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Dedication


 To my friends in the Society for Creative Anachronism--
 you have changed my life in all the best ways. 




Chapter 1


 

The manor was typical for one of these backwoods holdings: a wooden building built over a high stone undercroft, the arches closed with heavy oak doors. It looked small against the great dark forest at its back--mountainous pines and leafless oaks loomed black against the lowering sky. A long, low building off to the left was probably stables; beside it stood an empty smithy. Across the barren farmyard were other smaller outbuildings, all within the log palisade wall. Smoke curled from two stone chimneys at either end of the manor building, but there was no other sign of life--no animals in the yard, no men posted on the long wooden gallery above the stone croft, no smoke from the smithy. 
It had been a long, difficult journey, in the bitterest part of winter, with no certainty that what they searched for even existed. The prophesy about their young mage was such a vague prognostication that Faran would have tossed it off as nonsense, under normal circumstances. 
But these were far from normal circumstances. Why else would ten of the king's troops, including their skeptical captain, be sent off to chase wild geese--particularly in company with such a frail, precious guide? The wild goose being a mysterious golden beast. And a master mage. Somewhere in the north. 
Faran glanced at Meric. Behind them, horses' feet stamped impatiently on packed snow, the jingle of harness oddly muted in the heavy silence under the leaden sky. "They're here," Meric said in a low voice that rasped with weariness. "Watching. Hail them--we've not much time before the storm hits, and we need to be under cover." 
"Aye," Faran said, then stood in his stirrups and shouted, "Ho the house!" He let his mount take a stride or two forward; Meric followed. Faran said, "You should stay back, milord." 
"Why?" Meric said dryly. "I'm only a mage." 
The captain gave him a quick glance, to see his drawn, pale face calm, with no sign of the bitterness Faran himself would have felt in the same situation. "For now," he agreed. "But that doesn't change what you are in truth." 
"What is truth, Captain?" Meric said with a chuckle. He drew his wool cloak closer around his shoulders and waited patiently. 
Not for long; a smaller door opened in one of the large wood doors and a man came out. Alone, with a short sword in one hand, a heavy fur cloak around his shoulders. Beneath the cloak he wore a leather brigandine stitched with metal plates. He walked toward them with a steady pace, his gait relaxed and his sword pointed at the ground. Faran watched him stop a few yards away and push back the hood of the cloak. 
"Gentlemen?" he said. 
The neat goatee framing his mouth was flecked with silver, and there were laugh lines at the corners of the dark eyes. A handsome man, tall and hawkish, perhaps in his late thirties or early forties. The lord of this manor? A chief man at arms? There was nothing in his dress to say one thing or another, but the assurance in his step made Faran think it was probably the former. 
"Milord," Faran said, "I beg shelter for my troop. We are king's men out of Nabaranth on a mission for his majesty, and our mage warns us of bad weather approaching." 
The man glanced at the heavy clouds overhead and said dryly, "One need not be a mage to warn you of that." 
Movement in the corner of Faran's eye caught his attention, and he looked up at the gallery of the house before him. Where the gallery had once been empty, a pair of archers, one at either end, now stood, their arrows nocked but the bows undrawn. "That is true," Faran agreed, "but does not lessen the urgency." 
"No," the man agreed. 
"My name is Captain Faran, and I carry the king's writ," Faran said, fumbling at the strings of the leather tube that held his documents. "It requests all necessary aid from his subjects to advance our quest." He stripped off his glove, his fingers tingling in the bitter air, and drew out the rolled parchment. He held it toward the man. 
The man looked at the roll, then at him, then finally stepped forward to take it. Before Faran could hand it to him, though, Meric made a soft sound and pitched forward off his mount. 
The man on foot was already sheathing his sword, and he drew off his cloak in one smooth movement, swirling it around to wrap around Meric as he caught him mid-fall, and hoisted him into his arms as if he were a small child and not a man grown. "Your mage needs shelter, right enough," the man said. "I am called Joss Daene, and this is Bitterwood Manor. Your men may stay in the stable with their horses; it is empty, but there is a hearth at the smithy end and wood enough for two or three days. Water they'll have plenty of in a few hours, but for now the trough is full. Settle them, then come up to the house. I would talk to you more." He turned and walked away, back toward the undercroft, Meric in his arms. 
Faran slid from his saddle and tossed the reins to his sergeant. "Settle the men. I'll check with you shortly," he said, and followed the man with Meric. He caught up with them a few strides away; the man glanced at him, but said nothing, merely continued to walk. The door Daene had come through swung open again, and a man-at-arms held it for him. He gave Faran a suspicious look, but Daene merely said, "Let him in, Orin," and kept going, into the surprisingly large space. 
Inside, it was crowded with horses and sheep among the crates and barrels of a well-stocked storage place, and redolent of animal smells and the sharp, dusty tang of hay. Several men-at-arms sat on barrels, pikes and halberds at hand, and watched Faran with the same suspicious expression as the one at the door. A half-dozen shaggy wolfhounds lay at their sides, wearing the same expression. 
Daene led the way to a stone staircase at the back end of the undercroft, still carrying Meric, who seemed to have recovered from his swoon and was muttering in an undertone. 
"Shut up," Daene said in an amused tone. "You'll only fall down if I let you go, and I've no wish to have you cluttering up this place--it's already too crowded." 
"Sire," one of the halberds-men said, "I can carry him for you..." 
"You shut up, too. Captain, this is my sergeant-at-arms Wuluf. Wuluf, Captain Faran of the king's service. His men are resident in the stables. Looks like we'll need that guide rope from here to there after all. Go check and see that they are properly provisioned." Daene started up the steps. 
"My sergeant's name is Aldin," Faran told Wuluf. "They should have sufficient provisions for three or four days, but if there is anything you need to confirm with them, please do. I shall be with my mage." He nodded at the sergeant, and followed Daene. 
The stone steps ended at a heavy oak door, much like the ones that barricaded the outside entrance. Faran approved. Thick, old oak like this would be like iron; nearly as difficult to penetrate as stone would be, and less likely to crack on impact. Even should an attacker breach the stone walls of the lower level, this door would bar further incursion; there was too little room for a battering ram. And the wooden stairs on the outside would be easy enough to tear down before an intruder could climb them, leaving the upper croft inaccessible. 
"Slate roof?" he asked Daene curiously. A slate roof would repel fire arrows; with the iron oak the building looked to be made of, the place was well-nigh unbreachable. 
The lord glanced over his shoulder as the oak door opened for him. "Of course. Snows are too heavy this far north for anything but." 
He shouldered through the door into the upper hall, an open area full of people and furnishings. It made the hall seem small, but as Faran glanced about him, he realized that the manor was far larger than he had thought. Up against the ancient woods it had looked tiny and fragile, like a dolls' house, but it was nearly the size of the viceroy's house in Nabaranth. There had to be near a hundred people in the hall alone--men, women and children, all busy with some task or other. The nearest looked up at them as they entered, but the rest went about their business. 
An older woman rose from her place at a loom and followed Daene and Faran to another door, this smaller, more human-sized. She skirted around them to open it, and they went in. 
Two younger men with Daene's features were sitting at a table playing dice. They both started up with guilty expressions on their handsome faces, but Daene ignored them and went to one of the two beds in the room, a broad, heavily built one with a thick mattress and rich hangings. He lay Meric on the bed and drew blankets up over him, tossing the fur cloak to the younger of the two men. 
"Hang that up," he said curtly. 
"Aye, Father," the young man replied, and took it to a hook on the far wall. 
"Who is that?" the other asked. He looked to be a handful of years older than his brother--by the looks of them, they could be nothing but brothers. And sons to the lord of this manor, no doubt; they'd yet to grow into his lean hawkishness, but the resemblance was true enough. "Where did they come from at this time of year?" 
"Nabaranth," Faran said, and the boys both looked at him wide-eyed. 
"Eidar, go check with Wuluf and see that a rope is tied between the stables and the door; don't go into the stables, let Wuluf deal with the strangers." Daene glanced at Faran. "No offense meant." 
"None taken," Faran said. To the older boy, he said, "We're king's guard on a mission, be-weathered. I'm grateful for your hospitality. I'll come with you; I just wanted to see Meric settled before returning to my men." 
"You're welcome to bunk here with your mage, if your sergeant is up to dealing with your troops," Daene said. "I'm sure we'll all enjoy hearing about life in the big city. Winter is tedious at the best of times." 
"And brutal at the worst." Faran nodded. 
"This is Captain Faran. Eidar, my eldest," Daene said. "And Eissa, my younger. And this is my sister Senna." 
The woman, who had begun concocting something in a pitcher from ingredients taken from jars lining the mantel, flapped a hand at him in greeting, her attention on her work. 
"Who's this?" Eissa asked, crouching beside the bed. 
Meric turned his head to look at the boy. Faran watched as the young mage's eyes widened. "Who are you?" he whispered, his face dazed. 
"My name is Eissa," the boy whispered back. From where Faran stood, he could see Eissa's expression--just as dazed and astounded as Meric's. "And I'm going to take care of you." 
Senna looked up, startled. Daene froze, his hand on the bedcurtain he was about to draw on the opposite side of the bed to shut out any drafts from the outside wall. 
"Yes," Meric said in a low voice, "I know." 
Eidar said, "Father?" 
"You and the captain go deal with his men," Daene said curtly. He shot Faran a look. "I'll speak to you later, Captain." 
Faran hesitated, but Meric tore his gaze from the young man crouched at his bedside and said, "Go. It will be fine." 
Senna said, "He will be fine, Captain." 
With a last sharp glance at Meric, Faran followed Eidar from the room. 

* * * *

"I've never seen that happen before," Eidar said as they made their way back down the steps into the undercroft. "It was amazing." 
"What happened?" 
"You saw. That boy and Eissa. They just knew. Father said that sometimes happens with us Daenes, when we meet our true loves, but Eissa had a girl he liked. Or used to. Anyway, I didn't even know he liked men. I don't think he did. And that boy--" 
"Meric," Faran supplied. 
"--he knew, too! I've never heard of that happening. But he's a mage, isn't he? He has the look of it. Is he your battle-mage? He looks a bit frail for that." 
"He's not our battle-mage. We're not looking for a fight--our mission is relatively peaceful." 
"Too bad," Eidar said with all the innocence of youth. "I've never seen a battle-mage in action." 
"I wish I had not," Faran said dryly. "Enjoy your youth, boy, while you can." 
They went out a side door nearer the stables, where the man Wuluf was tying a thick cord to a stone post at shoulder height. There were only perhaps a dozen yards between the stable door and this, but the wind had already begun to bite, and a few flakes were starting to circle down from the lowering sky. Wuluf finished, then looked up at them. "Another quarter hour, I'm guessing, before she starts. You can check with your sergeant, but when I left them a moment ago they were settling in snugly." 
"I will. Thank you for setting the rope out." 
Wuluf grunted in lieu of thanks, but went on to say, "Animals can't tend themselves, but men can. Your troops will be safe enough for three days, and the gale will blow itself out by then. So says me lord, and he's never wrong." 
"You'd best go quickly," Eidar said, shivering. "Father wants you to come back in. I'll wait inside. Pull the bell rope when you're back." He pointed to a loop of cord hanging beneath the eaves. 
"Fool," Wuluf said, "not wearin' a cloak. Get your arse indoors, boy, before you catch your death." 
"I'll be back in a moment," Faran said, and left them to their bickering. 
Wuluf was right. The men were settled in. The stable boasted loose boxes rather than smaller stalls, which were filled with clean hay, and their horses were happily crunching on the grain in the mangers. The men were gathered around a small fire in the hearth on the far wall. The fireplace itself was large, but deep enough to keep stray sparks from flying off into the hay in the stable proper. The floor around it was tiled, the wall behind and around of solid brick. A steel firescreen was folded to one side. 
Aldin, his sergeant, rose when he saw Faran approaching down the long, well-swept corridor between the stalls. "Sir. All settled, as ordered. That man-at-arms brought over fresh supplies--enough for a week, and ale as well, per his lord's orders, he said. We've set the bedrolls up in the loft, off the ground, but we'll maintain a watch on the fire to keep it going. With the hay up there and a fire down here, we'll be snug as bedbugs." 
"Good," Faran said. "I've been told it will be three days. Don't gamble away your savings in the meantime." 
Aldin grinned. 
"Oh, and they've put a rope to a door in the undercroft, in case of emergencies--someone falling out of the loft in the night, or whatever. You've all handled minor injuries, but if more is needed, I'm sure the manor won't stint on aid. If you need help, there's another rope under the eaves that rings a bell." 
"Aye, Captain." 
Faran regarded them in the warm light from the hearth. "Ah, lads, I'd stay with you and enjoy it more, but Lord Meric is my primary responsibility this time." 
"Aye, sir. We've known that all along. But this does put a halt to our mission, for now." 
"True enough. But we're farther north than I've ever been, and I'll be finding out from our hosts if they've heard of that beast and the mage. A settled manor like this--they'll know the area." 
"Aye, sir. Now you'd best get on your way, before the storm hits." 
"True enough," Faran said again. "Good e'en, men. Rest well." He hated to leave the warm circle of light. Most of the men had been with him five or more years, some since his first posting, and they'd all become friends on the various missions they'd undertaken for the king; first the true king, then his brutish successor, and now again for the true heir. There wasn't one among them he wouldn't trust with his life, and, more importantly, with Meric's life. Fine men, all of them. 
Thank all the gods that they'd found this place in time to take shelter, and had Meric's assurances that the folk here would be hospitable. Most of these outlying manors were, but he'd had some frightening experiences with some that weren't. Here, though, the provender would be fresh and healthy, and the shelter safe. 
He found his mount--unsaddled, brushed and wearing a strange horse-blanket with a yellow cat, rampant, stitched on one side--in a loose box, along with his saddlebags, and the important leather tube that held his writ. He stared at the cat a long moment, wondering if that was a sign, or just a coincidence. Then with a sigh, he flung the bags over his shoulder and picked up the rest of his gear to carry back with him. 
When he opened the door, the wind nearly took it from his hand, slamming it back against the wall and straining the hinges. With an effort, he shoved it closed and staggered against the wind to the side door. 
It opened before he could reach for the cord, and hands pulled him into the warmth of the undercroft. He looked up to thank Eidar, but it was Daene's warm dark eyes that met his, and his strong hands that pulled him in out of the wind. They stood wordless a moment in the dimness, then Daene pushed the heavy door closed and dropped the latch. 
"I was beginning to worry," Daene said. "The storm's rising." 
"So I see," Faran said. 
"You'll bunk with us, in our quarters," his host said with a curt nod. "Eidar will sleep with the other guards; you'll share with Meric and I with Eissa." 
"Eissa and Meric," Faran began, but Joss just shook his head. 
"We'll talk later. Let's get you settled and fed. Your men are comfortable?" 
Faran nodded. "In finer surroundings than many a man this night. Your stables are some of the best I've seen, and well provisioned. My man said you sent over fresh food for them. I'm grateful." 
"Good. Come then." 


Chapter 2


 

Daene or someone had taken time in Faran's absence to strip Meric down to his shirt and a thick, warm-looking robe, and roll him snugly up in blankets. The bedcurtains were drawn on three sides, the side nearest the fire left open. His clothes were folded and set neatly on a bench by the bed, his boots placed on the floor beneath. He was awake, though, and gave Faran a faint smile as they came back into the room. 
"Well-tended, as you see," he said to Faran. "And quite nearly warm." 
"Not warm enough," Eissa said sternly from his perch on the side of the bed. 
Faran saw Daene smile indulgently, then say to his patient, "You'll be warmer once you get something inside you. You've not been eating well enough." 
Stung, Faran objected, "He eats the same food as the rest of us!" 
"But not enough. It does no good on the outside, milord mage." He put the pitcher Senna had been messing with earlier on the hearth to warm, and then stood, unbuckling the brigandine he wore and pulling it over his head. Faran tried not to notice the way the linen shirt, compressed by the weight of the leather and steel, clung to the broad chest and slim hips; then Daene set the brigandine on the wooden armor stand in the corner and shook out the linen so the shirt belled out over his hips. He hooked the baldric with his sword over a peg and then went to a chest set against the brick wall beside the fireplace and took out a quilted coat and put it on. It came to below his knees, and was a rich, warm red. A second quilted coat, in blue, came out and was tossed it to Faran, who caught it with a blink. "You're cold, and that mail isn't making you warmer. You're safe enough for now; it's not likely the manor will be attacked in a snowstorm." 
"The manor hasn't been attacked in years," Eissa assured Meric. "People are afraid of Father's temper." 
"And wisely so," Daene said. 
Gratefully, Faran unlaced the sides of the chainmail shirt he wore and took it off, followed by the heavy canvas gambeson. Beneath, his shirt was grimy with days' worth of sweat. 
Apparently the manor's lord noticed his grimace, and opened the chest again, taking out a linen shirt like the one he wore and handing it to him. "Leave that one," he said, "and we'll have it washed. No sense in being uncomfortable." 
Was it his imagination, or did Joss watch him strip with the same interest as Faran had watched him? He flicked his eyes upward, but the lord of the manor had turned back to the hearth, lifting the pitcher and pouring the contents into a cup. He moved past Faran to sit on the bed beside Meric. 
Faran pulled the borrowed shirt over his head. The linen smelled like lemongrass and some spice, clean and fresh; the quilted coat, too, smelled crisply clean, and warmed from the brickwork of the wall behind the chest. It was clever, the construction of the wall the hearth was built into: brick was just as fireproof as stone, but transferred heat much more efficiently. The hearth itself shared a back wall and chimney with the one in the room outside, so even if the fire in here died, the room would still be warmed by the fireplace on the other side. A sensible arrangement for a cold climate. 
"I'm grateful for your generosity in giving us shelter." Faran knelt by the hearth to warm his hands while his host fed the contents of the cup to Meric. Eissa sat beside Meric on the bed, his arm behind his shoulders to support him. 
"The day Bitterwood can't shelter a paltry ten men..." 
"Eleven," Faran corrected. 
"...ten, and a boy," Daene said sharply. He eased Meric back onto the pillows and poured another cup from the clay jug on the table. "The day that happens I'll give it over to my son and be damned to it. Two or three days, no more, and the weather will clear so you can go about your business. Whatever it is." 
"No secret," Faran said, only marginally untruthful. The mission was no secret, just the purpose behind it. He took the cup Daene handed him and sipped at it. It was merely cider, but spiced with a warm, tangy scent. "What taste is this?" 
"Cinnamon. It's a spice from the western islands. I discovered it when I was in the capital years ago, and still have friends who'll keep me well stocked. So what is your mission then?" 
"We're hunting," Meric said weakly. 
"Shh," both men said to him, then exchanged a wry glance. Meric chuckled. 
"Hunting what?" Daene asked. 
"Rumors, mostly," Faran sighed. "Of a great golden beast that ravages the countryside, and a ferocious mage that either controls him or holds the key to capturing him." 
The fire popped in the sudden silence. Eidar and Daene shared glances. Eissa stared at Faran with his mouth open. "I take it you've heard of them, then?" Faran said wryly. 
"Aye, you might say that. The beast, at least," Joss said. "The golden cat is the family device; there have been tales of it in the Bitterwood since White Andurel's time." 
"A myth then?" Faran demanded, disappointed. He'd hoped this place would hold more answers than they had already. 
"No," Meric said. He struggled to sit up. Eissa put his arm around him again and held him. "It's not a myth. It's real." 
"Many have tried to hunt it," Daene said neutrally, "and failed to find it. I doubt you'll be any more successful in capturing its pelt." 
"I don't want its pelt!" Meric said. "It cannot be injured--I won't permit it! It must not be hurt!" 
"Shh," Eissa said urgently. 
Joss walked over to the fireplace. Leaning an arm on the mantel, he said into the flames, "What need have you to hunt it, if not for sport or fame?" 
"That," Faran said, "is the business of my troop and my king." 
His host whirled around, his eyes hot. "What happens in the Bitterwood is my business, and as for your king..." He snorted in disdain. 
Faran glanced hurriedly at Meric, who seemed amused. Relieved, he turned back to Joss. "Your tone treads close to treason, coming from a man who holds this fief from the king's hand." 
"I hold this fief not by the will of that vile, buggering bastard Baliesta, but from the hand of White Andurel himself," Daene shot back. 
"You're older than you look," Faran said with a grin. 
After a moment, Daene laughed unwillingly. "All right then," he said. "Not me personally. But the whole of the north was put into my ancestor's care centuries ago, and the Daene family takes that charge seriously, no matter who sits the throne in Ildelion. Were we to be stripped of our lands and exiled, we would find our way back here, and would take up the responsibility once again." He folded his arms and regarded Faran levelly. "In the Old Tongue, 'daene' means 'bitter.' Once the whole north country was known as the Daenewood. The name came from us, not the other way around." 
"I've heard of the Daenewood," Meric said. "In the histories it was where the giants lived." 
"Aye, and the wizards, and the dragons, and the unicorns. And the great cats, white and gold alike. But nowadays--it's just a few puny wildcats and a forest called Bitterwood." Daene laughed again, softly. "It's too damn cold for dragons and unicorns." 
"True enough. And the mage? Last of the wizards, I suppose?" 
"I don't know of any great mage in the Bitterwood," Daene said. "Hedge-wizards a plenty, and weather-witches--every village has them." 
"Perhaps a hedge-wizard, then," Faran said, "with delusions of grandeur. No matter. We can do nothing for a few days, at any rate. Nothing but keep ourselves entertained." 
Eidar said, "Well, you can begin with the news from the capital--or Nabaranth, at least. You're King's Guard, aren't you? If so, why are you out of Nabaranth, rather than Ildelion?" 
"The king has guard outposts in all the major cities," the captain said evasively. "My troop happened to be stationed in Nabaranth; as our mission took us north, it only made sense for the guard to come from the northernmost city." 
"But you must know what the news is from the capital," Eidar persisted. 
"Eidar, leave it," Daene growled. "I've no care for what atrocities that fat bastard has visited on his people, as long as he never shows his face here." 
Meric laughed. 
Faran said, "Baliesta was fat, I'll give you that, but he's dead, so your opinion of him is moot, I think." 
"The king's dead?" Daene straightened and eyed Faran suspiciously. "Since when?" 
"Just before Midwinter," Faran said. "Elbe is under a regency until the heir can travel to Ildelion. Word was sent to him in Reinan, the capital city of our neighbor Lare." 
"I know where Reinan is," Daene said impatiently. "Who's regent?" 
"Count Vandoren, of House Greycastle." 
Daene let out a sigh--a long, slow release of pent-up tension. "Greycastle," he repeated. "They were ever true to the old line of kings, before Baliesta's usurpation. Who's heir, then?" 
"Edytha's son. She took refuge in Lare with her husband's family when Baliesta took the crystal throne. Her son was raised there." 
"Thank the gods. I was afraid one of Baliesta's by-blows would have claimed the throne." 
"Elbe has had enough of the Ladian and his crew," Faran assured him. "And Baliesta's one known male bastard has no interest in claiming anything. Vandoren will do well as regent until the prince arrives. Gods willing, he'll be crowned by spring." 
"The prince has supporters in the capital?" 
"At this point, he has a few," Faran said. "Vandoren chief among them, and he has a number of the other nobles in his court. Greycastle has always been a man of honor; Baliesta tried him sorely. But he will be ready--by the time the prince arrives, he'll be greeted as a hero, even if no one knows anything about him at present." 
"I remember Edytha. She was a good woman--wise and sensible. Gods send her son should be the same." Daene leaned back against the mantel and closed his eyes. "I don't remember a son, but then she's been gone from Elbe for, what, nearly twenty years? Married a Laren prince, didn't she? I suppose her son will have grown up with Laren ideas." 
"I suppose so, but for all that, he's Elban-born, blood and bone." Faran held in his amusement and answered gravely. "Lare's not so different from us, after all; we're near neighbors in the south, even if you're far distant from them here." 
"They're all wizards," Eidar offered. "Or so I've heard." 
This time Faran did laugh. "No more than we are. They have their hedge-wizards just as we do, and their mages. They just have a different discipline than ours. I've spent many a month traveling through the country on some errand or other, and believe me, the Laren are no different from you or I." He saw Eidar's disappointed expression and added, "Though I think the girls are prettier. Although I've not met any of your northern girls yet." 
Eissa offered, softly so as not to wake Meric, who seemed to have drifted off, "Eidar has a betrothed. He's anxious because she's in her village and not here." 
"She's the daughter of the headman of a village a few miles north," Eidar explained. "She's very blonde and beautiful. We're to marry in the spring." 
"Congratulations," Faran said. 
"It's time he grew up," Daene said, "and took on his responsibilities. That will start with him mustering up some supper for us." 
A muffled banging punctuated the instruction; Faran looked instinctively at the windows. Tapestries hung on the walls, and apparently over the shutters, to block the cold and wind. The fabric quivered as the shutters shook. "So it begins," Daene said, and moved to the table. "Have a seat, Captain, and some more cider. Eidar..." 
"Yes, Father," Eidar said promptly, and went out into the main room. The high whine of a crying baby made a rough counterpoint to the wail of the wind, but the door closing shut off at least part of that. 
"The babies don't know what's wrong, but only that something is," Daene said as he poured them both more cider. "It makes for an uncomfortable evening until they settle down. Fortunately, we've only three infants in this group this year; a long winter cooped up with small children is not fun." 
"I can't imagine," Faran said. 
"You grow up with it, you grow used to it." Daene shrugged. "Most of the locals are snug in their own crofts, and the villagers have their own ways of managing, of course. The ones here are only the ones who live at the manor. We're used to being cheek by jowl. Winters this far north are always fierce." 
"I thought Nabaranth was cold." 
"Are you native to that city?" 
"No--born and bred on the streets of Ildelion." 
Something in his voice must have spoken of his long hidden bitterness, because Daene gave him a sharp look, but said nothing. They drank in silence. 
Eidar came in a few minutes later, balancing a tray piled with steaming dishes. "Soup, bread and chicken," he announced. "The last of the spring pullets gave their lives bravely to this meal--appreciate them." He winked at the captain. "It'll be spring again before we get fresh meat--it's salt pork and mutton from here on out. Thankfully, we get our bacon and pork from one of the other villages; putting up with pigs during the winter would be intolerable. They smell." 
"And horses and sheep don't?" Daene snorted. 
"I'm grateful," Faran said. "For the chicken, I mean." Eidar set the tray on the table and passed around the dishes, then took the tray and tucked it under his arm. 
"I'm going to dine with the guard downstairs," he said to his father. "You can't hear the babies crying down there, and I don't just mean the one in this room." He glanced over his shoulder at his brother, but Eissa was sound asleep, Meric in his arms. Eidar's face fell. 
"Is it still a joke if no one gets offended?" Faran chuckled. 
"Have to keep in practice," Eidar said. "I'll be downstairs if you need me." 
"Which I shan't, boy." But the curt words were accompanied by a gentle grin; Eidar gave his father the same back and went out, closing the door quietly behind him. 
"He's a good lad," Faran said. "You should be proud of him." 
"Both my boys are an honor to the name of Daene." 
Faran nodded, and looked over again at the pair in the bed. In sleep, Meric looked more his true age of seventeen, with the lines of fatigue and worry smoothed from his face. Eissa appeared to be perhaps a year or two younger, not yet grown into the promise of his father's strong, solid build, but still taller and broader than the young mage. Meric lay with his head on Eissa's chest; Eissa had one arm wrapped around him and the other resting on Meric's nearer shoulder. "He's what, fifteen?" 
"Sixteen, last month." 
"Meric's seventeen. Coming up on eighteen." 
"I get the impression he's the leader of this expedition, not you." Daene passed Faran a piece of bread. "A bit young for it, isn't he?" 
"He's older than his years. But yes--he directs this mission." 
"And Captain Faran follows the path of a child mage on a mission to--what, capture?--a mythical beast." 
"Count Vandoren gave me the order himself," Faran said. 
"Mm." Daene dunked the piece of bread he held in the soup and ate it, then said, "Mages don't take a second name, so it's just Meric. But Captains usually have a family name. Is it Faran, or is that your first?" 
"No," Faran said. "Just Faran. When I said streets, I meant it. I doubt my mother knew who my father was, and she died giving birth to me." He gave a short, bitter laugh. "When my enemies call me a 'son of a whore,' they speak more accurately than they know." He glanced up at the landholder, who just regarded him with the same placid expression he'd wore before, as if unsurprised by Faran's admission. 
He said instead, "So you've reached your position through your own abilities? I'm impressed." 
"Any one of my men is better born than I." 
"Being born is easy," Daene said. "Growing into a good man is a tougher task. I'd say you've done well enough, for having no advantages." 
Faran couldn't quite believe his ears. Daene, a man so steeped in his ancestry that the very land around him bore his name, praising his accomplishments instead of despising his birth? "Easy enough to say when you've a name more ancient than the kingdom in which you abide," he said curtly. 
"Perhaps. I've never thought twice about it, I suppose. I judge every man by his nature and his deeds, not his ancestry. A man can't help who sired him, can he?" 
No, Faran thought, but only shrugged. 
"I suppose when you know everyone for a hundred miles in any direction, you know who is worth knowing and who isn't," Daene went on. He folded a piece of bread around some chicken and ate it. Faran watched the movement of his well-shaped mouth and said nothing. 
"So Baliesta is dead." 
Faran shrugged. "Just before Midwinter. If it weren't for Greycastle the capital would be in chaos, but he's maintaining the peace. No one contests him. Everyone's too grateful the old--what did you call him? Buggering bastard?--is dead." 
"I believe my exact words were 'vile, buggering bastard,'" Daene corrected. 
"Mm," Faran said. He studied the bowl in front of him a moment, then asked carefully, "You're of the belief that love between two men is evil, then?" 
"What?" 
The disbelief in his host's tone made Faran glance up. 
Daene was gazing at him quizzically. "Good gods, of course not," he said. "White Andurel himself had a male consort, and the first Daene a lover in his master-at-arms. Whatever gave you that idea?" 
"Well, you said 'buggering' as if it were an offense..." 
"It is an offense if it's against a man's will. I find it offensive to abuse anyone who cannot defend himself, whether a man or a woman." Daene pushed his plate away. "I tolerate no such behavior. Baliesta encouraged it, laughed about it, indulged in it. Rape, torture, abuse... The man was an abomination." He ran his hand over his short-cropped hair in an expression of frustration. "I only wish I had had less honor in my youth and more courage--I might have done something about him years ago." 
"Not likely," Faran said bitterly. "Not with the number of guards he kept around himself. You'd more probably be years dead in an unmarked grave." 
Daene barked a short, humorless laugh. "No doubt." He glanced over at where the two boys slept the sleep of the innocent. "Oh--you're worried about how I'll accept them?" 
No, Faran thought, but said nothing. Daene chuckled. "It's an old Daene tradition, to fall in love with someone in an instant. And Eissa's far from the first to fall for one of the same gender. As long as there's someone to carry on the line, I've no objections to your young mage. I suppose, though, he's honor-bound to return to the capital at some point. After his quest is completed." 
"Yes," Faran said. "Yes, it is necessary for him to return." 
"I'm not sure I'm ready for Eissa to leave here. But I'm sure he'll fight me on that. He's less obliging than Eidar." Daene got up from the table and went over to the bed where his son and the young mage lay. Carefully, he pulled the soft suede boots from his son's feet and set them on the floor, then drew another blanket over him, and brushed his hair gently from his forehead before dropping a soft kiss on the boy's head. Turning back to Faran, he gave him a wry smile. "He's still my little one. It will be hard to give him up." 
"But you will?" 
"I will, if I must. If I can trust that he will be well cared for. He may be a man, technically, but he's still my boy." 
"If he is with Meric, he will have the best of everything," Faran assured him. 
"Mm," Joss said. He brushed his fingers against Eissa's cheek, then came back to the table and sat down. "More cider?" 


