wall with the guards when two of you are with the ’corns?”
The air maiden shook her head and Kayleigh thought it was the girl doubting her half-formed plan. Whitaker’s answer surprised her.
“You keep saying that, Kayleigh. But the way I see it, you have the potential to become the greatest Battle Maiden ever. Let’s keep your plan in our pocket and be ready to make a break if the Goddess grants us an opportunity.”
 



Chapter 7- Madness and Schemes
 
Majherri sensed his rider’s ire. Problems quelling the resistance in Jaruciax were slowing down the Master’s schedule. The Master and his manticore were spotted in the morning sky flying south and a good portion of the cavalry was missing. 
His rider was feeling isolated and oddly paranoid. Rationally, he knew it to be another symptom of her corruption, but the anxiety and anger threatened to overwhelm him. 
The area they approached used to be a livestock market and smelled like it. For the moment, it was a command post. A smaller tent than the massive pavilion had been erected. Men scattered from her presence except for the two that held open the large flap to allow them access.
Majherri caught the musk of the manticore on top of the other smells, but the beast was long gone. Danella dismounted and led him through the opening.
“Good morning, Lady Rider,” Amir, the sand sorcerer and chief adviser to the Master, said. “Are you here to report that the docks are secure?”
Majherri noted that the tall, thin man carried one arm in a sling and that the exposed skin was discolored by healing salve. To his sharp sense of smell, it stank of spoiled meat not quite covered by the flowery scent of the salve.
He also sensed an undercurrent of conflict between Danella and the man. The unicorn wasn’t certain what he could do with this bit of information, but a true scout gathers knowledge and stores it for when it may be useful. If Danella’s insanity was beyond his ability to break, Majherri might yet be able to lead her to a target like the bald sorcerer.
“I would not be here otherwise,” she answered smoothly. Majherri knew it hadn’t been nearly as easy as Danella made it out to be. Several ships in the harbor were sinking or burning and at least a score of soldiers holed up in a warehouse perished when it had been reduced to ash after they refused to surrender.
“Very good. The western part of the city is now offering the most resistance to our forces. Take three squads of infantry and as much cavalry as you require and eliminate those who oppose us.”
“I was supposed to be leading the group heading south,” she stated.
“You are needed here to secure this city. These are our lord’s orders,” he answered in a rather uncaring monotone voice. “He is personally commanding the southern attack.” 
“He is taking Shiftla by himself?”
“No”, the man said. “An air maiden is leading the cavalry units.”
Danella bristled further. “Garrett is leading the Master’s forces into battle? She is weak and unworthy!”
“She seemed rather eager for the chance to prove herself. The Master granted her request. I would concern yourself with accomplishing your own task, Lady Rider.”
“You make it sound as if I still have to prove my worth, Amir,” she replied.
“The Master values all who serve,” he said dismissively. “Your role is to be his hand that crushes the last resistance to his rule of this city.”
“Out with it!” Danella demanded. “Speak your mind, wizard. I’ve no patience for word play.”
All activity in the tent ceased. From the limited amount of time he’d spent with Count Darius and his command staff, Majherri knew Amir was the Count’s most trusted advisor and a wizard in his own right. Danella was playing with fire, but the unicorn sensed no fear coming from her. In fact, he was fairly certain that she wanted a confrontation.
“As you wish,” Amir said. “You greatly overestimate your value to our cause or underestimate the situation here. Also, you’ve become erratic since regaining your unicorn. Either way, it matters little to me. What does matter is that you execute your orders. I am testing you and I expect results! Be gone, woman! I’ve no more time to waste on you.”
Waves of murderous rage radiated from his rider. “I will execute,” Danella said and paused before finishing, “your commands.”
She spun Majherri around and left the tent, nearly trampling the guardsmen at the entrance. The unicorn fought back against the woman’s insanity, but already he began to pity any enemy they encountered. Blood would be spilt this day.
 
“What has happened to you?” Osalon asked as the links of the short chain restricting the male’s movements clinked together. Majherri understood that his new, dark appearance would frighten his brethren. That was, if he truly could count himself still a unicorn.
He had wandered away from Danella after she had washed the blood from his horn and face. Her words of praise merely sickened him further. Behind the command tent he found a line of wagons carrying cages and guarded by ten men. Some of the prisoners moaned. Two cackled with madness. He looked for any Battle Maidens among them, but saw only Osalon’s rider. The Master acquired his small collection of unicorns and riders through ambushes. The ones defending this city had likely fought to the bitter end.
“My rider travels further into the darkness. How fare’s your lieutenant?” Majherri felt no need to hide the truth from this unicorn. Turning his eyes to the female human in the cage, he saw the once proud warrior woman curled into a shivering ball of misery. It appeared that Lieutenant Sandra Townsend slept for the moment, but he doubted her dreams were peaceful.
“She continues to fight, but she is losing,” Osalon replied. “They just brought her from the tent a short time ago. Sandra speaks to me, but I fear her spirit is coming undone. The enforced separation between us only makes matters worse. Will this change happen to us all?”
Dragging his front right hoof through the dirt Majherri gave his answer. “Truly, I do not know. The others I have seen have not changed like this, if that is any reassurance to you. Still, prepare yourself for whatever may come. I am both stronger and faster than I have ever been, but the cost of this power is my Danella embracing the darkness.”
As he spoke with Osalon, he recalled Danella’s wrath. It encompassed two city blocks and left far too many dead bodies in her wake. Majherri wanted to be as far away from Danella as the compulsion she held over him would allow. One of the female unicorns spotted him during his trek, but he used his body to signal anger, aggression, and hostility before she got within twenty lengths of him.
In truth, he was scared that what had happened with Cyemma would take place once more. Sadly, a tiny part of him was eager to see if it would. He envied his rider in a sick manner. She had already given herself over to the evil and no longer cared. Majherri could not resist her commands, but retained his wits and knew what he was doing. This ordeal might very well break him.
“The manticore speaks our tongue,” he said, trying to change the topic into one that didn’t bother him nearly as much. “It is every bit as fearsome up close as it is from a distance, perhaps even more so. Be wary of the creature.”
Osalon lowered his horn and stared at the ground, deep in thought. Majherri took this as a sign to leave.
Osalon snorted and called to him. “Wait. Majherri.” 
“What is it?”
“This is not a decision I make lightly, but I see no other path,” Osalon said. Majherri waited patiently for the other to continue. “This chain prevents me from getting close enough to my rider. Sandra begs me for release.”
“She wants you to kill her!”
“Yes and she made me swear it upon the lights of our brothers and sisters in the sky.”
Majherri felt Osalon’s pain and said, “By the time she is released from that cage, she will no longer wish this.”
“I know,” he responded. “However, you walk freely, Majherri. You could grant the both of us release. She does not wish to become Count Darius’s butcher and I have no wish to see my bondmate recast in the image of a savage.”
Majherri was stunned by Osalon’s request. There were legends of unicorns and riders too badly injured in battle that were allowed to perish together. “You want me to kill your rider?”
“I want you to kill us both. If it would spare Sandra, I’d simply ask you to kill me, but they would still convert her regardless. You cannot set our bodies free, but you would give us the freedom to die in a manner of our choosing.” 
It was Majherri’s turn to be silent as he considered Osalon’s request. Even Danella had avoided pitting him against his own kind so far.
Could I really do this? My horn is cracked, my coat is darkened, and my rider is consumed by madness.
To the other unicorn, he said, “You ask much of me, Osalon. To willingly take the life of a member of the herd is the highest crime of our kind.”
“Your own sister said you almost attacked her rider when you found the Reese girl.”
The mention of Kayleigh sent a pang of remorse through his spirit. “I was defending what I thought was a bondspark, but I freely admit it might have been a result of Danella’s corruption.”
“Do you think any herd would ever welcome you back as you are now, Majherri?” Osalon replied. “Those who lead the Greater Herd are opposed to change as you are all too aware. I suspect any who have fallen to this dark sorcery will be forever denied mating rights on the Sacred Isle and are as good as dead already. As for you, they may condemn you to death for any number of reasons, be they true or not.”
Osalon’s words were the cold and bitter truth. His sister T’rsa would be the loudest voice calling for his execution.
“I will worry about my fate, Osalon. As for mating, the changes in me allowed me to mate outside these very walls with Cyemma.”
“Impossible!” Osalon tried to rear, but was held in check by the chains.
“We do not know each other well, but I have no reason to lie to you. I do not know what this means or whether the mating will be successful. I can only say that it happened.”
“So what do you hope to achieve with this, Majherri? Do you want to found a new herd…separate from our kind?”
Osalon had a good question and Majherri did not have an answer. “I do not know. I hadn’t considered the option until you’d just spoke of this. Cyemma’s rider did not seem much different, other than her loyalty to Count Darius. For you and your rider, there may still be hope. The count does not let his thralls stray too far from the heart of the netherbeast.”
“And what of your rider?”
“I fought against her control and that drove her further into the heart of darkness, resulting in what you see before you. I will continue to try to save Danella, but I do so knowing that she is well past the point of redemption.”
The unicorn in front of him thought for a moment before saying, “I do not wish the life of an outcast, Majherri and would spare Sandra from becoming a madwoman. Once more I ask you to prevent this. If you do not, the blood she and I spill in service to this tyrant will stain your hooves.”
Majherri was reminded of the last moments he’d spent with the dying unicorn back on the Sacred Isle before the male succumbed to the wasting. Osalon appeared to be approaching this level of desperation. Still, unicorns had traditions of learning life stories so they could be passed on.
“If I agree, I cannot guarantee that your story will be told, except perhaps to the few here.”
“Several of our brothers and sisters died today with no one to bear witness to their lives. I will go to the sky above and those who join me there will learn of it.”
Looking back to the guards at the perimeter, Majherri considered the ramifications. Danella would be furious with him…or perhaps she would not. The fact that he wasn’t certain how his possessed rider would respond spoke volumes about the one sidedness of their situation. Killing the air maiden would deprive Count Darius of a powerful ally and likely would prevent several deaths. The count might even dispose of both him and Danella for this treachery.
From his rider’s actions, he was assured that would spare countless lives. Fire magic was about control and responsibility for one’s actions. Danella had little interest in either.
Granting Osalon and Sandra’s release ultimately could lead to his and Danella’s redemption.
“I will do as you ask,” Majherri said with firm resolve.
“I thank you,” Osalon answered and lowered his horn in deference.
Moving slowly, he circled around Osalon and approached the cage mounted on the wagon. The human female inside continued her fitful sleep. She slept in the center of the cage and, even if he had the missing tip to his horn, he could not reach a vulnerable spot on the officer.
He settled for nudging the nearest extremity, her foot, until she stirred.
Watching as the rider shook her head and cleared the sleep from her mind, Majherri waited.
Osalon called, “Get her to the bars and strike true!”
“Osalon? Is that you? They let you free?” Sandra said, wiping her eyes. Humans did not possess very good night vision and he suspected his darkened coat did not help matters.
“No. You’re not my Osa,” she determined and looked back to where her mount was chained. “There you are, my friend.”
Osalon made three quick jabs of his horn in her direction and turned to Majherri.
“What are you saying?” she asked, crawling toward the back of the cage, closer to her mount. The bond typically required physical contact, but strong enough ones could travel short distances. The dark magic amplified the powers of the riders as Danella continually demonstrated. Their connection spanned a distance he’d never believed possible.
“Majherri is here to release me? Yes. I did ask this of you, but now I am not so sure. I miss our partnership, Osa. I want to ride together again, to be free of this cage.”
She paused, dropping her head and mumbled quietly for a few seconds, “I want to…I want to…serve the Master.”
The lieutenant gripped the bars and lifted her head up. She was smiling. “No! I do not wish that kind of release anymore. I am ready to do his bidding. Finally! I know what it is to be on my true path. We were foolish to resist!”
Osalon recoiled a few steps away from his rider. “Her eyes! We are too late.”
Majherri trotted to the back of the wagon and looked at the rider. In the dim light, he saw no evidence of the whites of Sandra’s eyes. Instead, they were pools of darkness. He moved closer to the cage, but she backed into the center, where he could not get to her.
“Guards!” she cried out. “Guards come here! I’ll not soon forget this treachery from either of you!”
“I am sorry Osalon,” Majherri said.
“She is lost!”
“Then it is now up to you to find her,” Majherri replied and began a slow trot away from the unfortunate male. The humans had a saying about misery loving company. He now had more company. Danella would learn of this and he knew she would be angry, but not angry enough to kill him.
After a few short minutes of wandering around the damaged city, Danella called to him, compelling his presence. It was too soon to know about the incident with Osalon, so he wondered what was happening.
 
He met her outside the command tent and she handed him a peach saying, “There you are. Amir has sent for us and I wanted to wait for you, just in case.”
Danella’s words worried him and, as she stroked his mane, he saw the images moving through her mind. She plotted the death of the man, if he opposed her!
Startled, Majherri quickly recovered. Danella saw it as removing a rival for the Master’s ear. From his perspective, the man was very important to the effectiveness of the desert army. It would be a serious blow. For that reason, he gave encouragement.
“I see we are of one mind,” she said and mounted. “Good.” 
She pulled at his magic and prepared herself for a confrontation. 
As she passed through the parted fabric of the tent, Majherri sensed her eagerness. Powerful the wizard may be, but a surprise attack in close quarters would overwhelm him.
“Lady Rider,” he greeted her. “We have word from our liege.”
“What is it?” Danella asked, seconds away from unleashing her fury.
Amir looked up from his scrying crystal. “The girl who rode your unicorn, she was in Shiftla. The count wants to know everything about this Reese girl!”
As soon as Amir mentioned Kayleigh, Danella’s homicidal urges shifted to a new target.
 



Chapter 8- The Face of the Enemy
 
“Riders coming in!” a man to her right shouted. Kayleigh turned her attention to the tiny dots in the distance that were moving across the plains toward the city.
“Are they ours?” Captain Orsa yelled, climbing the stone steps and holding his hand out for the spyglass.
“Too far away to tell, sir.”
For two days Kayleigh had watched the ensorcelled birds circling in the skies. Each morning, Laurel had led a group of the fastest horsemen out of the city carrying messenger birds in cages. They would ride south for thirty minutes and release the birds to improve both the city’s and the birds’ chances of survival. 
She’d revised her opinion of Orsa. He was still desperate, but by no means an idiot.
Glancing back down at the open area behind the gates, she saw Rheysurrah. He was looking up at her expectantly. She nodded to him to be ready. Kayleigh had been selected to man the main gate. Cities that had permanent garrisons of Battle Maidens had ramps to allow the unicorns up onto the walls. Unfortunately, Shiftla was not one of these and she had to leave Rheysurrah on the ground whenever she wanted to look out at the countryside. No one else had come from the north and people coming from the other direction likely saw the birds circling high above and turned back.
Cupping her hands over her eyes, Kayleigh tried to see her friend. One of the lookouts, a man who’d shown a bit too much attention to her, tapped her shoulder and handed her his spyglass.
She brought the device to her right eye and began scanning the area. The dots were slightly larger now and they were moving quickly, too quickly. Something seemed off and, when one of the horsemen in the lead group fell to the ground, Kayleigh knew there was a problem.
“More riders!”
A steady stream of cavalry came into view. There were hundreds of them and Kayleigh realized that it was probably the lead elements of the army belonging to the one called the Master. Concerned for Laurel, she returned her focus to the small group riding hard and fast. The second group of horsemen was trying to run them into the ground. She found Laurel riding lengths ahead of the lead pack. In between the two groups was a single rider on a white mount – a second unicorn rider! 
She watched in horror as the trailing unicorn rider notched an arrow and sent the quarrel into the back of one of the horsemen in front. The man toppled from his mount and to the ground. He struggled to rise, as the battle maiden archer rode past, but died moments later as a nomad rider drove a spear into his back.
“Prepare to close the gate!” Orsa commanded.
“No!” she countered. “Laurel will make it. The others might as well. If we close the gate, they’ll be trapped.”
“If we leave the gate open, we might be overrun.”
“The bulk of them are too far away. We can get it closed when our riders make it in. I’ll hold the gate myself if I have to.” She set her jaw and stared him down.
Orsa scrutinized her and for a moment and Kayleigh wondered if she’d have to do something drastic.
“Get to your unicorn. Hold the gate.”
Nodding, she turned and sprinted down the steps and leapt into the saddle and moved Rheysurrah to just outside the gate before raising the spyglass once more.
Laurel had a long lead on the second rider because killing the others had slowed the pursuer down. There were only four besides Laurel left at this point. The other battle maiden was also an air maiden. She moved too quickly to be anything else. Kayleigh also couldn’t see the arrows she fired. The woman was obviously using an advanced technique Laurel had told Kayleigh of when she’d asked her friend about what an air maiden could do.
“Well, you’ve seen the dome shield of hardened air,” Laurel had said, trying to help Kayleigh make a small one the size of a shield. It wasn’t going nearly as well as her demonstration of earth magic with Tamera.
“You did that one really well in Mon Alder,” Kayleigh had said.
“It takes a lot of concentration to keep a shield up, so you have to really focus. Next year, I should be able to master the endless quiver.”
“Endless quiver?” Kayleigh asked.
“Just like an earth maiden can make stone weapons, an air maiden can form hardened air into shapes. It works well with arrows.”
“Can you make a sword?”
“You can, but the concentration required to do it would make using it during a fight almost impossible. That’s why arrows work. You’re not trying to use them in melee, so you can focus on keeping their shape in flight. They say General Jyslin was able to do some amazing shots with hers…split her arrow in two or make it go around a corner. Lieutenant Townsend can also summon arrows, but even she can’t perform trick shots like that.”
Watching the mounted archer’s unicorn burst forward at an unbelievable speed and closing the distance with the remaining Shiftla soldiers, she feared that the rider might be Sandra Townsend and wondered how she could face someone who’d surrendered to Danella to spare her life.
By the Goddess, she’s fast! Kayleigh cursed. The woman seemed eager to finish her task at this point and moved in to finish off the rest. At that speed, she might even catch Laurel.
Adjusting the limited armor she wore, Kayleigh only had a chest piece and her open faced helm. With her eyes, she inventoried the men around her. One had a medium sized circular wooden shield banded with metal that looked lightweight, but durable enough.
“You,” she said, pointing at him and trying to sound authoritative. “I need your shield.”
The guard complied, but didn’t look pleased. By the time Kayleigh had it on her arm, the remaining four riders were dead or riding on slowed horses. The deadly archer was already closing on Laurel despite her friend’s lead.
Orsa shouted at Kayleigh as she bolted through the gate. Her friend’s safety meant more to her than his city. She coated her borrowed shield in flames and leaned forward encouraging Rheysurrah to ride as fast as he could.
Laurel and her unicorn were fast approaching, dodging on instinct and cutting back and forth as barely visible shafts of air sought to reach them. Kayleigh crouched and thrust the shield out to protect her and Rhey as they broke to the right. She wanted to approach the other rider from the left and keep the shield on their side.
The chase drew closer and Kayleigh readied herself for combat. All the worry she’d had over having to fight was minimized by the fact that her friend was in trouble.
Laurel’s unicorn staggered, struck by an arrow no one could see, but continued moving forward, though much more slowly. The air maiden drew her scimitar and spread her arms, creating a dome shield and urged her slowed unicorn toward the city.
I can’t even remember the name of her unicorn, Kayleigh caught herself thinking. She urged Rheysurrah forward. Laurel had no hope of outrunning the other woman. She obviously hoped to get close enough to the city’s archers. Unless the woman pursuing her was crazed, she’d have to withdraw.
Still, the wounded unicorn was greatly slowed and Laurel struggled to maintain her shield of hardened air. Kayleigh knew how taxing the shield could be and though her friend was the top air maiden in their class, she was still only a third year and not used to maintaining it while under a real attack. Horrified, Kayleigh saw the attacker catch and begin to circle Laurel and her injured unicorn, sending a series of arrows at her. The barrier held, but Laurel flinched with each impact and the stress was showing.
Kayleigh called forth a fireball and tossed it to get the attacker’s attention.
It fell short, but succeeded in its goal. The woman whipped around and tugged at her empty bowstring. Kayleigh ducked down behind her shield, and Rheysurrah dodged to the left. The magic arrow missed. A second one hit her wooden shield and Kayleigh questioned her earlier thoughts on the borrowed shield’s durability.
The young sorceress hurled a great swath of fire and the air maiden was forced to summon her own air dome. The flames splattered against the nothingness, as Laurel moved closer to Kayleigh.
“Thanks!” Laurel said. “I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d last. Give me a chance to catch my breath and I’ll shield us both.”
Kayleigh was ashamed to admit it, but she checked her friend’s eyes before saying, “Let’s keep moving toward the gate. We’ll be in range of our archers soon.”
The air maiden backed her mount up a few paces and Kayleigh had to thin her stream to make it cover the greater distance. The woman pivoted and burst into a gallop, faster than her flames could follow. The air maiden’s bowstring drew back and two arrows smashed into the shield Laurel hastily created.
Throwing restraint aside, Kayleigh pointed her dagger and sent a trio of fireballs at the woman, who was forced back on the defensive.
“Go ahead and hide in that worthless city! Those walls will be your tomb when the Master comes for you, little girls,” their tormentor shouted from behind her shield. Kayleigh noted that the rider’s unicorn bore the signs of recent injuries.
“Could you ask him to send Danella first? I have a score to settle with her,” Kayleigh replied. She didn’t know why she blurted that out. Even Laurel looked at her sideways.
“You must be Reese! Oh, I wouldn’t want to be you,” the air maiden shouted. “I just want to kill you. She’ll skin you alive if she has her way.”
“Danella already tried once. I’m no more scared of her than I am of you.”
The rider tilted her head and Kayleigh might have imagined it, but the woman looked slightly more coherent.
“Danella took her unicorn back. How is it that you ride another?”
“You’ll just have to guess, Sister. I’m not in an answering mood,” she said, continuing to back Rheysurrah toward the gate. “You could always surrender and come with us. Whatever spell you’re under can’t last forever.”
“I serve the Master!” the woman shouted as they approached the range of the crossbowmen on the walls. The air maiden no longer advanced and the swarm of cavalry slowed, unwilling to charge headlong into combat without infantry and siege weapons supporting their efforts. 
Instead, she snarled, “You are barely a threat to me. How do you expect to fare when you face his wrath?”
“What is your name?” Kayleigh called out.
“Senior Lancer Penelope Garrett,” the woman answered. “Does this knowledge somehow help you?”
“No. But if you fall in battle, I will make certain those who care about you are informed.”
Kayleigh’s words infuriated Garrett. Laurel’s translucent shield blanketed them when Kayleigh’s flames could no longer reach Garrett and the female unicorn she rode. 
The air maiden kept her bow at the ready, but did not fire on Kayleigh and Laurel as the pair arrived at the half-closed gate. Kayleigh’s eyes found Orsa and they exchanged angry glares.
While the gates closed, Kayleigh watched as the opposing cavalry outside formed a loose perimeter. There wasn’t nearly enough to capture Shiftla. Their presence was apparently meant to keep them trapped behind the walls until the rest of their forces arrived.
Laurel Whitaker was already off her unicorn and tending to the wound from the phantom arrow that had struck her mount. Kayleigh offered clean pieces of cloth from her saddle bags and a length of twine to bandage the wound.
The men around them were already closing the heavy doors and maneuvering the wooden beams they fitted into the metal cradles. How long it would hold against a battering ram or magic was a question that would soon be answered.
Noticing that Laurel’s hands were shaking, Kayleigh dismounted and helped her with the unicorn’s wound. In the air maiden’s face she saw the girl was fighting back tears.
“It was...horrible,” she sputtered. “She picked us off, one by one. It was like a game to her. With some, she’d just wound their horses and let the ones behind her finish them!”
“Easy, Laurel,” Kayleigh said, trying to reassure her. “Your ’corn is hurt and you’re getting this from the bond and your own feelings. Find your center and work through your anger.”
Her friend bowed her head and was silent for a few moments as Kayleigh removed the wax seal on Laurel’s vial of healing tears and let a few drops fall into the wound. As the magical water knitted the skin and muscle back together, Kayleigh replaced the seal and arranged the makeshift bandage.
The air maiden had seen combat and had even been blooded days ago when she’d killed a nomad. However, this was the first time she’d been on the losing side, where the only salvageable bit of her ride was that she and her unicorn were still alive.
“Laurel never loses,” all her classmates had said of the air maiden’s ability to turn challengers to her Lead Rider position aside.
Kayleigh had too much experience being on the losing side.
While helping, she sensed the bond between Laurel and her male unicorn and did her best to stay away from it.
Why does it always look like a rope? She asked herself. The connection between the two was thick and knotted in places. It looked very sturdy, but was stretched. Anxiety radiated from it.
Of course, my bond to Majherri looked much the same and Danella ripped it to shreds.
Still, she wished the two would relax. It was like trying to paint next to a blacksmith working metal on his anvil. Sighing, she tried not to let their problems become her problems.
“Kayleigh,” Laurel asked, with a hint of confusion in her voice. “Are you doing something?”
“What?”
“It’s just I could swear I felt your presence on my bond with Chindi, trying to calm us down.”
“Oh,” Kayleigh responded and immediately withdrew her hands. At least, she finally knew the name of Laurel’s unicorn. “It wasn’t intentional. By the Goddess, I swear it wasn’t!”
“It’s okay,” Laurel said. “I guess it worked. Just felt odd. I’ll finish up.”
Before she could say another word, Kayleigh spotted Orsa’s angry face. A few months ago, that glare would make her wish she was on the other side of the walls, but she swore she would never be that girl again and matched his anger with defiance.
Kayleigh told Rheysurrah to go get some water and walked up the steps, passing Captain Orsa. He put his hand on her shoulder, stopping her, and said, “You disobeyed me, but you fought well. I am glad you were able to save your friend.”
Giving him a surprised look, she replied, “Thank you...I guess. We’re surrounded now. If I go out those gates again, it’s because we won or we lost.”
From the walls, a man called to the captain and said, “The unicorn rider is still out there!”
Orsa made a distasteful face and bade her to follow. Back on the walls, she saw that Lancer Garrett lingered just out of bow range. The air maiden reached into her saddlebags and unfurled a messenger flag. She waved it and waited. It was a request to approach under a truce. 
In the distance, behind the lone rider, the nomad cavalry had finished forming a long line, letting everyone know that escape by land was impossible. 
“Give her the red flag. I have no interest in hearing what she has to say,” Orsa said, instructing one of his men.
Garrett approached anyway, under the visible protection of a conjured air shield. She closed to a hundred feet as Orsa signaled to a short, balding man with a crossbow.
The man fired a bolt that slammed off her air dome.
Garrett shook her head in disgust and shouted over the jeers of the men and opened a scroll. “The Sultan of Jaruciax has abdicated in favor of his eldest living child! If you do not open your gates by tomorrow morning, you will be declared rebels and subject to summary execution. The new Sultan has the backing of the High-King!”
“Don’t believe her!” Kayleigh said. “Her eyes are blackened, just like your saboteurs.”
To Kayleigh Orsa said, “I am no fool. Never have I heard of you Battle Maidens attempting to kill each other. This sorcery is most foul and I would bet every last coin in the town our new Sultan has the same bewitched eyes as your rider.”
Stepping near the side of the wall, he called out his reply. “Then let the new Sultan come, bearing the royal scepter so that we can welcome him to our city. Until then, these gates will remain closed.”
The air maiden shrugged and calmly rolled the scroll, placing it back in the container before saying, “You have until morning to reconsider. The fates of many rest with your choice.”
Garrett withdrew and left silence in her wake. Orsa’s shoulders sagged almost imperceptibly. It only lasted a second before the man began barking orders as if nothing were wrong.
 
Kayleigh didn’t feel much like sleeping that night. She tried anyway. Smythe’s estate had comfortable beds that were much better than anything she’d ever imagined. Her simple bedding in Helden and even what she had at The Academy were meager in comparison. For the last two nights it had been more than enough. Tonight, with enemy horsemen outside the gates of a town she was not allowed to leave, she tossed and turned.
At the evening meal, the others had hung on Laurel’s recounting of the encounter with Lancer Garrett. By Kayleigh’s estimation, her friend gave Kayleigh too much credit. Their looks reminded her of how the first years had watched her when Kayleigh had killed those Yar. They toasted her and it only made her feel worse. 
Knowing that sleep would not be coming anytime soon, she sat up, dressed, and crept down the hallway, trying to make as little noise as possible. Descending the stairs, she sat on a bench by the doorway and started putting her boots on.
A voice surprised her, saying, “You should be upstairs, young warrior.” Looking into a darkened room, she could only see a tiny light. It was embers from a pipe and the fragrant aroma of the burning plants reached her nose.
Focusing and adjusting to the low light, she recognized Smythe. “I figured I’d be useful and wash my unicorn. You can’t sleep either?”
“As I said before, I am the city and the city is threatened.” His words contained a simple, undeniable truth.
“The city has been around for longer than you have been alive,” Kayleigh said. “You don’t have to be this city.”
He puffed a series of smoke circles and replied, “I have reached a point in my life where I do not know how to be anything else. You are young and there are still many paths open to you.”
You’d be surprised. Instead, she tugged on her boots and nodded at the man. “Which army do you think gets here first?” Kayleigh asked.
“We’re counting on help from cities who are busy fortifying their own towns and praying for their own survival, or the grace of nearby kings. We can only hope that one of them decides there is enough strategic value in our city for them to decide to conquer us before this Master and his army arrives. Our dear captain has an army of beggars on the walls. Our defenses will not turn aside a determined effort, but I do not wish to depress you. Your friends whisper about you when they think no one is listening. They believe you are special.”
“I’m just a Battle Maiden,” she answered, starting to feel nervous.
“And I am just a humble merchant,” he replied. “Other than getting you out of my city, is there something I can do for you?”
Kayleigh frowned, trying to think of something she could use. “I guess I could use a sheath for this knife and a decent shield.”
“I will have them for you shortly. Go. Your unicorn waits.”
She flashed him a smile and he nodded. As she stood and placed her hand on the door to the courtyard, he spoke once more. “When the city does fall and you are forced to fend for yourself, it may be wise for you and the others to try and make it back here.”
“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind,” Kayleigh said and went out into the night. She considered the man’s offer. He might have a way out, but there was a nagging feeling that he could also be looking for a way to preserve his own hide and having a group of Battle Maidens to barter with would improve his chances when the city was captured.
Out in the night air, Kayleigh tried to clear her head. There were so few people in her life she could trust. The nearest were sleeping upstairs. Glancing at the stables, she wasn’t even certain she could count on her unicorn at the moment, much less a hardened criminal. Giving Rheysurrah a washing and a thorough brushing would hopefully be a step in the right direction. She’d also ask him his opinion. Soon they would have to make a choice and, despite their current problems, they were a team.
 
“Where is everyone headed?” Kayleigh asked Laurel as they rode out of Smythe’s compound. She’d managed to get a small amount of sleep after spending some time with Rheysurrah, but still felt exhausted both mentally and physically. As promised, there was a fine leather sheath, studded with tiny gems, waiting for her along with a durable shield. Smythe must have a considerable amount of pull to produce such things on so short of notice.
“Amanda is going to the docks to help with crowd control,” Laurel answered. “I’m over at the west gate. Tamera is joining you up at the city’s main gate.” 
“Did you get a chance to tell the others about what our host said?”
The air maiden nodded and replied, “I told them at breakfast. I’m not sure what to think either, but as things stand I have the longest route through the city to get back here and my unicorn’s speed won’t be much help in these narrow streets. Our two earth sisters know to open a hole in the wall when it appears that the city is going to fall. There’s a village three days due south and slightly west of the river. If we get separated, I’ve told everyone to ride as fast as they can and meet there. Have you got everything you need in your saddlebags?”
It was Kayleigh’s turn to nod. “Not really much left. So much for all that over packing I did.”
It bothered her that she still hadn’t told Laurel about the original plan she and Majherri had made, but there was little sense in dredging up her previous mistakes, especially when it could only make matters worse. There was also her own pride that prevented Kayleigh from admitting how weak and lost she had felt before this trip. Now the young sorceress was more angry and scared, deciding to continue to protect that secret for as long as possible.
Rheysurrah sensed Kayleigh’s sudden reluctance and snorted his disapproval. She couldn’t be certain how much the unicorn had gleaned from the bond they shared, however Kayleigh suspected that Rhey now knew far more than she was comfortable with and wondered how much he had shared with the other unicorns. Waving goodbye to Amanda and Laurel, she fell in next to Tamera.
The earth maiden smiled and said, “Morning, Kayleigh. Rough night? My unicorn told me you were out in the stables for most of it.”
She nodded while saying, “Too nervous, I guess.”
“Me too,” Tamera said. “I miss when the worst thing I had to worry about was getting extra duty for having piled up demerits. At least it looks like we’ve got a clear sky today.”
 
To be perfectly honest, no one had expected the attack to occur the day after the nomad cavalry arrived. Infantry would be days behind, and without the sheer numbers, any assault on the walls would be a waste of lives.
That’s what everyone manning the front gate...including Kayleigh...believed would happen. Her faith in that wisdom lasted until a lookout spotted something in the sky. It was initially believed to be just a large bird joining the ever-present swarm of bewitched birds circling above.
Without the ability to send the messengers birds out, Orsa had tried slaughtering pigs to lure the carrion feeders out of the sky, so their numbers could be thinned on the ground. His plan was sound, but it failed in the face of the powerful enchantments on the birds flying above the buildings.
The object in the distance continued to approach and become larger, causing Kayleigh’s feeling of dread to grow.
That’s no bird! It landed behind the enemy lines and it was as if a rock had been thrown into a nest of wasps. The riders scrambled to mounts with a sense of urgency and there was movement everywhere.
One of the bowmen next to her asked, “Is it attacking them?” 
Orsa lowered his spyglass. His face was ashen and Kayleigh saw the look in his eye.
“A manticore,” he said. The words just tumbled out of his mouth. “They have a manticore.”
I wish I knew what one was. Maybe I’m better off not knowing.
She only had a moment to process this before she saw the flash of metal. One of the beggars lunged with his spear and stabbed the captain in the back. Orsa’s eyes bulged as he stumbled forward.
It was only then that Kayleigh realized another man had a sword and was lunging at her. Without thought, a burst of flame from her hand met her attacker head on. The failed assassin screamed and fell backward to the ground below.
The men Smythe warned us about! Her thoughts resounded in her mind like Helden’s old warning bell.
She rounded on Orsa’s attacker, but found others had stripped him of his weapon. 
The grizzled crossbowman, who had shot at Garrett, moved to Orsa’s side. Kayleigh knelt next to them.
“It’s bad,” the man said. “He will bleed out unless you use your flame.”
Grimacing, Kayleigh paused. Cauterizing wounds was taught in the fourth and fifth years. Pigs were brought to The Academy and wounded so the fire maidens could practice when it wasn’t a life or death situation - like now. She cursed not having her vial of healing tears anymore. Danella had taken it and probably used it to heal the wound Kayleigh had given her. Tamera was nearby, but Kayleigh was unsure if the earth maiden still had her vial of tears.
“I’ve never...”
“Do it, girl!” Orsa sputtered and spat onto the stonework.
Not knowing what she was doing, she stared at the piercing wound and wrapped fire around her first two fingers and squeamishly inserted them into the wound.
Orsa screamed and flailed violently despite the man holding him. Jerking her fingers out of the laceration in his back, Kayleigh stared at what she’d done and felt a wincing pain in her shoulder.
“Is he?”
“He’s still breathing, if that’s what you’re wantin’ to know,” the man answered. “Won’t be worth a spit if they’re going to attack though.”
He looked past her and said, “You three, carry him to his office, send for a healer to see if they can do more for him, and guard the door. No one but members of the city guard are allowed to enter!”
The men took Orsa from him and the veteran turned to the prisoner. “Are they going to attack?”
The disheveled traitor grinned and replied, “The Master is here and will snap you like a twig. Your walls are nothing to him!”
Drawing his long knife, the crossbowman took one step forward and rammed it into the man’s chest while saying, “Your words may be true, but you’ll not live to see if they are.”
The dying nomad was dropped over the side of the wall and his killer began shouting orders for the stunned men to get to their positions. She still felt ill at ease, angry, but ready to fight. The conflicting feelings lasted until a runner came up the stairs and pointed at Kayleigh.
“Your unicorn was attacked. It’s hurt, but it killed the two men.”
Taking the steps two at a time, Kayleigh rushed to Rheysurrah’s side. A man stood next to the proud male holding a blanket against her mount’s side.
“Let me see the wound,” she commanded.
As the soldier pulled the blanket back, she examined the wound. They’d tried to slash his neck, but Rhey had better reactions and they’d gotten him on the side instead. It answered the question of where the pain in her shoulder had come from and made her wonder if her actions on the wall had alerted her unicorn.
“Rhey, I’m going to seal the wound. I’ll try not to hurt you,” Kayleigh said.
The unicorn snorted and nodded his head as Kayleigh used her flame powers for a second time to cauterize a bleeding injury. This time was a little different as she suffered some of the same pain through the bond as she burned the wound shut. Fighting off her own tears, she dug a jar of salve from the saddlebags and spread it over the area.
“Are you okay?” she asked, looking into the deep pools of his eyes.
When he nodded once more, she continued, “Good, because it looks like the battle is starting any minute. They’ve got something Orsa called a manticore out there. It’s big and it flies, and if it’s going to attack somewhere, I think it’s going to be here.”
Despite all their misgivings and the things they had yet to settle, he gave his reassurance through the bond that he was with her. It was all she could ask. She felt his anxiety about the coming battle. His last fight at Annabeth’s side hadn’t gone very well and Rhey’s nerves were showing. It was an odd turn of events. Kayleigh had been in awe of Majherri’s unflinching determination when it came to combat and she was surprised…almost shocked that she sensed Rhey’s fear. He wasn’t Majherri anymore than she was Annabeth. With their bond, they could not hide from this stark revelation and it couldn’t have come at a worse time.
Voices from the wall above cried, “They’re coming! To arms! To arms!” 
It was her turn to be the determined one. She climbed into his saddle and was careful not to touch his wound.
“We’re about as poorly matched as any rider and unicorn have ever been,” she said to him, acknowledging their misgivings. “But I will fight with you today and we will live to see tomorrow.”
She backed away from the gate. Rheysurrah wouldn’t be able to get up the stairs and onto the walls. Shiftla wasn’t designed like other cities to allow Battle Maidens access. Kayleigh had to settle for hurling fireballs blindly over the walls. The dead nomad’s words returned to her mind, whispering that his Master was here. Other than Kayleigh and the rest of the riders, there were no sorcerers of any type in this city. From the sky on his flying creature, he’d be able to kill at will.
Something was nagging at her mind as she felt the first signs of the charging horses. The ground shook with the pulse of thousands of hooves hitting the ground each second. Something about the tactics seemed off and didn’t make sense. She thought back to everything she’d been taught about strategy and warfare. They had no infantry or war machines!
“How are they going to get through the walls?” she said and realized the answer the moment the mumbled words left her mouth. The rest of what the nomad said raced into her mind. She’d assumed that when the man said the walls were nothing to the wizard outside, it meant that he had a flying beast and could easily get over them.
While that was true, it wasn’t what the assassin meant.
“Get away from the gate!” she cried, but her shout was lost in the massed screams of the men as three bolts of lightning swept across the men above her. Dozens died from the energy and the stonework became chunks of fast moving debris injuring more.
She saw the monstrosity flying high in the air as the human on it raised his staff. Raw magical energy coalesced around it and formed a large ball. Instead of a staff, it now looked as if the man carried a giant mace. With one swift motion, the man hurled the energy at the already weakened section above the gate.
The impact and detonation forced Rheysurrah to stumble backward. If they’d remained where she’d mounted him, there was little doubt in her mind that they would be dead already.
The gate still stood, but most of the stone on the right side had been blasted away and she could see the outside through the breaks. Only a pair of riders could get through, but she could already see a second ball forming. It would destroy the left side and the gate, while still almost completely intact, would fall with no support around it.
She stood on the main avenue and realized that in moments, a mass of cavalry would be pouring into the city like a pack of wild animals. They’d be trampled if they remained where they were.
“Off the main street, Rheysurrah! Hurry! Circle around and head up to the wall from the right side.”
Rheysurrah followed her commands. It was easier said than done with Orsa’s peasant army already showing its true colors. The flying wizard wouldn’t waste his energy destroying all the walls. She could put the walls protecting her one side and her shield on her left arm would protect the other. Most of the enemy would head straight down the main street and if the two could survive the initial wave that came in their direction, they might stand a chance.
By the time they’d reached the side street, the gate had collapsed and the horsemen were already riding free into the city. A pitiful group of arrows met them from the few remaining souls on the walls, but Kayleigh saw them stop as the manticore landed on the wall and began racing along the top, forcing those who’d stayed to be crushed or leap down to injury or death. In horror, she watched as it jumped over her head and landed on the top of a flat stone building and bounded across the roof at speeds an air maiden would be jealous of.
Kayleigh could now say she knew what a manticore looked like – the lion’s body, furiously beating dark leathery wings, and that curled scorpion’s tail thrashing about with a mind of its own. It was the stuff of nightmares.
Rheysurrah couldn’t run at his full speed, as he had to leap over bodies and dodge the fallen debris. A mental jolt from him pulled Kayleigh’s attention from the manticore to a more immediate threat. She saw a group of horsemen fighting with some of the soldiers and armed peasants and she was coming up from behind them. Fortunately, none of the city dwellers were mounted. That made it easy. She aimed her fire high and sent two quick fireballs from her hands. The first overshot, but the second smashed into a rider and sent him down to the ground.
Fire was the great equalizer and the nomads spun into retreat, only to find themselves trapped between more of their number and the now advancing city militia. She used her flames again and again to great effect on this logjam of people and animals. It was brutal and grotesque and she felt sick to her stomach as the sounds of human and horse screams blended into one. The soldiers with her fought bravely, but even they began to fall. Several were trampled when one of the horses turned and bolted into them. Rheysurrah barely dodged the deranged animal as it barreled past.
It took precious minutes, driving the invaders back. There was no sign of the manticore and the wizard riding it. One arrow bit deeply into her shield as another clanged off her chest plate. In a slight panic, she unleashed a powerful wave of flame that made both of them dizzy. Her unicorn suffered from the drain as well and she banged into the side of the building next to them.
Sucking in a calming breath, she used the shield to protect both of them while she gathered her wits. Her blast had set two buildings on fire and they needed to press forward before it spread.
Her unicorn responded to the situation and pushed ahead, using his front hooves like a warhorse and his horn like a lance. Kayleigh witnessed the look of frozen horror on a man’s face as Rhey’s horn drove into his midriff. Acting on instinct, she struck him with the flat of her shield and sent him down underneath her mounts ever-moving hooves.
The nomads didn’t ride trained warhorses. They were light cavalry at best and were driven back by the fury of an intelligent four-legged fighter making full use of his abilities. Kayleigh decided to save her strength and drew Annabeth’s scimitar. She slashed whenever she had an opening and gripped her mount’s frame tightly with her legs to hold on whenever he reared. Riding while fighting was something the third years had spent considerable time on. It was a coordinated dance that the two refined over time and learned to fight as almost a single entity.
Unfortunately, this was their first time as “dancing partners.” She and Rheysurrah were a drunken brawler in comparison as they pushed up the narrow street. It was more like a frantic run through thorn bushes, leaving the pair with cuts and bruises. 
They broke into a clearing, chasing after two who had turned and retreated. There were none barring the way as no others had come down this street. One of them hurled a knife which was blocked by the shield, but served to slow her down. They’d come out near where the gate used to be and Rhey dodged the stone debris. Meanwhile, Kayleigh’s vision locked onto a pair of white unicorns. A badly injured one stood protectively over a female shape as the other and her rider circled. The maiden still in the saddle held a drawn bow with no arrow on the string and that meant the crumpled form on the ground was her friend Tamera. The empty string twanged and the riderless unicorn bucked, hit by the magical arrow.
“Garrett!” Kayleigh hissed and kicked Rheysurrah into a gallop. Tamera’s unicorn saw them and made a threatening move to keep the attacking rider distracted. It took another invisible arrow in its side, but left the bewitched air maiden momentarily weaponless.
They were on them before the air maiden could properly react. Garrett wheeled her mount with the speed of a well-disciplined warrior, but Rhey and Kayleigh were already there. The bow blocked Kayleigh’s downward scimitar slash, but Rhey’s horn slammed into her armor and tossed the woman from the saddle. Kayleigh’s left leg was momentarily crushed between the two colliding unicorns and she felt a good deal of pain.
Just as the group was beginning to untangle themselves, Tamera’s injured unicorn joined the fray rearing and bringing a hoof down onto the one ridden by Garrett. Kayleigh tumbled out of the saddle just to prevent her leg from being pinned again. Staggering to her feet, she ran to where Garrett was just starting to rise onto unsteady feet. The air maiden tugged at a hatchet hanging from a loop on her belt and tried to block Kayleigh’s swing. Perhaps it was the adrenaline or the sight of her friend, face down on the ground, but her strike was every bit as hard as when she’d fought that mock duel against Andrea Hawthorne. The hatchet took some of the momentum from it and turned the blow slightly, but was knocked from Garrett’s hand. The rest of the force carried Annabeth’s weapon against the side of the woman’s helmet.
Garrett dropped like a sack of grain and made no move to rise. Garrett’s unicorn bleated like a sheep being slaughtered and stumbled around. Rhey smacked into the side of the unicorn, herding it to one side. Tamera’s unicorn had dropped down to the ground and was flailing with his legs trying to rise.
Kicking the hatchet away, Kayleigh bent down and took the knife from the woman’s belt. She pulled the helm off and lingered long enough to see that the woman was still breathing before running to Tamera’s side.
The earth maiden bled from three separate invisible arrow wounds, but none seemed to be life threatening except for the amount of blood she was losing. Kayleigh called on her fire magic once more and sealed the wounds, causing Tamera to cry out in agony.
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Kayleigh babbled. 
Through gritted teeth, Tamera growled and said, “S’okay, just hurry and get to my unicorn. Wirnax is in worse shape.”
Kayleigh finished and started running to the downed unicorn, hoping there was something she could do, but the ground shook, causing her to stumble and when she looked up, the manticore was between her and Tamera’s unicorn. She caught wind of a foul odor and swallowed hard at the terrifying sight in front of her.
“Surrender or die!” the man on the beast’s back shouted. Cloth wrappings hid the sorcerer’s face, but the glowing staff he carried promised to make good on his threat.
Realizing that she had one shot at surprising the man with her strength, Kayleigh thrust her hand out and pushed all the flame she could muster at the man. The man pulled his staff across his body and the air between them warped as he summoned some kind of eldritch barrier. The wizard, the manticore, and even Kayleigh expected her attack to fail when it hit the shield, but to everyone’s surprise, it passed through and hit the creature. It roared in pain and bucked hard, leaping back some twenty feet.
The man wasn’t injured, but the beast was scorched on its shoulder and right wing. The sorcerer yelled, “How did you …,” before trailing off and gesturing at her with his staff. A bolt of lightning shot forward and Kayleigh dived to her left. She felt the energy pass through her side and was certain she would be dead in a moment.
Instead, she was just on the ground. Her entire side tingled oddly, but Kayleigh knew she was quite alive.
Amazed that she wasn’t off to visit the Goddess now, Kayleigh rose and summoned a trio of fireballs. The manticore dodged two, but one splashed against the monster’s front leg and it roared for a second time.
The sorcerer cast another bolt of lightning. Kayleigh knew it to be madness, but she held her ground and continued throwing bursts of fire. The bolt hit her directly in the chest and face. She was blinded for a moment and nearly fell over, but she remained standing and thanked whatever power preserved her.
As her vision cleared, she saw that the man was beating down the flames on his saddle. Even though the monster he rode was savaged by her attacks, the man was as unharmed as she. She was tiring quickly though.
“Rhey, I need you!” she called, but her mount was rooted to the spot. Kayleigh felt a sense of betrayal course through her body and used that hurt as fuel for whatever magic she had left. Though she could not hurt this Master any more than he could her, Kayleigh could kill the manticore.
The sorcerer must have reached the same conclusion. He pivoted the manticore away and tried to get it airborne, but the wing and shoulder on the right side were too badly injured to properly beat and the best it could managed was a series of powerful leaps that carried it back through the opening where the gate once was.
Rheysurrah broke free of the terror gripping him and bolted to her side. She sagged against him and drew some of his energy to replenish herself. Feelings of pure guilt and shame for his lack of action seeped through the bond as she held onto him.
“We need to check on Wirnax,” she said and pushed herself forward. Unfortunately, Tamera’s unicorn was not moving when they reached it. Kayleigh felt awful, but couldn’t afford to wallow in grief as a dozen riders approached.
Exhausted, she pulled herself into the saddle. The only weapon Kayleigh had at the moment was the Yar knife. Several had bows and her shield was over by Tamera.
“Be ready to dodge. I should be able to drive them off.”
Rheysurrah snorted in agreement.
One of the horsemen cried out, “Pull back! This witch is too strong for us to take.”
Another shouted something at the speaker that Kayleigh couldn’t quite catch but the man responded, “She just drove off the Master! If she can do that what hope do we have? Go now!”
Were it not for her surviving a battle with a manticore riding sorcerer, seeing those horsemen turn and ride off would have been the most shocking thing that happened. Instead she was just puzzled.
The rider who had shouted the alarm remained and moved his horse closer, sheathing his weapon.
“Why aren’t you leaving?” she demanded.
“You spared my life once, witch. Honor demands I do the same.”
“Witch? You’re the man from the desert!”
“Yes,” he answered. “I am Rahzir. You must hurry. Only those under my command would listen to me. If more come, there is nothing I can do.”
“What will happen to you?”
“It is not your concern,” he replied. 
Kayleigh had an idea what would actually happen to the man and said, “Come with me!”
“I cannot,” he said, but his tone lacked conviction.
“Yes, you can! I meant what I said back when I spared you. If you want a better life, earn it!” Kayleigh misquoted General Jyslin’s words, but they felt right.
He paused and she waited for his decision. It was the kind of moment she’d faced when leaving her mother to become a Battle Maiden.
“All right, let’s go,” he said.
Kayleigh rode over to where Tamera was sobbing on the ground and jumped off. 
Grabbing the injured girl’s shoulder, she began pulling her upright and said, “C’mon, Tamera. We have to go!”
“Forget me! My unicorn is dead. I’m nothing.”
“I will not leave you to die or worse. Now get on! That’s an order!”
Tamera was still in shock, but moved mechanically up into Rheysurrah’s saddle.
Kayleigh prepared to join her when a loud neigh interrupted her. She turned and saw Garrett’s unicorn standing next to her unconscious rider.
“What do you want?”
The unicorn snorted and was speaking with Rheysurrah. Through the bond they shared, Kayleigh sensed Rhey’s apprehension. The female over there wanted to come with them and bring her rider.
“She’ll turn on us as soon as she wakes,” Kayleigh said, shaking her head. “We’d have to tie her up and even then it might not work. It would slow us down.”
The female unicorn moved to the side of Garrett and kicked an object at Kayleigh. It was Garrett’s crested helmet.
“Of course,” Rahzir said. “Put it on! Most of the warriors don’t know her face, only her helmet. Grab her bow and you can pretend to be her. It will work!”
As Rahzir found a wagon with a pair of horses teamed to it and they threw Garrett inside, Kayleigh was tested for the first time as a group of riders approached. Wearing the helmet and holding the empty bow she shouted, “Go down toward the docks and hold them until you’re relieved!”
She breathed a sigh of relief when it worked. Turning to the female unicorn she said, “Follow us.”
“We should kill her!” Tamera exclaimed, pointing at the air maiden.
“She’s a thrall to that dark magic. We have to try and save her, Tamera.”
“I don’t care! She killed Wirnax.”
“Don’t, Tamera. She knows about the army and this Master. If we get her to Salif, General Hawthorne can try to cure her and learn the size of the army and what magic is backing them.”
“He can probably tell you that,” she said, gesturing to Rahzir.
She understood her friend’s grief. If it had been Danella Lynch in that wagon, Kayleigh would be fighting against her own need to kill that woman.
Drawing her Yar knife, she held it out to the earth maiden and said, “If her blood will balance things in your mind, then do it, but kill her unicorn first. She shouldn’t have to suffer through the wasting.”
The female unicorn reared and panicked. Rheysurrah sent his own admonitions through their bond. Steeling herself against Rhey’s outburst, she pushed through it.
Kayleigh said, “Make your choice, Tamera, and do it quickly or not at all.” 
The other girl deflated, but not completely. “Fine, but if she makes one wrong move…”
Kayleigh nodded to Rahzir, who used ropes to bind and gag the air maiden before climbing into the driver’s seat. Kayleigh tied the female unicorn securely to the wagon. She hooked Razhir’s horse to the back of the wagon as well and they started toward the ruins of the gate. She paused noticing the barracks where Orsa had been taken was still intact. 
“Quickly!” she said. “Inside.”
“What’s in here?”
“Hopefully the captain of the guard and maybe the food and water we’ll need.” At least she hoped there was food. Rhey had some in his saddlebags, but not enough for everyone.
He nodded as they found Orsa. Kayleigh was grateful the man was still alive. “Alright, let’s hurry. If the Goddess is smiling on us, I’ll be able to masquerade as Garrett until we’re out of here.”
 



