
		
			
				
					[image: 9781426895517.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Carina_final.jpg]

				Journey of Dominion
By Shawna Thomas

				Book two of The Triune Stones

				Sara, now known as Ilythra, the Wanderer of legend, continues north on her quest to find the Siobani, who hold the secrets of the magic stone around her neck.

				The stone’s magic leads her to help a trader in search of his brother. The hunt takes her into a land in the grip of an alchemical conspiracy. Lord Bredych of Greton has already schemed to control Ilythra’s stone once and weaves a web of scent, magic and manipulation to bring her to him. With Bredych’s fragrances intoxicating her and the song of his stone in her ears, Ilythra begins to forget her quest.

				The trader catches wind of Ilythra’s danger and rushes to her aid. With Ilythra’s mind muddled and the forces of an entire nation bent on controlling her stone, it will take an unthinkable act of sacrifice for her to continue her search for the Siobani.

				Sequel to Journey of Awakening.

				115,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				The month of May always brings, for me, the promise of new beginnings. I realize that it’s actually nearly the end of spring, but for some reason, I love the idea of May and that it means summer is coming and the fun is really about to begin!

				This month, very fitting for my excitement about new beginnings, we have three debut authors with stories releasing. Brighton Walsh joins Carina Press with her charming contemporary romance Plus One, where lifelong friends find deep-seated feelings growing into something more than friendship. Meanwhile, debut author Shawna Reppert has crafted a unique and captivating fantasy romance world in her male/male romance The Stolen Luck. Joining these two authors with a debut is S.G. Wong with the first Lola Starke novel, Die on Your Feet. Not only is this an unusual mix of mystery, paranormal and noir, but this book also has a striking cover that captured my imagination from the first look.

				Although not a debut author, Tamara Morgan joins Carina Press with the first in a new contemporary romance series. In The Rebound Girl, an outgoing plastic surgeon gets more than she bargained for when she offers to be the rebound girl for a sexy kindergarten teacher getting over his recent breakup.

				Along with new beginnings also come bittersweet goodbyes, and this month we wrap up Jax Garren’s fantastic science-fiction trilogy Tales of the Underlight. This series has kept us all on the edges of our seats with both the sexual tension between Hauk and Jolie and the fight to take out the Order of Ananke. Don’t miss the final installment, How Beauty Loved the Beast. Also wrapping up a trilogy this month, though on the opposite end of the romance spectrum, is contemporary romance author Kate Davies, offering the final installment of her high-school reunion trilogy, Girls Most Likely to…, with Life of the Party.

				As well, we have exciting offerings from a variety of veteran Carina Press authors this month. Jeffe Kennedy’s Ruby takes us to a contemporary world of BDSM and a sexy Cajun chef during the sensuality of New Orleans’s Mardis Gras. And last month saw the release of Volume 1 of our Love Letters anthologies. This month, discover four hot stories with a military twist in Love Letters Volume 2: Duty to Please.

				Sandy James, Shawna Thomas, Cathy Pegau and Stacy Gail all return to previously established worlds in their respective books. In Sandy James’s The Brazen Amazon, the Air Amazon is sent to protect computer wizard Zach from a rogue goddess who wants to use him to destroy the world. Journey of Dominion, book two of The Triune Stones series from Shawna Thomas, continues the story of Sara, trained from birth for one purpose: to reunite three ancient stones to restore balance to the lands.

				Female/female romance Deep Deception by Cathy Pegau follows the harrowing story of a beautiful agent and the woman she has no choice but to trust…until the secrets they’re each keeping threaten to get them both killed. And the plan for a demonic apocalypse is at last uncovered by a maimed member of the Nephilim and a scarred young woman who’s been to hell and back in Stacy Gail’s Wounded Angel, book three of The Earth Angels.

				Last but certainly not least, Dee J. Adams brings us the next installment in her high-octane Adrenaline Highs series with romantic suspense Living Dangerously. If you’re new to Dee’s books, you can easily start here, or go back to the beginning with Dangerous Race.

				This month, start a new series, revisit a favorite world or discover a new-to-you author with our May releases. And don’t forget to check out our catalog for backlist from these and other authors in all your preferred genres.

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress
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				Part One

				She was part of the stars and they were part of her. In their harmonies, she found rhythm and whirled down to earth with their light, the light of endless years, to touch upon a single grain of sand on a beach.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				A gentle wind rustled the leaves over his head. Mohan paused and waited for the sporadic breeze to die down. Still no sounds issued from the glade, except an occasional snort from the horse. He stood motionless. A faint trace of roast meat and smoke tinted the air, a painful reminder that he’d not eaten when he broke camp hours before. Not that he had much to sink his teeth into, but denying reality took an edge from his hunger. The wind picked up again and he continued into the clearing, making no noise in the quiet night. He paused again as the trees thinned. Caution keeps thieves alive. Mohan smiled. It had been one of his grandpa’s favorite sayings. By the faint starlight and embers from a fire, he could see the silhouette of a horse on the near side of the clearing and across the fire pit, a still form under a dark blanket.

				The darkness softened. He glanced toward the sky almost hidden by interlaced branches and dense leaves. It would be dawn soon. Still, Mohan listened a moment more, picking up the even breaths from under the blanket before stepping into the clearing, his ears primed for any noise but careful not to look in the direction of the sleeper. “The eyes have magic,” his father used to say. “If you rest them on your mark, they will betray your presence.”

				Appreciation for the horse before him grew as he neared. It was a first-class animal with excellent proportions, no blemishes he could see and a lustrous coat that picked up the faint glow of the moon. He glanced quickly and added female to his assessment. Whoever was under the blanket took good care of his animal. A tradition Mohan would follow. Wide, intelligent eyes followed his advance. Arm outstretched, he neared the mare’s head, letting her grow accustomed to his scent. She nuzzled his hand as though looking for a treat. Mohan ran his other hand down her neck toward her legs. She was hobbled. He hesitated, debating whether or not to keep the hobble intact and decided against it; he didn’t know how much noise the mare would make if he attempted to remove the coiled rope from her legs. With care, he withdrew his knife to cut the cord, already plotting the course to his next destination, riding in style.

				Before he registered his knife flying from his hands into the brush, cold metal lay against his throat.

				“Now that’s really not very friendly, is it?”

				* * *

				When the man froze, Ilythra changed her stance, prepared for a sudden movement. “Get up, thief. Nice and easy.” Ilythra shifted her feet as the man stood. He was at least a head taller than she was, not thin but just shy of it. Her knife steady at his throat, she reached under his coat to the buckle that held a scabbard to his belt. He smelled of the woods in summer, a tad musty, but cleaner than most. A nice change from the traders she’d been traveling with. Ilythra resisted the urge to linger a moment and enjoy the scent and instead released the buckle and kicked his sword toward her bedding. He made a noise low in his throat. Like your sword, do you? “Now walk slowly to the fire.”

				The man moved toward the embers, his neck tense but not taking his gaze off her. Even with a knife at his throat, he had the hint of a swagger and the smooth movements of a seasoned fighter. His eyes gleamed in the faint light. He wasn’t scared, despite the metal pressed against his neck. Respect for him grew.