Chapter 3


 

Faran woke to a room lit only by firelight. Outside, the wind still screamed its displeasure, and snow hissed against the outer walls. He shifted the blanket away from his face and blinked groggily. 
There was a faint scraping sound from the hearth; he turned his head to see the silhouette of his host limned against the firelight. He was sitting on the hearth itself, his head bowed over whatever it was he was working on. When he moved, his shadow on the opposite wall quivered in response; caught by the movement Faran turned his head to look. Distorted by the flickering light, the shadow looked like a great beast crouched to spring. Faran shivered. Was it his imagination, or was it just a holdover from his strange dreams, that the beast looked like an oversized wildcat, one large enough to tear out a man's throat? Then Daene shifted again and the shadow shrank to normal size, normal man-shape, just wavering from the flicker of flames in the hearth. 
Faran sat up and rubbed his head in confusion. Hadn't he just been sitting at the table, talking to the man? He didn't recall going to bed--but then, he was still dressed, all but his boots. He must have fallen asleep while they were talking. 
Daene looked up at his movement. "Ah. He wakes. Sleep well?" 
The captain looked across at the other bed; it was empty. "Meric?" he said, his voice scratchy, as if he'd slept days instead of--what? Hours? It was impossible to tell. The room had been dark earlier, from the storm and the closed shutters, and it was no lighter nor darker now. 
"He and Eissa woke a while ago. One of the wolfhounds had puppies a few weeks past; they've gone to play with them." Daene's voice held amusement. "They're still children inside. Puppies are much more fascinating than helping an old man make arrows." 
Climbing out of the bed, Faran reached for his riding boots, but found instead a pair of the sheepskin-lined soft boots that Daene and his sons wore set beside the bed. "They should fit," Daene said, his attention still on his work, "and they're warmer than your boots." 
"My thanks," Faran said. "How long was I asleep?" 
"Long enough to rest, I hope," Daene said. "It will be bedtime, soon, but I imagine you'll be good for a few more hours." 
"What about you?" 
"Oh, I'll not retire for a good while yet. The first day of a storm like this, I'm too wound up to sleep. I'll be lucky to see my bed much before dawn." 
Faran slid his feet into the soft, warm boots and crossed the room to Daene's side. The man had a pair of tongs in his hand; as Faran watched, he picked up an iron arrowhead from the coals and set it on the point of a smooth wooden shaft, then put it aside with others to cool. The iron, when cool, would contract and seal the head on the arrow. "Do you make your own points?" 
"Our blacksmith does, with scrap iron. He works all summer making points in his off hours, and we spend all winter putting them on shafts. Another dozen and I'll be finished with my allotment, and then the fletching begins." He chuckled. "I hate fletching; I'll have cuts all over my hands from the damn barbs. And it's precision work--I'm much better at brute strength." 
"Can't you have someone else do it?" 
"I could. But they all have their own work. I can't cook worth a damn, but I can fletch, even if I hate it. Why set a cook to doing work I can do myself?" 
"I don't mind fletching," Faran said. "I'll do it." 
"I'd be grateful. Frees me up to do more points." Daene stood. Faran was too close, and as Daene came upright his shoulder brushed the captain's. Faran sucked in a breath, and Daene's eyes flicked up at his. The two of them froze a moment, eyes locked, breath soft and hot on each other's faces; then Daene blinked and stepped away. "I'll get more points," he said hoarsely, and went out into the main room. 
Faran sank into the chair and covered his face with his hands. He would be lucky not to get thrown out in the storm, but the more he saw of the northern lord the more he liked him. Wanted him. He'd spent most of his life coping with these urges, it seemed, meeting his needs when he could in the whorehouses in the city and ignoring them on campaign. Manlove wasn't illegal, or forbidden, per se, but Elban politics required alliances, and alliances meant marriages, and children. Connections that resulted in neither were allowed, but not encouraged, particularly not among the upper classes. Several branches of the state religion even went so far as to condemn all relations outside of a legalized, political marriage as "improper." But then, the state religion was so closely tied with the political elite, alliance marriages were the only kind that would be acceptable in their eyes. Meric would have his hands full dealing with the fallout of his choice of Eissa as lover. 
At least Faran's lack of legitimate background meant there were no families looking to ally themselves with him; he couldn't imagine a worse fate than to be married to a woman he had no interest in. 
Daene had obviously been married, or had a relationship with a woman long enough to give him two sons that he counted as heirs. It was to be expected: he was obviously of noble blood, and as a landholder would need heirs to pass his legacy on to. There was some resemblance between the man and the boys, but far more resemblance between the two younger ones; they were obviously full brothers. So probably the same mother, and therefore a formalized relationship. But he'd met no wife, and the lady of the manor seemed to be the sister, Senna. A widower? 
The man in question came back into the room, a crate in his arms. He took out a handful of shafts and set them aside, then a box of points, and set the crate on the table. "Barbs," he said cheerfully. "They're all yours. Pot of glue in the box. The glue's been kept near the hearth wall, so it's soft enough for now but you might need to warm it up in a bit. Gets hard fast with the cold." 
"Thanks," Faran said, and took out the supplies, setting them on the table and the crate on the floor, then picked up a piece of feather and a knife and started to work. He felt Daene's eyes on him a moment; then fingers came down and squeezed Faran's shoulder, gently, reassuringly, and Daene went back to his own task. 

* * * *

"It's dark up here--no windows, and of course no candles. Father'd skin us if we set anything on fire up here." Eissa pushed up the trapdoor in the ceiling and climbed up into the attics. "He uses witchlight when he comes up here to fetch fleece for combing or when we're moving pelts for transport. And his spices are stored up here, too." 
Meric, following his love into the dark well of the upper storey, could tell that; the air was redolent with the mingled scents of leather and nutmeg and other, less definable spices. And sheep. The musty odor of damp wool was unmistakable. He crawled out onto the wooden floor and sat beside Eissa in the light from the room below. "It's warm," he said in surprise. 
"Yes. We're next to the fireplace here. Father keeps the fleeces and skins on the ends, near the fireplaces, to keep them from getting stiff; the spices and such he puts in the center where it's colder." Eissa closed the trapdoor and they sat a moment in the absolute dark. Eissa went on, his disembodied voice oddly echoing, "And of course it's warmer because the warmth rises from below. Storing heavy things like the pelts and fleeces up here keeps more of the warmth below, but it's still pretty comfortable up here." 
Absently, Meric conjured a witchlight and set it on the floor between them, to illuminate the area of the dark attics where they were. Eissa's eyes got wide a moment in the yellow glow, then he laughed. "I keep forgetting you're a mage," he admitted. "You seem so normal." 
"I am normal," Meric said. "I'm just also a mage." 
"Yes." Eissa seemed to think a moment, then he crawled over to a pile of furs and pulled a few out from beneath a covering oilcloth, laying them over a few fleeces to make a sort of nest. He pried the soft boots off his feet and curled up on the furs. "Come on, it's comfortable. Warm, and we can talk without all that noise down there." 
"It is quiet here," Meric agreed. "Is it always like that downstairs?" 
"Oh, no. Just when we have weather. Most of the people live here on the estate somewhere. Some of them, like the smith and his family, have their own houses. The shepherds and cowmen are usually with their herds, and the stablemen live in the stables, naturally, but the house servants and guardsmen live here. It's big enough, after all; Father and Eidar and I barely take up one whole room, and Eidar's more likely to be with the guardsmen training or listening to them talk. Just as well, I s'pose; he's to be lord of the manor, after, and needs to know all he can about defense." 
"And what will Eissa be, after?" 
"Whatever I am." Eissa grinned. "I've a mind to go adventuring, truth to tell. Bitterwood will be home, always, but I'm not like Eidar, who thinks that that's all there is. There's more, I just know it." 
"Oh, there is," Meric said. He pulled off his own boots and set them aside before settling on the pile of fur-covered fleeces. "I wish I could go adventuring, but duty calls me home, once I've finished with this quest. Still, I've had this trip, which I wouldn't have missed for gold." He smiled at Eissa, who grinned back at him. He loved that grin...open, unfettered, as if Eissa's delight overflowed his ability to hide it. So wonderful, that delight, so warming. And Meric had been so cold lately. 
"Come here," Eissa invited, and patted the fur at his side. Meric obeyed, lying down and resting his head on Eissa's chest. He might have been younger than Meric, but the boy was strong and muscular: the product of hard work and country living, Meric supposed. 
They lay there, listening to the snow hiss on the slate tiles above. Like the rest of the manor, the attics were sturdily built, with plank roofing beneath the slates. "It's still snowing," Meric said. 
"It will for a few days yet. Father says so, anyway, and he's never wrong about the weather." 
"What else can he do? Witchlight, yes, but that's easy. Weather-working?" 
"No, just predicting. He can't actually do anything about it, or so he says." Eissa put an arm around Meric's shoulders. "He's a very good Healer, mostly. He's worried about you but he told me that what was wrong with you wasn't anything he could fix." He was quiet a moment, then went on, "I told him I would take care of you, and he said he hoped so. I meant it, Meric. I want to take care of you." 
Meric reached up and brushed his fingers against Eissa's cheek. "I know." 
"So we'll make sure you rest and eat well, and you'll be better in no time," Eissa said with all the confidence of youth. "My aunt Senna's a great cook, and as long as you stay on her good side, she'll keep you well fed. Are you hungry?" 
Meric laughed. "Not right now--we just finished supper! Besides, I like it up here. It's...quiet. Sometimes, all crammed together with people, I just feel... I don't know. Like I'm going to burst." 
"Me, too." Again that thoughtful silence, then: "You don't feel that way with just me here, do you?" 
Shifting onto his elbow, Meric looked down at Eissa. The boy looked up at him, his face open and fearful. "Oh, Eissa," he said softly, and leaned down to press his lips against the boy's; a chaste kiss, gentle and loving. When he drew back, Eissa's eyes were wide, but the fear was gone. In its place was a soft wonder. "I will always want you with me," he told him. 
"Oh," Eissa said, and smiled at him before reaching up to pull him down beside him. He wrapped his arms around Meric and held him tightly, as if he could give Meric his strength just by holding him, as if he could shelter Meric and keep him safe. 
Meric wished he could. 


Chapter 4


 

Apparently, weather like this was common enough in this part of the world. The inhabitants of Bitterwood Manor existed mostly peaceably in the constrained straits dictated by the storm, living and working at their tasks more or less equably despite the close quarters. Faran did his best to emulate them, finding something to keep his mind and hands busy during the long, flat hours. His personal kit had never been in such fine shape, his clothes never so mended, his blades never so honed. 
He managed in his spare hours to talk to most of the adults sequestered in the manor, sounding them out about the existence of the mysterious great beast as he helped them with some task or another. They all had something to say about it, from the eldest, a grizzled old man who'd once been the stablemaster, who told Faran most of the legends of the golden cat, dating back to the time of the first Daene, to the youngest adult, the manor's brewmaster, who laughed and tossed them all off as old wives' tales, and told Faran flat out that the stories were just exaggerations of the depredations of the local wildcats, animals no bigger than the smallest of the hounds in the manor. Faran nodded and went back to his busywork, and hoped for Meric's sake that the man was wrong. 
The undercroft was the province of the manor's guardsmen and those who tended the manor's cattle, whether it was beeves or sheep or goats or horses. Bigger even than the substantial stables, the space was nevertheless filled with makeshift stalls and pens for the animals, built with barrels and crates of supplies. He asked why they had all the animals in the building when the stables were empty. The stablemaster pointed out that this way no one had to go out into the weather to tend them. Faran's men could take care of themselves; the animals couldn't, and the wind disturbed some of them as badly as it had the infants. Having them all close made the nervous ones calmer. And tending them gave the men something to do instead of letting idleness take its toll. 
Upstairs, the clack of the two big looms was a constant, mostly drowning out the whine of the wind outside, as constant as the low hum of conversation. Someone usually was playing an instrument or singing to entertain the women as they wove, or carded and spun the wool for the looms, or sat knitting. The men worked on mending harness, or tooling leather, the thump of their mallets a lazy counterpoint to the looms and the music, or at woodcarving. The children, too, were busy. There were perhaps a dozen of them, ranging in age from the infants who had found the change of weather so distressing--they now looked out from their swaddled boards with bright, interested eyes--to the inseparable Meric and Eissa. Most of the children spent their days working at the lesser tasks of holding wool, or running errands upstairs, or helping the men in the croft below take care of the animals. Several hours a day they were in the charge of Senna or one of the old women, learning their letters and numbers. 
In the evenings, after the suppers had been cleaned up, they would curl by the fire with their parents and listen to the old ones talk about the ancient times when they were young, or of tales of the Daenewood, with its wizards and dragons. They never talked about the mage Faran and Meric sought, nor specifically about the great cat, but every other story was trotted out for their entertainment. 
He learned too, about the dozen small towns and villages that populated the north; separated by woods and rough country, they were nevertheless kept connected by regular patrols of men under the Daene banner, and by Joss himself, weather permitting. During the summers they did a brisk trade of goods and services, each town with its specialties: glass, ceramics, cider, wool, depending on their geographic features and the skills of the townsfolk. In the fall, they all stocked up on needed goods, with Joss's men checking to make sure each had sufficient to last through the dark months. He was a good lord, from all reports, and it made Faran feel an odd sense of pride. 
On the third night of their enforced confinement, it was Joss Daene himself who settled into the big carved chair in its place of honor before the fireplace, where the elder storytellers always sat. "Tonight," he said in his rich baritone voice, "we will talk about the oldest days, of the founding of Bitterwood Manor and the settling of the Daenewood, so that when our guests move on, as guests always do, they know the true tale." He smiled at Faran, who felt the warmth down to his gut. 
"Once on a time, a long time agone, the world was a smaller and harsher place. There was no country of Elbe, no city of Ildelion; these places had not yet been thought of. All of the north was wild lands, dark and impenetrable, haunted by dragons and monsters and the evilest of bandits. 
"Into this dark and frightening world there came a man named Daene. The name meant 'bitter' in the language of the time; his mother had died upon his birth and his father had named him thus before casting him out. He grew up on the streets of a town in far Ladium, a land so far south that the snows never came and birds sang in the depths of winter. But he grew to be a brave man, and a strong man, and in the fullness of time earned a place in the world, and a wife, and four sons. 
"But the lords of that land were jealous of his successes, and plotted against him. The king himself heeded the words of the evil lords and cast Daene and his family out of his kingdom. Daene packed up his household, all his men and animals, and came with his wife, and his four sons, and his lover, into the northlands. 
"As they were traveling they came upon a great river, and followed it northward for a long while. At the place where the river bend turned westward, they came upon the site of a great battle. About them men lay dead and dying. All of the dead wore the livery of the evil king whose land Daene had just left. All the dying wore the badge of a white owl rising, on a red field." 
Faran heard a child's voice whisper "White Andurel." 
"That's right. They were the men of White Andurel, who guarded the northlands and the river valleys against the barbarians to the east and the evil men to the south. And among the dying men, Daene found White Andurel himself, run through with a spear. 
"Fortunately for White Andurel and his men, Daene had a mage-gift of healing, and he and his family tended the wounded men, and they all survived. In his gratitude, White Andurel gave into Daene's care all the wild woodland of the north, and charged him to hold it safe for eternity. 
"So Daene and his family went into the dark wood and after many days of travel found a place where they could settle and build this manor. They fought back the bandits that used this land to strike against more peaceful places, and destroyed them all. Then three of Daene's sons went out and founded villages and settled there, and their sons went out and founded villages, so that all the Daenewood was guarded by the villages and Daene's sons and sons of sons. The last son stayed and helped to build this manor, and it was he who was my ancestor. 
"The Daenewood is lesser now; the kings of Elbe and Lare and Volsecht have settled the lands and cut many trees, so that there is no Daenewood any longer, but only the Bitterwood. We hold our land from the king in Ildelion"--he shot Faran an amused look--"whoever he may be, and the woodlands in Lare and Volsecht were lost to us by treaties and treason. But so long as the Bitterwood stands, and there is a Daene to guard it, White Andurel's charge remains." 
There was a long, satisfied silence, broken only by the crackle of the fire and the whine of the wind. Finally Daene stretched and said, "Well, the storm's nearly over. By morning it will be still again, but colder; bundle up well tonight. We'll need everyone rested in case we need to dig out, as we did two years ago." 
One of the elders groaned. "Not lookin' forward to that," he said. 
Daene said reassuringly, "No certainties, uncle. Wind's been fierce enough--for all I know it's scoured us clean." 
"We can hope," Senna said. She rose and patted her brother on the shoulder before turning to help one of the old women to her feet. 
There was a sudden sound of shouting from the undercroft below. Daene, Faran and a couple of the younger men shot to their feet, hands on their belt knives; then Daene held a hand. "Just an argument, I think. I'll deal with it." He stepped gingerly over the children on the floor and went to the stair door. 
Faran followed down the stairs. Eidar stood in the corridor formed by the barrels and boxes of supplies, his arms stretched to hold two men at distance. The other guardsmen and husbandmen stood grouped on either side, behind the two adversaries, apparently already taking sides. "That's enough," Eidar said harshly, his young voice echoing with his father's authoritative tones. "It's neither the time nor the place to take this any farther." 
"He calls me a cheat!" One of the men pointed a shaking finger at the other. He had his knife in one hand, but did nothing to threaten Eidar. 
The other was less circumspect. He shoved Eidar's hand from his chest and struck him with his fist, knocking the boy sideways over a hay bale. 
"HOLD!" Daene roared, and everyone froze. He strode down the corridor, Faran at his heels, and shoved the man who'd struck Eidar. "What in seven hells do you think you're doing, Artur?" 
"He cheated me!" Artur shouted. "That bastard sheepherder..." 
"Didn't cheat," one of the shepherd's cohorts shouted back. "I saw it. He won the toss fair and square!" 
"Hold!" Daene yelled again, and they fell silent. 
"So Reimie cheats you and you strike my son?" This time the roar was muted, the voice level. "I don't understand that, Artur. What did Eidar do that was so foul that you need strike him?" 
Artur flushed. "Nothing. I...my apologies, Eidar. I was enraged." 
Faran extended a hand to help Eidar to his feet. He had one hand rubbing his cheekbone, where a bruise was already blossoming. He gave Faran a quick grin, then turned to his father. "They were dicing. Artur put in a ring his father gave him. Reimie won the throw and Artur didn't want to give up the ring." 
"He's already won everything else from me tonight!" 
"And whose fault is that?" Daene folded his arms across his broad chest and gazed steadily at Artur. "You feel slighted because you lost every toss, but you kept playing." 
"He was cheating." 
Daene said nothing, just kept gazing at Artur. Behind him, Eidar looked at the shepherd's hand holding the knife, then at the shepherd, who flushed and put the knife away. Faran was impressed; for all the fight had escalated out of Eidar's control, he still seemed to have the man's respect, at least. 
Finally the lord said, "Are the dice weighted?" 
"Here they are, sir," one of the guardsmen said, scooping the knucklebones up from the floor where they had been lying. He handed them to Daene, who hefted them thoughtfully. Then he handed them to Artur. "Are they weighted, Artur?" 
The guardsman examined them, then tossed them in his hand. "Not that I can feel," he admitted. "If I had felt them weighted I would have known before this last throw. But he must have cheated, my lord! How else can he have won every toss?" 
"Luck?" Daene suggested. "Have you never had a run of luck, Artur?" 
"You did," the other guardsman said. "Remember last fall, when we were in the alehouse at Summerdale? You won a nice purse that night." A soft murmur of agreement rose from the ranks of the other guard. 
"Where's Wuluf?" Daene asked. "Why isn't he dealing with this?" 
"The storeroom, sleeping. He was on late duty last night." Eidar frowned. "I saw no need to wake him." 
"And you shouldn't have had need," his father told him. He turned back to Artur, who was beginning to look sheepish. Better than mulish, Faran thought in amusement, and noted that the tension in the air was dissipating. In a subdued voice, Artur asked, "Are the dice weighted, my lord?" 
Daene took the bones back and again tossed them lightly in his hand. "Not in the slightest, Artur." 
The man let out a long sigh. "Then the ring is lost. It was my father's..." 
"Then you shouldn't have wagered it. Reimie won it fairly. Reimie!" 
"My lord?" 
"Don't think that I didn't see that you drew your knife. That is against the laws of this place, unless you thought yourself or someone else in imminent danger. Was there imminent danger?" 
"I thought so, my lord," Reimie said. 
"Artur isn't even wearing a knife," Daene pointed out. "None of the others have drawn steel. And yet you felt it necessary?" 
"I...um..." Reimie shook his head. "I'm sorry, sir. I suppose it wasn't--I don't know why I drew." 
"I'll tell you why." The lord's voice dropped so that they all leaned closer to listen. "It's because of this damn storm. It's because of the wind, and the cold, and the dark, and the close quarters. They all wear on a man's soul. 
"But it's times like this that we depend most on each other. On our good will, and on our friendship. You and Artur are friends enough to dice together. There should never be steel between friends." 
"You're right, sir," Reimie said, repentant. "Artur--I beg your pardon." 
"I'm sorry I called you a cheat, Reimie," Artur said. He looked at the floor, then up at his friend. "And I'm sorry I accused you of buggering sheep." 
Reimie laughed. "Eh, comes with the job," he said cheerfully. "That's why shepherds marry young--to take the temptation away from them!" He stuck his hand out to Artur, who shook it. 
"Good," Daene said. "Now. Artur, what, besides sentiment, is the value of that ring?" 
"Oh, perhaps an imperial," Artur said. Reimie snorted, and Artur flushed. "All right, three crowns. But it was my father's, and it does have sentimental value, sir." 
Daene held out his hand, and Reimie dropped the ring in it. Daene examined it, then dropped it in his belt pouch. "Fee for drawing steel in the holding," he told Reimie, "in lieu of the far stiffer penalty you deserve." Reimie flushed. Joss then turned to Artur. "You have the chance to earn it back; let me see how you manage for the rest of the winter, and come spring we'll talk." 
"Thank you sir," Artur said earnestly. 
"Now. I've told the others; it's only fair you should know, too. The storm is dying. We'll have clear, cold skies by morning. Those of you not on watch, get to bed. There'll be work aplenty for you come dawn." 

