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FALCONWOLF
by R.M. Meluch

Book One

Chapter One
An icy ring shone around the full moon.
 Aidan Chandlerson trailed at the end of the file of cadets stepping around trees and briar thickets in the night woods. Aidan, like the rest of them, was dressed in rough spun clothes colored in dull mottled shades of tree bark and moss that made them difficult to see even in the moonlight.
Still, the rustle of fallen leaves under heavy boots announced the cadets’ passage no matter how carefully they trod.
The tide was high and all the creatures of the forest were restless.

 Aidan caught sight of movement in the deep shadows off to his left. He stopped. The column of cadets rustled on ahead without him.

What looked at first like broken moonlight and forest shadow resolved into brindled fur and barred feathers stumbling on the leaves. 
It was a fledgling falconwolf pup.

The pup tilted its fuzzy face up at Aidan.
 Aidan crouched down in front of the little creature and smiled.
The pup stretched out its neck. Its black button nose moved, snuffling the air between them. Its round, infant eyes blinked wide. The pup’s forepaws, outsized and clumsy in babyhood, reached toward Aidan, then it mushed forward onto its face. The pup’s stubby wings moved. It picked itself up and gazed Aidan. 
Charmed out of his wits, Aidan offered the back of his hand toward the pup’s fuzzy face. “Hello,” he said softly.
A voice farther ahead of him rasped back in a harsh whisper. “ Aidan, you know full well you are not to make a sound—Oh skak!” The whisper ended in a bellow. The whole column halted in place.
And immediately, loud tramping boots charged back Aidan’s way. Rough hands grasped Aidan by the back of his field tunic. A hood descended over his head. A hand clamped over his face, pressing scratchy sackcloth against his nose, his mouth. He couldn’t breathe. He kicked and thrashed. Heat rose in his head. He made desperate noises in his throat. Did they know they were suffocating him?
He thought maybe they did know.

A voice, Daran’s, sounded close by, advising softly, “Plaudo. He can’t breathe.”

The hand that clasped Aidan’s face moved down from Aidan’s nose. Not quickly.
 Aidan inhaled. He stopped fighting. He heard a reluctant snort from Plaudo, who had kept a crushing hold on him.

Still hooded, Aidan was passed ungently from man to man. He ended up in someone else’s hands. Smelled like Daran. Not Aidan’s friend. Not his enemy either.
Daran spoke low into Aidan’s ear, “Be still and I’ll take the hood off. Can you do that, Aidan? Be still?”
 Aidan stopped moving, except to nod within the hood.

Footfalls approached at a heavy march, instantly recognizable as the Commander’s tread.

 Aidan smelled the Commander’s leathers, his crossbow oil, and the strong odor of the man’s body. The Commander never crept up on anyone. He snorted harsh breaths out his narrow nostrils as he fast marched, then stomped to a halt in front of Aidan.

Off came the hood. 
 Aidan blinked his eyes clear.
“Of course,” the Commander said in a withering voice, his black-gloved fists planted on his narrow hips, posed in thorough disgust.
The Commander was tall, lean, and built with the hard angles of a carved wooden soldier.

“Of course,” the Commander said again, sour. “What did he do now?”

There was a rush of whispers and shuffling among the cadets, none of them wanting to speak to the Commander when he was this angry. Then the Commander’s eyes rounded and his voice came out a horrified whisper that wanted to be a roar. “Skak!”

The Commander had just sighted the falconwolf pup stumbling over Aidan’s boot.

 Aidan was suddenly airborne, thrown bodily into the thorn scrub. He landed on his side and rolled downhill over sticks, rocks, and rotting leaves.
He stayed down on the ground where he’d stopped rolling. From back up the slope where he had just been thrown, he heard the high thin sound of the falconwolf pup, keening. It sounded like it was searching for him. It wanted him. 
 Aidan wanted it. An ache lodged in his chest.
The Commander’s voice was a menacing rumble for all the other cadets. 
“Did he—? Did he—?” his leather gloves squeaked with his fists clenching and unclenching. He inhaled huge for a roar. “Do not tell me Aidan bonded with this pup!”

“I don’t think so Commander,” Daran said quickly. “They didn’t bond—I don’t think. It was only a few seconds they saw each other. No more than that. I don’t think they touched.”
“They had better not have done!” the Commander shouted. “Or someone will be skinned!”
That last part was directed toward the bottom of the incline, where Aidan lay.
According to the Commander, it was the duty of those with power to protect the vulnerable falconwolf pups from bad choices. Everyone knew that Aidan Chandlerson was a very bad choice.
The Commander snarled, loud, to the rest of the troop, “We have a ready one! Get Fargrine over here! Now!”
Falconwolf pups could be terrible judges of a young man’s worth. A responsible leader could not afford to expose the pups to a low sort. And the Commander couldn’t say Aidan was stupid. Aidan wouldn’t be so dangerous if he were dull.
 Aidan had a little physical strength, some endurance, and less than no sense of honor or tradition. 
That was because Aidan Chandlerson was from no family. His mother had bought Aidan’s way into these honored ranks, and not respectably either. He wasn’t just common. He was trash. Aidan was a sly, smug, self-important nothing who didn’t belong here.
But it had become evident that something about Aidan attracted falconwolf pups. The number of close encounters by now was alarming.
Too many times Aidan Chandlerson had been caught coaxing a pup toward him. And the fuzzy little idiot responded.
 Aidan must not be allowed to have a noble falconwolf pup imprint on the likes of his own shameful self. 

The Commander only brought Aidan along on these hunts as a stalking horse. The falconwolf pups didn’t always come out, even under the full moon. But you could count on at least one coming out when Aidan Chandlerson was in their company. The pups apparently found him as attractive as poison candy.
 Aidan’s purpose here this night was to lure the tiny, winged pups into the open for worthy cadets to present themselves to, and then get himself out of the way.

The Commander glanced back down the dark file. His heart froze. Aidan was crouched, right there in the leaves just off the path. The Commander heard Aidan making a small sound in his throat. The Commander followed Aidan’s gaze. He made a double take. Another falconwolf pup had come up behind their troop, silent as a night shadow. 
The Commander closed in at a branch-breaking charge. He seized Aidan up by the back of his tunic and threw him out of his way, then he lifted the falconwolf pup by its little scruff and presented the pup to cadet Fargrine. 
There was a terrifying hesitation. The falconwolf pup hung from the Commander’s gloved hand, sulking, not interested in Fargrine. It writhed in protest, its little wings flapping. It searched around, mewing, its puppy feet trying to run in the air. The pup wouldn’t so much as sniff Fargrine. The pup didn’t want him. It gave a plaintive yowl.
The pup tried to turn in the Commander’s hand. The Commander wore heavy gloves so to give no human scent for the pup to imprint on. The Commander already had his own falconwolf, his old trusty veteran, Claw. He was here now to find falconwolf pups for his favorite cadets.
This pup flapped and kicked and clawed and cried—
Toward Aidan.
 Aidan got up from the dirt. He took at step toward the pup, feeling a physical pull on his heart.
“No! No! No!” the Commander bellowed putting himself in between the two.
Other cadets—good men who knew what to do—laid hands on Aidan and they hauled him away. They could not allow Aidan this impression. This falconwolf pup belonged to one of them.
The Commander wanted this pup for his favorite cadet, Fargrine. Fargrine was overdue.
But, presented to Fargrine, the pup’s ears drooped.
Then its little ears lifted again. The pup fluttered its stubby wings. And now it was chirping at someone else.
The object of its wanting was Fargrine’s shield man, Drus. 
The Commander hissed and motioned the other cadets to let Drus through. “Quickly! Now!”
Suspended by its scruff in the Commander’s gloved grasp, the little falconwolf pup keened at Drus.
Drus tore off his gloves.
The Commander brought the pup closer. The pup snuffled Drus, then licked his hand.
The Commander set the falconwolf down in the leaves and let it go.
The pup stumbled toward Drus’s boots. It rubbed the back of its fuzzy head against Drus’s ankle. The Commander stepped back, well out of the way.
Drus cupped the little beast in his hands, and lifted it to his face. The pup cooed.

The bond was made—and to a proper cadet. Not the Commander’s first choice, but Drus was an acceptable young man of good parentage.
There had been a moment back there when the Commander thought the hunt had gone all wrong. It was the task of the lead huntsman to choose who got exposed to an unbound falconwolf pup first. These things could not be left to chance.

Everyone knew that Aidan Chandlerson was not the right sort to be a falconwolf rider. Popular belief was that no noble falconwolf would choose the bastard likes of Aidan to be its rider. Yet Aidan—who was no one—did seem to attract the little simpletons. 
The tiny pups really were just miserable judges of character. So it fell to the Commander to insure that the infant falconwolves be exposed only to the best young men. These things could not be left to the beasts.
The Commander roared at Aidan for daring allow himself to be approached by an unbound falconwolf pup. Aidan had been told over and over. “If you sight one, you sing out and get yourself out of the way immediately and let a qualified man forward for the pup to imprint on. Do you understand that!” the Commander bellowed into Aidan’s face.
 Aidan gave a nod and started to get up.
The Commander kicked him back down the slope.
And now Fargrine was complaining that his falconwolf had been stolen from him.
“Say that again!” Fargine’s shield man, Drus, said, indignant. His falconwolf pup snuggled under his chin.
“Way to stand up for your mate, Drus!” Fargrine said, bitterly. “Some shield you are. That pup should have been mine!”

“It didn’t want you,” Drus said. “You had your shot. It didn’t want you. Should I have left it for Aidan?”
“Shut up!” the Commander roared. “Everyone! Stay silent unless you sight a pup. And everyone keep a close watch on that sogger Aidan. Where is Aidan?”
 Aidan was on his back, motionless at the bottom of the slope, where he’d been kicked. He lay quiet. For a moment the others thought Aidan was injured. Then they saw why Aidan was staying so still.

Wide outsized eyes in a fuzzy round body blundered over the fallen leaves and rotting twigs toward Aidan. A small noise got stuck in Aidan’s throat. He held his breath.
The falconwolf pup stretched its stubby wings and tottered over sideways. It chirped at Aidan.
 Aidan smiled. “Hey,” he said softly.
The Commander descended on both of them like harpy. He snatched up the pup by its little scruff, and bellowed down at Aidan in an almighty rage. “What do you think you are doing!”
Then the Commander blanched as the falconwolf pup in his hand wiggled, struggling to get to Aidan where he lay on the ground.
The Commander kicked Aidan and shouted at the rear guards. “Get this slag out of here! Now! Now! Now!”

The cadets of the rear guard seized Aidan by his tunic and dragged him away. They looked back to see if they’d gone far enough. The Commander threw his one free arm around like an enraged ape. “Keep going! Keep going! All the way back! Lock him in the Keep!”
Even after Aidan was removed from the forest, the falconwolf pup in the Commander’s grasp still air-paddled away from Fargrine. And now, it didn’t want Drus either.
But at last, the pup’s desire settled on Daran—not the Commander’s first, second, or third choice, but from a respectable family. Daran would need to do.
There were no more impressions made that night. Nothing to do but wait until the next full moon.
When the Commander’s troop returned to the Citadel, the Commander took cadet Daran aside in private. The Commander threw Daran against the stone wall, and pinned him there, forearm across Daran’s neck and he roared into Daran’s face. “What the hell was that back there?”
Suddenly released, Daran’s falconwolf pup fluttered out of Daran’s hands and down to the sawdusted floor. The pup chirped angrily at the Commander for raising his voice at its chosen one, Daran. The fluffy pup bit the Commander’s boot with its tiny milk teeth in a protective fury.

Daran blinked. He didn’t understand what the Commander meant. “Sir?” he prompted.
“You sided with Aidan Chandlerson against your own mates! You took his side!”
“Sir! This pup didn’t want Fargrine,” Daran said. “It wanted me. I thought it was right to let it bond with me.”
The Commander’s eyes beetled round, as if about to pop out of his skull. His narrow black mustache writhed on his lip. His face purpled.
“You what?” the Commander breathed. “You thought? Do I need to explain solidarity to you? You do not ever break ranks! You never break with your cadre! And you never ever go against your own Sword! You are a Shield! You mutinous dog! By rights I should strip you of your rank, put your pup down and have you up against the wall before a squad of javelin men!”
Daran blanched. The divide was already there. His other mates were not acting at all fairly. Daran had at least salvaged something from their total failure.
The Commander’s forefinger jabbed at Daran’s chest with every fifth word. “You dared split your unit’s loyalty on the delusion that you know better than anyone else how knights and their falconwolves should act! The only thing keeping you alive and uncharged now is your unit, not your own questionable judgment of anyone’s value! Get out of here!”
“Sir!” Daran collected his tiny falconwolf pup and withdrew to the Citadel.

Next, the Commander summoned Aidan Chandlerson into his presence in the stables. As soon as Aidan stepped into the gloom, the Commander stalked toward him, head down like a hissing angry goose, his great square jaw jutted forward. “What did you do back there?” the Commander breathed.
“What did I do?” Aidan asked back.

The Commander’s slap landed hard. Aidan blinked away stars.

“Do not play with me! How did you—you bastard cur—How did you lure those falconwolves to yourself?”
The other cadets had already searched Aidan for lures. Now the Commander made Aidan strip naked. The men checked Aidan’s clothes for contraband or for any things you were never to carry into the forest to tempt unbound falconwolf pups.

Finally allowed to dress again, Aidan said, “What if a falconwolf pup just wants me?”
The Commander blew up. He gave a smile of angry triumph. He had been waiting for just those words. “Perfect! Typical! Exactly the kind of twisted self-serving rot I expect out of your kind! I suppose you would let a baby play with rat poison simply because the baby likes its smell? You would do that. You would.” The Commander said, not a question.
“I am not rat poison,” Aidan said. His voice shook a bit. He couldn’t help it.
“I will not let an unfledged falconwolf throw itself away on the likes of you!” the Commander said. “These creatures are powerful defenders of the Falconwolf Realm. And fact is, you are poison. A poison that eats away at the falconwolf’s potential. It takes more than a baby’s whim to warrant a bonding. You don’t have any qualifications to be a rider. You are not worthy to shovel the shit out of these stables. These powerful aristocratic creatures must be protected from a wrong choice. You are not a knight and these are not pets!”
The Commander had taken a loathing to Aidan from the very first time they met. Not that the Commander was gentry, himself. The Commander was a thug.
But Aidan was from no kind of proper family. Aidan’s father was unknown. Rumor had it even Aidan’s mother didn’t know who Aidan’s father was.

 Aidan’s mother was the chandler in the village. Her candles lit this citadel. She was well to do, but no lady. She had bought Aidan’s way into this august company. Had it been up to the Commander, he would not have accepted Aidan into the Citadel for any amount of money.  Because candles were not Sara’s only trade.

 Aidan’s mother was a whore. Actually she wasn’t even a whore anymore. She was a procurer. She ran a House, and she was politely called a Madam. 
The winged falconwolves imprinted early if ever. It was vital to expose them only to a qualified rider, not to a harlot’s bastard. 
Too often Aidan had been caught in the vicinity of a fledgling falconwolf pup yearning for a rider. Aidan had to be seeking the pups out on purpose. He was luring them somehow. But just how the Chandler bastard knew where to find them and what to lure them with was his secret. 
 Aidan claimed not to know he was even doing it.

Keeping young falconwolves away from unsuitable matches was tricky business, because falconwolves could be too elusive for their own good. The impressionable pups were very small, weighing only six or seven pounds. 

Full grown they were almost the size of some horses, shorter legged of course, and wolf-proportioned, with wingspans wider than many castle chambers. They had bone-crushing jaws. Their feet were soft-padded paws with deadly claws. On natural ground they moved with a stealthy tread. On the stone and tiled floors of the Citadel they clicked.

On most falconwolves the colors of their feathered wings and their fur coats blended with the broken moonlight patterns of the dappled forest. But there were also solid color falconwolves—black, white, tawny, rust, and yellow.
Their wings were powerful enough to play the wind and keep their weighty selves and their knights aloft.
It was a known fact that falconwolves never bonded after they hit adolescence. Those unbound free ranging kings of the air could never be ridden. They were their own masters.
The free rangers were only good for fathering impressionable pups that noble cadets might bond with.
And where the falconwolf pups came from was a bit of a mystery, because no one had ever seen a female falconwolf. Ever.
Not a pup. Not an adult. But you knew that female falconwolves must exist when you happened upon a newly whelped litter of winged pups bumbling around the forest under the full moon. Those tiny fuzzy clumsy falconwolf pups were always—always—male.

It was widely suspected that natural wild she-wolves were killing female falconwolf pups. Men often met up with wild she-wolves lurking around newly born falconwolf pups under the full moon, but there was no actual eye-witness report of a she-wolf killing a falconwolf pup, male or female. 
Still, it was a good idea to find the falconwolf pups of either sex before the wild she-wolves found them under the full moon.

At the end of this night’s hunt, the cadets climbed back up the stony path toward the towering Citadel, mighty bastion of the Northern Province of the Falconwolf Realm.
The Citadel’s massive walls mapped a forbidding square against the moonlit sky. Those walls had never been breached.

 Aidan had asked once if an enemy attempt had ever actually been made on the walls. An attacker would need to be mad. Aidan had looked in the library for any record, but failed to turn up any account of a siege. Ever. It had taken months for the welts from that caning to fade from his skin. 
Some questions were not meant to be asked.

There had never been a war that Aidan could find in the histories. Not even a skirmish. The other Kingdom, the Ravenwolf Kingdom, was a dark and forbidding realm named for its carrion- eating winged wolves. The Ravenwolf realm stood against the Falconwolf Kingdom, named for its most noble majestic creatures.

There was no account in the library of any war between the Two Kingdoms. Neither Kingdom had anything the other wanted, so the peace between them had held for all of recorded history.

 Aidan couldn’t even find record of battles among the separate provinces of the Falconwolf Kingdom.

Now Aidan was hauled before the ruling Archos of the Northern Province. Again. 

The Archos was square and gray. He made a strong imperial presence on the massive throne that was backed with intricately carved heraldic falcon wings gilded and inset with emeralds, sapphires, rubies, onyx and snowy alabaster. 
The Archos’s falconwolf, Ersta, had been gray once. Now he was dull white. His coarse coat was brittle and thinning. He sat at the side of the provincial throne and spread his wings an intimidating span, then refolded his wings and shook his hoary mane.
Everyone silenced—courtiers, knights, attendants, all—as the Archos sat forward to speak, his back flat as a board. His voice was reedy. “I have heard the Commander’s report and found it credible. Aidan Chandlerson, you have attempted sabotage of the traditional knight-falconwolf bond long enough. You cannot be trusted to roam free during the window of impression. From now on, you, are to be confined at nightfall at every rising of the full moon until daybreak.”
“Confined? I’m going to prison?” Aidan cried.
“Do not be willfully stupid. Is your poor report deserved?” the Archos asked.

 Aidan knew better than to answer that.

“I would like to banish you from the realm,” the Archos admitted flatly. “But you do seem to be an attractive nuisance to young impressionable falconwolves. Left at liberty, you would just corrupt the first unfortunate pup you happened upon. We owe better to our august companions than to risk such corruption. 
“You have no sense of the gravity of our station here at the northern frontier of the Kingdom. This Citadel has a holy duty to train the best young men to be knights willing and able to defend the Falconwolf Province of the Far North—and the rest of the realm—against all perils.”
“Exactly what perils?” Aidan asked, who had never been in peril.

“All of them,” the Archos said.

“What am I being trained as?”

“You are a cadet. All knights start out as cadets.”

“When do cadets become knights?

“Some of them never do,” the Archos said with cutting precision. “It’s a question of worth, not of time spent in a position. You needn’t concern yourself with that question. You are forbidden from entering the forest from now forward.”

“Not even for hunting?” Aidan asked. He couldn’t believe it.
“Not ever. And from now on will spend the day and the night of the full moon in contemplative solitude, shut away from the creatures of the forest. That is all.”
So it was, on the evening of the next full moon, that the library’s wooden doors boomed shut. The doors were mammoth and couldn’t help but boom. Aidan flinched at their closing. A heavy wooden crossbar thundered down into its heavy iron hooks on the far side.
 Aidan was locked in the library, alone.

The Citadel’s library was a wide, soaring space like a cathedral. Mahogany bookcases, terraced four tall stories high, were filled with books. And above those bookcases, the carved stone dome soared still higher overhead, inset with many elaborately faceted stained glass windows in jewel colors. Tonight they looked brilliant under the light of the full moon.
Someone had dropped furs and fleeces and hides on the library floor for him to sleep on if he wanted, and there was a fire in the hearth in this season. Not everyone hated him. His friends had made sure he would be comfortable in confinement.
 Aidan didn’t even know who to thank. Most cadets didn’t want to get caught being kind to Aidan Chandlerson.
 Aidan liked the library, and he couldn’t believe it was the Archos’s intent to make him suffer, only to keep Aidan from stalking wild falconwolf pups. 
Stalking. That was the Commander’s word. There had been too many close brushes. That ended now.
This night, only the worthy cadet candidates were going on a roaming. Aidan was locked safely away from all the impressionable young falconwolf pups, who couldn’t be trusted to make a suitable choice of riders for themselves.
The Commander slapped the stout library doors at their closing, ready to embark into the forest in search of impressionable falconwolf pups without Aidan. The Commander shouted through the thick timbers. “Good hunting, Aidan Chandlerson.”

“Thank you, sir.” The thickness of the doors muffled Aidan’s voice, but he imagined he could feel the Commander resisting the urge to tear the bolts off the doors and storm in here and beat the smug out of Aidan Chandlerson. But that would be a win for Aidan. The Commander would not have it.

The Commander answered with silence. Powerful weapon, silence. Aidan had finally learned that. It was a hard lesson. 

The Commander feared mockery— Aidan recognized that in him. That was why the Commander dished it out freely and encouraged his pack to follow suit. The Commander despised weakness. He sent weaklings home crying. 
And more than anything, the Commander hated cleverness. He loathed abominated and despised Aidan Chandlerson.
The Commander had taken to mocking Aidan’s mother. Everyone said she would take money for sex, and Aidan knew it was true. But you couldn’t offend her. Sara Chandler knew no shame. 

But Aidan was done putting up with the Commander’s remarks, so he told everyone that he had it on very good professional authority that the Commander’s saber was more like an acorn in battle.
 Aidan damned near died from that beating. But it was the last one, and it was the end of slurs against Aidan’s mother.
 Aidan himself was still an open target.

The season was fine, crisp and clear. The Commander’s troop ought to bond several new falconwolf riders with pups this moon.

There were several older candidates in the Commander’s troop who had already been exposed to ready pups but never chosen, even though the young men were superbly qualified. 
This, while that bloodless mutt Aidan just went walking in the woods and falconwolf pups followed! Something was desparately wrong with them.
“Why do the falconwolves come out for Aidan?” Yves asked.
The question pissed the Commander off. He didn’t want to answer. He didn’t have a real answer to give.
Frustrated, angry the Commander said, “He’s luring them somehow!”

“Can I try whatever he’s got?” Sandrin said.
Others grunted to second that suggestion.
They had already searched Aidan for bait. They had demanded to know what he was doing to lure falconwolf pups to his lowborn self. Aidan claimed not to know. 
“We really don’t know what his trick is,” the Commander said. “But I promise you he has fouled the search for the last time.”
The cadets grumbled a sour “Here! Here!”

 “Even though I hear there’s a whole lot of falconwolf pups prowling in that library,” the Commander added snidely.
Because it was the Commander who said it, the cadets all laughed.

As they headed out to the forest, some of the cadets glanced back at the Citadel.
Hearth light from the library tower flickered and made the cut-glass facets of the soaring dome dance with jewel toned colors—reds, blues and yellows, rich and pale, all winking against the night sky.
 Aidan didn’t notice the time passing in his confinement. Libraries were magical places. He only resented that he wasn’t here of his own choosing. If falconwolf pups found him attractive, why take that choice away from them? He wanted to bond with a falconwolf in the worst way. And several pups had wanted him.
It wasn’t fair.
Not a word you ever want to use to the Commander. Fair. The Commander would show you unfair right quick. 

 Aidan hung his head. His gaze dropped to the wide five-pointed star artfully laid into the library floor in ivory, teak, mahogany, jet, and brass.
A large moving shadow flitted across the star.

Up there, on the far side of the high colored-glass windows, something large with wings was circling.

Then Aidan didn’t see the shadow anymore.

 Aidan returned to his book.

Now scritching noises sounded from inside the chimney, as if a bird or a bat had taken a very wrong turn. Except that these sounds belonged to something far bigger than a bird or a bat.
It had to be one of the younger cadets doing it on a dare.

 Aidan knew firsthand that a person could fit down the chimney shaft. Unless that person was Brute Thornbrook. Brute had to starve for several days before the chimney sweep could dislodge him. Broke a shoulder doing it, too.
 Aidan had climbed down that chimney once on a hazing dare. Of course the older cadets, the Commander’s favorites, had kindled a fire in the great stone hearth under him on that occasion.
 Aidan was wise to the ways of his tormentors by then, so he had dressed in heavy canvas clothes soaked with water, and he’d wrapped a wet cloth around his head. He descended the stack quickly, before the fire could really get going.

He had stumbled out of the burning hearth as a black, soggy mess of canvas and soot, himself unscathed.
For that stunt the magisters made Aidan clean the chimneystack.
Climbing the dome wasn’t a stunt anyone performed anymore. You put a foot through one of those stained glass inserts now, the charge for its replacement goes to your parents, and the price was dear.
Now, Aidan sat at a library table with a book while the other cadets were out there prowling the moonlit forest, seeking to bond with a falconwolf pup—his falconwolf pup. 
There was a falconwolf out there for Aidan. He knew it.
And someone else was going to get it tonight instead of Aidan. He longed for a falconwolf more than he’d ever wanted anything.

He felt sick anticipating the smug proud looks of the nobleborn cadets who would return this night bonded with winged companions.

Not Fargrine, Aidan prayed to any power. Please don’t let Fargrine bond while I’m stuck in here.
He tried again to read. Soon he was too angry to even see the printed words in front of him.

And someone was definitely moving inside that chimney.

 Aidan closed his book. “Who’s there?”

A few grains of soot sifted down into the hearth fire.
“What are you doing, you idiot!” Aidan cried, pushing back his chair and standing up.
Whoever it was had just better not be damming up the chimney. No one was that stupid.
A chunk of cinder dropped into the fire with a spray of sparks. 
“No! No! No! This is not funny! There are books in here!”
But the moving thing up there didn’t sound like a person. It really sounded like claws scratching on stone, too big to be a stray bat.
A couple of black feathers wafted out from the flue. Big ones.
Then, all at once, a shape blossomed from the hearth with a spreading of great wings.

Ash and sparks, fur and feathers swirled. 
The beast’s great black wings expanded wide, fluttering all the candle flames. 