				“Who are you? And why shouldn’t I kill you?” Ilythra asked when they’d reached the scant light from the embers.

				“If you meant to kill me, you already would have.” His voice was smooth and even. She was right, not a trace of fear.

				Nothing so annoying as an arrogant thief.

				The faint light of the coals highlighted the sharp angle of his cheekbone and long, straight nose and strong jaw. “Don’t get cocky. I might still, given enough reason.” She increased the pressure of the knife against his skin, not enough to draw blood, but she knew he’d feel the blade’s bite.

				“Then, milady, I’ll give you no reason. It’s not often I met a woman of your...charms.” His gaze roamed her body.

				She was suddenly aware she only wore a thin shirt and leggings. He’s trying to distract me. Despite her words of caution, her cheeks warmed. Damn it. Men never affected her like this. “You already have given me enough reason. I suggest you leave my charms out of this and tell me who you are and why you’re here.”

				He shrugged, wincing as the blade broke his skin. “A traveler, making my way in the world.”

				Even with a small trickle of blood running down his neck, the man didn’t flinch or betray any fear. “And you tried to rob me because?”

				“From time to time I...relieve others of their excess baggage. Even things out. A service to society at large.”

				“You’re a thief.”

				His pale blue eyes sparkled in the faint light. “We all must use the talent we possess.”

				Ilythra grimaced. That much was true. “Then take a piece of advice. Choose whom you attempt to relieve of their excess baggage more wisely.”

				“I always heed the advice of a beautiful woman.”

				She removed the knife from his neck. “You’re irritating, but not dangerous.”

				“Why do I feel I’ve just been insulted?” He offered a short bow.

				She raised an eyebrow. “At being called irritating or not dangerous?”

				“Both, actually.” He smiled. “What is a beautiful woman doing out here on her own?”

				She was quite sure the quality of that smile had brought many women to their knees. “So you’re a thief, though not a very good one. You have a name?”

				“I object. I’m a very good thief.” He sounded insulted.

				Ilythra retrieved her tunic, slipped it over her shirt and laced it up. “Your name?”

				“Mohan.”

				“That’s not your name.”

				“If I answer to it, what does it matter?”

				She surprised herself with a laugh. It had been a long time since she’d even had the urge. It wasn’t often she enjoyed a conversation as much as she did this one. “I think I might like you.” She retrieved her boots from her bedroll, put them on and laced them up

				He grinned and moved to the fire pit, stretching his hands over the embers. “And you? Do you have name?”

				“They call me Ilythra.”

				“Which is not the same as your name.” He smiled again.

				Gods, that grin was a potent weapon. “It is who I am.”

				His teeth flashed in the glowing embers of the fire. “We’ll get along fine.”

				“Good. Now that that’s settled, why did you try and steal my horse?”

				“Why did you say I was no danger?”

				Her knife whirled through the air, burying itself in a tree behind and above Mohan.

				He eyed the knife then met her gaze. To his credit, he didn’t look ruffled, but his voice held new respect. “Good point.”

				“Answer the question.” She removed a packet of herbs and a clean cloth from her bag.

				“Can I ask you something?”

				“You just did.”

				He smiled. “What woke you up? I made no noise.”

				Ilythra regarded him for a moment. The man seemed completely genuine. “Perhaps not to your ears. Tashi and I heard you long before you entered the clearing. Your second mistake was to assume I was sleeping. I wasn’t.”

				Mohan rubbed his neck, glancing around the camp and into the dusky forest. “I thought you were alone.”

				“I am. Tashi is my horse.” She nodded toward the mare casually regarding them.

				Mohan cocked his head, his blue eyes gleamed. “Wait a minute. Ilythra, you said? I know that name. The traveling healer, right?”

				So the stories had made their way out of the mountains. Ilythra knew she shouldn’t be surprised. She’d traveled with the traders since shortly after leaving the desert lands far to the south. Traders bargained with stories.

				“Didn’t you drive a horde of demons away from a village?”

				Ilythra squatted across the fire and stirred the embers with a charred stick, releasing sparks into the cool night air. She fed the coals, coaxing them to flames. The traders preferred colorful, entertaining tales. They weren’t restrained by accuracy.

				“Well?” Mohan insisted.

				“It was a fungus growing on their grain. No demons.” She poured water from her skin on the cloth and sprinkled it with a powder.

				“Ah, a fungus. On their grain.” His eyes gleamed. “And haven’t I heard that you defeated, single-handed, an army of bandits attacking a train of peddlers?”

				A small smiled stretched Ilythra’s mouth in answer to Mohan’s light tone. Asive and his band of traders. “Four. Now come here.”

				Mohan smiled, revealing dimples on either side of his mouth. His eyes were full of mischief and promise.

				“I want to see your wound,” she clarified.

				Mohan did as he was told, hissing a bit as the herb-coated cloth touched his neck. “Four?”

				“There were four bandits.”

				“I see. Either your name is bigger than you are or I’ve found the last humble and honest legend.”

				Ilythra’s smile turned wry. He was baiting her. “The two aren’t mutually exclusive.”

				One jaunty eyebrow raised, the thief continued to regard her. Firelight played along his features, caressing the plains and darkening the valleys. She followed the play, wondering if his skin was as soft as it appeared. Stop it, Ilythra.

				“I admit, rumors of my accomplishments have been stretched somewhat,” she said. “But not of my doing.”

				His eyebrow rose, further losing itself in dark bangs edged with gold from the firelight. “You do consider yourself a legend. Interesting.”

				“I didn’t say that.”

				“You didn’t deny it either, and one would, don’t you think?” He neared. The warmth of his breath touched her skin. “You’re a friend of the traders?”

				She stood and moved toward Tashi. “The traders owe allegiance to no one.”

				“I know the trader’s creed as well as anyone. But we both know they have favorites.”

				She shrugged in silent agreement. “I often travel with them.”

				Mohan stared into the distance as if lost in thought. He nodded and stood in one fluid motion.

				Animal grace and charisma. Where Tobar had been muscled and powerful, this man was lean and built for speed. I should not feel like this. But she knew Tobar, leader of the Heleini, and the man who had stolen her heart wouldn’t consider it a betrayal. The Akier of the desert tribe had several wives. It was their custom and one of the reasons it was better she couldn’t stay in the Faisach with him. Sharing him would have eventually broken her heart.

				Even more than leaving him had.

				“And did you say what you were doing roaming through the woods, other than trying to rob defenseless women?”

				“That’s not fair. I didn’t know you were a woman. I’d never...” He paused and glanced up at the night sky. He wore a lopsided smile when he faced her. “I’d probably never steal from a defenseless woman and besides, obviously, you’re not one of them.”

				Ilythra rolled up her bedding. “A woman, or defenseless?”

				“Oh, you’re definitely a woman.” There was obvious appreciation in Mohan’s tone.

				She would not blush again. She’d enjoyed the conversation, but it was time for information. She clenched her jaw and then released a slow breath. “And?” Ilythra leveled her gaze on Mohan until the mirth died from his eyes.