Chapter 9- Startling Revelations
 
Danella gripped Majherri’s head and he saw anger in the darkened eyes of his rider. She was rummaging through his mind, looking for memories of his partnership with Kayleigh Reese.
At the mere mention of his former rider, Danella immediately discarded her half-formed plan to kill Amir and refocused her attention on the young woman who had nearly ended Danella’s life only a short time ago.
“Have you made much progress?” Amir asked.
“The girl showed fits of power during her time at The Academy and even the ability to call forth a fireshade. I am working my way backward. You should have let me go after her. I should be stalking her right now!”
“That was the decision of our liege. Perhaps he will reconsider now, but all I know is from the magical vision he provided.”
“If you could tell me something specific to look for, it would be greatly appreciated.”
The sand sorcerer looked irritated by Danella’s comment and said, “His manticore was badly injured by the girl’s fire and is unable to fly. This has slowed his return to us and delayed the timetable. He wishes to know everything about this girl that your unicorn knows.”
“The thrice cursed wretch just won’t die!”
“Indeed,” Amir commented. “Should you learn anything important, I will be attempting to discern the girl’s whereabouts. I know that she is no longer in Shiftla.” 
At least Majherri knew why Danella was doing this. His heart swelled with pride after learning that Kayleigh had faced the legendary monster and sent it away licking its wounds. He hoped she came through uninjured.
The fond recollection of his other rider angered Danella and she pressed her fingers harder against his head.
“You’re mine, Majherri! I’ll never let you go again.”
He refused to allow her tirade anger him. Instead he focused on Kayleigh’s memories. If she was so intent on forcing him to relive his memories, Majherri intended to enjoy it and remind Danella what a partnership between unicorn and rider was supposed to be like.
She bested the manticore! How? I must ask the creature about the battle when it returns. Pity she didn’t kill it.
The memories continued backward and they were viewing a dressing down from Meghan Lynch during a mounted formation.
“My sister has taken a disliking to the wretch,” Danella said. “Meghan always had a keen eye for judging people.”
Majherri pushed the memory, only a few moments ago, of Amir stating that Kayleigh defeated the manticore. For someone who had not yet seen seventeen summers, it was a noteworthy achievement.
“I will not let you stop me from killing her,” Danella said, her voice dripping venom. “Her death is a given.”
As much as Majherri wanted to provoke a greater reaction from Danella, he refrained. His memory switched to the odd aura they’d produced when the dying unicorn arrived at the island. She lingered, fascinated by the manifestation of power when he and Kayleigh almost destroyed a stable.
“So beautiful,” she mumbled before she shook her head and returned to the scowl he’d grown accustomed to.
“I see you like this Pasha...more than even Cyemma,” Danella said. “Perhaps her rider can be recruited and you can have her. Although, I must say that I am not pleased by your treatment by the herd. Many of them will have to be disciplined for this. You were meant for greater things, Majherri. You will lead your own herd soon! No other can match your power.”
He snorted at her exaggerations and she responded, “You’ve been avoiding the females since your encounter with Cyemma. You should be asserting your dominance!”
Filling his mind with images of the herd, he gave her somewhere to direct her scorn. One thing that Majherri had noticed about Danella’s insanity was that she could be distracted if she wasn’t focusing and obsessing. The unicorn let the idea take hold and began guiding her down a different path.
Gradually, he shifted his memories to the pleasant times he and Danella had together, nothing to do with Kayleigh at all. Her scowl melted into a wistful smile. Together, they revisited long rides along the southern shores and through the bright sunlit desert. He was careful to avoid encounters with other unicorns or Battle Maidens to keep the focus on their partnership.
Almost two hours passed before Danella realized what he was doing. 
“Oh you sneaky, silly unicorn,” she said and softly ran her hand through his mane. “As much as I’ve enjoyed this I need to get back to the task.”
 
By nightfall Count Darius hadn’t returned. Still, Majherri was brought to the command tent. The prisoners were being brought before what he’d come to call the Heart of Darkness. He vehemently disliked this. Most of the humans knelt in their chains, shivering and moaning. His eyes found Sandra Townsend. The air maiden did not cower. Instead, the woman sat straight and with an eager gleam in her darkened eyes.
Those eyes hadn’t changed back since their encounter at the cages and the unicorn knew a bad omen when he saw it. The lieutenant had turned. Some of the humans, who hadn’t quite given themselves over to the evil, would act as if they had changed in the feeble hope that they wouldn’t have to endure it any longer. Inevitably, they failed. The last test consisted of the container being placed in front of them with just enough room for them to move toward it. Only those who had willingly given themselves over were capable of thrusting their face over the opening. Majherri was convinced that Amir already knew who might try to fake their subversion. The sorcerer took perverse pleasure in making them go first. 
Osalon was in the tent. The male’s coat seemed dull and he didn’t fight the men restraining him, despite the fact that he could easily overwhelm them. His spirit was broken. The lack of contact with his rider, coupled with being forced to endure her suffering had taken a horrible toll on the unicorn. In a way, Majherri was grateful that he didn’t have to endure this with Danella. He had spent that period wandering aimlessly through the desert in a fit of madness.
As Lieutenant Townsend’s turn came, she eagerly shoved her face deep into the cistern and Majherri felt a pang of regret at not going to see Osalon sooner. It would have spared them both this cruel fate.
The woman did not retch when she sat back. Dark wisps of smoke curled around her face as she exhaled. Amir, presiding over the ceremony in the place of his liege, gestured to a pair of soldiers who removed her shackles. Standing, the Battle Maiden bowed her head in respect to the man.
Danella left Majherri’s side and went over to Amir. She whispered in his ear and he nodded to her.
“Come, Sister,” his rider said. “Reclaim your unicorn and take a ride with me. We have things to discuss.”
Danella turned to a nearby officer and said, “Have someone fetch the lieutenant’s saddle and be quick about it!”
The man bristled at her command and Majherri supposed that it was a cultural thing. Males in this part of the world were especially resentful when it came to taking orders from females. 
From the few memories he’d seen of Danella’s time without him, at least one of these warriors had dared to question Danella’s right to give him an order. She’d killed that one, wiped the blood from her blade on the man’s tunic, and dared the next man to refuse her order. As he watched the male swallow his pride and send a runner out of the tent, Majherri was glad that unicorns had a culture of merit, where males and females earned their status. Of course, that led him to wonder whether the changes Danella had wrought in him were going to change things for the Greater Herd.
While waiting for Osalon’s riding gear to be retrieved, Majherri thought about how set in their ways the Greater Herd was. They were hesitant and resistant to change, more stubborn in a fashion than any of these human kingdoms. For untold seasons, the structure of the herds and the Greater Herd had served his kind, but the question now became, Would it still serve me as I am, and do I still owe allegiance to the Greater Herd?
“You taught Reese for the last few months,” Danella said to Osalon’s rider as they left the tent and rode into the city streets. They were going out of Jaruciax and allowing the air maiden to take her unicorn for a swift ride. “What do you make of her?”
The newly freed convert thought for a moment before answering. “I was her history of warfare teacher. Academically, she was borderline, because she’d been thrown into the middle of the third year. She proved to be a diligent worker. Before we left Talcosa, I’d been cautioned by Heather Sycroft to keep an eye on her because of her unusual abilities, but that order obviously came from General Jyslin.”
“I’d thought the general would have been more interested in Reese. Majherri barely had any memories of her.”
“She stayed in the background, but she was as curious as the rest. After witnessing Reese’s fireshade against a pair of sand trolls, I can see why everyone was keeping track of her. Still, why do you ask, Master Scout? You have Majherri and she does not. I’m surprised she’s even alive.”
“It matters because she managed to survive the attack in the desert and then an encounter with the manticore, injuring it. The Master sent word for me to learn everything about this Kayleigh Reese. I’ve been reviewing Majherri’s memories of her, but if you know anything useful, then I must know it.”
The unicorn noted the almost painful manner in which Danella spoke his other rider’s name.
The officer seemed taken aback by Danella’s tone and Majherri suspected that Osalon was warning her not to provoke the woman.
“I doubt there is anything I could...Wait! When she doubled up with me and we searched for Majherri, Reese said she could sense the bond I shared with Osalon! Both Osalon and I could feel her presence. It became so distracting that he considered throwing her.”
“Go on,” Danella said.
“I told her to report it to Captain Sycroft and General Jyslin when we returned to The Academy. Reese told me that the young unbonded unicorns shied away from her because they felt her presence as well. I’ve never heard of another maiden sensing bonds.”
Majherri felt a tiny sliver of worry swirling under Danella’s emotions. He’d never heard of this ability either but, looking back, it explained a few things.
“So, she hid this from you as well,” Danella said. The jealousy consuming his rider caused her to take any opportunity to portray Kayleigh in a bad light. The passing cloud of resentment traveling through him was purely Danella’s doing.
His rider returned her attention to the other human. “Thank you for this information. Our leige will know how to use it to bring about the girl’s death.”
After Osalon and his rider left, a breathless soldier approached and informed Danella that the ship carrying The Master was already in the harbor, arriving ahead of schedule. This caught his rider by surprise and they hurried to the docks. 
To Majherri it made sense: Count Darius was a powerful mage and the most successful of the vessels navigating the Clef River used enchantments on their sails to speed their travel. The count’s inner circle was already concerned about setbacks to the invasion and it seemed reasonable that the man in charge would be equally worried about sustaining their momentum.
At best, this army is irregular. They will get better soon enough, but he will need to consolidate control of the river all the way to the ocean before they can hope to wage war against the Middle Kingdoms and the South.
The streets at this late hour were thankfully clear, because of the curfew being enforced on the citizens. There was no need to force his way through a wall of flesh and, in Danella’s current state of mind, she’d likely trample any that barred their way.
They arrived as the boat docked with the pier. Without waiting for the wooden planks to connect the two, Majherri saw the cloaked figure of Count Darius leap across the gap, propelling his body with magical energy and landing with practiced ease on the pier.
He immediately began issuing orders.
“Bring another and be quick about it! You were told to prepare for my arrival. That gangway will snap under the weight of my beast.”
Danella dismounted and led Majherri down the pier.
The small vessel floated low in the water, weighted down by the massive body of the manticore resting in the stern. Majherri saw bandages covering a good portion of the beast’s side, including one wing. Without his rider’s stifling touch, he swelled in pride at the knowledge that Kayleigh had defeated this monster.
Still, Danella sensed enough to turn and give him a scowl. “You’re thinking about her again. This will be added to the list of reasons she will die.”
He snorted in reply and cautioned Danella not to underestimate Kayleigh Reese.
The manticore roared with displeasure and stood on unsteady legs. To be truthful, Majherri didn’t care for any voyage longer than a river ferry crossing and felt a smattering of empathy for the beast’s plight. It paced around on the deck and crouched on powerful legs.
Even Majherri had to appreciate the strength of the manticore as it jumped onto the pier, unwilling to wait for the humans to bring sturdier wood. Those still on the ship fought to keep the vessel from capsizing as several plunged into the water.
The landing was awkward and lacked the monster’s normal grace. It yowled in frustration against the mass of bandages keeping it from folding one of its wings.
Count Darius did not seem pleased that his familiar was taking unnecessary risks and said as much to the beast as it approached before calling out for the medicines to be brought for the manticore.
It made a sound of dissatisfaction that sounded similar to a housecat trying to cough up mouthful of its fur and regarded Majherri.
“Leave my presence, dark unicorn. I am in a foul mood and have no patience for you or your kind.”
As Danella greeted her master and began her report on Kayleigh, Majherri snorted and replied, “If I did not fear you when you were uninjured, what makes you believe that your current state would cause me to cower. I wish you a swift recovery.”
“A silvery tongue gets you nowhere, mulekin! What do you wish to know?”
Ignoring the slight to his heritage Majherri continued, “I wish to know what happened. I heard the human who did this to you was my former rider and was curious.”
“I will not speak of the girl and have been forbidden to seek out my revenge!”
Majherri was about to ask why when he felt Danella assert her control over him. When he trotted back to her side, she gripped his head with both hands and looked into his eyes.
Memories stirred and he found himself thinking of the walk along the streets of Helden and seeing Kayleigh come back out of the small house with her mother.
“The woman introduces herself as Brenda Reese,” Danella described. “She’s petite, a full head shorter than my twin sister. Her hair is darker than the daughter’s. She carries herself well and demonstrates proper etiquette when addressing the maidens.”
Why are they so interested in Kayleigh’s mother? Majherri thought while Danella recounted the conversation word for word to her Master. Brenda protesting that Kayleigh had been tested in Laurent, and her ultimatum forcing Kayleigh’s decision to leave.
Count Darius waved and the air shimmered. Wisps of smoke swirled and formed the image of a human female.
“Tell me, fair Danella. Does this Brenda Reese look something like this?”
The illusion came together and became a fair representation of Kayleigh’s mother.
Danella stepped from his side and inspected the illusion. “The cheeks are a little less full and she is thinner, but I assume you know this Brenda Reese?”
The count gave a hollow laugh and said, “By that name, no. Come to think of it, her handmaiden was named Brenda and her personal protector’s first name was Reese.”
“Who is she then?” Danella asked.
“A traitor, one who is as much to blame for my last defeat as Naomi Jyslin and her allies.”
Danella drew herself up to her full height and said, “Then it will be my pleasure to hunt her daughter down and bring her head back to you for their transgressions against you. I will ride tonight and not rest until the filthy wretch is dead!”
The manticore growled and said to Majherri, “Your mistress is about to be disappointed. I know what his answer will be.”
“I cannot allow that, Danella,” Darius said.
“But why, Milord?”
“I have only just confirmed that this girl is my daughter and it would be an insult to the spirits of my ancestors if the first thing I do is order her death.”
“What?” Danella exclaimed. Majherri was stunned by the statement.
“I am as surprised as you are, but I cannot deny what occurred when I faced her.”
“Impossible!”
“You know that isn’t true. Isn’t your twin almost immune to your elemental magic, Danella?”
“Yes,” she sputtered.
“Kayleigh’s fire gave me but a token burn and my spells were capable of killing a fully grown ogre. Instead, she escaped out of the city with her new unicorn and possibly Rider Garrett as her prisoner. Even though she is thwarting my efforts, I must applaud her resourcefulness.”
She has another unicorn! Majherri reeled from that revelation. Part of him hoped that Kayleigh might come for him, but now that was never going to happen. Betrayal resonated throughout his body. I’ve been replaced!
He saw Danella looking at him and despite being infuriated, he sensed a wave of perverse pleasure from her directed at him. She was gloating!
“What do you intend to do about her then, Milord?” Danella asked, never taking her eyes from Majherri.
“From what you have learned, Kayleigh has been disowned by her mother and treated poorly by your sister and the other maidens. I bear her no malice. Properly trained, she could be a force to be reckoned with. I wish to recruit her.”
Fighting through her obvious displeasure, Danella asked, “How may I help?”
“My allies in the south are waiting for Salif to fall or declare neutrality before their uprising begins. I will send word to them to try and capture my wayward daughter. As for you, Danella, your mission will be twofold. Are you familiar with the Yar?”
“Only by reputation,” she answered. “Capable warriors and raiders, but not a serious threat to the Northern Kingdoms.”
“They rule by force. Their shamans and chieftains rise in status over the bodies of their rivals. They have a powerful tribal magic and might is valued above all else.”
“What is it you wish?”
“You shall be my emissary. Convince the Yar to join my cause and attack the Northern Kingdoms. Those rulers will be reluctant to send troops to aid the High-King if their borders are threatened.”
“And if their chieftains cannot be convinced?” Danella asked with a cruel smile.
Count Darius returned her smile and reached forward to cup her chin. “Then you shall become their queen. Persuade them, one way or another.”
“Yes, Milord. And my second task?”
“Find the woman who calls herself Brenda Reese. Be careful, as she may be concealing her magical abilities. I’d like her alive, if possible, but do not let this come between you and your first task.”
“What will you do with her?”
The mage laughed at Danella’s question. “If she still has her magic, I shall remake her as I have you, my dear. If she does not, then the mother will be a lure to bring my daughter to me.”
 



Chapter 10- Broken Trust
 
Between Garrett’s distinctive helmet combined with her shouting that she had, “Prisoners for the Master!” bluffing their way out of Shiftla proved to be easier than Kayleigh had dared hope.
Most of the nomad cavalry ran amuck inside the city and only a few patrolled outside of the wall, trying to prevent the denizens from escaping. Rahzir’s presence driving the wagon also lent credibility to her masquerade. She was even able to order more soldiers to this gate with the hopes that it would allow those on the other side of the city a better chance to get out of the west gate. Briefly, she thought of Laurel and the others and whispered prayers for them. 
“Why did you do it? Why did you come with me?” she asked Rahzir when they were safely out onto the road.
The young man had removed his head wrappings and she saw tanned skin and brown eyes. He had an air of intensity that she’d never seen in other boys, even Brian Tomas. Thinking about the desert they’d left behind, she knew he couldn’t have had an easy life. He had dark curly hair and his nose was perhaps larger than it should have been, but was offset by wide, thin lips set with determination.
“I thought long and hard, riding back after we first met. You spared me, but upon my return I was whipped in punishment by the witch who stole the unicorn you had. I concluded that if my enemies were showing the mercy and restraint that my allies were not capable of, I was obviously on the wrong side of this conflict. My uncles and cousins have become consumed with ruling cities and the claiming of titles. My wants are different. I want freedom. I have no need of servants, and I wish to serve none but myself.”
“But your side is winning,” Kayleigh said.
“When I saw you fight the leader and drive him and his beast off, I knew as sure as the sun travels the sky that he was no god and certainly not invulnerable.”
“What do you know about him?”
“Precious little. His true name is spoken only by his faithful and those who he has subjugated to his will with magic, like the warrior woman bound in the bed of the wagon. I do know that he is not one of my people and have come to realize that his promises will be kept only by the blood we spill for him. He speaks with a false tongue and if he can be bested by someone who is close to my age, I fear for my people. This will not end well for them.”
“I got lucky,” Kayleigh said, feeling embarrassed. “He retreated to prevent further harm to that manticore thing he was riding. I was exhausted. If you had attacked with those other men, I think you would have won.”
The man shrugged and replied, “My victory would have avenged the shame of being beaten by you before. Perhaps, instead of commanding a dozen riders, I would be given charge of two score or even a hundred, but I have already told you how much I value my personal freedom. More men to order into battle, more death by my commands, these things do not interest me in the slightest.”
“Won’t your leaving cause problems for your family?” Tamera asked from her spot in the wagon. She hadn’t spoken in the last ten minutes, nor done anything except stare at their prisoner.
“It is possible,” he confessed. “Most will probably assume I was killed. If word of my orders to flee reach their ears, the others will call out my name and spit upon the ground at my shame, but my uncles and cousins are in command of these riders. Their glory in victory will cast aside any accusations of cowardice on my behalf.”
“High-Queen Nolan once said, ‘Choosing not to fight can be the bravest act of all.’ Or at least I think it was her,” Kayleigh offered.
Rahzir let out a hollow laugh and said, “When my people speak of that woman, far less kind words are used. It was wasteful when our forces destroyed Mon Alder, but the history you have been taught no doubt says she founded the city to bring your glorious ideals to the savages in the sands. My history tells of how they drove our tribes from our most fertile land so that they could build their walls of stone and say how much they were willing to do for us.”
Kayleigh understood Rahzir’s perspective on things. Looking over her shoulder, she came to her own conclusion.
“Tamera,” she said, addressing the earth maiden still grieving for the loss of her unicorn. “Hand me Garrett’s helmet. You and Rahzir head to that village where Laurel said we would meet up. I’m going to go back for the others.”
The nomad warrior shook his head and said, “You won’t be able to carry off the ruse for long.”
“I’ll try and get the west gate open and get as many people as I can out of the city.”
“Don’t do it, Kayleigh,” Tamera begged. “You’ll just get killed.”
“I promised you and the rest that I wouldn’t leave again. I can’t just ride away without trying.”
The young nomad regarded her until she felt uncomfortable under his gaze. “Go swiftly and strike quickly. The ones outside the city are there for a reason. They are the worst riders and poorest bowmen.”
Stopping, Kayleigh considered the images Rheysurrah fed to her and did her best to understand what her unicorn was saying. “The other unicorn is telling us to keep her and her rider separated. She wants us to tie her to the wagon securely. Apparently, Garrett can drive her into some kind of frenzy.”
Tamera looked down at the unconscious air maiden and said, “She won’t be doing anything.” 
Rheysurrah didn’t share her conviction for going back to Shiftla’s west gate. He was questioning her judgment as well. Annabeth didn’t have a strong connection to Kayleigh’s yearmates and, by extension, Rhey didn’t know the other unicorns very well.
Through their bond, he implied that they could take care of themselves and the two of them had a larger responsibility to deliver Garrett to General Hawthorne.
Majherri didn’t care when it was just some soldiers and wagon drivers who’d die at the hands of those Yar savages near Miros...then again, he was spoiling for a fight. Rhey’s different. I keep forgetting this.
She hadn’t expected reluctance from her mount as they galloped away from her small group. She was still riding the intense emotions of her battle with the sorcerer calling himself the Master. If Kayleigh had access to Rheysurrah’s magic, she might have been able to end this war, but there was a nagging feeling that it wasn’t quite that simple. 
She saw columns of smoke rising from behind Shiftla’s broken defenses. Without their leaders, the invaders weren’t exercising any discipline. Lieutenant Townsend’s lectures came to mind where she’d emphasized that greed and lack of control can be an army’s greatest weakness, turning a decisive victory into a costly delay.
If they mean to occupy Shiftla, they’re doing a poor job of it!
Looking out into the Clef River, she saw a few boats and people in the water clinging to anything that might float, desperate to escape. Amanda was down by the docks and Kayleigh hoped she was already out of the city.
The west gate was still mostly intact. The raiders had blocked the opening with several wagons, forcing those trying to escape to crawl over or under them. A dozen men with spears barred the way to salvation and six more on horses were ready to ride down into the ground any who made it through. The limp forms, devoid of the life they had this morning, were left in the dirt as a testament to the horsemen’s effectiveness.
She brought Rheysurrah to a halt and felt him again try to convince her that this wasn’t the right course of action.
“I’ll pretend to be Garrett and order the horse riders away,” she said to reassure the unicorn. “The spearmen won’t be able to get close to us and we can…drive them away…or something. Don’t worry. I’m not trying to retake this city!”
Rheysurrah still didn’t like it and had no qualms expressing his opinion.
Steeling herself, she prepared for the likelihood that she’d have to kill more people. Captain Meghan Lynch once warned her not to become too eager to take a life. The nomads had no such qualms about doing it to the fleeing residents of this town. Sadly, it looked like several females had been spared and were huddled against the wall. Spared for what? Kayleigh didn’t want to think about that and was going to ensure it didn’t happen. 
She wrestled with Garrett’s helmet. It was a bit too large and blocked more of her vision than Kayleigh was comfortable with. Her eyes and only a bit of her face were exposed. Finishing with it, she said, “Alright, let’s take care of this.”
“There’s a major breakthrough at the main gate,” she shouted, riding close. “Take the horses and reinforce them! I’ll hold this gate.”
The men looked to the rider with the darkest cloak, who said, “Half my men were summoned by your last request. If there is such a problem there, why are you not there right now?”
Kayleigh hadn’t been prepared for the orders to be questioned and felt an admonition from Rheysurrah. Her plan was collapsing before it had even begun.
“Go, now!” she said and pointed. “The Master will not be pleased.”
“Unlike you, woman, I serve him freely. If you cannot hold the gate, you are the one to face his wrath. I’ll not give another soul for your stupidity!”
Rhey alerted her to one rider trying to circle.
“Thresh! The unicorn is a male!” the rider shouted. “The other rode a female!”
With their ruse exposed, Kayleigh burst into action. She dropped Garrett’s useless bow and spit ribbons of flame from both of her outstretched hands. Thresh’s horse reared and threw him as the unprepared man tried to raise his bow.
“Stay and die!” she screamed and pulled at Rheysurrah’s magic, waving her hands around and spraying liquid fire all over the place. Kayleigh’s flames licked at the hooves of the nearby horses, driving them into a panic. Rheysurrah’s hooves exploded as he rocked forward and unleashed a kick with his burning hind legs to give the man behind them pause.
This caused the arrow the man fired from a kneeling position to miss wide. Rhey danced to the side and avoided a spear hurled by the closest man on foot. Kayleigh responded by increasing the intensity of her flames and swept them across the dodging men. Majherri had previously convinced her that fear of fire was almost as potent as the actual magic itself. People on fire screamed and their screams affected the choices of others.
There was a stab of pain and she’d thought for a moment that Rhey had been hit, but a glance down and she saw an arrow sticking through the fleshy part of her left thigh. Thresh had recovered and, despite Rheysurrah’s evasive dance, scored a hit.
Anger flared through her, probably magnified by Rheysurrah’s, and she responded. His eyes filled with fear as he fumbled with his quiver, trying to get another arrow. The thick column of white fire washed over him and his scream was cut short. Privately, she hoped that this man hadn’t been a relative of Rahzir’s.
Thresh’s death broke his troops. They bolted. Kayleigh waited until they were far enough away before she tried to pull the arrow out of her leg. The arrow was barbed and she cried out in pain, realizing that she’d have to cut it out. Snapping the arrow, she left only about a finger’s length of shaft in her leg. 
Townspeople trapped behind the gate saw the confrontation and were already scrambling to get out of the city.
“Get the wagons out of the way!” she called out to the cowering women and the first few who had climbed over the crude barricade. Most just continued running like frightened animals, but some actually heeded her command. She climbed off of Rhey, limping noticeably, and threw her weight behind the first wagon. With the assistance of others, it rolled forward slowly. Kayleigh grimaced, seeing the dead bodies of those who’d attempted to crawl to freedom.
The death of the man called Thresh, bothered her less with each step she took. The second wagon had broken wheels, but the people inside the gate had stopped trying to climb over the wreckage and were now pushing at the wagon closest to them and moving the mass aside. With a supreme amount of effort the crude barricade was pushed out of the way and those held prisoner in their own city poured out. Kayleigh likened it to the phrase “Rats abandoning a sinking vessel.”
Tired and injured, she grabbed Garrett’s bow and pulled herself back into the saddle before scanning for any unicorn riders. Two minutes passed and the flow of humanity exiting the city began to ebb. She used her fire on the wagons, so they couldn’t be used when the soldiers returned. It was certain that they would return in force.
“We’ve got a few minutes,” she said to her unicorn and nudged him toward the entrance. “We could…”
Kayleigh trailed off under a barrage of images from Rheysurrah. He told her in no uncertain terms that they’d done enough and he would not be setting a single hoof inside those walls.
“I promised I wouldn’t leave them again!” she retorted.
He started to turn away from the city and sent an image of Annabeth fighting to her death out in the desert at her to emphasize his point.
“I’ll get off and do it myself then,” she said and started to get off, but the pain in her leg caused them both to wince.
He replied with a memory of his former rider telling another to, “Quit being an idiot.”
Seeing memories of Annabeth was disconcerting, especially when she’d never been present for it.
“Fine! You win, Rheysurrah,” Kayleigh said. She thrust her hand into the air and sent a geyser of green flame into the air with the hopes that people would see it and know there was a way out. She kept it going as Rheysurrah trotted easily by those fleeing on foot. After a hundred yards, she let the green flame go and leaned forward, allowing Rheysurrah to carry them toward Tamera and Rahzir. On both sides of the bond, there were hard feelings and very little trust. Neither felt like being in the other’s company at the moment. If she could, Kayleigh would have walked, but the arrow in the side of her leg throbbed as she removed the Yar knife from the sheath holding it. There were no signs of pursuit and she asked him to slow down so that she could cut the remaining portion of the arrow from her leg.
Funny, she thought. A wizard and his manticore can’t touch me and some stupid archer wounds me. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry!
Retrieving a few bandages from her saddlebags, she used the bone knife to peel away the leather around the arrow shaft. She winced in pain when she prodded the flesh around the wound with the tip. Biting down on a rag, Kayleigh dug around the arrowhead, making the injury larger to remove it. She had another chance to practice her cauterization technique.
The pain was good in one respect. It distracted her from the anger she’d felt about the fracturing partnership she and Rheysurrah had.
 
It took only twenty minutes of hard riding to find the wagon. The female unicorn tied to the back was having some kind of fit that was clearly slowing them down. Kayleigh’s guess that Penelope Garrett was awake proved to be correct. As she approached, she saw that half the air maiden’s body was now encircled with rope and it was lashed through the sides of the wagon, effectively immobilizing the woman. A length of fabric that looked like it came from Rahzir’s head covering served as a gag.
Tamera’s really good with knots,
Kayleigh thought, trying to reclaim a lighter mood. Orsa moaned, but remained unconscious.
“You didn’t find the others?” Tamera asked.
“No,” Kayleigh responded. “We got the west gate unblocked, but only townsfolk were there. What’s going on here?”
Tamera grimaced and gestured at the prisoner. “The unicorn was right about her driving it insane.”
Kayleigh let out an exasperated sigh and said, “Garrett, stop this. You’re only going to hurt your unicorn.”
The woman glared at her with those darkened eyes and the tethered unicorn broke into a fresh fit.
“We’re not going to get very far like this,” Rahzir said, fighting with the reins.
“I was thinking about knocking her out again,” Tamera admitted. “But if I hit her too hard…”
At least she’s not still talking about killing Garrett, Kayleigh thought and considered the situation. She remembered helping Laurel and her unicorn calm down after fighting with Garrett the first time. Would it work in this situation?
She hopped out of the saddle and winced on the landing. Her bandaged leg was still tender.
“Are you okay?” Rahzir asked.
“It’s nothing,” Kayleigh replied, trying to brush it off. “Just an arrow wound in the leg…more annoying than anything else.”
The female unicorn bucked and kicked as she approached. She went into the wagon instead of trying to touch the unicorn’s side and said, “Tamera, block Garrett’s view.”
Unfortunately, the horn of Garrett’s unicorn danced in front of Kayleigh. Raising her hand, she sent a flash of bright flame in front of the unicorn to momentarily blind it. With her other hand, she reached out and grabbed the horn.
Instantly, she felt darkness and rage pushing at her through the sudden connection. There was pain, inflammation on the unicorn’s flanks and it was the source of the agony. Kayleigh caught an image of the unicorn being whipped…by her rider!
The bond Garrett shared with the female throbbed with energy. Like any other bond, she perceived it as a rope, but this rope had dark threads all around the knot that twisted and moved like worms or small snakes, constricting on the side that pointed to the unicorn. The side coming from the rider seemed darker, as if dipped in tar. Using the same mental hand she used to forge a new bond with Rheysurrah, Kayleigh grasped the bond and shook it. One of the dark worms slithered toward her, but fell away from the bond, vanishing into wisps of smoke. More of the threads crawled out of the knot and Kayleigh brought her other hand down on Garrett’s side of the bond and squeezed.
From behind, she heard a muffled scream as her actions caused the air maiden pain. More of the worms fell away, but one struck her phantom hands and it felt like Kayleigh had been stung on her real one by a bee. Opening her eye, she saw a welt on the back of her right hand.
Mentally, Kayleigh took her hand and beat on the knot where the two met. Each blow seemed to cause Garrett pain, but the unicorn was now significantly calmer. 
“Alright,” Kayleigh said, addressing the unicorn. “I think whatever I am able to do can block your rider’s influence on you, but I’ll have to ride you. Will you allow this?”
The unicorn nodded and Garrett began a muffled protest. 
With a deep breath, Kayleigh got into the unicorn’s saddle and fought off another wave of those dark worms trying to slither out of the bond.
A hazy vision passed between Kayleigh and the unicorn she now rode. Kayleigh concentrated, but all she heard was a voice threatening someone named Cyemma.
“Cyemma? Is that your name?”
Surprised, the unicorn snorted.
“I can see and hear your memories, but it’s muffled, like trying to hear a conversation with my head under water.”
“You can do some strange things, Reese,” Tamera said. Kayleigh glanced over at Rheysurrah and could see that he wasn’t that angry over her being on another unicorn. The fact that he wasn’t bothered by this irritated Kayleigh and spoke volumes about the current state of their relationship.
Maybe this is better for now, she thought before saying aloud, “I’m getting used to it at this point. Go ahead and unhook Cyemma and let’s get going. If I had to guess, Garrett’s control weakens with distance. Otherwise, Danella would have done so much more to Majherri.”
As Tamera did so, Kayleigh saw another image of something with a dark coat. It was a unicorn, but other than the horn and mane it was black. Looking closer, she saw the familiar horn was missing its tip.
“Is that Majherri?” she asked, fear in her voice. “What has she done to him?”
Cyemma couldn’t answer and Garrett used her confusion to launch another assault on the bond. Cyemma bucked hard, but Kayleigh managed to hang on. Tamera must have realized what Garrett was doing, because she turned and kicked the air maiden in the gut.
This allowed Kayleigh enough time to help Cyemma regain control and they rode to the front of the wagon. To Rahzir she said, “I’ll stay in sight and will get back here in a hurry if something’s wrong. Rhey, stay with them for now.”
The male unicorn nodded, but showed no real interest. Kayleigh urged Cyemma forward with the muted groans of Penelope Garrett cursing them.
“I hope whatever is controlling your rider will eventually wear off,” she said. Cyemma responded with a vision of Penelope in chains over some kind of pot or cauldron. There were people all around. It was a tent. Kayleigh tried to focus on the bond and try to get a clearer picture. When she did, she noticed a tiny thread going off of Cyemma’s side of the bond. Following it back to the source, she was amazed at what she found on the other end…a tiny life, so faint, fragile, and beautiful. It made her gasp.
“Cyemma? Did you know you are pregnant?”
The unicorn stopped in her tracks and Kayleigh got the distinct impression of fear emanating from Cyemma.
 



Chapter 11- Dire Warnings
 
“The man I whipped in Jaruciax,” Danella said in an offhand nature. “I want him under my new command. Bring him.”
“I’m afraid he was lost at Shiftla, Milady,” the cavalry leader replied.
“Pity,” she said. “It is also a shame that I will be without my sisters and that Majherri must wear these enchanted reins to make him appear as a pathetic beast of burden.”
In truth, Majherri didn’t care one bit for the reflection he’d seen in the fountain. He could still feel his horn, but the illusion was too convincing for his liking. The reasoning behind the move made sense. A black unicorn had never existed and would draw far too much attention. A Battle Maiden leading a score of warriors would also be noteworthy, but a woman riding a black horse amongst other riders would nothing remarkable.
It didn’t mean he was happy about it, but that could describe every day since he’d returned to Danella’s side.
His rider wore an enchanted necklace that made her eyes appear normal. When she’d first come to him, he’d saw her eyes and his spirit soared, only to be disappointed shortly after.
They would be riding light, which meant no wagons to slow them down. It also meant heavier saddlebags, laden with food, coins, and jewels. A portion of the treasury of Jaruciax would be a gift or bribe to the Yar - to buy their allegiance. 
Humans and their shiny trinkets, he thought. I doubt that I’ll ever truly understand.
If their gifts weren’t well received, then Danella would take what she needed by force. Already, he could tell which his rider hoped for. The bloodlust consuming her, and him by extension, sickened Majherri. Certainly, they’d never turned away from a fight, but now she actively went looking for one.
Danella must have noticed his foul mood because she turned and said, “If you’d like to go somewhere else while I finish up here, I give you permission. In fact, I heard a rumor that they captured one of the trainees and her ’corn in Shiftla. Why don’t you go and see what you can learn, or entertain yourself by annoying the Master’s beast? I know how much you enjoy that.”
He bristled at receiving her “permission.” It was a subtle reminder of the power she wielded over him, but her suggestion had merit. Majherri moved close enough for his rider to remove the bewitched gear. He had no desire to travel in the guise of a lesser beast and fight off the hands of any who would try to claim him.
Freed from both the whims of his rider and the wretched thing that made his horn disappear, he wandered away in search of the new unicorn. Try as he might, he barely remembered any of the names of the trainees. The only other experienced unicorn in the group that went through the portal was that arrogant colt, Rheysurrah. He’d carried that fire maiden who Kayleigh was fond of, the one with the annoying high-pitched voice. As much as he didn’t like that unicorn, he would not wish this fate on an enemy.
The streets of Jaruciax did not have nearly the numbers of humans Majherri had recalled during more peaceful times but, even so, people still ventured into the streets for reasons the unicorn could not fathom.
“Look, Mother! Father,” a girl said from the stand where her parents sold pottery. “Is that a unicorn?”
The child reached her hand out, but her mother snatched it back, saying in a hushed whisper, “Don’t even think of touching that thing! They say a spawn of the nether rides the monster.”
Majherri considered stopping, but thought better of it. What would it accomplish, outside of frightening a peasant family? Sadly, I cannot be certain those rumors are far from the truth.
His journey through the streets only reinforced the aura of fear surrounding him. Before, when his coat was light and his rider had free will, he’d enjoyed the attention of the other humans. Now, they had good reason to fear. From an outsider’s view, wherever he went in this city, death followed.
Soldiers from the occupying army stood at each intersection. The first group looked bored and he ignored them, but the second seemed intent on intimidating any who passed. Shattered pottery littered the wet cobblestones.
“Another with no tithe for their new rulers!” one of the three men shouted. “No water for you either!”
The man held at spear point was forced to dump the water he carried onto the street.
“Go on,” the soldier threatened. “If you don’t I’ll break it and something else.”
The fearful man dropped the clay pot onto the ground and it shattered. The taunting nomad took three quick steps forward and kicked the broken container, ensuring it would not be salvageable.
“There is a water tax in effect! If you want water, you’ll pay the tax.”
If this was the desert, Majherri thought, they wouldn’t dare waste water like that.
Unfortunately, Majherri was part of this army and their actions, in a way, reflected poorly on him. He decided, after only a moment’s consideration, to intervene. He trotted past the small crowd that had gathered. Most held empty jugs and were too frightened to try their luck with the warriors.
The men failed to notice his approach until he snorted loudly. They turned, no doubt expecting one of their officers, but found him instead.
“It’s that woman’s unicorn!”
“Relax, it’s on our side,” the person who had been doing most of the talking said. What amazed Majherri the most was how humans could say so much and have their words mean absolutely nothing.
“It doesn’t look happy,” one of his comrades warned.
Majherri snorted for a second time.
“It’s just a stupid ani...” 
The man didn’t get to finish his statement. Majherri pivoted and pointed his horn at the man, who immediately took awkward steps backward. 
Rearing, he expressed his displeasure.
“Does it want the money?”
“I don’t know!”
“I think it wants us to leave!”
Majherri nodded and dragged a hoof across the ground and the warriors walked away. It was a tiny victory, but that was the only kind available to him for now.
 
He searched until he found the wagon and cage to which Osalon had previously been shackled to. This time, the cage contained a younger girl, one from Kayleigh’s class. The female unicorn stiffened and took a defensive posture as he neared.
“Stay back!”
“I mean you no harm, youngling,” Majherri said to the female. “I may look different, but I am still Majherri. Forgive me, but I do not recall your name.”
“I am Farlana. What have they done to you?”
“My first rider is tainted by very dark magic and it spreads across my bond. Before you ask, I don’t know if it will happen to you or your rider. I think my situation may be somewhat unique. How were you captured?”
The female said, “Amanda and I were at the docks in Shiftla when the city was attacked. The humans panicked and we were trying to keep things from getting worse when we were attacked by men using weighted nets. My rider was dragged from my saddle before I could mount an effective defense.”
“Human cities are treacherous places under the best conditions,” Majherri said and tried to reassure the female. “There is little room to maneuver and from your description, it sounds like the humans were trained to ambush Battle Maidens. I’m sure you did everything you could.”
“What will happen to Amanda? Can you free us? She’s been treated roughly by our captors, but not as badly as I’d feared.”
He shook his head side to side. “I cannot. They will probably use the foul heart of the netherbeast to convert your rider to the cause of Count Darius. You won’t be allowed any physical contact with your rider until her eyes become like those of the other thralls. Your rider will be able to control your movements and even your moods through the bond. I doubt you will like the feeling any more than I do.”
As Farlana protested this and then bemoaned her plight, Majherri noted that she gave no reaction to him naming Count Darius and he was annoyed that the younglings seemed to spend less time learning about human history than when he was first at The Academy.
“What do you know of my other rider, Kayleigh Reese?” he asked when he could not take her wallowing in pity any longer.
“She rides Rheysurrah now and has admitted to my rider and several others that she is not really a Battle Maiden. I don’t know if she survived the battle. I am sorry.”
Majherri’s head drooped at her words. He did not like Rheysurrah at all. The male was arrogant, disrespectful, and thought far too much of the meager skills he possessed. 
“I know that Kayleigh did. I have already learned that much. What of Rheysurrah’s original rider?”
“She was slain and the girl was able to forge a bond to prevent Rheysurrah’s wasting,” Farlana reported before returning to her comments about how unfair her situation was. Majherri lost interest in her instantly and felt badly for Kayleigh. She’d liked the other human, even if he hadn’t.
“Majherri? Aren’t you listening to me?”
He hadn’t, but didn’t want to admit it. “What did you say? I was thinking about Kayleigh and Rheysurrah.”
“I asked you to please come closer.”
“Why?”
“Do you need me to confess it? Fine! I am scared and in need of any comfort you are willing to provide.”
This made him worry about what happened between him and Cyemma. He observed Farlana. Her nostrils flared, and she had repositioned herself so that he could see her entire body. The female was only in her third year of training and too young to mate. She probably didn’t even realize what she was doing.
“It’s affecting you as well,” he said.
“What are you talking about?” she asked, confused, but her body’s movements told a completely different story.
“The dark magic afflicting me causes an unusual reaction among females. It will drive you into a mating frenzy.”
“I just want some comforting,” she neighed, confused.
“All I can offer is my apologies, Farlana. You’re too young to mate and even if I were interested, you are chained to your rider’s cage. The prospect does not entice me. I wish you and your rider safe journeys, wherever fate may take you.”
He began to back away over her protests. Perhaps she wasn’t offering what he thought, but he would rather not get closer to find out. At least this time, he remained in control of his actions, unlike with Cyemma. That made him feel better, but only slightly.
 
After leaving behind the confused and frustrated female, Majherri went to one of the city’s closed marketplaces and stared up at the spirits of his ancestors in the sky. He wondered if his light would be welcome there when his time in the mortal realm ended. 
The area was blissfully free of humans, except a couple of bored-looking men guarding the area. They weren’t part of the invading army, nor of the city guard. Majherri guessed these were mercenaries, hired by the merchants to protect their interests.
Danella would be pretending to be such a person when they left this city and Majherri would be forced to act the part of a common animal. As he considered his existence, he heard a set of hooves approach. He snorted and shook his head, in no mood for anyone’s company.
“I am surprised I could get this close before you’d noticed me,” Osalon said.
“My mind is occupied, Osalon. Is there something you need?”
“I have spoken to a few of the others,” Osalon started. “They believe you are cursed.”
“They are probably correct. Is that what you think?”
“No. You’re considerably saner than when we were in the desert with the trainees. Now that Sandra is free of her physical shackles but wears a set of another kind, I am allowed to walk the city as you do. What occupies your mind so much that a noisy lancer can get so close to an observant scout?”
Osalon’s attempt at sarcasm actually amused Majherri and he responded, “I was wondering if we will be cast from the sky and not allowed to shine our light down on our kin after what has happened.”
“Interesting,” Osalon said with a swish of his tail. “I didn’t take you for a spiritualist.”
“I am more than the stories make of me,” he replied. His amusement quickly reached its limit.
“So it would seem,” the other acknowledged. “Sandra has dedicated herself to turning this migrating pack of scavengers into a functioning army.”
“She will have to settle for disappointment,” Majherri stated.
“Sandra is eager to prove her worth. She had hoped to one day be leading her own battalion of riders. As I am certain you are aware, this darkness removes the restraints on her ambition.”
He nodded, all too familiar with how the corruption worked and hoped the air maiden would retain some semblance of her identity.
“Still, the army consists of men from a culture ill-suited to taking orders from females,” Majherri said. “Your rider will face more obstacles than simple incompetence.”
Osalon agreed with Majherri’s assessment of the problems ahead before saying, “I am more concerned about the first time I must stand against one of our kin.”
“I haven’t had to face that either, Osalon. I share your concern that it will happen. Perhaps you should encourage your rider’s dreams of crafting invasion plans. The humans planning the battles are rarely the ones on the front lines.”
Osalon was silent and Majherri watched him consider his words. “I am not certain. If she is too successful, it means that many of our kin will die by her strategies. I do not know which is worse. Still, I am uncertain what this Count Darius wishes to accomplish. This army will overrun the western kingdoms and perhaps even make it into the central kingdoms.”
“He has allies from before in the southern kingdoms,” Majherri answered. “They will wait until he has made enough progress to switch their allegiance, but I think his plan hinges on something else.”
“What is it?”
“Danella and I interrupted his summoning ceremony, when he first attempted to call a netherbeast to our realm. He was forced to send it back to heal, missing one of its three hearts. He is looking for a place of power to open another rift and bring it and its ilk forth once more.”
“The human tampers with powers beyond his control!”
“I fear you are right, Osalon. Before, the sorcerer used a lost temple far into the Western Desert. I am not sure why he couldn’t use that ground again, but I think he must go elsewhere now. In truth, I believe that this invasion doesn’t need to reach Talcosa. It is only a ruse to get him to where he can open a portal to the Nether and call for help once more from those cursed realms.”
“Why are you telling me this, Majherri?”
“Danella and I are leaving to gather allies and attack from the far north and I want my suspicions known before I depart. If Sandra is to be involved in the planning, you may be able to learn where he intends to open his portal.”
Osalon seemed unsure of himself, before asking, “What can we do with this information?”
“We will do what must be done to stop the netherbeasts from defiling our world any more than they already have.” 
“Agreed. I’d heard that you were leaving, Majherri. I waited outside the command tent and listened to the one called Amir saying that your rider was becoming uncontrollable. Count Darius allayed his fears, saying that your rider is an agent of chaos and that it serves no purpose to attempt to control such a force. Instead, he sends her where she can cause the most trouble for his enemies.”
“I’d be offended,” Majherri confessed. “But I cannot dispute what has been said. I know only that things will not end well.”
 



Chapter 12- In the Company of Solitude
 
The village Laurel had described was more a tiny collection of houses that made Helden appear like a major city in comparison. A partially built wall, which looked like it hadn’t been touched in years, offered more shade than it did protection.
It was also devoid of life. Upon closer inspection, the buildings, built from mud bricks, stones, and pieces of wood, were damaged and stripped of anything useful. In the fields were the signs of crops left to fend for themselves. Weeds had moved in and taken over and Kayleigh knew they were more likely to find a rabbit than any vegetables or fruits.
At least the unicorns will be able to eat their fill.
“I believe the inhabitants left over a year ago,” Orsa said from his spot in the wagon. The wounded soldier was a pale shadow of the man who had drafted them into the defense of his city. Fortunately, Kayleigh had been scouting ahead and Tamera broke the news of how quickly Shiftla fell to the invaders.
It was possible that Tamera blamed him for the loss of her unicorn as much as she blamed their prisoner.
Kayleigh nodded and closed her eyes, checking the state of Cyemma’s bond with Penelope Garrett. She visualized the rope connecting the two and checked the place where the two were joined. The strands of darkness were still there, but they were fewer in number. Even so, she concentrated and pulled several away, similar to pulling loose threads from a bolt of cloth.
Their prisoner had tried to make trouble when Kayleigh attempted to sleep. She’d been forced to take Cyemma on a five minute ride out of the camp and secure the poor, suffering unicorn tightly to a tree. Kayleigh walked back to camp and then gave in to her guilt by going back to stay with Cyemma to protect the unicorn from any predators that might find her.
“Laurel said she’d seen it on the maps when you sent her with the messenger birds outside the city.”
“She should have asked,” Orsa said.
“And let you know where we intended to meet up if we managed to escape Shiftla?” Kayleigh responded and thought how she wouldn’t have asked either. “Besides, most refugees would be moving alongside of the Clef. The pursuit would head that way.”
“There is no defendable position here,” the man said. “We shouldn’t stay here long.”
“We’re going to wait a day,” Kayleigh said, uninterested in any argument.
“Don’t be a fool, girl!”
“You’re in no condition to ride, Captain,” Kayleigh said. “Even if you were, I couldn’t spare either of the horses pulling the wagon and neither of the unicorns here will let you near them. Unless you feel like taking a long walk, then I’m afraid you’re staying put.”
Orsa’s been angry and pitiful ever since he came to, Kayleigh thought. He acts as if he lost his honor as well as his city!
“I think we will not be attacked,” Rahzir said, urging the tired horses onward. “With the leader being driven back, I do not believe that my uncle will push south.”
Orsa bristled with anger and pointed an accusatory finger at Kayleigh. “You put more stock in what this deserter says! He should be bound like the woman.”
“Rahzir has given us no reason to doubt him. You, on the other hand, made us prisoners in your town,” Tamera interjected, clearly angry.
Kayleigh nodded her thanks to her friend and noted how quickly Tamera came to Rahzir’s defense. 
“Can we please go a few hours without a squabble? Tamera, you and Rahzir take care of the horses, get something to eat, and get some sleep. I’ll take first watch and Captain Orsa can keep an eye on the prisoner.”
“I wouldn’t use the well,” Orsa advised. “It may have been poisoned.”
“Fair enough,” Kayleigh said. “We’ve got enough to last us to Salif, but I’ll ride around before the sun sets and see if I can find more.”
In truth, Kayleigh had been summoning water. Tamera knew she could, but there was no reason for the others to know.
Tamera’s still a mess from losing her unicorn. Orsa is injured. Garrett’s insane. Rheysurrah loathes me and Cyemma is clinging to me to prevent Garrett from controlling her. The only one I seem to be able to rely on is Rahzir. Thank the Goddess and her daughters that he doesn’t hold a grudge over the death of his cousin!
 
“May I have a moment?” Kayleigh asked of Rahzir when they stopped for the first time to allow the horses and the unicorns a brief rest. She was uncomfortable broaching the subject, but felt it necessary.
“What can I do for you?” he answered in a casual manner.
“When I went back to Shiftla, I had to fight through some warriors who were blocking the gate. Their leader was named Thresh. Was he a relative?”
“A cousin. Did you kill him?”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “He was the one who hit me with the arrow.”
Other than her mother, Kayleigh had no family and couldn’t identify with how he might be feeling.
“We were not very close. He was headstrong and believed himself invulnerable. Obviously, he was not as skilled with the bow and arrow as his boasts claimed. I will mourn his loss, but dying in battle against a worthy foe bodes well for his next life.”
“I thought you’d be mad at me,” she said.
“Life in my land is harsh. Death can come at any moment. Each setting sun is to be cherished, because it means that you have survived another day. But I must ask, why did you tell me this? You could as easily have never mentioned this to me and I would be none the wiser. It does not give you any advantage and you risked angering me.”
“You’re risking everything by coming with us. I want to be able to trust you and I want you to be able to trust me.”
Rahzir paused, digesting what she said. She saw honest surprise on his face before he said, “Again, I underestimate you. One of the things my people always say about those from the east is how they speak lies, saying one thing and doing the opposite. Your actions are honorable and rise above the beliefs of my people.”
“Thank you,” Kayleigh said, blushing furiously. “I can’t promise that everyone is like me.”
“No,” he said and let out a hollow laugh. “The other girl, Tamera, accuses me of being a spy.”
“I don’t think we’re important enough to merit a spy. Tamera is still hurting from losing her unicorn. Be patient with her.” She thought of mentioning how quickly her friend came to his defense, but decided against it.
“I will,” he said with a nod.
 