Its wolfen head moved jerkily with a volley of sneezes. Then it shook itself out—head, white fur coat, black falcon wings, massive paws, and full furry tail.
The falconwolf was built narrow as normal wolves were, but it was much bigger than a normal wolf. Its giant falcon wings stemmed from a second pair of shoulder blades set behind its natural shoulders and they filled all the space between the book stacks.
The falconwolf sneezed again, and showed bright white teeth.
It furled its wings, bowed its head, and wiped its long heavy muzzle on the crimson silk carpet, then shook out its dense fur coat again and sneezed one more time.

The great wolfen head turned, taking in its surroundings with bright black eyes and white fanged grin.
It found Aidan.
Chapter Two
The falconwolf was only half grown, but strong, and it was sleek and glossy once it shook the soot from its snow-white coat. Its pointed ears stood straight up. Its mouth hung open, panting, a long pink tongue dangling from one side of its massive jaws. The beast seemed to be smiling with perfect white, pointed teeth and an impish look in its bright shining black eyes.
Its thick, glossy fur was mostly white. Its feathered wings mostly black. It had a black nose, a black mask, and a great, thick white mane. It was the most beautiful creature Aidan had ever seen. 

The young falconwolf hunched down, coiling its strength for a spring, and then launched itself at Aidan.
Two mammoth forepaws hit Aidan’s chest, slamming him down on his back onto the pile of furs and rugs.

The falconwolf wagged itself all over, frantic with what could only be happiness, whining and wiggling, a giant desperately happy puppy. Its long rough tongue dragged up Aidan’s face, with frantic kisses. The beast nuzzled him and rubbed the back of his head under Aidan’s chin.

 Aidan wasn’t a crier, but tears burned at his eyes. The falconwolf licked the tears away before Aidan could actually shed them. They were happy tears. Aidan had never known what those were.
He was filled with joy.
This is what joy feels like.

Maybe he was dead. This could be heaven.

It couldn’t be anything else. It was too wonderful. This just couldn’t be real. 

“Fala,” Aidan said. The name just came to him. He touched the beloved wolfen face. “You are my Fala.” 

“It’s a disaster!” the Commander shouted. Dire news had met his troop’s return that night. “A falconwolf invaded our Citadel to imprint on that? On Aidan? Who let that happen!”
And the Commander ordered the misbegotten beast to be put down at once.

Instantly, shouts of protest sounded from all levels of the Citadel. Falconwolves and riders and cadets turned out in the courtyard and barked at one another. Laborers spilled out from the scullery and stables in crying protest.
The uproar fell to quiet only as the elderly Archos stepped out from his chambers to the courtyard. He moved like a square column walking. He looked rigid and stern, forbidding as limestone. His eyes were steel gray. His gray hair was shorn flat across the top. He held his shoulders set straight across, his arms straight and rigid at his sides, his hands clenched in fists.
He took the measure of the scene.
Waited for silence before he would speak.

The Commander started first, apologetic. “Archos, I don’t know how this could have happened.”
“No. You wouldn’t,” the Archos said, wearily. “You complain often that Aidan causes the young falconwolves to choose wrong—”
“He does!”

The Archos lifted a square palm for silence, then waited long for the silence to hold. He let it sink in that he had been interrupted and this was unacceptable.

Finally the Archos continued, “Falconwolves cannot choose wrong. Whom they choose is whom they choose. Try as you apparently do, you cannot impress a falconwolf upon anyone not of the falconwolf’s choosing. Apparently we are also mistaken that the impression must be done early in life or not at all. This is a substantial animal.” 
The sleek falconwolf that chose Aidan was far from a pup, though not quite an adult. It fairly crackled with the hard bright energy of youth, full of strength and bluster. It grinned with exquisitely pointed pure white teeth. There wasn’t a scar on him. He looked like a shiny toy fresh out of the box.
The Archos spoke again, weary. “A sorrow it didn’t choose better, but there it is.”

“No!” the Commander shouted. Such a thing could not be.
The Achos spoke evenly. “A falconwolf chose Aidan. Very well. The beast is yours, Aidan.”

 Aidan and everyone else gasped, incredulous.

“If you can ride it.”
There was a cruel ripple of laughter through all the ranks, from courtyard to tower.
The Archos paused significantly, then advised,  “You may want a saddle.”

Aidan felt dizzy.

No one had ever ridden a wild falconwolf that had not been impressed in infancy and hand-raised from puppyhood.

But this falconwolf loved him.
 Aidan could do this.

“Hell, he won’t live through trying to saddle the beast,” someone said.
“Pity he doesn’t have a saddle,” the Commander said with crocodile woe.

Stately Lord Xander stepped forward from the assembled falconwolf riders and cadets of the Citadel with dignified calm. “Good gods, the odds are long enough. We needn’t handicap the lad. Aidan may use my son’s old saddle, from when his Zephyr was this one’s size. I for one want to see what he can do. Hector. Fetch your old tack. We shall reconvene in the courtyard.” 
Hector Xanderson, tall, handsome, dark and lordly, moved with athletic grace. He nodded a bow to his father, and quickly ran to fetch the old saddle and a halter.

As the crowd gathered in the courtyard, Aidan heard some voices murmuring in his favor—or in curiosity—to see if he would survive. 
Most of these men—and just about all the boys—were out here to watch Aidan fail.

 Aidan and Hector met gazes as Hector passed the saddle and halter into Aidan’s hands, a silent wish for luck. And more than that. Aidan saw faith in Hector’s eyes.
 Aidan promised him silently, I can do this.

Maybe he could do this. 
In the courtyard there stood a bronze statue of the first man ever to devise a saddle that a falconwolf would accept.

The sculptor had smoothed over all the hero’s deep scars and restored the ears, nose, and fingers for the hero’s bronze likeness.
Wild Fala watched Aidan approach with the saddle.

Fala. 

 Aidan hadn’t chosen the name. The name was just there, in his head. This was Fala.

Apparently Fala had watched other falconwolves fly with their riders on saddles, and it must have looked like fun, because Fala ducked his head under the harness and came up with the saddle on his back. His breastbone fit into the chest piece like the prow of a ship. Aidan need only snug down the straps so that nothing would chafe in flight.
Fala was panting. He looked to be smiling.

Then there was the matter of the halter.

The growl started low. The furry lip wrinkled back. The dagger teeth bared. The eyes were crazy.

Murmurs of laughter rippled all around the gathering of cadets and knights in the courtyard.
 Aidan dropped the halter to the ground, and lifted open hands for Fala to see. “Okay. Okay.”

There would not be anything affixed to Fala’s face.

 Aidan withstood a wave of menacing chuckles from the veteran knights and the cadets.

 Aidan approached Fala from the left side as he would a horse. He put his hand on the saddle. He would have only one chance at this. He eyed the sheathes in the saddle where his shins were meant to fit. He had done this a thousand times before.

In his dreams.
He crouched. Sprang. 
His shins came down neatly into the sheathes. He assumed a jockey’s position, let go a steadying breath, and took fat handfuls of neck fur, and murmured “Okay, Fala. I’d really appreciate it if you don’t kill me. Let’s go.”

He gave a forward lurch. Fala moved with the motion. And with one full cantering step they were aloft. Fala’s wings swept down great volumes of air. Aidan was buoyed up!
He and his swelling heart took flight.

A high-pitched chorus of squealing joy sounded from the youngest boys in the Citadel.

 Aidan didn’t look back. A gloat would’ve been nice, but nothing, nothing, to compare with this. Everything that was sullen and wrong stayed on the ground.

He soared.
He had nothing to steer with but his hands on Fala’s neck and the shifting of his own weight. He wasn’t truly steering at all. Fala’s head was his own. Aidan was making requests with a tug or a lean.
Then a shadow swept across them. Aidan ducked and grabbed the saddle’s handles as Fala banked hard and rolled to meet his harasser with open jaws. Aidan didn’t recognize the attacker. All he saw was a great dark wall of wings against the sun, and the spread of clawed forepaws.
Fala growled and snapped.

The harasser barreled upright and sped sunward where none of his colors would show to Aidan, so Aidan had no idea who his attacker was. Rather he had too many ideas of who it was.
 Aidan breathed out long breaths to slow the hammering of his heart. He moved his trembling hands in Fala’s thick ruff and pulled a bit to suggest a return to the Citadel.

Fala stepped down from the air into the courtyard where he had started.
The Archos was frowning, dour. The courtyard was gravely quiet.
 Aidan didn’t know why he had expected cheering.

The Archos’s gaze was cold steel. His voice came out light, measured, final. “Commander, it is past time you stepped down.”

There was a collective gasp from all the riders, veteran knights and cadets alike.
 Aidan inhaled so hard he fell to a bout of coughing.

“Step down or be hurled,” the Archos said. “A Commander who cannot adjust to changing or unexpected conditions will destroy the men he is trusted to lead. The battlefield is what is there, not what you imagine it is or what you want it to be. You have turned my men—my men—against one another. I will have your flag. Of course you have the right of challenge. Challenge me now if that is your decision. Otherwise leave the premises.”
The Commander turned to chalk. He stood rigid for several long moments. After a dreadful silence in which no one dared breathe, he spoke.

“You are the one who must step down, old man.”
 Aidan gasped. He wasn’t the only one.
So it was a challenge.

The Archos’s hoary falconwolf bristled, its brittle white-gray hackles stood up. 

The Archos nodded down without excitement. “So be it.”

“Get that mistake out of here!” The Commander bellowed to his cadets as he gestured at Aidan’s falconwolf, Fala.
“You cannot issue orders past me in my own Keep,” the Archos told the Commander without turning to look at him.
The cadets froze in place, not sure whom to obey.

“I can,” the Commander said and he turned to the cadets. “Obey my order. This will soon enough be my Citadel!”

The falconwolf riders and the cadets made no move. They made no sound.

“But it is not your Citadel yet,” the Archos said. “Every man!” he addressed the crowd. Have a care whom you obey here and now! Your decision will hang on you forever.”
The veteran knights of the old guard stayed silent, waiting for the Archos to finish his say.

 “I am the challenged one,” the Archos said. “I choose the battleground. I choose my own yard. And I choose the hour. The hour is right now.”
At that, all the knights and all the falconwolves moved out to the grassy yard on the cliffs where the Citadel’s flocks of woolly sheep, goats, and herds of highland cattle grazed.
The high yard divided naturally into two pastures with a deep crevasse between them.

The herdsmen of either side scurried to clear the pastures for their masters. Goats, sheep, and cattle fled before snapping dogs and they huddled together under shelter as if bracing for a storm.

The men of the Citadel collected on separate sides of the divide according to their allegiance, the Archos’s veteran knights standing across from the Commander’s eager cadets.
The Archos’s falconwolf, Ersta, and the Commander’s falconwolf, Claw, faced each other across the crevasse, snarling.
 Aidan’s falconwolf stayed with Aidan, well apart from everyone else, awaiting their shared fate. Aidan put his arms around Fala’s neck, and leaned his cheek against Fala’s soft white mane. His insides quivered.

Saddled on their falconwolves, the Archos and the Commander eyed each other’s choice of weapons.
 “Sure you don’t want a second to stand for you, old man?” the younger Commander taunted the aging Archos across the deep divide. 
“Insolence speaks ill of you, Commander,” the Archos said. “Thank you, no, I will fight my own battle.”
The Commander and the Archos faced each other. The countdown began: Ready.
The Archos took a shot at the word Set. 
He had already launched an arrow at the Commander’s bandolier of chemical grenades, which hung around Claw’s neck.
Claw rose screaming, his neck scorched. The Commander quickly pulled off all the bandoliers. Claw still shrieked in pain.
There would be no calling foul or restart. The duelists had agreed to no rules. This contest was kill or die.
The Archos’s falconwolf, Ersta, was in the air, climbing.

Both the Archos and the Commander were harnessed into their saddles, so there would be no falling off. And little chance of jumping if one was on fire.
Struggling to regain the offense, the Commander lit and launched a flaming arrow at Ersta.

It looked as if he’d winged the Archos’s beast. The Archos’s falconwolf, Ersta, pinwheeled, dropping wildly, falling toward the sea. The Commander’s white grin was visible as he crouched into a dive, speeding after the tumbling spiral to get this contest finished quickly.
And he met Ersta’s jaws ripping a mass of fur out of the chest of the Commander’s Claw. A flash of bright wet red glinted in the sunlight.
 Aidan had just been thinking that if the Commander read more books, then he would know that—in stories anyway—the old masters were always so much more powerful than they appeared. Unexpected prowess in an aging warrior was cliché.
And things got to be clichéd by being true over and over and over. 
Old men had simply seen more things, and Aidan was not surprised that the old Archos prevailed quickly over the Commander.
But everyone was stunned that the Archos allowed the vanquished Commander to live. All the staring faces froze.
Instead of pouncing on his broken adversary and finishing him while he was crawling on the rocks, the Archos bade his falconwolf Ersta only to rip out pieces of Claw’s wings, leaving Claw crippled but not dead.
The Commander’s followers were horrified. The humiliation of that false mercy knew no depth.
The men were furious with the Archos for shaming the Commander, and furious with their Commander for failing them wretchedly. 

The men couldn’t bear to look at their degraded Commander. All their gazes were fixed somewhere on the far horizon.
Restored to the high ground of the Citadel, the Commander couldn’t get out of his saddle fast enough. He stumbled for footing on the dismount, kicked his falconwolf, then stalked off the field. His debased falconwolf, Claw, trailed behind him, limping, his wings, neck, and one forepaw bleeding, his head held low, tail clapped between his legs, ears pasted back against his head.
The Commander whirled about-face. He stalked back at his wounded falconwolf, and threw rocks at him. He railed at Claw, called him worthless, then marched away with pounding steps.
Dragging his torn wings, Claw trailed his master. Claw took in breaths like gulping sobs.

Then he fell to the ground in a furry, feathered, bleeding heap and wept.

The Commander kept marching.

It was painful to watch, and all the men and cadets looked away from the unbearable scene, squinting into the sun, gazing at their feet, their eyes anywhere but at the Commander. The men just wanted it to be over.
Herdsmen hastened to restore their sheep, goats and cattle to their high pastures.
 Aidan followed the Commander at a distance. Aidan’s own young falconwolf Fala followed discreetly behind—as discreet as a black and white beast of that size could be in a forest.
 Aidan should have been laughing with glee at the fall of his tormenter. But there was a depth below total humiliation that didn’t give a warm bitter satisfaction. It made Aidan feel sick.

At last, from a distance, Aidan saw the Commander turn around. His abject falconwolf, Claw, lifted his head a little. Claw crept forward on his elbows, cowed, then turned over, belly up.

The Commander kicked Claw again and again. The falconwolf didn’t try to defend himself.

And suddenly the Commander fell on Claw, threw his arms around his falconwolf’s furry neck and cried. Cried. The falconwolf covered him with one broad battered wing.
The scene left Aidan utterly horrified.

The fallen Commander and his falconwolf trudged away together into the woods.
“He’ll hate you forever you know.” 
 Aidan jumped out of his crouch. He whirled to find Hector Xanderson here, come out with him into the forest to spy on the Commander’s retreat.

Hector was a few years older than Aidan. Hector had never been a tormentor, so Aidan’s Fala hadn’t warned Aidan that Hector was coming up stealthily behind him.

“The Commander will kill you if you give him a chance,” Hector said.
“Then we won’t give him a chance to do that,” Aidan said. By we he meant himself and Fala. “And he’s not the Commander any more. I don’t think we’ll be seeing him again. I just don’t understand why he loathed me so.”
“You don’t?” Hector asked, as if the answer were obvious.
“Do you know?” Aidan asked back.

“You lowered the bar,” Hector said.
“What do you mean? How did I do that?”

“The Commander’s men despise you.”

“Yeah, well, I think I knew that,” Aidan said.

“So it follows in their eyes, if a falconwolf chooses you, that means the falconwolves have no standards and will accept any cretin offered to them. The choosing is not special anymore. They are not special anymore.”

“You think so?”

“I? What small men think of me doesn’t change my worth. I need to respect a man in order for me to take seriously anything he says or thinks.”

“Well,” Aidan said. “When everyone despises you, you take that seriously. When you’ve been a goat for as long as I have, you start to live the part.”

“But you haven’t, you see?” Hector said. “The despisers haven’t changed you. The falconwolves have noticed. That falconwolf certainly did.”

He nodded up at Aidan’s majestic young Fala.

“Well, one of you who are in power might have helped me when I was down,” Aidan said, sulking.
“Help make you weak?”

“What?”

“A little poison gives you immunity,” Hector said. “Anger has a purpose. Just don’t let it eat you from the inside.”

“It’s a little late for that,” Aidan said. He still felt hate’s poison eating at him. He still resented his tormentors. Resented more those who allowed the torment to happen. He was trying to find words harsh enough to hurl at Hector.
And now the Archos was summoning all the falconwolf riders to his side of the high divided pasture.
“Coming?” Hector asked.

 Aidan hesitated. “Yeah.” Aidan was a falconwolf rider now. “Yeah!” He marched forward and claimed his place with the rest of the falconwolf riders.
 Aidan and Fala stood beside Hector and Hector’s falconwolf, Zephyr, at the outer edge of the assembly.

The Archos stood still and rigid and gray as a stone pillar.

When all the knights and their falconwolves were gathered, the Archos gave all them the task of killing Aidan’s falconwolf.
 Aidan heard the united gasp.

Everyone—everyone—was astonished.

 Aidan vibrated. His head felt bloodless. His vision blurred. His legs had gone rubbery under him.
All the riders shuffled, unsettled, murmuring in growing alarm. Aidan was pretty sure they would have little trouble executing Aidan himself, but his falconwolf? Why kill Fala?
The other falconwolves stirred, making low sounds of menace.

“How dare you hesitate!” the Archos thundered at all his riders and their falconwolves. He pointed. “That is a rogue beast and a bastard peasant. Do you see what has happened? Rebellion in a falconwolf has never been seen! Ever! Breaking solidarity must never, never be tolerated! Any attempt to disobey can never be forgiven. I have uncovered a festering canker here! Rip it out! Kill it before it destroys us all!”
No one moved.
The Archos spread his arms and shook clenched fists vehemently.
“Riders! You must crush utterly the idea that falconwolves can refuse orders. Make them show their loyalty! Kill the warped creature that dared imprint on the bastard Aidan!”
At that, all the other falconwolves—all of them—moved, converging in a tightening circle around Aidan and Fala.
 Aidan threw his arms around Fala’s neck and buried his his face in Fala’s soft mane. He whispered to Fala as the falconwolves moved solemnly in, the murderous circle constricting. “Run, Fala. Save yourself. Fly.”

But Fala wasn’t going.

“Please! Just go!” Aidan cried.
The falconwolves advanced step by solemn step, the circle becoming tight as a noose.

Then, all as one, the circle of falconwolves reared up and turned about in place, coming down to face outward in a defensive circle around Aidan and Fala.
And they were not letting their riders in.

They would not kill Fala. Neither would they let their own riders inside the circle to kill Fala.
This was a mutiny.
The Archos’s falconwolf Ersta was the sole falconwolf present who did not join in the defiant ring. 
But neither did Ersta try to carry out the order to kill Fala.
The Archos stared at his falconwolf in betrayal. The laws of the universe were up-ended. May as well cancel gravity. Down was up. This could not be happening.

The Archos trudged up to higher ground so he could see Aidan’s face above the circle of defiant beasts. The Archos spoke very softly, vibrating. No one seemed to be breathing, so his words were easy to hear, even above the waves crashing against the cliffs down below. “You have no idea what you have done here, today. You just cannot think beyond your own small self, your own petty desire. You have a special friend, Aidan Chandlerson. How joyful for you.
“You have made honorable servants turn on their knights. You have severed bonds of absolute trust. Such a break can never be repaired. You may imagine the bond will heal, but the resulting scar will remain forever. For ever. And there’s nothing for it!” The Archos barked a laughing sound, giddy with despair. “There is no turning back! They’ve all broken trust. All of them! Look at them!”
The falconwolves stood unhappy and adament in their defensive circle.
“You have forced an action no one ever wanted,” the Archos declared. “It’s too hideous to imagine. All these trusty beasts have disobeyed. They have all broken the covenant. Now we don’t need just to kill your monster. We must kill them all.

“All the falconwolves have defied their bonded riders. Death is mandated in this case!”
The case had never happened before.

“The bond between Rider and falconwolf is a bond based on absolute trust and loyalty,” the Archos said. “We must not allow any damaged falconwolves to live and breed and disobey at their convenience. If we tolerated that, no rider could ever trust any of them again.
“There is no deeper betrayal than what we have seen here today.”
“But how can they all be damaged?” Aidan said. “You have to be misreading the situation. The falconwolves are not rebelling! They are looking out for our own good!”
The Archos scowled. Deep fissures on either side of his mouth made him look like a marionette speaking. “You don’t like the facts, so you—you little nothing—you twist facts into something else and call it truth.”
“No. Sir!” Aidan cried. “You have the facts wrong. What you’re proposing is unacceptable. I mean—mass murder of our falconwolves? That’s the only answer you’ve got? That can’t be.”
“Of course faith is too weighty a concept for a mind as small as yours to hold,” the Archos said. “Faith is absolute. The falconwolves broke faith. The sentence is immutable.”
The Archos pointed at Aidan’s falconwolf and commanded his own falconwolf, Ersta, “Kill that.”

 Aidan seized up inside. He leapt between young Fala and the Archos’s hoary old veteran falconwolf, Ersta.
Ersta would need to get past Aidan first. Aidan had no chance against a falconwolf, but Aidan would not lie down for the murder of his Fala. He would die first. He loved this creature more than life. He felt Fala’s warmth and life behind him. Fala’s nose, his breath, on the back of Aidan’s head, nearly broke him down to tears.
The Archos’s falconwolf Ersta lifted his head to look over top of Aidan’s head. Old Ersta met the gaze of Aidan’s young falconwolf Fala. 
And the Archos’s falconwolf hung his head in what looked like grief. 
Ersta had been commanded to kill Fala.
Ersta wouldn’t do it.
The stunned silence stretched long.
“This is the end of civilization,” the Archos said in hollow voice.
 Aidan coughed a graveyard laugh. “End of—? You can’t be serious! The falconwolves are protecting us from your folly. They’re keeping us from terrible harm! They’re still wholly devoted even if they don’t obey your order. Especially because they won’t obey your order! They are protecting us against your mad order, no matter what it costs them.”
“Us?” The Archos glanced around, wild-eyed. “What us? There is no us between you and me.” He looked to all his riders. “And why is this creature still alive and talking? What is wrong with all of you!” I gave an order!”
This creature. The Archos meant Aidan.

“It is not anyone’s place to question my orders!” the Archos shouted to his knights.
A sound of disgust came from one of the elder riders.
Lord Elgon stepped forward, growling. Long-limbed, muscled like a knotted apple tree, with a wild red brush of hair and beard, Elgon spoke in booming voice, pushing past any further argument and went straight for the last word. “I am not killing my falconwolf.”

Torin spoke right behind him. “I will not kill my Lightwing.”

Gortin declared, “No one will kill my Khalis!”
And so it went. Every rider, to a man, defied the order.
Banyan, the eldest of them all, with bitter smile said, “Now, Archos, now you have a mass mutiny.”
The Archos surveyed the assembled men. He turned away.
The Archos slowly advanced up to the summit of the highest cliff of this high rock, his back held straight, his arms rigid at his sides, like a statue marching. No one else moved.

Before anyone could believe what the Archos intended, he had jumped. 
Instantly his falconwolf, Ersta, stooped into a dive, plummeting straight down. Ersta closed his jaws on the back of the Archos’s tunic and flared his wings wide, straining hard to arrest their hurtling plunge toward the jagged rocks far below. 
Air whistled in his wings. 
The speeding drop slowed.
Ersta shuddered, strained, and then, at last, he lifted the Archos up and away with heavy wingbeats and he gently set his master back down on the heights.
But the Archos did not want to live.
The old Archos pulled off his medallion and broke its chain. He tore off his gray uniform jacket and shed all his symbols of power. He crushed his medals under boot heel.
He looked at no one as he descended the steps from the towering heights. Everyone watched in silence. At last the Archos touched level ground, and he marched away from the Citadel with leaden steps, his falconwolf, Ersta, behind him—the only one of all—man or beast— who would follow him.
Everyone watched the Archos go in stunned silence. 
No one tried to call him back.
The veteran warrior Ysah was universally acclaimed successor to the Archy of the Province of the Far North, except by Aidan who was not invited to attend the choosing.
He could only listen to the men’s thunder, “Y SAH! Y SAH!”
The new Archos, Ysah, was a broad-built man, young enough to be vigorous, old enough to be well seasoned. His thick coppery brown hair was laced with white streaks. His beard was bold black. 
After his acclamation on the heights, the new Archos stepped out to face his assembled knights on the high stone parade ground and he strode back and forth across the line at a measured pace, his broad hands gripped behind his back.
He paused to look down at Aidan on the lower level. He met Aidan’s gaze and beckoned, “Come, come. Don’t dawdle.”

 Aidan climbed up to the heights with a terrible a sense of misgiving.

The new Achos, Ysah, stood in waiting silence. He stared at Aidan as Aidan climbed up to the heights. 
When there were no more steps to climb, Aidan stopped, faced the new Archos, and waited.

Ysah spoke with a strong brassy voice. “You brought us to this, Aidan Chanderson.”
 Aidan blinked, stunned. His descent into lowest Tartarus wasn’t done yet. He heard some murmuring in the ranks that sounded like resentful agreement. Aidan choked. “I did?”

“You drove our beloved Archos mad,” Ysah said.
 Aidan’s voice came out pitched high and not at all steady. “Sure. Fine. Right. Of course. I did that.” It sounded absurd to his own ears as Aidan said it.
No one else seemed to think it absurd in the least.
“Well, yes, that would be the worm’s eyes view of it, yes?” Ysah said, then louder, “Yes?
Ysah waited for Aidan to say something. Aidan didn’t speak. Didn’t move.

“No!” Ysah answered the question for him. “Because you are too thick to figure it out, Aidan Chandlerson, I shall explain it to you! Here is what you did. You destroyed everything of worth, our ancient traditions, our responsibilities. You kicked out the foundation of the world. You cannot possibly understand. You are a little nothing from no family. You are not now and never were one of us. You never fit in. Why do you suppose you were excluded from our ranks?” His eyes flared at Aidan.
“Because the Commander hated me,” Aidan said.
“How, how, how can you not understand that the ability to make a falconwolf disobey its bonded knight is not a good thing? If it were up to me—and it should be up to me! I am the Archos now! —You would walk off this cliff after the old Archos. But my ordering you to take that walk would create another occasion of mutiny. Because I know you would refuse my order, would you not, Aidan Chandlerson? Though tradition and law require you to obey me unconditionally, you would refuse. I could order all the falconwolves to kill you and that thing, whatever that is.” Ysah jerked his head at Aidan’s young falconwolf, Fala. “And you would still find a way to make all the falconwolves turn on us again.
“I would love to kill you and that warped beast that mistook you for a knight. That mutant animal cannot possibly be a true falconwolf. But I am not going to give it the chance to provoke more upheaval. What I am going to do is send you on a quest.” 
Ysah’s smile shone bright white and cruel within the blackness of his beard.
 Aidan knew what this was. It wasn’t going to be a quest.
It was exile.
“You need to go away for a while, Aidan,” Ysah said lightly.
“Very good, sir,” Aidan said, stiff, his face burning.
“Leave your uniform,” Ysah said. “It doesn’t belong to you. Take your sword. It’s tainted. Take that perverted beast. It’s not a falconwolf.”