				His tone dropped a notch and the lines of his face hardened. “I’m tracking a man.”

				The intermittent light of dawn filtered through the trees and played over Mohan’s features. His tanned face was smooth, except for a sprinkling of creases around his eyes. Eyes that commanded attention, so blue they put the skies to shame but with a quality that made her think they’d seen more than the scant wrinkles suggested. He was slender, but with broad shoulders and a well-muscled frame. She already knew, after unbuckling his scabbard, that he had little fat on his body. As the light increased it infused his clothes with color. A dark vest topped his bright yellow shirt and purple leggings. A Benai. She hadn’t heard they traveled alone, but then Mohan was the first she’d ever met. Something about him drew her, and she didn’t think it was only his good looks and witty banter.

				Zeynel had said Teann’s promptings could come as strong hunches or even desires. If so, the lifebreath of creation, through which everything moved and had being, and the force that powered her stone had been silent. Until now.

				“A man?” she prompted.

				“My brother.” Mohan gathered sticks she’d piled near the clearing’s edge the night before and fed them to the fire. The Benai possessed an innate charm with an edge, as though the civility was a veneer and his savagery lay just below the surface, waiting to be released.

				She placed her hand on her chest, feeling the familiar contours of the pendant she wore. “Why?”

				“Because he’s missing.”

				“Is he of age?” A disharmonious note rang through Teann, as though someone misplayed an instrument. Zeynel, her mentor, had been right. The stone had become a part of her. She read Teann as she read the skies and the movement of the seasons. It flowed through her veins. Because of this, she knew beyond a shadow of doubt Mohan was keeping something from her. And that it didn’t matter. Her decision was made.

				“He wouldn’t leave his family. My brother is special, a gifted poet.”

				Concern wove through his words. Mohan was genuinely afraid for his brother. The stirrings of Teann grew stronger. Ilydearta beat in time with her heart, alive. “Teann is a language, but not one of words. It speaks as the wind through the trees, water over stones. You will feel it in your bones, know it from the depth of your being. It will guide you and bring light where there is none.” She could almost hear Zeynel’s voice. Since leaving the Faisach several springs before, she hadn’t sensed the urging of Teann as strongly as she had when the thief neared. For a moment as he approached her clearing, she’d thought it might be the trader—the red man and keeper of another stone. It was wishful thinking.

				She’d been traveling north since Zeynel had suggested it before he died. She needed to find the Siobani and then reunite the stones. It was a task her grandfather had given her before he died. She shook her head. Zeynel would have said it was a task appointed to her by the One, the maker of all things, even the stones. She had a feeling her trek was about to be diverted.

				“And that’s why you tried to steal Tashi.” She shrugged her shoulder. “There’s a certain nobility in that.”

				“I have never been called noble.”

				“Really?” Ilythra stroked the pendant through the cloth of her tunic and rose to her feet.

				Mohan rubbed his short beard. “He didn’t leave of his own accord. Tarak’s simple but he isn’t stupid. He needs the family. He can’t survive alone and he doesn’t do well with people.” His jaw clenched. “He probably doesn’t even understand what’s happening.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.”

				“I do.”

				“Why?” A subtle anger deepened the lines around his eyes and created more around his mouth.

				A man of many layers. Interesting. “How long ago?” Ilythra began to pack.

				“What are you doing?”

				“Packing. It’s morning. You thought I lived here?” She finished with her bedding then stood and waited.

				“A half-moon ago.”

				Ilythra let her gaze rest on Mohan.

				“He’s still alive. Somehow I’d know if he weren’t.”

				“Makes sense.” She nodded and kneeled in front of the horse. “Come on, Tashi, lift up.” Ilythra removed the simple figure eight hobble and stowed it in her leather pack. When she turned, Mohan was still staring at her.

				“Just like that. You believe he’s alive because I said so?”

				Ilythra moved to the tree and pulled the knife free, stowing it in her boot before kicking dirt over the fire. “Because you said so. And because he’s your brother and you are linked with him. Now if you want me to help you, I suggest you come on.” She offered him his sword, pommel first.

				Mohan watch her, his jaw slack. Emotions flittered across his face faster than she could follow. He moved forward to take his weapon and strap it back in place.

				She nodded at the weapon. “Can you use it?”

				A twinkle grew in Mohan’s eyes and a corner of his mouth curved. “I’m skilled with many weapons.”

				“Your rapier wit being one of them? I hope you’re better with a sword.” Ilythra answered his grin. “I assume since you were attempting to steal her, you ride.” She jumped on Tashi’s back.

				“Of course I do, but I’ve never ridden behind anyone.”

				“You have a problem riding behind a woman?”

				His grin grew into a smile. “Not me, milady. I like a woman who can take charge.”

				He settled behind her, his chest pressed against her back, warming her through the cloak. He placed one hand casually on her hip. Ilythra reached back and removed it. “You couldn’t have stolen her.” Ilythra directed Tashi out of the glen and toward the trail.

				“No? Why?”

				“Though she may wander from time to time, she wouldn’t stay with you. Even if you’d been successful, which is unlikely, she’d find a way to come back to me.”

				“You sound quite certain of that.”

				“I am.”

				“I don’t know. I can be fairly charming when I set my mind to it.”

				“And when you don’t?”

				“Then I’m not.” His voice was flat.

				“Tell me about your brother. You said he was special?”

				“Why have you offered to help?”

				“Do you always answer a question with a question?”

				“Do you?”

				Ilythra sighed. She’d learned that to share her task, to speak of the Siobani and the stones, was to be treated with suspicion laced with fear. She had to temper her words when it came to Teann and Ilydearta. It made finding clues to the Siobani’s location difficult, if not impossible. “It’s what legends do, rescue the distressed. But I need to know where we’re going and what we’re going into. What happened?”

				Mohan was quiet. She could almost hear him think; perhaps weighing how much he should trust her.

				“Listen, if I can help you, I will. But I can also just as easily continue my journey. It’s up to you.”

				“A half-moon ago,” Mohan’s voice changed as he spoke, grew deeper, rough, “we met up with a group of traders. My family is Benai, traveling entertainers, as you may have guessed. It’s not uncommon for us to travel short distances with the traders but we prefer our own company.”

				And so do the traders. Ilythra mused. Although there is safety in numbers and the Benai offered entertainment, they had a bad reputation not entirely undeserved. The traders didn’t want to be associated with them too closely. Bad for business.

				“We camped on the outskirts of town and entertained the people for a few days while the traders bartered their wares. The morning after the traders moved on, I couldn’t find Tarak.” Mohan shifted behind her. “That wasn’t unusual because he often wandered the countryside. But when he didn’t show up for supper, I searched for him until dark. The next morning I set off again, prepared to find a dead body, but there was no trace of him alive or dead. When I returned to our camp, my uncle had sobered up enough to remember that he’d seen Tarak with the traders. I tracked them to a little hamlet not too far away. One of them said he thought he’d seen my brother traveling with a noble man who’d been staying above the tavern in town. He told me in which direction they’d left, and I followed but soon lost their trail. I returned to my kin, but when I heard the rumor that a poet entertained the nobles in Jartas with his prose, I knew it was Tarak. I didn’t want to move my troupe and give the kidnapper warning so I set off on my own. We have no horses to spare.”