Securing the female unicorn to a hitching post by one of the empty houses, Kayleigh checked the inside before walking back to find Rheysurrah. Her leg was still tender from the arrow wound and walking for more than fifty feet bothered her.
Her unicorn grazed near the wagon in what used to be someone’s vegetable garden. He’d ignored her since she was forced to ride Cyemma, preferring to stay with the others while Kayleigh scouted ahead. 
To say things were bad between the two of them was like saying this invasion was just an interruption of peoples’ lives. His refusal to go back into Shiftla was just another sign that their partnership was an utter failure. 
Most of Kayleigh’s life had revolved around avoiding confrontations. There was always the fear of upsetting her mother, her clients, or someone important or influential. Thrust into the role of Lead Rider, she still didn’t develop much as a leader. Kayleigh got by only because she performed at a high level and the other girls in first year saw how Captain Lynch treated her.
She didn’t know how to make peace with Rheysurrah, but figured she needed to do something.
“Hey, Rhey, do you want to go for a quick ride?”
Rheysurrah backed away from her, snorting, and shaking his head from side to side.
“Is this about me riding Cyemma? You know I have to do it until her rider comes out of that awful spell she’s under.”
He snorted again and she knew it was deeper than that.
“I get it, Rhey,” she said to him, feeling the tightness in her chest clamp around her heart at his rejection. “You don’t want me as your rider anymore. I know it’s not working out between us. I’m doing the best that I can and you’re not making it any easier!”
The unicorn deliberately turned away from her and lowered his head back to the ground to graze some more.
“All right,” she said, crushed by his indifference. “If that’s what you really want, when we get to Salif, I’ll try to undo the bond between us.”
“Kayleigh? Are you okay? I can take the first watch if you want.” Tamera asked, stopping Kayleigh as she fled from Rheysurrah’s rejection.
“Not really,” she answered. “But I’ll get by. I’m too angry to go to sleep anytime soon, but thank you for your offer.”
“I’m sorry for overhearing that. Things aren’t getting any better between you two, are they?”
They continued walking as Kayleigh admitted, “No, they aren’t. When Danella broke my bond with Majherri, it hurt, a lot. I don’t want to do that again until we’re somewhere safe. Rheysurrah might start wasting all over again.”
“Still, it got me wondering,” Tamera started nervously, wringing her hands together. “Do you think you might be able to help me bond with another unicorn?”
“Uh, I really don’t know how all this works,” she replied.
Tamera placed her hands on Kayleigh’s shoulders and said, “Please! Without a unicorn, I’m just a girl headed back to her parents and their farm. I don’t want that life again. You made a bond with Rheysurrah to keep him from dying. Maybe, I could take over your bond with him?”
The girl’s desperate plea reached Kayleigh. “I … I don’t even know if I can, Tamera. It might not even be possible. We might be stuck with each other.”
“But it might work,” Tamera said, clinging to a hope.
“It might,” Kayleigh said. “Let me see your hands for a moment.”
Taking the girl’s hands, she closed her eye and searched for the remnants of the other girl’s bond. Concentrating, she followed her instincts and located the frayed cord floating in the center of Tamera Akers. The ends were limp and appeared burnt. Kayleigh wasn’t sure what, if anything, she could do with it.
Letting go, she sighed and looked into the expectant eyes of her friend before saying, “I can still see your side of the bond. I won’t make any promises and you’d still have to convince Rheysurrah to let you try, but he might change his mind and want to stay with me.”
“Thank you, Kayleigh. You don’t know how much this means to me,” Tamera said and embraced her, before running back to the wagon.
Kayleigh remembered the pain she felt when Majherri was lost to her. It wasn’t quite the same as what Tamera was experiencing, but it was close enough. She missed her connection with him. They fought and often became frustrated at one another, but there was always the sense that both of them acknowledged that they were a team. Rheysurrah didn’t give her that same feeling. She felt trapped, frustrated, and wished that Laurel or someone else was here to make the decisions. The weight of the world seemed to be grinding her into the ground, pulling her in a dozen different directions at the same time. She kept walking as the enormity of everything she’d experienced began to catch up to her and Kayleigh’s legs felt like they had turned to lead. Barely managing to get around the side of one of the vacant hovels, she sat down with her back against the earthen wall and allowed the tears to finally overwhelm her.
 
She woke later in the darkness to a hand shaking her. Her neck felt awful from falling asleep in such an awkward position.
“What?” she asked, trying to wipe the sleep out of her puffy eyes.
“I took your watch,” Rahzir said. “You were in no condition. I would have let you sleep longer, but I need some rest before the sun rises.”
“Oh, okay,” Kayleigh said and stood on unsteady legs, quickly learning that it wasn’t just her neck that was sore. She felt worse than three trips through the obstacle course back at The Academy. “Thank you for doing that.”
“You needed the rest,” he said and Kayleigh felt her cheeks flush.  Everyone probably heard me crying my eyes out!
She tried to think of something clever to say that would make her less embarrassed, but nothing came to mind. With no other option, Kayleigh decided to pretend it didn’t happen.
Some leader I’m turning out to be, she thought, following him to the wagon. She took a drink of water from her canteen and unwrapped a bundle of dried meat to ease her hunger. Grabbing a pair of apples, she went first to Rheysurrah and gave one to him. He accepted it and she guessed his sensitive hearing had no trouble hearing her breakdown. Using a brief moment of heatsight, she made certain that Cyemma was still at the tree and made her way to where the female unicorn was tied up.
“I brought you an apple,” she said, noting that Cyemma looked as bad as she felt. Touching her side, she saw more evidence of the corruption from the unicorn’s bond with Penelope Garrett. Expending some effort, she broke the threads of darkness away.
“Hang in there,” she offered. “The spell your rider is under can’t last forever. That thing you showed me in your vision, the one that helps this sorcerer control her, she won’t be able to go back to it. I know it is hard being separated from her. Just keep your spirits up. Besides, you’ve got someone else to live for now.”
Cyemma nodded her head and chomped on the apple while Kayleigh pulled a thick brush from the saddlebag. The unicorn still seemed uncertain of the fact that she was with child. Kayleigh knew almost nothing about the birth cycle of unicorns. The fourth and fifth year students are the ones who help the female unicorns deliver. Their mounts are closer to the age where they can mate.
Knowing Cyemma was probably concerned about the possible effects on her developing colt or filly, Kayleigh held up the brush and said, “Your rider can’t brush you right now but if you let me, I will.”
The unicorn responded with a hazy image of riders brushing their unicorns and Kayleigh took that as permission.
“I wish I could have finished off that manticore. That man deserves it for what’s been done to Majherri.”
The image shifted to a dark haired woman riding on Majherri. Kayleigh was still trying to get used to the dark coat Majherri now had, but now she concentrated on the woman. Her skin lacked color and she looked more dead than alive. 
“Is that Danella Lynch?” The changes in the woman were dramatic. She couldn’t even imagine the amount of corruption that had caused the transformation in the two of them. “She looks ghastly!”
Cyemma nodded and Kayleigh strained to pick up the words from the distorted memory. Something the young woman thought she heard gave her great pause.
Did Lynch just say Count Darius?
Fighting the knot of fear growing in the pit of her stomach, she asked, “Cyemma, were Penelope and Danella calling the leader Count Darius? He was the one riding the manticore wasn’t he? Are you certain?”
Another nod from Cyemma confirmed her new worst nightmare.
“He’s supposed to be dead,” she sputtered.
The unicorn shook her head to indicate that this was wrong and showed her the grainy memory of Penelope pledging her service to the man.
“I’ll be right back,” Kayleigh said and jogged to the wagon. 
Both Orsa and Rahzir were still awake and looked at her with questioning eyes. Tamera was on the ground sleeping on a blanket. Kayleigh went into the wagon to find the prisoner. Penelope typically yelled and screamed when she wasn’t gagged. On the first day, she’d spit any water back at the person holding the canteen and refused to eat. By the second day, she’d stopped and accepted food and nourishment. Kayleigh reasoned that it was to keep her strength up for an escape attempt.
Making a small fire in the palm of her hand, she looked into Rider Garrett’s eyes. They were still completely dark. The woman smelled awful and Kayleigh felt a pang of sympathy.
“I’m sorry you’re being kept in such a state, we’ll try and get you cleaned up when we can.”
Using the hand that wasn’t producing the light, she reached over and pulled the gag from Penelope Garrett’s mouth. “Do you need any water?”
Garrett spit in her face and said, “You get poor marks for how you treat your prisoners, little girl.”
“If you weren’t so dangerous, we wouldn’t have to do this. We’re trying to help you return to the person you once were.”
“I am the person I want to be! Spare me your caring, you insignificant, little bitch! Just tell me what you want?” Garrett demanded.
Put off slightly by Penelope’s insults, Kayleigh faltered as she asked, “I just want to know one thing…the man leading this…the one you call your master…what is his name?”
“The master’s name is not to be spoken to those who do not believe,” Garrett answered Kayleigh.
Pausing, Kayleigh made certain she could see Penelope’s face. Kayleigh’s mother used to tell her to watch people’s expressions when doing business. Brenda Reese had an almost uncanny ability to read other people’s faces when negotiating a price or tell when her daughter wasn’t being completely truthful.
Of course this is a little more dangerous than selling artwork, Kayleigh thought before continuing aloud, “Cyemma just showed me a memory that it’s really Count Darius.”
“You can’t see images from my unicorn!” the prisoner protested, but the shocked look on her face confirmed what the unicorn had shown her. “You’re lying. That’s impossible!”
“Just like I couldn’t be Majherri’s rider when Danella was still alive, or bond with another unicorn? So it really is him,” Kayleigh said dismissively.
“It’s not, stupid girl!”
“So, Lynch hasn’t done something to Majherri that turned his coat black?”
More surprise, followed by another denial. “She’s lying to you…I’m still controlling her! I just want you to think that so you’re scared.”
“No,” Kayleigh said. “I stopped being scared. Now, I’m just angry. Thanks to you, I finally know who I’m angry at. As soon as we get to Salif, I’m going to make sure everyone knows who is behind this.”
Forcing the gag back down on Penelope’s mouth as the woman began spewing threats and obscenities, Kayleigh leapt out of the wagon and turned to Orsa and Rahzir.
“Wake Tamera. We have to push on to Salif. Rahzir, you’ll have to try and sleep in the wagon.”
“What of your friends?” Orsa asked.
“I’ll leave them a message. You heard our prisoner. The leader of this army is Count Darius. That information is too important and we have to get it to General Hawthorne.”
Rahzir didn’t know who Count Darius was, but Orsa did.
Kayleigh used her scimitar to pry a flat piece of wood loose from one of the homes while the others followed her directions. Using her flames, she heated the tip of her bone knife and carved a brief message to anyone who might come. When finished, she took a spear from the wagon and drove the tip into the ground on the path leading into the empty village and propped the crude sign against it.
Looking down at it, she silently prayed for her classmates before going to get Cyemma.
Count Darius had almost conquered the entire world and they believed him dead, banished to the pages of history, and invoked as a monster to scare small children. There was a memory from when she was young and couldn’t even remember what town they were living in at the time, but Kayleigh had gone to her mother, complaining that a boy teased her and saying that Count Darius was going to get her.
The day Kayleigh had renounced her mother and claimed her independence was the angriest Brenda Reese had ever gotten, but that other time, so long ago was a very close second. They left that town a week later.
Maybe the man is just pretending to be Darius, but if he truly is the world is in more trouble than anyone can imagine!
 



Chapter 13- Madness Beckons
 
The ferry carried them to the eastern banks of the Clef River. Instead of going to the numerous docks and piers available, they arrived at what was commonly called a “smuggler’s point.” It was a small spit of land, little more than a sand bar where criminals did business under the cover of darkness.
Majherri didn’t like the idea of being smuggled any more than wearing the set of reins which gave him the appearance of a common horse. Some of those seeking refuge on this side of the river used anything they thought might float to try and get them across. Doors, logs, and even a crude boat made of a wooden tub drifted by along with several bodies, those who had risked everything in a bid for freedom and lost.
The unicorn watched the approaching shore and still tried to comprehend how Kayleigh may very well be the daughter of Count Darius. The man seemed certain enough of it and had claimed that his magic had failed to harm her. As fate would have it, Reese was not even Kayleigh’s last name. 
Her mother had only mentioned that the last war had cost Kayleigh her father. Now, one of the tasks assigned to Danella was to locate and capture the woman who goes by the name of Brenda Reese and return her to Count Darius, who would use her to bring Kayleigh to him.
Internally, he cringed at the thought of his other rider being exposed to the foul heart of the netherbeast and what it might do to the young girl. He vowed to prevent that from happening no matter what, even if it meant sacrificing his life.
“Quit thinking about her and concentrate on what must be done,” his rider scolded. She was angry and frustrated. Because of Kayleigh’s lineage, Danella had been denied her revenge and, in Majherri’s opinion, she wasn’t handling the new orders very well at all.
Danella was full of pent up energy, like a caged animal about to be freed from her prison. She wanted to ride, fight, and ride some more. His rider was determined to bring the Yar to their knees. With Kayleigh, he’d fought the Yar and hadn’t been too terribly impressed. Of course, the ones they had encountered were a pitiful group of raiders. The Yar who held true power might be more fearsome opponents.
Either way, they were still weeks of hard riding from learning the answer to that question. The most immediate concern would be getting through the patrols in the kingdoms surrounding them. The flood of refugees had no doubt alerted them to an uprising, even if they did not yet realize the scope of the events unfolding.
The lie that they would tell was that they were the survivors of a cavalry unit from Molansk, a city that fell early in the attacks. It was far enough behind the front lines to make verifying that tale difficult under any circumstances. Count Darius was using the increasing number of refugees to seed spies and saboteurs in cities where they would await the opportunity to act.
Majherri grudgingly conceded that the human knew how to use chaos as a weapon against his enemies. His last campaign against the kingdoms had schooled Count Darius in the art of warfare and the sorcerer seemed eager to put his knowledge to use.
As the boat bumped gently against the shoreline, the unicorn watched as more shiny coins were given to the three men operating the ferry. 
Humans are odd, thought Majherri. They put such significance in these useless circles of metal. You cannot put one in your mouth to fill your stomach. There would be decidedly less fighting if humans could just eat grass. Sadly, if that were the case, there would be much less grass.
In the days before his rider’s corruption, Majherri would have shared the essence of his thoughts with Danella Lynch and she would have remarked how foolish he was while the two of them laughed. Now, the woman was consumed with naked aggression and a burning sense of rage.
“You seem sad,” Danella commented. “Do you miss the old days?”
The unicorn nodded. She already knew the answer so there was no reason to lie to her.
“I’d like to think we’ve changed for the better,” she said, leaning closer and whispering into his ear. “I see the world in a different light now. My eyes…they see more then I could ever dream. I want you to understand something and this is very important. You still hope that I can go back to being that pitiful excuse of a person you remember. I will not! Not now, not ever.”
Before he could compose a suitable response, Danella pulled on his reins and led him off the front of the ferry like a common animal. As with the horses, his hooves sank into the muddy sand as they disembarked and struggled up the inclined bank through the tall weeds. This close to the water, everything smelled dank and musty. This was an area with little current and the water itself smelled foul and stagnant. Majherri was relieved when he reached the top of the bank and the odor receded. Danella mounted him as he glanced back at the men using their long poles to push the flat barge, now weighing much less than before, back into the river. The Great Western Desert was now officially behind him. Considering what that wasteland had cost the unicorn, he hoped that he would never set another hoof in it for as long as he drew breath.
 
Riding through the night, the group covered a sizable distance and the humans stopped shortly after dawn to allow the horses a chance to graze and have a few minutes of rest. Majherri could have easily kept going as unicorns have far more endurance than even the stoutest of draft horses. Beyond that, the vile power that flowed across their bond made him stronger and more powerful than he had ever imagined.
Such power would have once meant everything to me, he thought, while looking around. Seeing his shadow on the ground angered him. His horn was missing from there as well.
“You’re still upset,” Danella said, reaching to where his horn wasn’t and caressing it. At least he could feel the pressure of her hand on the missing part of him.
“Once we take control of those northern savages, you will be able to walk freely, without any concerns.”
Somehow, he didn’t think that being able to see his horn would solve the sum of his problems.
“I see riders,” one of the lookouts shouted. Majherri looked up from the ground and saw the shapes approaching in the distance. He guessed that there were three riders which meant a patrol. 
“You! Kuresh,” Danella shouted and pointed at the officer leading the horsemen. “Talk to them. The rest of you, if you see me attack, make certain none of them escape.”
Kuresh was a thick and imposing man, not especially tall, but bulky. He was the commander of these warriors. Most had shaved their heads rather than have their hair braided like the warriors in Molansk, but because of his leadership position, the man had done this as part of their ruse. His expression was cold and calculating with a scar running down the right side of his face. The human was always serious and, from what Majherri had seen to this point, a harsh taskmaster with the men under him. 
The patrol behaved as Majherri had anticipated. Two approached while the third held back, in case weapons were drawn.
The leader cupped his mouth with his left hand and called out, “You ride on the lands of King Farum and openly bear arms. From where do you hail and to where do you ride?”
Kuresh did as Danella instructed. “We once rode for the Vizier of Molansk, but escaped the fall of the city to the savages and when we approached Jaruciax two days ago, we saw it was in enemy hands. Have they crossed the Clef yet?”
“Not in force,” the man answered. “You will come with us. We will escort you to Halus.”
“I cannot,” the disguised nomad replied and gestured to Danella. “My orders from the Vizier himself were to deliver his daughter to the safety of the High-King’s court. My honor and my life demand that I and my men do this.”
“I recognize the importance of your mission and give you my word that the lady will be safe on the road to Halus. Your delay will be as short as possible.”
There was more back and forth between the two, but after two minutes Majherri sensed Danella’s irritation as she slipped into his saddle. Her training as a Master Scout emphasized patience, resourcefulness, and diplomacy where possible. She’d abandoned those principles.
Moving alongside Kuresh, she looked down and said, “This has gone on long enough. I’ll take care of this.”
The officer hesitated before saying, “As you command.”
From the look on the man’s face, Majherri could tell that the warrior still believed that he could have talked their way out of the situation.
The unicorn agreed with him.
Nevertheless, Danella urged Majherri forward and bellowed, “Very well! Onward to Halus.”
Majherri saw that the two nearby scouts were confused by the lone female rider approaching at a quick trot.
“Thank you,” she called, with a voice full of false sweetness. “We’ve been on the road so long and it’s been so very hard.”
Both men nodded to her. The leader, a gaunt man with a neatly trimmed beard, said, “As I said, you will be safe while in our care, milady.”
“Of that I have no doubt,” Danella answered. 
“Are you ill?” he asked. “You look rather pale.”
“I’ve never felt better,” she said. Majherri sensed a quick shift in his saddle. His rider had either drawn a weapon or tossed her hair over her shoulder.
She’s trying to entice these males into lowering their guard? Sickening behavior.
It was a sad truth that he had become used to Danella’s new appearance, but knew her pale complexion would be especially troubling to those in the warmer climates. It would probably work to her favor amongst the Yar.
“Still, you should allow our healers to examine you.”
“Oh this, it is merely a skin condition and nothing to be worried about. I do appreciate your offer.”
“It is the least we can do, milady. I have family in Jaruciax. Do you have any news?”
“I’m afraid not,” Danella said. “We skirted the city, but have seen many refugees. Perhaps your relatives made it out.”
Amusement and mirth bubbled through their bond. Danella was like a feline toying with prey and she was enjoying it.
“Let us hope so,” the man replied. “How soon will your men be able to ride? We should not linger.”
“I thought you said it was safe?”
“It is safe for the moment, but this is a time of ill omens and I pray to the Goddess and her daughters for guidance. Still, I will assure your well-being for as long as you ride with us.”
“Again, I thank you, noble warrior, but I do have one concern,” she said and Majherri tensed, knowing her amusing diversion was ending.
“Pray tell what has you worried?”
“While I am certain you can keep me safe from whatever surrounds us, but I wonder what will keep you safe from me?”
In a single fluid motion, she drew and struck the perplexed man down. Her other hand sent a dagger into the stomach of the second scout. She kicked Majherri into motion, wasting only enough effort to shove the injured man out of his saddle and to the ground while riding by.
The third rider had barely realized what had happened when she and Majherri were at a full gallop and heading in his direction. He turned his mount and began to speed away. Scouts used the swiftest horses. Most would not be able to catch him.
Unfortunately for the human, Majherri was easily as fast as one of his kin being ridden by an air maiden. The sheer speed of their approach amazed the unicorn and he would have relished the feeling if he didn’t know what was coming next. The man ahead of them had the slight advantage of knowing the ground over which they rode during the brief chase, but Majherri’s speed was too much for him to outmaneuver.
As they closed, Majherri watched as the man tried to hurl knives at them. The unicorn dodged each one, only losing a tiny amount of his momentum. Without any other weapons, the man drew his sword and spun his horse around to meet them.
Danella laughed and pushed her bloodlust into Majherri. His rider wanted him to finish the man. Anger surged through him and, try as he might, the need to end this scout’s life consumed his entire being. Majherri snorted and positioned his head. Seconds later, man, woman, horse, and unicorn collided. 
With his rider parrying the man’s sword thrust, Majherri pushed his neck in the scout’s direction and drove his horn through the leather armor the enemy wore. The soldier’s eyes stared in confusion while the horse neighed loudly. The man’s sword fell as his hands moved to the hole in his chest. 
Blood flowed down the wound, making Majherri’s cracked horn partially visible. Time stood still, the horn lodged in the scout’s chest looking more like an unfinished painting. The man’s mouth moved in disbelief even as his eyes glazed over and death took him. The horse sensed something amiss and backed away. Majherri twisted his head once more to dislodge his horn. For a brief second, the man slouched in his saddle before tumbling lifeless to the ground.
Danella leapt from the saddle and walked up to the body. Snatching his riding cloak, she pulled it from the corpse and turned to Majherri. She used the material as a rag to wipe away the gore remaining on his horn and supplemented her efforts with the crude wooden canteen on the man’s belt.
“As much as you detest this masquerade Majherri, even you can see how being able to hide your horn could be of use. I will have to compliment Amir the next time I see him, unless of course I decide he’s outlived his usefulness.”
Majherri snorted in frustration. There was nothing about this situation he could begin to like. One of their horsemen rode by to retrieve the riderless horse, but Majherri couldn’t care less.
She ignored his anger, lost in the fog of her delusions. Satisfied that his horn was hidden once more, Danella cupped her hands against his muzzle and closed her eyes. Majherri watched as the blood red lips spread wide on her pale face and she smiled – a truly wicked smile.
“Three warriors! It didn’t even occur to me to use my fire. Do you know that? They weren’t even a challenge to us. Oh, I have become terrible indeed and you…so fast. It is like the very air rushes to get out of our path when we ride. Greatness guides us, Majherri! So long as we are together, nothing shall stand in our way!”
“Milady?” Kuresh called from a respectful distance away with a trio of cavalry beside him. Majherri suspected the men heard Danella’s proclamation and doubted her sanity.
It was yet another subject where the unicorn agreed with the nomad officer.
His rider’s eyes became slits of fury and the smile fled from her face as quickly as it came. “Yes,” she answered in a low, threatening tone.
“My men are disposing of the bodies into the brush. Their mounts carry the branding of this kingdom, so we will not take them with us. We will be ready to leave in a few minutes.”
“Very well,” she answered as the man gestured to the others to take the corpse away. “Is there anything else?”
“As a matter of fact there is,” Kuresh said. “We cannot leave a trail of bodies from here to the northern lands. My orders are…”
“…Your orders are what I say your orders are! You really don’t want to annoy me further. It won’t end well for you.”
“You are correct, Milady. Truly, I doubt I could survive your wrath. But without me, my men will scatter, unwilling to serve you. What then, Danella Lynch? My orders are to see that you achieve the Master’s objectives. What you just did achieved nothing! These three would have died just the same, whether it was today or in the weeks ahead, but we can ill afford alerting others to our presence if our mission is to succeed.”
Danella pondered Kuresh’s words as Majherri felt her rage.
She wants to strike him down, but knows she can’t, the unicorn thought.
“Tell me, Kuresh,” she said, adopting almost the same tone she’d taken with the dead men. “This is a dangerous mission and you volunteered for it. What prize beckons you so much so that you would risk everything?”
The man smiled and Majherri saw that the wound which had caused the scar also took some of his teeth along with it. “Succeed and I will be given a city to rule as my own. Nothing too large I am told, but something to begin building my own legacy.”
“Do you have one in mind?” she asked, amused once more.
“Something nice, with plentiful water and farmlands, where the women are soft and have never felt the heat of the desert sun,” he answered.
“Sounds pleasant enough,” Danella answered. “You dream, Kuresh, but temper your dream by setting a goal you can achieve. I like that. Very well, the next group we encounter, I shall leave it to your diplomatic skills to see us through.”
“I shall do my best, Milady.”
“See that you do.”
 



Chapter 14- Reunions Both Expected and Otherwise
 
The moment Kayleigh both dreaded and hoped for had arrived. In the distance, the stone walls of Salif beckoned. The city, a shining jewel described as the gateway to the world, promised safety and security. It didn’t quite rival Talcosa’s mammoth size, but it possessed a grandeur of its own, with long piers stretching out into the Orilon Ocean. The city was one of the few that could boast that it had never been conquered.
Kayleigh sighed, knowing that such boasts and promises were difficult to keep, especially if Count Darius set his sights on the city. 
From what Kayleigh had studied of the last war, Salif had maintained a cautious neutrality. The High-King was asked not to use the Portal inside the city to move his troops and the rebels under Count Darius were asked not to smuggle items in the ships traveling the Clef.
The leaders of the city turned a blind eye to both sides violating their requests and instead patrolled their streets to prevent any threat to their power.
Of more immediate concern to Kayleigh was the approaching column of unicorn riders. One of them carried a flag of the Southern Battalion, leaving no doubt as to the identity of the one in charge of the formation: General Althea Hawthorne. Nine other riders traveled with her, which meant a squad, the general, plus two aides. The women rode in a regular formation straight toward them, professional in both appearance and demeanor.
In contrast, Kayleigh looked at her own group. Each looked like they’d seen better days. The only one who appeared close to fresh was the Salif militia scout named Iver who’d joined them after he and his partner discovered them yesterday.
Iver’s partner had turned around and raced back to the city while the man had accompanied Kayleigh’s group. She’d gotten some news out of Iver. There was no flock of bewitched birds circling the skies over Salif. As with Shiftla, the city found itself crowded with refugees from the conflict, but the city was better able to absorb the sudden increase in population. 
Nervous, Kayleigh smoothed her leathers and adjusted her dull, unpolished cuirass. Much of her armor had been discarded in the desert heat weeks ago and what she’d scrounged along the way was poorly matched. It made her look idiotic compared with the professional warriors approaching.
Briefly entertaining a fantasy where she just kept riding Cyemma past them, she braced herself for the encounter.
At least she’s not going to attack me, Kayleigh thought. The last time she’d seen the general was in the aftermath of her disastrous challenge with the woman’s daughter, Andrea. The general had wanted to take Kayleigh from The Academy and train her where she couldn’t be a threat to other students. The commandant, General Jyslin, decided against allowing that.
Unfortunately for Kayleigh, she was now in General Hawthorne’s region of command. She was in charge of all Battle Maidens here.
Technically I’m not really one, but I’d rather not bring that up if I don’t have to.
She brought Cyemma to a halt and held her hand up to signal that the wagon and the others should stop. With that, Kayleigh crossed her arm over her chest and saluted.
It was somewhat awe inspiring, watching the general and the squad accompanying her move almost as one, spreading from a two by two column into a straight line. Seconds later, all but one stopped in place as General Hawthorne drew closer.
Her hair was a darker shade of brown than her daughter, Andrea’s, but her eyes were as cold and unfeeling as Kayleigh remembered.
“Kayleigh Reese,” the woman said.
“General,” she responded, noting that the woman didn’t address her as a trainee.
“We’ve been expecting you,” General Hawthorne said and tilted her head slightly to the left.
Kayleigh followed the motion with her eyes. At the end of the line she saw Laurel Whitaker smiling at her.
A tremendous weight lifted from Kayleigh’s chest and she beamed at her friend, grateful that the Goddess had heard her prayers.
“I did not put you at ease, Reese,” General Hawthorne said, interrupting her moment of gratitude.
Kayleigh snapped back to attention.
“Better. Now, what have you to report?”
She expected this is what would be asked of her and had practiced this report in her mind several times. “We escaped Shiftla with Senior Lancer Penelope Garrett in our custody. She’s afflicted by a dark power that is controlling her. Rider Akers lost her unicorn in battle against Garrett. We rescued the Captain of the Guard from Shiftla, but he is still in need of medical attention. The final member of my group is a defector from the enemy and is willing to share what knowledge he has of the enemy forces. Most importantly, I have reason to believe that the leader of this army is either pretending to be, or actually is Count Darius.”
The general frowned and said, “How much of that do you expect me to believe?”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, I don’t understand.”
Hawthorne pointed an accusatory finger at her and said, “Andrea sent me a letter saying you and your unicorn were running away and now you return spewing this nonsense about the return of Count Darius. I’m this close to tossing you in a tower and forgetting where I place the key.”
Kayleigh felt the heat burning her cheeks, but she’d come too far to be dismissed. “My unicorn was under the influence of dark magic and, as you can see, I’m not on Majherri. He’s back with his original rider and I barely survived Danella Lynch’s attack.”
“Get off that unicorn,” Hawthorne ordered. “You don’t deserve to be in the saddle and I’ve heard enough of your lies, girl.”
“No!”
“No?”
“I was able to create a new bond with Rheysurrah over there and I’m riding Cyemma to keep her from being controlled by her rider! If I get off of her, she’ll go berserk.”
“It’s true, ma’am!” Tamera said.
“What’s true?” Hawthorne glared at the former earth maiden.
“All of it!” Tamera protested and threw her arms up in the air. “She’s blocking Rider Garrett’s control over her mount. I saw her fight a manticore with my own eyes. If Kayleigh hadn’t driven it off, it would have killed us both.”
“She fought off a manticore? You expect me ...”
Kayleigh cut her off by throwing both hands into the air and pushing a thick column of flame skyward. Straining, she made it grow even larger until it was twice as high as Shiftla’s walls had been. Anger, humiliation, and burning resentment fueled her outburst for a full twenty seconds, before she gasped and let her arms fall to her side.
It was a primal scream of defiance aimed at everyone who doubted her, a scream releasing all the frustrations churning inside her since she’d left The Academy.
Spent, she noticed at least two of the maidens escorting the general had their weapons in hand. The others stared in disbelief. Even Laurel, who had seen her do a fireshade had her mouth slightly open. 
Kayleigh felt nauseous and dizzy, knowing she’d pay dearly for pushing herself so hard, but she wouldn’t falter now.
Staring down General Hawthorne, she said in her best angry voice, “You’ll note that I’m not riding my unicorn. All that was from me alone. I’m not sure what my limits are, but I’ve had to fight my way to get to you with this warning. Believe me or not, I don’t care anymore. Whether this master is really Count Darius or just masquerading I also do not know, but he rides a manticore, possesses some object that can make even a Battle Maiden do his bidding, and destroyed Shiftla’s walls in less time than it has taken me to tell you this! He has an army and has sacked Mon Alder, conquered Jaruciax, Shiftla, and everything in between already. Salif is the only city of any size on this side of the Clef that is not in his hands.”
Hawthorne turned to the woman who must be her aide and said, “Check the prisoner in their wagon and see to their injured. Escort them to our compound and get them settled. Place the battalion on high alert and send messengers to our forces in the field. I’ll be at the palace, gaining audience with the King of Salif.”
Turning her unicorn, the general left without addressing Kayleigh again.
Laurel was the first to approach while the captain that Hawthorne left in charge went to check on Garrett. “Kayleigh, I was worried about you.”
“Tamera and I got out, but her unicorn was killed. What about the rest?”
The air maiden looked downward for a moment before saying, “I saw Amanda get captured. They tried to use weighted nets on me too, but I was able to create an air shield. I got back to Smythe’s compound and he had a tunnel that led to the docks where he had a ship waiting for us. He’ll be pleased to hear you’re okay.”
Kayleigh scowled, thinking about the somewhat timid water maiden in the merciless hands of Danella Lynch. “I’ll say a prayer for Amanda. That was suspiciously kind of Smythe.”
“Well, we did have to help carry his valuables from his house. He made himself scarce as soon as we arrived, but I get the feeling that he’s still keeping an eye on us.”
“Oh, now that sounds more like him,” Kayleigh muttered. “I’m glad you all made it out safe and sound.”
“I threw up the whole way here, but it’s better than the alternative,” Laurel said.
“Is Marcia here?” Kayleigh asked.
“Yes, she might have said several things to General Hawthorne that might have affected her disposition toward you. For what it’s worth, I’ve spoken to her.”
With a grunt and a dismissive hand gesture, Kayleigh said, “I don’t think she needed much convincing when it comes to me.”
“That was really something you just did. Fought a manticore, huh?”
She shrugged. “I was so scared I could barely think.”
Laurel chuckled and said, “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re at your best when you don’t stop to think.”
“I’d argue, but you’re probably right.”
“I’m still shocked you saved Orsa. You thought about that one. See what I mean?”
“Funny. He didn’t deserve to die there. No one did. Thanks for cheering me up. I needed that. It’s been a rough couple of days.”
“I do what I can. Poor Tamera.”
“She’s trying to convince Rheysurrah that they’d make a good pair. She seems to hope that I can break my bond with her and somehow connect the two of them.”
Laurel looked incredulous. “Can you do that?”
“Truly, I don’t know. I think he’d be happier without me. He’s always thinking about Annabeth and blaming me for her death. I can’t trust him when we’re fighting together and the feeling seems to be mutual. I’m leaving the decision up to him. I think I can bond with any riderless unicorn at this point, though I’d rather have one that actually wants to be with me.”
“You!” the captain yelled for Kayleigh’s attention. “How could you treat one of our sisters in such a callous manner? Bound and unable to move! Sitting in her own filth! The general was right about you!”
Kayleigh turned to see that Tamera had been pushed aside and the woman was cutting Garrett’s bonds over the protests of Rahzir and Orsa.
“Goddess grant me strength,” Kayleigh muttered and looked at Laurel before returning her attention to the scene at the wagon.
The very moment Garrett was freed, the possessed air maiden launched a physical assault on her would-be rescuer. Cyemma bucked and Kayleigh struggled against the woman’s mental assault upon the unicorn she rode. 
I didn’t realize that I’d be regretting wasting all my energy so soon! Kayleigh shouted in her mind and set to the task of calming the unicorn.
Unable and unwilling to bring Cyemma any closer to the barely restrained woman in the bed of the wagon, Kayleigh watched as Tamera managed to grasp Garrett from behind while Orsa dragged the struggling woman back down. 
Cyemma relaxed immediately.
“Do you have enough rope to secure her?” Kayleigh asked Rahzir.
“I believe so,” the nomad answered. “Fortunately, it won’t have to last long.”
“Tamera,” she said recalling the girl’s skills when it came to binding. “Help him tie her back up.”
Kayleigh looked at the Battle Maiden captain, who was holding a hand over one eye where she’d been head butted. “Ma’am, you’ll need to have an actual cell for her. She’s insane. To be honest, you’ll need to keep her unicorn far away from her and tied up as well. I could barely control Cyemma.”
The officer nodded and muttered some unladylike things under her breath before calling for one of the riders under her command to bring a vial of healing tears. At first, Kayleigh frowned, believing the captain was going to use the liquid to fix the black eye she was likely to have. However, the woman didn’t appear as concerned with that as she gave the vial to Captain Orsa instead. The weary soldier’s face immediately regained some color, and he looked slightly better. He had been running a fever for over a day now and Kayleigh was concerned for the man’s health.
Closing her eyes for a second, she shook loose some of the corruption on Cyemma’s bond. She wished that she could just keep her eyes closed and sleep the rest of the way into Salif, but there were still a few miles to go. If she had to choose between sleep, a full stomach, or a warm bath, Kayleigh knew that she’d eaten enough dried fruit and meat to hold her over and she was so far beyond the point of exhaustion that her smell wouldn’t bother her one bit.
All I need right now is a good night’s sleep.
 
Kayleigh came to the conclusion that she’d used up whatever favor she’d earned from the Goddess and her daughters. Upon their arrival at the temporary barracks, all her year mates swarmed Tamera and her, pestering them for the details behind their escape from Shiftla. It wasn’t all bad, because she’d been given a fresh change of clothing and the opportunity to familiarize her body with clean water and several washcloths.
By the time she’d finished recounting the story for the third or fourth time, an adult maiden came to fetch her. She was taken to the captain’s office, where the woman introduced herself as Susan Chandler. There was a scribe present as well and the captain introduced him as her husband, Malcolm.
After pleasantries were exchanged, the three of them ate together as the captain instructed Kayleigh to tell her story from the moment she arrived in Mon Alder to meeting General Hawthorne. It took several sheets of parchment, especially when Captain Chandler interrupted and asked questions. The debriefing lasted well over two hours before Kayleigh was dismissed and allowed to return to the barracks.
“You’re bunk is right here, Kayleigh,” Laurel said, pointing where Kayleigh wanted to go. Kayleigh didn’t bother undressing. The simple utility uniform she’d been given was better than anything else. Within five minutes she was fast asleep.
Hardly any time passed before she was roused from her sleep. This time it wasn’t a runner or another Battle Maiden. Instead, Captain Chandler had come in person.
“General Hawthorne requests your presence.”
Rubbing her eyes, Kayleigh said, “I don’t suppose this can wait until morning.”
Captain Chandler shook her head, arching an eyebrow at her. Kayleigh supposed that it was because she wasn’t jumping out of bed and ready to obey orders on a moment’s notice.
“No, General Hawthorne and several others have been going over the report we prepared earlier and they would like to hear it from you in person.”
Of course they would, Kayleigh thought. In reply, she nodded and simply said, “Yes, ma’am.”
Leaving the barracks, she saw that it was the middle of the night and that she had slept for longer than she believed…just not long enough.
“Is Rider Garrett being taken care of?”
“She has both healers and a sorceress tending to her. They are looking for ways to break the curse on her. You were correct, that it is very powerful and so dark that the sorceress felt sick just examining her.”
Knowing the sickening taint all too well from her time with Cyemma, Kayleigh said, “I hope she gets better. I didn’t…I didn’t want to keep her like that…but…”
The captain nodded and replied, “I don’t blame you, Reese. The fault is mine for overreacting. I didn’t appreciate your warning and, until it clears, get to see the reminder of my folly whenever I look into the mirror. The only positive thing to come out of my poor decision is that my husband got a good laugh at my expense.”
Despite herself, Kayleigh grinned at the woman’s statement as they crossed the courtyard. She glanced to one side, seeing a cluster of unicorns walking freely around one that was lashed to a hitching post and said a quick prayer for Cyemma’s wellbeing. 
The Battle Maiden outpost inside Salif was a tiny fortress unto itself, designed to allow maidens to ride their unicorns along the wide parapets. The two climbed the wooden ramp up to the entrance to the corner tower where Kayleigh could see the outlines of several people inside through the open window and hear voices speaking.
Captain Chandler grasped the knocker, used it once, and waited for permission to enter. Only a second passed before her request was granted and the door opened. The woman gestured for her to go inside as Kayleigh took a deep breath and prepared to face Althea Hawthorne once more.
The room was impressive, with a desk at the far end and torches along the wall illuminating the large table. Kayleigh probably would have marveled at the trophies and citations decorating the shelves. The artist in her might have been able to appreciate the quality of the trio of paintings adorning the walls, or the sculpture of a rider and her unicorn displayed prominently to her left side by the set of curving stairs that led up to the next level where General Hawthorne slept. A glimpse into the bookshelf and any of the tomes resting on it could have provided a look into the mind of a war hero.
All these things could have occupied Kayleigh’s mind while waiting to be acknowledged, but they barely registered. Instead, the people sitting at the table commanded all her attention and she fought to stem the rising tide of panic that threatened to flood her body.
General Hawthorne’s gaze was cool, much the same as she remembered from their last encounter, but there was a hint of something else that Kayleigh couldn’t quite place. To the general’s left sat a middle-aged woman in flowing green robes. A serene look graced her face and she hadn’t even turned to look at Kayleigh. The woman’s left hand reached down and behind her chair, gripping something. Her eyes followed that something down to the smaller shape in the shadows lurking behind the woman’s seat. At first, she thought it was a child until she saw the animal’s face. It was a monkey and it stared at her and Kayleigh saw a semblance of intelligence in its gaze that unnerved her. The woman came to The Academy each year and had the ability to communicate with the unicorns. The Speaker or the Blind Seeress, as she was also known, was able to translate and provide the Battle Maidens with the names of the newly born unicorns.
The Blind Seeress! What in the Goddess and her daughters’ names is she doing here?
Standing back in the corner stood a young man. His presence brought an equal amount of shock to her system. Brian Tomas, the stable master to whom she’d had a slight infatuation with looked at her as if trying to see if she still looked like the person he used to know. Only recently had Kayleigh learned that Brian was the Speaker’s son. 
If he’s heard that report, what must he think of me?
Turning to her right, the closest person to Kayleigh immediately put her on the defensive, even more than General Hawthorne. Captain Meghan Lynch stared a hole through her. There was no reason to hate Andrea’s mother. However, Kayleigh possessed utter contempt for Danella’s twin. The captain had never accepted her as Majherri’s new rider and had done her level best to demoralize Kayleigh during her tenure as first year Lead Rider.
“Hello, my child. I’ve been worried about you. Seeing you alive does my old heart good.”
The first to speak was the final person in the room. Once upon a time, General Naomi Jyslin was an ebony titan. Epic poems and tales of her heroics were known throughout all the kingdoms of the Blessed Continent. Age and the loss of her unicorn had taken their toll on this legend and her long, straight hair was a brilliant white. General Jyslin possessed a friendly demeanor that disarmed any in her company, like that of a kindly grandmother, but her mind and tongue could still do what her body could no longer – eviscerate an opponent and shatter their defenses with logic and well-chosen words.
Stiffening, Kayleigh brought herself to attention and saluted the woman. At the same time, she knew that it would be a long time before she would be able to return to her bed.
“At ease, young rider,” General Jyslin said and smiled at Kayleigh. “And yes, I do mean rider. If you did but half the things in this report, I’d have a hard time still addressing you as a trainee. Please take a seat. We have much to discuss.”
 
 



Chapter 15- Light on the Trail of Destiny
 
To Majherri, this cross continental sprint was little more than a leisurely outing. It defied reason how he’d barely tired when the beasts carrying the nomads were forced to stop, lathered in sweat.
For three days they had ridden, putting several leagues between them and the frontlines of the war. Danella and Majherri hadn’t been this far north since their final trainee patrol before leaving The Academy. Using outdated but adequate maps, they skirted roads and towns to avoid detection.
Danella hasn’t lost all her scouting skills, he thought, wandering around the campsite near the edge of a creek while Danella and Kuresh argued about the distance they would have to cover the next day. The water slaked his thirst, but tasted stagnant.
There was still enough light to see his reflection in the water. His new hornless look hadn’t grown on him and only added to the disgust he was feeling with the situation. The horn would return the moment the enchanted reins were removed. Unfortunately, the ebony coat would remain.
Look at me! I appear no different from a horse. Even with a horn the herds will never see me as one of their own again.
Lost in his thoughts, the unicorn failed to notice the movement in the tall grass at the edge of the water until the last moment. His presence must have disturbed the den of a snake. The serpent lashed out and bit into his left foreleg. 
Majherri neighed, bringing his front hooves up. As he brought them down on the evading creature, a bright flash of orange flame burst around them. His hooves released a small fireball when they smacked against the damp ground. The flame spread in a semicircle turning the weeds to ash and fanning out over the water.
The burnt snake thrashed and attempted to slither a few more feet before it stopped.
Majherri felt two things. The most immediate was the stinging sensation where he’d been bit. 
Poison! Not nearly enough to kill me, but I should have Danella look at it.
The second was he’d made a flaming hoof attack without a rider in his saddle to direct the magic. There were tales of maidens, able to draw on the unicorn’s power over a short distance with a particularly strong bond between the pair, but no such stories existed of this happening in the opposite direction. He recalled several instances with Kayleigh where it had felt like he was the one pulling the magic, but she had been close by or riding him. Danella was in sight, but he would have to trot for fifteen seconds to reach her.
Shaking his head in baffled amazement, he backed away from the creek and the still smoking area cleared by his magic. Flaming hooves was a basic attack and he shouldn’t be this drained after doing it, but nonetheless, it happened. If he didn’t have to deal with the poison, Majherri would try to do it again.
Instead, the unicorn galloped over to the campsite. Danella watched him and looked concerned.
“Something attacked you,” she stated and placed her hands on him. “A snake bite? Let me see!”
His rider knelt as he raised his leg for her to inspect.
“I’ll need to cut open the wound slightly and try to drain it,” she said and reached down to her belt.
“Allow me, Lady Danella,” the voice of Kuresh interrupted.
“What do you think you can do?” she asked as the man came over.
“I can do this,” he said, holding his hand out.
Majherri saw his hand glow slightly and he began a guttural chant before placing his hand over the surface of the wound. There was a numbing sensation spreading up his leg. The wound began to ooze again, quickly discharging the venom.
“You’re a sorcerer?” Danella said, cocking her eyebrow.
“A minor talent,” he answered, shaking his head. “But even my limited abilities are useful. Scorpion stings are quite common in the desert. Most of the spells I know and am capable of are based on ensuring my survival in my homeland. His leg will be fine in the morning.”
“You continue to impress me, Kuresh. You have ambition, a plan, and perhaps the ability to make it happen. Thank you for your assistance.”
The man gave a slight smile and nodded, saying, “If you’ll excuse me, I must rest now.”
Majherri let his leg drop to the ground as Danella watched the man make his way to his small tent. Turning back to face him, Danella said, “Not a bad specimen, probably better than anything I’ll find up north. Perhaps I should bed him and give him additional reasons to see things my way.”
The unicorn eyed his rider. Danella would often make jokes similar to this before she’d been corrupted. Occasionally, she’d follow through. The life they’d chosen as scouts meant long periods of separation from friends and family. The old Danella had two types of friends – long lasting and temporary. She used to be very sociable and charming to her two-legged male counterparts. She had little problem making temporary friendships wherever they went, but seldom did they last because they would inevitably be ordered to some new problem area.
Sometimes, he sensed this lifestyle bothered his rider. Majherri reassured her even when he didn’t understand human desires for long lasting relationships. Unicorns rarely mated with the same partner twice and only during the mating season. Humans mated whenever they wanted and for unknown reasons. To the unicorn, that explained why there were so many of them spread out amongst the Blessed Continent.
Of course, these thoughts reminded him of his bizarre mating with Cyemma and the reactions of that filly back in Jaruciax. He still wasn’t sure what to make of that.
Danella’s throaty laughter interrupted his musings; she’d obviously been following whatever he was thinking.
“Oh, Majherri,” she said. “You’re still dwelling on that? You’ve been given a great power. Use it! Create your own herd. The rules do not apply to us anymore. If you want further proof, just look at what you did to that snake…and all by yourself too! We will certainly have to look into that. Still, when will you realize that we have transcended our old lives?”
He snorted, but the evidence of change pointed in her favor.
“Yes, yes. You continue to deny the truth,” she answered and stared at Kuresh’s tent before coming to a decision. “Since you’re going to obsess over all the events in your recent history, you might as well keep an eye on the camp after you get some rest. I suspect that I’ll be indisposed for the rest of the evening. We will talk more about what you did after a good night’s…sleep. Yes, let’s call it sleep.”
Majherri obeyed Danella’s commands as she walked away laughing. He rested first, opting to lie on the ground and wait for the feeling to come back to his injured leg. The men under Kuresh’s command finished making their camp, setting up small tents and preparing their food over a fire. Some even went off to sleep as two of them patrolled the edge of the campsite.
Time passed as the unicorn watched the men go about the camp. Human sleeping patterns always puzzled him, since most of the human day consisted of riding on a horse. Still, they required six to eight hours of sleep on a regular basis to function during the following day. How much work are they actually doing? They aren’t like the farmers working in their fields.
Like the primitive animals he had been forced to resemble, unicorns needed half the amount of rest as humans. Since his transformation, Majherri found that his own desire for rest had diminished to the point where two hours was more than sufficient.
Perhaps the spirits above made it so that the humans tire so easily to limit the amount of destruction they can perform at a given time.
With little else to do, Majherri went back to what he had done on the banks of the creek.
Did I really perform magic on my own?Or was it simply some form of Danella’s control?
Rather than attempt another release of flame, Majherri focused on a passive talent - heatsight. With the sun beginning to set, it was a good time to try to see the distortions given off by the humans, horses, and even the trees.
Concentrating, he recalled the sensations he’d experienced as either Danella or Kayleigh used heatsight and shared it with him. Back during his first stint at The Academy, Danella was instructed to draw on the unicorn’s magic, control the flow and bring it to her eyes.
As his awareness deepened, Majherri tried to make a connection with the magic contained inside of him. It was like trying to get at the oats in the bottom of a trough. The power was there, so tantalizingly close, but seemingly out of reach. Frustration crept in, making him wonder if it was the rush associated with the sudden attack of the snake that enabled him to tap into his energies.
Glancing skyward at the first lights beginning to shine into the darkening sky, the unicorn wondered what the spirits of the herds that came before him thought of his situation. The taint spreading through him might very well be beyond cleansing. He might never be allowed to gallop on the grass of the Sacred Isle again.
So be it! If I must travel where none have gone before, I will make my own light on the trail of destiny.
Determination set in as Majherri searched for the way to use magic. Unicorns could not frown in the manner humans did, but Majherri would have if he could. Snorting, he suppressed his anger.
In the partnership of unicorn and maiden, the rider provides the direction and steers the power like holding the reins. That won’t work here. I am the magic and the magic is me.
Deciding this wouldn’t work as taught by the instructors at The Academy intended, Majherri did his best to recall the time he and Kayleigh witnessed the dying unicorn and created that unusual circle of green flame. To others, he described it as an instance where the magic had flowed in the wrong direction. Now, he tried to recreate that moment. 
At first, there was an itching sensation and a muscle in his neck flexed and spasmed. Still, he felt a trickle of power circulating around his body. Finding that tiny thread, Majherri guided it up to his mind.
The gossamer of magic escaped his clutches and instead of being directed to his eyes, it ran up his invisible horn and briefly illuminated the hidden part of his body, sheathing it in flame for about ten heartbeats.
The effort drained him, much more than it should have, but it was beautiful and frightening at the same time.
Not exactly what I was expecting, but it’s a start, he thought and recalled how the instructors at The Academy forced the riders to practice the same sets of spells over and over to get them correct.
I will do this as well and learn to use my own magic, he declared, trying to pull back on his excitement to get a brief moment of well-deserved rest. In the hidden portion of his mind where he allowed traitorous thoughts to gather, he pondered if he could one day become powerful enough to break the bond he shared with Danella.
 