 Aidan couldn’t hold back any more. He blurted, “Where in the long tradition of the Citadel of the Far North does it mandate that Aidan Chandlerson must not bond with a falconwolf? What was the cosmic truth behind that imaginary law!”
Low gasps and growls murmured between the high cliffs.
“You mean besides that you are the son of a whore?” Ysah shouted. “Get your head out of your tiny sphincter, boy. This is not all about you, you base born trash. You do not belong in this exhalted company. It is about our long traditions and sacred duties. Look up those words. I’m told you can read.

“Journey far. Travel all the provinces. Go beyond the Falconwolf Realm. Go to the undiscovered places. Find something of worth. Something that will make us whole. Something to make up for the destruction you have wrought here this day. Only return when you have this to offer.”
Ah. Yes. Aidan could read between those lines.

Don’t come back. 
Ever.

Chapter Three

 Aidan quickly packed everything he owned. It was little enough, none of it irreplaceable.

He saddled his beautiful wild falconwolf, Fala. Fala fanned his black wings wide, and he and Aidan were aloft before anyone could challenge Aidan for ownership of the saddle. It was one of the older saddles that he’d taken from the stables, broken-in and comfortable for beast and rider. Aidan’s shins fit nicely into its sheathes as he rode crouched over Fala’s back.

He had brought his own bow and crossbow, but his quiver was empty. He hadn’t tried to get near the armory to liberate some arrows and bolts.

Sara would have arrows and bolts. 

 Aidan swallowed down sickness at the thought of needing to ask his mother for arrows.

He didn’t know how he was going to face her. Sara had been so hideously proud of him when he first became a cadet in the prestigious Citadel, where noble sons of the Province of the Far North went to learn statesmanship and history, the art of war, and the stewardship of peace. Landed nobles paid dearly for the privilege of having their sons attend the Academy inside the Citadel.

Apprenticeship at the Citadel prepared the cadets to assume leadership roles and to uphold honorable traditions. And if a young man was very lucky, he got a chance to win the devotion of a falconwolf. It used to be a mark of distinction for a cadet to be chosen as a rider by one of the majestic falconwolves native to the Province of the Far North.
But noble birth and attendence at the Citadel did not guarantee a young man being chosen by a falconwolf.  And to the horror of all the noble riders, nothing prevented falconwolves from bonding with the low sort. The powers within the Citadel were not going to be publicising that recently discovered fact.

A falconwolf had chosen Aidan.

Of course it couldn’t be a real falonwolf, the beast called Fala. Fala had to be some distorted mutant creature. 
And Aidan’s mother was the farthest thing from noble. She was a canny entrepreneur. She had caches of gold stashed everywhere. She financed her son’s education among the young lords of the Citadel from her own earnings without borrowing. Her beehives produced the sweetest honey. And her candles burned evenly with hardly a breath of smoke.

But her son could never be a knight, because Sara Chandler also ran a house. Her girls never spoke of things that happened in Sara’s house. But most of the knights in the citadel knew Sara and her girls very well.
So it had astonished everyone the night when a half-grown wild falconwolf, too old to be impressionable and of no family worth mentioning, flew down the library chimney into the Citadel and sought out Sara’s son to be its rider.

And now Aidan was charged with an impossible quest. 

It was actually exile.

It would have been different if it had been Aidan’s decision to go. The knights of the Citadel had not even taken the time to drum him out. The new Archos, Ysah, just ordered him gone.

 Aidan’s young falconwolf, Fala, carried Aidan now over pastures and fields and orchards on a borrowed saddle, toward his mother’s village. Aidan kept looking back, anxious, afraid the new Archos would change his mind and just have Aidan shot down and be done with him forever.

All along Aidan’s way, farmers, herdsmen, and villagers turned out to shade their eyes against the sun and point at the splendid young flying wolf passing over.

Fala was sleek and glossy, white bodied, black-winged, and big as a horse. He had jaws that could crush a bull’s femur, a nose that could detect hidden danger. Ears—well, Fala was still young and those big upright pointed ears made him look at bit goofy.

Fala had a heavy-boned black muzzle. Black stripes ran across his eyes like a highwayman’s mask, and there was a white cap of fur between those oversized ears. Fala’s black wings were partly barred white in a handsome pattern like an osprey’s wing. His oversized snow-white paws had four black-clawed toes on his hind feet, and four black-clawed toes on his forefeet along with a great dagger of a dewclaw like a lethal thumb on either forepaw.
Fala held his furry white tail bannered high as he flew. A cunning mind dwelled inside that big head. He had a maniacal smile. Falconwolves had no speech, but they had understanding. Fala was at least as smart as a dog—probably smarter—so Fala quickly sensed Aidan’s unhappiness, and growled at Aidan to let it go.

For generations, knights astride their doughty falconwolves had defended the Falconwolf Kingdom and all its provinces against pirates, brigands, marauders and natural disasters.

It had been a long time since any natural disaster befell any village under the protection of the Citadel in the Province of the Far North.

There were outlaws of course, but nothing that needed even one fully trained and armed knight with a falconwolf to put down. A group of angry neighbors with pitchforks, and a blacksmith with his hammer would usually do. And, lately, the villagers were thinking that the high watch of the falconwolves wasn’t really necessary.

All the songs and legends and ballads of knights and their winged falconwolves were stirring to be sure. And a falconwolf in flight was a grand majestic thing but a heavy burden on a common man’s purse come tax time.

The Archos in the high Citadel constantly reminded the villagers that their shores and boundaries were secure only because of the constant vigilance of the noble knights and their falconwolves.

The villagers would be interested to learn just how many raiders were actually out there. How many enemies had been turned away from the rocky shores of the realm? How many brigands had been repelled by the doughty knights on their falconwolves?

Where did the brigands come from? How many invaders had actually tried to come?

How many wildfires were already snuffed by farmers with shovels before a falconwolf could bring aid?

And when was the last time anyone ever saw a pirate?

Fala’s slow powerful wingbeats lulled Aidan as he flew, until he caught sight of his mother’s house. Right up until this moment he hadn’t realized how homesick he was. The thatched rooftop and the honey-colored stone walls pulled at his heart.

A faint tendril of white smoke rose peacefully from the fieldstone chimney.

On either slope of the valley his mother’s beehives stood in neat rows amid white and pink flowering trees and broad fields of sweet clover.

As Aidan neared the neat little house where he was born, Sara Chandler stepped out to her neat little courtyard. 
Sara Chandler was a plain, prosaic figure with honey blond hair. She was pleasant looking, but thick-waisted and round-shouldered, and too young to respectably have a child of Aidan’s age. 

Of course the first thing Sara saw was the falconwolf. Then a look of astonished pride washed across his mother’s face. 
Sara clasped her hands under her chin with a dazzling smile of purest joy and pride.
Her son was riding a falconwolf.

Aidan died a bit. 
His mother must think he had been knighted. What else could she think?

 Aidan didn’t know how he was going to face her. She looked so proud. Her disappointment was going to crush him. A giant lump rose in his throat and would not go down.
His eyes were misty wet. He felt sick. He wanted to run. Just keep flying, and disappear.

Fala’s wings tilted, descending in a wide gliding arc. He seemed to know where home was without ever being here. He lightly stepped down from the air, and gave his great, black-feathered wings a wide stretch before folding them against his white furry sides.

Sara saw Aidan’s tears. She opened her arms to her son before asking any questions. 
Aidan jumped down from Fala’s back and threw himself into his mother’s embrace. Before she could get too proud of him, Aidan told her that he’d been banished.

“Not from my house, you have not,” Sara said.

She took his face in her hands. Her hands were rough. They were a worker’s hands. She hugged him to her, filling him with a warm and wonderful sense of belonging.

Everything was all right.

Sara took a step back, looked him up and down at arm’s length, appraisingly. “I did good work. You are my son. I could not be more proud.”

He was the beekeeper’s son and he was home to stay.

Sara took Fala’s great head in her hands and kissed his furry muzzle. She loved anyone who could make her son happy. “What does this one eat?”

 Aidan dashed away his tears. Managed a wobbly smile. “What do you want gone from your fields?”

“Rabbits! Oh, you beautiful creature!” Sara held Fala’s big wolfen face between her hands. “I want them out of my sweet clover! And I have too many roosters at the moment.” She looked to Aidan and tilted her head toward Fala. “Can this guy tell the difference between a hen and a rooster?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Aidan said. He unstrapped the saddle and gave Fala a push. “You heard your mistress. Go feed yourself.”

Fala rose straight up, flapping. He cleared the courtyard wall and went gliding over the clover fields, hunting.

Sara showed Aidan her workshed where she made the candles, then her shop where she took her vendors’ orders. She had all kinds of candles to offer now, utilitarian to fanciful. There were several candles fashioned into the shape of castles with several towers, a wick in each tower. “My helper makes these from my beeswax,” Sara said. “I think they’re ridiculous but people buy them and I get a cut.”
Aidan was happy to hear that Sara had hired a helper. Aidan had long thought that she needed one. Her helper was a skinny little girl named Bess. She blushed on meeting Aidan, curtsied, and hurried out of the room.
Sara put on a netted pith helmet for herself, handed one to Aidan, and she escorted him outside to show him the hives and the blossoming apple trees. There were more than he remembered. Sara was doing very well.
The air was sweet.
“Strange tales have made their way here,” Sara told Aidan as they walked arm in arm among the peaceful bees. “Are any of them true?”

 Aidan choked.
He told his story as plainly as he could. The first part was easy—of his young falconwolf Fala invading the library in the Citadel to seek Aidan out to be his own rider. That had been thrilling. Aidan couldn’t tell that part of the story without grinning.

The rest of the tale was painful. Aidan’s fortunes had gone straight into the abyss after his triumph. It was hard to keep the tremor out of his voice as he told his mother that the Commander ordered Fala to be put to death.
“He did not!” Sara cried.
“The Commander gave the order,” Aidan told her. “But the Archos said I could keep Fala if I could ride him. It wasn’t kindness on the Archos’s part. I’m pretty sure he didn’t expect me to live through it.”

And he told her of the duel between the Commander and the Archos.

“Well, that was a dry forest waiting for a lightning strike,” Sara said. “The Archos won that one.”

She said it as if the outcome were perfectly obvious. Aidan shook his head, baffled that she assumed that, when the Commander was the younger, stronger man.
“How did you know the Archos would win?” Aidan asked.
“In any duel, the loser usually defeats himself,” Sara said. “Your Commander is pig iron. He did it to himself.”
“It was horrible,” Aidan said. “I actually felt bad for him, and I hate him.”

“You never hated well, my darling child. But that man you should hate. I am sorry he might still live. If you cross paths with him again, do not offer him aid or hospitality or anything he needs. I don’t care what gods or rights he invokes, I am your mother. I brought you into this world and I mean that you stay in it a long time. If you find that man in need, you send him quickly to his gods. You understand?”

 Aidan bowed his head. “It’s the hard lessons that keep you alive, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Sara put her hand to his face. “I just wish you didn’t need to learn those. I would suffer anything to spare you. So who did that lot elect to be their new Archos?”
“Um. Ysah. His name is Ysah.”

“Oh, I know him. Bad choice,” Sara said.
“Real bad,” Aidan said.
Ysah had called Sara a whore. Aidan didn’t tell Sara that.
A shadow crossed over them. It wasn’t Fala.
Sara’s gaze lifted skyward. She shaded her eyes.

 Aidan’s insides seized up. A falconwolf was up there, banking into the wind in descent. It was coming here.

“Should I get my crossbow?” Sara asked without excitement.

 Aidan’s falconwolf had not shown alarm. Fala was still hunting rabbits. Fala hadn’t even bothered to warn Aidan that another falconwolf was coming. Apparently Fala thought the rider up there was friendly.

And maybe he was.

Aidan squinted. “That’s Hector.”
“Hector?” Sara said, her face brightening. “Hector Xanderson? Well, then!” Sara lifted the netting back from her bee helmet, fit thumb and forefinger to her lips, and whistled piercingly loud. Then she jumped up and down, and waved her arms for the circling falconwolf to come on down. She gestured toward the front courtyard.

Hector son of Xander was older than Aidan. They had never been friends, but Hector had always been decent to Aidan. Sara knew Hector’s father. 
 Aidan did not want to think about how well Sara knew Hector’s father.
Hector’s falconwolf was a striking beast, big-boned with a rich red-brown coat and a thick snowy mane. He was named Zephyr.

Zephyr touched down in the little courtyard, and Hector dismounted with easy majesty. He nodded to Sara. “Milady.” 

Hector Xanderson was stately for his age. He was handsome, well-read, skilled at every athletic endeavor, and strong enough to be kind.

“Who sent you?” Aidan demanded.

“My father,” Hector said. Then he spoke to Sara, wryly. “Milady, your kid doesn’t know how to pack.” And with that, Hector slung a quiver at Aidan.

 Aidan caught it by the strap. From its weight Aidan could tell the quiver was filled with bolts and arrows. Aidan had neglected to bring any for himself. He felt his face flush hot.

“I’m no lady, sir,” Sara said. “I work for a living. Have you boys eaten?”

“We can’t stay,” Hector said. Apparently Hector’s we included Aidan. “Milady, if they find your son here, they will use it as an excuse to attach your lands.”

“Not the first time they’ve tried,” Sara said with a backward flip of one callused hand. “Don’t worry about me.”

Sara was fearless. And shameless. Like the beasts in the fields and the birds in the trees, she did as she willed and courted the approval of no one.

 Aidan was fatherless. Well, obviously he had one, but there was no man who called Aidan son, and no man who admitted to being with Sara nine months before Aidan’s birth.

Even now, Sara was wearing a soft, pale blue pouch on her chest, the kind of rig a new mother wears to carry an infant close to her heart. The pouch lay flat and empty on her chest at the moment, but there was no mistaking its purpose.

 Aidan stared at the soft pouch in growing alarm. He was horrified. He knew his mother had man friends, but he didn’t like to think on it. “Sara?” he asked slowly in dread. “What’s the pouch for?”
“Your brother,” Sara said.

 Aidan’s face dropped. He felt it go.

Sara’s quick smile told him he’d been had. He had always been an easy mark. Sara was laughing at him. But her laughter was never cruel.

She gave him a shoulder shove. “I have a puppy!” she gushed happily. “Little guy found me. He’s so cute. He loves me!”

“Well, collect your puppy and tuck him into his travel pouch, milady,” Hector said. “We need to go.”

Sara was a free woman. She didn’t take orders from cadets, not even handsome noble born ones.

“We are not going anywhere.” Sara gave Aidan another hug. “We are eating dinner now. And you are staying the night. Both of you. We’ll talk in the morning. Right now, I’m cooking. You two can make yourselves useful and re-seat my barn doors. They’ve jumped the channel again.”

Then she gave Aidan’s Fala a thump on his shoulder. “Okay, wolfy, explain to your buddy here what’s allowable to be chewing on in the field. Go.” She shooed both the falconwolves away to feed themselves rabbits and roosters.

Sara told Aidan and Hector to grab bowls and help themselves to the stew that bubbled in her kitchen.
 Aidan ducked through the low door into relative darkness. The kitchen was warm with a savory aroma. The pot simmered over the coal fire in the wide stone hearth.
The little girl, Bess, disappeared like a mouse.
 Aidan, Hector, and Sara brought their wooden bowls outside to sit around the firepit in the rear courtyard. They drank stout mead and traded stories, mostly the good ones. The bad ones would keep.
They passed around the lute. Sara strummed the chords as she belted out a lusty song about a highwayman in her scratchy voice. Aidan and Hector stomped and slapped their knees as they joined in for every bawdy chorus.

Little Bess kept their tankards full.
Bright winking sparks swirled up from the crackling flames in the firepit.

In time the two falconwolves returned from their hunt. They licked the gore from their faces and their claws, then they lay down and snored by the fire.

 Aidan thought he ought to take Fala’s saddle off, but he looked so peaceful that Aidan just let him lie.

Zephyr hadn’t even pawed his halter off. It had been a hell of a day. He slept.

Sara fed goat milk to her puppy from a baby bottle. She sang to the pup as if it were a human child.
In the warmth of the evening, Aidan felt his hysteria leaving him. His mother had lived through a lot. She had endured scorn from prideful people. She and he could get through this together.

Then Sara’s puppy was suddenly awake and kicking, yipping a frantic yap yap yap.

The two falconwolves, Fala and Zephyr, stood up. Their ears went up and swiveled to the north. Fala and Zephyr lifted wolfen lips to bare their long sharp canine teeth. The falconwolves’ growls came from deep within their chests. Their hackles lifted.

Menacing shapes dotted the darkening horizon in the direction of the Citadel.

 Aidan had probably known this moment would come, but not this soon. The new Archos of the Citadel, Ysah, would not just let him leave. Aidan’s spirits plummeted. He had brought ruin on his own mother.

“Hector, you can still go back,” Aidan told his only friend. “It’s me and Fala they want. You still have your father and your title. Go!”

“Someone needs to champion your mother,” Hector said.

“My mother? What has your family to do with me and my mother?” Aidan said.

A shade of pink spread across Hector’s face. He turned his head away. “Aidan. My father has a lot of candles.”

There were some questions a man should never ask, and this was not the time. Still, Aidan blurted out one of those questions now to Sara. “Who is my father?”

And he got what he asked for. 
“Maybe I don’t know,” Sara said.
 Aidan was crushed. He wished he hadn’t asked. He spoke tightly, “Are you not ashamed?”

“No,” Sara said. “I have chosen not to be.”

 Aidan was about to say something about shame.

A sudden loud sound like a thunderclap made them all jump. It was a gunshot.

Hector seized up Zephyr’s reins, yelling. “Sara! Aidan! Get out of here! Go! Go! Go!” 
Hector on Zephyr was quickly airborne.
Aidan leapt onto the saddle of his falconwolf, Fala. He reached down for his mother.

“Sara! Come on!”

But Sara backed away, shaking her head, no. And then she was running—in the wrong direction. She was going to her barn.

“Mama! This way!” Aidan cried.
“No! Those are my horses!” she yelled at him. “My bees! My hives! My candles! My shop! This is my home! No one is going to take my business away from me. I’ve been through this before. A little prick and they think I’ll just bend right over. You go now. I’ll send for you when it’s safe for you to come back. I love you. Go!”
 Aidan reached for her. “Come on!”

“I am not leaving!” Sara yelled at him. She picked up stones and threw them at Aidan’s falconwolf, Fala. “Go!” she screamed.
Fala paused only to let Aidan jump aboard, then he was off and airborne like a racer. Aidan only just managed to sieze the saddle grips and hold on.
Hector, riding high on his falconwolf Zephyr, pointed desperately toward the fast-moving enemy closing in behind them on the far side of the ridge. “Aidan, we have to go! Now! Yesterday! Go! Go! Go! Fast as you can. I’ll get your mother! I swear! You go ahead!” Hector shouted and he sped away on Zephyr’s wings.
Fala carried Aidan the direction he didn’t want to go—away from Sara.

 Aidan only stopped screaming at Fala when Hector’s Zephyr, finally caught up with them.

The two falconwolves, Fala and Zephyr, flew side by side. Aidan and Hector glanced back, then looked at each other, two wing-lengths apart. Those glittering orange lights advancing on the farm below them were torches. Did their pursuers mean to burn Sara out?

And those were gunshots. The cracking reports echoed off the rocks.

Signaling with his hands on Fala’s mane along with the shifting of his weight, Aidan made Fala turn around. Hector on Zephyr turned with him.

 Aidan brought Fala down low, skimming the clover fields. 
He meant to kidnap his mother.

Hector dropped Zephyr low to fly at Fala’s wingtip close to the ground. He shouted across at Aidan, “Let me do it! Zephyr is stronger. And Sara won’t be quite as angry if it’s I that does it. We’ll catch up with you, I swear. Get yourself out of here!”

 Aidan saw the sense in that. With claws in his heart, he nodded and lifted away on Fala.

Glancing behind him, Aidan saw Zephyr skimming low over the field. Deftly, Hector’s falconwolf closed his jaws on the back of Sara’s roughspun tunic and lifted her, screeching, into the air.

A musket ball skimmed past them.

Sara stopped fighting. She hung from Zephyr’s jaws like a rag doll. Aidan didn’t know if she was dead or alive.

He couldn’t see her for his own tears. He trusted Fala to find which way to go. Aidan really didn’t have a destination now. There was no such thing as a safe place anymore. Maybe there never had been one. He was altogether lost.
Fala followed Zephyr, flying fast to nowhere.

It was dark when Zephyr dropped into the woods. Fala followed Zephyr down.

The high oak and beech tree branches were dense and grabbing. Broad flat leaves slapped Aidan’s face. Below the tangled canopy the space opened just enough for the falconwolves to glide down on cramped wings. It was dim and treacherous going. Aidan could only hope that no one would dare follow them down here in the gathering darkness.

Zephyr alighted on his rear paws and carefully set Sara down on her feet. But as he let go, Sara’s knees buckled and she crumpled to the soft forest floor.

 Aidan jumped down from Fala’s back. He could scarcely see, could scarcely breathe for his tears of terror. He fell to his knees next to his mother and gathered her up in his arms. He sat back on his heels on the soft brown pine needles and rocked her. “No! No!” he cried in agony. He stroked her hair. “Don’t leave me. Please, mama, please!”
Sara sneezed.
 Aidan gasped.
“I’m still here,” Sara said. She sniffed.

She sounded pissed.
 Aidan thanked all the gods he could name, and he let go a rush of unmanly tears. Sara didn’t scold him for it.
The two falconwolves, Fala and Zephyr, huddled together with their riders in a thicket.

Because Fala’s coat was mostly brilliant white, Zephyr spread one forest-dappled wing over him as a cloak. 
They stayed where they were, motionless for a long time. Nothing rustled from the high branches.

The chasers must either put down or turn back soon. Night had already claimed the forest. Anyone looking down through the trees now would see nothing but darkness.

After a long, nagging stillness in which no one spoke, Hector took Zephyr aloft to look.

Hector was gone so long that Aidan wondered if Hector hadn’t abandoned them, and just gone home to his father’s estate and stayed there.

But Hector returned—at last—walking Zephyr through the forest in the dark for the last stretch of his journey, not actually wanting to arrive. Aidan stood up as Hector and Zephyr drew near. When he was close enough to see, Hector opened his mouth but couldn’t talk.

Eyes on the ground, Hector mumbled to Aidan, “They torched your mother’s house.”

“And my mother’s bee hives?” Aidan asked.

“They flagged the hives with their own banner.” Hector lifted his face. His cheeks were wet and angry. “Aidan, these men are worse than brigands. They’re supposed to be defenders of the citizens of the realm. They’ve taken everything your mother built.”

 Aidan saw Sara cuddling her puppy under her chin. The puppy was trying to nurse from her neck.

Tears spilled from Sara’s eyes. “I don’t have anything for him,” Sara said, desolate.

“Ah!” Hector’s eyes widened. He came back to life. Filled with renewed purpose, Hector strode to his falconwolf, Zephyr, and he brought forth food from his saddlebags. Then he lifted down an unhappy little nanny goat, which he had carried here on a sling. 
Restored to firm ground, the nanny goat was yelling now to be milked.

As soon as the nanny found her footing, Sara’s puppy immediately blundered to it and latched onto a teat. The greatly relieved nanny goat allowed the pup to suckle.

Now Aidan was raging to fly back to the village, there to drive those bastards off his mother’s property.

“No. Don’t even think of it,” Hector said quietly in the failing light. “My father could shield me, but those men will kill you. We need to run. Far. Don’t look at me like that, Aidan. There’s no weakness in it. An ancient general said, ‘I back up like the ram—so I can hit again harder.’ You know that I’m right.”

 Aidan wasn’t sure. The words made sense, but the thought of abandoning his mother’s home clawed at his heart. Still, what could he really fight the villains with? Outrage?
It was fully dark when Hector dared build a campfire on a granite boulder in a shallow grotto next to a clear-running stream where the high canopy of the rocks and trees opaqued the sky. The falconwolves snatched fish out of the rapids for their riders to cook. Fala and Zephyr ate their own catches raw.

 Aidan forced himself to eat. Then he stared into the low campfire, feeling hollow.

The knights of the Citadel were meant to defend the working citizens in this remote Province of the Far North against fire and raiders and floods.

 Aidan realized now: We are not citizens.

We are the flocks.
And Sara existed not to be defended but to be fleeced.
 Aidan refilled his waterskin from the cold running stream where mourning lilies bowed their bell-like heads and the water chuckled over the rocks. How dare the stream sound so cheerful? Aidan threw a stone at the merry water, hard.

Yeah, he sure showed that water not to laugh at him. Right.
He returned to the fireside and sat on a log next to Sara. “Your son is going mad,” he mumbled into the flames.
“Oh good,” Sara said and laid her head on his shoulder. “I’m already there. You can keep me company.”

Hector put another log on the fire. It crackled and spat. 

A dove — the same dove that Hector had sent earlier, returned now with a message from Hector’s father.

Hector read his father’s letter. No expression showed on his face. Then he turned to Aidan.
“Xander says the official explanation for the raid on Sara’s property was to stop Sara from farming on land she doesn’t own.”

“But she does own it!” Aidan cried.

“I have the deed,” Sara said. She didn’t insist. What she said was simple fact. She did not feel the need to raise her voice.
“Well,” Hector steeled himself to go on. “The new Archos, Ysah, has declared that vital natural resources must not be left in the hands of a private enterprise. The bees belong under the stewardship of the Archos of the Northern Citadel, which just happens to be Ysah.”

“Yeah, Ysah,” Aidan said, sour. He turned to Sara.“It was Ysah who sent me on this quest.”

“And you, Aidan,” Hector went on. “My father says you are wanted for poaching Fala.”
 Aidan stared at Hector. “Bonding with a falconwolf is poaching?” Aidan said, astonished. “Since when?”

“Ysah has outlawed rogue bondings,” Hector said. “You don’t qualify under the new rules. The law is retroactive. You should’ve known this law was coming,” Hector said, his voice all irony. Then, gravely, halting, he came to the worst of it. “Father says—” Hector stopped, coughed. Then he plowed ahead. “Father says they will kill you and Fala if they get a chance.”

A haze of unwellness overcame Aidan.

Kill? 

Kill him?

Kill Fala?

 Aidan didn’t ask anything more. He sat in silent shock.

Hector, having delivered all his evil news, tended to the falconwolves.

Sunrise winked through the dense forest, accompanied by a loud chorus of woodland voices. Crickets, frogs, and cicadas, along with the birds, sang, crowed, cawed and chirped.  