* * * *

Upstairs, Daene bade goodnight to his sister and went directly to his room. Faran followed, closing the door behind him. The room was empty, save for the two of them--Faran vaguely remembered seeing Eissa and Meric at the fireplace at the far end of the hall, curled up and talking, heads close. Eidar was still downstairs; it was just the two of them now. "That was well handled," he said quietly. "It could have so easily gone badly wrong." 
"A few days of close quarters and men need to blow off some steam or they explode, like a kettle too long on the boil," Daene said. He drew back the tapestry over the window and opened a shutter. A blast of arctic wind whipped through the room and he slammed the shutter closed again, then dropped the tapestry and leaned his head against it. His shoulders were high, tight and tense, and the hand he rested on the tapestry was fisted. 
"And their lord?" Faran went up to him and put a hand on his shoulder. "How does he deal with the stress, when he must keep such patience with his men instead?" 
Daene didn't move for a moment, then whipped around, catching Faran's hand and shoving the captain back against the wall. He stared wild-eyed at him, then his head dipped and his mouth came down on Faran's, hot and hard. He pushed the full length of his body against Faran's, as if he meant to shove him through the wall--through the tapestry, through the oak, and out into the wild night. 
Faran let him, going loose and soft except where he caught Daene's quilted coat in both fists. He parted his lips to let Joss take his mouth, groaning in his throat and rocking his hips helplessly up against Daene's unrelenting solidity. This, this was what he'd been wanting for days, Daene's heat, Daene's strength, Daene. Strength to match his, heat to match his, desire to match his. 
He jerked the thick coat down off Daene's shoulders; Daene released him long enough to pull the jacket off, and Faran ran his hands down and under the linen shirt. Daene hissed at Faran's cold fingers, but tugged Faran's own jacket off, then his shirt, and sank his teeth into Faran's shoulder as if he were a stallion and Faran a mare to be taken. Faran growled and shoved him back a step, then bent his head and bit Joss's nipple through the linen. 
"Bitch," Daene growled back, then yanked off his own shirt and dragged Faran over to his bed and threw him down onto it. He stood a moment, panting, then met Faran's eyes. 
Faran swore at the doubt he saw there, the hesitation. "Yes," he spat, and set to work on the lacings of his leather breeches. Daene watched a moment, then reached down and pulled off Faran's boots, then the trousers, and finally the linen smalls beneath. Faran's cock was hard and dripping on his belly. "What are you waiting for, Joss Daene?" he demanded, coming up on his elbows to glare at the lord. 
Daene--no, Joss--grinned. "Just admiring the view, Captain." He skimmed out of his own trousers and knelt on the bed, kissing Faran, his mouth hot and hungry, while he curled his fingers around the captain's cock. 
It was Faran's turn to hiss at the cold. Joss laughed, then released him long enough to shove his lover over and pull the blankets out from beneath him, then drag them up over the two of them. "Too cold to be doing this bare-assed naked," he breathed in Faran's ear, then ran his tongue over the edge before biting the lobe. Faran moaned and reached for him, his hands running over Joss's warm skin, feeling the roughness of hair, the hardness of muscle. He groaned again, and licked a long line over Joss's collarbone, tasting the tang that was distinctly Joss. 
Joss rolled them over in the cocoon of blankets, their bodies heating together. "You," he whispered in Faran's ear. "You..." 
And all Faran could say was, "Yes..." 
Joss licked the palm of his hand and reached between them for Faran's cock again, and rubbed it up against his own, stroking both cocks together, his hand no longer cold, but hard and hot. Faran groaned in pleasure, burying his nose in Joss's broad shoulder, sucking on the warm, taut skin, the salt of sweat, the sweet merging of cinnamon, ale, fire and ice. He grunted as Joss sped up his movements, his hand slickening with their mingled juices, and then Joss put a hand on Faran's ass, kneading the thick muscle a moment before sliding his fingers deeper to play against Faran's opening. 
It was too much; Faran muffled a harsh cry against Daene's shoulder and bit him, hard, as he came. 
"Bitch," Daene gasped again, but kept fisting their cocks, faster now with the extra lubrication between them, then threw back his head as he spurted violently. He didn't cry out, but the tendons in his neck stood out in fierce columns, his jaw locked, his eyes squeezed shut, his hips jerking against Faran's belly. 
Then he collapsed against Faran, his face buried in Faran's shoulder. Faran could feel his heart pounding; he was drenched with sweat and gasping for breath. He lay still a long while, listening to Joss's breathing and the wind outside. 
Finally Joss raised his head and looked at him, his eyes shadowed. "Are you all right?" he asked in a low voice. 
Faran laughed. "Fine. You?" 
"Better. I should keep you around for stressful moments." 
"I'm better at causing them than relieving them," Faran said. 
"I don't think so." Joss eased away from him then, and padded over to the hearth, his shirt in hand. He dipped it into the water warming in the pot and brought it back, washing Faran's chest and belly and groin with a tenderness that belied the violence and urgency of their encounter. When he'd done, Faran took the shirt from him and folded it over to a clean spot, and did the same for him. He nodded his thanks and tossed the shirt on the floor, then crawled back under the blankets beside Faran. 
To Faran's surprise, he eased over and rested his head on Faran's shoulder. The captain slipped his arm beneath to curve over Daene's. Joss looked up at him with a wry smile. "It's been a long time since I've slept with a lover," he said quietly. "The boys' mother was the last, and she's been dead ten years." 
"Too long," Faran agreed. 
"Do you mind?" 
"No. It's rather nice. I can't say as I ever remember sleeping with a lover--or having one, for that matter, for more than a night or two. The military life isn't conducive to even temporary commitments." 
"I suppose." 
Faran hesitated, then said, "Do you wish to sleep with me? What about the boys?" 
"Eissa and Eidar, or Eissa and Meric?" Joss's tone was dry. "The former won't care, and the latter...let's just say I don't think they'll mind sharing a bed instead." 
"You don't think they..." 
"Oh, I'm relatively sure they..." Daene quipped. "Eissa's been walking around with a grin on his face, and your Meric looks more at ease than he's been since you got here. Still too thin, though, despite Senna's best efforts. Rested, but not well. Why is that?" 
Faran sighed. "It's a tale long in the telling. But we need to find that mage, and that beast. It's all tied up with that." 
"Magic." 
"Yes." 
"Well, then. Nothing to be done for it." 
The door banged open and Eissa bounced in, then froze. "Um..." 
"Come in and close the door," Joss told him, "there's a draft." 
Meric, following at a more sedate pace, obeyed, and sat on the edge of the bed opposite. "Interesting," he said. "I had wondered when you two would stop circling each other like a pair of shindy-birds." 
"Meric!" Eissa yelped. "That's my father!" 
"I would hope so, seeing as how he's in your father's bed." Meric gave him a look, then drew back the blankets on the other bed. "I take it our sleeping arrangements have changed?" 
"They have," Faran said, "but that doesn't mean we want to be kept up all night with your caterwauling." 
"I do not caterwaul," Meric said austerely. "And may I say what's sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. Kindly keep yourselves quiet. I need my sleep." 
"Papa?" 
"Go to bed, Eissa," Daene said kindly. "We'll talk in the morning." 
"Very well." He turned his uncertain look on Meric, who only nodded. Faran bit back a snort of amusement. If nothing else, that unspoken conversation was evidence that the two boys had indeed been indulging in, at the very least, the sort of activity he and Joss had. 
He wished them joy in it, and settled himself for sleep. 


Chapter 5


 

Some sound woke Faran. He lay in the still darkness and listened for it. After a moment he realized it was still; it wasn't the sound that woke him but the silence. The wind had died. 
Beside him, Joss slept quietly, his breath rough but not snoring. The fire was nearly out and the room frigid; Faran slid out from beneath the blankets and felt around the floor for a pair of boots and the quilted coat. The coat fit like it was his but the boots were Joss's, too big for Faran's feet. He thumped across the room to the hearth and stirred the ashes with a poker, dropping bits of kindling on the ash to get the coals flaring. A little more kindling and a few sticks of firewood, and he was stumbling back to the warmth of the bed until the fire had put out some heat. As he slipped back beneath the blankets, Joss's arm came around him, drawing him back against his big, warm body. Faran rested his head on Joss's other arm. 
"You're frozen," Joss said. "It's that cold?" 
"Yes." Faran's teeth were chattering. He shivered against Joss for a few minutes until the man's heat thawed him. 
"Doesn't make me want to get up." 
"No reason to. I think it's still dark out. But you're welcome to look out if you want; the wind's gone. I think I'll keep myself in bed until I can feel my feet again." 
Joss's chuckle was a warm deep rumble in Faran's ear. He reached down and rubbed Faran's chilled thigh; Faran sighed and eased back against him comfortably. 
He supposed he drifted off again; he certainly didn't remember Joss's hand moving from his thigh to his groin, but the next thing he was aware of was himself hard and a hand toying with his ballocks. He made a soft sound and put his hand over Joss's, pressing harder. Joss chuckled again and shifted his hips, and Faran felt Joss's hard cock between his thighs. "Want you," Joss murmured in his ear, and his hand slid lower to prod gently at his entrance. Faran felt the touch reverberate through his gut, and he shivered. Joss kissed the side of his neck, his tongue moving over his skin, and Faran shivered again, then nodded. 
It wasn't as if he hadn't taken a man's cock before, but it had been a long time, so he was grateful when Joss shifted away a moment and came back with a jar of oil. He pulled the cork out with his teeth and poured some into his hands, warming it before reaching down to Faran's arse again. Faran hissed when he felt Joss's fingers, but Joss moved slowly, steadily, waiting at each step for Faran's body to relax around first one finger, then a second, then a third. His knuckle bumped the bundle of nerves and Faran jerked with a gasp. Joss chuckled and kissed his neck again. 
Then the fingers were gone and Joss was pressing up against him, the thick, heavy cock sliding slowly into him. Joss lifted Faran's leg to rest over his arm, then closed his slippery hand around Faran's cock. He rocked forward into Faran, the heated desperation of the night before transformed into this slow, easy lovemaking. 
The flames in the hearth were high enough now to give some light to the room; Faran turned his head on Joss's arm to look at his lover's face limned in the firelight. Joss's dark eyes watched him beneath heavy lids. A slow, lazy smile flickered in the neat beard. "What?" he whispered in amusement. 
Faran just shook his head and kissed him as he shifted his hips to take him deeper. Joss groaned in his mouth, and it was Faran's turn to chuckle, then to groan as Joss sped up both his rocking and his stroking; still gentle, still tender, but with a gradually rising urgency. He held Faran suspended between his mouth and hands and cock, warm and safe so that when the lightning roared down Faran's spine, all he had to do was arch his back and let it come, and rest lazily in his nest as his lover finished with him. "Lovely," he murmured, and turned his head to kiss Joss's sweaty forehead. 
"Yes," Joss said, and rested his head on Faran's. "Thank you, love." 
Faran made a soft contented sound, too sleepy and content to form words, and drowsed off again. 

* * * *

"Have you had many lovers?" Eissa murmured under the shelter of the blankets. 
Meric rolled over and looked at him in surprise. Not that rolling over was easy; they'd wrapped themselves up like babies in swaddling, and he had to squirm ungracefully so as not to end up on top of Eissa. "No, of course not," he said in puzzlement. "None at all. I mean, there was a boy when I was still in Reinan--that's the capital city of Lare--" 
"I know what Reinan is," Eissa said. "If he wasn't your lover, what was he?" 
"Just... I don't know. We kissed some, and fumbled around like you and I have been doing in the attic. Touched each other. You know, that sort of thing." 
"Well, given that I've never had a lover at all, and the only thing I know is what we did in the attic, I don't know anything more than that." 
"Do you even know what else there is?" Meric asked. 
"Well, yes, I suppose so. In theory, at any rate." 
"Oh, 'in theory,'" Meric teased. "You've had a classical education, then?" 
"We're not barbarians." Eissa poked him in the ribs. "Father makes sure we can all read and write and cipher, and we've books. I don't know if you've noticed, but he's very intelligent." 
"I've noticed, and I was just teasing. I was half expecting fur-clad tribesmen this far north." 
"Father says we've been civilized longer than people in Ildelion. We've certainly been here longer. So yes, I know the difference between theoretical and hypothetical, inference and implication, and deduction and induction. I can recite the twenty-seven Tenets of the Just Man, and nearly the whole of the royal consecration ritual. I just usually don't need to." 
Meric slid a little closer and let Eissa wrap his arms around him. "You'll need every weapon in your armory if you're to come to Ildelion with me." 
Eissa went still. "Ildelion?" he whispered. 
"Yes." Meric's stomach flipped over and he added hesitantly, "Don't you want to?" 
"I thought... I thought you'd stay here. With us. After you've found your mage and your beast. I thought this made things different. I don't know about going away from here. I'm only sixteen." 
"And I'm only seventeen--nearly eighteen," Meric said. "I can't stay here--I have duties I can't avoid. I must go back with Captain Faran." 
"But what if Captain Faran doesn't go back? If he decides to stay with Papa?" 
Meric noted the childish word and his heart sank. "Captain Faran has duties as well," he said. He tried to make it gentle, despite his dismay. "He can't stay either." 
"Oh." 
He kissed Eissa's cheek and eased away, off the bed and into his cold trousers and boots. Someone had built up the fire, so the air was warmer than it had been when he'd woken earlier, but it was still cold. The shirt and the quilted coat that everyone wore here were chilly, but warmed up nicely once they were on. Too bad they didn't warm the chill that had settled around his heart. "The others are up and gone," he said over his shoulder to Eissa as he stood to tie the lacings of his breeches. "It must be past dawn. Are you hungry?" 
"No. Cold." The words were muffled by the blankets he'd pulled over his head. 
"Very well. I'm going to get some breakfast. Can I bring you anything?" 
"No." 
Meric sighed, and felt a hundred years old. 

* * * *

He found the captain and the lord eating breakfast with a handful of men-at-arms at the far end of the hall. Lord Daene was talking, illustrating a point with a spoon full of oatmeal, and the men were laughing as Meric meandered his way through the chairs, pallets and temporarily discarded projects. Daene looked up and said cheerfully, "So, my lord mage, it appears as though the sun is smiling on your quest. The snowfall was not so bad as it could have been, and we'll have the yard cleared by noon. Wuluf has already been over to the stables and has confirmed that Captain Faran's men survived their imprisonment with nothing worse than a cold and a black eye." 
"A black eye?" 
Faran chuckled. "Someone had a bit too much ale to drink and walked into a fist. Aldin assures me that there was no serious harm done." 
"Milord Meric," Aldin said from across the table. "How do you?" 
"Well enough." Meric smiled back, acknowledging the sergeant. "I imagine you're glad to be seeing other walls, at any rate." 
"A pleasant enough prospect." Aldin winked. "Especially after staring at the troop's faces for three straight days." 
"Good," said Daene. "Now that we're all here, we need to talk about your plans, Captain. Particularly regarding the Daene beast. None of my people know anything about the mysterious great mage you're looking for; all the mages hereabouts are just hedge-wizards and Healers. I've never heard of one myself, and I know the Bitterwood as well as any." 
"Perhaps our quest will lead us still farther north," Meric said in disappointment. That didn't feel right; he felt sure that the answers he sought were here, somewhere, nearby. But if Daene, who governed these lands, had no recollection of such a mage, then he must be wrong. 
"I doubt that," Daene reassured him. "Beyond the Bitterwood--a matter of three or four days' travel--the territory turns arctic. Nothing but white bears and white foxes--no golden beasts. And besides, I said we don't know of a mage. The beast, however..." 
"You know of it?" Faran frowned. "But you've said nothing..." 
"To what point?" Daene said reasonably. "There wasn't anything for you to do about it but fret, and be anxious to start your hunt, and not get the rest that you and your young mage needed. 
"I've already ruled out the usual cats you'll find in the Bitterwood--your average northern wildcat, but tending to tawny rather than tabby as is more usual in the north of Lare or Volsecht. Buff-colored, mostly, as you'd find in a desert place. Odd, but there it is. They're generally fifty to sixty pounds in weight--good sized, but nothing like the beast you're looking for. No one would call one of them 'great.' The smaller farms occasionally have problems with them stealing chickens or lambs, and they'll fight when cornered, but they mostly avoid human folk. 
"About a two-hour ride north of here is a village called Cherry Creek. North of there is a part of the wood...well, let's just say that all of the Bitterwood is a bit haunted, and that part is a bit more haunted than the rest. There's a great ravine that cuts through it. The ground is rough and difficult, and the trees there are just a bit older than the rest of the wood. It's the dark heart of the old Daenewood, the last part that's never been settled, never been mapped, never been fully explored, though people do hunt there--or at least 'round the edges. 
"Folk from Cherry Creek claim to have seen your beast. A great golden cat, like the one my ancestors took for their device, maned like a lion." He shrugged. "Maybe it is a lion, but if it is, I don't know how it came to be here, since they're not native to this area. But the difference is that none of the folk round Cherry Creek, or anywhere else for that matter, have ever complained about the beast raiding their sheepfolds or carrying off their children. People have seen it, but only from a distance, and it's never come close to any of them. Hunters and trappers haven't found any sign of it anywhere near the places it's supposed to haunt." 
One of the men-at-arms said, "A cat that big would need to hunt prey equally big: elk, antelope, deer. Never found traces of any such kills. Never found big footprints in the snow or any such thing. Cat that big would leave spoor of some kind." 
"As much a creature of spirit as of flesh," Meric mused. "How long ago did the first reports of this cat come in?" 
Daene shook his head. "There have always been rumors, tall tales. But this particular one?" He glanced at the man-at-arms who'd spoken before. "Fifteen, twenty years? A long time, certainly; before Eissa was born, at least." 
"Nearer to fifteen, but no less than that," the man said. 
Meric felt a swell of excitement that he tamped down, but his eyes met Faran's. Faran nodded minutely, then asked, "How far did you say this Cherry Creek is?" 
"Two hours--in good weather. I don't know yet how the roads are, and the one to that village is barely more than a track. Bank on three to four hours travel--or more--and overnighting in the village," Daene warned. "At least the place has an inn, and it's known for good cider." 
"Have you trackers familiar with the area," Faran asked, "or does the village have hunters we can use?" 
"Probably," Daene said. "I'll inquire among my men--I think one or two of them are from up that way. And, in any case, I can draft assistance from the villagers." 
"You?" Faran frowned. 
Daene raised an eyebrow. "You don't think I'm going to be left out of this, do you? My demesne, my hunt. And yes, lad," he said to Meric," I know we're not to wound this great beast of yours, but it's still a hunt." 
"I'm going too," Eissa said behind Meric. 
Meric turned. His lover was red-eyed, but resolute; he gave Meric a shy smile before turning back to his father. "I'm going with you, Father, and Meric." 
Daene said dryly, "Did I expect anything else?" 
The smile blossomed into a grin. "Of course not," Eissa said. 
"But not before we dig out the manor yard," Daene said. Eissa's face fell, and Meric chuckled. He reached out and slung his arm around Eissa's shoulder. "I'll help," he assured his lover. 
"Like hell you will," Faran said. "You'll sit in the warm, bundled up, with a cup of hot tea." 
"That's not my role," Meric said, and shook his head irritably. "I'm not an invalid, Faran." 
"No, and you'll not become one on my watch. The trip to the village will be enough of a strain on you." 
"We've plenty of hands to dig us out," Daene said. "Neither you nor Eissa are needed at that. But I will need Eissa to put together our traveling gear--perhaps you could help with that." 
"I'll do whatever I can," Meric said, and gave Faran a sideways glare. 

* * * *

"You'd make peace between two bulls, wouldn't you," Faran said when the boys had gone back to the bedroom, placated, and the men scattered to bundle into cold-weather gear. 
"It's a trait that has served me well enough over the years," Joss said. He drained his ale and got to his feet, stomping them to settle them in his outdoor boots. "Easier to make peace than watch friends die. I've some healing skills, but I'd rather not use them on that which I can avoid." 
"Healing skill? Are you mage-trained?" 
"Aye. There's always been one or two Healers in the Daene line, and my father made sure I had schooling. Spent a couple of years in Ildelion, but never questioned that I'd come back here. I imagine Eissa will come into his talent soon enough; I was about his age." 
"You think it will be Eissa?" 
"I know it will. He hasn't shown any outward signs of power, but neither did I at his age. I just know it, is all." He handed Faran a knitted tunic to pull over his shirt. "There, that'll keep you warmer than that leather coat of yours. Yes, Eidar has no talent for any of that sort of thing, any more than my older brother did, but he'll make a good lord. I'd expected Eissa would be staying to support him, but now I'm not so sure." 
May as well be as honest as he could be at this point, Faran thought, and said "Meric has responsibilities that will keep him in Ildelion once this quest is done. Eidar seemed to think that their...attraction is serious." 
"Oh, it's serious enough," Joss said. He pulled on his own tunic, a coat over that, and heavy fur-lined gloves. 
Faran followed him outside onto the gallery into the glare of morning sun on snow. Joss shielded his eyes and looked out over the thick white cover that was broken only by the rough-cut path to the stables. "That'll be uncomfortable," Faran said. "The glare, I mean." 
"The sooner we break it up, the better. It'll only get worse once the sun's high." 
"Mm. You have a brother?" 
"Had," Joss said shortly. "Died of a chance-caught illness while I was in Ildelion. I wasn't meant to have the manor, but I came into it at eighteen. I married his betrothed and here I am." 
"What happened to her?" 
Joss shook his head. "Some things even healing can't help. She died in childbirth--a daughter, who didn't live. Senna said it had all gone wrong, and nothing could have been done. But there are days I wonder--if I'd been able to stay and finish my training, if my brother hadn't died...but in that case, I wouldn't have married Arianna in the first place, and it all would be moot." 
"Still, from what Eidar said, it must have been difficult to lose your true love." 
Chuckling, Joss said, "I told you--she was my brother's betrothed, not mine. Oh, I loved her well enough as my wife, but she was not my true love--she was his. And besides, it's rare enough that true love strikes, even among the Daenes. Eidar, for instance, is desperately in love with his betrothed--but it wasn't the sudden strike, it was the years of acquaintance that grew into love, real love, strong love, not mad passion. He'll be happy enough with her, as I was with Arianna." He knocked a clump of snow off the top step and started down. "The wind was to our advantage," he said over his shoulder as Faran followed him. "Lots of drifting against the walls, but the yard's not more than a foot deep, and the snow withal is not very wet. Small favors, I suppose, but easier to move." 
Some of the men were already shoveling out around the undercroft, and another handful began clearing the large stable doors. Some of the younger women came out of the side door by the stables where Faran had gone in that first afternoon, and were busy sweeping away the snow in the men's footsteps. The dogs, released from their confinement, were gamboling like puppies; the wolfhounds rolled in the snow and shook it off, while the collies chased them and played at herding. Even a couple of rat terriers were out in the snow, bounding from drift to drift like pop-up toys. From the looks of it, this sort of thing, too, was a regular occurrence and everyone knew their roles. He took the shovel Joss handed him and set to work. 