Over the next two weeks, Majherri was again reminded of how insular humans were. By the fifth day of riding, they were able to take to the main roads without fear of being questioned. By the tenth, they stopped and resupplied in a village. The two inns had just enough rooms for the men to spend a night indoors. For the unicorn, it meant a night inside a leaking barn, locked in a stall alongside primitive creatures.
“Oh, you’ve come from the west? I heard there was trouble out there. Is there anything to that?”
“I think I saw two columns of infantry marching toward Halus. There must be some parade or festival going on. Wish I could go. Instead, I’m stuck here fixing shoes on horses.”
“Sorry, I’ve had to raise the price of my goods. The trading houses in Halus are getting nervous and stockpiling. Can’t really complain though…they’re paying top coin! Personal bodyguards to the lady there, eh? She must be something special.”
Maybe it was the utter contempt Danella radiated bleeding through their bond, but the unicorn found himself wishing these fools would get what was coming to them. Humans were so self-centered and most could barely see beyond where their towns ended. In contrast, unicorns tried to be very in tune with their surroundings.
All the signs are there, but they delude themselves. They will keep finding ways to deny it until they see the smoke on the horizon.
The false story they told would need to change soon. Talcosa would be to the south soon and they would then become a group of riders taking a noblewoman to inspect the lands she had been gifted by her family at the edges of the Northlands. Eventually, the humans would need to acquire cold weather clothing. At the moment, it would look too suspicious to buy more than a few heavy blankets.
Having seen their destination many seasons ago, Majherri guessed that few people would want the land where they were headed. It was a destination almost as undesirable as the desert. The forests were thick pines and the growing season was almost nonexistent.
In the morning, he waited his turn outside the blacksmith’s shop. Thinking back to his limited progress in using his own magic, Majherri took some pride in his accomplishments. It hadn’t been easy. Trying to channel his magic was painful and he was sore everywhere. He could do almost a minute of heatsight, and set his horn and hooves alight. The fireburst that killed the snake proved to be elusive, but he remained hopeful that it might be usable in a fight. Danella allowed him to practice each evening, challenged him, and even gave encouragement.
“I lost you once,” she said. “That will not happen again.” 
Strangely enough, it was a way in which they could bond and feel almost like they were truly a team again.
It was a lie, of course, but one that he was able to partake in his own form of delusions. Every time Danella climbed into the saddle, he could feel the madness bubbling below the surface. She wanted to spill blood and kill again, but she was saving herself for the Yar and the unicorn pitied anyone who stood in her way.
As for Kuresh the desert warrior, Majherri gave his rider encouragement, figuring that she needed the distraction. The man was a competent officer, but made no attempt to interact with Majherri. Instead, the nomad trickster focused on his rider. Danella was clearly using Kuresh, but the nomad obviously had his own plans for the fallen fire maiden.
Games humans play, he thought as the blacksmith began his work. Unfortunately, I have no choice but to play as well.
 



Chapter 16- Pivot Point
 
“Danella is alive?” Meghan Lynch said, not a second after Kayleigh sat down at the table.
“Yes,” Kayleigh answered, trying to maintain her composure. “She severed the bond I had with Majherri and almost killed me. I injured her badly, but she recovered and if the vision Cyemma gave me is true, they’ve become corrupted to the point where her hair and Majherri’s coat have turned black.”
Kayleigh resisted the urge to add that she wouldn’t hold back the next time they fought. Captain Lynch didn’t like me when she thought I was replacing her sister. I doubt she’d enjoy the idea that I am willing to kill her.
“Your report said you were able to combine techniques of water maiden and fire maiden as well as performing magic without your unicorn,” General Hawthorne said. “Can you please demonstrate?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kayleigh replied and removed the Yar knife from the sheath she’d been given by Smythe in Shiftla. Tossing it to the stone floor, she concentrated and set it aflame. Imagining it dissolving into a puddle of molten liquid caused it to do just that. The fiery mixture slithered across the blocks of stone, leaping up to her outstretched hand and reformed into the solid bone blade.
“She was strangling me with her bullwhip, but I was able to throw my knife around her shield.” 
“The unblockable strike and the flaming weapon, together,” General Jyslin said while steepling her fingers. “A potent combination indeed and you’ve been able to learn some of the basics of the other elements as well.”
Kayleigh felt like a trickster invited to a dinner party as she summoned water out of the air to fill her cup, shaped a small block of clay into a ball just by holding it motionless in her hand, and floated a scrap of parchment using very poorly controlled swirls of air.
“I haven’t had much experience with earth or air techniques. The water came mostly out of desperation and having watched Amanda Edwards and memories of Captain Lynch’s archery demonstrations.”
Why did I say that? I just gave her credit for saving my life.
“I recall your mother saying you’d been tested as a child,” Meghan commented. “She said you had no magical ability, yet now you seem to be some kind of mixture of a Battle Maiden and a sorceress.”
“I don’t know how I do it,” Kayleigh said. “When I learned how to do the earth and air magic, I would touch Tamera or Laurel and their unicorn and I can follow the flow of the magic. I can’t even be sure I’m a real sorceress.”
The Blind Seeress, Alanna Tomas, added her insight. “You are one of my kind. That much I am certain of. With no formal training, you have become the magical equivalent of a chameleon. Late development of a talent is rare, but it happens. It may make some things easier, but others more difficult. To encounter power such as yours on this scale is unusual to say the least.”
“What do you mean, Alanna?” General Jyslin asked.
“Most who come into their gift after childhood never fully develop, ending up as tricksters and the like. This young woman wields formidable power, albeit in a clumsy and unrefined manner. No offense intended, dear. By all accounts, the first magic she encountered was a bond with a unicorn. She instinctively recreated that magic and remade herself into a Battle Maiden.”
Kayleigh struggled not to be overwhelmed by Lady Tomas’s assessment of her.
“The testing didn’t uncover it because there is little or no active magic in unicorn hair or other animal clippings,” Lynch said, giving the answer to the earlier question.
Nodding in Meghan’s direction the blind noblewoman continued. “That is entirely likely. It is possible that a traumatic event also could have bound her magic until she found something strong enough to remove that barrier.”
“Will I get formal training?” Kayleigh asked. “Will you teach me?”
The pale haired woman shook her head and said, “I do not think you were meant for my gifts, but I know I am meant to be here at this moment in time.”
General Jyslin looked suddenly concerned. “Why is that, my old friend?”
“I wasn’t certain before until just now, but I believe she is a pivot.”
The young woman in question had no idea what that meant.
Althea Hawthorne didn’t either and asked what the Seeress was implying.
“A pivot is a person with the potential to change the world.”
“Are you serious?” Meghan asked as Kayleigh’s jaw dropped.
There was a hint of anger on Lady Tomas’s face and the monkey peeled its lips back and hissed at the water maiden. “I wouldn’t have come all this way, to the edge of a war that threatens our entire world, if I didn’t think so. Everyone dreams of being able to change the world, and we do our best to contribute and leave our mark upon the land, but the decisions made by pivots can change the courses of kingdoms. They can bring strife or prosperity and be exalted as legends or cursed as monsters.”
Unable to say anything, Kayleigh felt her heart thudding in her chest. She took a drink of water and found it difficult to swallow.
“I apologize, Kayleigh,” she continued. “I did not wish to upset you, but we must press onward. Tell me about the man on the manticore – this man who claims to be Ian Darius. Aside from Naomi here, he has been the only other pivot I have met in my life. Come here, take my hands, and describe your encounter with him.”
Kayleigh stood, nervous and wanting nothing more than to run out into the night. General Hawthorne’s large room seemed much smaller with every step she took. The general gave up her chair so Kayleigh could sit next to the woman. Her hands were larger and calloused in comparison to the petite noblewoman’s.
As she spoke, Kayleigh felt dizzy, swooning and possessed. Words formed on her lips and it was like listening to another person using her voice. She babbled, talking about fighting through the streets of Shiftla along the crumbling wall and her encounter with Penelope Garrett. Her body began shaking when telling of the manticore’s arrival. It felt like she was there, reliving it.
It’s not real! It’s not real! She shouted in her mind while detailing her fight. Her voice changed from a detached monotone and rose until she was screaming. The whole tower seemed to be vibrating and shaking. Her muscles tensed and she ached, feeling like a rope pulled too tight.
Barely conscious of what she was saying, Kayleigh convulsed when the connection was suddenly broken, falling out of the chair and onto the floor. Her heart raced and her mouth moved, but whatever was coming out, she had no control over. 
“I’ve got her!”
Arms encircled Kayleigh and lifted her into the chair where she slumped, gasping for breath. A cup of water was brought to her lips and she gagged on the liquid, sputtering, and choking. She pushed the cup away with a feeble flap of her hand.
“Reese, look at me. Focus on my voice! Good. Just breathe – take steady breaths to calm yourself down. Nice and easy. It’s over and you’re safe.”
The blurry face in front of her came into focus. At first she thought it was Danella and a wave of panic passed through her body, but the fog lifted and she stared into the eyes of Meghan Lynch. The water maiden used a cloth to wipe the tears streaming down Kayleigh’s cheeks.
“Do you want to try the water now?”
Nodding was all she could do as she swallowed tiny sips of water to wash away the taste of bile in the back of her throat.
Slowly, Kayleigh reached up and took the cup from Captain Lynch, wrapping both hands around it and looked at her surroundings. Alanna Tomas looked as bad as Kayleigh felt. Her son and General Hawthorne attended to her. A glance at General Jyslin showed concern etched into the kind woman’s face.
After a few more sips, Kayleigh was able to ask, “What just happened?”
“You and the Seeress both experienced a violent seizure,” Lynch said.
“I think,” Lady Tomas said very slowly, before coughing. “I think your magic doesn’t particularly care for me.”
“I’m sorry,” Kayleigh said, not trusting herself to anything more than simple sentences. “Please don’t do that again.”
The Seeress let out a trio of skeptical half-laughs and said, “If I ever try to read you again, it will be only after I’ve consumed enough alcohol to have earned the throbbing headache I’m suffering from right now.”
“What did you learn, Alanna?” General Jyslin asked. “Is it an imposter or really him?”
Still breathing unevenly and sounding hoarse, Lady Tomas replied, “It’s him. I felt his presence through her memories.”
“But I saw his dead body, held it in my own hands! You saw my memories of that battle,” Jyslin said.
“True, but magic has a way of calling things we know to be true into question. Whatever way he cheated death must have been costly, otherwise he would have surfaced before now. Yes, the one in your memories felt like him as well. I can’t be sure how he did it, but I have a theory. It’s not as important as what I saw during their fight. Miss Reese should, by all accounts, be dead twice over and Ian Darius should have died or been gravely injured in the burst of fire that wounded the manticore. Their magic failed to affect each other. His lightning was easily capable of snuffing out her life, but it did nothing more than send a jolt through her body.”
“That’s not possible!” Meghan Lynch said.
The woman countered the captain’s outburst, saying, “You’re a twin, dear. You know it is.” 
“What are you talking about?” Kayleigh demanded.
“Go on,” the Seeress said to Captain Lynch. “Explain it to her.”
As the water maiden looked at her, Kayleigh saw a pained expression on the woman’s face. Lynch took a deep breath and said, “Reese, magic and blood are two very powerful things. Danella could bring a pillar of flame down on me and it would barely bother me at all. I could shoot her with an arrow and try to make it unblockable, but it wouldn’t work. Magic against those with direct blood ties doesn’t work, be it sister to sister or parent to daughter.”
Kayleigh tried to protest, but no words came out. She’d screamed enough tonight, but her vocal chords had turned to ice and refused to make anything more than a strangled cry. It was all too much…too much.
 
Kayleigh woke and thought about the nightmare she’d had. They told her Count Darius was alive and had accused her of being his daughter. When her eyes opened, she found herself in the largest, most comfortable bed she’d ever been in. She wasn’t sure where she was, but light was pouring through the stained glass window. Rolling over, she was momentarily blinded as her eyes adjusted to the daylight.
There was a chair pulled up next to the bed. A young man sat in the chair, bathed in a cornea of light. He had thick wavy brown hair and extremely blue eyes. She recognized him – Brian Tomas.
“Hello, Kayleigh,” he said, closing the book in his lap.
“It really happened,” she replied. “That wasn’t a bad dream was it?”
He nodded and offered her some water. “Are you okay?”
She frowned at the absurdity of his question and couldn’t come up with an answer that didn’t sound stupid or insane. Kayleigh settled for shaking her head no.
“You fainted. Between everything you’ve been through out there,” he said, pointing at the window. “And what my mom put you through, your mind and body decided enough was enough.”
Anger and embarrassment pulsed through her body. “I feel so stupid.”
“Don’t. My mom has a way of doing that to people. Growing up it was a problem trying to hide my misdeeds from her. It’s a wonder we get invited to any formal gatherings at all!”
His feeble joke managed to make Kayleigh smile slightly. Brian was always charming and she both adored and hated the way he could get under her skin. She recalled how he had once sent her heart racing only a short time ago, during a training exercise. He said how pretty her eyes were, only to idly wonder how pretty the ones belonging to the next girl he was going to see were.
“Anyway, General Hawthorne ordered me to take you up to her room and keep an eye on you.”
“You sat with me? All night?”
“I stayed for a little while, had to go check on some things, and have been back since sunrise. You snore,” he said with a wink. “But as far as assignments go, we both know I’ve had worse.”
He was referring to standing deathwatch over unicorns suffering from the wasting.
“Why did you come?”
“Three reasons. First off, my mother insisted,” he replied. “One of her things. Secondly, I consider you a friend. When Talcosa’s Portal acted up and your group disappeared, I thought I’d never get a chance to see you again. I’d have asked to come even if Mom didn’t want to go. Lastly, I’ve got a riderless unicorn we brought through the portal, a female dying from the wasting. When trainee Temple arrived and General Hawthorne debriefed her, no one knew what to make of you saving the male unicorn you brought back to Salif. She immediately sent a messenger bird. When word reached us, we came in hopes of a cure. One of the things I was doing while you were sleeping was checking Rheysurrah from head to hooves.”
“Is he okay?”
“Other than what might be expected of a unicorn who has been ridden hard through several fights, he’s in good shape. Has a bit of an attitude though.”
Sighing, Kayleigh said, “He dislikes me and is regretting the decision to bond with me. I promised that I’d try to break the bond cleanly with him. Tamera wants me to use that thing I can do with bonds to try and connect her with Rhey.”
“That’s why I brought Ayalla. I’m hoping you can do something to save her.”
“I really don’t know how my magic works. What happened to her rider?”
“Her patrol ran into a female ogre and her offspring. From what I’m told, it was an ugly fight. Her rider died bringing the mother down. If you can really cure the wasting, no more unicorns would have to die in such a grotesque way. Even if they can’t have riders after that, they could still live out their lives, pass on their knowledge, and grow the size of the herds. That might not be the whole ‘changing the world thing’ mother spoke of, but it would be worth at least a few epic poems and maybe a bard’s song.”
This time, Kayleigh managed an actual laugh. “You certainly know how to make a girl feel special. Will you be the one composing my tales?”
“Me?” he said in a self-deprecating manner. “You wouldn’t want me writing anything! I once wrote an ode to shoveling manure as a gift for my brother’s birthday. Come to think of it, he did confess to enjoying it quite thoroughly, but I somehow doubt my particular brand of storytelling would be suited to relaying the tales of your great deeds.”
After another quick laugh, there was awkwardness. “Ellen and Andrea were beside themselves after they got your letters. Captain Lynch told Lieutenant Sheppard that we were going through the Portal to meet up with you. She’ll let them know.”
Nodding, Kayleigh could only accept the consequences of her actions and hope that the few friends she still had at The Academy would forgive her. 
“I haven’t discussed it with Laurel or Tamera either,” she confessed. “I guess I need to speak with them.”
“Unfortunately, that will have to wait. The ladies are downstairs and waiting for you to continue. I brought up a change of clothes for you and will leave while you get ready.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
As she sat up on the bed, he stood and walked to the door. Pausing, he said, “It’s good to see you again, Kayleigh. Things haven’t been the same around the island without you.”
She stammered her thanks as he left and looked out the window into Salif, wondering again what it would be like to just start running and never stop. If the theory turned out to be true, Kayleigh was the daughter of Count Darius – the most reviled man in all the kingdoms. 
At least I’ll have an answer for Rebekah. She thought idly about the first year water maiden who had done her best to make Kayleigh’s life miserable. She always threatens to bring her father into arguments. I guess I could start using that as well.
Shaking her head, she quickly changed and descended the stairs. Everyone was still there except for Captain Chandler. Most looked like they hadn’t slept. For once, Kayleigh felt like she had an edge.
“Hello, Kayleigh,” General Jyslin said. “Are you feeling better today?”
“Yes, ma’am. How are you?”
The much older woman smiled, surprised at her question. “I’m as well as can be expected, given the circumstances. I’m afraid breakfast is over, but a plate was saved for you. Please sit and eat.”
Kayleigh wanted to say that she wasn’t hungry, but her stomach had its own opinion. Sitting down, she picked up a piece of fruit and started slowly.
General Jyslin pushed a piece of parchment toward her and said, “We spent some time discussing your mother after you went upstairs. Captain Lynch mentioned that she is an artist and you dabble as well. Have you ever seen this artisan’s mark?”
Kayleigh looked at the symbol. It was a stylish, B with tiny swoops coming off of the bottom. Her mother’s mark was the letter R with the diagonal dovetailing into an E. “I don’t think…”
Pausing, she thought back and remembered her mother’s oldest sketch book. It contained pictures of Kayleigh that had been drawn when she was a baby. One in particular was of her playing with a set of wooden blocks and she remembered the B on the block in her hand.
“What is it, child?”
“I saw it on some of my mother’s oldest sketches. She uses a different symbol now. How do you know it?”
“It’s on the painting in my office commemorating my appointment as General of the King’s Battalion two years before the Great War started. The woman who painted it was named Brianna Nolan-West. She was an exceptionally talented artist and also a promising enchantress. In addition, she was the lover of the High-King’s advisor, Count Ian Darius.”
Kayleigh recalled that portrait. Still, she pushed that out of her mind and said, “My mom never did any magic!”
General Hawthorne answered, “She may have been able to hide it from you. She would have good reason to.”
Kayleigh looked at the woman and sensed there was more to it.
The raven-haired woman continued, saying, “If your mother is who we think she is, you and I are family – Brianna and I were first cousins. My uncle was Lord Kevin Nolan-West. His side of the family was allied with Count Darius in the war.”
All her life, it had just been Kayleigh and her mother. There was no one else. Now Althea Hawthorne, of all people, stood across a table and declared that they were related. Considering how the woman had been treating her, this was an unexpected change.
“That’s good, right?”
“Normally I would say yes, Reese. However, the High-King decreed that any carrying the Darius bloodline and those of my Uncle’s to be traitors of the realm. My parents were spared by virtue of being supporters of the High-King and I, of course, was an officer already. If your identity becomes public, you would be imprisoned or possibly executed.”
“But I’m a Battle Maiden too!” Kayleigh protested.
“If it was only your mother’s bloodline, I wouldn’t be worried either. However, I can’t see the same leniency I was afforded being extended to the daughter of Count Darius.”
A silence descended over the room as Kayleigh digested the news. Suddenly all the moving around her mother had done when Kayleigh was young made sense.
Captain Lynch handed her an empty sketchbook and some drawing charcoal. “I recall you doing pictures of the other recruits and their unicorns on our journey to Talcosa. They were good. Could you do one of your mother from memory?”
“Yes, ma’am,” she said, accepting the items. “Why do you need me to do this?”
“We need to find her. She may have knowledge of how Count Darius survived his battle with General Jyslin, which may be critical to defeating him this time. There is also the fact that Count Darius will surely realize who you are, if he hasn’t already. You and your mother will need protection. Do you know where she is?”
It almost sounds like she cares,
Kayleigh thought before saying, “My letters to her were answered by an elder in Helden. She left shortly after I did. Why would she need protection?”
“Captain Lynch is right, Kayleigh,” General Jyslin stated. “He may try to use that decree to lure you to his side. Conversely, he may just hire assassins to kill you.”
“But why?” Kayleigh was confused, pausing from her sketch.
“Because you’re almost immune to his magic.”
“He’s immune to mine as well.”
The Seeress looked and stared through Kayleigh with her unfocused gaze. “But unless he has sired any other children since he went into hiding, you are the only person who could walk through any of his spells and slay him. He is just as vulnerable to you as you are to him.”
Kayleigh gasped, knowing that must be what they wanted her to do. She did her best to push those thoughts aside and concentrate on what Lady Tomas was saying.
“Magical parents try to stay on the best of terms with their children for that very reason. The conception of a magical child weakens both parents for a time, while their power fuels the eldritch energies of the unborn child. This actually explains the sudden change in his tactics during the last war. He stopped pressing his attack and went on the defensive allowing the High-King’s forces a chance to regroup. I daresay that you, just by being conceived, contributed greatly to his defeat last time.”
“I suspect your mother didn’t consult your father in your conception. It seems that makes my victory over him due in part to your presence,” General Jyslin commented. “Even with a portion of his strength removed, I barely survived and those who fought at my side did not.”
“You want me to kill him,” Kayleigh said flatly, trying to find a purpose in all this.
“I don’t want you to have to kill anyone, child,” General Jyslin said. “But we must prepare you for that possibility. We must also track down your mother and enlist her cooperation. I doubt she will listen to anyone but you, so I propose we send you away from here and continue to train you. We must also keep your identity a secret. If the High-King learns of your lineage, he may order your capture or worse.”
“Would he really do that?” Kayleigh asked, feeling a touch of fear. 
Lady Tomas laughed hollowly and said, “As someone who sees things not meant for mortal eyes, I can truly say that the major difference between Hayden Barris and your father was who should be the one ruling.”
Jyslin agreed. “I have fought beside him and he is not the person he portrays to the court and the Council of Kings.”
Kayleigh recalled the one time she’d met the High-King, when he was the Captain of the Ferry that took her and the other new recruits to The Academy. Remembering the odd sensation she’d experienced, Kayleigh felt some of her trust in the man begin to chip away.
General Hawthorne had been silent through most of this exchange. Walking around from the other side of the table, she rested her hand on Kayleigh’s shoulder. “Welcome to the world of noble politics, cousin. The good news is you have a title by virtue of both your parents. You are a direct descendant of High-Queen Candace Nolan. The bad news is any lands you stood to inherit have been stripped away and given to others and you have a decree of death hanging over your head.”
“What do we do now?” Kayleigh asked.
General Jyslin spoke. “First, finish your sketch. Next, I think there’s a dying unicorn in the stables that we’re hoping you can do something about. Soon, we’ll be leaving Salif to take you and the rest back to Talcosa. You and a small group of others will go in search of your mother.
Nodding, Kayleigh drank the juice and finished her cold breakfast before turning her attention to the sketch of her mother. Taking a moment to close her eyes, she tried to remember the details of her mother’s face, along with anytime she might have done magic.
Unable to come up with anything other than the contempt she had for tricksters and weak magical people, nothing came to mind. Frustrated, Kayleigh picked up the charcoal and set to work. Everyone else gave her the space she needed to complete the drawing. After about thirty minutes, Kayleigh handed it to General Hawthorne, who examined it closely.
“Yes, she could be Brianna. She always looked like a younger version of my mother.”
“Let me see, Althea.”
One general handed the sketchbook to the other, who nodded thoughtfully and rendered her verdict. “I see the resemblance as well. I think we can put any doubts about her identity to rest. Let’s move on to the next issue at hand.”
 
The stable they entered was an odd affair. In the far stall, Cyemma stood tied and secured in a stall, appearing sad and lonely. Kayleigh’s heart went out to the unicorn who was restrained through no fault of her own. At the other end, a pair of unicorns stood, watching the dying female, Ayalla, who Kayleigh hoped to save. Several humans had gathered to see this for themselves.
The girl at her side anxiously cracked her fingers as they walked to the other end and said, “I’m nervous. It feels like I’m trying to replace Wirnax. I know this is what I keep asking for, but now that we’re here, I’m worried that I’m doing the wrong thing.”
“Your unicorn would want you to move on, but I still can’t promise you this will work,” Kayleigh said, glancing at Tamera. “Try not to get your hopes up.”
“Let’s be honest, Kayleigh. It’s this or back to the farm. I suppose I’m a decent enough shot with a crossbow. If all else fails, I guess I could join a city guard somewhere.”
“Then let’s not fail,” she said, trying to brighten each of their spirits.
“I thought the general would be first,” the former earth maiden whispered.
Thinking back to the rest of the morning’s discussion, it was decided that Kayleigh first attempt would be to try and stop the damage caused by the wasting to the unicorn’s bond. If that showed promise and hadn’t made matters worse, she’d try to connect someone to Ayalla. General Jyslin volunteered immediately, downplaying the risks that virtually everyone, including Kayleigh, quickly pointed out. There was even a heated exchange where Captain Lynch cautioned against placing the general’s life in “untested” hands.
Like all the previous abuse her former commanding officer heaped onto Kayleigh, the captain’s acidic comments had a way of sounding logical and grounded in reason while at the same time having an insulting undertone. Any goodwill she had built up toward Danella’s sister disappeared faster than a flame deprived of air.
Eventually, the group came to a consensus and made the compromise that led up to this moment.
“You’re younger and in better health,” Kayleigh said, returning to the moment. “Also, the rider Ayalla lost was an earth maiden. Everyone thinks that if this is going to work, we should try to keep any new bond close to what existed before.”
Tamera Akers took a deep breath and said, “I’m not one to complain. Good luck to us both.”
Nodding to her friend, Kayleigh summoned her courage and walked to the stall with as much confidence as she could manage. Brian Tomas stood beside the unicorn and carefully removed the blankets draped across the beautiful creatures back. Despite the heat, Ayalla looked sickly and cold. Along the line of the unicorn’s neck were a series of purple bruises that reminded Kayleigh of cracks that developed in statues. 
She had expected to see this, but even so the state of the unicorn made Kayleigh gasp ever so slightly. Glancing at the nearby nobleman, she saw that he was giving her a reassuring smile. Brian stepped around her, pausing long enough to place his hand on her shoulder and whisper, “Good luck.”
Everyone stood back, giving Kayleigh and Ayalla much-needed space. Doing her best to clear thoughts and focus on the task at hand, Kayleigh banished the memories of that intense circle of green fire she and Majherri created the last time she witnessed a unicorn dying from the wasting. 
“Two of my sisters are ready outside,” Meghan Lynch said as she rode into the stables on T’rsa. “I’ll be ready to douse any fires that might arise inside. Let us know when you are ready to proceed.”
Kayleigh acknowledged the woman and tried not to read anything into the way both of them regarded her. Making matters worse, the unicorn she was currently bonded with joined the pair.
Rheysurrah is probably here to see if he can be rid of me, Kayleigh thought as she turned her head away and scowled. Ayalla, the sole witness to the expression on her face, tilted her head almost imperceptibly and flared her nostrils.
“Regardless of what happens,” Kayleigh began, addressing the unicorn. “I am truly sorry for the loss of your rider. Everyone has assured me that you’re willing to go along with this but I need to hear from you. Are you certain this is what you want?”
Slowly, Ayalla nodded her agreement. Kayleigh mouthed a quick prayer to the Goddess to watch over both of them.
“I am ready to begin.”
General Hawthorne replied, “Understood. Proceed.”
Kayleigh held her right hand up and said, “Ayalla, I’m going to put my fingers at the base of your horn. There is likely to be some discomfort and I’ll do my best not to cause either of us any pain.”
After making contact, she waited a few seconds to allow the unicorn a chance to adjust to her unwanted presence. Very few unicorns like being touched by humans who were not there riders. Most would tolerate another Battle Maiden or someone like Brian. Majherri had been particularly irritated by others.
“The bond,” she continued, hoping her voice and her descriptions would help keep the unicorn relaxed. “It appears to me like a rope. I am going to close my eyes and start looking for the remnants of your bond.”
Doing what she just said, Kayleigh fought against a pang of insecurity. She and Lady Tomas had discussed the possibilities and the mental preparation that she could do to increase the likelihood of success but, with no knowledge of how to do this, it was obvious the Kayleigh was on her own.
Within her mind, she visualized the unicorn’s magic beneath her fingers in an effort to find where the connection that formerly went to the rider was. Like other unicorns she’d come into contact with, Ayalla felt like a storehouse of unrefined energy. It reminded her of a pot of water just before it began to boil. A unicorn’s rider acted as a spoon, stirring a pot in preventing water from boiling over. In truth, the wasting was a result of the pent-up and out-of-control magic inside of the unicorn deprived of the controlling influence of a rider. When unicorns first bond, the magic is unsealed, but if the rider dies, the magic must in some way become toxic.
Within what felt like minutes, but in fact was only seconds, Kayleigh located the frayed and blackened end. Carefully, she inspected it while blocking out the neighs belonging to Ayalla. Dark threads dangled unevenly from the spot where the connection had been severed. 
Treating the rope-like bond as if it were indeed a broken cord, Kayleigh started a close examination of the damage. Where the ends were torn apart she could see tiny flashes of light.
It’s less like a rope and closer to the wick of a candle!
Using her imagination, she followed those flashes of light and saw tiny tendrils of darkened energy dissipating shortly after they left a broken connection.
This must be what poisons the unicorn’s body. Maybe I can try to put it out like a still smoldering candle?
Taking a moment to prepare, Kayleigh recalled how Danella broke her bond with Majherri. It was a vice like grip, followed by harsh tugs and yanks until the bond snapped. Even the possessed fire maiden had suffered from the backlash.
Not wanting to experience that again, she opted for a slow approach and envisioned her hand gripping the end and trying to smother the energies. Nothing happened at first, except for feelings of unease coming from both of them. She continued to hold, and released it after perhaps a minute. The lack of any sudden reaction unnerved her, but gave Kayleigh time to look for any more wisps of darkened energy. Seeing none, she hoped that this was a good sign and grabbed on once more, deciding to keep it still for several minutes.
Her sense of victory lasted until she felt a spasm of discomfort from Ayalla and followed the connection back to the source. The mass of energy representing the unicorn’s magic pulsed and appeared increasingly agitated. Her candle analogy fell aside, replaced by that of a covered pot building up pressure.
“That’s not good,” she said. “I’d better…”
Kayleigh didn’t get to finish what she was saying as a pulse of pure magic traversed the connection and slammed into her. Her eyes opened and there was a brief sensation of weightlessness before her body impacted against and slid down the opposite wall.
 



Chapter 17- Fire in the Barn
 
The villages in the North fell into two main categories - ones who fought the Yar and the ones who paid tribute to the mountain savages to leave them be.
The former hid behind town walls encircling their villages, protecting their livestock. The crops in the fields were overplanted, knowing a portion of it would be stolen.
The latter usually had a much smaller walled area where the villagers could run to in case their offering was found wanting, or a different Yar tribe decided to raid the village. These villages collected a tribute that was given to the Yar as the weather turned colder. The Yar took it in exchange for not attacking them and offering protection against the other tribes.
Majherri and his rider, and those that accompanied her were in one of these tribute villages with an ever changing lie. At this moment, they were a group of bounty hunters pursuing an imaginary man wanted for the murder of a nobleman and other high crimes. This man was alleged to have fled into the Yar territories. 
From what little Majherri had learned, the tribes were often at each other’s throats and preventing one from achieving dominance over the others. It was an odd arrangement, fraught with tension on each side.
Danella’s task was to unbalance the political landscape and turn those raids and skirmishes into an offensive, forcing the Northern Kingdoms to divert troops and supplies that would normally augment the forces belonging to High-King Barris. It was a tactically sound plan and Majherri doubted that the Yar would need much encouragement to take up arms against their common enemies.
Majherri looked out at the lush and green landscape leading into the foothills as farmers worked the land to get the most out of the short growing season. Beyond the hills loomed the jagged peaks of the Devrin Mountains.
“I’ve retained a guide into the Yar territory,” Kuresh said. “The cost was more than anticipated, but we are still well funded.”
“Spend whatever you need. Can he arrange a meeting with the nearest chieftain?” Danella replied as she led Majherri down the dirt path that constituted the main thoroughfare through the village. 
“He claims to have connections to the tribe, but says the Ice Claws will want a suitable tribute.” The unicorn suspected that this chieftain’s idea of a tribute and Danella’s would differ considerably.
His rider gestured to the buildings. “The tribe is likely one of the more powerful ones since they have access to spineless worms such as these. These Ice Claws shall be my first conquest. Learn all you can from our hireling about this tribe.”
Kuresh nodded and went on his way as Majherri glanced around, searching for something that interested him. The houses were mostly wood cabins with a few of them being stone, belonging to the more affluent villagers. The discolorations on the sides of the stone houses gave silent testimony to the raids of seasons past. As for the humans, Majherri considered them to be a hardy and independent stock who showed only a token allegiance to their nobles...probably the same amount they offered to the raiders.
The disguised unicorn wondered if this village would be standing when Danella’s plan unfolded. He thought it would, but could no longer be certain. His rider would be more apt to striking a fortified target to send a message. Then again, he knew how easily she might opt for a swath of destruction, laying waste to everything in sight.
Off to one side Majherri spotted young children engaged in carefree play. One stood in the center of a circle drawn in dirt surrounded by ten baskets. The boy tossed small square bags, filled with pebbles and dirt, trying to get them into a basket before moving to the next one. 
He’d seen variations of this game played in every corner of the Blessed Continent. To Majherri, it meant that the human children here were not much different from the others throughout the kingdoms. The game represented the innocence of youth. It was something the males and females did together, before they aged and the children began playing with wooden swords and bows.
Somewhere between the games of children and the dangers of adulthood is where Majherri knew things went wrong, but he had no idea how to correct this.
“You’re brooding, Majherri,” Danella said, picking up on his mood. “I’m sorry I can’t take the reins off of you just yet.”
Majherri nodded slightly, not wanting to be seen openly responding to his rider when he was supposed to be playing the part of a mindless animal. At the moment, it was all the thinking that was depressing him.
In the distance he saw four things that didn’t bode well. The first was the storm clouds moving in over the mountains. There was a cold rain coming and Majherri wondered how the desert nomads he was traveling with might handle it. He doubted Danella would delay their departure, especially in light of the other things he saw – a trio of unicorn riders on the trail approaching the village. There were differences in the ways the battalions handled their affairs. A Master Scout might travel alone as he and Danella did in the South and the West. In the Northern Kingdoms, it appeared to be standard procedure to perform scouting in force.
 
“Look at the poor beast,” one of the two males said. “His idiot human rider forgot to take his reins off! But it just stands there looking sad and stupid.”
“Be nice, Urkai. Even if it can’t understand us, there is no call to be cruel,” the lone female commented. “If it weren’t for the storm, we wouldn’t even be in this overcrowded barn.” 
Unlike the horses, which sadly included Majherri, the three unicorns were not in stalls. They paced the length of the barn as the thunderstorm raged outside. He’d been commanded not to communicate with the unicorns inside the barn by Danella, so all he could do was remain in place and be silent. It was nauseating.
“I wonder how long it will take for the storm to blow through. It’s a shame we weren’t chosen to join the group heading west. Some of the rumors say it’s going to be an actual war,” the other male unicorn added.
“If you like heat, sand, and death, you’re more than welcome to it, Gristul. Besides, whatever this uprising is, it’s probably being blown far out of proportion,” Urkai said, before snorting loudly and startling the female next to him. “Iarisha? You’ve been distracted ever since we entered the barn. Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I just feel a little odd, I suppose. I can’t help feeling that there is something out of place here. Maybe I’m just letting the weather change get to me again.”
Majherri cursed to himself and thought, “I hope her mating instinct isn’t responding to the dark magic Danella has sullied our bond with. That would not end well. Although it would be mildly amusing to watch the reactions of her compatriots.”
He didn’t know any of these unicorns and for that he felt fortunate. Danella would probably let them ride away, but with her volatile nature, his rider could easily decide it would be quicker to kill them. Majherri thought about his prospects. Infused with Danella’s corrupting power, he’d have an easy time dispatching these three, should she command him to attack.
“I need to learn how to control this attraction,”
Majherri concluded. In the past, he’d joked among his few friends that he was irresistible to the females and could have any female for a mate. Now, that he actually might be, the reality fell short of his imagination.
Spending hours standing there, aimlessly chewing on some hay and trying not to be annoyed by the chafing of the reins that had concealed his appearance for weeks, was tedious at best. Most nights, Danella would mercifully take them off of him, but that was impossible tonight.
Still, I can observe these three and see if I can learn something useful…assuming they actually know anything worthwhile.
A loud thunderclap struck near the village and several of the horses in the stalls neighed loudly. Majherri knew he should pretend to be scared, but kept himself motionless and unbothered by the downpour outside.
“After all, I’m not disobeying Danella’s orders by doing absolutely nothing,”
he mused, while feeling the gaze of the female linger on him.
“I wonder if they ever found those missing trainees everyone was frantic about?” Urkai asked. “The magic of the Portals has never been something I questioned until now.”
“One of my colts is in that class, but I heard he wasn’t one of the ones that disappeared,” the other male added. “Though I did hear that the one unicorn who survived losing a rider is among those who are lost. Iarisha, is it true that the females were threatened if they were approached by that one during the last mating?”
The female snorted, nodded, and trotted purposefully to the other end of the barn – away from Majherri. “I already had reached an agreement to mate with another and had no real interest, but I heard all the same things that you did and perhaps a little more.”
“There’s more to the tale, Iarisha? Tell us. You’re not one to gossip idly.”
“I cannot vouch for the truth in this matter, but there supposedly was a younger unicorn who almost risked banishment to mate with him, backing down only under the threat of violence. Again, I don’t know if this is truth or just something Savara dreamt up to alleviate her perpetual boredom.”
Majherri almost betrayed his presence at that statement. The only one who they could have been speaking of was named Pasha. She had actively pursued him only to frustrate him, and finally abandon the idea of mating with him out of fear. After the season had passed, he and Kayleigh had been moved out of the first year. He had no reason to seek her out and she avoided him out of what he suspected was shame. Searching his feelings, he was conflicted when it came to Pasha. When no other would bother, she attempted to befriend him and he had seen no other motive or agenda in her actions. Ultimately, he could not live up to the standard she held for him and his best wasn’t worth Pasha defying the will of the Greater Herd.
If this rumor was to be believed, Pasha considered mating with him despite the consequences and that impressed him. She and her rider were safe on the Sacred Isle. He could not foresee a scenario where they would meet again, but Majherri hoped that if they did, he would be able to control this magic surrounding him. Truly, he did not mind the idea of mating with the comely, younger unicorn. Instead, he would rather it be by her choice and not with some dark aura clouding her senses like the one affecting Iarisha, who stared at the wooden walls as the sky outside scolded the land surrounding them.
There was a moments warning, a feeling of energy surging through the air and crackling before the world around him exploded.
 
The primal screams of the animals filled the burning air as Majherri came to his senses and rose from where he’d collapsed in his stall. The barn was on fire and the bolt from the heavens had been strong enough to damage the structure. The hay stored in the loft above was already ablaze and the fire was spreading along the wall. The acrid smell of smoke irritated his nostrils, but the unicorn was the mount of a fire maiden. As dangerous as the flame was, Majherri knew its capabilities like second nature.
It was his element.
All around him chaos reigned supreme. Some of the horses had managed to get out of their stalls. Others were trapped and driven into a frenzy. The two male unicorns were attempting to guide the animals roaming free inside out into the storm and meeting resistance from the horses, who feared the flashing lights as much as the flames. In the rear of the barn, Iarisha used her horn to pry open a stall door and was rewarded by the freed stallion crashing into her, knocking both to the ground. The horse was first to stand and leapt toward freedom, kicking his rescuer in the head and sending the female unicorn back to the dirt.
Rearing, Majherri brought his front hooves into the door and smashed it off its hinges. Calmly, he forced his way out of the stall and into the throng of animals and the growing cloud of smoke. He worked his way through the terrified beasts. He could just leave the female there, but he was free to act so long as he didn’t communicate with her.
The female’s sides shuddered and he knew that the she was still breathing. He tried tapping her with his front hooves, but she barely stirred. Burning pieces of the upper level dropped from above, igniting the loose straw on the ground and other flammable material. Channeling his magic, he smacked his hooves on the ground and tried to push the flames away from them with some success, but it nearly exhausted the tiny bit of power he had available. There was one other hapless animal and Majherri freed it, wary of the creature bolting from its prison before turning back to the injured female.
Using his teeth, he grasped the edge of a bucket, filled perhaps a third of the way with water and dragged it next to the unicorn. Dropping the container next to her head, he knocked it onto her with his hoof and splashed the contents onto Iarisha’s head.
The unicorn moved sluggishly this time, snorting and making all manner of noise as she made a supreme effort to rise.
“Thank you,” she said reflexively, before looking at him again and shaking her head in disbelief.
Flames and dying horses barred their path. He cast his gaze around, looking for signs of weakness in the structure and spotted a stall with a window. The wood looked somewhat dry rotted. Oblivious to the eyes of the female, he entered the stall and kicked at the wood surrounding the window with all his might. The wooden sill snapped away yanking some of the board with it. His hooves smashed the shutters aside causing the nearby flames to grow brighter with a new source of air to feed them. Steadily, the hole grew as his powerful hooves pushed against the planks of wood. The heat was approaching a level where even Majherri began feeling uncomfortable and the air he breathed became more of an irritant than a source of life. When the frame was sufficiently weakened, Majherri backed up and threw his weight against it. On the third time, he smashed out into the open air and the pouring rain.
The unicorn followed him out into the deluge and stared at him in disbelief.
“What are you?” she demanded, lowering her horn defensively.
Majherri started to ignore her, but realized he was no longer inside of the barn and the compulsion Danella had given him applied only while he was in the structure. A desperate plan formed in his mind at the opportunity he’d been given.
“I am touched by the Nether, Iarisha of the Sacred Isle. My name is Majherri, the very same unicorn you and the other two spoke of a short time ago and I bear a grave warning. That war in the West is very real and it is spreading. At its head is the human called Count Darius, thought both defeated and dead by the High-King and his followers. He wields terrifying power, the ability to corrupt our riders and bend them to his will and courts the powers in the adjacent realms!”
“Impossible! I don’t know what you are, but you’re no unicorn!”
“Touch where my horn would be,” he commanded and lowered his head. “It is hidden by magic, but there just the same.”
Iarisha leaned forward and moved her own horn to and fro. It clattered off his invisible one and she neighed in disbelief. To further illustrate his point, he forced some of the magic into his horn, briefly lighting it as the rain hissed against the flames.
“I cannot accept this!”
“Listen well to my words, Iarisha. My rider is a thrall and she controls me with a grip mightier than even the metal of a forged lance. If she learns that I have said anything to you, she will compel me to kill you and your companions and I will do it gladly.”
“You wouldn’t,” she said, but fear and uncertainty subverted her protest, making it sound weak and anemic.
“Oh yes! I would. The dark magic staining me has made me strong enough to smash through that barn with ease. I can even command fire magic without my rider. The three of you wouldn’t stand a chance! That same magic was calling to your mating instincts. Don’t bother denying it!”
The female looked frustrated and unable to refute him. “Fine, Majherri, if that is who you truly are, what would you have me do with this knowledge?”
“Flee,” he replied. “Carry this warning to our kin. Count Darius still has allies in the South, biding their time. The West is already lost to his armies and soon the Yar will be running wild through these kingdoms. But the greatest danger is something this wizard said in passing. He has bound a netherbeast in servitude and plans to bring it back to our realm along with the forces it commands. That must not be allowed to happen!”
“But my rider!”
“You must leave her! You’re both Scouts! This information is too important. Do your duty! The fate of all rests on you delivering this warning. Danella’s connection to me is like no bond you can imagine. If luck favors me, she won’t probe deeply about tonight’s events and we’ll head into the mountains before she realizes anything. But if she does, your rider, the others, and perhaps everyone in this village will die. Flee now and head to the nearest garrison. Put as much distance between me and you as possible. I can outrun an air maiden and her unicorn riding full out and she might make me hunt you down. I’m going around to the other side of the barn. I don’t even want to see what direction you head off in. This storm will hide your tracks.”
The female stood there looking at him and he feared that he would have to physically attack her and drive her off, but she nodded and said, “I believe you and will take this warning, Majherri. You are right. The life of my rider and even my life are nothing compared to the risk of a netherbeast and its foot soldiers walking on the Blessed Continent. I entrust the life of my rider and myself to you.”
“Safe journey to you, Iarisha. May the spirits of our kin residing in the sky watch over you. Danella may well kill me when she learns of my treachery, but if one of us must pay, then I hope that it is me.”
He didn’t wait for her reply and trotted back around the other side. He stood there, staring at the flames and trying to lose himself in them. Occasionally, he looked up at the angry flashes in the sky. A few minutes passed before Gristul and Urkai began a frantic search for the missing female.
 
In the morning, the majority of the village turned out to inspect the damage to the destroyed barn. Majherri stood in the distance, focusing on the uncomfortable wet feeling that chilled his bones. It had been a long and harrowing night with very little cover to be found. Fire was his element and the flames in the barn hadn’t worried him at all. By the same token, water was his opposite and the driving rain bothered him more than it should have. The unicorn felt as if he would never be dry again.
Danella will sense this immediately, if she doesn’t already know. My annoyance will be a shield.
At least that was what he hoped.
The disaster in the barn had claimed the lives of four of the horses belonging to Kuresh’s nomads and much of their riding gear. Two others had run off into the night. He watched one Battle Maiden desperately searching for her unicorn, knowing Iarisha was hopefully hours away by now. The woman’s two compatriots and their unicorns helped her search the rubble and offered what comfort they could. Majherri had changed positions several times with the shifting of the cool wind. The smell of burnt flesh only compounded his current mood.
The angry words of his own rider drifted through the air as she and Kuresh were arguing with a village elder and several others. Majherri wandered over to Danella, trying to look the part of a loyal beast and not that of an interested party.
Danella took note of his presence and allowed him to nudge her in greetings.
“It doesn’t matter how much you offer, we simply don’t have the replacement animals you want,” the elder said. “This is the peak of growing season and every beast we have is needed in the fields. Truly I am sorry for this setback in your quest, but you are bounty hunters and not representatives of the crown. I wish there was more I could do for you, but the needs of my village must come first.”
Majherri wondered if Danella or Kuresh now regretted changing the story from that of a noble inspecting land she’d inherited. 
“Pardon me for interrupting the conversation,” one of the Battle Maidens said. “One of our unicorns is missing and we were hoping for assistance clearing the rubble to see if we can locate the body in the collapsed section.”
The elder immediately deferred to the woman who was an actual representative of the crown. “Of course, milady. I will see to it immediately.”
With a curt and dismissive nod to Kuresh, the man said, “If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to this matter. I will have a rider visit the nearby farms and spread the word about your missing animals. It is the very least that I can do for you.”
A dark look of malevolence crossed Danella’s face as she watched the man scurry off to placate the Battle Maiden’s request. She was furious. Turning to Majherri, she placed her hand on his head and said, “What of the missing unicorn?”
He concentrated on the image of the female being knocked to the ground when freeing the horse and let Danella draw her own conclusion from that. Her reaction was a sly smile and a whisper, “Oh, the poor dear will be in for such a disappointment.”
Eventually, Danella and Kuresh decided that it would be best for some of the troops to double up. Sending men to another village for more horses would add further delay and having mounts in the mountains was a luxury, not a necessity.
The guide joined them as they prepared to leave the village. Majherri noted that the man looked more like the barbarians he’d be leading them to than the simple folk in this tiny outpost of civilization that the unicorn hadn’t even bothered to learn the name of.
“You certainly seem eager to leave,” Danella commented on his mood. He replied with the feeling of being wet and rained on through most of the night.
“It makes no sense!” the maiden exclaimed and threw her hands up in frustration. “If Iarisha isn’t here, where is she?”
Majherri sensed his rider twisting in the saddle. They hadn’t left soon enough.
“I thought you said the unicorn perished in the flames,” Danella stated.
He tilted his head from side to side, affecting an air of disinterest and pretending the fate of a wayward unicorn on a stormy night was not his concern.
Danella didn’t fall for it as he felt himself go rigid under her power.
“What are you not telling me?” she hissed and began actively rooting around in his memories.
He was powerless as Danella’s unbridled fury grew. She couldn’t understand the conversation word for word, but she could comprehend enough to know what he’d done.
“You’ve betrayed me, Majherri! You’ve betrayed our cause. Now reap what you have sown.”
His frozen mind began to thaw, filled with rage she forced upon him. Waves of bloodlust consumed Majherri.
 



Chapter 18- The Visitor at the Gate
 
Kayleigh felt hands tugging at her as she tried to clear her head. Both the aching in her left shoulder and the throbbing in her head could be traced back to the moment she slammed into the inside wall of the barn.
“Are you okay?” It was Brian’s voice.
“Do you really want to know?” she answered, muttering. “At least I’m not waking up in an infirmary for a change.”
A small crowd of people had surrounded her as Brian offered her his hand. As her vision cleared, she looked down and saw that she now knelt in a pile of manure and sighed.
“You’d think after spending so much time in the stables, I’d learn how to avoid situations like this.”
“Well,” he replied and smiled. “If you’re still able to make light of things, you must not be hurt too badly.”
Taking his hand, Kayleigh stood and noted the concerned faces. “My shoulder’s a bit tender and I’ll probably have a knot on my head, but otherwise, I’m fine. How’s Ayalla?”
The spot where she worked with the riderless unicorn was worse for wear. Some of the wooden floorboards were snapped in half while others bowed where earth and stone had thrust up under them. The female unicorn was standing with T’rsa and Rheysurrah by her sides.
“She was knocked down and a little shaken,” Brian answered. “You, on the other hand, gave us a good scare.”
“We should move this into the courtyard,” General Hawthorne said.
General Jyslin added, “I agree. Perhaps we can send for a dog trainer’s uniform, as it is padded to protect the wearer.”
Hawthorne nodded and tasked one of her soldiers to go into the city. “Reese, why don’t you go inside, clean up, and rest while we make arrangements so that your next attempt will be less painful.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kayleigh said. It was a pleasant change of pace to see people worried about her wellbeing. It was a far cry from the piercing gaze the general had given her after she had injured Andrea, but discovering their familial connection might have softened the woman’s disposition toward her. Casting a sideways glance, she noticed Rheysurrah paid more attention to Ayalla’s condition than he did hers. Honestly, she didn’t expect much else out of him.
Brian led her out into the courtyard where his mother waited, holding the hand of the monkey that allowed her to see. Tamera was only a couple paces behind them.
“I’m pleased that you are relatively unharmed,” Alanna Tomas said and then chuckled. “You have such lovely hair.”
“Thank you, milady,” Kayleigh replied, finding it an odd time for a compliment and seeing the woman’s wide smile made her wonder if something was in it. “Is learning magic always going to be that painful? I could pass on the bruises and the messes.”
“With a proper instructor, you would fare better, but since you seem to be venturing into uncharted territories regarding bonds, previously believed sacred, there is no guide…or at least no reputable guide.”
“You are a seer,” Kayleigh commented. “Didn’t you know what was going to happen?”
The Seeress shook her head in amusement and lifted her pet into her arms like a toddler. “The future is not set in stone,” she said. “I receive flashes of insight, possibilities if you will. My job is to pass on what I know and hope for the best outcome.”
“I guess that’s a nice way of saying that things could have been worse. At least the only thing permanently damaged, aside from my pride, is the barn. So, will this next attempt succeed?”
Kayleigh stared at the monkey, who opened his mouth wide to yawn at her. The woman replied, “I cannot say. Success will spare the lives of many unicorns and change their fates. I hope you do and encourage you to try your best. Many paths will open for the future if you do.”
“I was thinking,” Brian interrupted with a grin on his face. “When we get back to The Academy, you need to stay away from my stable. I’d rather keep it intact.”
“Was he always like this?” Kayleigh asked his mother.
“Yes,” the woman replied. “My oldest received the seriousness. My daughter was blessed with the magic. This one believes he has the wit and charm. I, for one, am not completely convinced.”
“Mother is too kind. Being a seeress, she should also know her methods of embarrassing me no longer work.”
“Oh, I suppose I could recount a few stories from your youth to the young lady as a manner of passing the time,” she threatened with a mocking tone.
“If that is what you believe is best, dearest mother. Kayleigh would be delighted to hear about my aversion to clothes up until the age of six. I was quite the little nudist, if you must know.”
Behind them, Tamera sputtered in laughter.
Fighting through an obvious blush, Kayleigh responded, “Um, it hadn’t really crossed my mind.”
“Behave, Brian,” Lady Tomas admonished her son. “You are a young man of station.”
“I don’t believe the unicorns I tend to really care much for my station. The manure shovels the same. Besides, Kayleigh knows what to expect from me.”
“It’s true,” Kayleigh said and nodded. Brian seemed livelier off of the island. The way the girls spoke of him, he was the ultimate temptation on an island full of maidens who had taken chastity vows. At The Academy Brian was just as witty, but here, despite or perhaps because of the presence of his mother, it was even more charming. The two seemed to feed off of one another. Her life had been woefully short of entertainment lately and this was a welcome change.
“You have a sister?” Kayleigh decided to join in on the merriment. Brian talked extensively about his brother, but he’d never mentioned a sister in all the time they’d spent together.
“Now you’ve gone and done it, Mother. I’ll never hear the end of this.”
“For the moment you shall, dearest Brian,” the Seeress said and turned to Kayleigh. “I believe you’ll have the necessary time to indulge in a hot bath before everything is in order.”
“That sounds like a splendid idea, Lady Tomas.”
Minutes later, Tamera stood outside the thin wooden door to the bath and stated, “I think he likes you.” 
Kayleigh shifted in the tub. The bath was indeed a fantastic idea. The beginnings of an ugly bruise graced one arm as the young woman slathered it in salve.
“Tamera, he’s just being himself,” Kayleigh replied. “If you knew him better, you’d realize he’s always like that.”
“Perhaps,” her friend admitted. “But he might be like that always just for you. Ever consider that?”
“Uhm.” Kayleigh didn’t have an answer for that. Instead she twirled a strand of wet hair around her finger and thought about lowering her head into the water and pretending she didn’t hear Tamera. 
“Did it work?” a new voice asked. It was Laurel.
“No,” Tamera answered. “Kayleigh’s getting cleaned up and is going to try again in a bit. I’m just trying to convince her that Brian Tomas is sweet on her.”
“I’m not listening to this,” Kayleigh protested. 
“Really?” Laurel asked.
The other young woman answered, “Just my opinion but if I’m right, the sounds of hearts breaking all over the Sacred Isle will be heard for weeks.”
“But what about the nomad warrior who came with you two?” Laurel teased.
“Oh, he’s quite nice,” Tamera said in a breathy voice.
Kayleigh felt mortified at what her friend was implying and that she didn’t even know where Rahzir was at this time. So, she asked Laurel.
Laurel answered, “He’s being questioned about the strength of the nomad army by General Hawthorne’s aides.”
“He’s not being treated like a prisoner is he?”
“I don’t think so,” the air maiden responded. “Still, he is escorted by two maidens wherever he goes. So does Brian have anything to worry about?”
Flustered by the two girls needling, she said, “Can we talk about something else? As I recall, we all took a vow of chastity until the age of twenty.”
If either of them had been in the room, she would be throwing something at them.
“True,” Laurel said. “However, the vow may no longer apply to you because of your unique situation.”
“I guess it doesn’t apply to me now at this time,” Tamera said, degenerating into a cackle. “Maybe I should get you to hold off on the next attempt for a day or two!”
Laurel joined in as Kayleigh scowled at the door and the two laughing young women on the other side. All the while she fought not to join in their merriment.
“You two are positively awful!” she exclaimed and sank into the tub. As she did so, she thought back to her time at The Academy with the other third years. When she arrived, she felt ill at ease and like her every move was being scrutinized. Now, despite not truly being one of them, Kayleigh felt like she had finally been accepted.
 