 Aidan, Hector, and Sara ate a small breakfast of things that Hector had brought with him from his home, then they packed up their gear. 
Sara’s puppy suckled from the nanny goat. The goat, herself, ate anything in reach. The falconwolves caught squirrels and rabbits for themselves and wolfed them down.

Because Zephyr was a big, steady battle veteran, it was decided that Zephyr would carry Hector and Sara, along with Sara’s puppy and the milk goat, and most of their gear.

 Aidan would ride young Fala, carrying Aidan’s bow, his crossbow and two quivers full of arrows and bolts, 
They rose together on falconwolf wings above the treetops.

It was a mistake.

They were still up there—the riders from the Citadel. They must have spent all night up here, perched in the treetops like vultures, waiting. Now, in the early light, they had a clear view of the wide open sky.

 Aidan heard the arrow whistle past his ear on Fala’s downward wing stroke.

Ahead of him he saw Sara slump against Hector’s back. He saw Sara’s arms go slack at her sides. She listed to the right, threatening to fall away.

The scream ripped out of Aidan in perfect horror. “Mama!”

Hector pulled Sara up from behind him to lie across the saddle in front of him, the better to hold onto her. She appeared completely limp. 

Then Hector and Zephyr dropped below the treetops.

Just before he followed Hector down, Aidan loosed the bolt from his crossbow backwards without aiming. His shot met with a pained squeal. Aidan didn’t pause to see who or how bad he’d injured his target. He and Fala descended below the thick leafy canopy, and followed Zephyr down into the forest.

Once on the ground, and hidden under a thick cover of tree branches, the falconwolves galloped, all out, in the direction that Hector led.

 Aidan couldn’t see his mother at all for Hector’s back and Zephyr’s wings and his great furry tail.

They ran a jagged changing course for leagues, up and down streambeds and over rocks.

Forced marches were nothing to cadets. And now, Aidan and Hector had the strength of desperation. Aidan followed where Hector led.

They came to a halt in full darkness.

 Aidan couldn’t get the question out. His eyes were flooded. He couldn’t see. He heard Hector answering the question he could not ask.
“Oh, Aidan, I’m so sorry.”

 Aidan couldn’t move except to sob. It was real this time. Sara was really dead.
While Aidan kept his crossbow trained on the treetops, Hector pulled the arrow from Sara’s back and he wrapped Sara in his own gray wool military cloak, gently, as if she were merely cold. He brushed his hand over her shoulder as if to give her comfort, then settled her body across Zephyr’s back. He passed the blooded arrow to Aidan. “Guard this with your life,” he said. “This is a witness.”

 Aidan blinked stupidly, then realized how an arrow could bear witness. A falconwolf rider always fletched his arrows with feathers from his own falconwolf’s wings. Aidan wanted to crush this one to splinters.

But the arrow was the signature of Sara’s murderer. Aidan tucked it into his pack.

Then they were on the run again, on foot now. Hector with lifeless Sara on Zephyr, and Aidan on Fala, trotted an ever-changing path through the forest. Fear kept Aidan from wallowing in sorrow.
After sundown Aidan and Hector took their falconwolves above the treetops to see if they had shaken off their chasers.

Apparently they had done it this time. The sky above the trees was empty of riders. The night was dark, without stars. They flew on into the blackness on a course to nowhere.

Near morning Fala and Zephyr put down again in another dense woodland.

Hector’s Zephyr had been in battle before. He had dug graves, so he knew how to do it properly. He dug this one deep enough so that nothing could ever scent Sara down there and disturb her eternal rest.
 Aidan meant to bury Sara with her necklace. It was just a simple string of ordinary beads, but she wore it always, and Aidan had nothing of hers for a keepsake. He pulled the magnetic clasp open and fixed the beaded string around his own neck. It felt right there.
Sara’s body was wrapped in Hector’s military cloak. Hector passed his hand over Sara’s shrouded head. “Sleep well, milady.”
Blinded by tears, Aidan kissed Sara’s head. He was gathering her up to lay her in a sling for lowering into the deep grave when he heard the squeal.

 Aidan and Hector both jumped. Aidan thought his heart had leapt out of his chest.
Sara’s puppy!

Trembling, horrified at what he had almost done, Aidan opened the shroud and drew out the baby pouch that that Sara wore. He lifted Sara’s puppy out of the pouch.

The little creature whined and howled as if it knew Sara was dead.

Or maybe because it was hungry. Aidan and Hector had nothing for it. They had lost their nanny goat, not sure when. The puppy was a helpless burden now.

But Sara had loved it, so it must live, no matter what. 

Hector didn’t even try to suggest leaving the puppy behind.

“Let’s go, Aidan,” Hector urged softly. “Move. Last thing she’d want is for something to happen to you. Give me the pup. Quickly now.”

 Aidan passed the puppy and its pouch into Hector’s hands.

Then on hands and knees Aidan whispered down into the deep pit where Sara’s wrapped body lay. “I love you, mama.”

He stood up, stunned, empty. The two falconwolves quickly filled in the grave.

When Zephyr and Fala were done, Aidan arranged rocks, leaves, acorns, fallen branches, rabbit pellets, and bits of bark into a random array over the grave to make it look like untrodden wilderness. Sara’s resting place must never be disturbed.

He stepped back to check his work.

The sound of wingbeats startled him. It was Hector, launching a dove from his hands. The messenger bird fluttered up above the treetops. Aidan hadn’t known that Hector had packed any doves.

Suddenly suspicious, Aidan asked, “Hector? Who are you sending a message to?”

“My father,” Hector said.
 Aidan scowled at him.

Hector made a vexed noise between his tongue and teeth. “Honestly, Aidan, if I can’t trust my father, I have nothing.”
 Aidan was trying to form an argument, but Hector’s falconwolf, Zephyr, was now making noises that signaled he was about to throw up. That sound scattered any thoughts Aidan meant to speak.

He feared that Zephyr must be sick.

But when Sara’s puppy lapped up the half-digested stuff that Zephyr brought up, Aidan realized that Hector’s falconwolf wasn’t ill. He was trying to feed Sara’s pup.

 Aidan didn’t know if the puppy could keep that stuff down, but it was a compassionate effort on the falconwolf’s part.

The orphaned puppy chirped through a bout of hiccups, then it was asleep in the baby pouch on Aidan’s chest. And Hector on Zephyr and Aidan on Fala were in the air once more.
Lost track of time.
 Aidan woke without his mother. She wasn’t just not here. She was not in this world. The sense of loss was suffocating. He didn’t want to open his eyes. He lay still for a long time under Fala’s wing, not sleeping. The air was rife with forest scents, sounds of squirrels rustling in last year’s leaves, a jay scolding, a mosquito whining. 

Sara’s puppy had crawled out of the baby pouch and was now sniffing at Aidan’s nostrils and licking his mouth. The little thing had survived the night. Aidan forced himself to get up and go on living.

Sara’s pup wiggled in Aidan’s hands. Aidan thought he was feeling too many legs, and on the wrong side of the little body. Aidan’s brows knotted together in puzzlement. Something was wrong with this creature.

Then his pinched expression slipped in surprise. 
Aidan stood up.

“Hector?” Aidan said very softly, his voice quivering a bit.
Hector was fighting with his coarse black hair. It was growing quickly long, but not long enough to stay tied back. He pushed his locks off his face, squinted at Aidan, and demanded, impatient. “Yeah?”

“What,” Aidan said, presenting the puppy’s back to Hector. “Are those?”

Annoyed but gentle, Hector smoothed down the fluffy puppy fur. Something stubby moved on the puppy’s back, just inside of its tiny shoulder blades.

“Ah,” Hector said faintly.

“Ah?” Aidan said, a little shrill.

“You jolly well know what those are,” Hector said, astonished. He stroked the pinfeathers with his finger, and the tiny wings took shape. 
“Your mother was chosen by a falconwolf.”
CHAPTER FOUR
The falconwolf pup couldn’t be more than a few weeks old. It was a little male. It had already lost the woman it had imprinted on.

 Aidan wasn’t sure if the pup even knew that Sara was gone forever. The pup had spent the night curled up in the baby pouch on Aidan’s chest.
Now the pup was awake and it wanted Sara. It grew more and more insistent, a stumbling cloud of fluff, storm-colored muddy brown and charcoal gray with smudges of black, and a white blaze. It cried a feeble high-pitched howl that tore Aidan’s heart out.

He screamed inwardly. Stop Stop Stop! I want her too! 
The pup sobbed into his palm. Aidan wondered if his hands smelled at all like Sara’s.

Hector’s Zephyr fed the pup a regurgitated half-digested mouse, then licked the pup’s face and coat clean. Aidan bundled the pup into Sara’s baby pouch. The pup snuffled at the fabric, and pawed at it urgently, trying to make Sara appear from it.

 Aidan quickly moved apart from Hector and Zephyr with blundering tear-blinded steps. He splashed through the tall reeds by a stream, and dropped to his knees over the water to have a hard racking cry, trying to make no sound, feeling as if he must turn inside out.

Get it out and go on. 

Sara used to say that when young Aidan cried. She allowed tears, but she didn’t allow hanging onto them.
 Aidan knelt on the river rocks and pushed his head into the icy water. He came up, ears cold, face stinging.

He drew in a long breath and let it out.

And he felt a little lighter for having cried so hard. The ache remained, but perhaps the very worst of it was over. Sara used to tell him, Don’t you dare go first. Don’t you dare!
 Aidan had given her that at least. Sara would never need to endure her very worst nightmare, to lose her child.
But it was unspeakably lonely on this end of the loss. Sara was gone from him too soon. She and Aidan had meant to keep bees and make candles together. He couldn’t bring up that dream without crying. But he had to be a man now.
He owed it to Sara to survive, and not just that. He had a duty to thrive.

He needed to fashion a future for himself out of the ashes of their expected tomorrows.

When he climbed up from the streambed he found Hector unrolling a piece of parchment from the spindly leg of a messenger dove.

“Who?” Aidan asked.

Stiffly, Hector passed the tiny script to Aidan.

The message informed Hector that his father had arranged amnesty for Hector and Zepher.

Leave the boy. Only come home now and no harm will befall you.

 Aidan stared at the message, numb.

“What do you see?” Hector asked.

 Aidan saw it immediately. 
Zepher.

“Hmm. Your father misspelled your falconwolf’s name,” Aidan said, deadpan.
“Yeah,” Hector said tightly.
This was not Lord Xander’s dove. This was not Lord Xander’s message.
 Aidan shivered. Someone was stalking them—and using Lord Xander’s name to lure Hector away from this quest.
The dove was waiting for a return message.

Hector fed the dove to Zephyr.

Aloft in the early morning light, Aidan and Fala, and Hector and Zephyr blundered into a great flock of prismbirds. The birds’ tiny wings scattered the light and flashed like bright water. The air effervesced with their fluttering, joyful and sparkling.
Hector grinned. Aidan laughed out loud. He imagined Sara was watching this. He felt her presence with him, and he imagined he heard her laughing.

 Aidan and Hector and their falconwolves set down for the evening in a wild meadow. Aidan built a campfire on an outcropping of rock. Hector prepared a dinner of rabbits that Fala and Zephyr caught. The sun was slipping below the horizon when a dove from Hector’s father found them. The dove brought a letter—a real letter this time, written in Lord Xander’s own hand. 

Apparently this dove carried a stinging message, because even by firelight Aidan could see the color rise in Hector’s dark cheeks as he read his father’s words.

Now a tendon stood out on Hector’s jaw. He was grinding his teeth.
Something quivered in Aidan’s throat and reverberated in his chest. This could only be bad news. “He has ordered you home, hasn’t he,” Aidan said so that Hector wouldn’t need to speak it.

The handsome planes of Hector’s face looked suddenly harder. Older. His voice sounded deeper.

“I wouldn’t know. I never got this dove,” Hector said, and he fed the dove to Fala.

 Aidan trembled. “Why are you doing this, Hector? I mean, I’m grateful to any god who is listening that you’re here, but you have everything to lose. Why are you defying your father to help me?”

Hector stared into the dark distance. His face looked determined. Noble. His voice sounded stately. “It wasn’t right what they did to you. And it was criminal what they did to Sara. If I am a man, and I believe that I am a man now, this is the right thing to do.”

“What thing are we doing?” Aidan asked. He felt lost. “Where are we going?”
“Zephyr and I are going with you to present your case to the King of the Falconwolves.”

 Aidan inhaled wrong. Coughed hard. He was several moments recovering his voice. “Petition the King?” he squeaked. “I can’t do that!”

“Anyone may petition the King,” Hector said. “It is your right as a citizen of the Falconwolf Kingdom. You have a severe grievance. The most severe! Why would you not make your plea to the highest court in the land?”

 Aidan coughed again, exasperated. “I’m son of an unwed merchant girl. She ran a house! I can’t talk to a King!”

“Listen to me, Aidan. Anyone can petition the King,” Hector said. “And I’d like to know if the law is still the law or if we’re just bowing to a bunch of self appointed dictators like the old Archos and the new Archos—that cur, Ysah. We don’t need to go through them to get to our King.”

 Aidan sputtered. “I wouldn’t know how to start to take my case to the King.”

“One foot in front of the other. On the Royal Road,” Hector said. “We need to find it.”
The passage that Aidan and Hector found was a footpath with traces of wagon wheel tracks worn into it. This far removed from the Capital—here in the northernmost part of the Province of the Far North of the Falconwolf Kingdom—the road was not well travelled.

“This doesn’t look right,” Aidan said after two days walking. The path was not royal at all. It was barely a road. It looked like few people, if anyone, used it any more. Aidan supposed that most people seeking an audience with a King could enlist a noble entourage to guide them through these woods—or fly them over it.
The trees looked ferocious. Sounds of clacking and sawing and shivering haunted their passage. A bat flew overhead like a rag shaking itself.
“Ho! Look here!” Hector sang out.
They had come to a signpost. Actually, it wasn’t quite a sign. It was a beech tree that had been carved on.
Whatever message one carves into a beech tree stays there for the very long life of the tree. This was the only beech tree within sight. The rest of the forest was all oak, ash, and evergreen and trees that Aidan didn’t recognize. The carving in the lone beech read:

If you would live

Touch not the trees 

Step not from the path
Hector and Aidan exchanged glances. Someone was well and truly adamant about no trespassing here.

“I want to live,” Aidan said.

Hector nodded. “Let’s stay on the path.

“No tree touching,” Aidan said.
“Fala, Zephyr, stay close,” Hector commanded the falconwolves.

Aidan put a hand on Sara’s pup in its baby pouch for comfort—his comfort as much as the pup’s.
At twilight on the third day of their trek, the sky clouded over. The air in the dark forest was thick and damp. Smells were over ripe. Aidan wanted to turn back but he didn’t dare suggest it as long as Hector was determined to be his champion. Aidan could only hope that Hector would decide to give up, apologize, and go home for himself.

The next day, a flock of vultures appeared, wheeling high, high, above the dismal path that Aidan and Hector tread. Aidan could just glimpse them through the high tangled branches. 
“Do they think we’re dead?” Aidan asked.

The grim birds seemed to be tracing their weaving circles high above a certain spot.
And one by one, the vultures spiraled down to a place in the road where Aidan and Hector must pass.
 Aidan groaned.
As they drew closer Aidan could see some the vultures already on the ground, hunched around something very dead and ripe in their path. Aidan could smell it now. Rot. He wasn’t sure if the stench was from the dead thing in the road or from the foul diners themselves.

“Will they let us by?” Aidan murmured.

Hector shook his head. He made a noise to say he didn’t know.

Probably not.

The birds were enormous. This close up, their curved talons and their viciously hooked beaks looked lethal. The vultures tore at the dead flesh and gulped chunks of it quickly down as if someone would take it away from them.

 Aidan didn’t want to waste arrows on the vultures, but he wasn’t sure he could get past them without suffering a festering wound from those wicked beaks, or getting pushed off the path and into an unforgiving tree. He didn’t want to stay here and wait for the scavengers to finish eating. But he wasn’t sure if Fala, Zephyr and Talionis could get aloft through the tangled branches that crowded the space above the road. 
A shadow passed over them. Then it passed again.

Something very large was circling up there above the treetops.

Suddenly a shape hurtled straight down from the sky, crashing through the high leafy canopy. It dropped heavily onto the rotting carcass in the road with a gust of foul air, scattering all the vultures. 
The ragged birds lifted off and fled in flapping panic. Aidan pulled his tunic up over his face and tried not to breathe.
When he peered out from his tunic a single giant set of sleek black wings remained, spread possessively over the stolen feast of carrion.

The smell that rolled off the motion of those great wings made Aidan gag.

The winged black creature was the size of a falconwolf—a very large falconwolf—and it was shaped like a falconwolf except for the wings. Those wings belonged to no falconwolf.
So this was the other kind of winged wolf, a kind Aidan had only ever seen in drawings and read about in books. This was a ravenwolf. 
It was not a wild one. This ravenwolf was saddled, and it had a rider.

The ravenwolf itself was a fearsome black wolfen creature with wide black wings and a thick black furry mane. Its four paws were immense. Its black-in-black eyes were shiny. 

Menacing canine teeth showed very white in the beast’s black face. Its red tongue lolled out the side of its heavy-boned jaw. 
When the beast lowered its massive head, Aidan could see the human figure on the ravenwolf’s back. The rider had appeared at first as part of the beast. 
The man’s face, boldly sculpted, was neither light nor dark. He was older than Aidan and Hector, vigorous, athletic. This was a man at the height of his strength.
 The ravenwolf rider jumped down jauntily from his ravenwolf’s back, and met their gazes— first Aidan’s, then Hector’s—then he nodded sideways at the rotting carcass in the road and spoke to Aidan. “You gonna eat that?”

 Aidan stammered. “No.”

“Good. I was afraid I was gonna have to kill something for myself.”

The ravenwolf rider was a well-shaped man, lean, with wide shoulders. He was clad in black leathers that were fitted close to his athletic body and decorated with silver studs. He moved with great certainty.
He wore his black hair pulled severely back into a tail behind his handsomely shaped head. He smelled loathsome. He bade his ravenwolf to tear at the carrion in the road. “Have at it, Midnight.”

The ravenwolf named Midnight ripped into its awful meal.

The ravenwolf rider turned to Aidan. “You’re of the Falconwolf Citadel. The Northern one.”
“I’m not of the Citadel anymore,” Aidan said. He pulled the front of his tunic up over his nose and mouth against the smell. “I was chucked out. My name is Aidan Chandlerson.” 

“And you?” the dark rider nodded at Hector.

“I’m his friend,” Hector said. He was doing a better job of masking his loathing of the ravenwolf and its rider.
“What are you doing here?” the ravenwolf rider asked.
"We’re passing through,” Aidan said.
He didn’t know where the border between the Falconwolf realm and the Kingdom of the Ravenwolves met. He might be trespassing, so he invoked the right of way of all travellers. “I’m going to see the King of the Falconwolves.”

The man’s black eyebrows lifted in mild surprise.

The full stench of the man and his beast must have reached Hector then, because Hector fell to a fit of coughing. He blew out a hard breath that left him gagging.

 Aidan held his breath as the man’s ravenwolf—Midnight—sniffed Aidan’s clothes.

 Aidan shied away.

“What?” the ravenwolf rider said, surprised at Aidan’s cringing. “You are afraid of us? Really? Why?”

“Of course I’m afraid!” Aidan cried. “You eat dead things!”

“And you make things dead!” the ravenwolf rider said.  “I should be afraid of you. I am a peaceful man. I don’t kill. Very well, when winters go long and everything is frozen over I might cause something that’s in pain to get dead quicker than it normally would, but I’m not like you lot.”

“My lot?” Aidan echoed.
“Hunters. Killers,” the ravenwolf rider said. 
The man’s great ravenwolf itself was noisily chewing the carrion in the road behind him.
“You smell,” Hector said.

The man’s black eyebrows lifted. “And you don’t, blood breath?”

 Aidan covered his mouth and nose and tried not to laugh so he wouldn’t have to taste the fetid air.

The man’s fearless irreverence calmed him. Aidan’s voice came out muffled through his hands. “Do you know if this is the Royal Road?”

“Yes. I do. And it is. Not very impressive just here. I assure you it gets worse.”

“Are we far from the Capital? Our Capital?”

“Yeah. You are.” The dark rider planted one black-gloved fist on his lean waist. “Very far. The only ones of your kind I’ve ever met have been real shits. You two seem all right. It’s getting dark. I can offer you shelter within my strong walls for the night—outdoors in the courtyard with the beasts so you can breathe, of course.”
 Aidan’s surprised blink moved his whole head. The foul-smelling man was observant and considerate.

 “It’s on your way, and you need to sleep,” the ravenwolf rider added. “Nothing will harm you in my home.”

 Aidan clapped his hands over his chest. Hospitality! Aidan yearned for the traveller’s traditional right of hospitality.

Hector mumbled behind his hand to Aidan, “You can’t be thinking of accepting!”

“I am!” Aidan murmured back. “Why not?”

“I dunno. Maybe because he’s just a peaceable eater of corpses? Don’t look at me like that, Aidan.”

 “He’s blunt,” Aidan said. “He’s about as sneaky as a boil. Strong walls sound wonderful right now. I don’t care what he smells like.”

“I may throw up,” Hector muttered.
“Don’t. I’m accepting.”
 Aidan bowed to the ravenwolf rider. “We would be privileged to shelter in your courtyard, sir.”
The ravenwolf rider’s home turned out to be a great hulking dark fortress—bigger and more imposing than the falconwolf Northern Citadel itself—and he the master of it. His name was Carn.

Muscular and lean, Carn moved with an air of nobility—a putrid air—but he carried himself with a strong, easy grace. His roughcut face sported something like a beard. It was really a scatter of short black bristle grown wild on his chin.

The high-walled courtyard of the Ravenwolf rider’s fortress was open to the night sky. Even so the place reeked of decomposing flesh. Ravens were carrion eaters.

Servants dragged mattresses out to the courtyard to serve as beds for Carn’s guests. The mattresses smelled of fresh sweet hay. 
The servants also dragged out three bales of straw for sitting on and an oil lamp to see by.

Carn brought out big tankards of ale for himself and his guests.

“I’m very grateful for the refuge, Lord Carn,” Aidan said.

Wiry black eyebrows lifted over the man’s onyx black eyes. “Lord? No. Not a lord. I am Carn. Just Carn. Carn is enough.”

 Aidan lifted his tankard to his host. “Carn.” And he took a swallow of drink. He coughed, his eyes watering. When at last he found his vocal chords he blustered, “Oh skak, that’s fine!”

Carn grinned. “Do I smell better to you now?”

 Aidan sputtered. Laughed. “No, but now I don’t care!” That was funnier than it ought to be, and they laughed themselves breathless.

Perhaps there was truth in wine, but all a man’s dirty secrets came out with this brew, and Carn quickly knew Aidan and Hector very, very well.
The ravenwolf lord must have approved of them, because Carn provided for their every need, including giving them a nursing hound bitch to suckle Sara’s orphaned falconwolf pup this night.

It was well past midnight when Aidan and Hector lay down on their straw beds in the open courtyard. Carn’s fortress became quiet. The carrion stench hung in the unmoving air.

The falconwolves, Fala and Zephyr, didn’t like it but they didn’t remove themselves to fresher breezes beyond the fortress walls. There were hungry trees out there.
 Aidan lay on his back under the sky with Sara’s falconwolf pup on his chest, and he watched the stars turn.

In the faint light before dawn, under the fading stars, Aidan and Hector readied to depart. 

 Aidan’s sense of smell was entirely numb by then. Servants packed fresh bread, cheese, fruit and spring water while the riders compared their winged wolves, their saddles, their straps, their shin sheathes, their grips.

The ravenwolf master of this fortress, Carn, was surprised to see the halter on the head of Hector’s falconwolf Zephyr. 

“I honestly don’t think I would have any limbs left if I tried to get that rig on my Midnight’s head,” Carn said, amazed.

 Aidan lifted a finger to signal me too. 

 Aidan’s Fala was still young and half wild. Fala would stand for no headstall.

Carn looked to be only a handful of years older than Hector, but Carn possessed absolute power, wielded lightly. His servants didn’t fear him, but his every word was immediately and respectfully obeyed. 

The riders traded gifts upon parting. To Carn, Aidan gave his obsidian blade. Aidan had no other gift worthy of a lord. The blade was hard and sharp and beautifully balanced. The handle was ornate and uncomfortable in the hand but it was meant for throwing, not for holding. For its color, Aidan thought that Carn ought to have it. 

Carn gave Aidan a lodestone to help him find his way when the sky was clouded without stars to steer by. To Hector he gave a magnifying glass and a flint, both for making fire. On learning that Aidan and Hector had lost their nanny goat, Carn gave them one from his flocks to nurse Sara’s orphaned falconwolf pup on their journey.

 Aidan was tired. His eyes felt pinched. He had gone to sleep very late, and he hadn’t slept well, so the ravenwolf lord’s thoughtfulness moved him nearly to tears. Especially his kindness to Sara’s orphaned pup.

Carn cuddled the pup in his black-gloved hands, and kissed it on top of its fuzzy little head like a holy man bestowing a blessing. Aidan thought the pup would be repulsed at the ravenwolf rider’s stench, but the pup took the kindness and licked Carn’s raspy bearded chin.

“This is an injured soul,” Carn told Aidan.

Stunned, Aidan couldn’t speak. Apparently he had done a whole lot more talking last night than he thought he had.

“The one who would be his rider was murdered before his eyes,” Carn said.

 Aidan choked, astonished that he’d apparently told Carn that, too. He nodded. “My mum,” Aidan said tightly.
“Does this falconwolf child have a name?” Carn asked.
Tears threatened at Aidan’s stinging eyes. Aidan was not going to cry again. His voice wobbled. “No.”

“He needs a name for you to make a plea to the Two Kings on his behalf.

 Aidan’s mouth dropped open.

“What?” Carn demanded, brows knit in puzzlement. “Speak to me.”
“I can’t approach a King!” Aidan cried.
“You can and you shall,” Carn said. “Both of them. I have said it.”

Carn was clearly someone of great importance in the ravenwolf realm. Aidan placed his hand over his heart and nodded a bow. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart for your faith and your help, M’lor—” he stopped himself. Coughed. Finished, “Carn.”
Sara’s pup was licking Carn’s bristly chin.

“Name,” Carn demanded.

“Talionis,” Aidan said. “I shall call him Talionis.”

Carn nodded approval. “Fitting.” He restored the pup into Aidan’s hands.

The name meant Retribution.
 Aidan secured the pup inside the baby pouch on his chest. He asked Carn, “Where do we pick up the Royal Road from here?”
“You don’t,” Carn said. “The road vanishes. The woods reclaimed it long ago. Do not try to go through the woods. You won’t come out. It’s one great ironwood snare.”
The beech tree had told them as much.
 Aidan shuddered. “Then what do we do?”