				“And Jartas is quite a distance away,” Ilythra finished.

				“Yes.”

				“Your kin are important to you.”

				There was a long silence before Mohan answered. “They are my family, tied to me by more than blood.”

				“And you are their leader.”

				She could feel the warmth of his breath against her neck as he exhaled. “No. We have no leaders, but I sit in council.”

				“An elder’s council?” Ilythra smiled over her shoulder. Mohan didn’t look much older than thirty summers.

				“Guides.”

				She waited.

				“We call it a council of guides. My people have no need for rulers. We’re free.”

				In that word free, Ilythra felt transported back in time to the warmth and comfort of the Faisach, the Heleini—and Tobar’s arms. Tobar would have spoken with the same pride were she to have asked him about the Heleini, his tribe. Warmth flooded her chest as images danced in her mind’s eye. Tobar’s dark eyes and satin skin. His smooth, rich voice as the stars swirled in the desert night, “You are now blood of my blood, flesh of my flesh. You are Heleini.” A small scar on her arm itched. A permanent reminder of where her blood had flown to mix with all three Akiers, the leaders of the free tribes. My blood brothers. She swallowed, focusing on the present. The man behind her wasn’t Tobar and his kin were not the Heleini.

				For too long, she’d felt like she was wandering without a purpose. She still headed north as Zeynel had instructed, healing from town to town, but Teann had been quiet. Her goal, finding the Siobani, receded as the seasons passed. She absently rubbed a knotted ring on her finger. She still missed her mentor with a pain that seemed physical. One day she would find the man who took Zeynel from her, and when she did... She closed her eyes. She needed to find him for more than revenge. The trader was the keeper of Crioch, the stone of Dominion. She’d been drifting with only a general direction in mind, but as Mohan told his tale, she could feel Teann at work, leading her to Jartas.

				“A noble man traveled with the traders?”

				“For a short distance, according to the one I talked to.”

				“Is that usual?” In her experience, it wasn’t. At least not farther south.

				Mohan was silent for a few moments. “Not unheard of, but usually the nobles keep to themselves.” He exhaled, warming her neck with his breath. “I know Tarak is in Jartas. I wouldn’t have left my kin unless I thought I could return with my brother.”

				Ilydearta’s hum had become a part of her, like her heartbeat, and she no longer took notice of it. But now it throbbed against her breast, and Ilythra didn’t believe in coincidence.

				Finally. Would it be a clue to the Siobani’s whereabouts or the traders? Although Zeynel had cautioned her, she had a score to settle with Crioch’s keeper. She cleared her voice of emotion. “Then we’ll find your brother quickly so you can go back to your people.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Tashi’s steady, comforting rhythm beneath them was a counterbalance to tension spiking in her body every time Mohan’s body brushed hers. She closed her eyes. Teann moved around her, swirling, beating, breathing. Her mentor, Zeynel, had called it the lifebreath of the universe, an extension of the One. Zeynel had moved through it as easily as the air around them. Maybe one day she would too. For now, she could ride its winds, let it beat in her veins. For a moment, she allowed her world to expand. The forest they rode through bloomed with life. Her awareness ebbed and flowed until she was one with the wind as it played among the trees then soared into the heaven, whispering to clouds before dissipating before the stars. She was aware of Mohan but as a vibrant beat to the harmony of life. A jarring note broke the symphony and it scattered like ash blown on the breeze. Crioch. Since she’d come close to the stone in the mountains of the Faisach, she was always aware of the stone. Always distant, always calling.

				As she often did when she rode the winds of Teann, she could almost hear Zeynel’s voice. “Ilydearta harmonizes with Teann. It uses the keeper’s skills, intuition and knowledge in accordance with Teann to create balance. However, the opposite is also true and much discord can come from misusing a stone.

				“Further, each stone was created to work with one another. Apart, their power is diminished, balance interrupted. That is one reason they must be reunited. You are Ilydearta’s keeper. The first in many, many seasons. Indeed since the Siobani held the stone many lifetimes ago.”

				“Do you ever eat?”

				She opened her eyes. “Excuse me?”

				“Do you ever eat?” Mohan asked again. “We’ve been riding since daybreak and damn it, I’m hungry.”

				Ilythra glanced toward the west where the sun blazed behind a thin filter of clouds. She was hungry too. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re demanding?”

				“On the contrary, I’ve been described as quite generous.”

				Ilythra could hear the smile in his voice. She veered Tashi to a break in the trees. Mohan slid off the horse and stepped aside for Ilythra to do the same.

				“Are we camping here?”

				“I thought you said you were hungry.” Ilythra removed the packs from Tashi’s back and rubbed the horse down with a rough cloth.

				“So I did.” Mohan clapped his hands and then routed in his bag. “I hear a brook nearby. How does fish sound?”

				Ilythra shrugged. Fish always sounded good. Catching it was another matter. “Okay.”

				Mohan pulled out a thin string and dangerous-looking hook. “I’ll be back.”

				Ilythra smiled. “I’ll have the fire ready for you. Do you want me to set some traps just in case?”

				Mohan’s face grew serious. “I never disappoint.”

				She schooled her features, ignoring the seductive undertones of his comment. “So you say.”

				“So I mean.”

				“Then off with you. I’m hungry.”

				Mohan disappeared into the surrounding forest. The trees were far enough apart to allow them ample room to move around but close enough to provide shelter if the wind picked up in the night. Which it would.

				By the time she heard Mohan’s step, she’d already seen to Tashi’s needs, started a fire and set up her lean-to. She watched him approach. He held up two large fish.

				“The conquering warrior returns.”

				“Just a simple hunter, milady.”

				“I’ve known you less than a day and I already know you’re far from simple.”

				Mohan offered the already-cleaned fish to Ilythra. “Perhaps you have a gift of foresight?”

				Ilythra shook her head. “I wish.”

				“Be careful what you wish for—the gods are listening. Start these. I’m going to wash up.” Mohan headed back toward the river.

				Ilythra found two long sticks and with her knife, sheared off the outer bark, spit the fish and balanced them on two larger rocks toward the outside of the fire.

				“By the gods, what are you doing?” Mohan exclaimed when he came back into camp.

				Ilythra looked up. “Cooking the fish?”

				“Destroying it is a more apt description.”

				Ilythra glanced from the fish to Mohan. What was he talking about?

				Mohan shook his head, rummaged through his pack and then neared the fire. Gingerly, he removed the fish from the heat and inspected the insides. “Good. No great harm done,” he muttered. He pushed herbs inside the fish and then with a long bone needle sewed the fish shut, re-spit them and placed them back near the fire.

				Ilythra sniffed. The faint smell of pepper and onion made her stomach rumble.

				“I thought you were a healer?” Mohan asked as he rotated one of the fish.

				“I am.”

				“And you don’t season your food?”

				Ilythra shrugged. It was a fair question. She’d never enjoyed cooking; it was a necessity. Besides, what herbs she had were for healing, not eating.