At first Kayleigh Reese believed the padded dog trainer’s uniform was a little too cumbersome and hot. It was like being encased in thick burlap and forced to waddle around like a sideshow entertainer at a traveling carnival.
After two more times of being thrown bodily into the air by Ayalla’s uncooperative magic, she was beginning to appreciate the protection offered. Kayleigh even went so far as to wonder if a thicker suit was available.
Laurel had come out for this demonstration and helped Kayleigh fumble to her feet.
“Still okay?” the air maiden asked and cupped Kayleigh’s cheeks with her hands while looking for any signs of confusion.
“I’m fine. Getting loads of practice on how to land after a fall,” Kayleigh muttered and beckoned to Brian.
The noble brought her a mug full of water and held it to her lips. Kayleigh drank, ignoring the incriminating smirk Laurel wore on her face. Brian volunteered to be the one making certain she wouldn’t pass out from the heat in the heavy suit. He was, and Kayleigh prayed this would never change, blissfully unaware about the conversation that took place a short time earlier.
“You know,” he said. “If this keeps up, I’m going to start taking wagers on how far you travel.”
“This time didn’t seem nearly as far,” Laurel commented. “Maybe that’s a sign that you’re getting close.”
Kayleigh thanked her friend for the encouragement and brushed the dust from her pants as she walked back to the waiting unicorn.
The only thing I think I’m getting close to is making certain I won’t be able to sit in a saddle for a week!
Her approach wasn’t working. Each time the pressure of the unicorn’s magic built up faster than Kayleigh could react. Ayalla’s head was lowered and the unicorn gave off an air of defeat. Kayleigh recognized it from when Rheysurrah just wanted to let go and embrace his death. The other onlookers, both on two and four legs stared at her expectantly.
What do they expect? I can’t do miracles on command!
Her searching gaze found Captain Lynch sitting in T’rsa’s saddle. The woman had her arms crossed and her body language asked Kayleigh how long she was going to keep everyone waiting. No matter what Kayleigh achieved, she believed it would always fall short of the woman’s expectations.
Of course, the other Lynch sister wasn’t out there anticipating Kayleigh’s failure. Danella wanted her dead. This war was going to separate more unicorns from their riders. If she was going to help them...and ever have a chance of reclaiming Majherri, she couldn’t accept any other result except success. The words from one of General Jyslin’s speeches she’d studied at The Academy came to mind.
If you have eliminated the possibility of failure, all that remains is determining which path will lead you most directly to your goal.
The young woman steeled herself and rounded on the unicorn. Kayleigh was being too timid. It wasn’t the same as Orsa bleeding out on the walls of Shiftla, but Ayalla was dying just the same. She’d fallen and failed enough today.
“I’m not going to learn anything else about your bond doing what I’ve been doing,” she said to Ayalla. Her tone lacked the empathy she’d previously used. “Your magic’s fighting me. We already know this is going to hurt, so let’s not kid ourselves and pretend it’s not. This time, I’ll be fighting back! If you think of anything that will help, do it. If not, just hold on.”
Instead of cupping the sides of Ayalla’s head, Kayleigh threw her arms around the unicorn’s neck, locked her hands together, and descended on the bond.
Ayalla tensed as the unicorn’s magic reacted to a foreign presence probing against it. Instead of trying to hold the power back, Kayleigh butted up against the pile of magic inside and pulled at it...hard. Ayalla shuddered, and the ground trembled beneath them. The essence of decay was still there, but unlike with Cyemma’s bond, plucking it didn’t seem to help, probably because it was part of the natural unicorn cycle.
So Kayleigh ignored it and continued to yank at the whole bond and their struggle was mirrored in the turbulent dirt below them. A mound of earth bubbled up under her, attempting to dislodge Kayleigh’s hold. She felt her legs leave the ground, but maintained her grip and leaned closer to Ayalla.
The momentum carried her completely over the unicorn’s body and her legs hit the ground on the other side of Ayalla, like she was rehearsing a riding trick. There was enough of Ayalla’s broken bond free for Kayleigh to move forward.
Opening her eyes and refusing to let the portion of the frayed bond retreat into the pool of Ayalla’s magic, Kayleigh called out, “Tamera, get over here!”
“Are you sure?” came the hesitant reply. Another column of rock banged against Kayleigh. This time, she lashed out with her magic and blew the stone into dust. The air seemed heavier with the warring powers of unicorn and sorceress locked in a struggle.
“Now!” Kayleigh left no room for argument.
Tamera arrived next to Kayleigh, with a concerned expression on her face. “What do you want me to do?”
“Jump on, bareback and hold tightly,” Kayleigh ordered.
Ayalla neighed loudly in protest and tried to back away, dragging the duo with her. The moment Tamera made contact Kayleigh started looking for the other young woman’s frayed bond. Finding it, she snatched at it with her magic and pulled it toward the unicorn’s.
“Gah! What are you doing?” Tamera yowled. “It hurts!”
“That’s a sample of what our day has been like,” Kayleigh tersely reminded her. “Alright, everyone, I’m going to try and align your bonds. Before you ask, no I don’t know what’s going to happen and yes, it will probably hurt even more.”
“Fine!” Tamera grunted. “Less talking and more doing.”
Ayalla gave her own form of ascent in another pulsing burst of power as Kayleigh rammed the two broken bonds together. She immediately twisted at the magical fragments and began trying to bind them together. 
When she’d bonded with Rheysurrah, the bond took on a life of its own after she’d worked at it. This one showed very different signs of life. Both sides were on fire, burning her as she worked. Tears flowed down her face and she couldn’t hear her own screams over the rush of wind surrounding her. Three strands tied, became five, and then ten before the whole construct wavered and fell apart.
“No!” she screamed and slammed them back together, sensing the burning starting all over again.
I can’t do this like with Rhey! I’m not part of the bond...but maybe I can be the spark instead. When ropes are broken, the two ends are put back together and burned to mend it.
Kayleigh turned that heat back against the spot she’d jammed against one another and added her own power for good measure.
In her mind’s eye and maybe even in the air surrounding them, a flash of light blinded her. The two young women and the unicorn screamed in unison. Kayleigh’s heartbeat pounded wildly in her ears as all three collapsed to the ground. The first thing she could see from her position on the ground was the white foam dripping from Ayalla’s mouth onto the ground about an arm length away.
Extending her hand, she touched the closest part of the unicorn and tried to sense the bond.
There it is! she thought and sighed in relief. Amazingly enough, the bond between Tamera and Ayalla was the only thing still “standing.”
“Mara?” Kayleigh, said fumbling through her words. “You okay?”
Anything more complex than a simple question wouldn’t be coming from her anytime soon. Tamera mumbled something that Kayleigh couldn’t quite hear, or maybe she could, but understanding what the earth maiden said was beyond the best she was capable of at that moment.
The padded suit protected her leg from being broken by the unicorn’s weight. The pressure eased. Ayalla was helped to her feet with Tamera draped across her back. It was a hard fought victory for all three participants and, more importantly, this now meant she could spare other unicorns from that awful fate.
Knowing that she was going to be nothing more than a hobbling mass of bruises, Kayleigh awkwardly pushed herself up onto her elbows and waited for someone to help her back to her feet. Laurel and General Hawthorne were her benefactors.
Looking down, it appeared that a wild pack of dogs had attacked the suit and left the wearer gnawed upon like a rawhide bone.
“Well done, Rider Reese. We’ll get you some healing tears.” The general didn’t address her as cousin for the obvious reasons. “Our healer is checking out Akers and will be with you in a moment.”
“Thank you, ma’am. Laurel, can you help me out of this?”
“I’ll do it,” General Hawthorne volunteered, much to Kayleigh’s surprise. “I’d like a private word with her Whitaker, you’re dismissed.”
“Of course, ma’am.” Laurel snapped to attention and walked back to where she’d been.
The general led Kayleigh slowly back to her office and secured the door behind them. Stepping behind Kayleigh, she began working on the buckles of the suit. 
“Kayleigh,” she began, “I’m going to ask a favor of you and please hear me out. General Jyslin will volunteer to be joined to a riderless unicorn and you must not honor her request.”
Turning her head as much as the padding allowed, she asked, “Why?”
“Look at the garment you wear, look at Tamera Akers, look at the damage to the stable and the courtyard and ask yourself if a woman in her late sixties could endure. She means too much to us all to be exposed to this. I can and will prevent this while you and she are in my area of command, but when you leave my control, she may even go so far as giving you a direct order.”
“How can I refuse a direct order?”
“Tell her you need to perfect the process, for her safety. It would be the truth. Explain how much of toll it took on you. She’ll dismiss your concerns, but do not falter and give in.”
“You’re very protective of her, ma’am,” Kayleigh said.
“She’s my personal hero, cousin. She’s the greatest of us all and losing her at the onset of another war would be a tremendous blow to our entire order. Doubly so since we may be forced to take up arms against our own sisters.”
“I’ll do my best, ma’am.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Since we’re alone, I wanted to apologize for my treatment of you.”
“I understand,” Kayleigh replied. “You were looking out for Andrea.”
“That’s what kin does,” the woman said. “And that extends to you now, too.”
 
Kayleigh was able to get back to the warm embrace of the bathtub and survey the damage to her body. Even after a vial of healing tears, splotches of ugly bruises dotted her arms and legs. The worst came at the end, but she now had a means of forcing a bond. A protective suit would work for most unicorns, except for ones with fire magic. Her suit would only be another thing to set on fire.
Maybe I can have fire maidens and unicorns wade into a pond? That might work.
Summoning some of her power, she heated the water again - a benefit of her proficiency with fire magic. Out in the courtyard, Tamera was most assuredly still out there on Ayalla’s back. Someone brought her a saddle and everyone agreed that the two should spend the night together.
Eventually, Kayleigh decided she couldn’t stay in the bath forever. It also became obvious that she was hungry, so she reluctantly drained the tub and dried herself.
The evening meal was nearly over by the time Kayleigh made it to the mess hall. There were several members of the garrison there and one familiar face. Grabbing a bowl of chicken and vegetable stew she joined Rahzir, noting his two nearby escorts.
“Hello,” she said.
“I heard you were successful and Tamera has bonded with a new unicorn. It is good to see her smiling again.”
“Many more successes like today and I might not be able to walk. Are you being treated well?”
“I am not trusted, but they have acted with honor. It is more than I expected. Your general politely refused to grant the commander of Salif’s forces request that he be allowed to question me in private. I suspect we both know how that would have gone.”
Sadly, she had a good idea. For a moment, she thought back to her life before. The conversations with her mother just over a year ago revolved around the chores needing done, what would be for dinner, and the latest commission her mother worked on. Now, she was speaking as an equal to a warrior about the realities of torture after a day of pushing the limits of her magic.
“An artist,” her mother used to say, “must always be aware of perspective. Never lose focus on that.”
The statement still applied to her vastly different life.
“You have also acted with honor and earned my trust, Rahzir. You’ve proven yourself to me.”
The nomad warrior nodded solemnly. 
Honor, Kayleigh concluded, was the thing that mattered the most to him.
“When do we leave this place?”
“Soon,” she answered. “I take it you don’t wish to start a new life here?”
“I have not seen you to safety and, even if I had, this city has nothing I want. My people call this place ‘Salif the Silent.’ The rulers are only interested in the size of their coffers and coin purses. As soon as an army gets within two days of here, the king will announce neutrality and the Battle Maidens will be asked to leave.”
Kayleigh glanced at his two escorts and saw one frowning and the other shaking her head. They didn’t quite believe his words, but it was plausible enough.
“Jaruciax fell and Shiftla barely put up any resistance,” Kayleigh said.
“I believe I’m looking at the majority of Shiftla’s resistance,” Rahzir said and cracked a rare smile.
“I guess I can’t really deny that,” she said.
“Nor should you,” he stated. “But I will see you to safety.”
The two managed a few minutes of small talk until a rider Kayleigh recognized from General Hawthorne’s personal squad approached. “Rider Reese, your presence is required. Please follow me.”
 
Kayleigh didn’t know what General Hawthorne wanted and hardly expected to ride Rheysurrah across the city in the late evening, side by side with Meghan Lynch, but that was precisely what happened. A unicorn rider with blackened eyes waited outside the city gate, and she wanted to speak with Kayleigh. The rider hadn’t made any hostile moves yet, but the guards manning the walls were taking no chances.
General Hawthorne would have ignored the request except for the fact that the rider was Amanda Edwards.
Being in Rhey’s saddle once more felt awkward. Their partnership was virtually non-existent at this stage and if Kayleigh was being honest, he’d grown more distant since being reunited with T’rsa. Captain Lynch’s unicorn, or perhaps both of unicorn and rider, still seemed to hold a grudge against Kayleigh and Rheysurrah appeared to side with them over her.
Captain Lynch addressed her. “The Seeress is creating a scry block for you. It should be ready in three days. Our departure will be delayed until you have it.”
“Why?”
“He probably knows who you are and will be using magic to follow your movements. He sent a messenger all this way just for you. Just because the girl was a friend, do not let your guard down.”
Kayleigh glanced at the woman. “I’m fully aware of what a possessed person is capable of. That warning also applies to your sister.”
“Leave Danella to me, Reese. I’ll handle her.”
“She’s more powerful. She’s done something that turned Majherri’s coat dark. Garrett’s unicorn, Cyemma, showed me a vision of Danella briefly possessing Garrett and forcing her to whip Cyemma. Whatever immunity you have might not cover that.”
“Suddenly, you’re the expert on my sister, Reese?”
Kayleigh shrugged, knowing full well that the woman had little interest in what she was saying. “I don’t claim to be an expert on anything, Captain. For your sake, I hope you are able to handle Danella.” 
The rest of their ride was in silence and they were waved through the open gates. She made a quick count of the number of guards manning the walls. The low number backed Rahzir’s theory that Salif was not going to participate in the war.
Four unicorn riders surrounded a fifth. Considering the fifth was a shorter, slightly chubby third year, with fighting skills ranked near the bottom of her class, it almost seemed laughable...almost. 
General Hawthorne motioned Kayleigh over to the side.
“The girl is holding a vial of poison and says that she has been ordered to drink it if we do not allow her to speak with you.”
“So it’s some kind of trap or a trick?” Kayleigh asked.
“Probably,” Althea Hawthorne answered. “You don’t have to go through with it.”
“But Amanda would die then,” she said, already knowing what her decision would be. “I’ll talk to her.”
Nodding, General Hawthorne motioned for her to follow and they approached Amanda, who simply stared at them, vial held next to her lips.
“I’m here, Amanda,” Kayleigh said, trying not to betray any emotions.
“Greetings, milady,” Amanda said, sweeping her free hand to the side while lowering her head and the poison.
“I’m just Kayleigh, Amanda. There’s no call for that.”
“Oh, but there is,” Amanda answered. “You are the Master’s blood and kin. He wishes to speak with you, using my body as his vessel.”
Kayleigh looked at General Hawthorne for reassurance before nodding to her possessed classmate.
Amanda reached with the free hand and gripped the pendant on her neck. The centerpiece cracked and blood leaked from the stone. The girl’s darkened eyes rolled into the back of her head. Seconds passed and the eyes snapped open. Amanda sat taller in her saddle and her body language was entirely different.
“Hello, daughter, and do my borrowed eyes deceive me? Is that you, Althea? Amazing how you parlayed a few victories into a generalship. I applaud your determination.”
“You should have stayed dead, Ian,” the woman replied, making Kayleigh wonder about the relationship between the two.
“I suppose that would have made everyone else’s dreams come true. Unfortunately for you, I have my own dreams and those do not involve my death, but my time is short and you are not worth a second more. Kayleigh, however, is. Let me take a good look at you, my dear. Ah, yes! I do see Brianna’s beauty mirrored in you. I’m curious why she never told you your heritage.”
“How do you know she didn’t?” Kayleigh bluffed.
Amanda’s lips curled in a predatory grin and the man’s voice said, “Your former unicorn shared his knowledge at Danella’s behest. You couldn’t have hidden it from him. But now I see you seated in the saddle of another unicorn. Amazing! Simply amazing.”
“What do you want?” Kayleigh demanded.
“Ah, to the point I see. Ultimately, I’d like you by my side as befitting your status as my heir, but the chances of that happening anytime soon are rather remote. Therefore, I propose a truce between the two of us. Do not oppose me and I will not actively seek to harm you. In fact, I will not attack any city, save Talcosa of course, where you reside as proof of my good intentions.”
“You tried to kill me in Shiftla,” Kayleigh countered. “I’ve been told you probably tried to kill me and my mother long ago. Why in the Goddess’s name should I believe you now?”
“When we fought, I had no idea who you were. You opposed me and I deal harshly with those who make themselves my enemies. As for the past, my quarrel was with Brianna. I am impressed that she managed to fake her death so convincingly and I do intend to ask her about it...very soon.” 
Kayleigh sputtered, “Leave her out of this!”
“That is one request I cannot honor, daughter, but when I do acquire her, I will keep her safe, which is more than those around you can guarantee.”
Flushed with anger, she opened her mouth to speak, but felt the grip of General Hawthorne on her forearm.
“Don’t let him rattle you,” she said to her. “She will consider your offer, Count Darius, but there will be no answer today. If you really want to show her your good intentions, release your hold on the girl.”
Amanda dumped the poison onto the ground and said, “I was planning on it anyway as a gesture of goodwill to Kayleigh as soon as our conversation ends. Amanda and I had several long discussions concerning you, Kayleigh. Between what I learned from her and what Danella gleaned from Majherri, you were treated rather poorly. I see Danella’s sister with you. Make you peace with your Goddess, Meghan Lynch. Even if Kayleigh asks for me to spare your life, I’ll not do it.”
“I’m not afraid of you!” the woman shouted. “I’ll see you dead for what you’ve done to Danella.” 
Amanda broke something off from a circle of rope dangling from her wrist and tossed it at Captain Lynch. The object swelled into a trio of arrows speeding toward the Battle Maiden.
Kayleigh was stunned, unable to react, but someone else managed to respond. General Hawthorne’s outstretched hand willed a column of earth to rise from the ground, and the arrows slammed into it, just short of their target.
“A pity,” Amanda said. “Your reflexes are as good as ever, Althea.”
The dismounted general looked drained from her exertion, but replied, “I remembered you’d used that bit of sorcery before and knew to look for the charm. You’re predictable, Ian, and that’s why you’ll fail every time.”
“If that is what you wish to believe, oh mighty general, please cling to that foolish notion. I look forward to besting you and proving to all that your accolades are truly undeserved. If the powers that be continue to favor me, you will sport eyes like this girl does one day, and I will listen with utter delight when you first call me Master. Farewell, daughter. Hopefully, the next time our paths cross, you’ll be in better company than this rabble.”
Amanda collapsed like a puppet with her strings cut, falling from her saddle, and went into a series of convulsions on the ground. When she looked up, her eyes were clear again.
“What happened? Where am I?”
“Help her to her feet and keep her under watch,” General Hawthorne ordered. “Reese, if anything he says is true, you need to ride now or you’ll be imprisoned in Salif, or any other city that learns of his promise to leave you alone – even if he has no intention of abiding by it. Captain Lynch will escort you.”
“My things? What about the scry block?”
“Get down the road! The others will be sent along as soon as they are ready to travel. You should be able to rendezvous with them in a few days,” the general said and removed her coin purse from her belt. She tossed it to Captain Lynch. “This should be enough to see you on her way. You should make for The Academy.”
Casting an, uncertain, sideways glance at Meghan Lynch, Kayleigh nodded. “General, my friend Rahzir…”
“I will send him as well. Safe journey, cousin. Give my regards to Andrea,” she said and extended her hand.
Kayleigh grasped it. “I will. Safe journey to you as well.”
 



Chapter 19- Claws of Ice Chieftain
 
Majherri fought the urge to become sick. His horn was visible now, smeared with the blood of the two male unicorns. Danella had ordered the wholesale slaughter of everyone and the nomads proved eager to carry out her orders.
Some might have made it to the safety of the woods. He hoped so, but Majherri sincerely doubted it. Other than Danella and the nomads, now reduced in number by two, the only other living souls left alive were the stunned guide and a single Battle Maiden - Iarisha’s rider.
Humming a tune, Danella dumped a bucket of water onto the unconscious prisoner. The warrior sputtered and choked. Majherri watched her eyes dart around and survey the bodies sprawled all over the square as she tested the strength of the ropes binding her hands.
“What kind of monster are you?” she demanded.
Danella threw her head back and laughed. “A monster you say! Perhaps you are right? Then again, maybe I’m just a simple storyteller. I am Death’s right hand and my story will be written in blood all over this land. Passages will be carved in bone and verses left in the ashes of places just like this one.”
The rider fixed her gaze on Majherri and said, “And what dark perversion is that thing?”
“Majherri is a new kind of unicorn, reborn into power. He is the face of the future. Your order will be swept aside and replaced with a new one that serves a greater master than that so-called High-King.”
“All I see is a handful of warriors and a murdering fool, drunk on her delusions. Am I alive just to listen to your hollow boasting, or is there some greater design?”
Majherri gave the Battle Maiden credit for her courage, even if it served no purpose other than to hasten her own death. Even so, he remained impressed at the prisoner’s fortitude.
“I need you to call your unicorn back,” Danella said.
“If I could have called her, she’d already be here and her horn would have impaled you.”
“Doubtful,” Danella said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “However, you probably just need some encouragement to try harder and I happen to know of a way to motivate you.”
At Danella’s order two of the nomads hoisted the flailing Battle Maiden from the ground. When Danella was close enough, the prisoner spit on her.
“I hope you die a thousand deaths!”
Brushing aside the spittle with her gloved hand, Danella gripped the woman’s hair and yanked it back. As the prisoner opened her mouth to scream, his rider shoved their faces together and expelled that same dark smoke directly into the other woman’s mouth.
The prisoner went limp, and then convulsed violently.
“That would mean I’d also lived a thousand lives. Now, call your unicorn!” Danella commanded.
The other woman appeared dazed and unfocused, causing Danella to repeat the process. This time there was less of a struggle and she signaled to the men to drop the bound warrior, who fell in a heap and made no attempt to rise.
When Danella raised her foot, Majherri thought she was going to kick the prisoner. Instead, she held it close to the woman’s face.
“Kiss it!”
Majherri saw a brief moment of hesitation before the warrior lifted her head enough to kiss Danella’s boot. He disliked seeing her control anyone else just as much as when she did the same to him.
“It’s a pity I can’t bind you to my will for more than a few hours. You’d make such a delightful thrall. Now, call to your unicorn. Command her to return!”
“Yes, mistress,” the woman whispered and held her bound hands outstretched. Majherri considered trying to kill Iarisha’s rider and wondered if he could do the deed before Danella reacted.
There was a pause before the ensorcelled woman spoke, “She’s too far away. I barely sense her.”
“Where is your unicorn?”
“She rides south and east, I think, but the distance is too far, mistress. I can’t make her come to me.”
“Bring her back to us. Do it now!”
“She’s too far away,” cried the woman.
“Try harder! Do not disappoint me.”
“I...I can’t. Iarisha’s beyond my reach.”
“That’s what I was afraid of,” Danella said and drew her belt knife. “There is only one thing left to do then.”
“Please, mistress, I did not mean to fail you. I can do better!”
“No you can’t,” Danella said and slit the thrall’s throat. It broke the spell over the warrior and the air maiden sneered in defiance at her murderer. The dying rider tried to say something, but the words were drowned in her blood as she fell to the ground.
Turning to Majherri, she said, “Her death, in fact all of this, is because of you!”
Drawing on his inner strength and the courage displayed by the fallen Battle Maiden, he snorted and dragged his hoof in the ground, while lowering his horn at Danella in defiance.
I regret nothing!
“Still rebellious, eh? Don’t think you’re safe, Majherri. There may come a time when I decide your power is no longer worth your acts of betrayal. I spared you from fighting unicorns until today, but no longer. From this day forth, I will make you attack your kind and we will leave their carcasses in our wake.”
His rider turned to face Kuresh and walked over to where the nomad held their guide. “Have the men drag the bodies into one of the buildings and set it on fire. Make it look like the savages did this. Also, since these people no longer have use for their horses or anything else for that matter, gather whatever you think we will need.”
Kuresh repeated her orders to his men as she addressed the captive guide. “You will either take us to your Yar friends willingly, or I will do what I did to that dead woman back there. Either way, you will take us there. Choose wisely.”
 
Majherri listened to the guide and learned that the Yar were made up of eleven separate tribes. The nearest one to the village that had just been slaughtered was known as The Clan of the Ice Claw. 
“The clans have a ranking system,” the man explained. “Their chieftains possess the power of animal spirits and are measured by how long they have had their spirit with them. The Ice Claw leader is third of eleven, meaning only the Tundra Serpent and the Silver Hydra outrank them. If the chieftain is slain, the spirit is said to attach itself to the most worthy warrior present, but then he and the tribe fall to the bottom of the rankings, becoming eleventh of eleven.”
“Are these spirits powerful?” Kuresh asked, clearly interested.
“Yes,” the man answered, blinking his darkened eyes. He’d chosen to willingly guide the group, but Danella had never intended to allow him freedom. “But they rarely risk themselves in battle. The loss of status for the tribe means a higher situated tribe could claim their lands.”
“Do the spirits inhabit only males?” Danella inquired.
“Mistress, there are two tribes where the spirits sometimes choose females. The Glacier Hawks and the Snow Cats. The leader of the first is currently a woman.”
“That is very useful information,” Danella said. Majherri didn’t have to see his rider to picture the cold and calculating look on her face. “And the powers these spirits impart are?”
“I only know of Harik of the Ice Claw. He can take the form of a great, hairy, snow beast for a period of time. In that body, he stands nine feet tall and it is said that wounds from Harik’s claws take weeks to heal. The time grows longer with each passing year. When I last was allowed among them, Chief Ice Claw could stay in his beast form for two straight days before being forced to become human once more.”
“I suspect this beast magic may make this man able to resist your compulsions, Lady Danella,” Kuresh cautioned.
“If he will not become our ally, his successor will, or the one after that,” Danella stated plainly, as if there was no other option. 
From the unicorn’s point of view, the snow beast sounded as formidable as a troll, or perhaps an ogre. Harik would make a worthy challenge, but even if the beastman rivaled an ogre in strength, he would burn just the same.
As they maneuvered through the beginnings of the mountains, Majherri gleaned as much as he could about the Yar. Somewhere, in a hidden part of the mountain range, was a sacred site where the chieftains gathered to settle disputes or plan raids together.
When asked if the animal spirits ever bonded with someone who did not belong to any of the clans, the guide did not know.
Majherri took a grim satisfaction in watching the desert warriors struggle with the falling temperatures. His enjoyment was cut short when the first human, still trying to remain mounted, toppled along with his mount off the slick trail and down forty feet into a chasm. The horse survived for a few minutes before succumbing to its injuries, whereas the rider died on impact.
The fool had been trying to match my climbing skills. His arrogance proved to be his downfall.
Even so, Majherri slowed his rate of ascent, but he did briefly entertain the idea of going off the edge and taking Danella with him.
The irony would be poetic, he mused.
Dark thoughts, such as that, trotted through his mind until the group located an area large enough for the humans to stop and rest. The air was noticeably thinner here and it would be cool enough by sunset for the unicorn to see his breath. It seemed to the unicorn that the primary advantage to fighting in these mountains was how exhausted the attackers would be as they attempted to overrun the entrenched defenders. Even so, it was a miserable place and Majherri could think of no reason he would ever wish to stay.
Onward they traveled, taking breaks every two to three hours. On the third such break, Majherri noticed that they had acquired two sets of eyes watching them. The unicorn decided to alert Danella while noting that his skills as a scout had not diminished.
“Majherri has spotted our first Yar,” Danella said calmly and addressed her current thrall. “I suspect the two are hunters. Tell me what they will do.”
The man answered, “One will continue to shadow us while the one who runs the fastest travels ahead to warn the rest of the tribe. They will meet us at a location of their choosing with numbers greater than ours.”
“Kuresh,” Danella said. “What do you recommend? Majherri and I could easily run them down, but as I am forced to remind myself, we are here to make allies.”
The nomad leader appeared pleased that she did not simply give in to her bloodlust. “Lady Rider, given the treacherous conditions these savages deal with on a daily basis, I suspect one or both are carrying some type of signaling horn or drum which they would employ before you dispatched them. Since you have sought my counsel, I advise that we continue as we are and let them watch.”
 
“What business do you have with the Ice Claw tribe?” a warrior demanded. He stood on a rocky outcropping surrounded by others brandishing weapons.
Majherri noted the guide’s previous assessment had been correct. The area where the Yar met them was a natural choke point and gave the defenders the high ground on two sides. Roughly forty warriors, twice their number, faced them. The rest would be with the tribe.
“I seek an audience with Chief Harik,” Danella shouted.
The large barbarian laughed loudly. “All these dark skinned warriors and it is a woman who speaks for them!”
Howls of approval met his declaration. Danella remained impassive and spoke with the guide who confirmed that this man was not Harik. She spoke, “It is because my men know what I am capable of. You, on the other hand have no idea who you are dealing with. I intend to speak with your chieftain. If I must go through you to achieve it, I’ll make certain to clean your blood from my weapons before greeting him. One does need to be polite.”
The spokesman returned a calculating look and opened his mouth to speak. Danella interrupted him and said, “I grow bored of this. I suspect we would go back and forth for another hour, so if it is a demonstration of my power you desire, let us pretend that pathetic shrub is you.”
Danella gestured to an unkempt mass of greenery roughly a dozen paces from her and called forth a fountain of dark flame and bathed it for a good ten seconds. From there, she thinned the stream and slowly moved the flames across the ground until they had traveled halfway to where the man standing on the rock stood, sending a clear message.
Of course, Majherri knew that she was cheating because of his disguise. They obviously believed her to be a sorceress instead of a Battle Maiden. With a flourish, Danella finished and dismounted. She held her open palm in front of her and stared down at the smoke curling up from her fingers.
“So now you have at least a vague understanding of who you might be dealing with,” she said in a bemused tone. “And you are quite possibly wondering if you should’ve brought twice the number of warriors with you, because then you might actually stand a chance against me. Fortunately for you, I am not here to fight unless provoked. And, if I were to slaughter all these warriors in front of me, then I would have no use for what was left of your tribe and would have to seek out another group.”
The spokesman, who now adopted a cautious tone, replied, “I will send a runner to our chieftain.”
“A wise decision,” Danella commented and turned to Majherri. She fished a shiny object from his saddlebag. “We will withdraw a short distance and await his answer. Please have your man take this gift to the Mighty Harik of the Ice Claw Tribe as a gesture of good will on my part.”
Sadly, Majherri noted that Danella had no actual good will left in her. She had become a despicable human being and he loathed her.
“So you hate me now?” she whispered, picking up on his emotional state and running a hand through his mane. “But you haven’t started fearing me yet. That is something I shall correct, Majherri.”
She led him over to where the rest of her riders gathered. “One of you feed and water my animal,” she ordered dismissively and walked away. Danella left him facing the rocks and he felt her willpower descend upon him, locking him in that position.
Majherri seethed, but could still do nothing. He would remain there until she released him. The only thing he could do is raise and lower his head. It allowed him to be fed and watered, but nothing else.
Without distractions, he concentrated on his magic and allowed his mind to think back to the lessons at The Academy. Riders were taught to meditate and understand the flow of magic through a unicorn’s body. Before, Majherri and most every other unicorn he’d conversed with, gave it little attention. The magic was inside of him – was part of him. Control had always been the role of the Battle Maiden riding the unicorn. Unicorns were taught that they were the vessel of magic and that they should grow proud and strong, so that they could hold as much as possible. Now that he had a limited ability to use his magic, the notion of understanding the flow of magic became suddenly important.
For a time, he stood in thought, not doing anything other than drinking from the bucket of water. Majherri attempted to visualize his magic and feel where Danella was constricting him. Like a human opening a tap on a barrel, he accessed a tiny sliver of his power. Previously, he’d been able to direct that power down into his hooves or to his horn. This time, using concentration, he directed that piece of magic up into his neck and held it there. It was then that the unicorn realized he had the ability to turn his head from side to side once more. The rest of him was still frozen in place, but this discovery fortified him. It was a few small paces in the right direction.
Wanting to confirm his theory, Majherri pushed the piece of magic down into his left foreleg. As expected, his neck became unresponsive and locked back into position, but he was now able to lift a hoof from the ground. This pleased the unicorn, but he tried to tamp down his excitement. He wouldn’t be free on this day. That much was certain but, once he mastered the control of the magic coursing through his body, the day of his liberation would be at hand.
Danella approached, obviously sensing the change in his demeanor, and said, “What have you stirred up over here?”
Majherri responded with the first thing he could think of – an image of Kayleigh and him working in the first year stables together followed by Count Darius informing Danella of Kayleigh’s paternity and that his rider’s plans for vengeance were forbidden. 
After all, he thought. You’re just as much a slave as I am.
Naturally, this infuriated his rider and she retaliated by taking away his ability to move at all and left him. Even so, Majherri was surprisingly upbeat. Disciplined like a human child, who had been sent to the corner of a room for misbehavior, didn’t faze the unicorn. For it was there, stuck in that position where began plotting the beginnings of his own personal rebellion.
She placed the responsibility for the deaths of the humans and the unicorns in that village on my back. There are only two deaths I plan to be responsible for from here on out…my rider and the horrible man who she serves.
 
The wait for the Ice Claw chieftain’s reply became considerably better for Majherri once he made his breakthrough and he rededicated himself to mastering the magic inside his body. For at least the hundredth time since the day he encountered the snake, the unicorn pondered if the ability to wield magic without a rider might be something that another unicorn could be taught.
Perhaps it is only an extension of my tainted link with my rider, he thought. If I ever free myself from her grip, it might go away. Still, I could part with it, if it meant my freedom.
By the time Danella released Majherri, he’d counted the patches of moss covering the rock he faced and had made a number of other mundane observations to keep himself occupied. Feeling his body loosen and respond his to command again, he turned and saw Danella beckon for his presence at her side. He obeyed and saw what must be the chieftain amidst his people. The rest of the Yar were mumbling a droning chant, praising the animal spirit who represented their tribe.
They revere the spirits of animals, Majherri thought. I suppose I can appreciate that part of their culture.
Chief Harik stood in his beastform. The tallest man near the beast only came to the creature’s chest. His face was swollen with an exaggerated jawline and the arms appeared to be much longer in proportion to the creature’s body, extending easily to his knees. Thick hair covered Harik everywhere, a mixture of black and white. The beast moved easily, reminding Majherri of Gyer the Manticore, announcing his power. Majherri took Harik’s measure and decided that it would be a good fight, but the unicorn had his own level of confidence that he could prevail.
Raising his arms and waving them in the air, Harik signaled his people and the chanting stopped. His figure shimmered and seemed to shrivel as Majherri saw the creature replaced by a man.
“Greetings witch,” he said. “I am Harik Ice Claw, Third of Eleven, breaker of spines and slayer of all who oppose me. You wish words with me and I have come. Speak now!”
Danella smiled widely and said, “I am an envoy of a mighty sorcerer who brings an army from the Great Desert in the West. He sees the waste and corruption seeping from the court of the so-called High-King to these petty nobles who rule their pitiful cities and has decided that it is time for a new order!”
“And what does a faraway war have to do with my clan?”
“Opportunity Chief Ice Claw – that is what we speak of. These kingdoms will be asked by the High-King for warriors and supplies to fight under his banner. My master wishes that these nobles find themselves too busy to aid his enemy and that is where you and the other tribes will find this opportunity.”
“So you wish my kin to die for the sake of your master. I see how he would benefit, but fail to see what reward is worth such a risk on my tribe’s behalf.”
“My lord is a reasonable man,” Danella answered. “When the High-King asks, the nobles will send those who are young and eager for war. When those first troops set out, that is when we strike.”
“When did you join our ranks?”
“I am not without talents of my own,” she replied.
“So you say,” the man said with a dismissive tone. “My men said you like to play with fire. Now that you have said what your master wants, what is he prepared to give?”
“I have jewels and other baubles to offer as tribute, but I sense that you seek something more. I am told that these mountains are sacred to your people, but there are fertile lands to the south…lands that once belonged to your people generations ago and taken by nobles anointed by High-Kings and Queens. My master is not concerned with their claims and will gladly recognize your prior ownership of them. Perhaps, along the way, you might even become First of Eleven.”
The bearded man made a show of stroking his chin. “Very well, I would hear more of your plans, witch. You and your men are welcome in our camp as honored guests.”
“I thank you, Chief of the Ice Claws.”
Majherri wondered how much, or more appropriately, how little honor his rider had left in her.
 
Traveling with the desert nomads, Majherri could still hold his head high because they knew he was a unicorn. To the Yar, he was just another horse and had to play his demeaning role. The Yar had few horses. Most of their livestock were goats and other hardy beasts that were more useful in the region. Children ran and played. Some of them even tried to come over to see the horses, only to be ushered away by their minders. Fortunately, he was able to lose himself in the cluster of beasts and did not have to suffer the indignity of being touched.
If Danella is looking for cavalry, she will clearly need to look elsewhere.
The Yar village, such as it was, consisted of a collection of crude huts and tents made of cloth and animal skins. Majherri estimated the total population to be between five and seven hundred souls, with only a third of them fighters. Considering this was the third most powerful tribe, Danella would have to unite most of the clans to field anything more than just a large group of raiders. Her task wouldn’t be easy or done quickly and that pleased the unicorn. Just as Count Darius wished for these savages to distract his enemies, Majherri wanted Danella where she could do as little damage as possible.
Unfortunately he could not risk practicing his magic, other than moving that small piece around the various parts of his body. From what little he could sense of his rider’s mood, her negotiations were proceeding. She was in a large covered area that served as a gathering spot and enjoying herself without blood being shed.
As the sun set, the temperature began to fall and Majherri used the tiny bit of magic he had access to and it allowed him to stay warm. Nothing seemed amiss until a runner came barreling into the camp. Majherri almost hadn’t notice the man, but he did see the determined Yar warrior charging across the uneven ground. Pondering this new development, he wondered what news the man carried.
Minutes passed and Danella’s mood went from amusement to hostility. Before he could even process what was going on, he felt himself bolting in her direction as she called him to her side. He sensed Danella wanted him ready for battle.
Shouts of anger turned to pain as Majherri forced his way through the crowd, injuring several. Danella was fending off Harik’s blows with her sword held in both hands. She danced to the side and swiped at the roaring man beast, her blade encased in a brilliant red flame. 
“I don’t care if they were under your protection!” Danella shouted.
Harik snarled.
“So be it,” she said flicking her eyes over to meet Majherri’s.
He lowered his head aiming by instinct. Chief Ice Claw sensed his approach and wheeled to face him, not quite comprehending what a charging horse was doing there. The man beast reared back with the intentions of knocking a stupid animal aside. Instead, the unicorn in horse’s guise executed a pair of quick direction changes that allowed Majherri a chance to get inside Harik’s elongated reach.
Fetching that piece of magic he’d kept working with before, Majherri drove it up into his horn and felt fire encase it as he collided with beastform and drove his flaming horn into the nearest part of the enemy.
The impact was significant, sending a shudder through the unicorn’s body. A clawed hand raked against his side, sending needles of pain through his flank. There was the sound of bones snapping and the stench of burning hair and flesh filled Majherri’s nostrils.
Harik went to the ground, the weight and momentum carried Majherri with him. The flaming horn had penetrated the side of the chest and taken a pair of the beastman’s ribs in the process of inflicting a savage wound. Even so, the human was not done for as Majherri was bucked and tossed aside by an inhuman strength. It didn’t rival the netherbeast, but was still formidable.
Danella was suddenly at his side and her blade intercepted a spear thrusting at Majherri’s exposed flanks. His rider’s slashing block snapped the weapon in two and she brought her sword through the strike, slashing the attacker across his chest. With her free hand, she clutched at Majherri and pulled a stream of magic from his body that made the small amount he could control seem paltry.
“Die,” she commanded and pointed the tip of her blade at the beastman.
Harik coiled on his legs and leapt at them. Majherri raised his flaming horn to intercept, but Danella’s fiery onslaught erupted just beside his head. Both the tent above and the creature were engulfed by the inferno she released. The screams of the snow beast were cut short and the jump was blocked by her flame.
Dying, the creature fell short of his targets and he rolled into two of the poles supporting the material over their heads. This last act brought sections of the covering down on top of them like a big net.
The area near Majherri didn’t survive Danella’s powerful burst of flame, which left them an opening. Others weren’t nearly as fortunate as they watched the shapes squirm their way to freedom.
The fight sent waves of exhilaration through Danella. She waited there as the people crawled to the edges and emerged or managed to push their way through the tent. The Yar warriors clutched their weapons and looked both angry and uncertain. Her men were held at spear point and Majherri sensed she didn’t really care about their fate.
The warrior from the rock who had first addressed the group stood ready to hurl his weapon. “You’ll die for this, witch! Do you know what you’ve done?”
“Killed a fool who attacked me,” she answered. “And now another less powerful fool stands before me.”
“You can’t kill us all! One of us will bring you down. Everyone, ready yourselves. We shall avenge our chieftain.”
“No!” another Yar shouted. “Her fate will be decided by the next chieftain! It is the way, Royt and you would dishonor your father and all he stood for if you forsake our traditions.”
“Then I hope our spirit chooses me!” The man pulled his shirt off and shouted. “I’m right here! I will be your servant, just like my father. I’ve spent my life becoming worthy of you, Mighty Gursk. I will gladly carry your mark.”
Majherri felt a pang of pity watching this human named Royt pleading with the animal spirit to join with him.
If Gursk is listening, he declines to respond”
Others began checking themselves. Even Royt’s begging ceased and an uneasy silence fell across the people milling around.
Danella enjoyed the chaos. Majherri sensed that she truly desired more violence and killing, but the need to complete the mission Count Darius gave her was winning by a slim margin.
The foreboding silence was interrupted by the sound of claws ripping through cloth and a slightly different version of the creature stood and threw his arms in the air, unleashing a savage roar. To the humans it was the snarl of a beast, but Majherri understood it.
“I am again!” Gursk announced.
The reborn beastman surveyed the scene as Royt and the others went to their knees before their new leader. The son of the slain chieftain eyed Danella and glared at her.
No doubt he’s waiting for the new beastman to order an attack. How many times will we have to kill this thing today?
Now the new host of Gursk regarded Danella and Majherri. The fur on the beastman was darker and it did not stand quite as tall, having a leaner and more agile appearance.
The shimmering effect returned and Gursk retreated, leaving the man it had chosen to be the next Chief of the Ice Claws behind. With all the new hair, it took a moment for Majherri to recognize the person, but when he did he glanced at the stunned face of the Yar called Royt. The man’s plan to see Danella dead would not be occurring on this day.
“Lady Rider,” Kuresh said, brushing the thick mane of hair away from his eyes and looking slightly annoyed at suddenly having so much. “I believe Gursk, the Spirit of the Snow Beast, has given his approval to your plan.”
Danella laughed and said, “Allow me to be the first to offer my congratulations, Chieftain. Long may you reign.”
 



Chapter 20- Harsh Lessons
 
“Four groups of horse riders just left Salif,” Captain Lynch said from the other side of the trees. “We need to leave. It doesn’t look like a regular patrol. They’re riding hard and the largest group is headed our way.”
“What about the others? I thought we were going to wait.” The pair had waited until dawn, looking to see if the rest of the group journeying to Talcosa would leave Salif’s gates.
“They’ll catch up eventually. My orders are to see you back to The Academy, so we ride.”
Kayleigh disliked the idea of leaving people behind and told the captain so as the woman slid into T’rsa’s saddle.
“I don’t like it either, Reese,” she answered. “But you’re the target, not them. The others might even be temporarily barred from leaving the city to try and keep us close. We could stay and fight, but these men are just doing what they’ve been told. So are you going to continue questioning my orders or are we going to leave?”
Kayleigh bit back her reply and instead turned Rheysurrah to face northeast and urged him into motion.
It could be worse, Kayleigh thought, after considering of the prospect of long days on the road with Captain Lynch, someone she disliked. At least Morganstern isn’t with her.
The unicorn beneath her didn’t care for Kayleigh’s disrespectful attitude toward Captain Lynch as they rode off and seemed to be scolding her.
Kayleigh leaned forward and whispered to him, “Before you judge me, Annabeth didn’t care for her that much either and you know that.”
She sensed his pulse of anger and acknowledged that bringing up Annabeth hadn’t been her finest moment - even if what she said was true.
He sent her the memory of her promising to break the bond they shared in reply.
“Yes,” she practically spat. “I’d like nothing better than to set you free, Rheysurrah. Sorry for this war and everyone trying to capture or kill me. It looks like we’re stuck with each other until Talcosa.”
“You should be nicer to him,” Captain Lynch said.
“I’ll take it under advisement, Captain,” she replied. “This does not concern you.”
“Is there a problem, recruit? Do I have to worry about you running away from this also?”
“I haven’t been a recruit for some time now, Meghan,” Kayleigh said, abandoning all pretenses of being pleasant and even going so far as to be downright disrespectful. “I thought you’d be happier. You were part of the reason I wanted to leave. Majherri might’ve been influencing me because of your sister, but I hated my time at The Academy and I wanted out.”
Rheysurrah snorted loudly at the mention of her previous unicorn.
“You too? You know what? Majherri is three times the unicorn you will ever be! If I had that horse from the desert right now, I’d be riding her instead of you.”
“Does throwing a tantrum like a child somehow improve the situation?”
“Let’s just clear the air,” Kayleigh said. “This father I never knew learned enough from Majherri to think that killing you would actually be something I wanted. That alone should be telling. When Laurel made her first kill, she and Annabeth went over the dead warrior’s weapons carefully and Laurel learned how important choosing your first weapon was and what it meant to a Battle Maiden. You picked a knife and told me to take it. The other trainees, the staff, and, Goddess knows, anyone with two eyes could see I was just a pawn in your sad vendetta against my unicorn. That was all because you thought he was responsible for Danella’s death, and it turns out she wasn’t even dead! You’ve been wrong at every single turn, Lynch, and I couldn’t care less about you or your advice.”
Even Rheysurrah was stunned by her outburst and the venom contained within. For Kayleigh it was cathartic. Meghan Lynch represented all the failures and self-doubts of her last year and getting her frustration out in the open like this was Kayleigh’s way of saying those things would never stop her again.
The captain grimaced and said, “General Jyslin ordered me to come along on this trip and, to be honest, Reese, I’ve already had my actions examined by those whose opinions I value. You are not among them. What has happened has happened and I accept that I had a role in it. I regret my actions that caused you needless grief, but I do not regret the ones that protected my other charges from you. I recognized right after the fight with the Yar that you paired with Majherri made for a dangerous combination and recent history only reinforces how dangerous you really are. Morganstern and Hawthorne almost died because of how little control you have. Those with their own magic begin training at a very young age. Their studies are filled with the kind of discipline that makes your time with me seem like a festival in comparison. You’ve had none of that and you desperately need it or you will make a mistake that kills an innocent person.”
The water maiden’s retort was everything she had come to expect from her former commanding officer, deflecting most of her responsibility and still turning it back on Kayleigh. 
“I’m not some half-trained animal! Yes, I know I have so much to learn and hardly any time to do it in, but instead I’m riding a unicorn who doesn’t like me and the only person I have to teach me anything at this time is more interested in making certain I know all my shortcomings. You’re absolutely right, but since we don’t have that scry block that Lady Tomas was making, my father could be tracking us as we speak.”
“In that case,” Captain Lynch said, “I propose we set aside our differences until we make it to Talcosa.”
Her offer was probably the best one Kayleigh would likely receive, so she agreed and all four of them rode on in relative silence, outdistancing their pursuers. Looking to the sky, she saw birds moving through the morning air and wondered if they were messengers carrying orders to capture her. She felt as if a massive gauntlet was closing its fingers around her. She’d be forced to ride through that gauntlet paired with Meghan Lynch and hope that she made it to the safety of the High-King’s seat of power.
She summarized her problems with worried thoughts. If safety means going to the place where a king has a blanket order that I be killed or imprisoned because of who my parents are. The only thing I have going for me is that hardly anyone knows it yet, but I can’t expect that to last forever either.
 