“Fly over it. Follow the path of setting sun straight across the sky until it takes you to the Sea. It’s a very, very long flight. Very. You must do it in a single day in one single flight. Do not even think of stopping to rest in the treetops. They will eat you.”

“What will?”

“The trees will. Fly high so your falconwolves can do some gliding. There is food and water enough in your saddlebags to get you to the seashore.”

“Which Kingdom governs the shore?” Aidan asked. 

“Not Ravenwolf. Just get yourselves there and don’t tarry there. A different kind of snare waits on the beach. Turn south and keep moving down the coastline. You’re going to want to leave the road. Do not leave the road until you arrive where you want to be.”

“Where is that? Where do I want to be?” Aidan asked.
“The Court of the Two Kings.”

A quivering passed through Aidan’s body. It was only just the exact thing he needed and wanted. Aidan would be able to plead his case in the highest court in the Kingdoms. This was actually going to happen. It hadn’t seemed real before now.

His disgusting guardian angel, Carn, presented Aidan with parchment, ink, and several raven feather quills. “Draw up two summons—one for the King of the Falconwolves, one for the King of the Ravenwolves. You only need one King to hear your petition, but you will have two.”

“Both Kings?” Aidan’s midriff fluttered at the thought of summoning Kings at all, let alone two of them. “What if they don’t come?”

“Your King must come,” Carn said. “Whether by his own will or dragged by court harpies. Your King is your King, and this is a capital case. He must attend. And the King of the Ravenwolves will attend. I promise you that. Now get out of here. Fair wind and clear sky to you, Aidan Chandlerson.”

“Thank you for your kindness—” Aidan started. Almost called him lord again. Stammered out instead, “Carn.” 
Just Carn.

Carn nodded down.

Fala and Zephyr carried Aidan and Hector up and over Carn’s high fortress wall. Sara’s orphaned falconwolf pup, Talionis, rode in the baby pouch on Aidan’s chest.
The air outside the ravenwolf master’s foul walls was alive with scents of spring woods and growing things, the spice of evergreens, the fragrance of leaves, of lush moss, and sweet flowers.

 Aidan called across to Hector as they flew above the treetops. “Carn has connections with Ravenwolf royalty. Did you mark that?”

“Yeah,” Hector shouted back. “He’s a scary guy.”
 “I like him,” Aidan said.
“Carn?” Hector yelped. “He’s grotesque! I wanted to pull my face off the front of my head!”

 Aidan nodded sideways, conceeding that. “Yeah, he, uh, doesn’t smell good. I’m glad he’s on my side.”
“Doesn’t smell good?” Hector yelped. “I was trying to breathe through my ears! Oh Aidan, we stink. I can’t stand myself. How far is it to the water?”

 Aidan heaved a gloomy sigh. “Far.”
“How far?” Hector asked.

“Real far.”
 Aidan and Hector’s flight above the treetops felt endless, but it swept the foulness from their clothes, their hair, their skin.

And still the woods went on and on. Carn had warned them. Aidan just hadn’t imagined that the flight could possibly be this awfully long. And there could be no stopping.

The day was ending, the sun sinking very low. The horizon ahead of them turned ruddy. 
 Aidan and Hector were weary. Their falconwolves’ wingbeats felt leaden. Fala and Zephyr didn’t complain, but infant Talionis was crying in his baby pouch. It began to look as if they would never be able to set down. A crease in Aidan’s trouser leg chafed in his saddle sheathe where his shin fit. He thought he was getting blisters. He tried to pull the crease out smooth, but it was awkward and Fala growled at him for all his shifting. Fala wasn’t at all comfortable either.
Hector called across, “I need to stop.”

“No!” Aidan shouted. 
“You really think we can’t stop for just one moment?” Hector said.
“Don’t you dare!” Aidan didn’t fancy getting eaten by a tree. He didn’t want to go on alone with Hector’s death on his conscience.
He pulled a small piece of jerky out of his vest pocket and hurled it out ahead of them.

The meat arched down toward the treetops.

A vine flicked up like a snake’s tongue, snatched the meat out of the air, and reeled it back down into the treetops. All the surrounding tree branches crowded in toward the morsal in a growling, thrashing, snapping frenzy at the point where the meat vanished.

Growling.

Terror gave Aidan, Hector, Fala, and Zephyr extra strength, and they flew higher, onward. There was no more talk of stopping.
Fala and Zephyr shat on the wing. The trees below them even snapped up that. Aidan was uncomfortable in so many ways. Pretty soon he would need to do something disgusting in his saddle.

Then, miraculously, moonlight sparkled up ahead in the dark sky just above their forward horizon. It was a winking kind of moonlight, reflecting on waves. The feel of the air changed, became softer.

A fresh wind wafted in gently from a big water.

“It’s there! I can feel it!” Hector yelled, exultant.

 Aidan sensed it too. They were close.

And at last—at long, grueling last—the impenetrable forest cleared from under them.
Below them now stretched a sandy beach, and just ahead of them, a great placid water.

“The sea! The sea!” Aidan cried.
Fala and Zephyr carried Aidan and Hector to the shore as the last light of the sun sank below their forward horizon into fiery bands of red and gold.
As soon as one paw touched land, Aidan and Hector jumped from their falconwolves’ backs down to the beach.
Hector yelled, “Yauggh!”

 Aidan thought Hector had been bitten by something, until Aidan dropped down to earth. His legs folded under him, his cramped muscles screaming. He had let himself become dehydrated. It took him and Hector several moments just to unbend their legs.
Slowly and pained, Aidan finally hauled himself upright and took unsteady steps like an ancient man.

The sand was very fine and it was warm, packed smooth at the water’s edge. Aidan and Hector quickly regained their land legs, and they waded into the shallows, dragging their saddles through the fresh, clean water.
Fala and Zephyr splashed and frolicked in the waves.

 Aidan let little Talionis paddle around in a sheltered tide pool.

The seawater was cool, clear, and fresh. Aidan swam out a ways, and he drank.
When the last glimmer of the sunlight quit the horizon, there fell a moment of perfect blackness, then the stars returned in their glistening glorious host. The heavens glowed.
Aching from their long flight and lulled by the lapping waves, Hector and Aidan fell asleep huddled with their packs in between their falconwolves in the soft sand high above the tide line.
Dawn found wooden plates stacked with bread and cheese, and wooden cups filled with fresh fruit juices set under sunshades where Aidan and Hector had camped with their falconwolves.

 Aidan hadn’t heard anyone come, and the falconwolves hadn’t seen the need to wake him and Hector. “Is this for us?” Aidan said, hesitant to believe such amazing good fortune.
“Looks like,” Hector said, tearing open a loaf of bread. It was still warm, and the aroma filled him with a sense of comfort.
And now that Aidan and Hector were stirring, the locals approached them, smiling, and setting plates of fried fish in front of them.
The people were lithe-bodied and amber brown. Their hair was nearly black, and it was straight and coarse as a horse’s mane.
When the crowd grew too big, Hector’s falconwolf, Zephyr, carefully swept the lot of them back with a single slow, broad wingstroke.
Zephyr allowed past him only a girl who carried a bottle of milk, intent on feeding little Tal.
Aidan wrapped Fala’s saddle blanket around his hips, and he ventured up the hillock where he had hung out his clothes to dry on a tree branch the night before. His tunic and trousers were still there, and they were dry, so he put them on. His boots were still wet so he left those out in the sun.

He walked barefoot along the water’s edge, daydreaming. Fala followed him at a lazy weaving pace. The waves surged and retreated, as if the sea itself were breathing. Aidan shut his eyes and turned his face up to the warm sunlight. He let go all his worry and fear and listened to the waves, the singing women, the giggling children. And Fala—where was Fala? He’d lost Fala somewhere along the way.
And then there rose a child’s tearing screech. 

 Aidan cringed. He felt as if he were swallowing a thousand blades. There it was, his worst fear. His falconwolf had hurt a child!
But the scream immediately shattered into bright giggles with the child’s rising out of the sea, holding onto Fala’s white mane, and squealing delight, smiling like the lord of all lands.

 In the evening there was a bonfire with drumming and songs and circle dancing. The locals taught Aidan and Hector all of the tunes and all of the steps.

 Aidan guessed that he and Hector must have arrived at festival time.

But the next day and night were the same as the ones before—a bonfire on the beach, feasting, music, and dancing. Sleeping under the brilliant stars.
After a few pleasant days and sultry nights, the ever-present fear and urgency that had nagged at Aidan since leaving the Province of the Far North melted away, and he began to feel hopeful. He’d stopped flinching at every surprise—as when that mob of hermit crabs broke into a great pitched a battle at the water’s edge one evening. That battle turned out to be a swap meet. Each growing creature discarded its shell, which had become too small for it. Then, after much claw clacking and haggling, each crab took over another crab’s old shell, then peacefully—and more comfortably—all the crabs skittered back into the sea.

The Sea stretched unbroken as far as the sunset horizon. Every morning, fishermen rowed their boats out to draw up the fishing nets they had cast the night before until their boats could hold no more, then they rowed back to the strand where folks collected the fish for cooking.

This morning, Aidan, strolled down to the water’s edge where an old fisherman had returned from the sea. The fisherman’s skin was leathery brown. Aidan helped him drag his boat above the tide line and spread his nets out to dry in the sun.

“How far lies the other side?” Aidan asked.
“The other side of what?” said the old fisherman, his voice raspy.
“The other side of the water.”

The fisherman scowled. “Side? There is no other side. This is the Sea that Never Ends. Can you unsnag that?” The old fisherman pointed at the far end of his net, where it was caught on a piece of driftwood.

 Aidan dutifully plucked the netting clear.

He had heard someone else mention a “Sea that Never Ends.”
“Does it really?” Aidan asked. “Does the sea never end?”

The man shrugged a bony shoulder. His muscles looked like cables moving under his leathery brown skin. “Boats go out, they return with fish. Or they do not return. No one has come back from another place to say anything of it.”

But these people didn’t have falconwolves. 
Aidan and Hector did. They could fly out across the water, and rest on the waves at night. The sea water was fresh, so he needn’t weigh down his boat carrying drinking water. He need only pack food and a few supplies in case he needed to make repairs to his boat. He didn’t expect to. It was a fine, sturdy craft he’d made.
Would it not be wonderful to discover a new land?

And if the quest took over long, and Aidan’s food should run out, there were fish in the Sea to feed him on the way back. Aidan never cared for raw fish, but that far glittering horizon called to him.
No one else on this shore thought it a grand idea.

“Why you do this?” most of them said, bewildered.

These people had less than no ambition. They didn’t want to go and they didn’t want Aidan and Fala to go either.
“Don’t go!” everyone else told him. “You’ll fall in.”
 Aidan did not intend to capsize, but if he did, his falconwolf could set his boat aright. Aidan suddenly needed to see the far shore.
He invited Hector along on his voyage of discovery, but Hector didn’t care to join him. Several pretty young women were teaching Hector how to make musical instruments on which to play their songs. Hector wished Aidan well. “Come back,” Hector told Aidan distractedly.

“Of course,” Aidan said. He didn’t want to share his glory anyway. “I’ll tell you all about Aidanland.”
The Sea truly must end somewhere.

Stocked with food that wouldn’t perish, and a shirt tied around his head as a bandana against the constant sun, Aidan set off in a sturdy little single-masted sailing boat. He had equipped his craft with oars and a rope in case the winds failed him and Fala needed to tow him in.
A lot of girls thronged around his boat. They begged him not to go. Jolie tried to steal his oarlocks. Pretty Yanla looped a flowered garland around him and tried to reel him in with it. Aidan let himself be drawn into a kiss. Yanla tasted sweet.
He returned Yanla’s garland to her and then ran to his boat to push off.

The whole village gathered on the shore waving. They weren’t smiling. They were waving and crying for him to come back.
He nodded and told them he was coming back.

The first day at sea was all brilliant sky and fair winds.

Fala only crowded aboard the boat at midday to sleep, so that he would be rested to fly high watch over the boat come nightfall.

The next day and night were the same. Sun and sea, endless sea and a starry night. Aidan started making up constellations.
 Eventually, he ran out of food. He was forced to make do with raw fish that Fala caught. He supposed he’d been overly optimistic thinking he could discover a far shore in a few days when it had never been done before.
Aidan had already named all the stars in the sky that were worth naming. He couldn’t locate any stationary star that would give him a pole to navigate by.
 On the seventh day, Aidan heard it—a thundering rush like a mighty falls. Aidan tied off the boat’s rudder, and then rode Fala aloft to see where the drop was.

He didn’t see it. There was nothing but water for leagues in all directions.

Fala set Aidan back down in the boat and then curled up in the stern.
The next day, there was no ignoring it anymore. Along with the rushing sound, now there was a palpable drag in the current—as of a great volume of water moving his boat off course.
 Aidan was slow to realize that the current wasn’t running exactly crosswise. There was a curve its course. The arc was slight, but it was definite.
 Aidan hadn’t seen the change earlier, because the whole of it was too enormous to be taken in with one look, and Fala hadn’t been flying high enough to see the current’s true dimension.
The water was spiraling, vast, forceful. 

And downward.

 Aidan’s little sailboat listed to the starboard, now. Hard. Then it was racing sideways across a churning wall of water that was funneling down in a titanic spiral. 
Came the sickening crack of his mast breaking. The sail covered him like shroud.
The oars wrenched themselves out of Aidan’s hands. He ducked as one flew over his head.

The boat foundered in the heavy current.
Aidan went under. 
He couldn’t see the light anymore. He couldn’t tell up from down.

Some part of the boat hit him in the roiling darkness. His lungs burned. He needed to breathe.
He felt something moving next to him. Fala, he hoped. 

Jaws closed on the back of his tunic and pulled. Fala was trying to drag him out of the water, but the vortex had a hold of Fala, too. Fala couldn’t even move his own wings. The water had him now.
 Aidan didn’t think he was moving upward, but his head suddenly broke surface and he inhaled with a huge gasp.

The surface of the water was sideways. He glimpsed the other side of the vast whirlpool—a gray wall of water, almost a solid mass. The sound hammered at his ears like an avalanche. Flying droplets stung like buckshot on his face. He gasped for air as the current sucked him and his boat in. His head went under again. 
He felt a hard tug at the back of his tunic. It was Fala. Fala was still with him, not letting go, even to save himself.

Then all was dark and roaring.

 Aidan and Fala went down and down.
And down.
Then there was a large moving mass in the deep, darker in the darkness. And the scaled coils of a monster enclosed him.
 Aidan didn’t quite know what was happening, only that this was the end. He was going to die. And he was bringing his brave loyal Fala down with him. If he let himself sob he would drown all the quicker. He deserved to die, but Fala didn’t deserve this.
 Suddenly he was wrenched out from the thundering whirlpool. He gasped. His lungs filled with air. Aidan thought he’d been clutched by a giant sea snake, but these enormous bonds were not the coils of a sea serpent. They were the toes of a gargantuan winged creature he had only ever seen in drawings. And Aidan was suddenly airborne, suspended above the roaring vortex by this heavy-winged beast the size of a building. Aidan knew from pictures in books back in the Citadel library that this vast creature was a harpy.

The harpy’s feathers were colored buff and white, and they looked soft. Water bounced off them.

The hulking harpy itself looked ferocious, with mad red eyes and a heavy hooked beak the size of a man, and these, the out-sized opposable talons that carried Aidan up and across the expanse of water, back toward land.
“Fala!” Aidan tried to cry, frantic, wrenching his head around all directions. “Fala!”

A sob rose in his throat, sick with fear and loss. He screamed at the harpy to go back and get Fala.
And then he spotted Fala, trailing way behind him, frantic, his wings pumping madly to catch up.
* * *
 Aidan woke on the beach. He didn’t remember passing out. His head was pillowed on a soft furry moving warmth that turned out to be Fala.

On opening his eyes, Aidan saw a lot of people running toward him, but those stopped short because the young storm cloud of a falconwolf, Talionis, wouldn’t let anyone else near Aidan. Little Tal yowled at the crowd to back away.

 Aidan gazed up at the lovely blue sky. Carn had told him not to tarry here. He had spoken of snares. Carn might have been more specific, Aidan thought, resentful. Son of a bitch should’ve just told him what was out there.
He glimpsed movement from the corner of his eye. Saw a back-lit figure running toward him. Aidan reconized the shape.
Hector raced in and dropped to his knees in the sand at Aidan’s side. “You’re alive!” Hector cried. He clutched Aidan’s shoulders and searched him up and down for injury, not sounding convinced that Aidan lived.
 Aidan half rolled onto his side and spat up water.

Hector felt him all over for broken bones. Once assured that Aidan was still whole, Hector asked, “So what’d you discover?”
A very pretty, sweet-smelling nymph with almond eyes and petal lips crowded Hector’s shoulder. Aidan gazed at her, distracted. The nymph daubed honey onto his peeling lips with her graceful forefinger.

What was the question?

 Aidan closed his eyes. He croaked. “I discovered the sogging drain.”
 Aidan was several days in recovering from his ordeal in the maelstrom. He was feeling battered and disgusted with his useless discovery. He was not in any hurry to move on now. The seashore was a beautiful place to heal. Young pretty women came to him at different hours with scented oils and sweet drinks. They brought fresh pillows and adjusted his sunshade and smoothed healing balm on his peeling lips and his nose and the tips of his ears.
Came the day that an octopus washed up on the beach. It might have slipped back into the sea on a wave, but instead, it purposely wrapped its tentacles around a rock to keep itself from being swept back into the sea. The octopus looped its way to higher ground. It seemed intent on reaching Aidan.

As it came closer, Aidan sat up, wary. But the creature’s motions and its soft bubbling sounds were not threatening. They were, if anything, amiable. Aidan got the impression that the creature wanted to talk. 
The octopus stopped advancing when it was within tentacle reach. It sat there, bubbling.

“Hi there,” Aidan said and smiled. 

He let the octopus come closer. He sensed kindly intent from this creature. He leaned forward and extended a hand.
The octopus reached out one tentacle. 
Aidan reached toward the tip of the seeking tentacle with his forefinger. 
On contact, Aidan jerked back, startled. 
In that brief touch he had sensed with a gentle jolt, an awareness.
Aidan scrambled excitedly to re-connect with the tentacle.
“Do you exist?” the octopus asked as soon as they were touching again.
Aidan was astounded. Immediately he understood the creature’s bubbling question. Aidan stuttered through his giddy smile. “I’m pretty sure I do. Exist, I mean. Who wants to know?”

Aidan sensed laughter from the octopus’s mind, with the word popping into his head: “Clever.”

“You can see me, can’t you?” Aidan asked. The octopus had quite a number of eyes.
“Yes,” the octopus said.

“My name is Aidan. What’s yours?”
The octopus sounded a musical note.

“Middle C? Your name is middle C?” Aidan asked, as he sang the note back to the octopus.
The octopus changed colors. Its tentacles moved in what looked like—to Aidan anyway—delight.
Middle C the octopus reached out a tentacle and placed one sucker on top of Aidan’s head and maintained contact this time. Now, Aidan could understand everything the octopus said.
And Aidan and the octopus pondered the nature of existence.
“Because I am having this conversation with you, I posit that I exist,” said Middle C. “And also that you exist, because this conversation is not possible if either you or I do not exist.”
“I believe the assumption is valid,” Aidan said. “If you don’t exist, then who am I talking to?”

“I assume that you and I exist,” said Middle C. “The harder question now is why do we exist?”

“Oh, that one’s way out of my league,” Aidan said.

“But it’s a question worthy of pondering, is it not,” said Middle C.
“I’m having trouble conceiving of a time when there was no existence. One cannot just assume there was a time when nothing existed and then everything suddenly came into being.”
“One can make the assumption,” Middle C said. “That doesn’t mean the assumption is valid, of course.”

“Does it make a difference whether the world and the cosmos always existed or if it came into existence later, when time began?” Aidan asked.
“Practically speaking, perhaps not,” Middle C responded. “Philosophically speaking, it makes all the diffence in the world, so to say.”

“Are there other lands besides this one?” Aidan asked.

“Other lands? I don’t understand,” Middle C said. 
“Places like this one, solid ground above water where people walk.”

“This land is very large,” Middle C said. “I couldn’t tell you how large, because I have no measure. Large as compared to what? I have met with no hostility along this shore. Some of the dolphins report that they’ve been challenged for food. But the dolphins give your people rides, and your kind throw food to them in return.”
After Aidan and Middle C had been talking for a while in the open air, Aidan worried about Middle C’s skin.

Aidan spotted a child’s play bucket, and he asked Middle C, “Would you like me to fill this with water so you don’t have to lump all the way down to the shore line to get wet?”

“That would be most kind, Aidan. But I propose we continue this conversation at the water line, if that would not be uncomfortable for you.”
“It wouldn’t be uncomfortable at all. I like to wade. Here, let me carry you. You’re all sandy and you’re getting dry.” Aidan crouched down, collected up Middle C and all his appendages and carried him to the shoreline. Middle C weighed no more than a medium sized dog.
On being set down in the shallows, Middle C sang with relief. He snuggled down into the wet sand at the water’s edge. “Ooooh, that’s better.”
“What do you do, Middle C?” Aidan asked.
Middle C pondered several moments, then replied, “If I understand the question, I must introduce myself as a neophyte of the fourth grade of the philosophers’ academy. We seek explanations for the order of the universe derived by pure deduction.”

“Ever get out and look at things?” Aidan asked.
“You mean field work. Yes, I do,” Middle C said. “I just did. I met you. But I confess we’re really not supposed to.”

“There’s a reason for that,” Aidan said. “My kind eats your kind.”

“I’ve heard that,” Middle C said. 
“Please don’t get careless around the other humans. Some of us are good. Some of us are evil. Some of us are hungry. Better you just avoid us altogether in case you meet the wrong sort next encounter,” Aidan said.
And Middle C caught Aidan remembering his pet octopus. The memory of finding it dead in the tank still hurt.
“How sad,” Middle C said.

“Skak!  I didn’t mean to share that!” Aidan said. He had not wanted to let on that octopuses didn’t live long at all where he came from.
“Don’t be afraid for me,” Middle C said cheerfully answering Aidan’s thought. I will outlive you. Unless I get eaten, of course.” And the octopus winked.
“How long have you been studying philosophy?” Aidan asked.

“Not long. Only two hundred years,” Middle C said.
Aidan was surprised. “Well then, you can cry for me when I go.”

“I will surely do so, if someone informs me of your passing,” Middle C said.

“I would love to study philosophy with you, Middle C,” Aidan said.

“You must not,” Middle C said.

“But why?” Aidan cried, wounded.
“There are important things I must do. Places I must be,” Middle C said.
“You’re leaving me, Middle C?” Aidan said, dismayed. “Not just for today? For good?” Aidan felt the loss already.
“Yes,” Middle C said. “There is somewhere you must be as well, Aidan Chandlerson.”

Aidan was stunned.

“Please, Middle C. Is there anything I can say to make you stay for even a little while longer?”

“Well,” Middle C turned all kinds of colors as if blushing. Maybe Middle C really was blushing. The octopus confessed, “There is something that would make me tarry here a short time longer. But it truly would be only a very short while longer.”

“What? What do you want?” Aidan begged.
Middle C turned pink, then purple and he confessed his wish.

Aidan thought Fala would object, but he didn’t. Fala appeared to be laughing.
So Aidan saddled Fala. He showed Middle C where to fit his tentacles into the shin sheathes and how to grip the handles. He advised Middle C where not to loop a tentacle. 
“Don’t try to steer Fala,” Aidan told the octopus. And he gave Middle C a signal he could use in case he panicked and wanted to quit immediately.

When Middle C was aboard Fala, with all his tentacles tucked firmly in place, Fala set off at a canter across the tideline and then, in several broad wingbeats they were up into the air. The falconwolf and the octopus rose higher and higher and became very small.
Aidan paced, clutching and unclutching his fists, fretting, imagining everything and anything that could go wrong.
He lost sight of Fala altogether. He died by degrees.

Then he spotted the shape coming in over the horizon. It was Fala, gliding low across the water, paws skimming the surface, the tips of his primary feathers kissing the waves. And then he hove up and touched down on the wet sand, octopus still in place, holding on for dear life.

Fala trotted across the shoreline to Aidan. 

Middle C let go, and oozed down from the saddle, and then plopped into the shallows.

Aidan ran to the octopus, who had turned greenish white. Aidan knelt in the water, got hold of a tentacle, held it between his hands. It was quivering.  Aidan begged, “Are you okay?”
Some color oozed back into the pale Middle C. The octopus put a sucker to Aidan’s head and Aidan heard his thought: THAT WAS AWESOME!
When the octopus stopped trembling it touched a tentacle to Aidan’s hand and said, “ I am happy to have known you, Aidan Chandlerson.”
“You’re really leaving me, Middle C?” Aidan cried.
“Yes,” Middle C said.
“Please don’t go!” Aidan said.

“I must. You know I must. And you know you must. There is somewhere you must be. I shall remember this day always, Aidan Chandlerson.”

And Middle C undulated out to deeper water on his tentacles, then jetted away into the deep.
Missing his friend, Aidan strolled among the reed huts that stood all along the beach. The shelters were all different sizes, and all of them were decorated with flowering vines. Aidan wondered how they were constructed.
Then he discovered that the huts were not constructed at all. They were alive. They grew themselves into airy, fragrant shelters to satisfy their occupant’s desire. Their windows shifted with the angle of the sun and the direction of the breezes. The huts re-sized their doorways to accommodate those who used them.

 Aidan coaxed some fragrant vines to make a shelter for him in which to compose his thoughts while he wrote his plea to the Two Kings, accusing the falconwolf rider who killed his mother of murder, and demanding the nobleman’s death.
Young men came to his hut. They called him out for game of ball. Aidan was surprised to be asked. While Aidan was at the Citadel, he had never been enlisted to play unless a team numbered an odd thirteen and they absolutely needed another player and there was no one else to ask. 

These men wanted him. They insisted that Aidan must come play with them.

Aidan didn’t know the rules but his teammates taught him, and he learned quickly.

Fun. He couldn’t believe he was having fun.
By the time he returned to his shelter, it was too dark to see, and he never liked to work by candlelight. 
He would start fresh in the morning to compose his legal complaint.

Morning came gently. Aidan’s shelter was good, never too hot or too cold. The breezes that wafted through it were always mild and smelling sweet. His writing . . . He still hadn’t written anything. He asked people on the beach which Kingdom this province belonged to—Falconwolf or Ravenwolf or was there another Kingdom he didn’t know about.

They didn’t understand the question.

That would explain why he had never heard of a falconwolf province on the seashore. This place was not part of the Falconwolf Kingdom.
But really, these could not possibly be Carn’s people either. There were no disgusting carrion-eating ravenwolves here. And Aidan really couldn’t picture leatherclad Carn and his menacing ravenwolf Midnight living in this soft sunlit paradise.
These folk were as nationless as the colorful birds and the darting fish and the merry butterflies.

Aidan listened to the children laughing, and to the beguiling voices of women singing. 