				“Once, when my clan traveled with the traders, we came across a yellow fruit. Oh, it was beautiful. Tart, juicy...worked well with fish.”

				“A lemon?” Ilythra sat down next to Mohan.

				“Could have been called that. I don’t know.” He took a deep breath. “We traded for a barrel of them, but of course they’re long gone. I saved a few of the seeds and convinced a settler to plant them, but when we came back around he said nothing ever came of it. I still think of them sometimes.” Mohan turned the other fish.

				“They’re grown on the south side of the Sulang Mountains.” Ilythra stared into the fire, seeing the endless desert and the nomads who lived in them. She faced Mohan, chasing away the memory. “The southeast has abundant water from the mountains but maintains the heat of a desert. That’s where they grow.” She looked around. “This is too wet, not warm enough.”

				“How did you get here?” Mohan asked.

				Ilythra shrugged and stared into the darkening forest. There were layers to his question. She’d spend the majority of her life on an island alone with her grandfather. He’d taught her Shi’ia, an ancient art of warfare, and how to use herbs to heal. And always in her youth there was the story of how her father came by the pendant—the pendant she must someday wear. She stroked Ilydearta through her tunic. How easy it all seemed back then. So simple. She’d been in a hurry, wanted to rush into her destiny, and it had cost her grandfather his life. Even now the pain of his loss was a physical sensation. Shipwrecked on mainland Anatar, she’d done what she’d been raised to do. She searched for the Siobani, only to find out they had faded into legend. Along the way she’d met Zeynel, the last Shamyrddin-enki, and now he too was dead. She shook off the sorrow and leveled her gaze on Mohan. “Horse,” she finally answered him.

				He returned her gaze, his eyes unfathomable. He understood the depth of what she didn’t say. “Give it a bit to cool and dinner’s ready.”

				Ilythra reached for the offered fish. “Thanks.”

				* * *

				Even engrossed in the strict movements of her morning exercise ritual, Ilythra was aware that Mohan had woken. She moved through columns of frosted light as the morning sun filtered through the trees, dappling the forest floor. Her steps didn’t falter but she could feel Mohan’s gaze on her and remembered a time when she’d woken to see Zeynel practicing with her swords in a clearing very much like this one. She paused, cool air licking the sweat from her body, and spun.

				“What is that?” He glanced toward the long, slightly curved stick she used to practice. His hair, still tousled by sleep, stuck out in every direction, giving him the look of an errant schoolboy. He yawned, showing even, white teeth.

				Ilythra tossed the object. Mohan snatched it out of the air at its center of gravity. He turned the stick over, a quizzical gaze running along its length.

				“Okay, but what is it?” He stared at her.

				“Practice sword.”

				A familiar grin stretched Mohan’s features. “What? Afraid to practice with a real one?” He lobbed the weapon back. Ilythra caught it.

				“This one still packs a punch. I practice with it. I fight with a sword.”

				“And that dance you were doing?”

				“Not a dance. Shi’ia.”

				Mohan nodded.

				Ilythra couldn’t tell if he was familiar with the fighting art or just acknowledging her statement. He eyed the wooden sword. “Why practice with wood? The balance would be different.”

				Ilythra raised an eyebrow. Perhaps he did know something about swordsmanship. “You’re right. It would.” She moved toward the scabbard that held her sword, the sword crafted for her by a blacksmith in Shayner far to the south when she’d gone by a different name.

				As she slid the weapon free, Mohan whistled under his breath. “That’s a fine-looking blade. But can you use it?”

				“Is that a challenge?”

				Mohan shrugged. “Just for fun.”

				“For fun?” Images of sparring with her grandfather on the beach with the ocean breeze dancing across her skin filled her mind. Her grandfather had been a master. “What if I kill you?”

				“Then I’ll die with the visage of a beautiful woman in front of my eyes.” Mohan retrieved his sword, the smile falling from his face. “I watched you wield your...stick. You couldn’t kill me unless you meant to, and I doubt you’d risk it. I cook better than you do.”

				Ilythra grinned. “Excellent point. Shall we?” Her heart raced. It had been a long time since she’d sparred with anyone when her life wasn’t at stake. She hoped Mohan was as good as he thought he was.

				He approached with easy grace and mirrored her closed stance. They raised their swords and circled each other twice before Mohan advanced. Ilythra blocked his thrust easily with a clang of metal and brought a smile to the man’s face.

				“Just checking,” Mohan said.

				At first they parried, testing for weaknesses, swords clashing at ever-faster intervals. He fought on the balls of his feet, his movements economic and without theatrics. Surprising. She thought he’d be something of a showman. His fighting style wasn’t elegant but fast and deadly. Methodically, Ilythra advanced, keeping him on the defensive. When she spotted the gleam in his eyes, it was too late: he ducked, rolled on the ground and hurled a handful of dirt in her face. She blinked rapidly to clear her vision but felt the tip of his sword press against her chest.

				“You cheated!”

				“Cheated? You can cheat at cards, milady, perhaps in love, but not swords.” He was slightly out of breath.

				“That was dirty!”

				Mohan shrugged. “I won, didn’t I? Had this been a real fight, I’d be alive and you’d be dead. Isn’t that the point?”

				Ilythra bit back the curse poised on her tongue. Her anger faded. Her grandfather had always taught her to be aware and ready to counter any movement of an enemy, no matter how unexpected. “Use everything available to swing the favor in your direction.” She’d grown lazy, too confident in her skills. So far she hadn’t met anyone who had even challenged her, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t.

				She inclined her head, conceding the match to Mohan, and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Okay, you’re right.” She glanced at the tip of his sword still nestled between her breasts and moved it aside with a tip of one finger. “Do you know more tricks?”

				“My lady, if you only—”

				She wouldn’t be caught unawares again. “Good, teach them to me.”

				Mohan shrugged and raised his sword.

				* * *

				When Mohan stepped back and lifted his hands in surrender, the sun rode well over the horizon. “Single-minded, aren’t you?” Sweat glistened on his skin and darkened his shirt.

				“What do you mean?”

				He glanced pointedly at the sun. “I’m starving. Did you want to spar or kill me?”

				Ilythra rolled her shoulders. She was hungry too and, by the feel of her body, tomorrow she’d be sore. “Sorry. I tend to get carried away sometimes. It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to spar with someone. The traders are better with words than weapons.”

				Mohan grinned. “I believe that was a compliment. Thank you. Can I see your sword?”

				Ilythra offered him the hilt of her sword.

				He took the handle, holding the sword with care. “It’s light.”

				She shrugged and moved to retrieve a whetstone from her pack then sat on a boulder next to their gear.

				“Do you ever practice with a heavier sword?”

				An image of the swords in her grandfather’s collection came to mind. “A long time ago.”

				“It just seems so delicate.”

				“You’ve seen for yourself it’s not.”

				“True.” He handed her back the sword and sat across from her. “Does it have a name?”

				The gentle rasp of stone against metal didn’t pause. “I’d thought about it, right after she was made, but no.”

				“A pity. An instrument that fine should have a name.”