Taking a brief rest and allowing the two unicorns to drink some water, Kayleigh decided to stick with the safest of topics, water maiden magic.
“I watched Amanda conjure enough water that I was able to imitate it as well as the unblockable strike, but I don’t know anything else.”
“Can you perform the strike with anything other than your knife?”
“I’ve never tried,” she replied, feeling a bit put out that she should have thought of it before.
Captain Lynch removed her bow from where it was on her back and handed it to Kayleigh followed by an arrow. The simple, yet well maintained, bow tingled with Lynch’s magic. This confirmed something Kayleigh had long suspected. This bow was the water maiden’s personal weapon and contained a small reservoir of her power.
Kayleigh wasn’t that good of an archer. Throwing fireballs seemed to suit her more, but she brought the arrow to the notch in the bow and pulled back. Concentrating on the arrow, she loosed it at a tree and willed the missile to bypass it.
It failed, puzzling both of them. To be certain it wasn’t the bit of Lynch’s magic interfering, she threw her knife and it behaved as she expected…splattering around the tree and reforming on the other side.
Lynch took her bow back and handed her another knife. It was a standard belt knife and not one intended for throwing, but Kayleigh tried as well. The dagger clattered off the side of the tree and fell to the ground.
“Maybe it has something to do with your level of comfort with that knife,” Lynch said. “You’ll need to practice with another weapon. Keep my knife for now and work with it. Your magic imitates that of a Battle Maiden, but is not the genuine article. There may be differences.”
“How about freezing water or healing tears?”
“Turning water into ice is a simple elemental manipulation. With your fire talents, I think you’ll be able to pick that up fairly quickly. On the other hand, creating healing tears is a deeply personal matter. It is akin to the fireshade and not all water maidens are able to perform this. We are taught to focus on memories, bad memories and times where we were helpless to change things. Those experiences are drawn on as fuel to create something that will make a difference in a coming fight.”
Kayleigh nodded, knowing her time in the desert had provided several memories that may work for her. Recalling the feeling of her bond breaking with Majherri still made her tear weeks later and the sight of Rheysurrah standing over Annabeth’s body was equally heartbreaking.
“I’d like to try,” she said.
“Not right now, but when we break for the night,” Lynch stated. Walking beside T’rsa, the captain kneeled and put her hand into the water. “Like an earth maiden and stone, you can make a temporary weapon or other object out of water. It requires concentration and focus to get the shape correct. You have an advantage here, coming from an artistic background.”
Withdrawing her hand, Captain Lynch held a duplicate of her belt knife created from a solid piece of ice and continued, saying, “You don’t have to make just weapons. You’re limited only by your imagination. I’ve heard tales before of using this ability to create a key out of water to open a lock, but cannot confirm if that ever really happened. If you were ever in such a situation, I would recommend that you try crafting a key from stone instead.”
Her demonstration was effective and the advice was useful. As much as Kayleigh disliked the woman, she’d been assigned to The Academy for a reason.
“So far, I’ve found that my learning works best if I can touch you while you do it and feel the flow of the magic between you and T’rsa. Would you let me do this while you made something else?”
The captain nodded and repositioned herself so Kayleigh could crouch behind her. Kayleigh took her left hand and placed it where the water maiden gripped her unicorn’s lower right leg. The right hand rested on the crook of Meghan’s elbow. It was too far for her to stretch and get the hand into the water, so she settled for what she could reach. The power flowed through the woman’s body and the sorceress followed the stream of magic. She could sense the discomfort of the unicorn. T’rsa obviously didn’t like Kayleigh. At the other end, she focused on the sensation of how the magic was being used.
Captain Lynch held up a small plate formed from ice. It was murky and the tiny things normally floating inside the water were suspended inside the object.
“In the beginning,” the woman said, “focus on simple shapes. Get those right and you’ll eventually be able to create anything you might need.”
Kayleigh made her first attempt. The circle she’d tried to duplicate came out more like an oval and the thickness varied wildly. The part by her palm was about the thickness of her index finger to her first knuckle and the other end was only as thick as a piece of parchment. 
Frowning, she inspected the malformed creation and said, “Mother always said I was good at abstract art. Looks like it needs work.”
“Yes it does, Reese, but it was a good first effort. Most water maidens take several sessions of practice to form something remotely close to what you did only after a minute. Don’t exhaust yourself, but try a few other objects while our unicorns rest. Another trick is to set an object in front of you and try to duplicate it in ice. I’m going up to that hill to observe the road and see if there are any signs we are being pursued.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kayleigh answered. As the water maiden walked away, Kayleigh pondered the woman’s words and tried to recall if the captain had ever given her praise without some kind of backhanded compliment included. As expected, she could not.
Standing up, the young sorceress gave T’rsa some room and found a spot where she could work. First, she conjured some water to top off her canteen. The things suspended inside of Meghan’s ice plate made her less interested in drinking this water without boiling it first. It was the most obvious and beneficial aspect of water magic. Next, she sorted through one of the pouches on her belt and removed a spool of thread along with a button to use as reference objects. Instead of setting it on the ground, she held the button in her hand, feeling the smoothness and the two holes with the pad of her thumb. Since she did not have to be in contact with a unicorn, she had a free hand and, to Kayleigh, it made more sense to use both sight and touch instead of just her eyes alone.
Concentrating, she stuck her other hand into the edge of the water and tried to recreate the button, even going so far as to perform the same circular motion with her thumb. The result was close to the shape, less thick, and it only had a single hole instead of the two, but it was an improvement over her last attempt. Encouraged by the progress, she tried a few more times before moving on to the more complex shape of the spool.
 
Near the end of the first day, they spotted a small village. Instead of entering and locating an inn, Captain Lynch led them to the first farm they saw on the outskirts. She spoke with the husband and wife and some of the coins the general had given them changed hands.
“They have a guest room we can use for the evening and will provide us with some food for our journey,” Lynch said. “The unicorns have the run of the barn. T’rsa, Rheysurrah, stay away from the road and try to avoid being seen.”
The family had a son and two daughters. Naturally, letting the girls touch one of the unicorns was included as part of their cost for staying at the house. Knowing how much unicorns disliked being touched by anyone but their bonded rider, Kayleigh offered to take them to Rheysurrah, earning a sideways glance from the captain. Both were too young for a selection ceremony and peppered her with questions about attending The Academy.
Not wanting to crush their enthusiasm, Kayleigh lied through her teeth and said what a wonderful place it was. Watching the two fawn all over her borrowed unicorn, she leaned against the wall of the barn and felt melancholy. The two girls were so excited to see Rheysurrah. They only saw the glory and the majesty of being a unicorn rider. The violence, bloodshed, and the suffering weren’t even something they could imagine. Hot tears rolled down her cheeks and she silently cried for her lost innocence. Idly, she wondered if this would be a powerful enough memory from which she might create healing tears.
When their mother called for them to come to the dinner table, Kayleigh took a moment to wipe her tears away while the girls grumbled about how unfair it was.
I could tell them a thing or two about things being unfair, she thought and sighed.
“Are you coming, ma’am?”
Kayleigh cringed at being addressed in such a manner. She supposed that wearing armor and carrying weapons made her look older.
“I’ll come in a minute,” she answered. “Go ahead without me.”
While the two girls left, she saw T’rsa staring at her. She’d probably seen her crying, but Kayleigh couldn’t bring herself to be either embarrassed or ashamed. Even Rhey was looking at her now.
“I can do this,” she whispered, restoring a portion of her courage. “I’ll get through this.”
Recognizing that there was nothing to be gained by wallowing in her own pity, she turned away from the two sets of judging eyes and walked toward the farmhouse, where the inviting smell of a home cooked meal beckoned.
Dinner had a lively atmosphere to it that Kayleigh had never before encountered. Growing up, half the time Kayleigh’s mother forgot to eat dinner unless she brought it to her. The mess hall at The Academy was steeped in order and tradition with the staff being served first, followed by the upper years and then, finally, the lower years. Demerits were handed out to people at tables that became too loud. In the case of the first year table, those demerits also ended up on Kayleigh’s record. Somehow these three children made more noise than an entire mess hall full of Battle Maiden trainees, despite their parents’ efforts to maintain order. It was too hard not to smile at their antics, so she didn’t bother. 
Fresh bread and a stew made from mostly vegetables with just enough pieces of chicken in it to give it the taste of being heartier satisfied the pangs of hunger. The food at Smythe’s estate in Shiftla had been prepared by a chef and the meals at General Hawthorne’s command post were made by cooks preparing the same meals for dozens of people. This simple, home cooked meal had a personal quality that had been missing from Kayleigh’s life for quite some time.
“I’m sorry we just have this one room and such a small bed,” Jana said, leading them to it while her husband and children cleared the table.
“It will do just fine,” Captain Lynch replied. “We plan to be on the road by sunrise and thank you for your hospitality.”
“I’ll have Horace check on you before he goes out to feed the chickens,” Jana said. “Sleep well, ladies.”
The captain thanked her as Kayleigh offered a polite smile and nod of her head. Once the door closed, Lynch leaned closer to her and whispered, “I gave them extra to keep their children around the house until midday tomorrow. That should keep news of our whereabouts from spreading until we are well away from here. Even so, I still think we should keep watch. I’ll take the first one and you can have the bed.”
Kayleigh considered arguing, but she’d been through an emotional ringer today and the homely looking bed with its threadbare blanket and pillows leaking feathers were as inviting as anything she’d ever rested her head on.
 
“Danella and I were both assigned to the South when we first left The Academy,” the captain offered as they set out on the morning of the third day. With no one else around, each of them made an occasional effort to bridge the gap existing between the two of them. Their conversations came in uncomfortable spurts. On the second day, they were able to make similar arrangements with another farmer, but last night they spent camping with what little equipment Meghan had been able to buy with their coins. Kayleigh shook her head, knowing that when she left The Academy she’d taken everything she’d owned, prepared to run away with Majherri, but virtually everything was gone except a few things that still resided in her saddlebags and what she left at Salif. Hopefully, Laurel or someone would remember to bring her possessions when they left.
“Is it as rebellious as they say?” Kayleigh asked aloud while thinking, Considering the West is currently at war.
“Yes and no,” she replied. “There is a reason that we typically wait until the final patrols of the fifth year before we bring any trainees into these kingdoms. The High-King is not well-liked in these parts and his policies certainly favor his allies over those who oppose him. The main threat is usually small groups of bandits along with the occasional uprising led by one faction of the nobles against another. In the past century, these kingdoms have rarely united and that is seen as a good thing by most.”
Kayleigh mulled over Captain Lynch’s words before saying, “How do you see it?”
“If groups are always being encouraged to take up arms against one another, how can there ever truly be a lasting peace? The presence of the Southern Battalion is tolerated by most, but make no mistake, it is a reminder that they have been on the losing side of the past fifty years. Like any other kingdoms, the citizens from nobles down to the commoners, have their pride. It is probably why they rallied to your father’s banner so eagerly and I expect they will soon do so again.”
It made sense to the young sorceress and the casual comment about Count Darius served as a reminder of the bizarre turns Kayleigh’s life had taken. “So attacks and ambushes happen a lot?”
“The only times I have felt completely safe when riding through their cities is during the recruiting trips. On some level, they want their daughters to become Battle Maidens in the hopes that someday we would shift our allegiance. To answer your question, yes. Attacks do occur, so stay alert.”
Two hours later that warning made Kayleigh wonder if Captain Lynch had some type of latent talent as a seeress. The winding path through the forest didn’t always give them enough warning of approaching travelers for them to get off the road and into the woods. Rounding a bend, they caught sight of a group moving toward them. It consisted of a pair of horse riders escorting a wagon, with another pair of riders trailing slightly behind them.
The wagon rolled past them, coming from the northeast. A female wearing merchant garments sat in the driver’s seat. Next to her, a bearded man clutched his crossbow and hummed to himself. Two men sat in the bed of the wagon, looking bored and sitting beside a trio of locked cases. Kayleigh had her eyes on the pair of riders still in front of them, but from the side of her vision, she caught a hint of movement.
“Look out!” Lynch cried.
Kayleigh pivoted Rheysurrah to face the threat and the unicorn rose up, intercepting the net hurled by one of the men now standing in the bed of the wagon. It tangled around the unicorn’s horn and head, and fell onto her. Thanks to the quick actions of the unicorn, she wasn’t really caught and could use her left arm to push it away while drawing her scimitar with her right hand.
“Get the girl!” the woman driving the wagon yelled. T’rsa neighed, being hit by the crossbow from the driver just above where the left foreleg met the unicorn’s body.
Fully prepared to unleash her flames against her attackers, she was blindsided by the attack of the other man in the wagon. He tossed a small bucket filled with some kind of powder at her. Unprepared, the dust cloud enveloped her. Immediately, she gasped for breath and began coughing violently. Her lungs were on fire and it seemed that every bit of exposed skin exploded in a burning itch.
Rheysurrah was affected just as badly and she fell out of his saddle as the blinded unicorn bucked and spasmed. Kayleigh couldn’t do anything to help him. Her vision was blurred and what air she got into her lungs reacted poorly with whatever they’d thrown at her.
Pain, anger, and a feeling of helplessness started to descend over her, but she fought back. A blurry shape appeared on the ground next to her as she dry heaved, trying to expel what had gotten inside of her. A booted foot drove into her side and got rid of even more of her precious air.
Instead of a second blow, she felt rough hands yank her into the air and toss her over the side of the wagon.
Through her pain she heard, “Go! Go! The rest can finish off the other rider! We’ve got the prize.”
She turned the pain and anger into raw fury and fed it to her magic. This time when she coughed, Kayleigh literally spewed fire from her mouth and heard the scream of the man trying to bind her hands. The larger shape of the man who’d kicked her pushed the second one aside and slammed down onto her, knocking her head against the bottom of the wagon and sending a wave of agony through it.
Fighting against passing out, she kicked and flailed. Grabbing at the magic inside of her with that same desperation, she willed it out of her body and turned the wagon into a sudden inferno.
“Goddess no!” she heard one scream just before the roar of the flames engulfed him.
Kayleigh struggled to rise and fell over the side of the wagon onto the path. She rolled around in the grass and dirt to extinguish the flames on her clothes. She thought of water and willed it to exist. A cool wave fell over her and she sputtered again at her sudden dampness.
Trembling, the sorceress forced herself to rise up to her knees and then to stand on wobbling legs. Between the flames and the water, whatever had coated her skin and gotten in her lungs was no longer a threat. Her vision was still very blurry and even though it hindered her, it was a blessing in disguise because she couldn’t see the horrible aftermath of her magical release. She smelled it though and wanted to vomit.
Dragging her eyes away from the prone shapes on the ground and the still burning wagon being pulled by panicked horses, Kayleigh looked around to see if she could find a white blur of a unicorn.
There were two, one steady and unmoving. A figure was in the saddle – T’rsa and Lynch. The second seemed to be moving as badly as she was and Kayleigh felt the agony through the tether of their bond. She moved toward him and pulled at her magic, conjuring another torrent of water to descend on Rheysurrah.
After that was done, Kayleigh’s body gave out on her and decided that it was a good idea to fall to the ground. She wanted to rise, but only managed a feeble crawl in her unicorn’s direction. Halfway to Rheysurrah she stopped, unable to go further. All she could do at that point was stay there until the Battle Maiden or one of the attackers came to get her.
Well, I didn’t pass out for a change, she thought. I must be getting stronger.
 
“Dried and ground fire pepper,” Captain Lynch said and emptied Kayleigh’s canteen across the young woman’s eyes. “In small amounts, it adds spice to a meal. A spoonful can render a bowl too hot to eat. You already know what it can do in larger quantities. Better?”
“Still blurry, but good enough for now. I’ll finish flushing Rhey’s eyes and then get the rest out of mine.”
“Good,” the woman said and helped Kayleigh up. “I’m going to check on T’rsa’s wounds and see if she needs another vial of healing tears.”
She could still smell the burnt flesh in the air, but Meghan had dragged the six bodies far enough into the woods that Kayleigh didn’t have to see them. Only one of the four in the wagon had survived and that was only until the water maiden gave the crossbowman a mercy killing. Lynch had killed the other two and the final pair had fled – in the direction they were going.
Kayleigh survived and had won, but the feeling of victory and triumph was nowhere to be found. Making her way to Rheysurrah, she concentrated on a slow and steady stream drizzling from her closed fist and moved the falling water across the unicorn’s eyes. After a minute, she moved to the other eye. She even managed to pat him with the barest hint of affection when she finished the second eye.
The captain was already in T’rsa’s saddle. “If we had a choice I’d let you get some rest, Reese,” she said. “But you know we don’t have that luxury. Grab what rest you can in the saddle. You did well back there and used your powers to make the best of a bad situation.”
“Thank you,” Kayleigh said. “I still killed four people.”
“Four people who were trying to kidnap you. Take the victory and learn from it. Master your powers, so that you can win without the loss of life. There’s a friendly garrison in two days ride, if we push our unicorns. The end of the month festival will be soon and with luck we’ll be able to get some rest and the supplies we’ll need to make it the rest of the way to Talcosa.”
“What day is it?” Kayleigh asked. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost track of what day it was; they all seemed to blend together.
“The twenty-fifth,” Lynch answered. “Why?”
Kayleigh looked at the scorch marks on her riding leathers, felt the throbbing knot on the back of her head as she adjusted her helmet. “Today’s my seventeenth birthday. What a horrible way to start it!”
“Happy birthday, Reese. The day should at least get better, but it looks like we’ll be riding through the rain later on. I don’t mind it so much being a water maiden and it should help keep our unicorns fresh.”
Shrugging, Kayleigh climbed into her saddle and said, “Any suggestion on what I should wish for from the Goddess and her daughters?”
“I always ask them to see to it that on my next birthday I am still alive and free to make my own decisions. Money, fame, power, and even a lover matter little if you don’t have your freedom.”
Kayleigh realized that even though she might never be friends with Meghan Lynch, she might be able to someday respect her.
 



Chapter 21- Eleven Gather
 
“So, the mighty Ice Claws have fallen so far that their new chieftain is a dirty-skinned outlander?”
The woman’s voice carried across the clearing. Ten warriors stood as her escorts and three cloaked females at her side. Majherri figured she was attractive by human standards, with long, flowing, white hair and a tangible presence about her.
“The spirit sought the most worthy,” Kuresh answered. “I am he. State your business with my tribe.”
“Rather full of yourself aren’t you? I can only hope someone has taught you our ways, Chief Outlander.”
The unicorn heard angry grumbles from the members of the Ice Claws. It had taken only a week before their first challenger arrived. He gathered that being addressed as such was an insult.
Danella and this woman share similar dispositions, he thought.
“Very well,” the woman said. “I am Tessa, Chief of the Glacier Hawks, the great provider, and the blinding terror from above. I stand before you as seventh of eleven and, by the traditions laid down by the spirits that we host and honor, I challenge you for possession of this land! Do you yield peacefully, or will blood be spilt this day?”
Kuresh weighed his options only for a moment before answering, “My tribe is going nowhere.”
“Fool!” Tessa exclaimed with a predatory glare. “I outrank you by four places. Because of that, you must face three warriors in the Circle of Contest.”
“So I have been told,” he replied. “Actually, it is my champion who shall face those you select.”
The warriors surrounding the woman roared with laughter as their chieftain taunted, “Is the outlander so frail that he sends others to fight for him? Your spirit is not normally prone to poor decisions, but I see even Gursk is capable of making errors.”
“I guess we shall see. Bring forth your chosen, Chief Glacier Hawk. My warrior is ready. Lady Danella shall represent the Ice Claws.”
The woman regarded Danella carefully as the newly-anointed Ice Claw champion stepped forward and drew her sword with her right hand and then held her coiled whip with the other. 
Tessa pointed to two of her men and said, “Join me.”
The three walked forward as Majherri surveyed the warriors. He shifted on his hooves. The wounds Harik left him with were indeed slow to heal and added more scars to his body. Returning his attention to the Glacier Hawks, he saw that the chieftain had a pair of short blades at her side and a weighted net hanging over her shoulder. The warrior to the woman’s left held a spear in one hand and a spiked club in the other. The man on the right carried a two bladed axe and a shield. Each man also had a net across their backs.
“Your blades look nice,” Danella said to Chief Tessa. “I’ll add them to my collection.”
“You should have more respect, girl!”
“I believe Harik was thinking something similar just before I killed him.”
Danella’s words gave the trio pause as members of the Ice Claws spread out along the edges of the stone lined circle. It was a full two hundred paces across which allowed even the largest of the animal spirits room to fight. Danella took her starting position looking small in contrast to the hulking forms of the two Yar fighters.
Tessa instructed the men in a hushed voice and then shouted to Danella, “As the defender, you signal the beginning of the fight. If you step out of or are thrown from the circle, you lose.”
“Come and get me if you dare,” Danella said and shifted her sword across her body in a guard stance while unfurling the bullwhip.
“An interesting choice of final words, outlander,” the chieftain said.
While they spoke, the men were spreading their nets on the ground. Majherri reasoned that they came preparing to fight Kuresh and the animal spirit. They could still use this tactic against Danella.
As he continued watching, the Chief of the Glacier Hawks tossed her net high into the air and unleashed her animal spirit. The arms swelled and became wings. Feathers spread like rippling waves across the woman’s skin. Her legs locked and the feet curled and became talons. Before the net landed, the human-sized bird leapt into the air and caught it with practiced ease.
The two men moved to flank Danella while the giant bird circled in the air, careful to stay in the confines of the circle. Their strategy was obvious – they would keep his rider occupied while the hawkwoman ensnared her from above. If that happened, she would be at their mercy. From Danella, he sensed nothing but confidence. If it wasn’t somewhat sickening, the unicorn could admire the way she felt. This new version of the woman he used to know fought with a reckless abandon that bordered on insane…which Majherri supposed described the fire maiden now.
Closing in, the two warriors were mainly focused on keeping her in a spot for the bird to release the net, but Danella had prepared herself well. When the bird started to release, she sent a weak fireball at Chief Tessa. The bird squawked loudly in surprise and missed badly. It nearly caught the man carrying the axe and shield. Danella used this distraction to her advantage and engaged the man carrying the spear. Her whip became a tendril of flame, snapping against his hide leather pants and scorching them. The burn had gone through and the barbarian grunted loudly, jumping backward with a noticeable limp. Suddenly, the task of keeping his rider contained became more difficult. Majherri noted that the Yar in general did not seem to care for the use of armor beyond chainmail shirts and shields.
The warrior who narrowly avoided being caught in the hawk’s net also fell back, mimicking the distance his compatriot kept from Danella. The pair moved almost as one and the unicorn had no doubt that these two had spent long hours with their chieftain, training together, because as impressive as the bird was, it was ill suited for physical combat. He thought about one of Tessa’s titles, the great provider, realizing that what the spirit lacked in ritual combat it made up for when it came to hunting and bringing game back to her tribe. A wise leader would use their spirit’s strengths to increase the fortune of their tribe. Kuresh was no stranger to hard work, but even he was shocked by how much physical labor the Ice Claw’s asked of their chieftain.
Then again, Majherri mused. They may be avenging their leader by exaggerating the labors Harik performed. Thank the spirits above that unicorns are rarely inspired to such pettiness.
Of course, that line of thinking brought him back to T’rsa’s behavior toward him, which led him to wonder if he gave his kind more credit than he should.
Somewhat lost in his thoughts, Majherri still watched the bird land on top of a second net and return to the sky. Meanwhile, Danella closed the gap between herself and the two warriors.
Screeching twice, Chief Tessa signaled her men, making them aware of her approach. Majherri was wondering what Danella would concoct this time when he felt a solid pull on his magic.
She’s summoning strength across our bond!
The unicorn was stunned. There were tales, of course, about riders who could access the magic even across short distances. In fact, the leadership at The Academy had accused Kayleigh of doing that during her challenge against Andrea Hawthorne. Now, he suspected the girl tapped into the magic she had all along. He would have remembered this sensation.
Again, the Glacier Hawks moved in tandem. As the bird approached and dropped the net, the spearman hurled his primary weapon at Danella’s left side. The ploy was designed to force the fire maiden into the clutches of the net or draw blood.
Once more, they had a serviceable plan and, were it not for the magic Danella drew upon, their strategy would have worked. Instead, the intended target used her sword to turn aside the thrown weapon and dashed through it. Tessa’s net landed back where his rider should have been, but was not.
The large man saw his doom coming and fumbled to get the spiked club hanging from his belt free before Danella’s blade arrived.
He wasn’t quick enough and she slashed him from shoulder to sternum. Dying, the man managed to grab her with his still functioning arm and tried to hold onto her. She pushed him down and finished him off. 
Tessa didn’t go for the third net. She changed tactics and headed straight for his rider. The remaining warrior charged as well. The slashing talons and beating wings forced Danella backward. Majherri saw the clawed foot slice against the fire maiden’s arm and he felt the pain of the wound as if it were his own. The sword in her hand, the one she’d helped forge with her magic, exploded in dark flames as Danella counterattacked. The magic set feathers alight and the giant she-hawk screeched in pain.
Before she could land a lethal blow, the man was there using his shield to protect his chieftain and swinging his heavy blade with no interest in self-preservation. Danella took a slash against her leg. Unlike the Yar, she had metal guards attached to the vulnerable areas of her limbs. Blood was drawn, but the wound was not as significant as the man hoped.
Her whip snapped out and, just like what had happened against Kayleigh, Danella animated it. The thick leather came alive and wrapped around the man’s neck. As he struggled to breathe, flame slithered down the length past his hands. The barbarian frantically tried to pull it away and off his body.
“Danella had planned to kill Kayleigh in a similar manner,” he recalled, knowing this man had none of the tricks his former rider possessed. The Yar warrior’s screams were cut short as his head became engulfed in a blaze of pure agony.
Tessa attempted to fly, but her injured wing didn’t allow her to get far. Instead she hopped about twenty feet and landed.
She’s trying to get out of the circle, Majherri thought and shuddered. Danella was pulling from him again, and he knew she would slay the woman. For a second, he resisted and she pulled harder.
Danella ran through the wound to her leg and closed the gap with the injured chieftain. She slashed her blade across the she-hawk’s back as Tessa tried to leap once more. The birdwoman fell to the ground about two unicorn lengths short of the circle’s edge. She transformed back into human form as Danella moved between Tessa and the safety outside the circle.
Bleeding from her back and with one arm burnt, the chieftain didn’t go for her blades. “You are victorious. I yield.”
Even from the distance separating them, Majherri saw the smile on Danella’s face and guessed what was coming next.
“An interesting choice of final words,” she said, repeating the chieftain’s earlier statement before she struck again.
 
The remaining Glacier Hawks moved to surround the three cloaked women who had accompanied them. The Ice Claws cheered half-heartedly, seemingly torn between seeing another Yar chieftain fall at the hands of the outlanders and knowing that their tribe was no longer eleventh of eleven.
Danella unbuckled the belt from Tessa’s body and examined one of the two swords. Satisfied, she turned away from the corpse and walked back toward Majherri. About halfway there, she stopped in her tracks and looked about.
“You are a violent human. Was killing Tessa necessary?”
Majherri heard the same voice his rider did. It had a feminine quality to it and seemed to come from all around.
Danella’s mental reply could also be heard. “She underestimated me. I am not to be trifled with. So, you must be the hawk spirit. Does this mean you are considering me as a host?”
“Perhaps,” the spirit answered with a mercurial quality to the voice. “I am Veyli, Rider of the Wind. Hmmm, I see you already have other entanglements. I sense another with us and the lingering taint of the Nether Realms.”
“The other is my unicorn, Majherri. Creatures from the Nether Realms will soon walk this land again. Standing against their power would be unwise.”
Majherri attempted to say something, broadcast his thoughts, but found that he was only a spectator in this bizarre discussion.
“Ah, there he is! Hidden by magic. The spirits were allied with the Goddess and her daughters in the last great conflict. We were the familiars of her eleven daughters.” 
There was a brief moment of confusion. “I thought the Goddess had seven daughters.”
“After the war with the Nether Realms you would be correct,” the spirit replied. “Our reward from her was a place for ourselves and those who fought with us. We were given these lands and those just south of here. In the time that has passed, those who pretend to follow the ways of the Goddess have forgotten her promises and driven us far into the north.”
“The one I serve intends to break the barriers separating the realms,” Danella stated. “You will have to choose a side once more. Your followers would be restored to their promised lands and whatever you can seize by force. Already, the nomads of the Great Western Desert have benefited from joining the army Count Darius has amassed.”
“Perhaps your count would do well to heed the tales of humans who thought that they too could control the monsters. Their endings were most unpleasant.”
“That is always a possibility, Veyli. There is no reward without risk. Tessa called you the Great Provider. Imagine being able to provide your followers with the lands that were promised and then taken from them.”
There was a brief pause while the spirit considered the offer. “You have a silver tongue and your words are laced with honey. However, Gursk chose your minion as his new host and you seem to have the strength to match your ambitions. I have spent the last several centuries cultivating hosts primarily for their wisdom. While you seem to have a measure of wisdom, it is not among your principal attributes.”
“You are free to choose someone else in that case,” Danella responded. “I have the Ice Claws carrying my banner already. With you beside me, I suspect my words will carry more weight with the Council of Eleven and I am quite confident that I will be able to fend off any who would threaten the Glacier Hawk lands.”
“Would you be so brave if you are forced to face Rokor, the Silver Hydra in the Circle? He is first of Eleven. When his hosts die, his new selection ascends back to his previous position in a matter of weeks.”
“I look forward to the challenge, if his host makes the same decisions that my predecessor made.”
“Your predecessor, Danella? You reach a conclusion that I have not come to.”
“Then leave! I’m certain those cloaked females over there are quite wise and eager to be one with you. My unicorn and I will complete my mission with or without your assistance. It would be easier with your support, but it will be accomplished nonetheless. Tell me something, is this joining permanent or could it be a temporary arrangement? Tessa seemed to be in control. Would I be fighting against you for possession of my body?”
The spirit hesitated before answering. “There have been instances in the past where one of the eleven has abandoned their chosen. It can be undone, but we both would suffer great pain. My spirit cannot command you, but I can assert some influences. You will feel the need to take care of your new tribe and provide for them. With meditation and discipline, you will be able to speak with me and I will advise you, but that usually takes time for a new host to master. Otherwise, you will only hear my voice in your dreams. It is part of the reason the Goddess asked us to choose with great care as we are turning our power over to a mortal. I have done my best to follow her dictate through the ages, but not this time.”
“I am no stranger to great pain,” Danella responded with confidence. “Let us form an alliance for now and see what path it leads to.”
Majherri’s dread grew with the knowledge that Danella had found another way to become more powerful. He did not like this new development at all. He could only hope that the spirit might provide a way for his rider to throw off her own shackles.
The joining of the animal spirit and his rider was an odd sensation. It was not painful, nor was it pleasant. The feeling made him uncomfortable as something intruded on their bond. Moments later, it was over and the confused Glacier Hawk entourage found themselves in the same awkward position as the Ice Claw only seven days ago, bowing to an outlander, a human they likely considered unworthy. She summoned him to her side and removed the enchanted straps of leather hiding his true appearance.
“Now they understand how I feel,” he said with an irritated thrashing of his tail.
Danella’s eyes were upon him and her head tilted, examining him as if she’d never seen him before.
“I understood that,” she said aloud. “Say something else, Majherri. Tell me how you really feel.”
“You should cast aside your false worship of Count Darius and remember who you once were,” he replied.
She crossed her arms and said, “Interesting. My partnership with Veyli allows me to finally understand you, old friend. As for your comment, I probably should do that, Majherri. I do remember who I was, but I also know I no longer wish to be that person.”
 
The valley surrounding the Yar sacred mountain was heated by thermal geysers and sported farmland. Obviously, it was the most desirable territory the Yar had to offer. They did not linger and were led to up a trail to a naturally formed cave at the base of a massive mountain by the guides from the Silver Hydras. Statues symbolizing victories lined the edge of the cave. In the center of the chamber were the eleven large thrones arranged around another enormous circle. 
“They appear to be arranged in the current order,” Majherri observed. “That must be a daunting task for those who must move them.”
Danella laughed and said, “More so since our arrival.”
“I agree,” Kuresh said as he and a few of his men turned to walk toward his throne. Majherri learned that the nomad turned chieftain could also understand him and had heard several of his previous comments since the warrior became Gursk’s latest host.
Because of this, the unicorn quickly became more cautious when it came to speaking his thoughts aloud.
“Still,” Danella said, riding Majherri proudly into the Cavern of Spirits as the Ninth of Eleven. “Mine should be a little closer to the front.
Haylock the Ivory Bear’s host decided to tempt fate and challenge his rider a week ago.
Haylock had a new host now, along with Derca the Snow Cat, who was defeated by Kuresh. The deaths of four chieftains in a matter of three weeks at the hands of two outlanders became difficult to ignore. That these two were now also chieftains themselves turned difficult into impossible. A messenger from Chief Slorn of the Silver Hydra tribe arrived with a summons to the Cavern, located in the heart of the mountain range and firmly in the grip of the Silver Hydra tribe.
Majherri’s could only find happiness in that he no longer had to maintain the illusion of being a common beast. Eyes followed him once more wherever his hooves walked and now he could have actual conversations with his rider, even if they were not as fulfilling as he hoped. Danella seemed slightly more grounded and less prone to chaotic outbursts, but her opinion remained that both she and he had been irrevocably changed. Danella reasoned that they must accept the change and move forward together.
Every unicorn wished for the ability to speak directly to their rider. He now could, but found it oddly frustrating. 
The Silver Hydra throne closely resembled a massive flat bench. Slorn was already upon it in his beastform. All eight eyes of the four headed hydra watched them. To Slorn’s right was another huge platform for Chief Orgo, Chosen of Krunax the Tundra Serpent and the longstanding second of eleven. Torchlight danced in a mesmerizing pattern from the almost mirror-like scales covering the giant reptile’s frame.
Danella’s new handmaidens, the same women who had hoped to be selected as Tessa’s successor, informed her that Orgo tries to fight on bright sunny days when his opponent has difficulty looking at him. The unicorn found some amusement in the manner the women followed Danella about. For now, she tolerated their constant presence, but he knew it irritated her to no end and some kind of outburst was only a question of time.
Majherri paid attention as well, learning as much as he could about the two most physically imposing Yar spirits, as well as the other seven. Danella dismounted when she arrived at her throne. It had a seat, but also a silver bar along the top where she could perch in her animal form, which she decided to do. Majherri stayed in the area behind the throne along with the single nomad bodyguard she’d brought and the ever present handmaidens.
The unicorn observed the final two chieftains and their entourages enter, with the last looking particularly nervous. It was rumored that the Snow Cats would have already been challenged for their lands except for this council.
“We are convened!” the four gaping maws of the hydra roared.
“I wish to speak first, Slorn,” Orgo hissed and beat the end of his tail against the base of the throne.
“Speak your mind, brother.”
“For the first time in history two outlanders sit in our hallowed circle at the same time! I say this travesty shall not stand!”
Several of the other chieftains expressed their outrage. The hydra’s heads weaved from side to side, saying nothing but clearly condoning the behavior of the others.
The acoustics of the space amplified the noise from the monsters. To the unicorn’s sensitive ears, it approached deafening levels.
Danella hopped down from the perch and returned to her human form – an obvious insult to all.
“Are you finished yet?” she bellowed.
“I should swallow you whole,” Orgo threatened.
“You’re welcome to try, maggot,” Danella answered, leaning forward. “But before you make the last mistake you’ll ever make, I should warn you that I have faced a greater netherbeast in combat and still stand before you to tell the tale. You seem formidable, but I would prefer not to kill you needlessly. You might be useful.”
“Impossible!” the shimmering serpent countered.
“I too am skeptical of such a boast,” Chief Slorn said, bringing a measure of order to the gathering. “But there have been troubling signs. My shamans see bad omens too often these days. What is it you wish to say, Chief Glacier Hawk? You’ve earned a place amongst us, so return to your form and respect our traditions.”
Danella gave a slight dip of her head to the Hydra and returned to her avian form, and flew to the perch above her throne.
“I do not trust either of them,” stated the other flyer, a white horned owl, slightly larger than Danella’s hawk. “My soothsayer sees dark times ahead. I caution against allowing these strangers and their claims to sway your judgment.”
“He is right,” Danella said. “Dark times are coming. I serve Count Ian Darius and he has returned to bring this land under his banner. Everything west of the Clef River is in his hands as we speak. His allies in the South, from the previous war, will strike soon. My liege has no vested interest in the northern kingdoms. Now that Veyli has shown me the heritage of the Yar, we can reclaim those lands and much more, but only if we act now.”
The cavern fell into an uneasy silence as each monster considered her statement. All eyes turned to the hydra who said, “What do you have in mind?”
Listening intently, Majherri heard her lay out the case for uniting and going to war on the side of Count Darius. She focused on the rewards they would be offered, but hinted that reprisals would be in order if the Yar refused the count’s generous offer. There was considerable discussion and in the end, each of the tribes possessed a single vote.
The final tally was eight clans in favor and three against – the owl, the snow cat, and the bear. The Yar would go to war as one. 
 



Chapter 22- Return to Talcosa
 
The sight of Talcosa didn’t evoke the same sense of grandeur in Kayleigh as it had when she first laid eyes on it. Before, she felt as if a new day had dawned and the future was in her grasp.
With a jaded set of eyes, she observed the massive city. The caravans of trade goods they galloped by continued to flow into the city like ants bringing crumbs of bread into the anthill. But, as she regarded the ornamental walls and the harbor open into the lake, she reassessed the city from a military point of view. Shiftla was more defensible and she saw firsthand how badly that had turned out.
“It wouldn’t be able to survive a siege,” she said to Captain Lynch. “Perhaps a week, but no longer.”
“I believe the same thing,” the woman answered. “The population is too large and too dependent on food coming in through the traders. Cut off the supply lines and simply wait for the riots to tear the city apart. The only thing you are discounting is the presence of the High-King and the numerous other sorcerers and sorceresses behind the walls. Why do you think the finest training is offered here?”
“Control,” Kayleigh said, grasping the water maiden’s meaning. “The same reason the Battle Maidens are trained here as well, except for the fact that the unicorns need the island for mating.”
“Correct,” Lynch answered. “Just because we are here, don’t let your guard down. Your father may have allies here.”
“I won’t, ma’am,” Kayleigh replied. There had been another attempted ambush and more killing. The young sorceress did her best not to think about it. After the second attack, Captain Lynch made a detour and went to a Southern Battalion outpost. There she acquired two additional Battle Maidens to escort them the rest of the way, along with some much needed supplies.
Perhaps the only good thing to come out of this is I’m starting to get along with her, Kayleigh thought.
All four unicorn riders wore closed faced helms as they entered the city. Any would-be attacker would have to guess which rider was actually Kayleigh. Unlike before, she wasn’t in a procession and the crowd did not part for them willingly. Having lived only in small towns and villages, the presence of so many bodies gnawed at her patience and only served to place her further on edge. She kept her shield raised and a hand on the pommel of Meghan’s sword. Lynch had taken the scimitar that she had inherited from Annabeth to make herself a decoy.
The Great Market was more active than Kayleigh had ever seen with orders being placed at a frantic pace. She supposed it was the news of war already sparking the increased amount of trade.
“Relax,” Meghan leaned over and whispered. “The market and the streets are too crowded to conduct an ambush and an escape. If they hit us anywhere, it will be on the way to the docks where they’ll have space to maneuver, which is why we’re going to the barracks for the King’s Battalion first instead of directly to the docks.”
Kayleigh nodded, and allowed the woman’s words to reassure her. Turning away from the docks, she got her closest look at the High-King’s castle and the glossy white walls protecting it. She’d met him what seemed a long time ago and he’d been intimidating then. That was before Kayleigh knew who she was and that the High-King had long ago issued an edict that she be put to death for the crimes of her parents. She didn’t want to think about that now. It was less frightening when she wasn’t in the shadow of the man’s castle.
 
Two hours later, she felt somewhat better because she was boarding the transit barge with a dozen Battle Maidens at her side. Captain Lynch expended a few more of her favors. Maybe it wasn’t necessary, but Kayleigh was grateful just the same when their escort brought her to the familiar looking barge.
A few of them looked at her oddly and she knew they recognized Rheysurrah. Also, Kayleigh caught some of them discussing rumors that they’d be headed west in a few days. 
“Hold the barge,” a voice cried out as they prepared to depart.
Kayleigh turned to look, still ready for the attack that hadn’t come yet. Close to the barge was another Battle Maiden and further back was her partner who escorted a riderless unicorn.
The woman approached the gangway and said, “Please raise the black flag, we’re bringing Iarisha of the Northern Battalion home for the final time.”
Every maiden removed their helms as the haggard and worn female unicorn arrived on the barge. As the barge pulled away, Kayleigh started toward the female, but was stopped by Lynch’s hand on her wrist.
“Wait until we’re on the island, Reese,” she said and gestured with her eyes to the sorcerer guiding the enchanted boat across the lake. From what little Kayleigh knew, the task of being the barge captain usually fell to apprentices of the magic schools, except for the occasions where the High-King or some other dignitary provided the transportation.
In a year, that could be me, she thought. Assuming the Goddess or one of her daughters listened to my birthday wish and I’m still alive then.
Kayleigh nodded and walked to the railing, staring at the island and the collection of buildings. Her friends in the first year, her instructors from both years, and probably everyone else knew she had run away.
When I left, all I could think of is how could Majherri and I get by out in the world by ourselves. Now, I’m returning and all I can think of is what I have to do in order to survive. 
“Does Kurga believe what Iarisha is saying,” one of the northern maidens said.
“The scouts found the village sacked and burnt to the ground. It seems more likely that the Yar attacked than some fanciful tale about a black unicorn. Maybe the poor girl is already too far gone?”
“What did you just say?” Kayleigh demanded.
“It’s none of your concern, trainee,” the first one said, dismissing her.
“If you’re talking about a black unicorn, it is my business, rider.” Kayleigh turned and waved to Captain Lynch. The two Battle Maidens looked confused, but straightened as Meghan approached.
“They were talking about a black unicorn and a village destroyed in the north.”
“You two will debrief me when we get to The Academy. I’ll want to know everything about the situation up there. Reese, go with the unicorn to the stables and see what she can tell you.”
“Yes ma’am,” Kayleigh said.
Minutes later, she was leading Iarisha up the slope alongside one of the stablemasters. Rheysurrah followed in her wake. When they got the female situated in a stall, the man turned to her and said, “You can get on back to your class, young lady.”
“My orders from Captain Lynch are to work with Iarisha. I’ll handle it from here, sir.”
The stablemaster shrugged and walked away muttering something about girls who take orders too seriously.
Kayleigh waited until he was gone before looking at Iarisha and saying, “My name is Kayleigh Reese and I’m a sorceress. You met Majherri. I used to be his rider until he was stolen from me, by Danella Lynch. I’ve stopped the wasting so far in two unicorns. If you want, I can try to make you number three, but first I need to know what is going on in the north.”
 
The young sorceress was exhausted both physically and emotionally as she left the stables. Rheysurrah had stayed behind to watch over the female. Iarisha’s magic was in a bad state and Kayleigh had done what she could to keep it from getting any worse. Her conversations through the images the dying unicorn shared painted a very disturbing picture. Majherri had saved her and warned her against something Iarisha considered horrible beyond imagination. His horn was also missing for some strange reason, but when Kayleigh saw his flaming hooves kick through the side of the barn wall, there was no doubt who it was.
Either way, she needed to find Captain Lynch and let her know. The plan they’d been operating under was to wait for the rest to catch up with them before leaving for the north to find Kayleigh’s mother. Danella’s presence gave cause for great concern.
“Kayleigh? By the Goddess is that you?”
She’d been staring at the ground as she walked toward the main building and hadn’t noticed the approaching squad of trainees. It was a group of first years, her former classmates. Most of them ran up to her and stopped short, as if unsure of why she was here again.
Part of Kayleigh wondered that as well.
The voice belonged to Andrea Hawthorne, the cousin she never knew she’d had. Kayleigh stepped forward and embraced the surprised girl.
“Hello, Andrea. It’s good to see you. I saw your mother in my recent travels and she sends her best.”
“What?” Andrea stammered.
Ellen Jacobs was there as well. “They said something happened with the Portal and you and a whole squad of third years went missing.”
“I thought you ran away and were never coming back,” came the blunt observation of Rebekah Morganstern.
She looked at her onetime nemesis and wished she could go back to the days when that smallish brunette was the most stressful thing in her life. “I thought so too, but there’s a…actually, I don’t know how much I’m allowed to tell you.”
“Tell us about what?” several demanded at the same time.
“I’m sorry,” Kayleigh said and spread her open palms to them. “I’m not trying to be rude. You’ll have to take it up with Captain Lynch.”
“She’s off the island, Kayleigh,” Andrea replied. “She left abruptly eight days ago and we weren’t told where she is.”
“The captain came back with me,” Kayleigh said. “We’ve been riding from Salif.”
“Really?” Rebekah said, oozing sarcasm. “I find it hard to believe you were riding with our captain. I bet you two got along famously.”
“We managed, trainee Morganstern. Thank you for your concern,” Captain Lynch said coming up behind them, accompanied by Captain Heather Sycroft. The first years scrambled to come to attention, beating the weary Kayleigh, who may or may not have been fighting off the urge to grin. She saluted both captains and felt the urge to wither under the gaze of Captain Sycroft.
“Trainees,” Lynch said with a tone that gave Kayleigh a flashback to her time as Lead Rider. “You’re dismissed. As you’ve observed, I’ve been away from the island for some time and haven’t given any demerits. If I were you I wouldn’t want to be the first person to get me started. Reese, you stay.”
The first year riders scrambled to leave. Both Ellen and Andrea shot Kayleigh looks that said for her to come find them later. Kayleigh decided to try. Ellen had always been a friend, even in the worst of times here at The Academy and Andrea had grown considerably closer after their disastrous challenge ceremony.
“How is the unicorn?” Lynch asked.
“She’s stable for now. I’ve done what I can, but Iarisha’s in a bad way. If there’s something to be done, I may need to do it soon.”
“Captain Sycroft is sending messengers into Talcosa tomorrow to look for former riders who live in the city. What else did you learn?”
“It’s Majherri alright. He’s in the north with Danella on the orders of Count Darius.”
Captain Sycroft sucked in her breath when she heard Kayleigh mention the name. “He’s alive? He can’t be!”
“Unfortunately for everyone, Captain Sycroft, Reese is telling the truth. However, Reese, that does not need to become public knowledge at this time. We need to keep that unicorn alive until Lady Tomas arrives. She’ll be able to directly speak with her. She was supposed to speak with Garrett’s unicorn before we had to leave Salif.”
“I’ll stay with her through the night,” Kayleigh said.
“I’m certain you would, Reese. Instead, others can watch over Iarisha. They can come and get you if she takes a turn for the worse. You won’t be any good to her if you don’t take care of yourself first. We’ve just completed a hard ride from Salif and fought our way through two ambushes. You need some downtime, so take it.”
“Captain Lynch is correct,” Heather Sycroft added. “I’m putting you up in our guest quarters for the evening. Fresh clothing and your food will be brought to you. Otherwise, your classmates from both the first and third years would pester you until you have repeated your story a dozen times. That said, trainee, I’m still your commanding officer, and I’d like to come by after you’ve cleaned up and receive your full report.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kayleigh said, frowning for a moment at being called a trainee. Captain Sycroft was somewhat colder to her than she recalled. Then again, several of the captain’s trainees were still missing and one of her instructors was in enemy hands. Kayleigh had also essentially run away from The Academy.
“Dismissed. Go to the guest wing and ask for Charlotte. She’s waiting for you.”
 
The next day, Kayleigh was back in the second year stables tending to Iarisha. Her talk with Captain Sycroft had been uncomfortable to start with, but slightly better as her debriefing went on. The woman was simply stunned to learn of who Kayleigh’s parents were.
The unicorn’s health continued to worry Kayleigh. A series of ugly purple bruises appeared on her left side. Rheysurrah and the other unicorn standing watch over Iarisha also looked concerned.
“Reese!” Lynch said, walking into the stable area. The woman’s tone wasn’t pleasant either. “I need to speak with you.”
Kayleigh grimaced, wondering what she did wrong. “Ma’am?”
The brown-haired water maiden approached. “You told Captain Sycroft who your father and mother were last night.”
“Yes.”
“Tell no one else, even under orders.”
“Why?”
“I had to talk Captain Sycroft out of sending a messenger to the castle last night when she came to me to confirm your report. The only people who need to have that knowledge are those who you trust with your life.”
“Why would she do that?”
“Simple,” Lynch answered. “She lost most of her family in the last war to your father’s forces and was willing to inform the High-King of your presence on the island. She placed her duty to the High-King above your personal welfare. I was forced to invoke the general’s orders to prevent her from doing so. Should you be questioned again, I order you, on General Jyslin’s authority to not reveal the secret of your parents to anyone you do not completely trust. Are you perfectly clear on this?”
Kayleigh was still reeling from Captain Sycroft’s actions and stammered, “She’s my commanding officer. I didn’t think…”
Meghan Lynch’s face hardened and for a moment and Kayleigh feared what she would say. Instead, the woman paused before answering, “Too many people already know. You were just doing as ordered. It hadn’t occurred to me to warn you of the possible complications. Now, we both know better. Let’s move on to the unicorn. How is she doing today?”
“Not good. More bruises developed overnight. Is there any word on the former riders in the city?”
“The messengers were sent this morning. We won’t know for several hours. Captain Sycroft spoke with the third years and let them know that their missing comrades are on their way back. I spoke with my charges and though I’d prefer they left you alone, I’m going to allow those who’ve asked an opportunity to visit with you after they’ve completed their morning exercises on the Trail of Pain. Lieutenant Sheppard will monitor that conversation and has requested permission to speak with you in private.”
“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll speak with Rheysurrah and ask him to come and get me if Iarisha’s condition gets worse. How much should I tell the lieutenant?”
“It goes back to my earlier statement. Do you trust her with your life?”
Kayleigh considered the woman who’d acted as a buffer between Meghan and her during Kayleigh’s time as Lead Rider. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”
“Then carry on, Reese. I believe you know the way.”
On the path to the obstacle course, she watched the tiny figures scurrying over the ropes, climbing ladders, and sprinting from station to station. It was familiar and something she’d been rather good at until she’d been moved to the more complicated third year course and forced to compete against girls with far more experience. Even that seemed so simple now.
Moving back and forth in the saddle of her unicorn was the stocky brunette she’d come to respect. The earth maiden shouted stinging critiques of the trainees.
“How many times have I told you about proper stretching and hydration, Trainee Michaels? At some point I might get through to you!”
Smiling at the memories this tirade evoked, she jogged closer. Pasha, Lieutenant Sheppard’s unicorn, noticed her first and turned her rider to face Kayleigh.
“Good morning, Recruit Reese. Back to stay?”
“No, ma’am,” she replied. “I don’t think so.”
“Really? Where will you and Majherri go?”
“Captain Lynch didn’t explain very much to you, ma’am?”
“No, she did not. She said it would be best to hear it from you.”
Kayleigh frowned and looked at the nearby recruits straining to hear and said, “Let’s go over there.”
“Santiago! Fall out and take over the exercises. If I catch you going soft on them, you’ll be spending time alone out here with me,” Sheppard barked. “Lead on, Kayleigh.”
Walking close to the side of Pasha, Kayleigh tried to come up with a way to present the story in a manner that didn’t sound crazy. Finally, she settled on, “I’m riding Rheysurrah for the moment. The Portal dropped us off in the ruins of Mon Alder in the middle of a war. Annabeth died in combat about the time Danella Lynch took Majherri back, almost killing me in the process.”
Both the unicorn and the rider stared at her in shock.
“It gets worse,” Kayleigh continued. “Stop me if you don’t want to hear anymore.”
“I’m sorry about your friend, Kayleigh. She was a good rider with a kind heart. Tell me more.”
Waffling, but only for a moment, Kayleigh beat back her own fears. “Can I trust you and Pasha with my life?”
“That’s a strange question to ask,” the woman replied. “I would never knowingly endanger your life.”
“Even if it goes against an edict of the High-King?”
“Is it that serious?”
“Yes, ma’am. General Jyslin has issued a blanket order to prevent disclosure of this information. You can confirm it with Captain Lynch. If you don’t want me to say another word, I’ll understand.”
“Go ahead, Kayleigh.”
“I’m a sorceress, not really a Battle Maiden. I mimic the elemental powers.” She held her hand out and conjured a thin stream of water. “I’m not good with earth or air yet, too much time riding for my life. I bonded with Rheysurrah to stop his wasting. I was also able to force a bond between a riderless unicorn and a trainee who lost hers when Shiftla fell.”
“You can prevent the wasting? That’s remarkable! Shiftla and Mon Alder have fallen? That’s not good. All this is interesting, but I don’t see how this could kill you.”
“Jaruciax is also in enemy hands. Everything west of the Clef except for Salif has been conquered, but you’re right. I found out who I really am out there. Even I am still having problems dealing with it. My mother is really Brianna Nolan-West,” Kayleigh said and saw Lindsey’s eyebrows furrow as she tried to place the name.
“She was the lover of Count Darius, who is apparently my father. He’s also still alive and leading that army. When I fought him and his manticore briefly in Shiftla, our magic barely affected each other.”
“Oh,” was all the earth maiden could say for a moment. “There’s more isn’t there?”
“Count Darius knows I’m out here. Captain Lynch and I were ambushed twice on our ride from Salif. He wants me out of the way one way or another, kidnapped or dead, and he has something that can turn a person, even a Battle Maiden, into a slave willing to kill for him.”
Pausing, Kayleigh fought against the trembling feeling spreading through her body. “Lieutenant Townsend has been taken prisoner. We captured an enslaved rider and they were trying to cure her in Salif when I had to flee. He even did it to a trainee just to deliver a message to me. Now, Danella and Majherri are in the northern kingdoms from what the dying unicorn in the stables can tell me. Whatever they’re doing threatens that region. She gave me the impression that Majherri is fighting her control, but whatever she’s done to him has turned his coat black and his horn is missing.”
Sheppard dismounted and wrapped her arms around Kayleigh.
“Is there more?”
“Probably,” Kayleigh confessed. “I’m sure I’m forgetting at least a hundred things, but...”
“Take your time. It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not!” Kayleigh said, struggling not to give into this breakdown. She sniffed loudly and stepped out of the hug. “I’ll be heading north. I need to track down my mother and find out how my fath…the count survived the battle with General Jyslin and stop Danella. If I stay here, my identity comes out and I’m either arrested or executed. Lynch even had to stop Sycroft from informing the High-King.”
All her frustrations came pouring out to one of the few people she could confide in.
“What can I do to help?”
“I wish I knew. General Jyslin is a couple of days away from what Captain Sycroft said,” Kayleigh answered, still finding it difficult that the woman had listened to her story and planned to turn her over to the mercies of the High-King. “We’ll have to wait for her.”
“Pasha and I will volunteer to go north with you. I’m from the Duchy of Rosha and know the area.”
“Annabeth volunteered to come on a trip with me and she died. I’d rather not see that happen to you as well.”
The woman shrugged and said, “Thank you for your concern, Kayleigh, but I am a Battle Maiden. Dying is always a possibility. It sounds like it is happening to too many people right now.”
“I honestly think the Western Battalion is gone.”
“Then we will avenge our sisters,” Sheppard responded and smiled at her. “So you must be pretty good if you fought a manticore.”
“I was lucky,” Kayleigh replied. “I did manage to do a fireshade twice to beat some sand trolls and some nomads.”
“That’s pretty impressive for someone who hasn’t had any training.”
She was about to reply that it seemed like the story of her life when they were interrupted by a galloping Rheysurrah. Kayleigh detected a sense of urgency through the frail bond connecting the two of them.
“That can’t be good,” Kayleigh said. “Can you get Captain Lynch and send her to the stables?”
As Lindsey nodded, Kayleigh mounted Rheysurrah bareback and rode off. The image the unicorn showed her was Iarisha collapsing.
“If they haven’t found another rider,” Kayleigh said, “I’m going to go ahead and break our bond. I’m sure when the others return you’ll have your pick of riders.”
The unicorn agreed and she felt a wave of regret that mirrored her own. 
“We’re a really bad match, Rheysurrah. I’m sorry it didn’t work either. Take more time to get to know your next rider.”
Inside the barn things were worse than she imagined. Iarisha was leaking blood from the bruises on her flanks.
“You don’t want to see this, miss. It’ll be over in a few minutes. Go on and git,” the stablemaster said.
“Not if I have anything to say about it,” she replied and dismounted. “Rhey, hold on! I’m going to try and do this cleanly and quickly. When Danella broke my bond with Majherri, it hurt so bad I almost passed out.”
“What are you talking about, girl?”
Turning around, Kayleigh looked at the burly man and said, “If I pass out, wake me up. Dump water on me, slap me, kick me, I don’t care.”
“I ...”
“Just do it!” she commanded and returned her attention to her bond with Rheysurrah. “Wait! Let’s do this outside of the building. Goddess only knows what damage I could do to this place.”
Running out of the barn, she turned to the unicorn and took a deep breath. Danella had squeezed her bond with Majherri in a vice until it snapped. Instead, Kayleigh envisioned her magic like the blade of her Yar knife.
“Alright,” she said. “Here we go!”
Using her mental knife, she began sawing at the bond connecting them. Too many things in her life had already earned the distinction of being painful beyond description. This experience made the incident with the ground fire pepper seem like a refreshing splash of water across her face. It was like cutting off her own hand as she hacked away at the bond, which fought back trying to reattach the parts she was separating.
She redoubled her efforts and in her mind, the knife became Annabeth’s scimitar. Using the new weapon, Kayleigh savagely attacked the bond until it mercifully broke in two.
Managing not to lose conscious while feeling she’d done something horrible, she opened her eyes and stared up at the sky. Rheysurrah was nearby. They were both in the middle of an oval scorch mark burnt into the ground that went for a dozen feet.
“You okay?” Kayleigh grunted and pulled herself into a sitting position. Rheysurrah looked anything but. Still the unicorn shook his head and gestured to the stable with his head for her to hurry. 
“Easy for you to say,” she replied and stumbled to her feet. Pushing aside the confused stablemaster, she ran to the female unicorn’s side and knelt next to her.
Iarisha’s breathing was shallow as she placed her hands on the female.
The magic surrounding the severed remains of the bond seeped energy. Kayleigh threw her loose end of the bond against the other and started knitting the two together.
Iarisha’s end remained limp, almost unmoving.
“Come on!” she cried. “Don’t die on me!”
Kayleigh was beyond the point where the bond had taken over with Rheysurrah. Instead, she was faced with hundreds of strands still waiting for her to tie them with hers.
“Reese! Report!” Lynch entered the barn.
“I broke my bond with Rheysurrah, but I’m not bonding with her. She’s slipping away!”
Fresh tears of frustration emerged as she continued to fumble with the strands of the bond.
“If she dies, we might not be able to find Danella before she gets to my mother! I can’t let that happen! I won’t.”
She began feeling the effects of exhaustion as the hot tears rolled down her cheeks.
“Reese! Keep doing that,” she heard Captain Lynch say.
“What?”
“Healing tears,” Lynch answered and pointed down to the unicorn.
The bruises where her tears spattered were no longer oozing blood. She wiped her hands across her cheeks and placed them on the other wounds. Meghan dug a vial out of her pouch and began assisting.
Sensing the bond, Kayleigh saw spurts of life from Iarisha’s side. The bond started knotting on its own, but stopped after a second. Then, it started again, in fits and spurts as she worked feverishly, feeling the life of the unicorn hanging in the balance. There was pressure beneath her eye and she opened them to see Lynch using her empty vial to collect Kayleigh’s tears. Lines of wetness ran down the woman’s cheeks as well.
Another set of false starts pushed at the bond as their combined magic reacted erratically. There was a sudden gust of wind that swirled around them sending straw into the air and causing the stablemaster to retreat.
The unicorn stirred and snorted loudly. “C’mon, Iarisha! That’s it! Help me save you.”
The bond reacted, meshing and coming together. Kayleigh threw herself down on top of the unicorn’s bruised and battered frame and grabbed on for all she was worth.
Squeezing her eyes shut did nothing since the blinding light of the bondspark shimmered in her mind and dazzled her.
For the second time in only a few minutes, Kayleigh gasped for her own breath as she continued holding onto the female unicorn. Looking up, she saw the expressions of Lynch and Sheppard. The captain nodded her head slowly and her friend grinned at her.
“She’s going to make it,” Kayleigh stated, partly to convince herself.
“Well done, Kayleigh,” Lindsey said.
“Yes,” Lynch said. “You’re getting better. There’s hardly any damage to the stables. Smart move breaking your bond with Rheysurrah outside.”
Kayleigh smiled at the rare praise and focused on her new unicorn, trying to see what could be done to help Iarisha.
“She needs water and some blankets. Could someone get those for her? Also, please make sure Rheysurrah is okay. I’ll check on him in a little bit, but right now she needs me.”
The woman divided up the tasks and brought the things Kayleigh requested. All the while, Kayleigh stayed draped over the four-legged body and whispered reassuring phrases to her new unicorn. Before too long, both drifted off to sleep.
 