He made adjustments to his hut’s windows. He changed out the flowering vines, and he lay down on his soft pallet.
The songs that carried in through the windows were distracting. The sung words stole his attention from his own thoughts.
He decided that he needed music without words. So he brought in a collection of brightly colored birds with sweet, musical voices to serenade him in his hut.

And lost count of the days.

 Aidan was dreaming in his flowering hut, a pleasant formless dream from which he did not want to wake. But then there were shouts that had no business at all in this peaceful fantasy. He woke with a jolt. The shouts from outside were real and not at all peaceful. People were howling.
The sounds of uproar came from the direction of the water’s edge. There was an inhuman scream. Aidan scrambled to his feet and ran outside, stumbling in the soft sand, hoping against hope that all this crying wasn’t something to do with Tal.

It was Tal.

Tal had killed a goat. 

 Aidan stood still, caught his breath, and let his heartbeat slow down. Well, okay. This was not a disaster. Tal was a falconwolf and that was a goat. It was entirely natural that Tal should want fresh meat. The killing shouldn’t disturb Aidan so. 
Tal was a growing carnivore. He didn’t want milk anymore. Fine. That was natural.
But it was not just any goat that Tal had killed here. It was the little nanny goat that Carn had given Aidan to replace the goat that used to nurse Tal when he was a tiny orphan falconwolf pup.

Tal wasn’t tiny anymore. He was nearly the size of a pony—a thick bodied, short-legged, muscular pony with broad wings. He had lost his fluffy undercoat of puppy fur. His wings, when he stretched them, were wide and sleek and fully fledged. He had a full set of adult wolf teeth in his heavy jaws. Aidan hadn’t noticed any of that happening.
When had all this happened?
The killing of the goat unsettled Aidan. Not just the killing, but the violence of it. Sara’s darling little puppy had torn apart the creature that had nursed him through his infancy. And Tal was still at it, snarling, tearing, growling. 

 Aidan dodged a flying—

 Aidan didn’t want to know what part of the goat that was.

He was shocked how big Tal had got without him noticing. Tal had come here inside a baby pouch on Aidan’s chest.
Exactly how long had they been here on the beach?

Tal hadn’t taken his first flight yet. His wings weren’t big enough to carry him into the air, much less carry anything else aloft with him. So of course they couldn’t leave the beach yet.

That they could still travel on foot didn’t seem an idea worth considering.

 Aidan decided they would go when Tal could fly and carry things. Soon. It would be soon. In the meantime, Aidan sought out a medicine woman to concoct a soothing elixir to calm his mother’s angry young falconwolf.

Sundown arrived with music and laughter as it always did. There was a bonfire on the beach this night, a roasting pig (gently killed), a fiddler and a drummer and always a tambourine. 

A young maiden danced around the leaping fire. Very well, she was not terribly young and likely not a maiden. Her name was Naineh. She was alive and wild as the forest. She had golden skin, and soft brown, knowing eyes. She pulled Aidan into the dancing line.

“I have no name or fortune,” Aidan warned her before she could waste her wiles on him. She could do far better elsewhere.

“Then it’s well that I don’t want a man’s name. I want a dance,” Naineh said.
Dance. Aidan heard her words, but he was not sure what she was saying. He didn’t dare hope that she was asking for what he wanted her to be asking. Even though Aidan was son of a madam and he knew how these things were done, he had never danced with a woman before.
The tune was over.
Naineh took Aidan by the hand, and she led him away from the beach into the deep shadows of the forest. The whole world was singing.

 Aidan and Naineh danced where a different sort of fire blazed.

In the morning, Aidan found that Hector had also been beguiled. Hector’s woman was named Lypsa, golden-skinned, long-limbed, and yellow-haired. Her laughter was melodic.
 Aidan and Hector, and Naineh and Lypsa swam together, played in the sun, laughed in the downpours. On the beach, Aidan played ogre for the squealing children, who giggled when caught.

The children. Always the same ones. They were changeless. Aidan had not noticed that strangeness until he thought about providing for Naineh in case she carried his child.

He lost that thought.

 Aidan and Hector and the women spent long sweet days in the sun, and long sweet nights under the stars that twinkled in a warm velvet sky. Aidan existed in a dream haze of pleasure. Tomorrow he would set out again on his journey to seek an audience with the Two Kings.

Always tomorrow.

Until Tal bit him.

 Aidan stared at the blood. There was not a lot of it, but it was blood and it was his, and that was Tal snarling at him. 

Tal growled, a low adult voiced growl, showing formidable adult teeth.

“What the hell!” Aidan cried, staring into the eyes of pure fury.

Sara’s orphaned pup, no longer small, curled his lips back. Deep growls heaved from Tal’s chest. His hackles stood straight up, vibrating. Tal wanted his mother’s killer. Wanted him dead a long time ago.
Tal’s wrath woke Aidan up. 

His fear gave way to guilt and sick horror.

For all love, what am I doing here?

Then a messenger bird arrived. It wasn’t a dove, such as falconwolf riders used to carry messages. This bird was black. There was no note attached to its leg. It was a raven, and it carried its “message” in its hooked beak, and slapped Aidan in the face with it—a decomposing rat.
From Carn.

So Carn knew that Aidan wasn’t where he was supposed to be! How did Carn know?

Carn had been tremendously helpful to Aidan starting out on his quest. Carn had given Aidan shelter and aid and direction, trusting that Aidan was in pursuit of justice for his murdered mother and her orphaned falconwolf pup, Talionis. Carn had advised Aidan on how to approach the Two Kings and how to prepare his pleas for Court. 
 Aidan had traded away justice for sun, soft sands, starry nights, singing, laughter, drumbeats, and the dance. He felt sick with guilt. He had betrayed everyone, including himself. What was he doing here?

 Aidan tore off his crown of intoxicating flowers. He ran across the beach and burst in on Hector where he lay spent, entangled with his woman. Aidan shook the mattress that smelled of spice and beguiling nectar. “Hector! Wake up. We need to go! Now. Now. Now.”

Hector lifted an arm. Let it drop.

“You go on,” Hector mumbled. “I’ll get there. Maybe. Sometime.”

Aidan hovered over him. “No! I need to go right now.”

“Well?” Hector said. And let the word hang out there awhile. Eventually he picked up his wandering thought again. “Good bye then,” Hector finished. He exhaled as if dropping into sleep.

“Where is Sara’s pouch!” Aidan demanded, starting to panic.
Hector gave an indolent wave of his hand and made a puffing sound between his lips. “It’s .  .  . somewhere. Yeah. Somewhere.” Hector drifted off into sleep.
 Aidan paced, frantic, sick with fear and guilt. He couldn’t even thank Hector for getting him this far. He felt as if he had been given half of a bridge—and he had fallen off the end of it.
Skak! Skak! Skak! Aidan wasn’t without blame himself. It killed him to think so, but there it was. He had made a powerful ally in Carn, and then squandered all the help that the ravenwolf lord —not a lord—had given him. Aidan had not written a single word of his plea to the Two Kings. And where was Sara’s pouch and the arrow that killed her? He needed that arrow for evidence or he had no case.

He tore his shelter apart, murmuring desperately to Sara’s young falconwolf as he searched, out of his mind in despair. “I’m sorry, Tal. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Where could his pouch be?

Nothing that he had brought with him was here. Not his scrolls, not his quills, not the arrow that killed Sara. 

Tal ran off.
Aidan sat in the ruins of his shelter, his head in his hands.

Until something pushed into his face.

It was Tal, shoving Hector’s saddlebag at him. 
Things were where they had been since Aidan and Hector first dropped them on their arrival on the beach. 

Aidan reached inside with trembling hand. Touched a wooden shaft. He dared look into the saddlebag.

Blessedly, the damning arrow was still inside.
Aidan secured the bag shut. He saddled Fala, took both of their saddlebags—his and Hector’s— and he mounted Fala.

He patted his chest to signal Tal to jump up to ride in front of him.

A wholly ridiculous notion that. Aidan hadn’t noticed until this very moment just how big Tal had grown.
Tal broke into a run, spread his broad wings, and climbed into the sky. 

Fala, with Aidan on his back, had to fly fast to catch up.
*  *  *
The road became steep and rocky. Difficult walking for man and beast. Fala carried Aidan on the wing.

The road became a set of rough steps hewn into the rock. The steps led up to the top of a high plateau with sheer walls so anyone up there could see anyone approaching from a long way off.
Fala carried Aidan to the top. Tal followed.

Aidan and Fala and Tal set down for the night. They camped on a wide flat circular space. Aidan gathered brittle old branches and windblown chaff to kindle his fire. A voice that seemed to come from deep underneathe him him sounded from the earth below. “What are you doing?”

Aidan looked all around. He spoke into the air, “I’m sorry. Where are you? Am I tresspassing on your land?”

“You are camping on my eye.”

“I—” Aidan started. “Oh! I’m sorry!”

Now that he really looked at it, the circular space took on the dimensions of a giant open eye.

Aidan pulled up his tent stakes, gathered in his gear and scrambled to get out of the circle. “Did I hurt you?”

“No,” said the Rock.
Aidan looked around. “Where is your other eye?”

“Other eye?” the voice rumbled. “What a ridiculous question. I have only one eye. Ah. I see you have two eyes. That explains your question. How curious. Tell me about yourself. I don’t get out much.”

Aidan hesitated. “Is that a joke?”

“Was it funny?” the Eye asked.

“Yeah,” Aidan said carefully.

“Then it was a joke,” the Eye said.

“Is there more to you than your eye?” Aidan asked.
“Of course. My eye is just my eye. I am this whole rock.”

“And a grand rock you are, too.”
It was actually more of a mountain. 
Then a thin crevice appeared in the Rock, outside of the perimeter of its great eye. The crevice widened. Aidan crouched in alarm, ready to run, but he didn’t know where to go, when suddenly a red tendril, like a long skinny whip, lashed up from the fissure, snagged a bird in midflight, and reeled itself, with the bird, back down into the Rock. Aidan jerked backwards on reflex while the crevice clapped shut with a resounding bang, leaving no trace that any opening was ever there, except for a few feathers, floating on the air.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch one for you,” the Rock apologized. “Are you hungry?”

Aidan hadn’t realized how hungry he was. “Uh, next one, maybe?” Aidan suggested. He wasn’t going to pass up an offer of food.
“I can feed you,” the Rock said.  “Do you cook your kill?”

Aidan was immensely relieved to hear the question. “Yes, if I can. Is there somewhere I can build a camp fire without disturbing you?”

“Fire does not disturb me,” the Rock said. “Just not in my eye. Cook your game while I hear all about your journey. I collect stories. I have thousands.”
Aidan built a fire outside of the Rock’s eye and cooked the birds that the Rock caught with his whip tendril. Fala and Tal foraged for themselves. The falconwolves returned to the campfire atop the Rock and licked themselves clean while Aidan began telling the Rock of his journey.

Aidan thought to break camp at daybreak but the Rock wouldn’t have it. Aidan ended up spending the whole day telling stories and eating . The Rock kept him well fed and directed him to a sweetwater spring that flowed from its shoulder.
Unsettled by the Rock’s voracious hunger for stories, Aidan was beginning to think he would never be allowed to leave.

He conspired with his falconwolves to slip away after dark.

But as soon as Aidan saddled Fala, the fissure appeared in the Rock. It widened into a vast maw. The tendril whipped up from the crack in the Rock and wrapped itself quickly around Aidan, pulling him off his saddle, and dangling him in the air.

The tendril lifted Aidan high and held him firmly over the Rock’s gaping maw, waving Aidan side to side.
Aidan stared down into the darkness, nauseous with terror.
 I’m going to die.
Fala and Tal roared in fury and terror, helpless to do anything that might enrage the Rock.
The tendil’s motions slowed and it set Aidan down on his feet on solid grond next to Aidan’s campfire.
Aidan dropped down onto hands and knees, and he swayed, swallowing down bile. He felt as if he might disintegrate into the ground. But he wasn’t hurt. Not yet. His falconwolves fretted over him.
The Rock said, “I want another story.”

A raven croaked in the early dawn. 
A tremor welled up from deep inside the Rock. The tremor might’ve been fear. Might’ve been anger. It was difficult to read the mood of stone. Aidan and Hector stirred.

The raven fluttered down, and, with its beak, traced the line of the crevice by which the Rock fed.
The crevice parted. The tendril whipped out from the crevasse and darted at the raven.

“No!” Aidan cried, terrified for the raven’s sake.
But instead of getting snared by the Rock’s tendril, the raven deftly closed its beak on the tendril, stopping just short of biting it in two.

The raven stood on the Rock, tendril in beak, waiting for the Rock’s next move.

“Make it let go,” the Rock rumbled. There was a tremor of fear in its deep voice. “Make it let go!”
The raven croaked, holding the tendril fast.
“I don’t know how to make it do anything, ” Aidan told the Rock. “It’s not my raven.”
The raven croaked, harsh and ominous. 
“It follows you,” the Rock said. “Make it let go of me.”
“The raven belongs to Lord Carn,” Aidan said. “You let me go!”
The ground trembled at the name.

“You are free to go,” the Rock said unhappily.

And the raven let go of the Rock’s tendril. The tendril instantly reeled itself back into the Rock.

The fissure clapped shut with a boom and sealed itself closed without so much as a line to suggest there might ever have been an opening there.

Aidan paused at the stony silence. Then he shouted at the silent Rock. “I am leaving. If another falconwolf and rider come this way, you will let them pass. In return for that I will send new stories back to you as they occur. Don’t eat the doves that carry my stories, or else I’ll take a different road home and you won’t get any more stories from me.”
The Rock fell silent as a grave.

*  *  *
 Aidan, Fala, and Tal came to a place where the shore road turned again, extending away to the left. 
Straight ahead, in the distance, Aidan could see hills rising hazy on the forward horizon, which meant they had come to the root of a long peninsula.

 Aidan remembered that Carn had expressly told him to stick to the shoreline. In fact Carn had said, “You are going to want to leave the coast road. Don’t.”

But it was clear—now that Aidan saw it—that if he just continued straight on across the root of this peninsula instead of slavishly tracing the coastal path of this very long detour, he could knock miles off his journey to the Capital City. He really needed to make up time. And the more he thought about it, the more ridiculous it seemed for him to slavishly trace a giant loop when he could just fly straight onward. The better route was so very obvious that he should not even be debating the question. What was Carn thinking?
He mounted Fala and they flew forward over the golden fields of the penninsula, Tal on their heels.
The sun was high and warm. Its rays lifted a gentle fragrance from the melting golden meadows down below. Aidan’s eyelids kept shutting themselves. He didn’t want to drift off on Fala’s back in case there were decisions to be made when he picked up the coast road again. Fala’s slow, labored wingbeats made Aidan feel as if he were trying to run under water. Young Talionis was falling behind and, finally, young Tal mushed down into the yellow field. 
Aidan had to go back for him.

He found Tal fast asleep among the golden flowers. Aidan nudged him with his knee. “Come on, Tal. Let’s go.”

Behind him, Fala was hanging his head. The falconwolf swayed on his feet, closed his eyes, and dropped into the soft, fragrant, golden grass with a great sigh.
Aidan threw up his hands.

Fine.

He gave up. Maybe if they all just napped for a few moments. . . .

Woke in the golden field, snakes slithering around his head. The snakes didn’t seem interested in Aidan at the moment.
 Aidan tried to move. He couldn’t lift his arms. He could not move anything below his neck.

His chin was on level with the ground. His mind was foggy, and he was slow to realize that he had been buried standing straight up.

“Tal! Fala!” he shouted. Tried to shout. It came out more of a slurred garble. He could scarcely breathe. The earth kept settling heavier around his chest every time he exhaled.

 Aidan was aware of someone standing over him, behind him. The being smelled male.

 Aidan resisted the impulse to ask for help, horribly certain that the man who stood over him here meant for him to be exactly here.

 Aidan heard the sound of a parchment scroll unrolling. Then a male voice: “Let’s see what lies you meant to tell the Falconwolf King about me. Ah.”

The voice dropped, disappointed. Stayed silent for a long time.

 Aidan had failed to write a single line of his plea to the Two Kings, accusing this speaker of complicity in the murder of Aidan’s mother. 
The parchment was blank.

“A man of few words,” the old Archos said.

 Aidan had torn up his earlier attempts to describe the murder of his mother, the conversion of his land, and all the wrongs done to him in the Citadel, the old Archos’s insane orders to kill all the falconwolves. Aidan had got nothing coherent down on parchment while he was lazing on the warm beach with Naineh and talking of philosophy with Middle C.

It was good that Aidan had failed to commit any of his complaint against the Old Archos to writing. The old Archos stood over Aidan now like an old gray headstone.

“What have you to say in your defense, boy?” the old Achos said.

 Aidan said nothing. His mother had told him there was power in silence. She also warned him that there was danger in silence.

You get ‘em mad enough, they’ll kick the skak out of you.
Any words Aidan spoke now would only give the old Archos something to twist. Barring divine intervention, there was no way Aidan was getting out of this grave alive.

He hoped Tal and Fala had got free.

The old Archos announced in full voice, as if to a large audience, that he was holding Aidan’s trial here on the golden meadow. 
“Hear ye! Hear ye, my people!”
The sun was hot. Aidan closed his eyes. He drifted in and out of consciousness. The kicks to his head did nothing to keep him awake. His thoughts floated in memory.
The downfall of the old Archos had come when he attempted to assert his absolute mastery over the knights of the Citadel and their falconwolves. The old Archos had given orders that no thinking being could carry out, all to prove his absolute power to make his men obey him, right or wrong.

The falconwolf knights of the Citadel—all of them—had refused the deranged, unlawful order, then they—all of the knights again—overthrew the rule of this man, the old Archos.

Apparently the old Archos thought his downfall was Aidan’s doing—as if Aidan had any power over the decisions of the falconwolf knights of the Citadel.
The old Archos read off a litany of wrongs in loud full voice as if addressing a packed colliseum. Aidan had no idea who the old Archos was talking to out here in the field.

Aidan drifted off.
Woke to whiskers tickling his face. Something sharp pricked his nose.

“Hey!” Aidan croaked, opening his eyes.
Rats. The old Archos was holding court before a loose jury of wild rats, which were all too interested in Aidan’s head. Aidan suddenly wanted the snakes back. Aidan gnashed his teeth at the twitching nose that touched his lips. The rat leapt back, but not far. Its whiskers tilted one way then the other, as if considering another assault.
“Aidan, son of no one, you are guilty of high treason,” the old Archos pronounced in full voice. “Your execution will be carried out after the feast. Wake up. I can’t let you miss this.”

 Aidan woke up again. Didn’t remember falling asleep. He was missing half the day. The sun had moved. 

Something smelled delicious. He didn’t want to know what it was.

Saw it, as he was meant to. The stripped carcass of a beast the size of a falconwolf encased in charred black wings turned on a spit over glowing coals.

Fala!

 Aidan died inside. He was so faint and sick he couldn’t even raise fury at the old Archos’s gloating. Aidan’s spirit had been bludgeoned out of him entirely. He quivered. Colored blots floated before his teary eyes. He hoped he was dying. He didn’t deserve to live.
Even if by some miracle Hector tore himself away from the pleasures of the sea shore and decided to catch up with Aidan, Hector wouldn’t find him, because Aidan was not following the road that Carn told them to take. Aidan had not followed the coast road around the pennisula. He had taken a short cut—the precise way that Carn forbade him to go. There had been a reason for that warning.
No one could possibly find Aidan here. 

There could be no rescue from this hell. 
And Aidan didn’t want to live anyway. He felt his departed loved ones very near him now.
Mama. Fala. I’m coming.

His only hope left in this world was that young Talionis might have got away.
But then he saw the old Archos carrying another bound, motionless beast across his shoulders. And he saw there was another spit set over another bed of burning coals, waiting for another victim.
The old Archos ducked his head and let the beast drop to the ground. It was Tal, in a dead sleep. Or just dead.
 Aidan screamed his heart out.
CHAPTER FIVE
A shadow moved across the yellow flowered meadow under a cloudless sky. The floating darkness crossed again, growing in size. 

It dropped like a building on the old Archos. 
The old man’s brittle bones snapped easily under the falconwolf Zephyr’s giant paws.

The old Archos’s own faithful falconwolf Ersta screamed in horror—that sound cut short with the jaws of Zephyr tearing Ersta’s throat open.
Parched, Aidan could scarcely open one eye a bare slit to see Hector leap down from Zephyr’s back and dash clear while Zephyr savagely shook the last life out of the old Archos’s falconwolf, Ersta.
And now Hector raced to where Aidan stood entombed up to his chin in the ground. Hector shouted at him. “Are you alive!” Hector was wearing woven mesh of leafy boughs around his head.
 Aidan couldn’t talk.
Hector dropped to his knees and placed something light and pleasant over Aidan’s head. Aidan inhaled sweet breaths through a netting of woven herbs.
Immediately the fog began to lift from his mind. His thoughts ran more clearly with each sweet cool breath. He saw that Hector and Zephyr were wearing weedy veils now as well.
And then, as his thoughts cleared, Aidan was horrified past his ability to bear. He rasped, anguished, “Fala!” 

“I’ll get you out of here,” Hector said quickly, and he barked to summon his own falconwolf, “Zephyr!”
Hector didn’t even get out the command for Zephyr to dig. Already, great pawfulls of dirt dragged away from Aidan’s cocoon of earth. 

“Carn is fit to skin us,” Hector said.

“Fala!” Aidan screeched. His thoughts ran hideously more clear with each cooling breath he took through his mask of herbs. Very soon he was wide awake—and devastated.
“Stop crying, Aidan,” Hector scolded. Then, “Zephyr! Dig faster!”

 Aidan sobbed. “Fala is dead!”

“What!” Hector shouted.
 Aidan gestured with his head in the direction of the fire pit. “There.”

“What there?” Hector demanded.

At Aidan’s nod, Hector stalked to the skinned animal spitted over the glowing coals. Hector was wearing heavy riding gloves, so he could pull the charred wings away from the roasting carcass without getting burned. “This isn’t Fala,” he called back to Aidan. “It’s not even a falconwolf. It has hoofs. And these wings are—I can’t tell what they are. They don’t belong to this thing.”

Hector threw the charred wings aside.

“Where’s Fala!” Aidan cried. “Where’s Tal!”

“Sleeping!” Hector shouted, flinging his arms wide at the golden field. “You failed botany, didn’t you?” 

“Didn’t see the use in it,” Aidan mumbled, his mind fat. If it didn’t attract honeybees, he wasn’t interested.
“This is a soma field, you ass! Here.” Hector pushed a water skin into Aidan’s hands. 

Weak from anguish and the hammering sun, Aidan’s trembling hands dropped the waterskin. Hector retrieved it and held for Aidan drink from until Aidan could hold it for himself. 
 Aidan drank deeply and inhaled the herbal scent through his woven mask. His mind cleared with each breath. He croaked, trembling. Hector gave him another water skin.
At last the tremors began to subside. Aidan groaned. He pressed his fist to his forehead. “My mom’s gonna kill me.”

 Aidan forgot for that moment that Sara was dead. He could hear her now inside his head: And you the beekeeper’s son! For shame.
“You’d think you would remember learning about soma at least!” Hector said. “Most lads stay awake for the poisonous plants section!” 

“Must’ve slept through that chapter,” Aidan mumbled, his voice muffled through his veil of herbs. “How did you find me?”

“I got a raven from Carn.”

“Carn!” Aidan cried. “How does Carn know I’m here?”

“I don’t know. He knows everything about everything. He sent these to me on the beach.” Hector held up two more herb-laced headstalls like the one his falconwolf, Zephyr, was wearing.

Hector slid the falconwolf-sized headstalls over the noses of slumbering Fala and Talionis.

“I wish Carn was our Archos,” Aidan mumbled sitting in the yellow flowers.

“I wish he was my father,” Hector said. “Xander is gonna skin me alive. I bet he’s a lord— I mean Carn is one. I don’t care what he says.”  And Hector then mimicked Carn’s annoyed voice, “Don’t call me Lord. I am Carn.”

 Aidan added weakly in his best Carn imitation, “Carn is enough.” And they both laughed, grateful to all powers that Carn was looking after them. Aidan was still quaking from the horror just passed. He crawled to Fala and Tal. He stroked them. Felt them breathing. They stirred.
Fala’s ears twitched. Tal sneezed, waking up.

“Do you think he’s a sorceror?” Hector asked, seriously. “Carn is?”
“Not sure I believe in those,” Aidan said. “He could be a Consul.”

“Yah. They’re like lords, only they’re actually helpful. You can drink all of that.” Hector nodded at the water skin. “I have lots.” 

“Carn could be a Consul,” Aidan said. “I would not have known I could petition the Ravenwolf King along with our Falconwolf King.”

“You and me,” Hector said. “I had no idea. Ravenwolf riders have an undeserved reputation.”

“Well, they do eat carrion and smell like decomp,” Aidan said.
“There is that,” Hector agreed.
Thinking back to their stay with Carn, Aidan finally thought to wonder, “How did Carn know Sara was murdered before Tal’s eyes? I know I didn’t tell him that.”
“What?” Hector said.

“Carn said Sara was murdered before Tal’s eyes. How could he know that?”

“You must’ve told him,” Hector said simply.
“I didn’t,” Aidan said.
“We had a lot to drink that night,” Hector said. “We probably told him.”

“Yeah,” Aidan said. But he knew that they hadn’t.
“Help me bury this slug,” Hector said, dragging the old Archos’s body toward the hole meant to be Aidan’s standing grave.

“Bury him?” Aidan glanced up at the sky where winged scavengers circled. “Why deprive the ravens? I like ravens.”

“Bad idea,” Hector cautioned. “Things circle round.”

“So they are circling!” Aidan said, gazing up at the wheeling birds.
“And those aren’t ravens, Hector said. “They’re vultures. Here. The old Archos dug this hole, didn’t he? He should go in it.”

Aidan nodded. The idea had a certain balance.

Hector made absolutely certain that the man was entirely dead first. Not out of compassion. Aidan just didn’t want to be the sort of man who buried people alive. He sliced the Archos’s throat. Felt a little ill doing it. 

No blood spurted or pulsed. A little bit of it just spilled. The man was dead.
Bile rose in Aidan’s throat. His whole body quivered, and he threw up.
“It’s not easy,” Hector told Aidan with a brotherly thump on his back. “You’re not weak. You’re a good man, Aidan Chandlerson.”

“I’m going to be useless as a soldier,” Aidan said.

“No, you won’t. Trust me. When it’s for king and country and home and hearth, you will do what you need to. Now let’s do this.”
 Hector helped Aidan slide the old Archos’s body into the hole headfirst.

Unfortunately, the hole had been dug to be neck high on Aidan. It wasn’t deep enough to hold all of the old Archos. The old Archos’s feet weren’t quite underground, but there was nothing for it. Aidan and Hector needed to get themselves out of the soma field quickly.