				Ilythra looked up. “I see. I’ll assume your fine instruments have been properly named.”

				Mohan’s mouth opened and then shut. “Well, that’s a first.”

				She smiled. She hadn’t known Mohan for long, but something about this Benai put her at ease. As though they were longtime friends. “Your first? I’m honored.” Ilythra sprinkled a little clove oil on a cloth and wiped down the blade.

				“Damn, woman,” Mohan shook his head, chuckling. “I knew we’d get along fine, but I think I’ve met my soul mate.”

				Ilythra held the sword in front of her, inspecting it closely. Satisfied, she slid it into its sheath and leaned close to Mohan, her lips brushing his ear. “No you haven’t, because I won’t fall for your pretty lines.”

				He leaned into her, the scruff of his cheek rough against her skin. “Exactly.”

				His scent enveloped her. It was a rich, vibrant and very manly aroma. Her body warmed. “I thought you were hungry.”

				“You have no idea.” Mohan raised both eyebrows, a smile playing on his mouth. He held up a hand when she moved toward the embers of the previous night’s fire. “Oh, no. I’ll cook. You go see if there are still eggs in that nest we found yesterday.”

				“I’m not that bad a cook,” Ilythra complained.

				“Yes you are, but let me tell you something,” Mohan cocked his head. “You’re one excellent swordsman.”

				Ilythra froze, surprised at the feeling of pride that Mohan’s words induced. “That’s the nicest thing anyone has said to me in a long time.”

				Mohan’s ready smile shone. “What a waste.”

				Ilythra shook her head and left to find the eggs. Only Mohan could make anything sound like seduction.

				* * *

				The horse’s rhythm didn’t change as he approached the road that would lead to the Inn—the stallion was too well trained for that—but his head came up a fraction and his ears twitched, attuned to the sound of other horses nearby.

				Bredych shifted his weight to stretch the muscles on his back. The inn meant one more day of travel until he returned to the castle at Jartas. One more day before closing the negotiations with King Farial. Not that there had been any question. King Farial would agree to the terms. The monarch had no choice. It was what Bredych wanted. But Bredych had learned to be careful about such things. After planting the seed, hinting at a profitable scheme, he’d found an excuse to leave the court for a few days in which to travel the small realm and gauge its scope for trading. He’d let his suggestions mature in his absence. A long time ago he’d learned to dose his power sparingly. His fingers fluttered above his heart where the stone lay. Besides, his wits alone were more than a match for the foolish idiot who called himself king.

				A smile touched Bredych’s face as he closed his eyes. She was coming. The tendrils of Ilydearta had grown stronger again. She was looking for him. Does she know that? It didn’t matter. He would chose the time and place for their first real encounter. He looked forward to it. When he left her in the Faisach, he’d felt a moment of apprehension when he could no longer sense the connection between Ilydearta and Crioch. But it couldn’t be helped. His absence from Greton had extended beyond what Bredych had anticipated and he’d learned, the hard way, not to leave things to chance for too long. Even so, he’d barely made it back before winter had closed the pass and isolated the valley.

				Thick, leafy trees and undergrowth hid the buildings from view, but Bredych could smell the cooking fires, livestock, freshly turned soil and the ever-present scent of shit that preceded most human habitations. He’d stopped here before and could picture it with clarity. A broken wagon wheel half covered by weeds leaned against a rickety fence, which surrounded the large thatched building. An arbor thick with grapevines framed a courtyard to one side of the inn and sheltered wooden tables lined with crude benches. Sitting under the Inn’s eaves, the owner stood behind a counter stained by seasons of spills and weather...forms, shapes, images cataloged and saved in his memory and beckoned by his wish.

				The innkeeper, a fat man in a dirty apron, his long hair tied back from his face, was quick to laugh and even quicker to gossip. Somewhere out of sight would be his wife—a sallow woman who seldom left the building—keeping the rooms and cooking the meals while their scrawny children tended the garden in the back.

				Bredych turned down the well-traveled dirt path, the inn springing into view to match his recollection. Predictably, customers sat under the arbor, talking and laughing. Now he could smell the newborn grapes, small, green and bitter, wafting on the gentle breeze. And something else. As he neared, he saw a caravan of Benai camped a distance behind the inn. Smoke from their fires glinted in the fading light of day. Could it be the same troupe? No. These lands were teeming with the vermin. Back at Jartas, the Poet would have kept the courtiers enthralled with his words until his return. A smile lifted one corner of Bredych’s mouth. Would the simpleton have reacted to seeing other Benai? It would have been interesting to find out. But part of the reason for his excursion was to determine how the Poet responded to his absence.

				“A coin, kind sir. A single coin for my family?”

				Bredych examined a man by the side of the road. The man’s clothes hung off his meager frame in rags. He stopped the horse. The wretch stepped forward, looking up at him with eyes glazed white. Blind.

				A hand on the pommel of his sword, Bredych considered him. Worthless rabble. He paused to reflect on the fickle hand of fate. This man before him was defenseless, completely at his mercy. Disgust brought a curl to his lip. How could he bear to live? It would be a kindness to strike him down, put him out of his misery. It was within his power to do so. Power: the heart of life and death. Why was it that life and death were thought to be consigned to the gods? At this very moment, he could chose to bestow bounty or end a miserable life, and the beggar would receive either from Bredych’s hand because he had no other choice.

				The sun caught the shimmer of gold as Bredych tossed a coin into the air and turned his attention to the inn, already forgetting the man who groped in the dust for the money.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Mohan rotated the bird, checking for missed pinfeathers. Apparently satisfied, he set it on his knees and reached for a small bowl. Careful not to tear the skin, he rubbed herbs against the meat of the breast and thighs, then stuffed the cavity with some of Ilythra’s root vegetables, spit the whole thing and placed it between two forked sticks to roast over the fire. It was a lot of trouble for dinner. But she couldn’t deny the results beat her efforts. She inhaled a familiar scent of wood smoke and thyme, and with it came the melancholic ache of loss tempered by distance. It was the scent of Zeynel.

				The sun had set, plunging the surrounding forest into darkness save for their campfire. It created a feeling of intimacy and kinship she missed. “Who taught you to cook?”

				Mohan didn’t look up. “Necessity.”

				Their days had fallen into a rhythm. They woke with the sun, and Ilythra, who had often neglected the first meal of the day, would build up their fire so Mohan could reheat anything left from dinner the night before. He refused to leave the campsite without eating, and after having suffered his foul disposition when he didn’t break his fast, Ilythra relented. While he rustled the morning meal, she packed up and attended to Tashi. Their bellies sated, they’d travel until the sun rode high in the sky.

				The forest and meadows in this part of the country teemed with life. Deer bounded across open fields at their approach or stood watching in the shadows of the forest as they passed. Rabbits and large birds thrived on the rich berries and thick foliage of the undergrowth. Wild onion, nuts, tubers and asparagus could be found with little searching. Several times, they’d had to skirt patches of prickly vine, thick with large blue fruit. The detours had compensations though; by the time they left the patch behind, their hands were stained blue with the fruit’s juices.