“It is as we feared,” the Seeress said, coming out of the stall after conversing with Kayleigh’s new unicorn. “She confirmed what the other told me in Salif. Ian seeks to open a pathway to the Nether Realms. The tainted one, Danella Lynch, has been ordered to unleash the barbarians on the northern kingdoms. Unchecked, they will lay waste to towns and the crops in that region, upsetting the balance and spreading starvation far beyond those lands. New pathways are open to me now and I have seen the city of Pinella held by their forces.”
“We must take this new information to the High-King,” General Jyslin said.
“I will do it,” Duchess Tomas said. “I need to contact my husband and rally our reserves. Lady Kayleigh, give my love to my children and tell them all to be careful. And that goes doubly so for you Naomi. I feel that tomorrow evening will be your best chance for success.”
The woman embraced the general before making her way toward the dock. General Jyslin turned toward Kayleigh and said, “I understand your path back here was not easy. How is your new unicorn?”
“She’s recovering and will be ready to travel. Will we take the Portal?”
“No,” General Jyslin said. “The Portals leading north are not near Pinella. It will be quicker to ride, but my original idea of having you and a few others travel north must now be revised. What of the unicorn you broke your bond with to save the female?”
“He’s relatively healthy, ma’am. I see signs of the wasting beginning again. As long as we find a rider for him soon, I think he’ll be fine.”
Kayleigh didn’t have to have the skills of a seer to know what was about to happen.
“I will ride him,” the woman said.
“I … I need some time to perfect the process,” Kayleigh stammered.
“If I were ten years younger, would you still need this time?”
“Ma’am?”
“My question is irrelevant,” General Jyslin said. “We’ve already sent word to the Council of the involvement of the Nether Realms based on what we learned in Salif and the troops are already moving south and west. We will have very little to send north. I cannot ask the young women on this island to march into battle, if I will not take that risk myself. You are the only one who can make this possible, Kayleigh Reese. I could order you, but you could refuse. So, I will ask you as someone who knows what it feels like to lose a bond, for your aid.”
Kayleigh thought about General Hawthorne’s words and weighed them against the savages in the northern kingdoms. She remembered the faces of the villagers in Miros after the Yar raid.
“I’ll do it.”
“Thank you, child,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I have much to prepare for and I should try to fit in some rest and meditation before tomorrow evening.”
 
The woman straightened, becoming taller with newfound strength, and a look of resolve in her eyes. Meghan Lynch, the only other human present, moved closer to check both of them over. The small group of unicorns, including Iarisha, conversed in a rapid series of nonverbal communication mixed with snorts and neighs.
“That was considerably more violent than I remembered,” the rider said, before reaching over and stroking Rheysurrah’s mane. 
“Are you okay?”
“Yes, child, for the first time in a long time I can say that and truly mean it. I cannot begin to thank you for this.”
Kayleigh confessed, “General Hawthorne asked me to talk you out of this. She was worried you wouldn’t survive, but after all you’ve done for me, I couldn’t refuse you this.”
Naomi Jyslin smiled at Kayleigh and embraced her. “Althea is very protective of me, but you understood my position. To have this again after so long is a blessing from the Goddess. You have a precious and unique gift, young lady. Promise me that no matter what else occurs in your journeys you will do your utmost to see that no other unicorn must suffer death because their rider died.”
“I will, ma’am.”
“That is all I can ask of you,” the woman said and reached skyward with the hand that wasn’t touching Rheysurrah. A shimmering dome of hardened air appeared overhead and the regal old lady smiled. “I was worried I’d have to get a crash course in fire magic.”
Slowly the old woman climbed into the saddle with a look of profound joy on her face. “Captain, Kayleigh, I’d be honored if you would ride with me. By the time we reach the main building on the other side, the entire school will be in the dining hall. There is much to do and hardly any time to do it in.”
General Jyslin kicked her unicorn into a fast gallop, leaning forward and remembering what it felt like to ride at such a pace once more. Kayleigh on Iarisha managed to keep up, but Captain Lynch and T’rsa fell quickly behind and they waited for her for over two minutes by the entrance. Captain Sycroft waited at the double doors with her unicorn, clearly stunned to see General Jyslin in the saddle of a unicorn.
“It’s a miracle. I’m glad it worked,” the third year commander said and saluted.
“I am as well, but it’s really because of Rider Reese.”
Kayleigh didn’t miss the falling expression on the captain’s face. The general had a way of saying a single sentence that carried paragraphs of meaning behind it.
“Rider Reese,” the captain said. “I apologize for my rash actions and the harm it could have inflicted upon you. My poor judgment nearly prevented the scene before me and, on my honor, my life, and that of my unicorn, it will not happen again.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” Kayleigh said, trying to be gracious, despite being slightly choked up and conflicted over her feelings toward the woman.
The general reached behind her head and undid the ties holding her hair, allowing the long, flowing mane of straight white hair to cascade down to the middle of her back and framing her light brown skin. It reminded Kayleigh of the portrait in the woman’s office…done by her mother’s hand.
“Open the door, Heather. I’d like to address my students from the saddle as befitting a Battle Maiden.”
The doors opened and there were shocked gasps as the general rode in. Rheysurrah’s shoes clattered against the stone floor. Kayleigh and the two captains followed slowly behind her amongst the crowd who stood and watched a legend, now seated upon a unicorn, riding amongst them.
The general stopped at the table by the main stage where the staff stood and saluted. She beckoned for the three of them to line up beside her and the four unicorns turned as one to face the student body. Someone began to clap and it spread like wildfire until it the noise was a roaring ovation that lasted a full two minutes before the general raised her hands.
“Be seated, my sisters,” she said. “I have news, both good and bad.”
“You’ve heard the rumors of a war in the West. You’ve probably pried enough details from your fellow students who had the misfortune of ending up in the middle of the conflict to have a good picture of what is happening out there. Two days ago, the bulk of the King’s Battalion along with elements of the Eastern Battalion deployed to link up with General Hawthorne’s forces. Along with the thousands of soldiers provided by the Council of Kings, they will turn the tide in those kingdoms currently under attack by our enemy and I ask for a moment of silence and prayer for their wellbeing, along with our sisters in the West, wherever they might be at this time.”
There was a long pause as the faces of Sandra Townsend, Penelope Garrett, and Amanda Edwards flashed through her mind. General Hawthorne had kept the two in Salif to continue treating Garrett and because Edwards had suffered side effects of her temporary enslavement.
“Thank you. We ask that the Goddess and her daughters watch over them. Now, word has arrived only yesterday that our sisters in the North are under attack by the barbarians known as the Yar. With everyone else heading for the front lines, there is no one left to come to the aid of those fighting in the Northern Kingdoms. I am going to ask for volunteers…”
Her words were cut short by the sounds of benches sliding backward as the entire assembly came to their feet.
Naomi Jyslin shook her head and clasped her hands to her chest. “Oh, my precious warriors, you honor me so!”
There was another ovation. When it ended, the General continued, saying, “Still, allow me to finish. I will ask for volunteers from the third, fourth, and fifth years to form a provisional battalion. Lady Tomas has pledged that her husband will meet us with two hundred horsemen to bolster our ranks from her kingdom. There will be another one hundred coming from Rosha. We will be tasked with breaking through the Yar forces and reclaiming the areas they have taken. I cannot ask you to do something I’m not prepared to do myself. I and several of your instructors will lead you. Those that remain here will continue to train and learn under Brevet Major Sycroft. If you are not asked if you’d like to volunteer, do not be disheartened. You must work harder than ever. We will need you soon - too soon I fear. The threat is real, as is the danger.”
 



Chapter 23- The Taking of Pinella
 
The city of Pinella’s sprawling courtyards, sleeping populace, and only marginally alert guardsmen never saw its sudden and complete conquest coming in the predawn hours. That much Majherri knew. The “bounty hunters” who had passed through the area previously had returned with their quarry – a group of Yar barbarians who had sheltered the bandits responsible for killing that nobleman they’d spoken of during their earlier visit. They were in a rather festive mood and seemed quite happy despite the loss of some of their numbers in the mountains.
From the perspective of the city dwellers, other people killing the Yar was a wonderful concept. Majherri heard several people say similar comments. The citizens of Pinella were far enough away from the mountains to be concerned about the threat of raids, but since the Duke claimed the lands to the north, they’d seen many of their soldiers die protecting those “people who choose to live up there.”
The captain of the guard graciously allowed the travelers to use the jail cells to hold these heathens for the night. The bounty hunters were very grateful and placed two of their own outside those bars to not trouble the town’s militia any more than they already had and even offered a barrel of spiced mead they’d taken when they caught up with that scum. His men gave a playful nudge when their captain seemed quite taken with the pale skinned brunette as the two retired to the man’s private quarters.
While the city dreamt, a shape took to the sky, leaving a man seeing through blackened eyes to carry out her will. Majherri watched it as he stood in the midst of the horses. The rope that should have secured him to the hitching post was forgotten. The giant hawk landed at the jail, meeting up with several who had just emerged. The great bird hopped onto the man’s padded shoulders and grasped his harness with her talons. Beating her wings furiously, she struggled to get the man airborne. Moments later, Danella’s hawk was joined by the large owl also struggling against the weight of a human.
His rider, Orgo, Kuresh and Kraise would strike at the sorcerer who ruled this city and use their beastly forms to overrun the small castle by entering through the bedroom window of Duke Castor. The hawk, the serpent, the beast, and the owl - in a fair fight, even Orgo’s powerful serpent might not be enough to tilt the balance in the Yar’s favor against a sorcerer and his guards, but Danella’s plan could not even be remotely described as fair. It was an ambush and a slaughter before their victims could wipe the sleep from their eyes…a brutal scheme from a woman who no longer possessed a shred of compassion.
The rest of the plan reinforced her savagery. The other chieftains, with the exception of the hydra, would slay the guards who didn’t succumb to the tainted mead and secure the gates with the rest of the nomads. What would a bored soldier standing on the walls do when suddenly faced with a timber wolf the size of a small pony or a mountain lion driven by a human intellect? What could men staggering out of a guardroom, wondering at the ruckus do when they saw a mammoth bearing down on them? Those that arrived at the mustering point would find the captain telling them that the battle is lost and that he’s ordering surrender.
A squad of unicorn lancers were stationed in Pinella. Slorn, in the form of his four headed hydra would descend on the unicorn stables while their riders rested inside. Even if their riders reacted quickly, they would find Majherri. Much to his horror, the tainted unicorn would be right there with Slorn to help the first of eleven slay every unicorn and Battle Maiden he found.
Majherri did his best to simply execute the plan and not think about what he was doing as the slumbering city woke to panic and chaos.
The strategists said the Yar were too stubborn to put aside their differences to work together. The chieftains believed themselves too valuable to participate in battle and risk their lives in anything but their ritualistic combat that no one outside those savages understood.
None of those so called experts would have conceived that all eleven of those chieftains would be in the same place, exposed, and supported only by a handful of warriors, who weren’t even Yar.
... And that was primarily why Pinella fell. The rest of the tale involved the screams and blood of men, women, and unicorns. The cost for the invaders was minimal. Five nomad warriors died and the new chieftain of the Snow Cats was seriously injured and barely clinging to his life while the other chieftains nursed numerous minor wounds.
Even Majherri wasn’t untouched as he limped through the streets. A sword wielding Battle Maiden left a nasty wound before he finished her. He’d tapped into enough of his own magic to burn the wound closed, but the stinging tenderness gnawed at him with every step he took as he patrolled the empty streets.
At the main gate the hydra, flanked by two nomad bowmen, sat on his haunches and dared anyone to approach. Danella circled overhead and would screech if she saw anyone who needed to be dealt with. The two other gates were also blocked by the Yar chieftains as the black warning pennants flapped in the wind, alerting travelers of a false outbreak of disease in the city.
Yesterday, Pinella had four aviaries where the public could send messages to other towns inside a cylinder attached to a bird. All the city could claim now was several burnt out buildings and hundreds of birds killed directly by the flames or smoke.
Kraise, the owl chieftain had left, flying north to meet the hundreds of warriors covering the distance between the mountain range and Pinella. The Yar infantry were to bypass two villages and one town on the way to Pinella. Its capture cut off those settlements from any help. They would be easy pickings and likely offer surrender in an attempt to receive more favorable terms.
People stared at Majherri from open windows while he roamed the streets. Danella had once more removed the illusion-creating reins from his head. They saw the black, riderless unicorn moving by them. Some pointed and others closed their shutters. Their reaction, combined with the soreness from his injury, placed him in a foul mood.
Turning right at the next juncture, he began making his way down the side street. That was when he saw her.
The building was a small, squat affair - the kind that one or two people at most could live in. He noticed the sign proclaiming artist for hire and then saw the face peering out at him.
No! He couldn’t unsee the human female any more than he could prevent Danella from discovering this encounter. She can’t be here!
Unfortunately, for the both of them, he stared back at the face of the woman who claimed to be Brenda Reese, Kayleigh’s mother. The only solace he could find in that moment was that he knew the orders Count Darius gave Danella demanded the woman be returned alive. His rider would not kill the woman with the true name of Brianna Nolan-West, but that was not a guarantee that the woman would not suffer at Danella’s hands.
 
“I was honestly hoping for more out of you, Lady Nolan-West,” Danella said, surveying the result of the punch she’d delivered to the woman she’d just knocked out of the chair. 
“In that case, you’ll have to accept disappointment,” Brenda Reese replied, using the tips of her fingers to wipe away the blood on her lips. “I haven’t gone by that name in a long time.”
Majherri could not have hidden the knowledge of the woman’s presence. Instead, he brought it directly to Danella’s attention, along with the reminder that Count Darius wanted Kayleigh’s mother alive.
“Put the noblewoman back in the chair,” she said to the bewitched captain of the guard. The man woodenly responded.
“Interesting spell you’ve got there,” the captive said. “It feels rather dark. Ian’s taught you a few of his tricks, I see.”
“Oh, I’m much more than that,” Danella replied.
“No, I don’t think so. He toys with women. I should know better than anyone else,” Brenda Reese said. “If you believe you can simply lay claim to him, you’d be as deluded as I was all those years ago. At least I was young and foolish. You’re just foolish.”
Danella snarled, “If I were you I’d choose my words with more care.”
Kayleigh’s mother was unfazed by the threat. “I survived Ian trying to kill me, though at a great cost. I will not cower before the likes of you. Of course, you realize if I still possessed my magic that this conversation would be much different. Count yourself lucky in that regard.”
His rider raised her gloved hand once more, cocked and ready to strike another blow, but stopped short, toying with her prisoner. “Don’t be so certain, milady. Duke Castor and his family had access to their magic for all the good it did them. I am beginning to think that most of the power you ‘true mages’ claim is based more on bluffs.”
Placing her hands on her hips, Danella leaned forward and taunted, “Maybe most are just glorified tricksters and fakirs, who are at least honest about their limitations. Then again, what’s the point in debating this with a burnt out husk such as yourself? Why you can’t even conjure a simple flame can you, milady? Even the tricksters and the fakirs would look down on you in scorn. Come to think of it, maybe I should perform my little trick on you and turn you into a good little thrall. We could have so much fun together.”
Majherri could do without Danella’s behavior and snorted loudly.
“Is this really necessary?” he asked. “She’s not exactly a threat.”
“Oh, you silly unicorn! I am taking it easy on her, Majherri. Nothing’s broken yet, though she might have chipped a tooth. Besides, I only want useful slaves. This woman – whatever she chooses to call herself – is completely and utterly useless.”
“Majherri? My daughter’s unicorn was named that.”
“He was never her unicorn!” Danella shouted. “Your daughter…your daughter…she’s only alive because the count wishes it. She tried to steal him from me, that little bitch!”
“You know that’s not true,” Majherri said. 
“It’s true if I say it’s true.”
“Just saying the words does not lend truth to them,” he retorted.
“You keep defending her, but she’s out there riding a different unicorn. She doesn’t want you anymore, just like she doesn’t want anything to do with her mother!”
Danella spun away and stormed out of the room, before yelling, “Are you coming?”
Majherri glanced back at Kayleigh’s mother and sadly bowed his head, following his rider into the hallway while the nomad standing guard in the corridor closed the cell door.
Careful not to give voice to his concerns, he thought, I may have overestimated the influence the Yar spirit has on her.
Instead he asked, “Did you find the information you wanted to know?”
Majherri’s question caused Danella to sigh loudly as they rode slowly down the street. “No, I forgot to ask how the count survived. Perhaps I should go back?”
“I doubt she’d willingly tell you anything now,” Majherri said. The sun approached the peak in the sky. Despite being a northern city, it was quite warm outside. The guardsmen were ordered by Danella’s thrall to guard the marketplaces against the few people that ventured out.
“Well, I like a good challenge,” she answered with a feral grin. “After all, our warriors are still two days away. I need something to keep myself occupied.”
“Do you truly believe this city can be held?”
“It depends on what the opposition is. A large enough army can break even the mightiest of fortifications. We didn’t have to destroy the walls, so it is really a matter of making this city more effort to take than it is worth. As the army belonging to my liege threatens other lands, we may even be able to peel away some of the nearby cities when they know that the Yar are his allies. Some won’t have the necessary spine to fight a war. Surrendering to us might be an option easier for their leaders to accept.”
“Unless the Yar prove to be savages in their treatment of the people they conquer. Have you considered that?”
“I have, Majherri. I just don’t think it’s a top priority at the moment. I recall that you used to have such contempt for the city dwellers. Something about choosing to live behind walls and not out in nature. So, I find it odd that here you are begging on their behalf for tolerance and a gentle hand.”
The unicorn snorted and said, “Though I do not care for how they live, I do not wish them ill.”
“In that case,” she said, “I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens when all those barbarians get here.”
The unicorn snorted and swished his tail. Danella was becoming increasingly deceptive. The orders Count Darius gave were vague. He wanted her to make the Yar a threat. The taking of this city accomplished that. From there Majherri wasn’t certain what she would do next and that worried him.
“Are you enjoying being Queen of the Yar? Is it all you hoped it would be?” Majherri asked.
“It works for the time being,” she answered, pleased that her cryptic replies were annoying him.
 



Chapter 24- Defining Traits
 
This time, the city of Talcosa practically leapt out of Kayleigh’s way. Even those hardened denizens used to witnessing a handful of battle maidens traversing their streets found themselves taking a few steps backward at the sight of the understrength Provisional Battalion working its way toward the city’s main gate. Glancing at the ranks behind her, the young sorceress tried to see things from the spectators’ point of view. Wearing armor, carrying shields, and holding lances pointed to the sky, the main body of lancers didn’t appear to be a group of trainees who had yet to complete their schooling. No, instead they looked rather fearsome. Lieutenant Lindsey Shepherd, leading the lancer column in her freshly polished armor, shimmered as the sun’s rays danced across the metallic surface.
Kayleigh was in the smaller group at the front with her shield strapped across her back. General Jyslin had given her, the fifth year Lead Rider, and Laurel Whitaker field promotions to senior riders and charged them with leading the three squads of scouts. Surprisingly, Brevet Major Meghan Lynch encouraged Kayleigh when she expressed uncertainty at being placed in charge of five other riders.
“Reese,” she said. “You have more actual combat experience than every trainee and the two maidens who brought your new unicorn to the island. You are also powerful enough to hold your own against a superior force. From my perspective the only thing you lack is situational awareness, and there is really only one way to learn that. It is one thing to be a dangerous warrior. Being able to fight while also directing others and bearing responsibility for their lives is another matter altogether. Even if you feel you are not ready, the position is yours because, of the available candidates, you and the others are the best suited for this task.”
Her gut instinct told Kayleigh that there was a story to the major’s comments on leadership. If Majherri were here, she could have asked him.
Iarisha shook her head and Kayleigh felt a pang of guilt over thinking about her first unicorn. The female Kayleigh sat astride seemed to have a good heart and was both grateful and unassuming. She’d come to the Sacred Isle to die, but received a new lease on life and an eagerness to be her partner. It was a definite change from the male unicorn Kayleigh recently released. Rheysurrah could never quite get over his feelings about Kayleigh’s responsibility for Annabeth’s death.
Considering he’s partly correct about that didn’t help either, the young woman thought and stroked Iarisha’s mane with her left hand.
“How are you feeling?” she asked her unicorn.
She received a confident response from Iarisha, saying she was well enough to travel, but not ready for a fight. Considering how close the unicorn had been to joining her ancestors, the answer was more than enough. The deep blood bruises had only just faded as Iarisha’s coat regained some luster.
“Just keep focused on getting better,” Kayleigh cautioned and looked at the back of the major riding on T’rsa, next to General Jyslin. “Majherri’s rider will try to kill us both the first chance she gets. Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but I’ll need you at your best.”
“Who’s in your squad?” Laurel asked Kayleigh while riding next to her.
“Janet, from our year, two fourth year air maidens named Liz and Lucinda, and two more from the fifth year, fire maidens named Cameron and Erin. You?”
Janet was a good rider and decent enough with her water magic. Kayleigh hardly knew her, but the two had exchanged friendly words. She couldn’t do healing tears, but could sometimes do the unblockable strike. How well Janet could perform in combat remained to be seen.
Laurel listed the five maidens in her squad. The only one Kayleigh knew was Marcia Temple and, from Kayleigh’s point of view, the less she dealt with Marcia, the better.  
That reminded her and she fumbled in a pouch on her belt. Her fingers withdrew a trio of vials that she passed to her friend. “I had a good cry last night and made a dozen. Use them as you see fit. I’ll make more on the way or when we make camp. We’re trying to stockpile, but there’s only me, the major, and three of the others.”
Though the trainees had only been issued one vial for their patrol, actual riders in the field usually carried a minimum of four or five, but most of their stores had been sent with the forces traveling west.
Major Lynch could make upwards of twenty by herself. Kayleigh could usually make somewhere between eight and twelve with the other three around her level of production. Still, they’d be hard pressed to supply all the riders with more than three apiece. 
“Thank you,” Laurel said. “I shouldn’t.”
“Just make sure you keep a spare for yourself,” Kayleigh said and winked. “I know you’ll hand the others out as soon as I’m not looking.”
Laurel rolled her eyes as the column came to a halt. Kayleigh turned her attention to the cause. It was a group of five men. The general said something to Tamera Akers who rode beside her and carried the pennant.
Tamera dipped the unit’s banner to the man and Kayleigh knew that only one man in Talcosa would get such treatment from a unit commanded by a general. A collective gasp went through the riders as, flanked by his four bodyguards, the High-King approached.
Instinctively, Kayleigh tensed as he greeted the general. Being too far back to hear the words exchanged between the two of them was both a blessing and a curse. The only thing she could do was observe his appearance. A neatly trimmed black beard framed his face and she wondered if the regal “air” about him came from his experience or was enhanced somehow by an enchantment. Either way, he commanded respect and exuded authority.
She breathed easier when the five men turned their steeds and lined up at the front. Tamera raised the banner and the battalion began moving once more.
If people were quick to move out of the way before, they were even more so with the man who ruled them at the head of the formation.
Not to anyone’s surprise, they made excellent time to the main gate. The double arches allowing wagons to enter the city and others to leave at the same time had their traffic stopped for the monarch.
He exited the city, still at the front of the column, and Kayleigh’s nervousness reached the point where she wanted to scream. Following him, General Jyslin led the Provisional Battalion to an area off the main road where it was open enough for her to spread her troops into a parade review formation. The riders broke from their four abreast formation and became two long lines with ample space between them for the General and the High-King to ride between them.
High-King Hayden Barris, in the saddle of a powerful-looking black stallion, addressed the group. His voice seemed magically amplified and coming at Kayleigh from right beside her instead of from fifty feet away.
“Young warriors,” he began. “I came myself to wish you a safe journey and to personally thank you for volunteering for this dangerous journey. With the armies moving to the west, you and your sister warriors are what stands between the barbarians and the towns and farmlands to the north. They will not hesitate to put our towns and villages to the torch and destroy the fall harvest, spreading famine and starvation wherever they go. Fight together and you shall overcome! Drive the savages back into the mountains and the Blessed Continent will forever be in your debt! They have made the city of Pinella into their stronghold and it is there that you will break their rebellion and bring the Yar to their knees once and for all!”
Kayleigh felt the cheers and the clanging of sword or lance against shield and almost got caught up in it herself, except for the fact that she could feel the magic in his words. It wasn’t like the compulsion her father used. No, that was the yoke of slavery. This made you want to believe in his words. It was pure charisma.
“But is it just as dangerous?” she wondered and guarded herself against his silken words.
General Jyslin led him down the line. The High-King made certain to nod at each Battle Maiden and exchanged a few words with some. It was a long and torturous wait for Kayleigh. Iarisha became her ally and sent calming thoughts her way.
“Thanks,” she whispered and ran her hand through the unicorn’s mane.
Keeping her hand across her chest in salute, she waited until her time came and his eyes met hers. Kayleigh felt the compulsion around him beckoning her, but refused to give into it.
He nodded at her. “Hello, young lady. You must be Kayleigh Reese.”
“Aye, your highness.”
“Your name and one similar to it are being whispered throughout the corners of this land. Naomi, I wish to speak with her further before you depart.”
“Certainly,” the general said, maintaining a rigid formality that showed she was resisting his charms as well. “Senior Rider, fall in behind us.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Kayleigh answered and waited for them to pass before moving Iarisha into position behind them. Logically, she doubted he would do anything to her in front of the battalion, but she couldn’t help worrying as they continued moving past the riders and unicorns. This time, Iarisha’s calming thoughts did little to improve her situation.
 
“Your majesty,” General Jyslin said. “Allow me to formally introduce Lady Kayleigh Nolan-West.”
All doubts were removed by her statement as the trio followed the battalion from behind. The High-King’s bodyguard trailed them.
“Well met, young lady,” he replied.
“And you as well, your majesty,” she answered, unsure of where this would lead and even more uncomfortable at being addressed by a noble title.
“Tell me, Lady Kayleigh, what do you stand for?”
What? Of all the things he could have asked, this wasn’t something she’d anticipated.
“I beg your pardon, milord?”
“Tell me what you value, about the things that matter the most to you. I knew something of your mother when she was your age and I’m sure you know that I was quite familiar with your father. The things they valued at your age set them on a path and I am curious where yours may lead.”
Searching her thoughts, Kayleigh could only come up with, “Freedom, milord. I suppose if there is one thing I value above all else it is that.”
“A fine answer,” he said with a nod. “Having a say in one’s own fate is very important. Without that fundamental truth, nothing else matters. It is safe to say that your father coveted power above all things and your mother, from the few things I knew of her, valued merit or achievement...what she could make or the things she was capable of, if you will. Back to you, my dear. Tell me why I should allow you to leave with General Jyslin.”
“Whatever … I mean whoever else I may be, I am a Battle Maiden. My sisters need me. The unicorns need me. I’m one of a few who can make healing tears. I might be the only one here who can unleash a fireshade. Our chances of victory are better if I am with them.”
“And what of your father?”
“He’s trying to unleash creatures from the Nether upon the Blessed Continent. They won’t settle for just placing him in charge. No one with a shred of goodness in them would stand by and do nothing to stop him.”
“Could you face him again?”
“If I have to, High-King.” Kayleigh looked at the ground. “I don’t like killing. I’ve done too much of it already but, if that is what it takes to prevent the enemies of the Goddess from returning, then I’ll do it with no reservations.”
The High-King considered her words before saying, “She has spirit, Naomi. What say you?”
“I believe in her, your majesty. One of her gifts allows me to sit in the saddle again and feel the magic denied to me for so long. If she had any intention of serving Ian, she would have never helped me bond with another unicorn. Given a chance, I will finish him this time.”
“A good argument,” he conceded. “Still, Lady Kayleigh should be properly trained.”
“Even if I started this second,” Kayleigh said. “Even with the best teachers in the land, how long would it take before I could face a true magic user in combat? Months? Years? I don’t know that we have either. If I am forced to face Count Darius, I have to be strong enough and fast enough to get by whatever he has protecting him. Right now, that’s a manticore and I believe being on a unicorn would give me a better chance than facing one as a partly-trained sorceress.”
General Jyslin added her own comment. “Duke Tomas is meeting us with his personal guard. I believe either he or his daughter will take Kayleigh under their wing and begin proper instruction. But of course, I have a bias. I too also feel that our chances of victory are greater with her riding at my side. You once said I could ask any favor of you and I have never taken you up on that until this day. I ask that you not judge Kayleigh Nolan-West on her lineage, but on her deeds.”
Kayleigh was stunned that General Jyslin had such a favor for all these years and that she would use it to protect her from the High-King.
“Very well, Naomi,” he said. “We’ve had many disagreements over the years, but I have always respected you. I will stay my edict. You may take this young warrior with you. Teach her the art of war and return to us victorious.”
“I will, your majesty.”
“Then safe journey to you both and all who ride with you. Upon your return to Talcosa, I wish to see you again, Lady Nolan-West, and we will make further plans at that time.”
Kayleigh nodded and smiled at him while allowing herself a sigh of relief as High-King Barris wheeled his steed around and broke into a gallop toward Talcosa.
She started to speak but General Jyslin held up a hand to shush her. They rode in confused silence for what seemed like forever before the general halted.
“Fifteen minutes,” she said. “No monitoring spell I know of lasts longer than ten unless someone is actively scrying us. You may speak freely now, Kayleigh.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“For what? The favor? The only thing I’ve ever wanted was what you gave me.”
Kayleigh felt a blush coming on. “But you got him to dismiss the edict.”
General Jyslin shook her head and said, “You didn’t listen closely enough. He stayed the edict. He did not revoke it.”
It took the young sorceress a minute to comprehend what her superior was saying. “Oh, so he could reinstate it if he feels like it.”
“Correct. He was quick to point out what your parents valued at your age without offering what he held dear. Do you know what I believe he values above all else? Control. If you prove useful to him, he’ll look for ways to control you, whether it’s magical training or the threat of the edict.”
She allowed the words to sink in. Kayleigh trusted General Jyslin. The same couldn’t be said of the High-King. “That thing he does with his magic – what is it?”
“When you meet Duke Tomas, he will be able explain it to you in greater detail. It requires willpower or powerful magic to fight against. Thanks to you, I no longer have to rely on just my willpower.”
With nothing else to discuss on that topic, Kayleigh instead posed a question she wanted desperately to know the answer to. “Ma’am, can I ask you what you valued most when you were my age?”
The old woman looked pleased. “I was a unicorn rider, much like you. For me, it was duty above everything else, but as I grew older I learned that feelings change and my sense of duty evolved into what I consider to be my personal code of honor. Duty does not define me now, but it was a place to start my journey. Your love of freedom may stay with you for all your days, but you may also find that it leads you to something you will find to be far more important.”
 
Kayleigh and her team of scouts were roughly twenty minutes ahead of the main body when they caught sight of the encampment flying the colors of the Duchy of Tomas. She motioned for Liz to join her while the others watched to ensure that this wasn’t some kind of ruse.
There was also a good chance Brian and Rahzir were in that camp and the opportunity to see both of them again made Kayleigh happy.
Spotting a falcon in the sky brought a sense of nostalgia to Kayleigh. It meant that Sir Aeric Tomas, Brian’s older brother, was here as well.
Two riders initially broke from the camp to meet them with a third joining them, riding hard to catch up. Kayleigh recognized Rahzir on a horse galloping next to a woman with bright blue hair. The strange woman glanced behind her and saw the other horse. Instead of slowing down, she urged her steed to ride faster with a wide smile on her face.
They arrived in a cloud of dust. Kayleigh waved her hand and used the little air magic she knew to push the cloud away.
“Kayleigh,” Rahzir said and nodded to her. “I am happy to see you are well.”
“Hello, Rahzir,” she replied. “It’s good to see you too.”
“So, you’re the elusive Kayleigh Reese everyone is talking about,” the other arrival stated. Upon closer inspection, the blue-haired woman was much younger. Perhaps the same age as Kayleigh, smaller and with a petite frame that reminded Kayleigh of the Blind Seeress. Those same pale eyes confirmed what she suspected.
“You must be Brian’s sister,” Kayleigh said. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”
“Oh yes, introductions. How unforgiveable of me. I’m Ashlynn Tomas, journeyman sorceress and you shall be my newest partner-in-crime.”
Kayleigh wasn’t certain what to make of that. She looked over at Liz, who shrugged and appeared a bit confused as well.
“I am impressed,” Ashlynn said with a smirk as the third rider arrived. “You’ve managed to cast some kind of spell over my brother already.”
“You’ll have to forgive my sister,” Brian said, slightly breathless as Kayleigh searched him for signs of a blush. “She’s a bit odd and takes great amusement in making people uncomfortable.”
“Oh, my poor deluded brother,” the sorceress said and dismounted. “You know I prefer the terms unique and whimsical to odd. How many times must I remind you?”
“Yes, and I noticed you did something to my horse. That wasn’t very nice.”
“Well I did promise mother that I would refrain from performing magic on you. The things around you were not part of the bargain.”
Ashlynn walked over to Kayleigh and regarded her until Kayleigh realized that the young woman wanted her to dismount as well.
“Yes, now I can bestow a proper greeting upon my future sister-in-law and my first student.”
As the smaller woman hugged her Kayleigh felt a tingle traverse her body, but was too concerned with her hiding her own blush from view.
The sorceress stepped back from Kayleigh and said, “Yes that’s lovely, much livelier.”
There was a sense of mirth coming through the bond with Iarisha and a little gasp from the air maiden. Rahzir had a slight frown and Brian smiled.
“What did you do?”
“Lavender is a good color for you. It brings out your eyes.” Kayleigh tugged a lock of her hair forward, so she could see it and her normally blonde hair was replaced with this new color.
“It’s very nice,” she said, suddenly recalling Alanna Tomas’s offhand comment about her hair when they met. “But I prefer my own color. Would you kindly remove the enchantment?”
“No,” Ashlynn said. “Your first lesson will be learning how to remove that novice bit of sorcery. If you’re diligent, it should only take you a few weeks. Besides, I understand we’ll be travelling north with so many unicorn riders that I needed a way I can quickly find my student with so many others about. Now back onto your absolutely darling unicorn. Come along! I’m supposed to take you to meet father.”
There was a tiny shimmer of magic and Ashlynn was sitting back in her saddle, as if she had never gotten out of it. She wheeled the horse around and made a clicking sound with her mouth and the horse broke into a fast gallop.
Frowning, Kayleigh returned to her saddle and began to follow the girl. Brian came alongside of her. “And that, dear Kayleigh, is why I don’t speak of my sister very often. She is rather difficult to describe. My words, any words for that matter, just don’t quite do her justice. Ashe is more like an event. You experience her and then find it impossible to convey what she is like to someone who hasn’t.”
“I think I understand,” she said. “I thought her magic wouldn’t work on you?”
“For the most part, it doesn’t. Instead of being discouraged, she considers it a challenge. Mother has a blind spot when it comes to myself and my siblings. She works around it by seeing the futures of those surrounding us.”
Kayleigh considered the horror of having the ability to see the future, but not being able to use it to protect the ones she most cared about.
Brian interrupted her dark thoughts. “Well, it is a nice color on you. Ashe does have an eye for such things.”
All Kayleigh could do was groan.
 
“I see you’ve already met my daughter,” were the first words Duke Desmond Tomas said to her. 
“I like her, father. She’s interesting,” Ashlynn said from where she was perched on the edge of a table, moving her dangling feet back and forth. A diagram of a city covered much of that table.
“I’m pleased to meet you, sir,” Kayleigh said. “I sent most of my scouts back to let the rest of the battalion know where you are. I expect General Jyslin will be here shortly.”
“I should get ready then!” Ashlynn exclaimed. She touched her hair and mumbled a few words. Her blue hair paled and became the same shade of ivory as the respected warrior. Aeric laughed at his sister’s antics while greeting Kayleigh. Brian just whispered that she’d “get used to her eventually.”
“You didn’t say any words when you changed my hair,” Kayleigh said.
“Observant,” the odd sorceress replied. “But I actually did when I was getting out of the saddle and its part of your first lesson. Spells can be cast immediately or set to release on a certain trigger. In your case, it was when my hands touched each other when I hugged you. If I tap my left wrist with my right fingers like so – this happens.”
As Ashlynn did this a sphere, much like an air maiden’s shield of hardened air, appeared on her arm.
“Once the spell is used,” she said, tapping the shield and making it pop out of existence. “It’s gone. If I want to do it again, I need to recast it and set the trigger or just invoke the incantation as active magic. Trust me. You want to prepare as many spells as you can ahead of time.”
“Really?”
Duke Tomas interrupted by clearing his throat. “Ashlynn is correct in the broadest of terms. The downside is preparing so many triggers that you lose track and unexpectedly unleash a celestial bolt when bending over to lace your boots, which incidentally is why you always use a verbal trigger for your most dangerous magic. You have a unique circumstance. Battle Maidens can’t create a trigger and only have access to active magic. A sorcerer or sorceress has the luxury of preparing their magic ahead of time. Conversely, one of my kind is in danger of being overwhelmed when they’ve expended their prepared magic and have only the magic in them remaining. A Battle Maiden can stay in the fight for as long as they and their unicorns can stand.”
“Father, exactly how many times must you recount the story about my minor mishap?” 
“Considering it destroyed the fountain in the courtyard and the statue of your great-grandmother, I believe I can speak as I please,” he replied and left the rest up to Kayleigh’s imagination.
His daughter rolled her eyes and said, “I think the new statue looks much better. As I was saying before we were interrupted, triggers are very important. A novice can generally carry three triggers at a time. Once you can perform five, you’ll be considered an apprentice. If you wish to rise to the level of a journeyman, such as myself, you must be able to maintain a minimum of ten triggers. A master, like my father, is expected to be able to maintain twenty triggers and demonstrate proficiencies in whatever mastery they are pursuing.”
“Proficiencies and masteries?”
Ashlynn scrunched her nose and said, “Let’s save that for another day. It’s long, dry, and not terribly interesting.”
“Which translates into my daughter has not decided what mastery she wishes to pursue,” the duke said and rubbed his chin. “I don’t expect you’ll get much done with Pinella under siege, but it is my hope that she can show you the basics of a trigger and get you equipped with a rudimentary defense or two and maybe a simple evasion. You already have your own manner of offense, so I recommend that we concentrate on those two areas first.”
“When do I start?”
“Well, we’ve got a few minutes. I could either discuss the theory behind a trigger or tease you about Brian. It’s your choice,” Ashlynn said, beaming brightly.
“So triggers it is,” Kayleigh said while the other members of the Tomas family laughed.
“And you can tell your children one day how Auntie Ashlynn first taught you magic,” she quipped. 
“I thought you weren’t going to tease?”
“Oh, I have this extremely rare ability to do two things at the same time, novice. One day, if you’re fortunate, you too may be able to multitask. Until then, we’ll try to get by as best we can. It will be a struggle, for me that is.”
Casting a sideways glance at Brian, Kayleigh said, “I’m going to regret this aren’t I?”
“I should expect so. She likes shiny objects and is easy to distract with frivolous banter. That’s the best advice I can offer outside of run for the hills and never, ever look back.”
Given all the seriousness and dire circumstances surrounding her, the behavior of this family, including the absent Lady Tomas, continued to be a breath of fresh air.
 
The next few days fell into a pattern. Kayleigh led her scouts out on patrol for half the day and spent the afternoon struggling with Ashlynn’s strange lessons, which usually involved some form of odd humiliation.
Still, her new squad mates seemed to derive considerable amusement at whatever strange thing the sorceress would do to her. She also wasn’t any closer to learning how to dispel her enchantments either. Most mercifully faded away after a day, but the butterfly antenna really threw off her sense of balance and, oddly enough, smell.
The sole bright spot is that she’d learned to create the basic shield spell Ashlynn demonstrated. It worked much better than the air magic that continued to elude her. However, she could only actively cast it. Even with General Jyslin’s assistance her air dome was flimsy and her “endless” arrows usually ended the moment they left the bowstring.
Her inability to create a trigger blocked any further progress. Ashlynn could apply a trigger of her own to Kayleigh, and it would release using Kayleigh’s magic. Try as she might, she couldn’t take her magic and store it on her. Even Duke Tomas tried to assist to no avail. His techniques worked no better than his daughter’s had.
“A trigger is an empty box,” Duke Tomas said. “A framework into which you insert a spell until you are ready to use it.” 
“Maybe my magic is just too broken to create one? We’ve tried removing my metal armor. It’s not interfering like we thought.”
“Try not to get upset. You only just started. Patience is a virtue. In fact, we should probably table this until after tomorrow. All of us need our rest.”
Kayleigh frowned, knowing they would be at Pinella in the morning. “You’re right, sir. It’s just disappointing.”
A nervous energy permeated the camp. For most, even the duke’s personal guard, this was their first large scale combat. Kayleigh couldn’t be certain how much rest the others would be getting. For her part, she’d force herself to get the rest she’d need.
On the way out of the duke’s tent, she found Brian using a sharpening stone on his weapon. He smiled at her and she sat down across the fire from him. “Done with my father already? Violet hair this evening is it? I do recall Ashe saying she was going to do something with softer tones.”
“Have you found one you like in particular?” she asked.
“If I had my druthers, I’d go with the original shading.”
“Nervous?”
“About sitting with you alone, or the coming battle?”
“The fight,” she said, trying to ward off his charm.
“Of course not,” he answered, full of bluster. “Icewater flows through my veins. I am a Tomas.”
“Which translates to ‘Of course,’” she said. Brian’s father seemed quite fond of that phrase. Kayleigh made certain to use it around Ashlynn, especially since it irritated her tutor and tormentor.
Brian smiled at her. “Well, combat is much like managing a stable. I’d have to look around, but I could probably scare up a pitchfork for you. It’d be just like old times.”
She made a show of considering his offer before shaking her head and saying, “I think I’ll pass. I guess I shouldn’t stay too long. It would be more grist for the rumor mill and enough tongues are wagging already.”
“And by rumor mill, you mean my sister?”
“She’s just the most outspoken. Trust me. The others are every bit as bad.”
He chuckled in amusement and said, “I don’t know how I manage to get all the things done in my day with all of our secret meetings. One would think that with our amazing stealth abilities, we’d be able to sneak this army into Pinella under the collective noses of the Yar.”
Uncharacteristically, Kayleigh giggled. “You are so very correct.”
“Quite so,” he said and winked at her. “Although I suppose we should actually one day sit down and discuss this clandestine, epic romance we are allegedly engaged in. Having heard some of the talk, I find the imaginary version of me is having a wonderful time with the imaginary version of you. Is it wrong to admit that the whole affair is making me oddly jealous?”
Kayleigh’s mouth went suddenly dry and the easy, witty banter deserted her. “I…I…think I’d like to have that talk.”
He set his sword down and held out his right hand, palm up. Uncertain, she reached her left hand out and placed it on his. Brian’s fingers curled under hers and he gently tugged her hand toward him as he leaned over and brushed his lips against the area on her fingers between the first and second knuckles.
Releasing her hand, he flashed a roguish smile and said, “I’m already looking forward to it. So now all we have to do is win the day, save the city, and avoid fatal injuries. One of us perishing would turn all the stories into some sort of tawdry tragedy. I have to put my foot down and refuse to be part of one of those!”
Kayleigh managed a nod and stammered something she couldn’t even understand. Gallantly, Brian saved her from further embarrassment by standing and bidding her good night.
Minutes later, she sat on her bedroll and stared up at the cloudy sky, running the pad of her thumb over the area he’d kissed. Empty vials sat in her lap, waiting to be filled, but Kayleigh found it difficult to stop smiling and force the tears to come. Tomorrow there’d be too many of those being shed. It made her feel like a thief, stealing a few moments of happiness before the reality of war would come crashing down upon her. Still, for a few minutes, she took refuge in being nothing more than a giddy teenager who fancied a young nobleman.
 



Chapter 25- The Battle Begins
 
Danella landed and resumed her human form. The dead hawk clutched seconds ago in her talon fell beside her left foot.
“It’s larger than I expected,” she said, pushing the dead bird away in disgust with her boot. “My guess is two hundred cavalry flying the colors of Tomas and Rosha supporting two companies of Battle Maidens.”
“You’ve led us to our deaths, outlander!” Bradner, Chief of the Timber Wolves accused. “These walls are useless against that many unicorn riders.”
“Silence, mongrel! The Battle Maidens are flying the pennant of The Academy. Or do you cower from inexperienced schoolchildren? They are teenagers who’ve seen no combat, supported by cavalry better suited for parades. Neither of those two kingdoms have known real strife for as long as I’ve been alive.”
“They sent troops to fight your liege in the last war. Do not assume they know nothing.”
“I make no such assumptions, Mighty Slorn. The trainees have their teachers with them. In fact, someone I’ve wanted dearly to find might be out there. However, when last I checked, we outnumber them three to one. Every rider and unicorn you slay today never masters her skills and rallies to the High-King’s banner. We simply pull the weeds while they are small.”
Majherri didn’t care for Danella’s attitude toward killing novice riders. 
“She’s right,” Orgo said. “As much as it pains me to admit it. We only need to adjust our defenses, pull some warriors off the walls and have them fight in the streets.”
“Turn out the dwellings!” Slorn ordered. “Litter the streets with barrels, carts, bedding and furniture. Make it so their horses and unicorns are useless. Give the warriors torches and have them set the debris on fire when the time is right.”
Majherri knew that this would be a moderately effective tactic against a force comprised mostly of cavalry. 
“Don’t worry, Majherri,” Danella said, picking up on his foul mood. “There will be plenty of them for you to kill.”
“You can force me to kill my kind, but I take no pleasure in it,” he said. “I’m not some lowly human like the rest of you.”
The chieftains, who could all understand him, turned to look at the unicorn. Slorn asked, “You think you’re better than us?”
“Do you see any other animals that kill their own species? I do not. Wolves do not hunt other wolves. The spirits dwelling in you actually beheld the Goddess in all her glory. What do you suppose she would think of your plan to slaughter my kin and their young riders? But you don’t care, so bask in your greatness and rejoice!”
“Silence, Majherri!” Danella cut him off before he could get to the part where he hoped they choked on their own entrails.
Snorting, he turned and walked away, wanting nothing more to do with this gathering. Danella did not stop him.
He wandered the city, watching the Yar go from house to house and tell the residents at swordpoint to dump their belongings into the street as darkness crept over the city. Some refused and died. As expected, the roads quickly became difficult to traverse.
The lit lanterns of the city made it difficult to see the sky above. He’d already spilled the blood of his kin. Soon he would do so once more. He didn’t want to think about how he would be judged when his life ended. Of more concern was the fact that Kayleigh might be out there on the other side of the battlefield. There were two things that were absolutely forbidden. He’d already killed unicorns. The other would be attacking his rider. Although Kayleigh wasn’t his rider anymore, but that seemed like a poor justification at best.
Finding a relatively quiet spot, he rested and tried to clear his mind. Moving the free magic around in his body, Majherri felt it was a little bigger, but then he could be imagining that. The only question was what the unicorn might be able to do with that bit of magic.
 