* * * *

Meric ran his fingers over the deep tooling on the flap of the saddlebags Eissa had handed him. "This is the cat," he said absently. "Just like this." 
"I always thought it was just a legend, you know?" Eissa picked up the other bag and folded spare clothing into the side pocket. "That the cat wasn't real, but a story. The old ones are full of tales about the Daene cat. The story goes back all the way to the beginning of the Daenes." 
"What story?" 
"You know, the one about the cat leading the first Daene here, where he built the manor. Didn't Father tell that one?" 
"No, just the one about White Andurel. What's the other?" 
Eissa took the saddlebags from Meric's hand and started filling those, too. "Oh, the usual. Traveling for miles in the Daenewood 'til they're lost, threatened by dragons and monsters and whatnot, and then a great golden cat maned like a lion comes out of the darkness and leads them to a place where the water ran clean and the earth was fertile and all those poetic things. Here, in other words. We've a spring, besides the well, and good grazing, and good hunting, and the people in the villages can farm where they need to, and even though we've only a couple of milch cows, some of the villages have bigger herds and we can get beef whenever we need it. Father says the line in the coronation ritual--the one that goes 'his strength is the lion that guards her back'? That's about the Daenewood, he says. The Bitterwood, now. It's a good place." He was quiet a moment, then said, "I'm going to miss it." 
Meric looked up at that. "You...you'll come to Ildelion?" 
To his relief, Eissa smiled openly at him. "Of course I will. If you have to be there, so do I. I'm not leaving you. I told you I'd take care of you--how could I do that from so far away?" 
"I love you," Meric said. 
"I know. And I love you. But you aren't telling me everything, are you? About the cat, and why you don't seem to be getting better?" Eissa put his hand on Meric's, closing his fingers gently. "You're eating, and I've never known anyone to lose weight on Senna's food, but you are. You're thinner and paler than you were when you got here, and I've held my tongue long enough--why won't you tell me what's wrong?" 
Meric didn't answer right away, and Eissa went on, "It's to do with the cat, then? Something about the cat." 
"Yes." 
"What about the mage? You said you were looking for the mage, too, but since Father said he didn't know of any mage, you haven't mentioned him again." 
"I don't know. The prophecy said that there would be a cat, and the mage would be the key to finding it. I thought perhaps your father was the mage..." 
"Papa?" 
"He's a Healer; he's got power, I can feel it. Untrained, but substantial. He's not a great mage, though, and the prophecy specified a great mage." Meric ran his fingers over his face roughly, as if to rub away his thoughts. "Perhaps we'll meet one in the village, or on the road to Cherry Creek. Silly name for a town." 
Eissa caught his hands again and drew him into his arms, kissing him gently. "They're all silly names: Cherry Creek, Butterburr, Fewloft, Ramsbottom. We're a silly bunch here in the north. Shh. Kiss me." 
Meric obeyed, feeling Eissa's strong arms close around him. He felt like a girl, helpless to resist--and he was older, and far more experienced, and better traveled. But Eissa was solid and warm and he leaned into him gratefully. 
"So," Eissa's voice was a warm rumble in his ear as he rested his head on his shoulder, "what's doing with the cat? What does he have to do with your health?" 
"It's such a long story..." 
"We're packed, and if I know my father, he won't want to leave 'til morning--and then it will be at daybreak. So we've got the whole night to talk. Tell me." 
"Very well. My family... My father was an important Laren noble. My mother was an Elban aristocrat, and I was born here, so I'm Elban, blood and bone, no matter what anyone else says." Meric sighed. "They...had enemies. I had enemies before I was old enough to even have friends. My father was assassinated when I was little; I barely remember him." 
Eissa's arms tightened around him. "Go on," he said. 
"When I was still a baby, someone cast a spell that did--something--to me." He shrugged, trying to seem indifferent. "I didn't know any better. I didn't know anything about it, and it didn't seem to matter, until I turned sixteen. Then my health started to fail. Every stray breeze started to bring some chill or fever. 
"I was apprenticed to a master mage at about twelve, and it was he who took me to the high council of mages in Reinan. They figured out that I'd been cursed as a child, and finally, last year, tracked down an Elban soothsayer who was able to pinpoint how I could regain my health. I had to track down a great golden cat in the northern woods of Elbe--alive and unharmed--and a master mage would guide it to me." 
"'Guide it to you?' Not the other way around?" 
"Strange, isn't it? But yes. Guide it to me. I'm hoping that once I'm close to the cat, the mage will turn up." He hesitated a moment, then confessed, "I'm afraid of what will happen if he doesn't..." 
"Then we keep looking," Eissa said. 
"Eissa..." Meric turned in his arms and raised his hands to cup Eissa's face. "Eissa, I have to find them by my eighteenth birthday." 
"What if you don't?" Eissa's face was white. 
"Then I die." He kissed Eissa, then rested his forehead against his. "I have five days." 
The breath Eissa sucked in was sudden and harsh, and turned into a sob. "Meric..." 
"Shh," Meric said, stroking his cheeks. "Shh. We'll find them. We'll find them." 
"We should go now," Eissa said frantically. "We should go, we don't have enough time, we..." 
"We listen to what your father says," Meric said. "He knows what to do. There wasn't anything we could do during the storm, but now that it's over, we'll have clear skies for at least a week. That's all we need. He knows the best and fastest way to travel, and between him and Captain Faran, we'll get where we're going. The beast near Cherry Creek is the right one; I feel sure it is. The mage must live somewhere around there. We'll find him. We'll tell your father and Captain Faran tonight that we haven't much time, and they'll make sure we get there. We couldn't have gone any sooner, anyway, Eissa--the snow and ice has to be cleared away so we can get the horses out of the stables, and then we can go." 
Eissa was crying now, no longer sobbing, but weeping silently, tears flooding his face. Meric shook his head and wrapped his arms around his lover, this time the strong one. "Shh," he said again. "Come. Lie with me. Let's rest a while; we'll need to be ready to travel early, and I for one find this cold tiring." 


Chapter 6


 

The snapping of kindling in the fire was the only sound in the room. Faran looked at the three other faces around the table: Joss, grim; Meric, resigned; Eissa, grief-stricken. He himself wasn't sure what he felt; he'd known that Meric was failing, knew that it had something to do with their quest, but now...five days? Their weeks-long mission reduced to five days, and if they failed... 
If they failed, not only would Meric die, but the rest of the kingdom would suffer for it. 
It had been fifteen years since he'd first taken the king's coin, from the hand of old King Orester himself. He'd done his duty, escorted dozens of couriers and messengers and noble folk, but he'd never liked anyone the way he did Meric. The boy wasn't just a mage; he was a genuinely kind man. A good man. It wasn't his fault that he was so damned important.

Even Faran's men didn't know just how important he was. No one did. Just Faran. 
"There's still a chance," Meric said, and Faran knew his feelings were written on his face. "We've still five days, and this village is only a few hours away. If we leave at dawn, we'll be there by noontime, and for all anyone knows, this will all be resolved by suppertime and we can come home." 
"Optimist," Faran said wryly. 
Meric smiled. Eissa reached up and put his hand over Meric's where it lay on the table, but said nothing, only looked toward his father. 
Joss said, "Dawn it is, my lord mage. Captain, I assume that all of your men will accompany us?" At Faran's nod, he went on, "Then four men should be enough from my holding--the ones best at tracking. The rest will be needed here to deal with moving the cattle. I need those damn sheep back in their sheephold and out of my undercroft." He gave a brief bark of laughter. "The dogs will stay here; if we can't harm the beast, I don't want it harming my dogs, either. The snow will keep the hounds from useful tracking, at any rate. Might as well leave them. Eissa, go tell Artur, Eik, Hafl and Garric that they'll be riding out with us at dawn. Meric, lad, you missed supper; go find Senna and let her feed you 'til you're drowsy, then have her put you to bed in the infirmary. We'll wake you in plenty of time." 
Eissa, already halfway to the door, paused and looked back, his face a study in misery. His father snorted, then said, "There's no one else in the infirmary tonight--you can join him later. In the meantime, make sure Eidar knows to get the men kitted out for a winter campaign, and see if your aunt wants us to bring back anything from Cherry Creek." He shook his head. "Boys." 
Meric followed Eissa out the door and closed it quietly behind him. "Now," Joss said, "Tell me what you know of this." 
"This? Meric's deadline? Nothing." 
"Of any of this. Your face when he said it--you aren't just worried about the boy, fond as you are of him. This struck you like a fist." 
Faran closed his eyes. "No," he said. "No, I'm not just worried about the boy. His death will have far-reaching consequences I don't want to deal with." 
"So, king's business. Tell me, king's man, how does a guard from an outpost like Nabaranth win a plum assignment like this one?" Joss rocked back in his chair and stretched his legs out. "Guards in places like that are usually the lesser lights, the foolish, the inept--put them in a place like Nabaranth where nothing ever happens, and hope for the best. Or put them in harm's way to get rid of them. Not give into their hands a fragile boy and a mad quest, with the kingdom's welfare hanging in the balance." 
"It is not my secret to tell." The words fell heavily. Gods, he wished he could unburden himself to this man. Joss Daene was a rock, steady as the northern hills, strong and silent as the dark woods around them. Of all men, he would keep faith, as his family had for centuries. But Faran had sworn an oath. 
Joss watched him a moment, then tilted his head to one side and smiled faintly. "Pledges to secrecy are the very devil," he mused. "Very well, then. Tell me of Captain Faran, baseborn, fatherless, king's man. What did he do to end up in Nabaranth? Because, try as you might, you will not convince me that you are inept, foolish, or a lesser light." 
"Try insubordinate, and you'll be in the right way of it." 
His lover laughed. "That, I would believe. And your men? Did they follow you willingly into exile, or are they hard cases you found in Nabaranth?" 
Faran flushed. "They followed me." 
"What did you do to earn yourself that posting?" 
"Refused a direct order from the king." 
The front legs of Joss's chair hit the floor with a thump. "Refused a direct order--from Baliesta?" 
A curt nod. 
"How the devil did you end up just reassigned and not executed? The Ladian was notorious for treating his guard as poorly as he treated everyone else, and was never one to tolerate rebellion in the ranks. To my recollection, he executed an entire squad once for the actions of their commander. Why not yours?" 
"He owed me a debt." Faran shrugged. "Besides, it was refused in private, and so he wasn't as humiliated as I would have liked him to be. But that saved my neck, I suppose--he just had us sent to Nabaranth, which, while boring, could have been worse. The new king has a different future in mind for us. The fact that we were stationed in Nabaranth, and thus out of the machinations that always surround a transition in government, made us the best choice for this quest." 
"From what I have seen of you," Joss said, "I can believe you the best choice for any quest. And when this is finished? Do you return to Nabaranth or to Ildelion?" 
"Ildelion," Faran said. "I am permanently assigned to the protection of my lord Meric." 
Joss said nothing a moment, then raised his eyes to Faran's. They were dark and sad. "That's too bad," he said softly. "I will miss you." 
There was a rough patch in Faran's throat that made swallowing difficult. "And I you." 
A knock on the door interrupted them, and at Joss's gruff "Come," two of the menservants came in, carrying a wooden hipbath between them. A third came in with a pair of steaming buckets. At Joss's gesture, they set the bath in front of the fire, carefully, so as not to spill the water that filled half the tub. The third man poured the buckets into the bath, then the three left quietly. 
"What's this, then?" Faran asked. "Planning on a bath?" 
"Perhaps later," Joss said. He pushed away from the table and stood. "It's been a tradition for the women of the holding to offer the honored guest a bath upon their arrival. Unfortunately, two things interfered with the carrying out of that tradition in your case. First, we ration the water during bad weather like this--although we have a well in the undercroft, it's not easily accessible once all the animals have been moved in, so we live off the water stored in barrels up here. That, of course, is no longer an issue. Secondly, my sister Senna..." He sighed. "If I asked Senna to undertake such a task, she would dump me head first into the bathtub. An independent sort, Senna." 
He smiled at Faran. "So, my lord captain, now that the weather has eased and you have done yeoman's work in helping us to dig out from the drifts--may I have the honor of bathing you?" 
There was a glint in Joss's eye that drove all possibility of refusal from Faran's mind. He rose from his chair. "My lord Daene," he said raggedly, "the honor is all mine." 
His fingers shook as he shrugged out of the quilted coat and toed off the sheepskin boots, as if he were a greenling facing his first battle. Joss smiled at him and took the coat, tossing it over the chair, and pulled Faran's shirt over his head before starting work on the laces of Faran's breeches. Faran rested a hand on his shoulder for balance, but when Joss slid his hands beneath the waistband to ease the trousers down, his fingers tightened and dug into the thick quilted fabric beneath them. Joss's hands moved gently over his hips and rump, then down his thighs, pushing the leather trousers to the floor, Joss following them until he crouched before Faran. He looked up at the captain a moment, his face unreadable, then reached up to pull down the linen smalls. 
Faran closed his eyes, then opened them to stare blindly when he felt Joss's mouth kissing one of the many scars he had on his upper leg. Joss chuckled and moved back a bit, sliding his hands down Faran's leg to lift his foot from the tangle of cloth and leather, then following suit with the other. 
Then he stood and drew Faran into his arms, kissing the side of his neck. "Tub," he murmured, and Faran blinked, then shook his head and went like a sensible man to the hipbath. 
"Sit," Joss said, and he obeyed, settling himself with his knees bent to fit. 
Joss took off his coat and shirt, and knelt behind the tub, soap and cloth in his hands. He wet them both and lathered up the cloth, then began to wash Faran from his neck down, slowly, carefully, thoroughly. 
Faran closed his eyes again and leaned his head back against Joss's shoulder, basking in Joss's warmth, the clean faint herbal aroma of the soap, the subtle scent of leather and spice and clean sweat, the strength of the arms supporting him and the gentleness of the hands bathing him. He had never known such luxury, even when posted to the royal court; the life of a guardsman, no matter his birth or status, was never soft, never sweet, never luxurious. Never loving. 
As he wielded the cloth, Joss began to hum softly: an old folk tune Faran had always known, but in an oddly minor key that made it sound wistful. Joss dipped the cloth in the water and rinsed the soap from his chest, then leaned Faran forward so he could wash his back. Faran rested his head on his knees and sighed faintly. "Tired?" Joss murmured. 
"No. Just...relaxed." 
Laughing, Joss nudged him. "Well, too late now. I'm done with the top half. Stand up." 
This time the sigh was of mock annoyance. "Very well, if I must," the captain said, and stood up, water streaming down his hips and legs. Behind him, Joss hummed a few more notes, then Faran felt the soapy cloth rubbing over his buttocks, down his legs, and back up into the crease of his arse, cleaning him thoroughly. Then Faran heard the slosh of the cloth being rinsed and the rasp of the coarse soap on the flannel again. 
Shifting around to the front of the tub, Joss looked up at Faran, laughter glinting in his eyes, then dragged the cloth up the front of one thigh to curl around Faran's half-erect cock. "Lovely," he murmured, and washed his groin with the same thorough attention he'd paid to Faran's arse. Then his legs, down to his feet, each of which Joss lifted with care while Faran rested his hand on Joss's shoulder, and washed tenderly. "There," he said in satisfaction, and stood up. 
The water that he'd sloshed over Faran's ready body had splashed his as well, and the wool trousers were soaked and clinging to him. The heavy erection was outlined in the soft fabric. Water drops clinging to his broad chest glittered in the firelight. "You're all wet," Faran said. 
"So I am." He reached over and wrapped Faran's quilted coat around him, then lifted him up by the thighs and carried him over to the bed. 
Faran laughed in disbelief. "Are you mad?" he gasped. "I am no woman to be carted hither and yon!" 
"No, you are definitely not a woman," Joss said, and tossed him onto the bed, reaching for the blankets and pulling them up over him. "But I won't have you getting a chill while I finish what your bath has started." He went back to the tub and pulled off the rest of his clothes, stepped into the bath and soaped up the flannel to wash himself with the same single-minded intensity he'd gifted to Faran. The captain watched him in fascination, watched the muscles in his body flex as he bent to wet the cloth and stroke it over his strong body, watched the way the water caught the light as it trailed in rivulets down over his skin, watched the way the hair on his chest curled damply, the occasional silver thread sparking in the firelight. Watched the way Joss stared back at him, his hunger as evident in his eyes as in his cock. 
When he stepped from the tub and dried himself off hastily with a length of linen, his eyes never left Faran's. He dropped the linen and stalked naked to the bed. 
Faran sat up, pulled the quilted coat from around his shoulders, and drew back the blanket to welcome Joss in. The lord of Bitterwood slipped between the blanket and sheets and lay on his side, watching Faran. 
"I will miss you," Faran said. 
His lover's lip quirked in amusement. "And I you," he replied. "But not just yet." 
"No," Faran agreed. "Not just yet." 
Joss's mouth was soft on Faran's, gentle despite the firm grip his hands had on Faran's wrists. He held them down against the sheets and Faran let him, not minding the small ways Joss had of asserting his power. Nothing in his acquaintance with the man made him think Joss would ever abuse it, and it felt good, so good, to let someone else set the pace, someone else control him, someone else drive his passion. When Daene's mouth slid from his to lick along his jaw and throat, he permitted himself a contented grin. 
"What are you smirking about?" Joss growled, and dragged his tongue roughly over Faran's left nipple. 
"Just enjoying you doing all the work," Faran replied. 
Joss chuckled and dove beneath the blankets. 
He never let go of Faran's hands, even after Faran had bucked and cried out and come in his mouth; he simply licked the captain clean, then eased back up to lie beside him. Finally, he released Faran and reached up to stroke his cheek. 
"One would hope," Faran drawled, "that the ancient traditions of the house would include something like that." 
"Not according to the oldsters." Joss grinned. "But I suspect more often than not." 
"Well," Faran said, "one would hope that the guest would have reciprocated." He cupped Joss's face with his hands, then it was his turn to dive beneath the blankets. 
The warm darkness underneath was redolent of the scent of soap and his own release; he burrowed his nose into Joss's groin beside his rigid member and sucked in a breath: spice and clean, healthy male. He would remember this scent, he thought, and mouthed the thick, heavy sac. Above him, Joss made a soft, hungry noise. 
He took his time exploring this side of his lover, learning the weight and substance of his balls, tracing the heavy veins up the thick flesh, tasting the pearled liquid on the hot, tender dome before slowly taking Joss in while his fist curled around the base. 
Joss's hand came down to touch his head, but not to push; instead, he threaded his fingers through Faran's hair and gently caressed him. Faran murmured approval around Joss's cock. 
Faran had Joss deep in his throat when he came; Faran swallowed, then when he was done, he drew back, seeking any remnants to taste. Less bitter than he'd ever experienced before, with a sweetness Faran suspected was either Joss's fondness for cinnamon or Faran's own imagination. 
Faran rested his head on Joss's belly, exploring it with his fingers. For all Joss Daene was a solidly-built, muscular man, scarred and weathered, the muscles of his gut were softening with age. Faran loved that, loved the softness under his fingers, the vulnerability, the contrast between the fierce warrior and the gentle lover. 
The blankets shifted down to expose his head, and Joss's hand stroked it in a brief caress. "Are you all right down there?" 
Faran looked up into Joss's smile, and said, "Better than all right." 
"Hmm. I can't kiss you if you're there." 
"Do you want to?" 
"Boy, you fuss more than a woman. Of course I do." 
Faran obliged, rearranging himself so that his head rested on the pillow, and gave Joss a cheeky grin. "So?" 
"Brat," Joss said. 
I love you, Faran thought, but he only leaned forward to take Joss's kiss. 


Chapter 7


 

The stable was already busy when Faran came in, in the darkness that presaged the winter morning. Wuluf, Joss's sergeant at arms, was there organizing the mounts that had been moved back into the stables yesterday, choosing the handful of horses that the manor's men would ride, and joking in an easy way with Aldin. Faran's own troops were ready, each waiting patiently beside the stalls their mounts were in, and they saluted as Faran came into the stable. 
His own horse was ready as well, and Faran nodded a thanks to Aldin, whose duty that was. Stroking the horse's neck, he murmured nonsense into the velvety ear until the great head dipped and shoved gently against his chest. He laughed, then led his mount out of the stall into the wide stone corridor between the stalls. 
"Master Meric's beast is ready as well," Aldin said, "and I'll be bringin' it out with mine. Lord Joss tells me his boys Hafl and Garric are from up the way we're bound, and another lad--Besta, I think his name was--went out yesternoon and found the road passable. Not clear, but passable. Lord Joss thinks we'll be in Cherry Creek before noon." He smacked his lips and winked at Faran. "I've heard tell there's a fine tavern in the town." 
Faran chuckled. "With luck we'll be done with our task in time to dine in comfort." He tightened the girth and checked it again, then pulled the stirrups from where they lay across the saddle, and set the buckles in the right places. 
Even busy as he was, he felt when the stable door opened and Joss came in, bringing with him a swirl of cold air. "Open up the main doors, lads," he called out, "and let's get this in train. Dawn's breaking and I want to be on the road within the next quarter hour." He was walking as he spoke, and brushed past Faran with a discreet pat on the arse. 
"We're ready," the captain retorted. "Are your men?" 
"Waiting for you lot to get out of the way. Here, Wuluf, take Eissa's boyo out with you--he's waiting in the yard. That Meric's beast?" 
"Aye, milord," Aldin replied. 
"I'll take him, and my bay as well." 
They all worked quietly and efficiently, and per Joss's demands, were filing out of the manor yard before the quarter hour struck. Joss and Faran were in the lead, Meric and Eissa behind, as they turned down the road in the direction of Cherry Creek. 
The dawn splashed rose and gold across the drifted snow, and ice crunched beneath the horses' hooves. "Could have been much worse," Joss murmured, as he stood in his stirrups and raised a hand to his brow to shield his eyes against the breaking morning light. "From what I can tell, the snow's drifted mostly up against the trees, and left the trail more or less clear. I'm sure we'll run into patches--Besta mentioned a few bad spots we'll need to clear to get everyone past--but nothing we can't handle." 
"I've been well past my familiar ground since three days before the storm," Faran said. "I'll trust you to get us where we need going." 
"I'll do my best," Joss said with a grin. He turned back to the pair following. "Did you have breakfast, boys?" 
"Yes, sir," Eissa said. "I made sure Meric had plenty to eat, and we've meat rolls in the saddlebags in case we get hungry on the road. Aunt Senna said we're growing boys and need it." 
"She'd better have given you enough to share," Joss mock-growled, "or I'll be tossin' you off that pony of yours and snatchin' your elevenses." 
"Fisticuffs!" Eissa looked at Faran. "Do you hear, Captain? He's threatening us with violence! Don't you have to arrest him or something?" 
"Nay, lad," Faran drawled. "If he were to offer violence to my lord Meric--that's another thing. But you--ah, you're on your own." 
Joss laughed, and turned back forwards. Faran shared a grin with Eissa, then followed suit. 

* * * *

For a few hours, there was little sound except the squeak of saddle leathers and the occasional cry of a winter bird. The wind had died down to nothing, and the sky bore enough trailing wisps of cloud to keep the sun from causing snow blindness. All in all, Faran thought, the trip could have been much worse. A little cold, but not as bad as yesterday, and there was no wind. 
He would occasionally glance back at Meric, muffled to the nose in the furs Joss and Eissa had wrapped him in, his eyes bright and attentive under the wolfskin hat. He seemed to be doing well, despite the chill--he had had the stamina for long hours in the saddle before their enforced idleness, but his health had always been so uncertain. Now, he seemed to be doing well enough, perhaps because of the steady companionship of Daene's young son, who was equally bright-eyed and attentive. 
They rested, fed, and watered the horses about half of the way to the village; the water from a creek that had yet to freeze over, warmed by a casual spell Joss cast. Eissa and Meric shared the food Senna had sent with them with Joss and Faran; the rest of the men had been equally well provisioned by Joss's efficient sister. Both of the older men left the larger portions to the boys, taking only a bit to tide them over, since Joss said the village was no more than a couple of hours away. 
The closer they got to the village, the worse the snowdrifts got, until Joss was sending a couple of the men ahead to shovel paths for the horses to tread single-file. Finally, the drifts cleared and the road to the village lay open, obviously already tended by the villagers. 

* * * *

The local man the mayor had recruited for their guide was a trapper by trade. Although Cherry Creek was better known locally for its orchards and fruit groves, like Bitterwood it did a brisk winter business in furs and hides with other villages in the north and even the rest of the kingdom. The trapper, Tenn, was saturnine and unsocial, but he answered Meric's questions willingly enough. 
"Nay, never seen any trace of spoor, nor fewmets, nor kills," he replied, after thinking a moment. "Not your regular footprints neither; never seen it near mud, and only in the trees. Haven't seen it since snowfall, so I don't know if it leaves prints in snow. If I didn't see it with my own eyes, nor heard it growl, I'd not believe in it." 
"You've heard it, though, and seen it." Meric's voice was eager. 
"Oh, aye. This mage you're asking about, though--never heard of one hereabouts." The man shook his head. "Closest thing is milord Daene, and he's not much more than a Healer and weather-witch." 
Meric deflated. Faran patted his shoulder and said, "Let's just look for the beast where you last saw it for now. If we see no trace of it, we'll come back here and regroup. How far did you say this copse is where you saw it last?" 
"Less'n an hour walk or so once we're past the village. No point ridin'--there's nothing like a road through the woods there. More like a trail, and not a good one, neither." 
"So close?" Faran frowned. "And you've had no signs of it nearer?" 
The man snorted. "A hundred paces past the village in that direction, and it's nobbut brambles and underbrush. Path overgrows so fast winter's the only time you can guarantee it's clear, and even then it catches more snow than it should. That's the old Daenewood, captain. Keeps its secrets, even from those of us that know it best." 
The mayor said, "The first part of the trip is the worst; the path opens up a bit further on, though it's still not an easy way. There are scattered clearings in the woods, but not many, and not large. Just enough for a bit of sun to come through. Tenn knows the woods as well as any man hereabouts, but as he says, it keeps its secrets." He laughed. "Me, I'll stick with the broader ways and skirt the Daenewood, thank you very much." 
Tenn made a baaing sound, like a sheep, but the mayor, Pol Inskeep (he also owned the town's only inn), just laughed. "Go on with you, Tenn. Keep a watch out for our lads here; we want to send them back home the way they arrived." 
Not so much, Faran thought, glancing at Meric, who was grinning gamely, but looked even more drawn than he had an hour ago. He began to wonder if they had even the five--now four--days Meric had predicted. 
His worry increased when the young mage went to rise from his bench and stumbled, falling back into his seat. Eissa, at his side as usual, put his arm around Meric and said anxiously, "We've got to find that cat, Captain Faran. Please--now." 
"We're going, lad," Faran said. 
Joss said gently, "Eissa, Meric...even if we find it, we've not found the mage. It may do no good. And there's no guarantee we'll find the beast, even..." 
"No," Eissa said. "It's here, I know it's here. And we'll find it." He turned to Meric. "Can you walk? It's near an hour, he said." 
"I can walk," Meric assured him. "I was just--dizzy, from sitting still and getting up too quick. I'm fine. Let's go." 