				After their midday meal, they’d spar and let Tashi rest. Mohan taught her his finer sword-fighting tricks and a few for hand-to-hand combat and in exchange she taught him the pressure points that would immobilize an opponent. Because the days were long, they would continue to ride for several more hours before they found a campsite for the night. When the sun neared setting, they’d scout for signs of wildlife and often set up a quick trap or snare. After camp was set up, they’d check the trap’s success.

				Mohan disappeared into the forest and came back shaking water off his hands. He was the cleanest man she’d met, except maybe her grandfather. He’d have liked you, Mohan.

				“In our troupe, the women from each wagon take turns cooking for everyone,” Mohan began. “There are two or three campfires and three or four women attending them each day. I watched my mother cook. After she died, I took her rotation.” Mohan smiled. “A source of dismay among the women, who insisted that our wagon did not have to participate with only males in residence. But my father backed me up, and so I learned to cook.”

				“Why?”

				Mohan cocked his head, a half smile on his face. “Where else would I be allowed to mingle with the single females at close quarters?”

				“Really?”

				“No.” He grinned. “Though I admit it was an added bonus. I told you, necessity.” He stared out into the forest. “I wanted to be able to take care of my family in every way possible. Sometimes, when Tarak went off wandering, I’d follow. He’d starve without someone to cook for him. Simply forgot to eat.” He took a deep breath. “So who taught you how to be healer and how to fight?”

				“My grandfather was a Shi’ia master. He taught me everything I know about healing. When I was older, I studied with Maelys of Shayner.”

				He shrugged. “Never heard of her.”

				“Shayner is in the south.”

				Mohan cocked his head, a gesture that was becoming familiar to her.

				“You mentioned the Faisach. The Benai have heard of the fierce warriors that roam the southern wastelands beyond these mountains. Have you been there?”

				Ilythra fought a smile. His tone contained the eagerness of a little boy. “Yes.”

				Mohan’s voice held a note of awe. “So you’ve traversed the Har Dyne Mountains?”

				“I keep forgetting that’s what you call the Sulang. Yes.”

				He leaned forward. “Tell me?”

				What could she say about the mountains, her first obstacle after leaving the Faisach? Even in summer, she’d wake to frost liming the shadows. She’d led Tashi up mountainsides of rocks the size of her head. One misstep, and they’d have slid down to their own graves. How could she describe the way clouds nestled in the mountain valleys as though finding shelter against a mother’s bosom, or how they blanketed the skies so low it felt like you could reach up and push them aside to see the sun? How could she describe valleys surrounded by snow-covered mountains but so verdant even the mist that rose in the morning was tinted green? And, how could she describe its people? Isolated from the south and the north, they’d developed a language only vaguely resembling Anatarian. Dressed in layers of colorful garments to fight the ever-present chill, they zigzagged up and down the mountain slopes with their livestock each day. She nodded. It was the people Mohan would want to know about.

				“The mountains are as forbidding as they are beautiful, but I’ve learned not to judge anything, even landscape, by its first appearance. The people in the lower regions are like you’d find in any village around here, but the people of the heights.” She smiled. “They are a unique group—cautious but friendly. They believe they are the descendants of the goddess of the north wind and a rock troll she fell in love with and seduced.” Ilythra smiled. “They are very religious. Twice a day they’d blow a horn. Not an ordinary horn, mind you, it was longer than you and me together end to end and made a deep, mournful sound...like a baka cow in heat.”

				Mohan chuckled.

				“The horn called them to their prayers. They would bow to the north, touching their forehead to the ground three times, intoning a chant I could never decipher.” She paused to recall the sight of a hundred people bowing in unison. “They love color, not surprising in their gray-and-white world, and they wear layers and layers of beautifully dyed and embroidered fabric. Female babies had one ear pierced at birth and when she took a mate, her husband would pierce the other. Every day the men would take the goats down the mountain to find pastures free of ice and then take them back up again at night to shelter them in their caves and padlocks.”

				“And food? What did they eat?”

				“It was...interesting. I never asked what we were eating.”

				The hiss of the fire competed with Mohan’s laughter as juices from the fowl dripped into the fire.

				“Did it take you a long time to cross the mountains?”

				“Yes. I climbed the mountains after the thaw, spent the first cold season with a group of natives and the second with a group of traders. When the traders left after the thaw, so did I. And here I am.”

				“Where are the traders?” Mohan was immediately more alert.

				“Not the ones you seek. These had a route much farther south than this.”

				“And before that you were in the Faisach?”

				“Yes.” Memories of the Faisach paraded across her mind. She’d known love and hate for the first time in the desert lands. Fierce joy and fiercer sorrow. She absently twisted the ring on her finger. Shandor, a small innocent boy, emaciated and left to die; Zeynel, blood blossoming across his tunic. She closed her eyes and swallowed back a lump in her throat. There would be a reckoning.

				“Are the warriors there as vicious as they are rumored?”

				It was Ilythra’s turn to laugh. “They can be.”

				“You’d mentioned you saved an Akier’s son...” Mohan prompted.

				Ilythra sighed. The memories were both sweet and bitter. “Yes. And Danladi saved me.”

				Mohan waited. It was one of the things she liked about him. He didn’t find it necessary to taint a silence with needless words.

				“At the time I traveled with Zeynel, my mentor. My friend. He and I entered the Faisach and met one of the tribes of the Faisach: the Heleini. The Heleini Akier’s son was missing. I found him. Not long after, a rival tribe attacked the camp and stole Danladi.” She paused. “Though the tribes of the Faisach are related and still called themselves ‘the People’, they were splintered by old feuds until the three remaining tribes, the Heleini, Rabishi and Zorcani, became hostile to one another.” She picked up a stick and drew random shapes in the dirt.

				“What happened to Danladi?”

				“One of the Rabishi took him to a tribe in need of an Akier in exchange for their cooperation in the war that would follow. The Rabishi needed the Heleini’s land because theirs had become barren.”

				“And you rescued him.”

				“It wasn’t that simple. The People’s rules of ascension are complicated, but the mountain tribe needed Danladi because their Akier’s son was dying and no one else was qualified to lead.” Images of Shandor’s dark, soulful eyes brought a lump to her throat. “Their tribe, the Zorcani, would be lost. So Zeynel and I went up the mountain, healed the Zorcani heir and then left to return Danladi back to Tobar, his father.” Ilythra swallowed, waiting for Mohan to ask about Zeynel and dreading it. Why was he not with her now? What had happened? He didn’t and because of that, she wanted to tell him. She sighed. “The Rabishi attacked us soon after we descended from the mountain. In the battle that followed, Zeynel was wounded. I couldn’t heal him, and he died.”

				“I am sorry.”

				The emptiness that once had threatened to swallow her opened up as a gaping chasm. “So am I.”

				“How did the Akier’s son save you?” Mohan asked after a pause.

				For a moment, Danladi’s face swam before her, his dark eyes fierce, displaying the warrior he was becoming. “During the battle, protecting him was my main concern. A Rabishi warrior had me in a death grip, and I was losing consciousness. Danladi stabbed the man’s leg, giving me an opportunity to escape.”