Danella’s summons shook him out of a peaceful sleep. The sun crept just over the horizon and there was still a slight chill in the air. He sensed she was moving fast and assumed she’d been out scouting in the predawn hours.
Following her call, he ended up in the large courtyard area just inside the gate. Yar tribesmen were scrambling about. Approaching Danella, he listened to the conversation in progress.
“… riding east. Their main thrust will come with the rising sun at their back. They’ll be in position in twenty minutes at most. Ready yourselves.”
Slorn considered Danella’s report. “Pull men from the west and south to reinforce the east. Leave the men at the main gate in case this is a feint. Orgo, if they’re so interested in using the rising sun in their favor, be up on that wall and give them something very shiny to look at. When they breach the wall, you and I will be there to stop them.”
Majherri witnessed the naked bloodlust in the man’s eyes and feared for the unicorns and humans who had the misfortune of crossing his path on this day.
“Now is our time.” Slorn addressed the chiefs and warriors around him. “The Yar have been pushed into a corner and warned to never come out. I say no longer! From this day forth it is the Yar who will be doing the pushing. Fight with pride! Fight with ferocity and unleash your rage upon those who would dare try and stop us!”
The humans found his speech very stirring and they pounded their weapons against their shields. War cries filled the air. Danella was pleased and the unicorn felt the thirst for battle bleeding over from her to him across their bond.
She turned to him and gripped his muzzle with both hands. “No foolishness today, Majherri. No acts of rebellion. If you fail me this day, I’ll kill you myself. I saw Meghan and T’rsa are out there and I plan to reunite our family today. Without your help, both of them will probably die.”
Drawing himself up and out of her grip, he threw his cracked horn into the air and said, “It’s tempting to weaken you by letting you kill me Danella, but I am a survivor. I survived the netherbeast. I survived the desert. I survived a second rider and I will most certainly survive you!”
“Nice to see you still have a spine, my unicorn. Just remember, I have plenty of power on my own now. You’re not as indispensable as you believe.”
He was oddly pleased that she could understand him clearly now. She hadn’t silenced him yet, so Majherri spoke his mind. “So you say. Yet you covet even greater power. I see the way you regard the hydra and the serpent. I’ve seen what you’ve become, Danella Lynch. You’ve given yourself over to the darkness and dragged me with you. Where your heart once was is an empty pit. I doubt there will ever be enough power to fill that void. You’re a crazed, diseased…”
Danella’s power gripped him. “Yet I can silence you with just my thoughts, Majherri. I can enthrall others and make them do my bidding. Your resistance amuses me to a point, but now it is time to stop bickering and start killing.”
 
As expected, the Battle Maidens broke through along the east wall. Sections of the wall broke away in uneven chunks. Orgo’s serpent hissed in agony and went over the wall after being hit with some kind of eldritch bolt.
“Sorcerer!” Majherri warned.
“Probably Duke Tomas himself,” Danella said. “Get ready!”
Warriors raced toward the gap. He spotted one throwing his heavy spear into the breach. The weapon flew like a dart, but was knocked aside by the fiery mass coming through the opening.
“Fireshade!” Majherri bellowed and somehow knew it was Kayleigh Reese. The energy spiked and erupted, sending Yar warriors spinning away from her and turning the fallen pieces of wall into deadly missiles.
“Impressive,” Danella conceded as more unicorns and riders broke through the cloud of dust left in his former rider’s wake. “But stupid. She used up her energy right at the beginning. This will be easier than I thought.”
Danella kicked him into motion and began calling on her own fire magic, sending waves of flame at the nearest opponents. A swirl of air magic dispersed the dust cloud and Majherri caught his first glimpse of Kayleigh. The first thing he noticed was her hair was…green? The second thing he noticed was the extra rider on the unicorn, a tiny woman also sporting the same shade of hair, in red robes with white makeup covering her face. When one of the half-burnt savages rose to his feet next to them, it was the white-faced girl who sent him flying with a wave of her hand.
Suddenly, Kayleigh’s gambit made more sense. While she and the female unicorn recovered, the sorceress protected all of them.
Is that the female, Iarisha, from the village?
Further speculation became impossible. A light lance coming at them forced Majherri to look away from Kayleigh and use his horn to parry it as he entered a deadly dance with a Battle Maiden and her unicorn. Danella threw flames that were blocked away by an air shield from the rider who dropped her weapon and drew a sword. Before steel could meet steel, the ground trembled and Majherri struggled to keep his footing. At first, he thought it was a group of earth maidens using thunderhooves, but the massive bulk of the hydra passed by and scattered riders and warriors alike. The two outer heads snapped down. One missed, but the air maiden mere feet away was snatched bodily from her saddle and flung into her element, leaving her stunned unicorn suddenly riderless.
Danella spared it needless grief by unleashing a torrent of flame into the male’s unprotected face. He staggered away, burning, dying, and probably blinded. Majherri fought back the revulsion and pushed it aside.
The giant owl chieftain circling above screeched, “Secondary breakthrough at the main gate! Most of their forces are coming through there! They have a second sorcerer!”
Orgo’s injured serpent form reappeared and shouted, “Go, my brother! I’ll deal with these wretched pests!”
“Then do so, Orgo!” Slorn roared. The hydra’s gigantic form stopped and began to turn. The move forced Majherri to pivot and dodge the creature as Slorn turned away from the smaller group to reinforce the main gate. He ended up ducking behind a building and waited for the hydra to pass before reemerging. Quickly surveying the battlefield, Kayleigh and the sorceress riding with her were nowhere to be seen.
Orgo’s tail knocked a unicorn and rider against the city wall and pinned them. His gaping maw opened, but a series of arrows hit his exposed throat area and around his mouth.
Majherri followed the trajectory back to the source. Immediately, he recognized the woman behind the bow as Meghan. She continued sending a steady stream of arrows at Orgo, who spun away to protect his few vulnerable areas, hissing in rage. She sat high in the saddle of T’rsa, who moved as one with her rider, instinctively pausing for the split second Meghan needed to aim her next arrow.
“There!” Danella cried and used her fire magic to make a path to her sister, burning friend and foe alike. Majherri charged, closing the distance at speeds that would make any unicorn, even one ridden by an air maiden envious.
Meghan must have been alerted to their approach and turned her bow on them. Danella used her shield to deflect them. Her sister’s attempt to make the arrows unblockable failed miserably until Meghan jammed the bow into the leather holder strapped to T’rsa’s side and drew both a sword and dirk.
Water maiden and fire maiden lashed out at each other with blades.
“End this, Danella! Come back to the light!”
“You’re slower than I remembered, sister. All that time on the island has made you soft. Don’t worry, I can fix you.”
“Majherri! How can you serve such evil?”
He did not waste time answering T’rsa’s question. His focus was on subduing his sister without seriously injuring her. The Lynch sisters might be on roughly equal footing, but this contest wasn’t nearly as close. Quick moves and head thrusts. For most unicorns, it remained a way to practice against lances – a game. For Majherri, it could never be that again. He’d already killed two unicorns in this manner, felt his horn strike home and true. In a twisted sort of way, his sister correctly said that his magic was wrong. Angry sparks of magic came into being every time their horns contacted one another.
She’d angered him greatly. T’rsa had betrayed him, however justified it might have been and now she was yielding ground to him as he bullied her backwards with greater speed, strength, and skill. A glint of metal and he used his horn to block the slash from Meghan’s dirk. T’rsa used the opening to stab at him, opening a painful wound on his neck.
The blood sizzled as he called on his magic to seal the wound, sending that bit he could manipulate up to the injured area. Snorting against the pain as he burned his own wound shut, he backed away momentarily to gain his bearings.
T’rsa paused. “Brother I …”
He didn’t give her a chance to complete her sentence. Rearing, Majherri pushed forward with his powerful back legs. His left front hoof slammed into her horn, pushing her head away and disorienting his sister. The right hoof extended and struck through Meghan’s guard and sent her tumbling from the saddle.
Danella’s weight disappeared from his back. He caught a glimpse of her shifting into her hawk form for a second, before returning once more to human and tackling Meghan.
T’rsa tried to get around Majherri to her rider, but he blocked her attempts.
“She’s going to kill her! Let me by!”
“I cannot,” Majherri stated. “I’m doing all I can right now not to kill you, Sister.”
From behind, he heard Danella shout, “And now, look how easily I will change your mind!”
“It won’t work, Danella! Our magic never does!” Meghan answered.
“Here’s a secret, sister dear,” Danella said as Majherri strained to listen to the words and keep T’rsa back. “It’s not my magic.”
“No, Majherri! You can’t let her enslave Meghan. Stop her! Let me stop her!”
She possessed a strength born out of terror and fear for her rider. Even so, he turned her aside again and again while hearing the gagging coughs of the water maiden pinned down by her sister.
It went on for another thirty seconds until T’rsa went suddenly rigid and stopped her desperate attempts to get by him. She no longer said anything. Turning, he saw a tired Danella standing above her sister and offering her hand down to Meghan. As much as he hated the other Lynch sister, never did he wish to see her looking around with eyes darkened with blackness.
“That’s better, Sister. We don’t have to fight anymore.”
“Yes it is, Danella.”
“You finally see, don’t you?”
“I do!”
“Good,” Danella said. “Then we shall fight together, my sister. I see you’re a major now. Congratulations are in order! How about we go find that little wretch, Kayleigh? I’m supposed to capture her, but battles are chaotic and confusing. It would be a shame if she died, wouldn’t it?”
“Yes,” the woman wearing a major’s crest replied. “Yes it would. She’s protected by the duke’s daughter, a capable sorceress.”
“Well, that sounds like a challenge. I think we can take them and since you think what I want you to, I guess we’re in agreement.”
A cruel and uncaring smile spread across Meghan’s face that chilled Majherri’s heart. T’rsa moved, compelled to obey, and went to her rider.
The fight had passed them by. Only a few from each side remained amongst the bodies of the dead and dying. Orgo left a path of devastation going deeper into the city. Four Yar worked as a team to try and down a riderless unicorn. Three of them perished before the last was able to bring the unfortunate female down. Meghan yanked a quiver of arrows from the back of a dead Battle Maiden and slung it over her shoulder before climbing into T’rsa’s saddle.
“We are ready, Mistress.”
“Good, my dutiful sister. Let’s go hunting for little sorceresses. I hear they’re in season.” 
 



Chapter 26- Freedom’s Champion
 
Looking at her tresses, Kayleigh said, “Dare I ask? Why green hair?”
Ashlynn laughed at Kayleigh’s dilemma. “I just want to be able to find you during the battle. Honestly, I still haven’t figured out how all you girls can tell which unicorn is which. I can do your unicorn’s too if you want? Besides, I’ll have green hair as well in a sign of solidarity, sister sorceress. Want a roll?”
Having already eaten a light breakfast with Laurel, Tamera, and a few others, Kayleigh shook her colorful head and watched as Ashlynn’s hair took on the same emerald hue as her own.
Munching on one of the rolls, the smaller woman used her other hand and lifted a garment out of a trunk as she continued, “Besides, it goes great with these.”
“And what are those?” Kayleigh asked, looking at the robes her new friend held. They were red, but had a shiny almost metallic quality to them.
“Proper mage attire, novice. You’ll eventually want a set. Father made these for me. It allows for freedom of movement, but is as hard to cut as your chainmail. The spells on them only last for two weeks outside of the box, so you have to use them sparingly.”
A set of green gloves, the same color as their hair, completed the ensemble. “These hold three triggers each for shields.”
“Your father’s work again?”
“Yes, but I do the rest.”
“Why, if he’s better?”
“Would you really want your father enchanting your undergarments?”
“I see your point,” Kayleigh conceded. Doubly so considering who my father is!
“Are you almost ready, Ashe?” Brian asked from outside the tent. “Too much longer and I fear the battle will be over.”
The sorceress in question rolled her eyes and said, “I want to look my best for the heathens, brother dear. Just give us a few more minutes.”
“We should hurry,” Kayleigh said.
The young woman shrugged and dug out a small jar of what appeared to be white salve and began applying the ivory paste to her cheeks. Kayleigh felt a shiver travel up her spine.
“What in the Goddess’s golden hair is that?”
“Mom’s great with creams. She calls this stuff her death mask. It makes anyone looking at me and wishing to do me harm feel afraid.”
“Why’s it bugging me then?”
“Well, I could say that you’re mad about the hair, but it has a side effect of making your allies nervous. I don’t wear it all that often and I’ll be paying for it all week trying not to break out. Still, a minor case of acne is better than being dead. If I had more, I’d do your face too. Can you bring me my wand box?”
Kayleigh grabbed the small wooden case holding roughly a dozen foot-long sticks. Stripped of bark, they were covered in three bands of runes. Each band was a trigger for a spell. As soon as Ashlynn finished with her facial makeup, she selected six and placed three each in the two pouches dangling from her belt. 
More time passed before Ashlynn declared herself ready. Outside the tent, Brian waited for them.
He opened his mouth to speak, but his sister cut him off. “I tried to hurry Kayleigh along, but the girl is a hopeless sloth.”
“What?” Kayleigh said, feeling indignant.
“Oh never mind,” the sorceress said. “Are we going to stand here all morning and point fingers, or shouldn’t we be getting to the battle?”
Ashlynn rushed off, leaving the two together looking at each other more than a little confused.
“In fairness, I did try to warn you,” he offered.
Kayleigh smiled and said, “She’s not so bad.”
“You’re still dealing with a first impression, Kayleigh. Give the irritation and annoyance time to fester a little and get back to me.”
Quietly, they walked to the staging area and he broke the silence and said, “I’m with the main group, so I guess this is where we part ways. Fight well, milady. You still owe me a chat.”
“Fight well and stay safe, Brian,” she replied with a twinge of awkwardness in the moment. 
I suppose the imaginary version of me is caught up in his fierce embrace this very second!
Even the thought was enough to give her a bit of heat in her cheeks as she walked toward the smaller group of thirty riders.
“Aw,” Ashlynn said, standing next to several Battle Maidens. “No kiss? First you keep me waiting for all that time in the tent, and then I run ahead to give you two some privacy.”
Fuming, Kayleigh walked toward her tormentor while the others enjoyed a laugh at her expense. 
“You know something, Ashlynn? Your face paint is starting to bother me more. I think I might be getting closer to wishing you bodily injury.”
The young woman opened her mouth to reply, but was cut off by her father. “You’ve had your fun, daughter. It’s time to get serious.”
He opened a long, thin wooden box and the makeup cracked from Ashlynn’s wide grin.
“A siege staff. For me?”
“Yes, daughter. Your group will appear to be attacking as a normal formation of Battle Maidens. However, you won’t have many earth maidens with you. The staff should have enough energy to breach the wall in their stead.”
General Jyslin took over the briefing. “Major Lynch will evaluate the situation and make the decision to penetrate the city. Remember, you are a feint. Withdraw when you’ve lured their warriors to the area.”
The major spoke up. “If you become separated and find yourself in the city, move inward and either seek out our forces near the main gate or find a defensible area with your unicorn and hold it. Do not overlook possible aid from the citizens of Pinella. They have suffered under the yoke of the Yar for more than two weeks. I expect they will rise against their oppressors, if given the opportunity.”
“Trust your training and trust your unicorns,” General Jyslin said as her eyes moved slowly across the collected warriors and their mounts. “Look at the riders next to you, they are your sisters. Fight for them as they would in turn for you. I task each of you with the responsibility to bring yourself, your unicorn, and as many of your sisters through this day as possible. Know that I am proud to have served with each and every one of you. Often, I refer to you as my daughters, but not after today. Today as I look around, I see only my equals - sisters one and all!”
The noise from the cheering was remarkable for the size of the group. Unicorns neighed loudly and beat their hooves on the ground.
The general held her sword high in the air as the noise dropped down. “Safe journey to each of you. Remember all the reasons you go to battle and fight with honor, duty, and determination. Show all the kingdoms of this land that freedom is always worth fighting for!”
Jyslin’s gaze settled on Kayleigh with that last sentence and the young sorceress understood the deeper meaning behind her words. She nodded to the woman riding Rheysurrah. The group cheered once more as General Jyslin turned to join the main force.
“Ladies, unicorns,” Major Lynch ordered. “Mount up.”
Iarisha gave Kayleigh a friendly nudge. The female unicorn didn’t possess Majherri’s arrogance or Rheysurrah’s haughtiness. She was pleasant and rather unassuming, which Kayleigh found to be a nice change. There was no bias, no blame, and no comparisons between her and Iarisha’s previous rider. Even with Majherri, Danella had always been lurking in the background. That turned out to be more true than Kayleigh had thought.
“Thank you for being a friend to me,” she said while placing her hand on the side of the unicorn’s head.
“I’m touched Kayleigh,” a voice from behind said. “I know we’ve just barely met and all, but I like you too.”
“I was talking to my unicorn, Ashlynn. Still, I guess it goes for you as well.”
The younger Lady Tomas chuckled and climbed into the saddle of a white horse. Leaning forward, she mumbled a spell and the horse sprouted an impressive illusionary horn. “Look, I’m a Battle Maiden now too!”
Kayleigh wanted to groan as Brian’s sister lined up next to her. Instead, her reply was, “Stick close to me and I’ll do my best to protect you.”
“Funny,” the young woman said. “I was about to say the same thing.”
 
Bows weren’t really the weapon of choice for the Yar, who favored javelins and spears, but there were still plenty of arrows to shield against as they drew closer to the city walls.
“What in blazes is that?” one of the riders near her shouted.
Kayleigh’s eyes were drawn toward a shimmering column on the wall. It hurt to look at with the sun’s rays reflecting off of it. For a second, she couldn’t be certain what it was until she realized that the column was a living thing and it was moving. It was some kind of giant snake.
“That thing needs to die!” Ashlynn shouted.
“I thought you liked shiny things,” Kayleigh retorted while an arrow or crossbow bolt bounced off the magical shield she had conjured around her and Iarisha. Not holding an actual shield made her an inviting target and, for a change, she didn’t mind the attention because it meant someone else wasn’t being fired on.
“I hate snakes more! Let me take care of the wall and then I’ve got something special in mind for it!” 
With a trilling war cry that sounded terribly out of place, Ashlynn hurled the staff at the walls of Pinella from an impossibly long distance. The weapon sprouted wings and glided like a bird into the side of the stone wall. When it struck, Kayleigh felt a shockwave pass through the ground beneath them. Cupping her hand, she lobbed a fireball in the direction of the giant snake. It snapped to the side and avoided her attack, baring fangs at the riders below and promising certain death.
“Circle around!” Lynch bellowed. “We’re not going in with that thing there!”
“Then watch this!” Ashlynn yelled and threw her arms to the sky. A pillar of blue energy descended from the air above and bathed the monster in eldritch energy, killing several warriors near it. Kayleigh realized this must be the celestial bolt her father had previously mentioned, energy drawn directly from the realm of the Goddess. It was awe inspiring and looked every bit as powerful as the fireshade.
The serpent faltered and fell off the wall to the cheers of the riders and Major Lynch seized on the momentum. “Into the city! Through the breach! Reese! On point and give me a fireshade to clear the way!”
Kayleigh turned hard and sent Iarisha toward the largest gap in the wall as the unicorn accelerated, all four legs clawing at the ground beneath as the girl began summoning the most powerful weapon in her arsenal. Dropping her active magic shield, she activated one of the shield triggers Ashlynn had made for protection. Sparing a glance backward at Ashlynn, she started to shout that it was her turn when the serpent suddenly lashed out at the fake unicorn the sorceress rode.
Kayleigh’s concentration faltered as she saw the creature close and she almost lost her fireshade. The heat distortions obscured her view for a moment, but then she felt a sudden weight behind her and a pair of arms grab onto her with a deathgrip.
“That things still alive!” Ashlynn said, appearing on the back of Kayleigh’s saddle, saved by one of her evasions. “How?”
Kayleigh, grateful that the other girl was still alive said, “I don’t know! Hang on!”
Throwing her energy into the fire magic, Kayleigh, her passenger, and Iarisha went through the broken wall. Something sizable slammed against her protective shield just before Kayleigh released it and the terrifying power at her disposal.
Kayleigh knew from experience that the center of a fireshade detonation was a strange and wondrous place. For a brief moment, the world ceased to exist and it was like all those tales of how the Goddess called forth her fire and created this realm. Perhaps it was the closest thing a mortal being could come to that kind of majestic power.
That feeling was tempered with the knowledge that the other side of the fireshade was not a wondrous place at all. The world returned with a rush and Kayleigh saw the effects of her power. Her flawed attempt at creating a new realm only served to bring death and devastation to this one.
“That was astounding!” Ashlynn shouted with enthusiasm. “Let’s do that again!”
A wave of shock and confusion passed through both unicorn and rider as each collectively wondered about the young woman’s sanity.
“Not right now,” Kayleigh said, panting. She realized it had taken too much out of Iarisha. “She needs a minute to recover. Can you protect us?”
“Of course! See, I told you I’d be the one protecting you! When are you going to realize that I’m always right?”
The sorceress expended some of her power and Kayleigh saw a nearby warrior tossed aside like a child’s rag doll. 
“You thought that snake was dead!” Kayleigh said.
“A fair point,” Ashlynn conceded as the other maidens rode by them into combat.
“Move it, Reese! We need you in the fight!”
Kayleigh heard Meghan Lynch’s orders and smiled slightly, knowing that some things would never change.
“Come on, Risha!”
Tossing the first of several fireballs, Kayleigh was just getting her figurative legs under her when she saw a massive form charging toward them and felt the ground quiver in fear at what was coming.
“By the Goddess! It’s the Hydra Chieftain!” Ashlynn exclaimed. “I never thought I’d see him.”
Kayleigh never really knew much about the Yar. They’d always seemed more like an irritant to Miros and Helden. She’d heard that there were different tribes, but never believed those stories about them being ruled by monsters.
The giant serpent from earlier should have jogged her memory.
“Remember the part of the orders that we should withdraw?” Kayleigh said and gulped. The manticore from Shiftla seemed relatively harmless in contrast.
“I think we should follow that order, too!” Ashlynn said. Above, there was a loud screech of some kind of bird.
The unicorn agreed and they turned toward the way they came in only to find the giant snake slithering over the wall and hissing at the hydra, who roared a reply. 
For something so large that had taken considerable abuse, the snake moved fast, striking several of the maidens moving to surround them.
Shaking the momentary panic aside, Kayleigh sent a steady stream of flames against the creature’s sparkling scales with only a limited effect. The beast turned toward them and, for a second, it appeared to have grown whiskers. In truth they were arrows.
“A weak spot, Kayleigh!” her passenger cried. “Get it there.”
Her spraying flames must have caused some damage because the creature moved in their direction.
“Let’s see if it can survive a second shot,” Ashlynn said, uttering words in a language Kayleigh could only partly understand. This one wasn’t coming from prepared magic. This was Brian’s sister actively powering the spell and her second celestial bolt struck closer and with enough force to make Kayleigh’s teeth rattle.
For a brief second, Kayleigh thought they’d succeeded until the monster shook side to side and seemed only momentarily stunned.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Ashlynn said in disbelief.
The creature hissed at them. Whatever it said, Iarisha understood it and bolted forward.
“We seemed to have made it angry,” her passenger observed.
Kayleigh held on and tried to sort through the images from the unicorn. 
“Risha understood it and she’s all for getting away from it!”
“Where’d it go?” Kayleigh shouted, trying to maneuver Iarisha down a narrow street made even more difficult by trash, tables, and all manner of debris barring their path. A Yar fighter leapt from behind an overturned table she’d swerved to avoid. Kayleigh muttered the one magical spell she could cast with any proficiency and created a disc of energy around her left arm that turned the weapon away.
“I can’t see it!” Ashlynn yelled in her ear while jabbing a stick at the man. A jet of yellow light hit the man, sending him careening away. She shook the wand. Realizing it was spent, she cast it away. “Wait!” It’s one street over on the right!”
“Do you have anything that will kill it?” Kayleigh asked a little more harshly than she should have. The monster kept her from turning toward the main gate and drove them further into the city where no one could help them. Iarisha’s blazing speed didn’t count for much when she couldn’t use it properly.
“Of course, Kayleigh! I’ve been holding back this really powerful spell for the right moment, because the other two times I’ve hit it with everything I had I wasn’t trying to kill it! I figured what better way to spend the day than running for our lives through the middle of an occupied city.”
“Don’t forget who thought up this wonderful idea,” Kayleigh scolded the other sorceress while turning her unicorn down another street. She hoped to find her way to the fighting at the main gate or back out the hole in the eastern wall before the giant serpent caught up with them. Both times her friend hit it with a celestial bolt Kayleigh figured that the monster was dead. The monster had other ideas.
The answer was a bit snappish and Kayleigh wondered if her fireshade, even if she had the strength for it, would be enough.
“So far,” Kayleigh said, “the only weak point I’ve seen is around and inside its mouth.”
“I’m not too keen on getting near that,” came the reply.
“Do you have an evasion that could get us both out of the way?”
“Yes, but there’s no way we can bring your unicorn.”
“That’s alright. We won’t be on her.”
“And people say I have a deathwish,” Ashlynn quipped.
“I’ve got nothing to fear,” Kayleigh answered. “You said you’re protecting me, right?”
“In the future, leave the sarcasm to me.”
“Around this next corner, we’ll get off. Iarisha, get down to the end of the street, come toward us if it gets near you.” 
Fighting alongside Ashlynn was bizarre in every sense of the word. The sorceress didn’t take anything very seriously. With the exception of the two ambushes with Meghan Lynch, it had always been Kayleigh or Kayleigh and a unicorn alone in battle.
If I wasn’t so scared this might actually be exciting.
They jumped off Iarisha at the corner of a street. Looking about, she saw eyes peeking out of their windows and people in the doorways. A few started to come out when they saw Iarisha.
“Stay back!” she shouted. “It’s not safe!”
Her words became a self-fulfilling prophecy as the serpent, scales still reflecting the morning light, slithered into view. Kayleigh had her scimitar drawn in what she hoped looked like a futile gesture and Ashlynn wasted one of her wands, throwing spells that might have slain a Yar warrior outright, but did about as much damage to it as an irate scratch from a housecat.
The beast appeared wary of their false last stand and took forever for the snake to close for the strike. As it did, Kayleigh fretted over whether Danella had somehow warned these monsters about her.
“Get to my unicorn!” she lied. “You’re the duke’s daughter! We can’t afford to lose you! I’ll try to hold it off with the magic I have left in my weapon!”
She added a weak flame to the scimitar and used it to throw a few feeble spatters of flame at the snake. It took the bait and snapped into motion, reminding Kayleigh of Danella’s bullwhip. She waited for the jaws to fully unhinge before thrusting her hand forward and sending a column of angry red flame directly into its gaping maw.
She felt something akin to a muscle cramp, if such a cramp could strike every part of her body at the same instant as Ashlynn cast her evasion.
She found her bearings twenty feet down the street as her weapon clattered against the stones below. Kayleigh gasped and followed her weapon moments later.
“You actually like doing that?” Kayleigh croaked, shaking like she was feverish.
“You get used to it. It hurts more if you’re wearing metal which is why I only wear a tiny bit,” she explained as they saw the snake thrashing about in agony. It smashed into a house and sent the terrified residents running into the open.
“And you could have warned me!”
“We didn’t exactly have time to remove your armor, now did we? Even so, you were still going through with this plan. I saw no reason to tell you it was going to be like torture.”
The pain was bad enough that Kayleigh swallowed a vial of healing tears as they witnessed the serpent in what they hoped were the throes of death. The effects lessened, but did not completely go away. Fumbling, she retrieved her scimitar and hoped she wouldn’t have to use it anytime soon.
Iarisha rejoined them while Kayleigh alternated between looking for Yar warriors and watching the serpent thrash. A full minute passed before it stopped and lay still.
“Should we go make sure it is dead this time, once and for all?” Kayleigh asked.
“No, I think I’m good here. Besides, you know what happens in all those stories where the heroes think the monster is dead?”
Growing up, Kayleigh never read those types of stories, but she had a good idea what her odd friend was talking about. “Fair point,” she said. “Let’s catch our breath for a minute more and then rejoin the battle.”
As she spoke, the serpent folded in on itself and shrunk. For a brief moment Kayleigh fought against the panic rising in her soul that the snake was truly unkillable. Seconds later, she felt relief when she saw the body of a man left behind. She’d killed again, but she wouldn’t berate herself for this death. The man was a monster in both the literal and figurative sense of the word.
“Oh, so they are shapeshifters,” Ashlynn observed. “I guess that makes sense. Otherwise, how do you understand a hydra when it gives you an order?”
Kayleigh really couldn’t care less about Yar political structure and changed the topic. “Okay, I think he’s dead now. C’mon, let’s go.”
As they climbed onto Iarisha, Kayleigh caught sighted another unicorn rider rounding a corner a few blocks down. She recognized the woman instantly and had never been so happy to see Meghan Lynch in her life.
Things are starting to look up! 
 
Meghan Lynch approached at a rapid gallop as Kayleigh called out to her, “Major! We were driven into the city by the giant snake, but finally killed it.”
Her only warning was a sudden flash of danger from Iarisha, who must’ve picked up on something from T’rsa. Kayleigh wheeled her mount away, but the major’s sword slash struck Ashlynn across the back and she dropped from the unicorn and fell awkwardly onto the street.
In shock and disbelief, she managed to get her scimitar around to block the second strike, aimed at Kayleigh’s head, but the dirk in the officer’s near hand penetrated her mail shirt and jabbed into Kayleigh’s flesh underneath.
It was then, that she saw the soulless black orbs where Meghan Lynch’s eyes were supposed to be.
Iarisha took a stabbing wound to her flank from T’rsa’s horn and the second jolt of pain shook the young sorceress from her horrified state. The street offered little room to maneuver, but Kayleigh got Iarisha back and away from T’rsa. A wave of her hand sent a burst of flame intended to keep her opponent at a distance until she could figure out what to do.
“Hello, Kayleigh! I see Meghan found you first. Well done, Sister!” a second voice called. That’s when she saw the black unicorn and the woman riding it. She’d seen Majherri’s new appearance in Cyemma’s memories and thought she’d prepared herself, but seeing him in person stirred so many emotions inside of Kayleigh.
He has his horn again!
“Keep her from fleeing, my slave,” Danella said. “I have earned the right to deliver the deathblow.”
“I thought my father wanted me alive?” Kayleigh countered, her wound felt tender.
“Yes, but in the fog of war things happen that are beyond anyone’s control,” Danella said, bringing Majherri down the street in a leisurely manner. “I’m sure he’ll be disappointed. At least I’ll be able to bring him that pathetic wretch you call a mother.”
“You’re lying!”
“No,” Danella said and laughed. “I’ve got her alright. Majherri found her for me to prove his devotion. I only told you because I wanted you to know what was going to happen to her after I kill you.”
Kayleigh hurled a series of fireballs that Danella blocked with one of her own while continuing her taunting.
“You’re good, Kayleigh. I’ll admit that. I see you took down that fool Orgo, and saved me the trouble of doing it myself, but I bet that took quite a bit out of you, didn’t it?”
Danella followed with a firewall that pulsed and rushed toward Kayleigh and her mount. Kayleigh triggered her second mage shield and used it to protect both her and Iarisha.
“Always with the tricks, little girl. I guess we could sit here and play games, but I’d rather finish it like this!”
Under the woman’s command, Majherri bolted toward them at a speed Kayleigh had never seen him capable of before. Iarisha tensed and prepared to dodge. Reaching to her belt, Kayleigh tugged the Yar knife from the sheath and released it just before Danella arrived.
The third and final mage shield absorbed the impact of Danella’s flaming sword in a burst of magic that immediately dissipated. Iarisha and Majherri both drew blood, but Kayleigh’s unicorn suffered a larger and more painful wound. Kayleigh’s knife had hit Majherri’s shoulder instead.
The two unicorns circled, locked in a deadly spiral and Kayleigh was forced on the defensive raising a series of active shields to protect her wounded unicorn.
Her scimitar, surrounded by flames parried and struck at Danella, who countered. They were almost even, but the situation was tilting in Danella’s favor with each passing second.
She’s so strong! I need something! Danella and Majherri together are too powerful. That’s it!
“Risha, get in close,” she said and sensed immediate hesitation. “Trust me!”
Her unicorn did as she asked and Kayleigh snatched at Majherri’s horn while swinging wildly at Danella. There was pain as the jagged end pierced through her palm.
Kayleigh screamed in pain, but assaulted the bond between her opponents, remembering how it incapacitated everyone involved last time.
Danella screamed as well, even as Kayleigh’s mental scimitar reflected the motions of her real one, hacking away at the swirling mix of light and darkness linking the rider and unicorn.
She tried again and the jolt of pain caused Danella’s sword to slip from her grasp. Kayleigh managed to slice her opponent’s leg, but the vicious woman grabbed Kayleigh’s arm with both hands preventing a second strike.
The bond resisted her attempts at severing it, healing as fast as Kayleigh could cut it while she and Danella wrestled for control of the one remaining weapon.
Danella let go with one hand and used it to deliver a punch that landed on Kayleigh’s shoulder.
“Your little gamble isn’t working! Time to die!”
Kayleigh couldn’t spare the energy to answer, but someone else did - Majherri. He snorted and neighed. Within the swirling energies of the bond, a piece of magic that was outside of the link formed into something resembling a unicorn horn and stabbed through the tether connecting him and Danella.
By no means did Kayleigh think of herself as a cruel person, but she enjoyed hearing Danella’s howls of agony. Between Majherri’s efforts and her own the bond snapped and released a tremendous backlash of energy. 
Kayleigh was thrown from Iarisha’s saddle and suffered even more damage to her ruined palm, landing in a heap on the cobblestones. Her first attempt at rising failed miserably. On the second, she was able to get up on one knee. Iarisha stayed at her side defending Kayleigh.
Majherri wobbled on unsteady legs. Using a wall as a crutch, Danella stood upright. Her face contorted with rage.
“I’ll just bond with you again, traitor! You’re mine! I own you!”
Majherri snorted and, without warning, his hooves and horn caught fire. He didn’t appear to like her plan.
“Meghan, kill them all!”
As the water maiden started to ready her bow, the shape at the base of T’rsa’s legs lunged upward and grabbed Meghan Lynch’s boot. Electrical sparks bathed both unicorn and rider. The water maiden fell forward and dropped her bow.
“When you attack a sorceress, you better damn well finish her!” Ashlynn said, getting to her feet. The sorceress pushed the stunned maiden out of her saddle. “Okay, what did I miss? A black unicorn! Can I have one?”
T’rsa turned and pointed her horn at Ashlynn. “Oh please, she’s only taking a really painful nap. If I wanted her dead, you’d both be. Where’s that woman you were telling me about that needs to die?”
“Right there!” Cradling her bleeding left hand against her stomach, Kayleigh turned toward Danella and shoved her right hand toward the woman and threw a fireball. It wasn’t very powerful, but it was enough to make the woman jump further away from Majherri. Kayleigh could see Danella’s cold and calculating eyes survey the battlefield, trying to decide whether she could prevail against the three unicorns and two sorceresses standing against her. Taking a deep breath, Kayleigh conjured a bigger fireball, but Danella suddenly changed into a monstrous hawk and flew away.
“Ashlynn…stop her!”
The sorceress shook her head and suddenly looked less vibrant. “I used up most of what I had left on Major Stupidity over there…and I think I need a healer.”
It was difficult getting her vials of healing tears out using only one hand. She gave one to the sorceress, divided the second between the bloody mess that was her left hand and the stab wound in her side. The stinging agony dulled slightly, and the shattered bones repaired themselves. She’d need more in a minute, but crying wouldn’t be too hard. The last one she looked between the two nearby unicorns to see who was injured worse. It was easily Iarisha. Kayleigh spread the vial directly onto the worst of Iarisha’s wounds.
“Majherri,” she said, turning to look at her old friend. He seemed skittish and uncertain. “Come here. I need to check your magic and make sure it isn’t going to kill you.”
He approached slowly, addressing both Iarisha and T’rsa. The females appeared to be threatening him. He kept his head low in shame.
“Don’t,” Kayleigh said, starting to cry. “Don’t be ashamed. If you hadn’t helped me break your bond, Danella would have killed me. Whatever you did it was her controlling you. You warned Risha. You risked everything to warn us all and you stood up to that evil bitch! I’m so proud of you.”
She ran to him and threw her arms around his neck, sobbing. “Goddess I’ve missed you!”
Touching him felt odd, since she didn’t have a bond with him. She checked his magic, worried that Danella’s influence might lead to a rapid onset of the wasting, but he seemed fine…tainted, but otherwise in good shape. Kayleigh swiped at her tears and placed them on his wounds and also on her aching hand. It would require several more treatments before she’d be able to move her fingers again. Still, for the moment, Kayleigh savored her victory and Majherri’s freedom.
Majherri sent her an image of them riding on the Sacred Island, laughing together.
“Maybe we can do that again someday,” she said.
There was a second memory. Danella telling him that she’d forever changed him and that Kayleigh would never want him now.
“You know that’s not true,” she said, and sniffled loudly. “I don’t care what you look like. How about we make a deal? If you don’t judge me for who my father is, I won’t judge you for what she did. Does that sound good?”
He nodded and she hugged him again before remembering something important about him. Stepping back she said, “Sorry, I know you hate to be touched by people you don’t have a bond with.”
Shaking his head, he moved closer to her and she embraced him once more.
“Kayleigh?” Ashlynn said. “I don’t want to spoil your reunion, but we should probably move out of the open like this. We’re exposed and in no condition for a fight.”
“Speak for yourself,” she answered. “I’ve got my friend back and it’s Danella running for her life for a change. There’s still some fight left in me!”
“You can’t be serious,” the sorceress said, sounding as exhausted as she looked. “I’ve got a couple of wands left, but I’m tapped out.”
Kayleigh straightened and let go of Majherri. “General Jyslin said to fight for our riders and our unicorns. I don’t need this hand to cast a shield on my arm and, even like this, I’m stronger than most of the maidens that came here with us. You stay and guard the major. Tie her up in case she wakes up before Danella’s spell wears off. Risha, Majherri? Are you two up for it? Good. T’rsa, you better come with us in case Meghan wakes up. She might make you do something horrible. Don’t worry, Ashlynn will take good care of your rider. Check T’rsa’s bags, the major probably has some healing tears in there.”
Forcing herself to cry, she retrieved a bandage from Iarisha’s saddlebags and used it to dry her tears. Then, she wrapped it around her wound and found her scimitar. Getting back into the saddle was a chore, but once there, she felt like it was where she was meant to be.
“Be careful, Kayleigh,” Ashlynn said, looking over her shoulder from where she was drafting a few of the citizens of Pinella to carry Meghan Lynch inside one of the houses.
“She obviously doesn’t know me that well,” Kayleigh said. Coming alongside her and Iarisha, Majherri snorted in agreement.
“Let’s go see if we can help,” she said and urged Iarisha forward.
 
The trip to the main gate seemed much closer than it did when the giant snake was chasing her. Kayleigh saw the kind of devastation that sucked all the honor and glory out of war and left in its place sadness and heartache. Horses without riders wandered across their path as they passed bodies of warriors, Yar, Tomas, and Rosha. To the dead, the nationalities didn’t seem to matter much. 
So much death.
A Yar woman slouched against the frame of a burnt out house. Her hand covered a nasty wound on her stomach. She saw Majherri and held her hand out to him.
“Help me,” she begged.
Kayleigh looked at Majherri. He seemed uncertain, but she thought of her friend, Rahzir. The Yar followed Danella here just as the nomads followed Count Darius. The day had seen enough violence and maybe it was time for some mercy. Pulling an empty vial from her saddlebag, Kayleigh tugged at the magic she shared with Iarisha and cried. The bodies surrounding her made it surprisingly easy, though exhausting. The wound looked very serious, so she captured four tears and then summoned some water to fill the tube.
Not wanting to dismount, Kayleigh moved her unicorn near the injured Yar. The blonde woman held a knife weakly at her until Kayleigh said, “I’ll try to help you. If you’ll let me.” 
“Why?”
“I’m not your enemy,” Kayleigh said.
“I am yours,” the woman replied.
“Why?”
“What?”
Kayleigh offered the vial of healing tears and said, “Why are you my enemy? What have I done to you?”
“You serve the High-King. He is the enemy of my people.”
“That’s not enough to kill someone over,” Kayleigh said.
“It is for me,” the injured woman said.
“But not for me,” Kayleigh said.
“Then you’re a foolish and weak, little girl.”
“I’m far from weak. I killed…what was his name? Orga? No. That’s not it. He was this big snake.”
“You killed Orgo? Second of eleven.”
“It wasn’t easy, but yes and I helped Majherri free himself from Danella Lynch’s control. She’s the only one I consider my enemy.”
“She is my chieftain. That makes me your enemy as well.”
“I don’t think so. You just listened to whatever empty promises she offered and she used you. Take these tears. They’ll heal your wounds, but they won’t heal what’s in your heart. Only you can do that.”
The woman set knife down and Kayleigh carefully tossed the glass tube to her.
“If I use this, I am betraying my chieftain and my tribe.”
“You should be wondering what Danella has done to earn your loyalty. She flew away the moment the tide turned against her. Heal your wounds and if you ever see her again, ask her what kind of chieftain leaves her people? Whatever you decide, safe journey to you.”
The woman didn’t answer and Kayleigh couldn’t spare any more time for her when so many others needed the help she could provide.
In the area around the ruined main gate, they found two dozen Battle Maidens gathered in a circle. Several of the unicorns snorted as Majherri approached. Kayleigh could only imagine what they were saying.
“Kayleigh! You’re okay!” Laurel said with a forced smile as she rode over to meet them. Her unicorn shied away from Majherri. Kayleigh nodded and was relieved that her friend was worse for wear, but still alive and with her unicorn. Turning her attention to what the others were looking at, she saw Lieutenant Sheppard dismounted and holding a human body in her arms. Duke Tomas knelt next to her and was delivering last rites. The body of a unicorn, bent in a manner that left no room to hope it was alive, was beside them.
A void opened in her chest and threatened to swallow her. She didn’t have to see the long flowing white hair to know that General Naomi Jyslin was gone.
“How?” she whispered to Laurel.
She pointed her finger at a dead man with a shattered war lance next to him. “He was the hydra. She rammed him at such an incredible speed and drove her lance right into his black heart. The thing collapsed on top of her and Rheysurrah and crushed them both. I wasn’t sure whether we were going to win until she defeated that monster. Someone else turned into a hydra with three heads after that, but the duke drove it and the remaining Yar off.”
“Oh,” she said, awed by General Jyslin’s heroics. The snake she faced was paltry when compared to that abomination. “How about Tamera? Did she make it?”
“I haven’t seen her,” Laurel said nervously. “But I haven’t heard anything bad either.”
“Lady Kayleigh,” Duke Tomas interrupted. “My daughter?”
“Injured and worn out, but okay. She’s protecting Major Lynch, who was…knocked unconscious.”
The man still looked haggard. “Thank you. Though now it falls to me to break the news to her about her brother.”
Kayleigh gasped and the void grew wider, threatening to consume her. “I’m so sorry, milord.”
“As am I,” he said, saddened. “Aeric is in the Goddess’s care now. No doubt trading stories with our general.”
Brian’s alive! She didn’t dare say anything aloud at the time. It would seem crass and vile to be happy that it wasn’t him. Instead, she began using her tears to make healing draughts and handing them to Laurel as she finished each one.
Draining herself and Iarisha, she had to stop after the fifth vial. It was all she could offer and she knew that there would never be enough tears to undo the damage done this day.
Needing to rest, she finally dismounted and made her way to Lieutenant Sheppard. Duke Tomas removed his cloak and placed it over the still form of Naomi Jyslin. Kayleigh did her best to not stare at the empty eyes of the unicorn she once rode.
“Good to see you still among the living, Reese,” the officer said. “You’ve looked better.”
“I’m still standing, ma’am. Major Lynch is alive, but out of action,” she reported. “Danella got to her and placed her under her control. I’m sure it will wear off, but it might be days before she’s fit to serve. Captain Rose?”
“Didn’t make it,” Lindsey Sheppard said, referring to the third in command.
“Your orders, ma’am?” Kayleigh asked
“I guess that does leave me as senior officer for the time being. Not the way I’d ever wanted to assume command,” the woman said and drew herself up. “Alright, ladies! Secure the perimeter. Whitaker, get a squad of scouts together and patrol the area around the city. Do not engage if you meet resistance. Sinclair, Byers, form a pair of makeshift squads and work with our allies to root out any pockets of Yar still in the city.”
“Ma’am?” Kayleigh interrupted.
“Yes?” 
“We should allow them the opportunity to surrender.”
The lieutenant thought it over and came to a decision. “Very well. Give them a chance to surrender. Make certain our allies know that as well. Send any riders who lost their unicorns and any riderless unicorns to here where Senior Rider Reese will try and pair them up. You three…I’m sorry, but I don’t know your names. Make your way to the castle with Duke Tomas. Retrieve his daughter and Major Lynch. See if you can find members of the royal family or any of the council of elders. We need someone to help get the city back on its feet.”
“I suspect none of the Castors are still alive,” the duke said.
“Then you may be forced to assume control of the city for now, milord. Naturally, you will have our support and cooperation, Duke Tomas.”
“Thank you. Though technically there is another noble who may wish to assert her claim if there are no heirs to the Castor line. Hopefully, this is a pointless discussion and one we can have later if the need arises.”
Kayleigh paled, not liking the nobleman’s implications one bit. She barely listened to the rest of the orders, but managed to offer that T’rsa could lead Duke Tomas to Ashlynn and the major. The other’s left, leaving Kayleigh with Lieutenant Sheppard and only a few others. Pasha and Iarisha were both close to Majherri and her old unicorn seemed uncomfortable with their attention.
“I think General Jyslin knew she wasn’t going to live through this,” the officer said to her.
“Why’s that, ma’am?”
“She said something to me when I told her to be careful. She said that she wasn’t worried because she’d already met freedom’s next champion and that we were in good hands. I believe she meant you.”
Kayleigh exhaled a long breath, liking those words even less than the words of Brian’s father moments ago. Finally she conceded, “She may have. I can only strive to be worthy of what she sees…or saw in me.”
“I think that’s all she would ever ask, Reese, the best from you and every one of us. You’ll have my support, Kayleigh.”
“Thank you, ma’am.”
“Will you try and form a bond with Majherri again?”
“He, Iarisha, and I will have to have a long discussion at some point.”
“If you need advice, on anything, Kayleigh, I’ll be there to listen. I’m going to go get Pasha and check the perimeter, Senior Rider. She seems all worked up over Majherri for some reason and I think I might need to intervene. I need someone to stand honor guard over General Jyslin until I return. See to it.”
“Yes, ma’am,” she said and saluted.
Kayleigh watched as the earth maiden retrieved her unicorn. Pasha and Iarisha were both behaving strangely around Majherri. Kayleigh wasn’t certain what to make of it.
“They each wish to mate with him,” a voice said in her head.
“What? Who’s there?”
“A humbled spirit of the Yar. Brought low by a decision made in haste and now seeing the price my people have paid in blood as a result of my poor choices.”
“What do you want from me?”
“I am Veyli, the hawk spirit, and I wish to make you an offer.”
“Danella turned into a hawk! Where is she?”
“She broke our kinship when my brother Rokor, became available.”
“Who is Rokor?”
“The hydra spirit.”
“Danella is the hydra now!”
“I’m afraid so, young sorceress. She will do much harm with such power at her disposal and I will be complicit for giving her a voice amongst the Yar. You are her sworn enemy, correct?”
“Yes.”
“You also offered mercy to one of my wounded followers just a short time ago and encouraged your leaders to accept surrender. The magic in you is also powerful, yet broken at the same time. Otherwise, I don’t think I could even choose you.”
“Choose me for what?”
“My next host. The Yar who are still in this city will bow to one of their chieftains. It will stop needless bloodshed and spare many who would refuse to lay down their arms. You may also be able to negotiate favorable terms that do not see them executed or enslaved for what happened in this kingdom. Danella wanted power for the sake of more power. The human who was just here suggested that you wear the mantle of Freedom’s Champion. I offer my power to you in the hopes that your definitions of freedom and mercy will be extended to the eleven tribes of the Yar. All I’ve ever wanted for my people is a better future. I risked much by believing in Danella Lynch and I lost. Now, I must make amends by offering myself to you to stop her. Some of the chieftains fled with her, but others were wisely cautious when it came to her motives. You could make them your allies and gain their support. It may not be easy, but from what I have seen of you, Kayleigh, it is no more difficult than the other trials before you.” 
When she thought about everything facing her, Kayleigh knew that she could use all the help she could get. 
“I’ll do it,” she said, making a decision and hoping for the best.
“Thank you for accepting me. Eventually, I will begin speaking to you again in dreams and visions. Until then, lead well, Champion.”
She felt the power infusing her being, traveling all around her body and binding to her. It was different from her bond and her own sorcery. When she opened her eyes, the world seemed sharper, brighter and more in focus than ever. Kayleigh beat her wings and felt the power, rising several feet off the ground.
“I can fly!” she screeched, but fought back the urge to rise into the sky. She’d promised Lieutenant Sheppard that she’d stay with the body and so she returned to her human form.
“Honor and duty, before freedom…at least today.
In the desert, she’d sworn to be a warrior. The streets were littered with the bodies of warriors, even General Jyslin. Now, the legend was gone and left Kayleigh the challenge of becoming something more – a champion.
I’m not sure I can do this, but I have to try!
Majherri had trotted over next to her with Iarisha right behind.
“What sorcery is this? What has happened to my rider?” Iarisha demanded.
“The hawk spirit has chosen more wisely this time,” Majherri answered.
“What? I can hear you two!” Kayleigh said with a sense of wonderment.
“Yes,” Majherri replied and nodded. “Danella gained that ability as well.”
“The spirit said she broke with her and joined with the hydra.”
“That is not good. She needs to be stopped.”
Hearing Majherri say that was reassuring. Actually being able to converse with him and any other unicorn was unbelievable. 
“I agree.”
“Also,” he said. “A side effect of my transformation seems to make me highly desirable to the females. If you could convince Iarisha that she needs to put some distance between the two of us for the time being, until I can control whatever this is, it would be greatly appreciated.” 
Iarisha protested as Kayleigh tried to come to grips with this. Of all the things she’d ever wished to hear from a unicorn, that was not what she imagined. She was still processing all of this when Majherri told her to turn around.
She did and saw two people approaching. The first made her heart leap with joy as the young man filled her eyes and everything else became less important. Brian Tomas walked down the road. He smiled when he saw her, but it stopped halfway, which meant he already knew about his brother. Even so, she spotted something was different about him. There was a spark of kinship a sense of something greater and then it hit her.
He has joined with a Yar spirit as well!
Kayleigh started to move toward him, uncaring of anything else but her desire to hold him in her arms when she finally recognized who the person with him was. The realization stopped her in midstride.
Swallowing, the moisture fled her mouth and her nerves fought against panicking. She ruthlessly forced herself to remain calm.
“Hello, Kayleigh, it’s good to see you again. What have you done to your hair?” the woman asked.
Thousands of thoughts crossed her mind in a single second as Kayleigh’s emotions ran the gamut from shocked relief to anger. Danella had been someone she’d prepared to face.
In contrast, this encounter was not one she was ready for, but was now happening regardless of Kayleigh’s wishes. Closing her partly open mouth, the sorceress cleared her mind. She still had a mission to complete. 
“Hello, Mother.” 
 
~The End~
 
 
Kayleigh and Majherri will return in Spirals of Destiny Book Three: Champion.
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