* * * *

They went single-file through the woods: Joss in the lead, following Tenn, his men behind; Meric, in the middle, with Faran just behind and Eissa just before; and Faran's men taking rear guard. 
The close growth of the trees and bushes made Faran uncomfortable; he could barely see a foot off the trail before the tangle of branches became impenetrable. It shouldn't be so thick in the dead of winter, he thought, used to the leafier forests of the south, but the matted twigs and branches made as tight a barrier as any summer hedgerow, and grew high enough to arch overhead, making Faran feel as if he were creeping down a dark tunnel. They scraped and caught at the men's cloaks like demon fingers; more than once he heard a faint mutter and an invocation against evil. It might have been midday, but it felt more like midnight. 
He yanked his cloak free of an entangling limb, and hissed as the movement sent him stumbling to the opposite side of the narrow trail so that a thorn bush scored his cheek. Aldin, at his back, put out a hand to steady him, and he shook it off irritably. "Bloody forest," he muttered, and Aldin made a noise of agreement. They kept their voices low; it felt too much like something might be listening. 
It seemed like hours, but the rational part of Faran's mind told him it was probably no more than three quarters of one by the time they broke out of the woody tunnel into a wider patch in the road. The whole clearing couldn't have been more than a couple score of feet in diameter, but it felt like a cathedral after the narrow, dark path. The woods swept on beyond, but less overwhelming, more open. "Saw it through the trees, there," Tenn said, indicating the woods to the west of where they stood. "Twice--once on my way back from a trapping jaunt up near Butterburr, once on my way toward Sweetsands. I know others have seen it, but nearer their own territories, and longer ago." 
"When did you last see it?" Joss asked. 
"Matter of a couple of weeks. Before this last storm." 
"Ten days, then," Joss said. "And that was here?" 
"Aye." 
Joss stood with his hands on his hips, eyes narrowed against the snow glare, and looked around the clearing at the woods to the north and east, as well as the west. South, of course, was more of the impenetrable brush, but the nature of the trees changed in the other directions: fewer bare deciduous trees and more pines, the only underbrush the softer bracken that could grow in the ground poisoned by pine sap. True, the branches of some of the younger pines grew lower, and swept the forest floor, but the ground underneath was clearer, and those pines were at the very edge of the clearing, in the sunnier spots. 
Beyond, Faran could see through the tall trunks for a distance, though too soon the woods thickened and darkened again. In no direction could he see farther than a few score yards deep into the woods. He'd thought the forest around Bitterwood was dark and ancient. Compared to this, the Bitterwood was a city park. 
Of course, there was no sign of the great cat. Faran sighed. If Tenn, who hunted these woods regularly, had only seen it twice lately, why would their expedition be any luckier? No, they'd have to keep hunting. Reports had been coming in about the beast for fifteen years. It had to be here somewhere. "The beast has been seen only around here?" he asked Joss. 
"No--all the villages in my demesne have reported sightings, but most only long ago. The better part of the last decade, it's only been seen 'round the Daenewood. I had reports as well of the woods near Butterburr--it's the nearest village to here, and it's still about twenty miles away." 
"So it might not be here at all." 
"Perhaps not. But the most recent after Cherry Creek was Butterburr, though last I heard it had been several years." 
"Are the woods as dense near Butterburr?" 
Joss shook his head. "No. The densest part of the Daenewood is between here and Butterburr. The oldest part. Butterburr's on the northern edge, and higher up, in the foothills. Fewer trees up that way. If the creature is of the Daenewood, it will be somewhere between there and here." 
Faran nodded. "Then we'll hunt here, first. We've perhaps three hours before nightfall; I want us well on the way back to the inn by then. I've no wish to be benighted in these dark woods; we're not prepared for it. We'll move on toward Butterburr in the morning, then work our way back through the woods." 
He held up his hand to catch his men's attention. 
"We'll spread out in teams of three. Keep the team to each side of you in sight, no running off after marsh bogles. You know what we're looking for--signs of the cat in question. Call if you find anything. If you see the cat--do not engage. We're only looking to find it, not to capture it. Yet. Milord Meric, milord Eissa, stay with milord Daene. Milord Daene, if you'll undertake to keep these young firebrands to the back. I'll take Tenn with me and Aldin." 
"I should--" Meric began. 
"You should stay back with milord Daene," Faran said briskly. "Don't fear, lad--we'll let you know if we find any signs of the beast." 

* * * *

"That's it then," Joss said. "Call the men. We're going back to the inn for the night. We've done all we can for now." 
"No, Father..." Eissa began, but Meric put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "He's right," he said softly. "It's coming on dark--we'll have to take this up again tomorrow." 
Eissa deflated. He sat down with a thump on the nearest log. "We're running out of time," he said in a disheartened tone. 
Faran shook his head. "We still have a few days. Look, lad, the beast is crafty, and good at keeping hidden, otherwise it would have been seen more often and by more folk than it has. We've only had this afternoon to start the hunt, and we've already ruled out places it can't be, so that's progress. Tomorrow we'll begin again, early, and after a night's rest. Meric's tired." 
The boy looked up at his lover and his face grew even more dismayed. "Oh, Meric, I'm so sorry..." 
"Hush," Meric said. "I've pushed as hard as you have to get this search done. We're all tired, after this morning's ride and this afternoon's trudge. Come, let's go back to the inn and have a good supper and a sleep." He reached his hand out to Eissa and the boy got up and put his arm around Meric's shoulders. 
The captain gave him an approving nod, then whistled loudly. Underbrush rustled as the men gathered in the tiny clearing. Faran said, "We're going back to the village for the night. We'll resume here in the morning. Tenn, is there a better route here from the village?" 
"There are other ways, more direct, aye. None 'better' as you'd say. The woods are dark and deep here." He put his hands on his hips and looked around at the deepening gloom. "Not a good place to bide. We'd best be on the way. The normal beasts will be out on their prowls: wolves and wildcats and the like." 
"I'll take care of that," Joss said, "but he's right, we'd best be on our way. It's going to get even colder with the sun going down. How long back to the village, Tenn?" 
"Matter of an hour, mayhap. This way." 


Chapter 8


 

It was over an hour, and they were all tired and cold and snappish by the time they got back to the lights and warmth of the village. Faran saw his men settled, then joined Aldin, Joss, Tenn, and the two boys at the corner table in the tiny inn's dining room. A platter of food waited for him there, with a trencher of bread at his place; the others had already helped themselves. Faran dished himself out a couple of sausages and some potatoes and onions. 
"I didn't expect much to come of today's efforts," Joss said thoughtfully. He ate a piece of sausage in a manner Faran found unfairly suggestive, but the older man was watching the fire in the hearth, not the captain. "We've a feeling for the terrain--" 
"Bad," Aldin said. 
"--and an idea of where the beast can't be." 
"I don't think that's true," Faran said uncomfortably. 
They all looked at him. "What do you mean?" Meric asked. 
"I don't think there's anyplace a mystical beast like that can't be." 
"You're assuming that the beast is not a physical being?" 
"No. I know it's physical." 
Meric cocked his head and regarded him curiously. "You do? How?" 
Faran shook his head. "I just do. It has to be. It has to have some sort of physicality, to be seen." 
"Demons are seen, but have no physicality." 
"Demons are seen by lunatics and mages drunk on potions." Faran took a gulp of ale and shook his head again. "That beast is physical, but it can be anywhere it wants to be. You said it yourself--it's as much a spiritual being. That means you believe it's physical, too." 
"I have to," Meric said wearily. "I have to believe it's real, and that part of what makes it real is part of me." 
"Whether it's spiritual, physical, or a mass delusion," Joss said, "it's not making itself easy to find. I don't think any of us will deny that it's magical. And I for one felt nothing of magic about any part of the woods we traversed today. Milord Meric?" 
The young mage considered. "No. Oh, there was an old sense of it, that the woods had known it for a very long time, but not of anything recent. And you're right, milord Daene--if nothing else, the cat is magical, and therefore should leave magical traces. There were none." 
"Then are we even looking in the right place?" 
The men looked at each other. Joss said heavily, "Come morning, I'll send my men as runners to each of the closest villages, to see if any of them have seen the beast recently. We'll take your men back to where we left off searching today, if that is acceptable, Captain?" 
"That's acceptable. Better we know for sure. But I have to say, milord, in six weeks of hunting, this is the closest we've come to finding our quarry. I have to believe we are closing in. Anything else..." Faran looked at Meric. "Anything else is unacceptable." 
"Very well. If you'll excuse me, I'll go speak to my men." Joss got up to leave, then paused and looked back at Faran. "Oh, by the bye--the inn here has only three guest rooms, so we'll have to double up. Tenn will stay here tonight so as to be accessible first thing in the morning--his steading is some miles distant. Sergeant Aldin has agreed to room with him. If you will not object to sharing with me, the boys can have their own room." 
"I have no objection." Faran hoped his face was as stolid and expressionless as Joss's. 
The woodland lord nodded curtly. "Very well." 
Faran watched him go, then turned to see Meric and Eissa exchanging mirthful glances. "What?" he demanded. 
"Nothing," Meric said, then giggled. 
"Fool children," Faran said, and Aldin laughed. 
He looked over at Tenn then, and said, "This beast--I know you described it, and it sounds like what we're looking for, but would you recognize it if you saw a picture of it?" 
Tenn snorted. "You're not sayin' as you have a drawing? Aside from the Daene's heraldry, I mean." 
"Did it look like the Daene's heraldry, then?" 
Again the snort. "'Course it did. Knew it was the Daene beast, didn't I?" 
Faran reached down for the slender tube he carried with him always. It contained his warrant as a king's officer, but also a few extra pages. He drew them out and laid them on the table. 
The first was a detailed drawing of one of the lions in the king's menagerie. Tenn leaned over and studied it, running a ragged-nailed finger over the graphite lines. "Nah, this ain't nothin' like. Too long, legs too short. Body's too regular. This critter's meant for open running, not woodlands--pacing, long term effort, not leaping. It ain't maneuverable, like it needs to be in the woods. How big is it?" 
Faran wordlessly held his hand a little higher than his waist. Tenn shook his head. "No. This beast is taller at the shoulder, higher than a man's head. Thicker in the rear, and longer legs, for jumping and quick turns. Head bigger in proportion. More like the wildcats we got up here." He gestured at a head mounted on the wall. They all turned to look at the stuffed animal; its lips were drawn back in a snarl and its glass eyes glared down at them. "Bigger, o' course," Tenn said. 
Reaching out, Faran flicked aside the top drawing. The second one was barely more than a rough sketch, but Tenn nodded. "Aye, that's it. Short body, long legs." 
"Where did that come from?" Meric asked indignantly. 
"It's a sketch of the Daene heraldry," Faran lied. "I just needed to confirm with Tenn that we weren't looking for a regular lion." 
"'Regular lion,'" Eissa said with a snicker. "As if lions were thick on the ground here. Aren't they from the desert or someplace like that?" 
"South, at any rate, in warmer climes." Meric leaned back, his eyes on Faran's face. They were half-lidded, as if he were watching the captain idly, but Faran knew he wasn't. Fortunately, his talents didn't extend to mindreading--at least Faran thought not. He rolled up the drawings again and put them back in the tube. 
"I'm going to bed," he said, not meeting Meric's eyes. He finished eating quickly and drained his ale, then said his goodnights to his companions. 

* * * *

"You should retire, too, milord." 
Meric glanced up into Aldin's compassionate eyes. He knew he looked like hell; he felt like hell, and he'd never been like Faran, who could disguise what he felt or what he thought underneath a visage of calm composure. No, every thought, every ache would be visible on his face. Not a good thing in a mage, let alone someone like him, whose future lie in the realm of politics. "I am tired," he agreed, and pushed away from the table. 
As he rose, Eissa was at his side, taking his arm--not in a condescending, caretaking sort of manner, but more as if he were Meric's honor guard. He looped his arm through Meric's and slid his hand down to clasp Meric's. "Morning comes all too quickly," he said to Aldin, "so we'll bid you and Tenn good night." 
The hunter touched his forehead absently, and Eissa led Meric away from the table, although in such a way that the other inhabitants of the room saw only two young men strolling arm-in-arm. "Gods, I love you so much," Meric murmured in an undertone. 
Eissa smiled, but his expression was curious. "I know, but what brings that on?" 
"Do you know how rare it is for someone to help someone else while leaving them their dignity?" 
"Why should it be rare?" The boy frowned. "Why should anyone feel diminished if they need help?" 
"It's the way of the world." Meric paused at the foot of the stairs and stared upwards into the dimness at the top. It seemed impossibly far away. 
"Well, I would not have you seem diminished in the eyes of the world, then," Eissa said. He laughed. "On the other hand, a pair of lovers at play..." He released Meric's hand and, with a whoop, drove his shoulder into Meric's gut and hoisted him onto his shoulder. Behind them, the tavern exploded in laughter as the others watched Eissa bound upstairs with the mage. 
At the top, he didn't let Meric down, but kept him there until he found the room assigned to them. Then he let Meric slide gently to the floor. "I hope I didn't hurt you," he said, catching Meric's hand and kissing it. "I thought it would look better than any other way of carrying you up the stairs. And you couldn't have walked them easily." 
"You are brilliant, my love," Meric said, and kissed his forehead. "Where did you learn such things?" 
"No brilliance," Eissa said, blushing, "but just, I don't know, kindness? Courtesy? Father pounded that into both Eidar and me. I would not have you embarrassed." 
Meric just smiled up into Eissa's eyes until the boy smiled back. His empathy would stand him well in training as a Healer, Meric thought, even as it would be a handicap in the cold and difficult society in Ildelion. He turned his hand to cup Eissa's cheek, opening himself up mentally to search again for the wisps of healing power the boy possessed--not fully formed, but just tendrils of what he would someday manifest. He was a little older than the age some boys were when they grew into their magery, but not unusually so; some young men were grown by the time their talents made themselves known. At least it was clear to Meric that Eissa would be a Healer; those faint tendrils of power flowed easily through Meric's hands to ease his weariness and give him just that little bit of strength he needed. "Have you worked at all beside your father, in his healing?" he asked curiously. 
"Yes, sometimes. He's shown me a lot of things: how to treat fever, how to bind wounds or splint injuries. How to tell when a man's cracked skull means just a headache and when it's more serious. He can fix those. I can't, yet, but he says I will, someday." 
"When he does healing, can you feel it?" 
"Yes. See it, too; it's sort of a warm yellow-green aura. Not the sickly kind, but the growing-plant kind, you know? And the feeling is warmth. Sometimes really hot, when it needs to be strong, but sometimes just warm. And once..." Eissa touched the back of Meric's hands. "Once he used it as a weapon." 
Meric stepped away from Eissa and stared at him blankly. "He used healing as a weapon? How can that be?" 
"Sometimes, in the spring, mostly, pirates from the Archipelago attack the west coast farther north than they usually do. Not often--they know that our people are pretty good at defending themselves, and they usually lose more men than they should. But every once in a while a new pirate captain will test his mettle against us. Three years ago, we were in Sweetsands looking into a new shipment of glass they were sending south, when several ships attacked. We beat them back, of course, but when Father and I were tending the injured, they sent another wave against us. Father... I don't know how to explain it, but he threw it at them, somehow. Sent half a dozen men rolling back into their company, knocking them down like ninepins. When I asked him about it, he said that every tool can be a weapon, whether it's a hammer or a pen, or whether it's power. It all depends on how it is used." Eissa shuddered. "He told me some of the ways it could be used as a weapon, but I don't think I could ever do them." 
Meric could only imagine, and his blood ran cold. "Milord Daene has used them?" He felt sick. 
"Gods, no!" Eissa gasped. "He said he would only use it defensively, and then only in minor ways, like with the pirates. He used it against their muscles, to make them stumble and fall, but he said if they had tried to run away, they would have had no ill effects. They didn't run away, though, and our soldiers captured them instead. Those that they didn't have to kill. But Father said one never knows how one is going to react to something, and the best way of not using a weapon inadvertently is to know how not to use it." 
"Your father is a wise man," Meric said. "And so is his son." 
"Oh, I'm not, not yet. Someday I hope so." He took Meric's hand again and led him to the bed, helping him out of the leather armor the mage wore and tucking him into bed before stripping down to his shirt himself. "But now I'm just a tired man, who wants to sleep with his lover so that we will be ready to deal with whatever comes in the morning." 
"His lover," Meric said, lifting the blankets to invite him in, "wants the same thing." 

* * * *

Joss was waiting in the room, settled in the chair next to the small table by the hearth. The bed was already turned down, the sheets and thick pillows looking inviting to Faran's weary eyes. "Gods, could you have been more obvious?" Faran said as he closed the door behind him. 
"Do you object to the arrangements?" Joss asked mildly. 
"Of course not, but don't you think it would have made more sense for you to bunk with Eissa and me with Meric? Don't you think people will talk?" 
"About what? You and me? Or Eissa and Meric?" 
"About you, of course. You're the lord of this demesne, you're the one whose reputation is at stake." 
"Reputation for what?" Joss laughed. "In truth, the most anyone will say is that Lord Daene has excellent taste in men. This is not the south, my captain, with its rigid rules about who may marry whom, or love whom based on the ways of the Six. We follow the old gods here, and there was never one who tried to tell his followers who to love or who to lie with." 
"It's very different," Faran admitted. "The Six aren't technically against same-gender lovers, but they don't encourage them, either. Unfortunately, a good many interpret lack of acknowledgment as active discouragement." 
"That isn't in the original teachings of the Six," Joss agreed. "According to the base tenets, the God of the Six is One, male and female, old and young, weak and strong. All are included in the Way." 
"You're familiar with the teachings?" Faran asked in surprise. 
"Know thy enemy," Joss said. "Not that the Six are my enemy, but on occasion their followers have been my adversaries. Not, I think, in this case, though." 
"Not at all." Faran shook his head in bemusement. 
Joss got up and came to him, taking the cloak Faran carried over his arm and laying it on the back of the chair. Then he set to unbuckling Faran's mail. He himself was already down to his shirt and leather riding trousers; he still wore his thick wool stockings against the chill of the room, but his boots sat beside the hearth. "We'll trade discussion of faith at a later date," he murmured as he shifted his hands beneath the heavy mail. 
Faran leaned back against the door, suddenly weary, and let Joss tend him. It had been a long, frustrating day; he'd not realized how much he had hoped for--no, counted on--the beast being near here and easily found. Well, he thought, as he raised his arms so Joss could pull the mail shirt over his head, and again for the gambeson, he'd never had much luck with life being easy before. Foolish to think it would start now. 
Then he opened his eyes to see Joss's dark ones watching him, a soft light in them, and realized that easy or not, his life had turned lucky. "Heya, you," he murmured. 
"Heya yourself, my captain." 
"I do not think," Faran said, as Joss's hands pulled his linen shirt loose from where it had stuck, and then slid upward beneath it to stroke his skin, "that I have thanked you properly for joining our search, and taking care of our needs..." 
"'Our needs'?" Joss echoed with a chuckle. He drew Faran's shirt over his head and tossed it after the rest of his clothes, then bent and licked a long, slow line over his collarbone. "There is only one man's needs I care about at this moment, my captain, and that is yours." 
Faran shuddered at the feel of his tongue, soft and warm and wet. "Yes," he groaned, not quite sure what it was he was agreeing to, and not caring, either. Whatever Joss wanted, he was amenable. 
Joss chuckled again, and the vibration went straight through Faran to his groin. "Gods," he muttered, and twisted his hands in Joss's shirt, pulling him closer to Faran, until their bodies were chest to chest, thigh to thigh. He rocked up into Daene's groin, desperate to be close to him, to be touching him. 
"Easy," Joss said, and drew back a little, dropping his hands between them to unlace Faran's trousers. He stripped the captain with his usual efficiency, then turned in the small room to dump him unceremoniously on the bed. "Don't worry," he said, as he peeled off his own shirt and trousers, "the inns in my demesne are kept clean or I'll know why not. No need to fear vermin." 
"Oh?" Faran reached between them as Joss settled himself on the bed, and curled his fingers around Joss's thick cock. "I think I've discovered an enormous bedbug right here." 
"No bug," Joss said, "but I agree that bed is its natural habitat." He kissed Faran's throat, and the rasp of whiskers on his skin was like the sweetest song of any court minstrel. Faran lay back against the crisp, clean sheets, hearing the rustle of straw in the mattress and the faint squeak of the bed ropes beneath. The sheets smelled of lavender, the pillows were stuffed with down, and Joss's weight was a solid warmth on him. Joss murmured something in the Old Tongue, and Faran released him so that he could reach for his lover's head and pull him down for a kiss. Joss eased Faran's thighs apart so that he could lie between them, his cock tucked in beside Faran's. Faran wrapped his legs around Joss's waist and rocked lazily up against him. 
"You," Joss said into his neck, "are a menace to my complacency, my captain." 
"My mission is to destroy it utterly, milord...ah!" This to the teeth that Joss sank gently into his shoulder. "Bitch," he said, and rocked harder. 
"Only for you." Joss released him and licked over the spot he'd bitten. He fumbled under the pillow at Faran's head and drew out the little bottle of oil he'd used the night before. 
"Confident, weren't you?" the captain snorted. 
"I had reason." Joss pulled the cork out with his teeth, poured a little in his palm, and then put the cork back, again with his teeth. Faran laughed at him, but the laughter turned to moans as Joss took their cocks and stroked them together, the oil slicking between them. He took the bottle from Joss's hand and pushed it back under the pillow, not caring if it spilled, only caring that Joss's hands both be free to touch him. 
And touch him he did, caressing him slowly and sweetly until their heat built to the point where slow and sweet wasn't enough, where their bodies demanded hot and hard and fast. Faran came with a cry muffled in Joss's chest; a minute or two later, Joss buried his face in Faran's neck and groaned out his completion. Sweaty and sated, Faran wrapped his arms around Joss and thought unhappily, How am I going to let him go?



Chapter 9


 

By about noon the next day, they'd worked their way deep enough into the forest to stand at the edge of the ravine Joss had spoken of. Their numbers were reduced by six: two of Faran's men had been injured, one caught in a deadfall of storm-broken tree branches, the other by stepping into a deep hole that had been hidden by drifted snow and breaking his ankle. Joss had tended both the ankle and the broken head from the deadfall, using his Healer's gift to knit bones, but there was no way the men could continue in the hunt, so two men each were told off to carry their compatriots on a litter back to the village. The woodland lord was impressed by the quick, efficient way Faran's men built serviceable stretchers from found materials, and said so. "It's part of our training," Faran said. "Or part of mine, at any rate. Nabaranth's not so sophisticated that we don't occasionally need to make do, and we've been traveling rough for some time on this mission. We pick things up." 
Joss had laughed and said, "Indeed you do. Why, Meric has picked up Eissa." 
Faran had given Joss a playful shove, and ducked a return buffet. After the second injury, though, his demeanor had grown increasingly sober. When he saw the ravine before them, he sighed and leaned against the nearest tree. "Wonderful," he said sarcastically. "How far does this go in either direction?" 
"Can't say," Tenn said. "Never looked." 
"It's eight or so miles long," Joss said. "The eastern end comes out this side of the road to Butterburr, and the other end is not so far from Fewloft on the west. It's a twisty, dark thing and never been explored." 
"What do you suggest?" 
"I suggest we stop for lunch," Joss said, and brushed off a log to sit down. Around him, the other men were following suit. Faran looked around at them in disbelief, then sighed and plopped down beside Joss, accepting the roll of bread and sausage Joss handed him. 
Daene was right; everything looked a little less hopeless when they'd eaten. Eissa and Meric had started up a game of trying to feed bits to each other and then pulling it away when the other's mouth got near it; they had the rest of the men chuckling in amusement. Finally, Meric pushed Eissa off the stump he was sitting on and sat on him, catching his hand and pulling the bits of lunch away to pop in his own mouth. Eissa was laughing uproariously. Joss watched them a moment, smiling, then stood, dusting his own hands off on his thighs. "Well, then, as you've so much energy, Eissa, you can be the one who goes looking for a way across." 
"Is it so deep that we can't cross that way? Just climb down?" Faran pushed through the tangle of bushes to the edge of the ravine and looked down. No--the slopes of the ravine were lined with scree, rocky and treacherous, most of the way down. Further, scrub trees hid the bottom, but the afternoon sun shot a spark of light from what looked like a stream flowing beneath the trees. 
"No," Joss said. 
Faran turned back and, as he did so, the ground, wet from the heavy snows, gave way beneath his feet. He caught a branch of scrub, but the bush came up by the roots and he felt himself start to fall. Then a hand closed around his wrist and he was dragged away from the edge, through the bushes, and onto solid ground. Joss gave him a droll look. "Not a good place to climb down," he said mildly. 
"Thanks, milord," Faran said. He brushed off the front of his mail shirt, annoyed at how foolish he'd been. 
Joss took Faran's chin in his hand and tilted it up so their eyes met. "The Daenewood is a treacherous place, my captain," he said. "It sneaks up on one. Don't abuse yourself for letting it catch you up. It's not Nabaranth, no matter how well your men are versed at woodcraft." 
"I should have been more wary," Faran muttered. 
"You will be, next time." Joss drew his thumb across Faran's lower lip, then released him and turned back to the others. "Eissa? Take one of Captain Faran's men and the two of you go west a bit, see if you can find a way across. You other two men, you go east. Go no more than a quarter hour's distance, then come back. I'm not willing to lose any of you." 
They nodded, Eissa kissed Meric, and they went off. 
"They'll find nothing within a quarter hour's walk," Tenn said. 
"No, I think they will," Joss said. "We're not done for yet." 

* * * *

Sure enough, it was less than a quarter hour later that they heard crashing through the underbrush. Joss rose and shook his head. "Scare off every bit of wildlife in a mile's radius, that lad will," he said to no one in particular, and went to meet his son. 
The walk was short, but difficult, through more of the heavy underbrush. Faran was glad for his leather trousers and the heavy riding gloves he wore against the cold; the brush was thick with thorns and burrs. When they got to the spot where a brace of old pines had fallen across the ravine, his face was scratched and he was back to being irritated. What sort of devilish place was this? 
He caught Joss's eyes, and the man nodded in compassion. "It's hellish, isn't it?" Joss said. "It's no wonder it's not much explored. We've built roads round this part of the woods, but it fights our every attempt to breach it. If your beastie is anywhere, my captain, it is here. Somewhere." 
"If the ravine is eight miles long, how big is the unexplored part of the Daenewood?" Aldin asked curiously. 
Joss and Tenn exchanged glances, then Joss shrugged. "Mayhap twenty miles in any direction?" 
"Four hundred square miles?" Meric squeaked in dismay. Eissa put his hand on his shoulder in comfort. In a saner voice, Meric went on, "Then this search is pointless. We can't cover that amount of territory, not when it takes us an hour to go less than a mile in this undergrowth." 
Joss regarded him thoughtfully, then said, "We'll go on searching until fate or the gods or the Six or that mysterious mage sees fit to bring us in contact with the beast. It's what we have to do, milord mage. We can do no less, or the one who stole your strength wins anyway." 
Meric looked out over the tangle of branches they would have to navigate to cross the ravine, and sighed. Then he looked up at Joss. "You are right, milord Daene. To do nothing is to fail outright; to try and fail is to succeed despite." 
Eissa bent and kissed him thoroughly, laying his hands on the young mage's cheeks and staying like that a long moment. When he drew back, Meric's face was serene. "Thank you, my love," he murmured, soft enough that Faran and Eissa were the only ones to hear it. Faran thought his heart would break. 