Their falconwolves were awake now and eager to be gone from here. They kicked some dirt over the Archos’s feet—just a scattering to cover them—then they were all airborne again.
They flew to the sea and followed the coastline south.

 Aidan called across to Hector as they flew side by side on a cool sea wind. “Why didn’t the old Archos kill Fala and Tal for real? Why just make me think he was killing them?”

“I suppose he wanted to torture only you, not Fala and Tal so much.”
“Skak!” Aidan cried.
There was a shred of decency in that. The old Archos wasn’t pure evil. He was only mostly evil.
“I should have buried him right side up,” Aidan said.
“Not turning back and doing it over,” Hector said.

“No,” Aidan agreed. 
They flew on in silence for a while. Then Aidan called across to Hector, “How did you get past the Rock?”
“What Rock?” Hector called back.

“Big Rock on the seacoast. Big round eye on top.”

“Flew around it. How else?” Hector said.

As they flew on, a quivering lodged itself in Aidan’s middle and wouldn’t quit. He thought of all the people he meant to name in his summons in the Court of the Two Kings. They would come because they must, carried to court by harpies if need be. And they would come angry. Aidan, son of a madam was only just charging noblemen with grand theft, conspiracy, conversion, and murder.

And, for the man whose arrow killed Sara, Aidan was demanding nothing less than death.
The day turned fair. Aidan and Fala and Hector and Zephyr climbed into the glorious blue sky and soared over the green pastures.

Aidan was thinking about putting down to rest their falcowolves’ wings and refresh their water bottles when winged creatures came at them out of the sun. Aidan immediately thought they were falconwolf riders sent to capture or kill them, but the shapes of their pursuers were not right. The winged creatures were rounded and hooved.

Horses. These were winged horses.

Aidan had heard of the Pegasus, and he had seen drawings of its kind. After all, there wasn’t a little girl in creation who didn’t draw pictures of winged horses, but Aidan had not known until this moment that a Pegasus actually existed.

Here they were, eight of them.

They circled out of the sun with their broad wings. Their riders waved, smiling from horseback, while women on the ground motioned excitedly for Aidan and Fala to follow them down.

Aidan brought Fala in line behind one of the Pegasus riders and followed her down to a wide beautifully manicured plantation.
Eight spry young women jumped down from their winged white steeds to welcome Aidan and his falconwolf to their home. 

The young riders were trim, athletic, and they were all and handsomely dressed. Their riding tack was fashioned from the finest leathers, beautifully tooled. Their hair was worn long and clean and artfully braided and beaded with gemstones. The Pegasus riders’ eyes were heavily lined with kohl, probably against the sun glare up high where they flew.
They flashed bright white smiles with perfect teeth. Their faces turned up to watch Hector bring Zephyr down to earth and fold his elegant falcon wings. 

All the young Pegasus riders marvelled. “Well, look at that!” 
“Is that a falconwolf?” one young man asked Aidan.

“No, it’s a canary,” another of the Pegasus riders answered for his comrade. “Of course it’s a ruddy falconwolf!”

“It is,” Aidan told the first man, then added, “A falconwolf. Not a canary.”

“Outstanding!” the first man said. 

As elegantly attired as the young riders were, they had a poor grasp on the concept on how to welcome travellers. Hector needed to actually ask for water for himself and Aidan, and for their falconwolves. An offer of water was expected by travellers everywhere in both kingdoms. It was a universal greeting.

Instead, these young people strolled around Hector’s and Aidan’s falconwolves, marvelling and chattering to one another without regard for their visitors comfort.
“Might we have some water?” Hector asked. Aidan heard the slight brittleness in Hector’s voice. The Pegasus riders didn’t notice it.

On second request, one of the Pegasus riders nodded briskly sideways toward a line of willow trees down the slope. “Stream’s over there.”

Hector nodded a bow. “Thank you, sir.” His voice was brittle. He started toward the stream.

One of the young women danced out ahead of Hector, her hips showing him the way. She wasn’t carrying anything that might hold water.

Aidan nudged Fala and Zephyr and muttered low, “Look to yourselves.”

The falconwolves trotted down to the streamside to drink. The Pegasus riders followed them down.

“I’m looking forward to a game,” one of the Pegasus riders said, leaning against a tree.
Hector didn’t look back at him. “I’m afraid we don’t play games.” He stoppered one of his water bags.
Aidan echoed for himself and Fala, “We don’t.”

“Ah, but we do,” a young Pegasus rider said. “And so, now, do you.” All the warmth had dropped out of the Pegasus rider’s voice. The expressions of the other horsemen were predatory.

Aidan opened his mouth to protest, but the young man said, “You are on our game board. You will need to compensate us for this trespass.”

“Trespass?” Aidan echoed. He looked to the other Pegasus riders for help, but they were not on his side. 
“How can this be trespass?” Aidan cried. “You invited us down!”

“I don’t recall extending an invitation,” the young man said, disingenuous. One of the women shook her head in agreement. Nope, she never heard such an invitation.
Aidan coughed, astonished. “Then what does this mean?” Aidan mimicked the first rider’s hearty welcome, his jumping up and down and waving his arms for Aidan and Fala and Hector and Zephyr to come on down. 

“Dunno. Does it mean you’ve been in the sun too long?” the young man said like a guess.

“Now you are just being sly,” Hector said. “We invoke the right of hospitality.” 

“What’s that?”

Aidan and Hector both blinked as if they’d been slapped in the face.

“It’s universal law,” Hector said.

“Never heard of it. But I have heard of freeloaders,” the Pegasus rider said. “We boil and eat those.”

“Fry,” another Pegasus rider said. “I take my freeloaders fried.”

“What compensation do you require for whatever trespass you imagine we’ve committed?” Hector asked, straining to keep a civil voice, impatient to be gone from here.

“You owe us game,” the one called Bledzo said.
“What?” Aidan said quickly. “No, no. Hector, no. We need to go. Now.”

“I know,” Hector assured Aidan, and explained to the Pegasus riders, “We’re on a mission.”

“Then you had best get this game started so you can get back to your mission.”

The eyes of the Pegasus riders kept straying to the falconwolves, again and again. One of them broke silence. He told the one who seemed to be their leader. “I would love to ride one of those.”

“Go ahead!” Aidan said, stepping away from Fala.

Not stupid, the Pegasus leader told his man, “He would kill you.”

“Yeah,” Aidan admitted, nodding. “That’s right. Okay, we’ll be going now.” And he was in motion.
“Actually, you won’t,” the Pegasus leader said. “You are making up laws that we frankly don’t recognize.”

“Hospitality?” Hector said, astonished. “You are questioning hospitality? Hospitality is a universal right in all Kingdoms in all the world.” 
“Don’t know that one,” the Pegasus rider said. “These are our lands. You are trespassing. You need to follow our rules to get yourselves out of our realm, which you invaded unlawfully.”

Another of the Pegasus riders nodded from Fala to Zephyr and back. “Would be fun to see these two joust.”

“Fun for who!” Aidan cried.

Another man, the eldest of the lot, started toward Fala. “Order your beast not to kill me.”
“Order him yourself,” Aidan said, then shouted, “Fala! Zephyr! Fly!”

The Pegasus leader barked at the falconwolves, “Stay and play the game or I will have your riders killed this moment!”

Fala and Zephyr stumbled, botched their lift off. They stood up again and shook themselves off, and re-folded their wings, abashed.

Then, to Aidan, the Pegasus leader said, “Ha! See, your beasts understand!”

Heads hanging low, Fala and Zephyr returned to Aidan’s and Hector’s sides. They stood very close to them and growled deep wolfen menace at the Pegasus riders.

“Now, you, understand this!” the leader of the Pegasus riders said to Aidan. “This is my domain. You entered without my permission. You need to earn your beasts’ restoration. You play and you win, you win your freedom. You lose? Well, I shall decide what happens next. Depends on how good the game is.”
“Who is your King?” Hector demanded.

“King? We don’t recognize any King.”

The Pegasus riders beckoned Aidan, Hector, Fala, and Zephyr to follow them to where the woods opened to a wide valley of cultivation.  Patterns were mown into the grasses.

The valley was a vast game field.

“I don’t want to be here,” Aidan muttered to Hector. “I don’t want to do this.”

The leader of the Pegasus riders said, “We didn’t drag you here. You didn’t ask permission to be here. Yet here you are. You will play.”

Aidan and Hector exchanged dire glances.

“It was a mistake,” Aidan said. “We didn’t mean to come here.”

The Pegasus leader ignored the question. He asked instead, “Do you prefer games of chance or skill or prowess?” 
One of the Pegasus riders was inspecting the falconwolves’ saddles. He advised the leader, “These beasts have a proper tack. Give them mallets and they can play polo!”

“Oh, I need to see that!” the Pegasus leader said.

“Winged horses versus winged wolves?” said another Pegasus rider. “I need to play.”

“We won’t do it,” Hector said.

“Then you don’t fly at all.”

“We don’t have a team,” Hector said.

“We can spot you two players,” the Pegasus leader said.
“They’re your players!” Hector protested. “How can that be fair? Your players will hand you the game.”
The leader of the Pegasus men lifted his eyebrows. His expression of shock appeared genuine.
“If any of our players are riding on your team, they will be on your team heart and soul. Each one of us plays for keeps. Not a one of us has ever thrown a game! We would sooner sell our grandmothers.”

“Yes, I believe you would sell your grandmothers,” Aidan said. And because he saw no other way out, and they were losing time, Aidan consented to a match.
The Pegasus riders assigned Hector and Aidan to opposite teams. And they made Aidan goalie of his team, because they weren’t stupid enough to allow Aidan loose in the air with a mallet. As it was, any ball that came toward Aidan’s goal posts got deflected toward a Pegasus rider’s head and the game devolved quickly from gentlemen’s sport to something more like hockey. Aidan’s team won. 
The Pegasus leader tossed a bottle of wine to Aidan for his victory. Aidan caught the wine bottle and threw it right back, hard, trying to hit the Pegasus leader in the head with it. But the Pegasus leader deftly caught it and hoist it like a toast to Aidan.
“You had your game,” Aidan announced as soon as they were off the polo field. “We will be on our way now.”

“Ah, about that,” the Pegasus leader said.

Aidan felt his spirit drop through the ground.
“What?” Aidan demanded, snarling.

 “Ah,” said the Pegasus leader. His pause extended long. Finally, “No.”

“No?” Aidan said. “What do you mean no?”
The leader’s grin was wide and white. “You’re just too much fun,” he said with an apologetic shrug. “We have decided to keep you.”

“Go sell your grandmother!” Aidan cried, and before he could react, a lasso had fallen and closed around Fala’s neck.

Fala took off at once. 
Shortly he reached the end of his rope.

The Pegasus riders had a winch that gave them the leverage to haul the thrashing falconwolf back down to the ground before he could get too high.
“Stop! Stop! Stop!” Aidan cried at Fala, roaring and bucking. “Don’t get yourself hurt!” 
Another Pegasus rider had already snared Zephyr and forced him, with Hector, back to earth, as well.

They were all prisoners of a lawless tribe of sophistocated savages.

* * *

In the darkest hour of night, Aidan and Hector slipped out of their lodging, and stole across the grounds into the stables where their Fala and Zephyr were imprisoned. The winged Pegasus horses stood mostly quiet in their stalls. They snored. At intervals one would stamp its hoof or whicker, and Aidan would hold his breath.

Aidan was surprised not to meet any guard dogs. There were dogs in the stable yard, but those were all sleeping soundly.

Aidan didn’t trust such good luck. Any moment Aidan knew he would meet up with torches and rough hands hauling him away. And dogs. Those dogs would wake up, sing out, and tear him to pieces.

“Who are these people?” Aidan whispered to Hector.

Hector shook his head. His expression said he’d never seen their like.
It concerned Aidan to find that Fala and Zephyr were already saddled and ready for flight. Everything about their tack was already done, and very neatly done at that. Aidan glanced to Hector but Hector was taken aback as well.
There was something very wrong here. Hector whispered, “Is this a trap?” 
“Has to be,” Aidan said, quickly, checking out all the fastenings of Fala’s tack.  They were all well secured. The Pegasus riders wanted them to make a break for it.

“I’m stepping into the trap,” Aidan whispered.
Hector agreed.  “We’re getting out of here tonight. Now.”

The big stable doors creaked a bit as Hector and Aidan slid them open in the dark.  Aidan held his breath, listening.
The loudest sounds were crickets and leaves fluttering in the high breezes. 

Aidan checked Fala’s tack again. He found no sabotage. His saddle was not going to fall off mid-flight.

He led Fala outside, then mounted. 

He whispered as loud as he dared, “Fala! Go, go, go!” And they were in motion, running quickly up to a gallop, and then, with wide wings sweeping them aloft, they climbed higher and higher into the air.

All at once, lights winked on in all the lodge windows behind them. The Pegasus riders burst out of the lodge and they ran toward the stables.

Aidan glanced back again. The Pegasus riders got their steeds saddled in almost no time, and now they were whipping their winged horses into a gallop.

The Pegasus riders had been expecting this escape attempt. They wanted it.
The Pegasus horses charged with pounding hooves, their broad wings flapping powerfully. But they were very slow to get off the ground. 
In fact, not one of the Pegasus horses behind them was aloft yet. 

Fala and Zephyr were high in the air, quickly leaving their pursuers behind. Already they were out of arrowshot. 
Aidan and Hector exchanged astonished glances in the moonlight, almost smiling. Something was miraculously wrong with the Pegasus horses who were chasing them.

Then Aidan spotted a motion in the cornfield up ahead. He swallowed down fear. There it was. They were flying into a trap ahead. He should have known.
Aidan inhaled to shout a warning to Hector.

But the motion amid the cornstalks resolved into a pair of skinny wraithe-white arms in the moonlight. A small creature jumped and waved, motioning for them to come her way. It was a half grown girl with pale hair.

It was his mother’s assistant, little Bess.

“I’m going down to get her,” Aidan called across to Hector and he bunted Fala into a dive before Hector could argue with him. 

Fala seemed to know what to do. He swept down low enough for his running paws to touch the earth, and slow enough for Bess to leap onto the saddle behind Aidan and hold on.

Fala carried Aidan and Bess quickly aloft.

Aidan glanced back again and again as they fled. He was surprised to see that —even though all the horses of hell were galloping with hooves pounding and wings flapping furiously in pursuit—not a one of the Pegasus horses was in the air yet. The winged horses were still running on the ground. And their wings were looking more and more ragged as they fell farther and farther behind, becoming very small with the falcowolves’ widening lead.
 Aidan cringed in horror to see in the moonlight archers spilling out of their guard post at the perimeter of Pegasus grounds. The guards were setting their sights up on him and Fala. 

“Archers! Archers! Archers!” Aidan cried. “Fala! Jink, or we’re done!”
Then Bess’s thin little voice sounded in his ear, “Never mind the archers! Their arrows won’t fly true.”
“Won’t fly—!” Aidan almost choked. “Bess, how can you possibly imagine that!”

“Because all their fletches got drizzled with honey,” the beekeeper’s apprentice said.

* * *

The sun was below the horizon when Aidan and Fala, Hector and Zephyr, and Bess and Tal set down in a field of tall corn. Darkness and the cornstalks shielded them from sight.
Hector immediately lifted Bess down from Fala’s back. He demanded happily. “You did more than drizzle honey on arrows! You did something to the Pegasus horses! Their wings.”

Bess nodded.

“How?” Aidan demanded. “What? What did you do?”

 “I nicked the shafts of their flight feathers.” Bess showed him her sharp little knife. “They didn’t know anything of it until they put a load on their wings. A few strong wing strokes and those flight feathers snapped right off. Nothing for it. It’ll be a few turns of the moon before those nags get air under their hooves again.”

Hector took Bess’s bony little hand in his and kissed it, then held it to his heart. “My lady.”

“Nah. I’m no lady,” Bess waved him off with her other hand. “I work for a living.”

Aidan’s eyes stung, threatening tears. It was something Sara used to say.

“I can never repay you,” Aidan told Bess.

“Yeah, you can!” Bess said, surprised that he had to ask. “Take me with you!”

Aidan inhaled to tell her no.
Then his heart dropped suddenly, and he cried out in sudden realization. “Tal! Where’s Tal?”
He turned, round-eyed, to Hector.
“Skak!” Hector thundered, horrified.

Neither Hector nor Aidan could remember the last time they had seen Sara’s orphaned falconwolf Talionis.
Aidan felt sick to his stomach. He had forgotten all about Tal! How could he have done?
There was no choice. “I have to go back,” Aidan said.

“No! Don’t go there!” Bess cried.

“I have to,” Aidan said, nearly in tears, casting about in the dark for Fala’s saddle. 

“No!” Bess grabbed his shirtsleeve. “Don’t go because Tal is not back there!” 

Aidan straightened bolt upright. He was a few moments finding his voice. “You know this, Bess? How can you know this?”

“Because I already sent Tal on ahead!” Bess said. “There’s acres of cornfields up this way. Tal is waiting for us eighty rows back from the one-armed scarecrow. We just need to get to the cornfield. That way.” She pointed ahead.
“How do you know all this?” Aidan demanded. “How did you find us?”

“We followed a raven,” Bess said.

“We?”

“Me and Tal,” Bess said.
Aidan and Hector exchanged astonished glances. Then understanding hit. They spoke as one, “Carn!”

Bess looked from Aidan to Hector and back to Aidan again. “Who is Carn?”
“He’s a ravenwolf lord—” Aidan started, but Hector wagged his forefinger, and corrected with a sly smile, “Not a lord.”

“Right,” Aidan said in irony. “Carn, not a lord, who lives in a fortress bigger than the Citadel. That had to be Carn’s raven that led you here, Bess.” 
Bess clasped her hands under her chin. “Oh I love him so much.”

“Carn?” Aidan and Hector cried in one voice.

“No, the raven, silly,” Bess said. “Is he here?”
A fluttering of wings announced the raven’s arrival. Aidan saw now that the girl had fit a padded perch on her skinny shoulder to accommodate a taloned rider. The raven alighted there. The bird was very large, but hollow-boned so it weighed little. Bess beamed to have the raven approve of the perch she made for him. 
“Isn’t he beautiful?” she gushed.
“He’s impressive,” Hector allowed. And Bess blushed.

And then Aidan was blurting out the question he hadn’t meant to ask. “Bess? Is Tal your falconwolf?”

Bess slumped, chin on her chest. “Tal lets me ride him,” Bess said. Her voice was sad. “But Tal is Sara’s falconwolf, and I’m not Sara.”
CHAPTER SIX
A paved road brought Aidan and Fala, Hector and Zephyr, Bess and Tal to a port town. An archway over the road welcomed them to the Province of the Midland Coast.

They and their falconwolves entered the town limits at a walk so not to alarm anyone. They didn’t know how folk would react to three falconwolves swooping into town.

Hector found a one-eyed one-legged mapmaker.

Aidan murmured behind his hand to Hector. “You trust this guy? I mean, look at him.”

The mapmaker still had his hearing. He told Aidan, “Anyone can tell you where to go. I can tell you lads where not to go.”
Aidan was cautious about what he should say here. He didn’t know how close the Archos of the Province of the Midland Coast was with Ysah, Archos of the Province of the Far North. 
Hector carefully dropped the Archos Ysah’s name. 

And he was never so happy to be spat on.

Their falconwolves didn’t cause much of a stir, but the raven perched on little Bess’s shoulder caused a lot of whispering and some warding signs and spitting as they passed by. It was Fala’s idea to tuck the raven under Fala’s black wing while they were here.

Aidan and Hector and Bess sat outside the tavern. Hector bought rounds for men at the nearby tables and asked their advice on picking up the royal road to the Capital City. 

They had many offers of passage on ships.

“I’m not getting in another boat,” Aidan said. “How far is the Capital from here travelling on the Royal Road?”

Evil laughter rippled around the table. “The Royal Road? The Royal Road?”
“Not Royal!” Several voices sounded at once.

“The path to perdition more like it!” one man said.

“You don’t want to go overland, lad,” said another. “The so called Royal Road goes through wilderness. Good thing you have falconwolves or I would promise you poverty or death for even thinking about travelling by land. Don’t take the young lady.” He nodded to Bess. 
“But we do have falconwolves,” Aidan said. “And we’ve been advised to stay on the Royal Road.”

“Even through the the dismal swamp? Your so-called Royal Road runs through it, you know. If the Swamp Witch catches you, you won’t get out. None of you.”

“See my proud ship there?” said another. “I can take you safely over the water to the port of the Twin City.” 

“We were told not to leave the Royal Road,” Aidan said. He looked to Hector. “How dismal can the swamp be?”

“Lad, I’m telling you, whoever told you to stick to the Royal Road will be separating you from your coin and maybe even your lives. Do not follow the so-called Royal Road.”

Aidan exchanged glances with Hector.

“You’re the boss,” Hector told Aidan. “I promised to go with you.”

“And Lord Carn told us not to leave the Royal Road,” Aidan said.

“Carn!” 
The name detonated. Chairs skidded back. Drinks spilled. Men were on their feet, looking all directions for some kind of horror closing in on them.

“No, no,” Aidan said in a calming voice. “Just Carn. He’s not a lord.”

“I’ll say!” one of the men said. He finished his drink, slapped down his mug, rose to his feet—as did all the men—and said, “You won’t be needing my boat! Good journey to you, sir!”

*  *  *


The road turned inland. It was a poor path that had been paved once, but now the forest crowded the way on both sides. Aidan rode point on Fala. Hector on Zephyr took the rear guard, with Talionis and Bess walking single file in between. The raven had not turned around to go home. It ghosted Bess like a dark guardian angel.
All along the way, they had to duck to avoid the grasping tree branches. Aidan and Hector kept their swords out all the time now. Aidan wished he had taken the boat.
Then Aidan signaled a halt.
“Hector! Did you hear that?”

He waited until the sound came again—a cry like a child’s cry. Ma-aa! Mama! A weak agonized moan. Ma-aaa!
“That!” Aidan barked, poking the air with this forefinger. “Someone is hurt!”

“That’s a cat,” Hector said sourly. 

“That is not a cat!” Aidan cupped his hands and called into the gloom. “Where are you? Talk to me!”
“Maama!  Maamaa!” the voice cried then sobbed.
Aidan moved toward the sound. “Where are you!” he cried. “Keep calling! Where are you!”
The voice sounded so pitiable and desperate that Aidan couldn’t help but run to its aid.
“Aidan, no!” Bess cried, but Aidan had already jumped down from his saddle and charged ahead, his heart pounding in his chest.

The raven cawed three times, sharply.

Something suddenly grabbed the back of Aidan’s tunic. His feet left the soggy ground. His tunic came up under his armpits and hauled him out of the spongy ground, up and up. 
It was Zephyr, stopping him from his rescue. 
“No!” Aidan fought, kicking and thrashing in the air. “Zephyr! Put me down! There’s a lost child! I have to help him!”
“Aidan! Stop! It’s a trap!” Bess cried
“You don’t know that! You can’t know that!”

Aidan slithered out of his tunic and dropped to the ground. Once on his feet, he dashed back toward the mud hole. He circled the edges, looking for footprints of where someone might have gone in. He cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted all around, “Where are you? Did you get out? Can you hear me? Hector, I’ve got to go in there! Spot me!”
Instantly, tendrils shot up from the mud pit. Too fast to see, they whipped around Aidan’s legs and pulled him off his feet and down and down, into thick, perfect darkness. 
The world was black and airless and turgid. Coils wrapped fast around Aidan, loop upon loop, dragging him down and down until he couldn’t tell which way was anywhere. He needed to breathe. He could scarcely move in the thick mud. His lungs burned. His head clouded.
Something — it had to be falconwolf jaws—closed on the back of Aidan’s tunic and dragged him with tortured slowness up through the muck. 
He needed to inhale. Now.
Aidan’s face broke surface. Suspended in Zephyr’s jaws, he gasped, inhaled mud and immediately coughed until he thought his lungs would turn inside out. Then he dropped, landing on hard dry earth. His legs folded under him. He fell forward and swayed on hands and knees, hacking. His eyes were glued shut.

He tried to cry to clear his eyes. The tears came easily.
When he was able to open his eyes a crack, he saw Hector’s falconwolf Zephyr was covered in mud from head to shoulders and forepaws. The big falconwolf had stuck his head into the mud pit to rescue him. It was Zephyr who had clamped his jaws on the back of Aidan’s tunic and hauled him up, out, and away from the pit. Zephyr’s head was now clotted thick with heavy ooze. Shreds of tendrils littered the ground all around the pit.
Zephyr dragged Aidan to higher, dryer ground, and dropped him. 
Aidan squinted back to see Hector slashing at more clusters of tendrils that kept sprouting up from the mud pit, reaching for him.
More masses of tendrils slithered up, searching. They coiled around Hector. 
Fala left Aidan’s side, and ran to help Hector battle the snares. 
Zephyr bit through the tendrils and spat them out while Fala tore at all the other vines that dared rise from the pit.
Hector stood in a broad stance, wielding his sword with mighty strokes. The whites of his eyes, surrounded by dark mud, made him look perfectly demonic as he swept his blade across more of the deadly tendrils, until the pool was deathly quiet. 
He trudged up to higher ground and dropped into a sit next to where Aidan swayed on hands and knees, gasping and coughing. 
Thoughts dragged their way into Aidan’s consciousness. He looked around. Looked again, then cried in sudden horrid realization, “Tal! Where’s Tal! TAL!”

Hector leapt to his feet. He stalked back down to the pit, brandishing his sword and roaring, “Tal!” 
Aidan cocked his head, held his breath, and listened hard. 

He could only hear his own heartbeat thundering.
The surface of the mud pit moved only sluggishly now with no sound.
“Oh gods! Tal!” Aidan cried uselessly, returning to the edge of the pit. He searched for a sign, anything.

“Tal!” Aidan screamed, gripping and re-gripping his sword, ready to slash the next tendril to emerge from the pit.

The mud smoothed over. The surface wobbled a bit and then became still.
Bess was on higher ground, hugging her knees, rocking and sobbing “Tal!”

Aidan seized up his sword and ran back toward the pit. If he didn’t get down there and rescue Tal, then he didn’t deserve to live. 
Bess screamed behind him, “No!”

Aidan only got as close as slapping the surface of the pool when Fala grabbed the back of his tunic in his jaws and hauled Aidan well away from the pit and up onto higher ground where Bess was.

“Tal!” Aidan screamed, thrashing and fighting to get back to the mud pool, but Fala had him by the tunic and wasn’t letting him go. Aidan slipped out from his tunic, dropped to earth. 

He sprang up and ran at the mud pit. He launched himself into a dive—
Just as up like a gyser a pillar of mud jetted from the pit.
A great mass of muddy fur and feathers arced up and out, taking Aidan along with it, and landed them both—Tal and Aidan—on high solid ground. 
Aidan gagged and spat. 
Tal coughed up tendrils. Hector, slashed the reaching tendrils into as many pieces as he could, making noises between a scream and a grunt with every stroke of his blade. 
When they were all well away from the mud pit, Hector stood over Aidan vibrating with rage and the remnants of terror. “Aidan!” he rasped. “Did it never occur to you that anything that calls for help in the middle of absolutely no where is at home there? You didn’t even read the chapter on deadly trapdoor plants did you!”