				Mohan stared at the flames. “And you were in love with his father?”

				Ilythra dropped the stick. Nothing in her tale indicated that she had any feelings toward the Akier. How did he know?

				“It’s in the way you said his name,” he answered her unasked question, his usually playful smile soft. “You can always tell if a woman is in love if you pay attention to how she says a man’s name.”

				And what good did love do her? Even if circumstances had been different. Marriage, family wasn’t her path. Ilythra tossed the stick into the flames. “Yes, but it was a long time ago, and now I’m hungry. When is this bird going to be ready?”

				“Patience not one of your strong suits, eh?”

				“Not really.” Ilythra moved to pick up a half-full water skin. “I’ll be back.”

				* * *

				Mohan watched Ilythra fade into the forest. He hadn’t had any sisters or aunts, but he’d lived in close proximity with enough women to know that Ilythra needed time alone. And he couldn’t blame her. Mohan skimmed through her tale, picking up things she said and more important, the things she didn’t. When he’d first met her, his primary thought was how to bed her, but now his banter was only playful. She was fun and a challenge to spar both with words and swords.

				He’d heard of Ilythra, of course. The Benai had close contact with the traders, and the traders loved to tell tales about the wandering healer. He’d only half believed the tales were about a real person. The deeper legends of the Wanderer were known only to a handful of people. Some of who would try to take advantage of her. Anger filled his chest. His fierce protectiveness for the small woman shocked him. She was more than competent with weapons, and she’d taught him a few tricks in hand-to-hand, but the task set before the Wanderer of legend was vast, bigger than anyone should have to take on alone.

				He knew she carried one of the ancient stones. He could almost sense it. Like a shadow at the corner of his eye. He would never ask to see it, though he had to admit to curiosity about the legendary talisman. He also knew who she searched for, and why, but still hadn’t made up his mind whether he should break an ancient Benai oath and tell her what he knew or let her find them on her own. She would find them, he knew, if she survived long enough. He would take her to his people, to Taliba, who could tell the future and could help her on her quest. He absently rotated the spit, listening to the juices hiss in the flames. But how to convince the healer? And then he knew. He wouldn’t take her to them; he’d bring them to her.

				His thoughts turned toward Tarak. Was his brother well? Maybe his loyalty to Ilythra was misplaced. If he continued with this plan, their arrival in Jartas would be delayed. Three days to a healer in a nearby village, two or so to wait for his troupe to catch up. The detour only added five or six days to the journey. Less than half the time he saved riding with Ilythra, even if he had to ride behind.

				For now, his brother was safe. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he knew. Ilythra, on the other hand, would be taking on more than she knew. Tomorrow, he’d begin signaling his people where to meet him. He’d take Ilythra to the healer so she could restock her supplies and his troupe would meet them there. He hoped the seer, Taliba, had good things to say.

				Mohan maneuvered the bird off the spit, burning his fingers in the process, as Ilythra walked back into the camp with a full skin of water.

				“I was beginning to think I’d have to eat this alone,” he said.

				“Not if you wanted to wake up in the morning.” Ilythra smiled as she settled next to him.

				“Now that you mention it, that is my favorite way to start the day.” Mohan licked his lips and grazed her jaw with the tip of his finger. “Can I tell you of another?”

				“You can feed me before I get grumpy.”

				Relieved her words had lost their melancholic tinge, he filled a bowl with food and handed it to her. “At your service, milady.”

				* * *

				“What are you doing?”

				Mohan twisted to see Ilythra standing behind him. Her face was unreadable and her voice soft, but her body gave her away. Tensed for action, she reminded him of a cat about to spring—and he was the mouse. Fear prickled across his skin. This woman could easily kill him. But she won’t.

				The sun had begun to set, and Ilythra had gone to check their traps to see if they’d caught anything for dinner. She’d agreed to detour to the healers to restock her supplies, but he hadn’t told her anything else. He’d been taking every opportunity to carve the sticks that would signal his troupe in secret, but this time, he hadn’t heard her approach. He stood, holding the half finished message in his hand, and wondered if she knew she’d adopted her favorite sword-fighting stance. He gripped the stick harder. “I’m sending a message to my troupe.”

				Ilythra glanced from the object in his hand to his face and raised an eyebrow.

				“Why?” Her voice remained soft, but her stance didn’t relax.

				“I want them to meet us at the healer’s.”

				Ilythra’s shoulders relaxed a fraction but she continued to stare at him. “Why are you hiding it from me?”

				Mohan regarded the stick in his hands. Why was he? His first reaction was defensive. He stilled the response before it left his lips. He’d been carving the sticks when he thought Ilythra was sleeping and placing them along the path behind them. He should have known he couldn’t hide it from her. She was too aware of her surroundings.

				“There is someone I want you to meet.” He rotated the stick to finish the message. “One of my troupe.”

				“Why the secrecy?”

				He could tell by her voice she hadn’t moved.

				Mohan rubbed his short beard. “I...Ilythra, I wasn’t sure if you’d want to meet Taliba and my people. I guess I thought it better to get them here first and ask later.” His anger spiked. He didn’t like being on the defensive. “Look, I’m not used to having anyone to answer to.”

				To his surprise, she moved to sit across from him. “Fair enough. How does it work?” She nodded toward the stick.

				Mohan let out a breath. The woman was as unpredictable as a spring storm. He scooted next to her so he could show her the symbols carved on the wood. One thing he’d learned about his companion, her curiosity was insatiable. He pointed to a mark. “This is my symbol.” He pointed to another. “This one tells when I want to meet them, and this one shows where.”

				Ilythra traced the raised wood with a finger. “What is the degree of accuracy? I mean, what if they never find them?”

				“Usually, they are set at crossroads between Benai routes and if a caravan finds one, they are honor-bound to pass the message on. This is different, of course. We are not near any of the normal routes, at least not yet. However, before I left, I instructed my troupe to scout daily, checking for messages, and I’d send word of where I was and how close I was to finding Tarak. I want them close, but not too close.”

				“I see. So one of your troupe could be close now?”

				Mohan shrugged. “Does that bother you?”

				“No, unless they attempt to sneak into camp and steal my horse.” The tension drained from her voice, replaced with humor.

				“No Benai would disrupt this camp.” Mohan’s voice grew serious. “I have placed my symbol in various places around the camp at night. Despite rumors to the contrary, the Benai have honor. We do not steal from our own.”

				“Where are we meeting them?”

				“In a little village not far away.” He glanced up.

				“The healer?”

				“Yes. The Benai trust her. I thought...” He faltered. He thought many things but he hadn’t encountered many healers. Perhaps they were like traders and didn’t intrude on one another’s territory. He didn’t know much about the healing arts, but he did know it was damn hard to dry herbs if you were always on the move, with no wagon to call home. Ilythra had explained she gathered herbs constantly when she traveled with the traders. Later, wherever she wintered, preparing tinctures, ointments and extracts helped to pass the time until next thaw. She must have been busy healing. When Ilythra had rooted through her pack he’d seen it was almost empty.

				Her eyes softened. “Thank you.”
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