* * * *

The remaining two of Faran's men were injured that afternoon on the far side of the ravine: one fell down a shallower crevice and dislocated his shoulder, the other accidentally flushed one of the local wildcats out of cover and suffered a clawing before the cat kicked him hard enough to knock him arse over teakettle. By the time his fellows got Joss to him, he was bleeding profusely and blinking in confusion. 
Joss was able to stop the bleeding, but shook his head over the confusion. "It might be he struck his head when he fell, though I've not seen any lumps or cuts, or it might be shock," he told the man's anxious captain. "I can't tell. There doesn't seem to be any bleeding inside, but the vessels in the brain are tiny and even the finest of Healers can miss something. And I am not the finest of Healers, even when I am not tired." He tucked the man's cloak around him and stood, glancing at Faran and the others: Tenn the woodsman, Aldin, Meric, and Eissa. The man with the dislocated shoulder--the shoulder reset, but the arm in a sling--had taken the opportunity to sit on a fallen stump and watched the proceedings with pain-glazed disinterest. He had kept up with them in the hour since his injury, insisting he was fine, but now looked exhausted. "Neither of these men should go a step farther," Joss said. "We'll need to set up camp here. Tenn--can you find your way back to Cherry Creek?" 
Tenn made a noise of acknowledgment. "Wouldn't be much of a woodsman if I couldn't." 
"Go then, before it gets too much later. My men should be back from the other villages by now. At dawn, bring them and the other four of Captain Faran's men back with you the fastest way you can, and we'll take up the search again on your return. Hopefully one of my men will have news of the beast." His voice cracked on the last word, and Faran looked at him sharply, noting the greyish cast to his skin, and the trembling of his hand. The two injured men were not the only ones who could go no further this afternoon; four healings had taken their toll on the man. 
"Aldin," Faran said, taking the lead, "see about fetching enough deadwood and brush to lay for pallets. Meric, time to earn your keep--can you manage a few square yards of dry heat to clear this snow?" 
"A few square yards," Meric acknowledged. 
"About here, I think," Faran said, and glanced up at Joss, who nodded agreement. The spot he'd chosen was not quite a clearing, but a wide enough space in the trees for a handful of men to make camp. None of the branches overshadowing the camp were snow-burdened, and all were high enough that they could build a fire without worry of it spreading. 
Not that they had much choice; they were deep in the woods by this point, and had lost the path some time ago. It had been an hour or more since they'd seen a clearing larger than this, and it had held far deeper snow than this one did. It was a small advantage, the trees being so thick; the snow was not quite as deep, and the underbrush thin. 
Tenn adjusted his pack, spoke in an undertone to Joss, who only nodded in response, and took off at a jog back the way they came. Faran watched him hurtle over a fallen tree and shook his head. "Where does he find the energy?" he asked no one in particular. 
Eissa said, his eyes on Meric, who was pacing slowly around the pending campsite, "Oh, Tenn's made of wire and old leather. Most of the trappers are; they spend all summer and all winter out in all kinds of weather. They know how to move in the forest, unlike us." His eyes flicked to Faran's and he gave him a grin. "He makes me feel old." 
Faran snorted. 
Meric finished his transit and held his hands out over the ground, murmuring something in the Old Tongue. Steam rose from the ground and Faran watched as the snow melted and the wet ground underneath dried from mud to earth again. At Meric's nod, Aldin and Eissa started spreading small branches and twigs over the leaf mold, then fir branches to soften the surface. Then each of the travelers emptied their day packs into a common pile. Each pack had an oilcloth big enough to serve as a groundcloth for a bedroll; they lay them out over the fir branches. "Not the most comfortable bed," Joss sighed, "but better than lying in mud." 
He and Eissa helped the two injured men settle into their makeshift beds while Faran dug out a fire pit in the center of the pallets and lined it with stones. As he built the fire, he saw Aldin putting together his small traveling crossbow and smiled to himself. Meric had said no weapons, but like himself, Aldin only listened when it suited him. "I'm off to hunt," Aldin said. 
"Stay close, and be careful," Faran said. "I don't want to have to haul your sorry carcass back here. And while we haven't seen wolves, I've no doubt they're there--and maybe worse." 
"I'll only go as far as needs be. And I'll keep an eye peeled for that pain-in-the-arse cat, while I'm at it." 
"You do that." Faran turned back to the others. Joss, for once, was sitting limply on a stump, his hands hanging loose between his knees. He looked up at Faran, then down at the ground again. Meric lay down beside the two injured men; he looked thin and transparent, but then he'd looked that way all day. The magic seemed not to have affected him one way or the other, but the traveling surely had. 
Eissa, at least, had energy to spare--he started poking through the contents of the packs, looking for useful items. Most of them had some travel rations, at the very least: jerky, nuts, dried fruit, and a pewter cup or plate, the kind of thing anyone who left home for more than a few hours knew to pack. One of the packs produced a traveling pot with a folding handle. Eissa immediately found a patch of clean, untrampled snow and filled the pot with it to set on the fire when Faran was done building it. 
They drank the tea in the deepening twilight, each wrapped in their own thoughts. 
Aldin came back, a brace of winter hares at his belt, and a larger creature with features of both hare and squirrel. "They're a bit lean, but they'll make a decent stew, if we've anything to toss in the pot." 
"A bit of this and that," Eissa said. "Who brought the spice packet?" 
"That's mine," Faran admitted. "I like a bit of flavor--too often you get nothing but boiled mutton in wayside inns." 
"Well, your tastes will flavor our dinner," Eissa said. "Lucky he got the trillet; they're tricky, but good eating." He picked through the stuff he'd gleaned from their packs, and set some in water in the pot to soak while Aldin went off to clean the hares. 
Faran sat down beside Joss on the fallen stump. "Are you all right?" he asked in a low voice. 
Joss sighed, then nodded. "Just tired. Healing takes a lot more out of a man than wizardry does." 
"I noticed that. Meric gets tired from physical activity, but not from magic. Why is that?" 
"Different kinds of magic. Meric's power is drawn from the world--the energy that dying and growing things produce. A mage is one who can sense the energy and has the skill and ability to draw on it. But it's a wild power, an unsubtle one, and a Healer's one who needs fine control. There are some Healers who have what are called mage channels--the thing inside every mage that lets him draw on nature energy and the magic that pools in certain spots in the world. But they're rare. More often a Healer is one who uses his own, internal energy to do his healing. I'm one such--I can sense the wild magic, but can't access it. My strength in healing is all my own--my own gift is to see and sense the inner workings of the body and use my power to heal it." He gave Faran a tired smile. "And I'm damn good at it, too. But I overdid it today, thinking each injury the last, and giving more than I would have if I'd known what the demand on me would be." 
"How so?" 
"If I had known there would be more injuries, I'd have done less to thoroughly heal them and more to just start the process. It's how I work in times of war or sickness--start the healing and leave it on its own, or follow up later in smaller doses. Even so, the cold affects me, and I did less than I would have liked for the first two--which is why I sent them back to Cherry Creek. So now I have less energy for these poor lads." He rubbed his face with his gloved hands. "That head injury, or whatever caused his confusion--I'm not happy at all about that." 
"He said he had less dizziness later," Faran pointed out. 
"Less is not none. And while they shouldn't travel, they shouldn't be out in the cold like this, either. We'll need to keep them warm." 
"We'll need to keep us warm," Faran corrected. "And safe. What do we need to worry about beside the cold? I've seen no wolves, and only tracks of those wildcats of yours, but then I've also seen little sign of the kind of animals that would be their prey. Wolves aren't averse to eating humans when needs be." 
"There are wolves, and cats, and aside from the Daene beast, little else. The fire will keep most of them at bay, but we need to keep watch, if only to guard the fire. There's five of us able, but it should be two at a time." 
"Teach your grandfather," the captain said dryly. "I'm as versed as you in proper watch protocols, my lord. I'll take first and third watches, four hours each, with Eissa first, and Aldin third. You'll take midwatch, with Meric. That way you'll get eight hours of rest, even if it's broken." 
"Hardly seems fair, my captain." 
"You and Meric need the most rest." 
"Meric does. Eissa doesn't--the boy can manage a little less sleep, so let's say he and you will take first, and he and I second, and let's leave your young wizard to rest this night. Perhaps the morning will be better." 
Faran looked across the fire at the two boys. Eissa was cutting up the skinned animals with casual skill and tossing the bits into the pot, while Meric watched and made occasional observations that made the other boy laugh. "Perhaps his last," he murmured. 
"Meric's? You really think so?" 
"Don't you? The day after tomorrow is his birthday. We've gotten no further in finding the Daene beast, and then there's that mysterious mage the prophecy calls for. No one seems to know who that could possibly be, but he seems necessary." 
"If you take the prophecy literally." 
"What other way is there to take it?" 
Joss sighed. "I suppose. Otherwise we'd not be out in a freezing forest in the dead of winter, would we? But I am not quite so pessimistic as you, my captain. I still have hope." 
With all his worry about Meric, Faran couldn't quite stifle the little thrill that shook him every time Joss said "my captain"--there was something so warmly possessive about the phrase. It was too bad that no matter what happened with Meric, he would still be leaving his lover behind. For a moment he pictured them in Ildelion, Joss at his side as they rode through the wide, graceful streets, and shook his head. No, Joss was made for the Bitterwood; he belonged here in the wild and fierce north, with its ancient darkness and equally ancient tales. The sharp and glitteringly cynical world of the capital was the wrong place for a noble beast like Daene. And Faran--Faran was tied to Ildelion, to Meric. Or, if not Meric, then to whomever came after. 
But gods...he would miss Joss. 
"Do we know how much time we have left?" 
Faran shook his head. "You know as much as I. It could be midnight the day of his birthday. Or maybe not. If we are to take it literally, then the moment he turns 18. Meric?" 
"Yes?" Meric called across the crackle of the fire. 
"What time of day were you born?" 
"I can't say as I remember," Meric shot back. 
"I'm serious." 
"So am I." Meric sighed. "I don't know--it never seemed important before, and my mother's not alive to ask. All I know is that every moment is a gift." 
Eissa went very still, reaching out to take Meric's hand and hold it in both of his. The expression on his face was tragic. Meric's, however, was calm; Faran hoped he would be so calm if he ever faced his own death. 
"There is nothing to be done for it," Meric said to Eissa reassuringly. "Just rest, and wait until first light, so we may begin looking again." 
"I don't think I'll ever be able to sleep again." Eissa's voice shook. 
"A good thing, seeing as you'll be taking two watches tonight," his father said. 


Chapter 10


 

Sleep evaded Meric. It wasn't the cold, though he honestly could say he'd never been so chilled, even on the few nights they'd slept rough since they'd started this quest nearly two months ago. That had been farther south, in milder weather. Now, though he lay closest to the fire, he was still cold, within and without. But it wasn't the cold that kept him awake. 
A few yards away from him, Eissa paced wordlessly, his gloved hands tucked up in his armpits for warmth. The snow crunched softly under his boot heels. Captain Faran sat on a stump a little way away, cutting up kindling--typical; he'd never known Faran to sit idly. Even in the dark, bitterly cold depths of a northern winter, Faran kept himself busy. 
Meric was sure either of them would be willing to carry on a quiet conversation with him, but he didn't feel like talking. He turned his head to look at the clear sky, rich with stars, the moon setting low on the western horizon. Not quite midnight. Lord Daene would be rising for his watch shortly. Meric felt bad about not volunteering to keep watch, being wakeful anyway, but despite that wakefulness, he was truly exhausted and knew he could never react to an emergency should one arise. He thought maybe it would be all right if they didn't find the lion or the mage, that maybe it would be it would be worth it to just rest, to escape this growing, debilitating exhaustion. He would never say it aloud, not to Faran, not even to Eissa, who would understand--it was amazing the way Eissa seemed to understand him--because he was not a coward. But it was tempting, oh so tempting, to just let it go... 
There was a soft rustle of movement across the fire. Faran looked up and Eissa stopped his pacing. Lord Daene threw off his cloak and said something in a low voice; Faran answered and rose from his perch on the stump, crossing the clearing to reach down a hand to help his lordship to his feet. They stood a long moment, the fire's flames turning their skin and clothing a ruddy gold, then Daene leaned forward and kissed Faran gently. The captain said something, and Lord Daene laughed his low, rich chuckle, and bent to pick up his cloak and wrap it around himself. He kissed Faran again and the captain put his hand around the back of the cloak's hood to hold Daene there a moment before releasing him and settling onto the pallet that Daene had just abandoned. 
Daene crouched at the fire and poured a little leftover tea into his tin cup, holding it a moment in his gloves before sipping it. When he rose, he came to the stump where Faran had been sitting and beckoned Eissa over. "Quiet night?" he asked his son, who squatted beside him. He didn't whisper, but kept his voice down. 
"Quiet enough." Eissa's voice was equally low. 
"Sleepy?" 
"No. Tired, but not sleepy." 
Daene pushed the hood of Eissa's cloak back and caressed his hair. "Your ears are cold. Wrap your scarf around them." 
"It looks stupid." 
"It will look stupider to have no ears, child." 
"I'm not a child, Papa. I mean, Father." 
"You will always be my child, no matter how old you grow, no matter how much you learn in that city with your young mage. That doesn't change." He drew Eissa closer and pulled the folds of his knitted scarf up over his head. "And I will always be your Papa, no matter what you may call me." 
"I know," Eissa said, and fell silent. 
Meric watched the stars. 
After a while, Eissa said, "What will I do without him, Papa?" His voice was thick with unshed tears. Meric tilted his head to look at them again, surprised. Eissa went on, "We've only got the one day left. What if we don't find the mage or the beast? What if Meric..." He took in breath in a loud, devastated gulp. "I don't think I could live without him, Papa." This last was said in a low, raw whisper, but Meric heard it, the sound carried on the cold clear air. 
"Yes," Lord Daene said. He shifted on the stump to make a place for Eissa to sit beside him and put his arm around him. "It feels like that. Like you won't be able to go on without him. But you will. You will, because he would not want you to do anything less. You will, because your honor demands that you honor him equally. It takes courage, Eissa, but not more than you have." 
"Do you think we'll find it?" 
There was a long silence, then Daene said, "I can't say yes or no for certain. I believe that they were led to the Daenewood for a reason. I believe that the beast they seek is the Daene cat. I believe that the gods and ghosts of the Daenewood watch out for our best interests in the way no other land does. We are heart and soul of the bitter wood, and it knows us. Didn't you notice?" 
"Notice what?" 
"The men who were hurt--they were the ones farthest from the center. Farthest from you and from me." 
"The Daenewood attacked them?" 
"No! No--I think it just didn't defend them." He tilted his head and rested it on his son's. "It's watching out for us, the way it always has, protecting those who belong here against the strangers. Remember the story of Jilyan Daene?" 
"Was that the one where the pirates chased him into the forest?" 
"The very one. And no one heard of them again, though Jilyan went on to lead a long healthy life." 
"His true love died, though," 
Daene sighed. "Yes. There are limits, even where magic is involved. Or perhaps I should say especially where magic is involved." 
"That's what Meric says." 
Meric remembered the conversation. He and Eissa had been lying up in the attics, warm among the fleeces despite their significant lack of clothing. Eissa was lazily drawing circles on Meric's skinny bare chest and asking him about magic, about how he first knew he would be a mage, and what it was he had studied and what Eissa would have to learn to be a Healer. Meric could still smell the lanolin of the fleece underwritten with the sharper notes of the spices stored in the center of the attics; could still feel the warmth of Eissa's soft skin against his, the sweet strength of his young muscles. He smiled in the cold darkness. Ah, to have at least known love before the end. 
The selfishness of the feeling struck him and he frowned in the dark. It wasn't just that he was going to die--it was that he was going to leave Eissa heartbroken. 
"It might happen," Daene said, and for a moment Meric thought he'd spoken his thoughts aloud. "It might be that we won't find the beast, or the mage, and that everything we've done will be for naught. But you cannot live that way, Eissa. You cannot give up hope. We will fight to the end, because we are Daenes, and because he is your true love, and because we have no choice. We do what we do because our honor demands it." 
"I love him, Papa. More than honor." 
"If you love him, Eissa, it can never be less than with honor. He would not wish it any other way." 
"Yes. Yes, I suppose so. I never thought of it that way. He's very honorable, you know." 
"I know. That is why we are out here, Eissa. And that is why, when we have found our beast, and solved the puzzle--that is why I will let you go with him. Because I trust him to keep your honor as his own." 
"You really believe we will succeed?" Meric could have wept at the hope in Eissa's voice. 
"I believe it." 
He sat with his arm around his son, holding him close. His voice had been sure, but Meric could see the shine of tears on his cheeks. 

* * * *

He must have finally slept, because when he woke, the sun was up, and there was a warm, solid weight at his back. Eissa had thrown his fur-lined cloak over both of them when he'd finally gone to bed, and Meric was almost comfortable. 
He pulled his scarf down from his nose and looked out. The fire was built high and he smelled...bacon? He blinked. 
Faran was saying, "How by all the gods did you get here so quickly? It's barely dawn." 
"Left in the dark, two hours ago, up the Butterburr road. Came crossways through the forest, following the ravine." That was Tenn's voice. "Woulda been easier if we could have crossed the ravine by the Butterburr bridge, but wasn't sure I'd find you that way. But we're not all that far from the road--mayhap some five miles. Rough terrain, though." 
"No doubt. The whole Daenewood defines rough terrain. Thanks for bringing breakfast." 
"Pol Inskeep figured you'd be hungry so he sent provisions. We've already eaten." 
Meric threw off Eissa's cloak and tucked it back around the boy before sitting up and rubbing his face. "We've breakfast for you, milord," Faran said. 
"Thanks." But Meric wasn't sure he could eat. There was a heavy knot in his stomach, and he wasn't sure if it was hunger or the cold or fear. "Is there any tea?" 
"Coming right up," Faran said. 
Daene was beyond the fire pit, talking with the four men he'd brought from the manor. His face was grim. 
The knot in Meric's belly tightened. He pulled his own cloak closer around himself and shuddered. 
Faran sat down on the ground beside him, holding the steaming tin mug and a bread trencher loaded with sliced boiled eggs, dried tomatoes, bacon and cheese. Meric's stomach clenched again and he shook his head. "Just the tea." 
"Tea first. Then breakfast," the captain said sternly. 
"What is milord Daene saying?" Meric took the tea and sipped at it. 
"There were sightings at Butterburr, but months ago, and deep in the forest, just like at Cherry Creek. Tenn's sighting was more recent. So no luck there." Faran took the mug from him and handed him the trencher. "Eat." 
"We should start..." 
"Eat. Your boy there needs his rest, and we've yet to decide what to do about the injured men." 
"How is Faul's confusion?" 
"Clear this morning. Daene's pleased. Eat. The cat scratches are healing nicely, for all he bled like a pig yesterday." He glanced over at where they'd covered the bloody snow with heavy pine branches, to keep away scavengers looking for a fresh kill, then back at Meric. "Eat." 
Meric ate. 
Eissa's nose twitched, and he pulled the hood away from his face. Bright eyes looked up at Meric. "Is that food?" 
"Yes. Have some." Meric held out the trencher, but Faran stayed his hand. 
"I'll get young jackanapes his own, thank you. You eat that one." His frown was fierce. 
Eissa laughed and sat up. "I take it the others are back?" 
"Yes, four of our men and four of yours. No good news on the Butterburr end, though. I suppose we keep looking." 
"We'll find it," Eissa said, the confidence in his voice belying his midnight doubt. It was either his natural ebullience coming to the fore, or his childlike faith in his father's words. Whatever it was, it gave Meric enough strength to finish his breakfast. 

* * * *

"One of mine, one of yours," Joss said. "That will give us even odds if it comes to a fight. I trust Lord Meric will stay neutral, given that his magecraft gives him an unfair edge?" 
"Not so much, having seen yours," Meric murmured, his voice amused. 
"Very well," Faran said. "Eik, you go with Lord Daene's man to escort Faul and Damar back to Cherry Creek." 
Joss looked up at the sky and added, "Head straight east from here following the ravine, and you'll make the road in, what do you think, Tenn?" 
"Hour and a quarter, mayhap a half." Tenn stuck a stray twig in his mouth and chewed. "Assumin' they don't run into rougher country east of here." 
"Stay close to Eik," Joss said. 
Faran frowned and glanced at Joss. "Why?" 
His lover let out a long breath. "Because I don't believe it's mere coincidence that it was your men injured. Let's just say I would feel better if your man stayed close to the one who's native to these parts." 
"Very well." Faran checked with the two injured men, who had survived the frigid night surprisingly well. They all had; despite the cold and their vulnerability, none of the winter predators had come close, and despite the double watch, Faran himself felt rested. Even Meric was looking a little better this morning than he had last night. Assured the men were capable of an assisted return to Cherry Creek, he nodded at their companions and watched them move off into the woods. 
Joss moved up to stand beside him, his solidity a reassuring length against his side. "They'll be fine. I think, though, that the rest of us should pair up--foreigner with native, if you wish. Spread out, but not far; I'll want everyone within shouting distance. We'll need to cover a lot of ground today, so best we be at it." He raised his voice. "Artur, Garric, get everything packed up. Hafl, Eissa, if you'll take care of breaking camp. My captain..." He bowed formally at Faran. "If you will brief your men on what we discussed, we can get underway." 
Faran nodded and gestured for his remaining men to come close. "Lord Daene thinks that it might be the wood itself that's causing the injury--that the gods of the wood don't take kindly to strangers. Therefore do you pair with one of his lordship's men and stay close to them. And alert. If the gods themselves are against us, no sense in courting trouble. Keep your eyes open for any tracks or trails. We've only today to search; we can't risk hoping for tomorrow." 
"Will milord Meric be able to continue today? He looks peaked." 
Faran glanced at his charge at Aldin's words. Meric did look better, but far from well. He had taken on a transparent look, and his bones were stark against the skin of his face. Only his eyes still looked lively. "I hope to the Six so," he said heavily. "I don't dare think what alternative there is." 
As if he knew Faran was talking about him, Meric met his eyes. What he thought was liveliness, he realized, was sheer ferocious determination. The young mage reached up without looking to take Eissa's hand, his eyes still on Faran. 
"No," Faran said. "No alternative at all." 


Chapter 11


 

"There," Tenn said. "I'll be damned... Footprints, milord. There, in the snow." 
The thin winter sun had begun to settle low in the western sky, casting blue-purple shadows in and among the trees. The men had broken through into another broad clearing after several hours searching through the dark, frozen forest and finding only marks from foxes and winter birds. Once, one of Faran's men had found a series of cat prints, but they'd petered out at the base of a tall tree with claw marks to show where the cat had gone arboreal. Joss had inspected the marks and dismissed them as belonging to one of the wildcats of the area, and a smaller than usual one. Certainly not the great beast Tenn had seen. These prints, though, were not like those. 
Joss moved forward to crouch beside Faran, who was squatting beside the marks Tenn had pointed out. Footprints, all right, and fresh, the broad flat pads of a cat with claws sheathed. Faran whistled faintly and laid his gloved hand in the deep impression of the large central pad. If he spread his fingers, his hand just barely filled the hole. "It's huge," he said. 
"Aye." Joss frowned, studying the print. "Bigger than a horse, if it's proportionate to the feet, and the stride. Twenty hands, perhaps, and given the depth of the print, twice the weight of a horse." He glanced at Faran. "Bigger than the lions in the royal menagerie by twice," he said. 
"A creature that size--a predator that size--should have a territory a hundred miles wide," Tenn said. "You should be tripping over its kills." 
Meric said again, "It's as much a creature of spirit as it is of flesh." He waved his hand to indicate the prints. "But it's getting stronger." 
"As you get weaker," Eissa said. "And soon it will be killing." He looked terrified, and much younger than his sixteen years. Meric's gloved hand closed over his wrist, and he gave Eissa a reassuring smile. 
"It won't come to that." 
Faran shook his head. Trust Meric to care more about a boy's fear than his own misgivings. He rose and dusted the snow off his glove. "Well." 
"Well," Joss echoed. "The prints go off that way, and are fairly fresh. Do we follow?" He glanced at Tenn. 
"The woods aren't so dense that way--they're thick enough, and there's no path, but they're none so impassable as the way we've just come. P'raps your beast is lurkin' in there. P'raps not. But we can follow these as far as they go." 
Faran looked back at Aldin. His sergeant said, "I don't know, sir. That net we brought--we planned on a beast the size of the lions. Something twice as large?" 
"Net?" Meric echoed. He turned to Faran, his expression furious. "Net?" 
"Well, did you expect us to just walk up and introduce ourselves?" Faran burst out in frustration, weary after days of searching and of worry. "Did you think that it was a pussycat, ready to come to hand to anyone willing to rub its belly? Your safety is paramount, my lord, and I cannot let you in the vicinity of something this dangerous without something to control it!" He threw up both hands and stalked away, pacing across the clearing beside the enormous snow prints. 
The prints vanished ten feet from the edge of the forest. He stopped, measuring the distance with his eyes, then examined the last set of prints. They were deeper at the toes; the beast had crouched and leapt over the tumble of fallen trees before him into the woods beyond. This way then, but the shadows were getting longer. He needed to get his men and Meric to shelter before full nightfall. He didn't know how far it was from here to the inn, but Joss would know. And Tenn would know this place; they could come directly here in the morning, perhaps taking a roundabout way so they could use the horses, and avoid the ravine. He turned back. The others were watching him: Joss concerned, Meric indignant, Eissa frowning as if in confusion. The other men were patient, knowing him too well to think he would take out his frustration on them. 
Then he heard a sound: a faint chuffing sound, followed by a low growl. He whipped around toward the sound, but all he got was a faint impression of a yellow wall coming at him at breakneck speed. He flung his arm up to block his face. 
Then he was on his back in the snow, the air driven out of him at the impact. He struggled to draw breath, but his lungs weren't cooperating; his belly felt afire and his vision was going gray from lack of air. 
Then it went dark, but it was only Joss's hood, falling around them both as he knelt beside Faran, sealing his lips on Faran's. Strange moment to steal a kiss, Faran thought, confused, but then fingers pinched his nose closed and air was forced into his lungs. A steadying hand rubbed his belly gently as Joss breathed for him a moment longer, then Joss drew back and Faran's lungs worked again, though his gut ached. He blinked up at Joss. 
Who looked down at the hand on Faran's abdomen, then lifted it to stare blankly at the palm. His eyes, shocked, flicked to meet Faran's. "Seven hells," he whispered. "Faran..." He turned to look down at something out of Faran's line of vision before pulling aside the captain's cloak. "Shit! Faran--I've no time for finesse--this is going to hurt." He clamped both hands on Faran's leg. 
An inferno flared to life, running up from his thigh to his belly and back. A ragged scream tore out of his throat at the sheer, unreasonable pain. Why was Joss doing this to him? He wanted to ask, but when he opened his mouth again, only another scream came out. 
"I'm sorry," Joss panted. "I'm sorry." 
Then the pain drove him under, and everything went dark, for real this time. 

* * * *

Meric saw the beast's charge, saw the captain fall, and stumbled into a run toward the captain, Eissa at his heels. Daene beat him to the captain's side, and was already working on him. The cat had vanished into the shadowed woods on the far side of the clearing, back where they had come. 
Falling to his knees beside Daene, he hissed in dismay at the ruin of Faran's thigh. At least three of the beast's great claws had ripped into the captain's leg, shredding the heavy leather trousers and the flesh beneath. Blood pumped into the snow and, to Meric's horror, was already slowing. Daene was swearing and crying at the same time as he held his hands clamped over the wounds, the yellow glow of healing surrounding them. Meric laid his hands over Joss's, opening his mage channels to flood power into the healing. 
It wasn't going to work. The damage was too extensive: the torn blood vessels already retracting too far, too fast. There was too much to work on, and they needed more power--more healing power, which Meric didn't have. His was the strength of impractical magic, not the healing skills more common in hedge-wizards. 
There was warmth at his side, and Eissa's quiet presence. "What can I do?" he breathed. Meric reached out with one hand to grasp his wrist. Eissa had healing potential; Meric had felt the wisps of it in him before. Maybe it was enough to augment Daene's own powerful talent, where Meric's own could not. He closed his eyes and felt for Eissa's magic, found the threads of untapped power, and twisted them into a strand to pull and channel into his father's grasp. But the thread pulled tight, as if anchored somewhere in Eissa's soul. Meric cursed, and with a silent apology to Eissa, pulled harder. 
Eissa gasped at Meric's rough handling. Then he cried out as the anchor inside him broke. 
No--not broke. It popped, as if the thread of magery had been tied to a cork, and when the cork came out, so did power. Lots of it. Enormous amounts of power--healing, transfigurative, earth-sensing, all the various kinds of energy that fueled magecraft, including the open channels that drew power from the world around. Energy that flowed through Eissa, through Meric, through Daene--into the glow surrounding Faran's leg. And Meric, through Daene, felt the wounds heal, closing up. 
Too late. Meric felt the flicker of Faran's life blink out. 
"NO!" Daene shouted. He reached for Faran's coat, tore it open and shoved his hands down hard on the captain's too-still chest. He poured the energy still flowing from Eissa and Meric directly into the captain's heart, using it to squeeze and pump, as if by sheer determination he could get it pulsing again. 
"Yes..." Eissa's hiss was amazed and exultant. "That's right..." And a new kind of power poured through Meric, a magic that was rich and cool and clear. He hadn't a clue what kind it was, only that it came from Eissa, and went to Faran, and the silent heart gave a solid leap and started beating again. 
When Daene would have pulled away, Meric's hands came down on his, holding them on Faran's chest. "Wait," he panted. "Let me see." He closed his eyes and felt his way through Daene's fingers into the chest beneath, sensing the new blood coursing through the thick muscle and veins. Faran was breathing again, and his blood was flowing, and his heart was beating. Meric gave a sigh of relief and released Daene. "It's well," he said. "He'll be fine." 
"Thank the gods," Daene rumbled. He turned to Meric. "That healing power..." 
"Not mine." Meric looked at Eissa, who was pale and dazed-looking. "Eissa." 
"What happened?" Eissa asked. "I feel strange." 
"I'm afraid I rather caused your magery to manifest," Meric said. "I hope I didn't hurt you." 
"Oh, it hurt like nothing I've ever felt," Eissa said. "But I'm all right now." 
"You'll have to come to Ildelion now. You'll need training." 
"Eissa?" Joss asked. "That was Eissa? I've never felt anything like that." He looked down at Faran, who was starting to wake. "Thank the gods for it, but what was it?" 
"Power," Meric said. "Lots of it." He looked at Eissa, who was grinning dazedly, but he looked the same as he had before. The power, whatever it was and wherever it came from, had gone quiet again, and he was as always. 

* * * *

It still burned, still hurt, but the blazing agony had abated. Faran whined softly in his throat and Joss turned to look at him, grief and fear etched on his face. 
"I'm sorry," Joss said again. "I didn't realize... The beast's claw tore open the great vein in your leg, and scored your belly. We had to work fast or we would have lost you. There wasn't time for gentleness, my captain." 
Faran didn't know if he could talk, but he did, though it was no more than a harsh whisper. "You healed it?" That wasn't possible. No Healer he knew could have healed a wound like that before the victim bled out. 
Joss nodded and bent his head so that it brushed lightly against Faran's shoulder. "I and Meric and Eissa. It was mostly Eissa who did it." 
With an effort, Faran raised his hand to settle it on the nape of Joss's neck, and drew him gently down to meet Faran's lips in a kiss made chaste by their mutual exhaustion. Far away he heard shouts as the men scattered, in pursuit of the beast or fleeing from it, he didn't know. 
"It's gone into the woods," Joss told him. "I suppose there were too many of us for it to want to stand and fight." 
"No," Eissa said. "It didn't even stop. I think it went over Captain Faran because he was in its way, not because it wanted to harm him. I think we startled it." 
"Startled it?" Joss snorted. "It damn near scared me to death." He smoothed his hand over Faran's hair in a gentle gesture. "You're a mess, my captain. There isn't much left of your trews, I'm afraid." 
"A pair of pants is a small price to pay for your healing, my lord." 
Meric said practically, "Well, we'll need to get you back to the village somehow. I doubt if you'll be able to walk." 
"Not well," Joss said. "Healing magic only does so much. Your body has to do some healing of its own. I'll have the men construct a litter. There's nothing more we can do today--it will be sunset soon, and I want you back at the inn before full dark." 
Faran looked up at Aldin, who stood a few yards away, his face white. "Sergeant, see about rounding up the rest of the troop; there's not much point in trying to track that thing down right now. Tomorrow we'll come back earlier in the day. It seems the thing is a creature of daylight, at any rate." 
"A creature of spirit," Meric mused. 
Faran shot him a look. The boy looked drawn to a thread. Faran started to try to sit up, but a tearing pain in his gut stopped him. Joss laid his hand on his belly, and warmth eased the ache. "No trotting around, Captain." 
"I'll go have them make up a litter," Eissa said, and started across the clearing toward the scattered men. But there was that chuffing sound, and suddenly the great beast, its golden mane thick and tangled, had sprung from the cover of the trees and crouched before him, its attention all on Eissa, who skidded to a stop, sliding in the snow and landing on his bottom. He stared up at the creature. 
He looked tiny and fragile, a small dark spot against the mass of gold fur and tense muscle. 
It was fully as big as Joss had surmised, taller at the shoulder than a man, but it was built like a wildcat, not a lion, despite the tangled mane. The fur was a richer, deeper gold than the tawny pelt of the lions in the menagerie; the legs longer, the body shorter, and the tail that twitched impatiently shorter and thicker, without the lion's puff at the end. The muzzle, too, was shorter, and drawn back in a snarl. 
Joss shot to his feet. "No!" he shouted, and started for Eissa. The creature looked past the boy at the man and growled menacingly, showing enormous white fangs. 
"Keep back, Papa," Eissa called over his shoulder. Joss froze and the beast closed its mouth and rested back on his haunches. 
"Eissa," Joss said hurriedly, in a low tone, "move back--slowly." He held up his hands and Faran felt that intense heat building around him again. He wondered what it was Joss thought he could do; his skill was in healing. Then he remembered the furnace-like heat he'd generated. Yes, that could be used in aggression. But would it be enough? 
The cat growled again, and switched its thick tail, watching Joss. The lord made a thrusting motion with his hands and Faran felt the heat slide away. He could see it, too: the air shimmered in the vague shape of an arrow, directed over Eissa's head at the beast. The snow beneath it in its path melted and steamed. When the shimmer of heat reached the cat, it burst outward in a spray of multicolored light, but the cat only shook its mane and looked again toward Eissa. "No," Joss breathed again. "Meric...your magic...You must..." 
He trailed off. Eissa was climbing slowly to his feet. The cat didn't move; it just sat there, watching him. In a surprised voice, Eissa said, "It's all right, Papa. It's all right." 
"That thing nearly killed Captain Faran," Joss rasped in fear. "Eissa, step back away from it. We don't know what it will do. You don't know how to handle your magic yet..." 
"No," his son said. "No. It'll be all right." 
To Faran's horror, the boy stepped toward the beast, reaching up to bury his fingers in the tangled mane. "It's what Meric said," he said wonderingly. "It is more spirit than flesh. But it's all right. I'm a Daene, and it's the gold cat. Our gold cat." 

* * * *

Meric stared aghast as his lover reached for the creature and stroked it, like a pet. Faran's men, and Daenes', stood in an uneasy circle around the edges of the clearing, their hands on their swords. "No weapons!" he cried out. Oh, gods, he thought, what if it meant Eissa's life? Was his own worth that? 
He'd been trained in his power by an experienced battle-mage, though he'd never planned on joining the army. He knew, though, the difference it made to be battle-ready, to know the quickest, most effective spells to throw at an enemy. But it meant his own life if he were to harm the cat--and from Daene's display, it appeared as though he might not be able to harm it. Daene's power, though not as strong as his own, was far more experienced. And he knew for a fact that experience often meant more than sheer power where magic was concerned. 
He opened up his power channels, drawing in energy as he'd been taught to augment the stores he'd drained to support Daene in his healing. He wasn't sure yet what he would do with it, but he needed somehow to do something. Perhaps some kind of shield around Eissa, to protect him? Or a shield around the beast, to restrict him? 
Eissa turned, met his eyes, and smiled confidently. Meric's jaw dropped. Eissa was suddenly rife with power again, the fresh, young, strong mage energies he'd channeled. He practically glowed with it. 
"Eissa?" he whispered. 
"It's right, Meric. Don't you see? It's just as it should be." Eissa glanced over at his father again. "It's that poem, Papa. The one where the king is consecrated? You know it--you taught it to me. The one where the king is given to the land, to Elbe: 'His blood and bones are her rivers and trees; his flesh is her earth, his breath her breeze. His wisdom to guide her feet on the right track; his strength is the lion that guards her back.' Don't you see? Meric is Elban, blood and bone. The curse took his strength from him--but it came here. To the cat that guards Elbe's back. Us, Papa. The Daenes, and the Daenewood. We guard Elbe's back, and the cat is us." 
The great beast dipped its head and rubbed it against Eissa's chest. The boy staggered, then laughed. "He didn't mean to hurt Captain Faran, Papa. He was afraid and confused. He's not going to hurt us. He is us." He took the mane in his fist, and led the beast across the clearing to Meric. 
Meric stared up at the huge head towering above him. Golden eyes looked down at him: not round-pupiled lion's eyes, nor the slitted eyes of a cat, but something else, something indescribable, something bottomless and Other. He put his hand on the beast's broad chest, feeling the tingle of connection beneath the roughness of the fur. "Take it back," Eissa said, and put his hand over Meric's. "Take it back. The Daenes give you your strength. I give you your strength. Take it. Take me." 
Meric wasn't sure what happened then; he seemed to be falling toward the lion, or whatever it was. Then he was just falling, through blackness pinpointed with stars. Then, very mundanely, on top of Eissa, who whoofed when he hit the ground. Eissa's arms came around him, holding him steady, and when Meric opened his eyes, it was to meet his lover's. They gazed at each other a moment, then Meric drew away, easing back on his heels before rising to stand. The cat was gone. 
Eissa got up, too, and they shared another look, then Eissa dropped his gaze and went to one knee before him. "My liege," he murmured. 
Meric looked for Faran, to see him struggling to his own knees. Lord Daene crouched beside him, steadying him. "Captain?" he said uncertainly. 
"Your Majesty," Faran bowed his head. 
"Not that--not yet." Meric stretched his arms out, examining them as if they belonged to a stranger. They felt like they belonged to a stranger: no longer weak, no longer with the dull arthritic ache that had plagued them for months. He felt...strong. It was like the mage-power he could call at will, but different; this was part of him, in his bones and tendons, in his blood and in his flesh. Familiar, but almost forgotten. It was his. 
It was with that strength that he bent to raise Eissa to his feet and embrace him. "So that is what the prophecy meant, about the master mage who would lead the beast to me. I was just expecting someone a little...older." He grinned. 
"Me?" Eissa squeaked. 
"Of course you. Can't you feel it?" Meric rubbed his hand over Eissa's hair. "You're vibrating with it. You're a bit late on the arrival--most mages come into their power earlier, but they're not as strong as you will be. It doesn't surprise me--your father is the strongest Healer I've ever seen, as Captain Faran can attest." He turned to Faran and Joss. "Thank you for your care of my captain, my lord Daene." 
"I had a vested interest in his survival, your Majesty." His voice was low and cold, and Meric winced. Yes, he'd been hiding a lot from the woodland lord, and he had the feeling that lord didn't like the idea of hosting a cuckoo in his nest. Let alone one who would steal his son. 
Tenn said, "Well, that was the damnedest thing I ever saw. What was that thing, anyway? It just dissolved away like honey in hot tea." 
"It seems to me that it was the manifestation of the Daene cat," Daene said, "brought on by some nameless mage who stole the essence of my lord Meric--what is your real name, anyway?--Meric's strength, and cast it to the wind. Since my lord Meric--" 
"Almain Meric Orester," Meric said. 
"--my lord Almain is apparently the heir presumptive to the throne of Elbe, his strength came home, where it belongs." 
"So he's the king, then?" Tenn regarded Meric with interest, and the unimpressed composure that Meric suspected was common among those who spent most of their time in the wild, away from the politics of court. "Huh." 
Meric bit back the urge to laugh, but only nodded solemnly. Then he turned back to Faran, who had struggled to his feet. "You should rest, Captain. We'll get you back to the village safely." He'd deal with the irate father of his lover later, when they were all under shelter. 
"I can walk," Faran said mulishly. "I don't need fussing at." 
"What say you, my lord Daene? Can he walk, or does he need a litter?" 
"Litter," Daene said. 
"Walk," Faran said. 
"Litter it is," Meric said blithely, and to Faran's glare, added, "He outranks you, my captain." And I'm not about to argue with him, not in the mood he's in, he thought in amusement. "Besides, you've tended me for the last month and a half, so it's my turn to tend you." With a whoop of joy, he grabbed Eissa, hauling him up off his feet, spinning him around, and giving him a great smack on the lips. 
"Feeling better?" Eissa laughed back at him, and once on his feet, drove his shoulder into Meric's gut, tumbling him into the snow. 
Faran watched them play, his relief at Meric's instant recovery outweighing his own discomfort. The skin on his leg and abdomen, where the cat's claws had caught him, was pink and raw, as if he'd had a fortnight of healing, but the leg was still far from strong and trembled under his weight as he stood. The leather of his trousers was shredded and he had no illusions of modesty left. Dryly, he supposed a litter, with his cloak covering him, would be better than trying to walk with wounds and his privates exposed to the cold. 
He glanced up to see Joss's eyes on him, his lover's expression closed. "I suppose we'll need to talk," he sighed. 
"Later," Joss said, "in private," and turned to direct the others in construction of a litter. 


Chapter 12


 

For Faran, the trip back to the inn was bracketed by the embarrassment of lying on the makeshift litter and being lifted by his own men, and the arrival of the jubilant troop back in Cherry Creek, punctuated by scrambling and stumbling through tangles, the shifting balance of his bearers as they climbed over fallen trees and stones, and then the slippery, sliding transit on the icy graveled road. The branches curling overhead made him dizzy with the patterns of sunlight and darkness, but if he closed his eyes, the sway of the litter made him nauseous. He wanted to complain, but when he tried to sit up, he saw the unrelenting back of Joss Daene walking a few paces before the litter-bearer, and the words died in his throat. 
On the way back, the men were lively and cheerful, happy to have reached the end of their quest and excited about the discovery of Meric's true identity. Faran could hear Meric talking to them, downplaying his importance and saying that he wasn't king yet, that he was still the same Meric they'd always known, just with more strength. Eissa was asking him questions about mage-training, where they would live in Ildelion, what his duties would be once he became king, and had anyone ever seen the likes of that beast? 
Joss was silent. He'd never been particularly talkative, but he wasn't one to shy away from conversation, either. Faran had thought him an easy raconteur, but apparently he had no comment to make about the situation, either to the men, or to the new-discovered king, or his own son. 
It was full dark when they came to the green before the inn, and the wind had a bite like ice. The mayor and his cronies were waiting, and Faran was bustled into shelter and assisted, like an invalid, into the overstuffed chair by the hearth, the cloak tucked around him. "We'll be fixing up a room for you on this level, so you needn't mind the stairs," Pol Innskeep said, "but you won't want to be missing supper and the company. I'll wager every soul in this village will be by sometime tonight to hear how the true king found his strength in the woods near Cherry Creek. It'll be a tale worth telling, that's for certain." 
Faran only grunted a response, disinclined to gossip. Pol didn't seem to mind; his attention was already on the crowd gathering at the bar. 
Meric came by a few minutes later and dropped into the other upholstered chair, stretching his toes out to nudge at the footstool beneath Faran's wounded leg. "How fare you, my captain?" he asked. 
"Well enough," Faran said curtly. "Ready to be homeward bound. I'm sick of the cold." 
"And wounded in more than leg and belly," Meric said. "He's hurt too, Faran, that's all. He's used to knowing all there is to know, and we were a shock to him. Give him time." 
"It doesn't matter. We're Ildelion-bound, and he's fixed in his own lands. Might as well let it end now." Faran shifted uncomfortably. The belly wound was not as severe as it could have been; the claw had caught muscle, but not any of the entrails, and Joss's healing magic had already set the flesh knitting. It was not unbearable, but moving pulled the still-healing muscles. "My place is at your side, my liege. His is here." 
"Oh, not you, too. I'm still 'Meric,' Faran. Surely a month and a half of wandering aimlessly across the northern wastelands of Elbe gives you the right to call me by my name. It's bad enough Sergeant Aldin tugs his forelock every time I catch his eye. And he's never been particularly deferential to me." 
"You are the king--or will be, once you're crowned. He should be deferential." 
"Don't be stuffy," the king said. "Gods, I'm hungry enough to eat nails. Did you want anything? I'll fetch it." 
"Don't be absurd," Faran shot back. "That would look fine--me using the king of Elbe as a waiter. Go eat. I'm not hungry." 
Meric shook his head, but got up and said, "I'll send something over; does that meet your criteria for service?" 
"Go," Faran said, and he went. 
He wasn't left alone long. Joss worked his way through the growing crowd and stood over him. "You need another treatment," he said woodenly. "Are you in much pain?" 
"No," Faran said, equally expressionless. "I'm fine." 
"No, you aren't. But you will be." Joss dropped to his haunches and laid a hand on the cloak still covering Faran's lap. "Aldin's out looking for a change of clothes for you, and the innkeeper's fixing a room for you to rest in overnight. We'll go back to Bitterwood tomorrow; by then you should be able to ride." 
"My thanks," Faran said. 
Joss slid his hand beneath the cloak and Faran tensed, but it was only to curl his fingers over the wounded thigh. The woodland lord closed his eyes, and Faran felt the heat building again, but slower and not so fierce, to the point of discomfort but not outright pain. Joss kept his hand there until the heat subsided, then moved it up to the scar on Faran's belly, and repeated the process. 
When he was done, though, he didn't remove his hand, but left it on Faran's abdomen. "I am angry," he said in a low voice, "because I expected you to trust me, and you did not, though it was quite right of you to hold back." He held up his free hand when Faran would have spoken, and went on. "It was not necessary that I know everything about you and your mission, but it...irks me...that I didn't. My anger may not be justified under the circumstances, but it is the anger of a man who must care for every living soul in a ten-day's travel, and cannot--cannot--allow himself to be blindsided." 
"It was not my secret to tell," Faran said quietly. 
"I know this." Joss took his hand from beneath the cloak and rose. "My anger tells me to regret that I ever allowed you shelter at Bitterwood; that I ever let my son meet Meric. It was bad enough to think of him going away from me to the relative safety of mage-training, or to the household of whatever noble Meric served. But to think of him in that snake-pit of a royal court chills my blood. I do regret it." 
"All of it?" 
"I must--it is all of a piece. I am sorry." 
Faran felt sick, but said only, "I understand." 
"Know this, though--I am loyal to the crown of Elbe, whatever I may think of the man who wears it. The lords of the Bitterwood have stood defending her northern shores and the borders with the ice lands for longer than memory, and will continue to do so. You need have no doubt of us." 
"I have none--nor ever expected to," Faran said in surprise. 
"Good." Joss nodded once, then met Faran's eyes for the first time. Faran saw grief, but also resolve. "Meric is a good boy and will make a good king. I will see you settled after supper, in case you have any more discomfort." 
"Thank you." Faran would have said more, but Daene's face was set, and he hesitated. Then the moment was lost; Joss nodded curtly and moved through the crowd away from Faran. The door opened and closed, and he was gone. Faran laid his head back against the cushioned chair back and closed his eyes. 
He must have dozed, because the next time he opened his eyes, Eissa and Meric were sitting beside him, a table drawn up between the two upholstered chairs and the wooden one Eissa was perched on. A platter of food--bread, meat, potatoes, turnips and cheese--lay on the table with bread trenchers piled to the side. Eissa was pouring cider from a pitcher into three tankards. "There you are, Captain," Eissa said cheerfully. "I thought we'd have to eat your portion. Meric's been stuffing himself steadily since we got back here; I think he's trying to make up for lost time." 
Faran, glad for his young friends, smiled, but Meric caught the underlying sadness. "Milord Daene is a proud man, Captain, but not a hard one. Give him time." 
"It doesn't matter." Faran reached for a trencher and piled beef and vegetables on it, topped with the rich yellow cheese. "What's more important is that he has assured me of his loyalty to you." 
"Of course he's loyal," Eissa said. "He likes Meric. And he's a Daene. We've always guarded the north. We guard Elbe's back, like in the poem." 
Their supper was interrupted continuously by villagers eager to take the rare chance of meeting their new king. Meric was as gracious as he ever was; Faran was relieved to see that his gentle nature was unchanged by the recovery of his missing essence. The shyness and uncertainty that had plagued him was gone, but the confidence that replaced it was far from arrogant, and he treated each of the people he met with calm courtesy. The corner by the fireplace became his audience chamber for the evening, with people approaching hesitantly, but departing with smiles. It was nice, Faran thought, even though it wouldn't last; the court at Ildelion was as far away from this in terms of courtesy as it was in miles. 
Finally, the crowd wanting Meric's attention eased, and Eissa dragged the yawning king off to bed. Aldin came over to help Faran to his room. The stretching pain in his belly was almost gone, and he stood and walked on his own once Aldin had helped him to his feet. He kept the cloak wrapped around him for modesty's sake, but once in the room arranged for him, he shed the cloak and let Aldin help him out of the tatters of his clothing. "I've brought fresh linen for the morning, and a new pair of trousers from the mayor's own supplies, so you'll have clothing for the morrow," Aldin told him. "Lord Daene said he would be in later to tend you." 
"Where has he been?" Faran asked. "I've not seen him since we got here." 
"Off with the mayor and the local village elders. Checking on the village's stores and preparedness for more bad weather. He says this weather will hold for another week, but then there will be more storms. Winter's far from over." 
"Best we get south before then," Faran said. He drew the blanket up and leaned back against the pillows. "We'll only stop one night at Bitterwood, then go straight south to Savion. If we leave before dawn, we should reach the city before nightfall. Lord Daene told me yesterday that the bulk of the storm hit north, and the road there should be clear." 
Aldin set the ceramic lamp on the table beside the bed. "I'll leave this here; it should be safe enough until Lord Daene comes back to see you. I'm sleeping in the storeroom next to this--should you need help in the night, just pound on the wall behind you there." 
"I'll be fine," Faran said. He slid down on the pillows and pulled the blanket up to his chin. "I'm just tired." 
"Good night to you, then." Aldin nodded and left the room, closing the door quietly and leaving Faran to his thoughts. 

* * * *

He had fallen into an uneasy sleep, and only woke at the thump of the door closing. The lamp on the table was sputtering, but flared back to life as Joss trimmed the wick. "How are you feeling?" Joss asked quietly. 
"Fine." 
"I'm not asking to condemn you for weakness," Joss said. "I need to know." 
"All right. I'm more or less fine, is that better? I ache, but it's not unbearable. Itches, like a healing wound." 
"No tenderness, no swelling?" 
"None." 
Joss nodded and sat on the edge of the bed, a dark silhouette in the faint glow from the lamp. "I have to allow time in between treatments for the body to adjust," he said in a clinical tone. "It also gives me time to restore my energy. The wounds were serious, and my first repairs more hasty than I like, but you are in excellent health and strong enough that they took good hold. I dislike the fact that you will need to be riding for long periods right away; ideally, you should be resting, not getting more magical healing. The body heals best when left alone. Unfortunately, your charge needs to be in Ildelion, and you are responsible for him. May I?" He lifted the blanket in illustration. 
"Nothing you haven't seen," Faran said bitterly, then turned his head away as Joss inspected the injuries. Despite himself, the gentle touch of Joss's fingers stirred his desire; he bit hard on his lip to try and stave off the inevitable reaction. 
Joss drew his hand away and set the blanket back. "It looks good," he said expressionlessly. "I'll see about pushing it a little harder, then after a good night's sleep, you should be able to sit a horse comfortably for at least a few hours a day." 
"I'll need to do better than that," Faran said. 
"I said 'comfortably.' If you're willing to put up with some discomfort, you should be able to return to your usual routine without ill effects. I do recommend resting well at night. Plan for it." 
"Very well." 
Joss stood. "Faran..." He didn't say anything else, just looked down at Faran, his face shadowed. 
"I was there when Baliesta was killed." Faran didn't know why he said that; he hadn't intended to bring up the subject. "You never asked how." 
Joss went still. "You never said. I suppose I assumed his indulgences caught up with him." 
"In a way." Faran shifted uncomfortably. "Those of us who were there know the truth, and there were plenty of us. Eissa will hear soon enough." 
"An assassin's blow? The gods know he had enough enemies, even if few had the courage to stand against him." 
"His throat was torn out by a giant yellow cat." 
"What?" Joss sank back down onto the bed. "What?" 
"Today was not the first time I've seen that beast, milord Daene. I saw it appear in the royal audience chamber three days before Midwinter. It killed Baliesta with a blow from its claw, then vanished as quickly as it had come." He closed his eyes, remembering the chaos, the screams, the blood spattered over the crystal throne; the shouts of the guards, the terrified shrieks of courtiers, and Count Vandoren's stentorian voice over it all, demanding calm. Thank the Six it hadn't been a full court, but only one of Baliesta's "private" audiences, or the fall-out might have been far worse. As it was, the score or so of people in the room had been quickly quieted and sworn to secrecy by Vandoren. Being Baliesta's hangers-on, with the exception of Vandoren and Faran, they all had reason to keep quiet, what with the uncertainty left by the king's death, and their sudden need to curry favor with the new regime. Vandoren's threats hadn't hurt, either. 
Faran had been there without his men, called to court again to be taunted by Baliesta, and he had been quick to fall in with the count's orders. "Vandoren was there, and he took control of the capital. It seemed he had been in communication with Edytha, and knew of the prophecy about Meric. He took the attack as a sign from the gods, and sent me to him." 
"Why you?" Joss asked. "Why not one of his own men, rather than a king's guard, who might have been loyal to Baliesta, or to another lord who had his own ambitions?" 
"Because he knew that I had already refused Baliesta's offer of...a high place. He knew that I had no ambition of my own." 
"None?" 
"Only to serve the kingdom to the best of my ability." Faran closed his eyes. "We only intended to ask for shelter at Bitterwood, and then to go on with our search--we'd been crisscrossing the whole country north of Nabaranth for nearly two months, searching hopelessly for a sign while our king was dying. And then in your stables, I saw your device, the gold cat, on a horse-blanket. It was the first hope I'd had for a long time. That, and Eissa's falling in love with Meric, made me think that perhaps we had found the right place." Painfully, the words thick in his throat, he said, "I regret that we so disrupted your life, milord Daene. I promise you--to the best of my ability I will guard your son as if he were my own." 
Joss sat staring at his hands a long moment, then said, "I thank you, Captain. It is more than I deserve." 
"If we all received what we deserved, the hells would all be full," Faran said, trying for a lighter tone. 
"True enough. Cry friends?" Joss held out his hand to Faran. 
Heart breaking, Faran smiled and shook Joss's hand. 


Chapter 13


 

Joss's words were true: Faran was no worse than weary when they arrived back at Bitterwood Manor, but he was terribly weary, and the itching on his skin made him ready to tear someone's throat out. Senna took charge of him, seeing him settled in the warm infirmary at the opposite end of the building from the Daenes' bedroom. Meric and Eissa stopped by on their way to bed. He was distantly amused by the way the two of them stood, arms linked, both of them standing tall with their newfound strength and looking older and more confident. And inseparable. That, he mused, would cause its own problems once Meric was on the throne, but that would be trouble for another day. 
"I've given Sergeant Aldin your orders about leaving before dawn tomorrow," Eissa said, "and he said all would be ready. Aunt Senna's preparing some rations for us to take; she won't let Meric leave without enough food to feed an army, and she doesn't trust the inns in Savion to serve us properly." He turned to grin at his lover. "You didn't realize that you were getting an aunt in Senna, as well as me, did you?" 
"Your father is intimidating enough," Meric admitted, "but Senna leaves me trembling." 
Eissa laughed. "That's normal. She even scares Father. Who said you"--he glanced back at Faran--"didn't need any of his attention. You are well on the way to healing and should be fine." He cocked his head. "Is he still angry with you about Meric?" 
"I don't know," Faran said shortly. "Ask him." 
"Because I figured he really liked you. He hasn't taken a lover that I know of since Mother died. But he's been very quiet all day." 
"Eissa," Meric interjected, "that's the captain and your father's business, not ours. Leave them to settle it as they will." 
"But they aren't," Eissa pointed out. 
"It's none of our business. Besides, as Captain Faran has said, your father's place is here, and the captain's in Ildelion. They are not free to travel with their lover, as you are." 
Eissa wrinkled his nose. "It must be awful to be grown up." 
Faran laughed despite himself. "It has its faults. Now, I think the two of you should also be turning in early. I fully intend to be well on the road to Savion by dawn, and if I have to roust you from your beds, you won't like it." 
"Goodnight, then, Captain," Eissa said with a wink, and dragged Meric out the door. 
Faran blew out the light and settled down to sleep. But being back at Bitterwood, amid the sounds and scents of the manor, he kept waiting for Joss to come, to lie with him, to touch him and kiss him and drive him mad with lust, to rest beside him sated and sleepy. But the door stayed resolutely closed, and his bed resolutely empty, and finally, he slept. 

* * * *

Someone had gone out and lit torches around the perimeter of the manor yard, as they had three days before when they had left for Cherry Creek. But this time, it was only Faran's troop that gathered there ready to travel; a couple of Daene's stablemen helping with the distribution of the rations Senna had insisted on providing them with; Daene's smith with one of the horses, its hoof in his hands as he investigated a possible stone in the frog, while its rider looked on anxiously; and Daene's sergeant at arms, Wuluf, wearing the ubiquitous quilted coat instead of his armor as he chatted with Aldin. Neither Joss nor his son were in sight, although Meric was mounted and ready, with the reins of Eissa's mount in his hand. He caught Faran's glance and said, "I shan't begrudge milord Daene a last farewell in private. With his responsibilities, it may be a long time before he sees Eissa again." 
Faran nodded curtly, not trusting himself to speak, just standing at his horse's head to supervise the preparations. 
Finally, the two men appeared, walking along the gallery and down the stairs on the side, deep in conversation. They paused at the foot of the stairs and Eissa turned to hug his father tightly. Eidar appeared from the undercroft and embraced his brother as well, then Eidar and Joss stood watching as Eissa crossed the yard to where Meric waited. He swung up into his saddle and grinned, his face alight with excitement, even though, from the tracks of tears on his cheeks, he had obviously been weeping. "Ready?" Faran asked, and the boy nodded. 
Faran signaled the first of his men to begin to move out, and raised his foot to his own stirrup. 
"Hold!" 
He turned to see Joss coming across the yard, his steps hasty. He set his foot down and waited. 
Joss stopped, said, "Damn it," and reached for Faran, dragging him into his arms in a tight embrace. "Forgive an old fool?" he murmured in Faran's ear. 
"Forgive what?" Faran replied, and turned his head to kiss him. Joss's lips were warm, and soft, and tasted of salt and home. His hands curved around Faran's face, holding him steady. 
Finally he drew back and rested his forehead against Faran's a moment. His eyes were wet with the tears that flavored his kiss. "May the gods of the bright roads speed your way and bring you safe home again." 
"The gods of the hearth keep you warm and safe until we once again meet," Faran replied, the words of the ancient farewell heartfelt. 
Joss nodded and released him, then held his cupped hands for Faran's foot. He tossed the captain into the saddle, touched his thigh briefly, then stepped away to give him room to turn. 
They rode out of the manor yard. Faran only glanced back once, to see Joss standing alone, a black silhouette in the firelight. He raised a hand in a silent farewell; then Faran turned again in his saddle and led the troop southward. 


Chapter 14


 

Ildelion, three months later
  
The coronation went off without a hitch. Faran, as acting Captain of the Royal Personal Guard, had been responsible for managing all the security preparations for the event, which took every bit of the three months between their triumphal return to Ildelion and today. It helped that Count Vandoren had spread positive rumors about the new king, so that even those whose loyalties may have been to Baliesta and his hangers-on knew enough to give him a wide berth and grudging respect. But it didn't keep Faran from having to personally vet all the new volunteers to the Civil Guard, coordinate with the Guard administration, review the guest lists, meet with the various palace officials (everyone from Lords of the Privy Chamber to the lowest tasters in the kitchen), and still manage the day-to-day schedule of His Royal Majesty. 
Who, to be fair, was cooperative, even if he really wanted to spend all of his time with his young consort. Faran dreaded the day the various lords of the High Council decided to press him to marry, which they would. No one wanted any uncertainty as to the succession; that was how Baliesta weaseled his way onto the throne in the first place, by the combination of claims of distant relationship, King Orester's blessing, and force of arms. But Meric--His Royal Highness and Serene Majesty Almain Meric Orester--was as uninterested in women as he was in... Well, Faran couldn't think of anything Meric was less interested in. Even Eissa occasionally flirted with the ladies of the court. Meric didn't; he said it was because he didn't want to raise hopes he couldn't fulfill, but Faran suspected he just didn't want to be bothered. 
The coronation ceremony this morning was held on the ornate staircase leading up to the front of the Royal Palace, before the Great Square, which was filled with commoners squeezed in between the scaffolding that rimmed the square, where the nobles all sat. Everything was decked with blue and gold bunting and pennants of the pine-tree-and-mountain design that was the royal device of Elbe, and musicians played in every corner. It was a loud, rowdy, and joyous event, a far cry from the exclusive and decadent parties Baliesta preferred, and everyone seemed to have a good time. Meric and the Archmage spoke their lines clearly, and the crowd hushed during the ceremony itself, so all could hear them. 
When the Archmage spoke the lines of the consecration ritual, binding Meric to the land of Elbe, Faran couldn't help a shiver running up his spine. The words that had seemed mere doggerel when Eissa had said them back in the Daenewood took on new meaning as part of the ceremony, and Meric's face was solemn as he bowed his head to accept the anointing with the magic-infused oil. Behind him, standing with the other mages that served the palace, Eissa's face was pale but intent, and his eyes sparkled with tears. Faran only nodded when he met his eyes, then turned to check automatically for where his men mingled with the crowd, watching for trouble. 
But there was none, and when the Archmage lifted Meric to his feet and set the crown of Elbe on his head, there was a spontaneous roar of approval from the masses, and Faran felt that chill of emotion again. When he glanced at Meric, he saw the king, too, had tears in his eyes. But he was smiling, his head was held high, and he looked out over his people with an expression that was both loving and exultant. 
Yes, Joss, Faran thought, he will make a good king. 
Then it was time for the principals to leave the steps and move into the palace for the king's first official court. The king's herald and seneschal led the way, followed by the Archmage in his role as bishop of the Six, and only then the king: first the traditions, in the person of the herald and the people, represented by the seneschal, then the bishop to represent the official faith following, and finally, last, the king their servant. Reality was a far cry from the symbolism, but Faran knew that after Baliesta's reign, the symbolic return to tradition was part of what kept the crowds outside happy. Then the nobles, led by Count Vandoren of Greycastle as head of the King's Council, filed in behind them. 
Faran fell in beside Vandoren and the count glanced at him. "Shouldn't you already be in the populace chamber?" 
"I've men on guard there. It's you lot I've got to keep my eyes on," Faran said dryly. 
"Any regrets?" 
"Not a damn one. I wouldn't have all this nonsense for all the pirates in the Archipelago. You all are welcome to it. Me, I'm looking forward to retirement. Aldin's shaping up fine to replace me." 
"You're still making those noises?" Vandoren snorted. "Meric won't let you retire. He depends too much on you." 
"Isn't that the best reason of all? Besides, my feelings about Ildelion and the court haven't changed, just because their nature has. Too many bad memories. Too much fuss. I'm requesting transfer back to Nabaranth for a while, until I see how things settle, then I'm retiring." 
"To the north? What was it--yes, Bitterwood Manor?" 
Faran shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe I'll just travel a while. There are a lot of places I haven't been." 
"You never did tell me what you found out about the creature that killed the last king." 
"Magic," Faran said. "Illusion. There you go, it's your turn next. I'll speak to you later." He stepped aside so that the count could move up into his place on the dais beside the crystal throne. Faran himself went and stood at the side, his back to the wall of the chamber so that he could see all who approached the king. 
Meric turned gracefully so that the long train of his ermine cloak spread in a ripple across the front of the dais, then reached out his hand toward the row of mages. Eissa stepped forward and took his hand, and Meric indicated to him the smaller consort's chair set a step lower and to his right. Eissa nodded, kissed Meric's hand, and went to stand before the chair. The king sat, and those who also had seats followed suit. Faran remained standing, his eyes skimming the hall as the herald called into the king's presence those on the honors list. There were no surprises; the captain had not only vetted the list, but had paid visits to those who were scheduled, to impress upon them the proper behavior expected. 
Count Vandoren was confirmed in his role as head of the council; Eissa was made a court baron as King's Consort, and a half dozen other nobles and commoners who had worked for Meric's return received commensurate awards. 
Then the herald stepped forward again. Faran frowned; to his recollection, the last of the scheduled honors had been given, and the next item on the program should have been the king's speech thanking his guests and laying out his plans for the kingdom. Neither of them required the herald's services. "His Majesty invites into his court Lord Joss Daene of Bitterwood." 
Faran's heart stopped. Joss? Here? He'd not seen him anywhere, and Eissa had said nothing to him this morning about his father being in attendance. It was spring in the north, and planting season. What was Joss about to be leaving at such a time? And then Joss stepped into view, and Faran's brain stuttered to a stop. 
He looked...kingly. In a knee-length, dark red cyclas, belted at the front, with the golden cat of the Daenes embroidered on the breast, he strode confidently down the aisle before the throne. His well-shaped legs were cased in black silk hose, his low boots were fine black leather, and the sleeves of his shirt through the cloak-like garment's armholes were of the finest snowy linen. A tooled golden torq circled his throat and a gold fillet held back his thick pelt of hair. The richest-dressed of the court nobles looked like a peasant beside him. He went to one knee before the king and bent his head. 
"During my travels," Meric said in a conversational tone to the room, "I had cause to seek shelter in the demesne of the lords of Bitterwood--that northern land that is what is left of the ancient Daenewood of song and story. There I was made welcome and, more, was assisted in the completion of my quest by the lord of the Bitterwood, Josselein Daene, and his people. It was in the Bitterwood--in the Daenewood--that I both met my destiny, and found my future." 
He reached his hand across to rest on Eissa's. 
"I knew very little about the north country when I went there, but traveling across it for so many days, I learned much. I have learned more since my return to this city. Fully one quarter of all our fine ceramics come from the north country, as does the clay for our porcelain factories here in the south. One third of our glassware comes from the town of Sweetsand and its surrounding villages. A quarter of our fleece, much of the charcoal for our manufactories, and nearly all our domestic furs come from that land. All of which is under the guardianship of the lords of the Bitterwood. It is a harsh land, but those who are born there bear the hardship with dignity and grace. I was welcomed there, even before it was known who I was. And it was there that I learned the true meaning of the words you all heard me repeat this afternoon. For it is the great cat of the Daenes that is the lion that guards Elbe's back, against the pirates of the Archipelago, against the barbarians of the ice lands, against any that would seek to use those secret forested ways to strike at this nation's rich heart. 
"The name of Daene is more ancient than this land of Elbe, so no name I could give would mean more than the one you already bear," he said to Joss, who kept his head bowed. "But a title more fitting than mere 'lord' is due. In ancient times, the word 'duke' meant a battle leader. Your battles are still fierce, though less bloody, being these days mostly against the elements and the wild, and the difficulties of living in such a harsh world. But should invaders come again to the north, I am confident that the lords of the Bitterwood would still take their place against them. Therefore do I name you Duke of the Northern Marches and the Daenewood. Rise, your Grace, and take your place among my highest nobles." 
Heart filled with pride, Faran watched as Joss rose and took the hand Meric held out to him. "My liege," Joss said in a low voice. Then he paused, and said, "I am grateful for the honor you have shown me, but I would beg a further boon from you." 
"Joss Daene, begging?" Meric murmured, then said aloud, "If it is a matter of honor, and something I can give, then it is yours. What is it?" 
"It is not something I wish for myself," Joss said, "but for one who serves you faithfully and loyally. He would not ask for himself, so I take it upon myself to ask for him. All men need a family, an ancestry they can be proud of, whether their own, or whether adopted. Captain Faran has all the character of a noble himself, but lacks a noble name. I would ask you to grant him one." 
Faran blinked, taken aback. He looked at Meric, who was trying to hide a grin, and then at Joss, who turned his head to gaze solemnly back at him. His eyes were dark and fierce. 
"It's true that Captain Faran claims no family name," Meric said in amusement, "and deserves the highest, but what name do you suggest I grant him?" 
"Perhaps not the highest," Joss said, "but the oldest?" 
There was buzzing in Faran's head and he reached out to steady himself against the wall at his back. He didn't--couldn't mean that, he thought in confusion. He wants to give me his name?

"That is generous of you," Meric said, "since the oldest name I know is yours." 
"It is less than he deserves." 
"Very well. Herald?" 
The herald called, "His Majesty requires the presence of Captain Faran." 
Faran pushed away from the wall and stepped forward, stopping at arm's length from the dais and Joss. "My liege?" he said dazedly. 
"Approach and kneel, Captain Faran," Meric commanded. Faran obeyed, dropping to one knee. He was very conscious of the man standing beside him. 
Joss dropped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed gently. 
"You have heard the request made to Us by Our most noble Duke of the Northern Marches and the Daenewood?" 
"Aye, my liege." 
"Have you any objection to his request?" 
"No, my liege, none--except that I do not deserve his kindness." 
"Will you refuse it, as you once did your own father's offer?" 
Faran jerked his head up, his face heating. "His offer came with too many strings attached to it, my liege." 
"So it did. My lord Duke, does your offer come with any strings?" 
"No, your Majesty," Joss said in a low voice, "only with love and respect." 
"Very well. Faran, if you have no objections?" 
"None, sir." He turned his head to look up at Joss. The love in the northern lord's dark eyes took his breath away. 
"Then hear all and heed the will of the King of Elbe," Meric said clearly. "Henceforth shall the man now known as Captain Faran of the King's Guard be known as Colonel Lord Faran Daene, of the household and family of the Daenes of the Northern Marches and the Daenewood, and ever after his heirs and assigns shall count themselves among that noble heritage. Given by my hand this Coronation Day. Scribes, make note." He sat back on the ornate throne, grinning. "By the way, my lord Colonel, it has come to my attention that you seek to retire to northern climes. I'm afraid I am not ready to do without your services just yet. Will you compromise on a posting to that region? I believe my newest Duke should have a fuller military presence, and a certain Colonel of the Guard would be an excellent choice to lead it." 


Chapter 15


 

"You're not supposed to be here," Faran said later, as he came into the luxurious suite in the palace that had been reserved for the father of the King's Consort and newly made Duke of the Northern Marches and the Daenewood, and shut the door behind him. "You're supposed to be at Bitterwood supervising the spring planting. I suppose the growing season's just going to wait for you to wander back home?" 
Joss laughed. "Fear not, your heritage is safe enough, Lord Faran Daene. Your stepson Eidar is getting his first opportunity to prove his worth as heir to Bitterwood." He tossed the brass plaque belt onto the bed and pulled the cyclas over his head. "Here, hang that on that hook over there, will you?" He threw the heavy garment at Faran, who caught it and obeyed. "I haven't had the chance to travel to the decadent capital for years--nor have I had any reason to, before now." 
"Did you know you were to be elevated?" Faran crossed the room, knelt in front of the chair Joss had just sat in, and reached for his boots. After pulling them off, he set them beside the chair and put his hands on Joss's knees. "It wasn't on the honors list." 
"No, to tell the truth, that part was a surprise, at least until I got here yesterday. I'd intended it to be solely the request for you, but Meric said I had to accept the dukedom if I wanted you." Joss reached out and threaded his fingers through Faran's hair. "And I wanted you. From what Eissa says, your feelings haven't changed?" 
"Not in the least," Faran replied. "He told you I've been bending his ear at every opportunity, didn't he?" 
"No, merely that he'd found a ready listener when he was homesick, and that you still seemed inclined to care for me." Joss leaned forward to rest his forehead against Faran's. "You do still care?" 
"I still love you, if that's what you want to know. Despite your temper tantrum when last we were together." 
"I apologized for that, if I recall correctly. Do you love me?" 
"As much as you love me," Faran said. 
"Ah." Joss put his hand under Faran's jaw and raised it to look at him. "As much as that?" 
"Every bit." 
"Good." 
Joss's mouth came down on Faran's and his hands moved beneath his armpits to pull him up and against Joss. Faran straddled the new duke's strong thighs, grinding his pelvis up against him. A laugh rumbled in Joss's chest. 
Drawing back out of the consuming kiss, Faran demanded, "What's so funny?" 
"You. You're so fierce, but it's all in the service of giving me what I want. I suppose I should be grateful you were never so cooperative with Baliesta; otherwise we wouldn't be here." 
"And I would have lost the two things that matter the most to me," Faran said. 
"That would be...?" 
"My honor--and you." 
Joss pulled him into a tight embrace, his head resting on Faran's shoulder. "But you would have had a kingdom." 
Faran went still. "You know," he said finally. It wasn't a question. 
"Eissa told me yesterday." 
"What did he tell you?" 
"That you were Baliesta's bastard. It confused me, because I thought I remembered you saying your mother didn't know who your father was. But then Eissa told me about the birthmark one of his guards had seen--in a tender spot, and I don't want to know how he saw that." 
"Pretty much as you'd expect," Faran said dryly. "That guard and I were... I won't say we were lovers, but we were briefly intimate. He was more ambitious than I. Too bad it hadn't been him with the birthmark." 
"Would that be that lovely crescent-shaped strawberry mark right about...here?" Joss prodded him gently in the hollow of his left hip. 
"That would be the one. Apparently, it's a family trait. Baliesta had given up hope of getting a brat on any one of his wives, and when word came to him that one of his guard bore the family mark, he was delighted. Me--not so much." 
"He offered to acknowledge you and install you as heir to the throne." 
"I told him to go to hell." 
"And he posted you to Nabaranth. Was that the end of it?" 
"Of course not. It was Baliesta." 
Faran closed his eyes, remembering the repeated, annoying calls to the capital, to be treated to behavior that ranged from placating to pleading, from taunting to tormenting. He rubbed the spot on his knee that had taken an enraged blow from a Baliesta-wielded letter-opener. 
"I was constantly being summoned, and I never knew if I was to be feted or humiliated. You hated Baliesta, Joss--but your hatred is nothing compared to what I felt. When that cat appeared out of nowhere, I was at my wits' end and ready to kill that fat buggering bastard myself. It was like a gift of the Six." 
"I'm not a follower of the Six myself," Joss said. "That's a Laren religion; up north, we hold to the old ways. I have a different theory as to why the cat appeared just then, and why it killed your tormenter. What was he doing, by the way?" 
"I had a protégé in Nabaranth, a boy younger than Eissa. I was fond of him and interested in his progress, but that was as far as it went. Baliesta found out about him--as he did about any of his enemies' vulnerabilities. He took the boy and threatened to rape him in front of me unless I agreed to become his heir, and if I refused, when he was done, he was going to give the boy to his personal guard for their entertainment." He sighed and leaned his head against Joss's. "My blade was drawn when the cat appeared." 
"And so, the cat of the Daenes prevented you from regicide and patricide, and opened the way for you and I to meet, and Meric and Eissa. Thus serving both the Daenes and the kingdom. The lion at her back." He reached up and rubbed his thumb over Faran's lower lip. "It was doing what it was supposed to." 
"Don't you think it was a mass of coincidences?" 
Joss snorted. "I do not think so. No more than I think it a coincidence that when Meric's strength was torn from him, it manifested as the golden beast of the Daenes. The Daenes were needed, and you are part of that. Have been, since the beginning." 
"You're a superstitious fool," Faran said affectionately. 
"And you're a cynical youngling." 
"I'm thirty-four!" 
"I'm thirty-nine, so I've five years on you." Joss was quiet a moment, then said, "I trust that your posting to the north is not an unpleasant prospect?" 
"Hm. Let's see. Trade a noble posting in a great court in a bustling, exciting city, having the ear of the king and the wealth of the world at my feet, for a rustic northern backwater with a crusty old superstitious fool for a lover?" Faran grinned at the dismayed look on Joss's face. "In an instant. No. Sooner. When do we leave?" 
Joss burst out in a great peal of laughter and kissed him soundly. "I had a feeling you'd say that. You belong to us, you know." 
"I must, if the golden cat of the Daenes came to my rescue." 
"It looks out for us Daenes," Joss said complacently. 
"I wasn't a Daene, then," Faran pointed out. 
"No, but I was. And it would not have been in my best interests if my true love were to have died at the hands of a usurper." 
Faran blinked. "What?" 
"My true love." Joss chuckled. "Never say you didn't realize it?" 
"I...no, I didn't. When...?" 
"When you looked at me with that supercilious look and begged shelter for your troop, as though you were the prince and not Meric. You looked like you were about to drop from exhaustion, but you never lost that confidence. And then to see to Meric's comfort and your men's before taking your ease yourself? How could I not fall in love with you on the instant?" 
"You never said." 
"Nor you. But I felt you watching me the whole time we were together. Made me mad with lust, you know." 
"Turnabout's fair play," Faran said. "Now what say we do something about it?" 
"You're going to be a demanding lover, aren't you?" 
"I'm a Daene," Faran said, with mock condescension. "We only deserve the best." 
"Aye," Joss murmured, as Faran's fingers began to work on the ties of his shirt, "and I've got it." 
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For more information about Rowan, please visit her website: www.rowanspeedwell.wordpress.com 
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