“Didn’t think it would ever come in useful,” Aidan mumbled. He coughed up mud droplets and blew his nose. The water inside of his bota was still clean. He poured some of it over his eyes. “I almost got us all killed,” Aidan croaked in remorse. “I’m so sorry.”
“You bet you are,” Hector said.

Tal sneezed mud on him.

“I won’t cross you again,” Aidan said.
“Swear!” Hector demanded.

“I do so swear,” Aidan vowed, muddy hand over his pounding heart.
Hector looked around. Looked twice. Spoke low and dreadful. “Where is Bess?”

Aidan’s heart felt to stop. He looked around in mounting horror. “Bess?” he tried to call but only coughed.

“Bess!” Hector shouted. He turned to his falconwolf. “Find her, Zephyr!”

Fala, Zephyr, and Tal searched on the ground, zig-zagging into wider and wider circles, but they weren’t bloodhounds. They couldn’t smell any trace of Bess.
Night fell. They continued the search by torchlight.

Dawn came dim and sullen. None of them had slept.
Hector made the hard choice. He forced everyone—Aidan and Fala, Zephyr, and Tal—to eat and drink. He recited scripture over a pile of stones that stood in place of a grave for Bess, and he ordered his grieving troop to move forward.
All along the way, hidden forest dwellers shadowed their progress. Aidan couldn’t see them, only heard them rustling in the underbrush, scurrying ahead to get in front of Aidan, Hector, Fala, Zephyr and Talionis. The watchers waited for them the pass by, then rustled on ahead to wait for them to pass again.
At last, Aidan had it with this malais of fear. He whirled round and roared into the shadowed forest. “That’s it! Come out and explain yourselves right now or get lost!” 
He paused, listening. Heard nothing. Then he roared,  “Now!”
Fala added his own growling roar and Zephyr thundered. Hector didn’t object to Aidan’s demand.
The rustling diminished, but Aidan could tell that their stalkers were still there. Aidan bellowed at the unseen beings, “That’s it! Show yourselves or die!” He drew an arrow from his quiver, nocked it and pulled it back, ready to shoot. “Let me know if I hit one of you! Do you know how to scream?”
A quick nervous skittering brought forth beings the color of bog moss out from the deep shadows. “Don’t hurt us,” one squeaky voice sounded.

“Okay, then,” Aidan said, relaxing his bowstring, though he kept the arrow in place at the ready. “Let’s see you. I’m not going to hurt you unless you start something.”
A single weak-looking spindly sacrificial creature got shoved out from the thicket. It stumbled, then dragged itself upright.
The creature was cylindrical, taller than Aidan or Hector, wood-colored. If Aidan were to imagine the offspring of an insect and a twig this would be it. The creature walked on two spindly jointed legs. Its four arms were distinctly twiggy. Its eyes looked like knots in a tree except that they moved. 

“Please, sirs. Help us,” another mossy brown being implored from the other side of the path.
 Aidan looked around in alarm.

“Is there danger here?” Hector demanded.

“Oh yes, sir!” another stick figure said urgently.
“Danger to me?” Hector asked again, brusque. Aidan didn’t know what it was about these beings that was making Hector so cross. Hector normally championed an oppressed people, but Hector did not seem to like these creatures at all.
“No, sir,” one of the stick creatures admitted. “No danger to you, kind sir. You and your beasts are strong.”

“Then what is this danger?” Aidan asked.
The creatures were quick to give their attention to Aidan—maybe because he spoke kindly.

“Fiber eaters, sir!”
“What grievance do you have against fiber eaters?”

“Greivance, sir? Our grievance is that they eat us!”

Seemed like a perfectly valid complaint to Aidan, but Hector snarled. “Is that all?”

“It is our all, sir!” one creature declared, sounding wounded, and Aidan couldn’t really fault the stick for that.
“Is there anything else here that the fiber eaters can eat?” Hector asked the stick figures.
“Lots of things, sir. Fiber eaters have lots of prey to choose from. But they choose us.”

“Why you?” Aidan asked.
“We are apparently delicious.”

“And does your kind eat swamp onion?” Hector asked.

The stick beings recoiled. There was a lot of chittering among them. Their spokesman finally asked Hector, “Do you mean tshu? You cannot mean tshu.”

“Yes,” Hector said. “Swamp onion. Tshu. Do you and your people eat tshu?”

“No!” several of them cried and the others cringed. Their expressions might have been disgust. In fact, even with their strange faces, Aidan was pretty sure those looks were a picture of perfect disgust.
 Aidan murmured aside to Hector. “What is tshu?”

“Oh, that’s right you failed botany,” Hector muttered sourly. “Tshu is swamp onion. It’s a disgusting but entirely healthful foodstuff. It tastes bad and it has the side-effect of making whoever eats it smell bad. And, more to the point it, it makes a body taste bad.”
“Like Carn,” Aidan blurted.
Carn and his ravenwolf reeked of their carrion diet.
“Yeah,” Hector said. “Nothing is going to eat Carn or Midnight. And that’s the point here.”

Hector turned back to the stick beings. “If you eat tshu—swamp onions— you will taste bad, and the flesh eaters will leave you alone.”
All the stick beings rattled together, squeaking and flailing their twiggy appendages.

“No!” one creature cried and the rest shuddered with him. “We cannot possibly eat tshu!!” 

“Why not?” Hector snapped, impatient.

“It’s ghastly!”
“It tastes bad? That’s your problem?” Hector said. “Then your other choice is to leave this place, and live somewhere else,” Hector said.
Another of the stick creatures said, “I would rather die.”

“Do that then!” Hector said. “I won’t force anyone to save his own life. You know of two ways to survive. Do one or the other. Or do nothing, but don’t cry to me. The gods help those who help themselves and so do I. Aidan, we are going. Now.”
*  *  * 
As they flew above the trees, Aidan thought that Hector had been overly brusque with the stick creatures of the forest, but he didn’t dare talk to Hector about them. Hector had already spent a great lot of his good will helping Aidan. And they were all grieving—he, Hector Fala, Zephyr and Tal. They had lost Bess. Aidan had no business crossing Hector in any way whatsoever.
Hector had stopped speaking to him. Aidan imagined Hector was regretting ever taking Aidan under his protection. Hector could have been in the Citadel now, singing with the lads and hoisting tankards of ale before the great hearth with the other falconwolf riders.

*  *  *

The falconwolves flew on above the trees. Then the sky clouded over, dark and cold. 
Zephyr, Fala, and Tal labored through a heavy mass of wet air. Aidan could scarcely see anything. Then Hector motioned for Aidan and Tal to set down. Aidan didn’t want to stop, but he couldn’t see or hear Hector well enough to argue with him. He descended blindly. Fala and Zephyr and Talionis kept howling to let one another know they were still near.

The ground came up sooner than Aidan expected. Fala slammed the landing. Aidan bit his tongue. 
Groping, he found Zephyr in the murk, and then Hector.
“Hector!” Aidan gripped Hector’s arm. He was overjoyed to feel Hector’s solidity in the utter darkness and pelting rain. Without that physical connection Aidan felt as if he and Fala were the only living things left in all the world.

“Where are we?” he shouted into the wind and rain.
“We are whereever we are,” Hector said, sour. “We need to stop. Help me with the tent.”

The three falconwolves spread their wings to shield Hector and Aidan while they tried to determine which parts of the tent rigging fit into other parts. They could scarcely see, and nothing seemed to fit into anything else.

At last they got the tent up and its anchors pounded in place.
The falconwolves shook out their thick wet coats and then crowded into the tent with Aidan and Hector. They huddled together, anxious, wet, and uncomfortable. There was too much breathing in the tent. Too much body heat. Too much fur. And they all smelled. They settled in for the night.
And listened to the rain patter on the tarp.

 Aidan couldn’t sleep. He was afraid Hector and Zephyr would slip away and run home in the blackness. His thoughts had turned that dark.
Then the wind and rain abruptly stopped.

The air became still.

 Aidan peered outside the tent.

All around them were ghostly silhouettes of drooping trees with wet rags for leaves darker on darkness. The smell was dank and overripe.
Hector stepped outside with him. “Oh skak. This is the Dismal Swamp.”
“We were not expecting this?” Aidan asked, wishing that he had studied the map better.

“We were,” Hector said. “Just not this far out from the Capital and not this dismal.”

 Aidan called out into the spongy murk. “Fala! Tal! Stay close to me. I can’t see you! Come!”
He felt a tug on his trouser leg. He hoped to all the gods that was Tal. He reached down. A large, wet, fuzzy muzzle pushed into his palm. It was Tal.
And he heard some beings moving. They sounded to be the size of Fala and Zephyr. They slowly sloshed nearer and nearer. He hoped that was Fala and Zephyr sloshing anyway. He didn’t want to call out again, in case something else should answer this time. 

The shadow figures resolved into Fala and Zephyr. They stayed close together now.
Aidan packed up their tent, and Hector managed to get a lantern lit. They still couldn’t see more than two falconwolf lengths ahead of them.
 Aidan took hold of Hector’s sleeve. “Do we know how we’re supposed to get out of here?”

“We need to find the swamp witch,” Hector said.
“I would much rather avoid her,” Aidan said. He had heard tales of her, a lot of them tragic. “Is she really a witch?”
“Honestly, no one is sure if she is actually a witch or just a crazy woman, but Carn says we get her permission or we don’t cross the swamp.”
“Carn says,” Aidan echoed, vexed. “Fine. Then we fly over at sunrise.”
“No. No, no. No. No and no,” Hector said.

“No?” Aidan said.
“The sun doesn’t rise here,” Hector said.
“Okay, how long is the detour around the swamp?”

“Not sure. The swamp keeps changing.”
 Aidan threw his hands up. “Then why don’t we fly over?”

“Do you remember Tjigman?”
“The hermit?” Aidan said. “Yeah.” 
It was a long time ago but Aidan was not going to erase that image, ever—of Tjigman the crazy-eyed, mumbling and hairless madman who stumbled into the Citadel.
“What?” Aidan demanded. “You mean something in this swamp made Tjigman like that?”

Hector was nodding, his lips pressed in a tight line. “Tjigman tried to fly over the dismal swamp. Gases rise from the swamp. They become clouds of filaments. You don’t see them but they stick to you, to your falconwolf, to your falconwolf’s wings, everything. Tjigman came down in a dead fall. Then the swamp got him.”

The air was close and overwarm. Still Aidan shivered.

“What exactly do you mean ‘the swamp got him?’”

Hector shook his head. “Tjigman couldn’t say. But he’s Tjigman now.”

 Aidan shivered again. He tried again, skeptical. “And you’re saying that wouldn’t have happened if Tjigman got the swamp witch’s permission?”
“I’m not the one saying so. Carn said it. Anyway, this is the witch’s home. You’ve got to believe the swamp witch knows where all the dangers lie. And she knows we are here.”
They packed up their things at an hour that felt like it ought to be dawn, though there was no sign of the sun.
 Aidan and Hector waded forward with slow steps, keeping hold of each other. If one of them fell into a hole, the other could pull him out. That was the idea anyway. Aidan wished he had kept hold of Bess.
The air became thicker. Aidan gave Fala a pat. His falconwolf felt as if his fur and feathers were glued to him. Aidan kept blinking, but his eyes never cleared.
The water grew steadily deeper. It was more mud than water now.
The swamp witch appeared first as a moving shape from the murk. Her face was deathly white. She wore black weeds. Not that her clothes were made from weeds. She wore the wet black weeds and nothing else.

“Please, milady. We want a crossing,” Hector said.

“You want.” The swamp witch gave a hard black smile. Her teeth were either black or she didn’t have any. “You want. Go away.”

“Please, ma’am,” Aidan said. “We don’t expect something for nothing.”

“And what do you think you have that I want?” she said, brittle and cold.

 Aidan countered, “I don’t know.” He opened his saddlebags. “Do I have anything of worth to you?”

Her head tilted as if she found his answer interesting. 

“Or can we do you a service?” Aidan added.
The witch’s face hardened. Her voice hardened. “What kind of service do you offer?”

“I don’t know. I have no idea what you wish or require, ma’am.”

The swamp witch was silent a long time. Then: “You were raised by your mother.”

 Aidan blinked. A thickness welled in his throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

The witch’s boney hand reached out, fast as a snake strike. She seized his necklace. The magnetic clasp separated. And now the witch held the string of beads in her fist.
 Aidan had forgotten that he was wearing the necklace. After Sara’s death he never took it off. He had worn the necklace so long now it was part of him. Unless he was bathing, he completely forgot the necklace was there on his neck.
“I want this,” the swamp witch said. “This was hers.”

It was. How did she know?

“No,” Aidan said.

“No?” the swamp witch said. Her bloodshot eyes flared.
“I have so little of her,” Aidan said. “I can’t part with that.”

The witch threw the necklace into the swamp.

 Aidan gasped, then caught in his breath for an angry moment. 
He exhaled, dispirited.
So neither of them was to have the necklace.
It was gone. The last thing he had of his mother was gone. 

He felt as if he’d swallowed a stone. Bitter tears welled and burned. At least in this fog no one could tell the difference between beads of condensation and tears dripping down his face. 
 Aidan nodded politely to the swamp witch as he took a step backward. “Thank you for your time, ma’am.”
He kept backing away until the swamp witch turned her back on him, and stalked back into the murk toward her sagging hut.
 Aidan let his shoulders slump, dispirited. He wanted to quit.
Hector gawked, aghast. He could hardly speak. “Aidan! What? No! You’re not going to leave it at that.” He made a move forward as if he would press the matter with the swamp witch. 
 Aidan lifted his palm, a stern no. “We are backing up and walking around,” Aidan told Hector.
Hector inhaled a sound of imminent protest.

 Aidan cut him off. “She said no.”

She hadn’t said the word, but that had been a clear no.
Hector was ready to argue, but then his expression suddenly changed. His face went slack. He spoke very, very softly, pointing only with his gaze. “Aidan.”
Hector’s was gaze fixed somewhere past Aidan.
The hair on the back Aidan’s neck lifted. Slowly he turned in the direction of Hector’s transfixed stare.

A pile of decaying plants glided toward them out of the murk. It was the swamp witch, wearing a decaying cloak over her back, and using a very tall staff with which to move herself forward. “Get in the boat,” she said.
The boat. Aidan hadn’t noticed there was one. He saw it now.

Aidan nodded respectfully to the swamp witch and carefully stepped aboard her boat. It was more a raft than a boat, and more a bunch of rotten logs than a raft. 
Hector stepped aboard. He offered to take a turn with the pole but the swamp witch wouldn’t give it up. 
It was slow going. The raft felt uncertain under them, as if the wood fibers might separate with each draw of the swamp witch’s pole.
The swamp witch dragged her tenuous craft across the shallows. The air was thick and heavy with the smell of overripe leaves and soggy wood. Dragonflies as big as ravens flew from tree to tree.

 Aidan saw by the depth of the pole’s reach that the water was getting deeper.

He looked over the side of their decaying craft. He thought he saw a gnarled hand in the water, though it really must be just a knotty branch. 
Then he saw the eyes, white-within-white eyes, staring up, dead.

Fala and Zephyr followed the raft, picking their way from rotten fallen tree to rotten fallen tree. Aidan had never seen Fala so frightened.
There could be no flying in this nightmare. The murk stuck to the falconwolves’ wings.
They had to trust that the witch knew where she was going and that she meant them no harm.
Some time in this dragging nightmare, they arrived at a certain place that looked the same as everywhere else in this bog.

Here, the swamp witch told them to get off of her raft. 
 Aidan’s throat felt thick. His heart hammered dully. He hoped to all the gods that they were in the shallows. Not to show distrust, he put out his foot boldly and stepped over the edge of the raft.
And plunged.

The depth of that last step made his heart sieze up. His knees bent. He almost yelled, but he kept it in. There was firm ground underneath this chest-deep layer of muck. He was all right.
He straighened up, cleared his eyes, and looked up at the swamp witch on her raft. “Which way, ma’am?”

She nodded and pointed over his head. That way.
Aidan lifted his face to the ferrywoman. “Are you sure I can’t give you something, ma’am?”
He couldn’t say that he’d already given her Sara’s necklace. The Swamp Witch had just taken that.
The Swamp Witch pushed away with her pole.
As she faded back into the gloom, Aidan heard her voice. It seemed to come from all directions. “You gave me something.”
*  *  *
The sky opened. Aidan and Hector and the falconwolves emerged into sunlight. They had to squint at first, their eyes accustomed now to gloom.
The swamp gave way to a freshwater marsh filled with reeds and cattails and lily pads and cheerily singing frogs. Aidan and Hector and the falconwolves waded across the hip-deep water and hiked up to firm dry ground. Only then did Hector dare ask Aidan, “How did you know how to deal with the swamp witch?”

“Carn told me to treat her like I would Sara,” Aidan said.
“I don’t understand. What did she want from you? What did she get from you?”

“Pretty sure she just wanted respect.”

“Respect!” Hector coughed. “There are an unholy lot of corpses hung up in her swamp! She’s a monster!”

“That is her home. I’m also sure she didn’t drag anyone into her home. They all came to her.”
“Do you think Carn and the swamp witch are . . . you know?” Hector crossed one finger over the other.
 Aidan cringed and clapped his hands over his eyes. “Aw, no! I don’t want to picture that! Did you have to say that?”
He tried to banish that image but it didn’t go easily away.

Fala and Zephyr and Tal splashed and flapped in the fresh water then waded out of the marsh to firmer ground and spread their wings to let the bright rays of the sun burn off most of the slime from their fur and their feathers. 
The sky here was wide and deep and a sublime shade of blue without clouds. Swallows cavorted in the air above them, dancing with the little arrowheads that were trilling swifts.
 Aidan and Hector picked up the road again. The Royal Road was starting to look truly royal here. It was a wide carriageway paved with bricks of different colors set in ornate patterns. It must look extraordinary from the air. Aidan and Hector looked at each other and dared smile. They laughed out loud. Their spirits soared.

They had to see this from the air.

First they stopped at a fountain house along the elegant carriageway and they bathed in pure spring water. They pulled off their leeches and rinsed out everything they had, including their falconwolves.
As they hiked over the next rise, the brilliant lake came into view, and an astonishing vision appeared on the horizon, shining like a jewel.
The Capital City.

“O Gods above, below, and sideways!” Hector cried, daunted. 
And he was aristocracy! Aidan, the beekeeper’s son was overwhelmed. He dropped into a crouch and just gawked.
The Capital City was built to impress. Its domes and spires glittered and shimmered from a long way off.

Miles of elegant bridge spanned the bright lake straight across the water to the city. The bridge itself was covered at intervals with many different decorative roofs, vying with one another for splendor, artistry and brilliance of color. The bridge was made to be viewed from the air. Coaches, chariots, wagons, and carts moved along smoothly across the bridge. 
There was also a pedestrian lane partitioned off from the wheeled traffic, with places where tourists could stop and take tea, and look down at all the colorful fish and bright coral just beneath the crystal waves.
Another road led the long way around the lakeshore, where there were rich pavillions and parks and brightly colored tents for tourists to visit.

 Aidan didn’t fancy either path. “I’m going that way.” He pointed straight ahead, over the water.
“Me too,” Hector said. They had wings and the day was too marvelous not to fly. 

 Aidan on Fala and Hector on Zephyr took off with Tal behind them, dancing in the air above the bright water like three colossal swallows on the wing. They flew toward the Capital City.
Once there, they chased one another around the City’s towers and spires that were decked with gold and indigo tiles. The rooftops of the white marble buildings were bedizened with emerald and ruby crystals. Or maybe those were really emeralds and rubies.
 Aidan stared open mouthed at the dazzling vista. He let Fala carry him anywhere he willed.
 Aidan murmured, “Sara, are you seeing this?”
Hector was overawed. He had to stop on a rooftop to piece his dignity back together, reminding himself that he was aristocracy. He belonged here.

 “I am well and truly taken down eighteen notches,” Hector confessed upon landing in a broad forecourt of the walled city. “My father never told me the Capital was like this.”

“How could he have done?” Aidan said. “How could anyone describe this? I mean, look at this!” He could only laugh.
 Aidan, who had no perch to be knocked off of, happily gawked like the tradeswoman’s son he was. He gave Hector a shove. “C’mon, m’lord. Buck up. These are your people.”

“Right,” Hector said. He didn’t sound convinced. “Can you believe this?”
“Not really,” Aidan said, grinning. “No.”
A dark shape behind the Capital City stood like a shadow in the air. That had to be the Capital City of the Kingdom of the Ravenwolves. Aidan hadn’t realized the Capitals were so close together. The two royal cities were actually conjoined twins.

Shabbily clothed, wild-haired, and still smelling of the swamp, Aidan and Hector and their falconwolves arrived at a towering gate set into the high wall of the Capital City of the Falconwolf Kingdom.

 Aidan balked before the grand gate, daunted, afraid to step any closer. Hector gave him a push. “This is your mission.”
 Aidan swallowed, terrified. He nodded. “Yeah.”
He inhaled deeply, expanded his chest. Sara wouldn’t be afraid of this. Sara would walk in like she owned the place. 

 Aidan immitated Hector’s easy confident stride to the guardhouse that was set into the Falconwolf Gate.
Here, Hector checked them both through alongwith their three falconwolves, and requested an escort to take them to their Consulate.

There was no hesitation from the guard, no subtle glance of doubt. No Who do you think you are? The guards here knew their own station, and it wouldn’t do for them to put on airs for road weary aristocracy. Even though Hector and Aidan looked like alley trash, Hector carried himself with easy dignity. When he spoke you knew he was someone—because Hector son of Lord Xander was someone.
The guards passed them through, insisting only that their visitors inform them if they required anything at all.
The city inside the walls was all clean and quietly grand. Buildings of snowy marble glistened under rooftops of peacock-colored tiles.

Hector and Aidan were given rooms—a whole suite of rooms—in the Consulate of the Falconwolf Province of the Far North. The rooms were so well furnished Aidan was quite sure he ought not be in them. But Hector belonged here, and no one could deny Hector an attendant.
Consuls for the Falconwolf Province of the Far North took in their scruffy strays and polished them into something presentable—presentable to a King.

 Aidan asked if he could pay anyone. No, was always the answer. “It’s taken care of.”

“Who is taking care of it?” Aidan demanded.
The voice gave no hint of annoyance or scorn. The man explained pleasantly that the Consulate existed to help its countrymen present its best face to the Two Kings and to all the Provinces of their Kingdoms.

So Aidan and Hector were steamed and bathed, massaged and oiled inside an elegant marble fountain house while an angelic young harpist played softly in an alcove.

Hector wasn’t alarmed by anything, but this was the first massage that Aidan ever had, and it surprised him that he should let strangers touch him like that. In the end, he was as relaxed as a puddle of wax. He mumbled, “Where are my bones? Where did they put my bones? I used to have some.”

Hector on the pallet next to him chuckled.

There were people here who knew how to dress a poor man for a Court appearance. Aidan was presented with a tunic and trousers of subtle color, something between blue and gray. The cut was very spare and simple, but the fabric was woven of the finest fiber. The stitching was perfect, and the clothes smelled of rare spice. Soft boots were custom made to his feet—one left foot—one right foot. Aidan knew of the existence of such things, but he had never imagined a pair of them on his own feet.

The first rule in the Consulate seemed to be: Give offense to no one. Everyone treated Hector and Aidan as if they were royalty in disguise, because next time, they might be just that. You never really knew the true status of anyone who came to the Consulate’s door.
Nervous, Aidan shoved his hands in his pockets. He hadn’t expected to feel anything in there, but there was something inside the right pocket. He drew it out.

It was a small velvet pouch, and it contained a necklace of simple beads.

It took him a moment to realize what it was —his mother’s necklace—cleaned and restrung. The beads looked different, polished now, but Aidan recognized the engraving on each one.
“Where did these come from?” Aidan cried. 
He and Hector and their falconwolves had all seen the swamp witch throw the necklace into the depths of the bog. 
“You!” Hector grabbed the necklace and ran down the servant who had brought their clothes. Hector grabbed him by the collar, turned him around and demanded to his face, “You! Where did you get these?” Hector shook Sara’s string of beads at the servant.
The servant bowed past Hector to Aidan. “The beads were in your trouser pocket, sir. Did you want your old clothes, sir?” the servant asked. “There was nothing else inside the pockets. Your belt—I’m afraid your belt disintegrated. Does the new belt please you? If not, I can have another made more to your liking.”
“This one is very nice, thank you,” said Aidan who had been known to tie up his trousers with a clothesline rope. He was still wondering how his mother’s beads happened to get from the bottom of the dismal swamp to here in the Falconwolf Consulate in the Twin Capital—cleaned polished, restrung, and inside his new pocket.
 He hadn’t imagined that even the swamp witch could have retrieved these beads from the quagmire.
Hector tipped the servant for both of them and dismissed him.
“Are the beads all there?” Hector asked.

“Yeah!” Aidan said, astonished. “Every single one. How—?”
“Doesn’t need to be magic,” Hector said. “If the beads have metal cores, anyone with a magnet could retrieve them. Don’t make the swamp witch into some kind of sorceress.”

“I’m just happy to have my mother’s necklace back,” Aidan said, returning the string of beads to his neck where it belonged.

Aidan believed in sorcery.

In the evening, a well-dressed, warm and personable man briefed Hector and Aidan on etiquette, precedence, and formalities of the Royal Court.
Now Aidan worried that he would make a colossal blunder and he would never know it because everyone else here was too polite to correct him. 

 Aidan and Hector were reunited with Fala and Zephyr. Both falconwolves were clean, groomed, their coats sleek and shining, their black claws trim and polished.
“Who are these animals?” Aidan cried, laughing.
Fala gave his head a haughty toss. He spread his glossy black wings. They almost shone. His thick white fur coat dazzled like snow in sunshine.

Zephyr strutted. His white mane showed off his handsome mahagony coat. His paws hadn’t been that white in ages.
Then, in sudden panic, Aidan and Hector gasped in one voice, “Where’s Tal!”

Fala and Zephyr didn’t seem to know.

What had they done with the demon pup, Tal? What had Tal done to these gentle helpful people?
Panicked, Aidan and Hector ran to the stable. They burst in on a young stablewoman who was hosing great clumps of soggy storm-colored fur and bathwater down the grates. 

“Did he hurt anyone?” Aidan cried. “My other falconwolf?”
“Who? This one?” the stablewoman asked. “Oh, this is a little doll, he is.”

Aidan hadn’t even recognized Tal, standing quietly behind the young woman, his coat clean, his wings glossy. All Tal’s colors were visible now, rust and tan, yellow, black, white and gray. With his fur fluffed, he really did look like a storm cloud. Or an oversized toy for a royal child.
 “Where is his rider?” the stablewoman asked.

“He doesn’t have one,” Aidan said.

“Yes, he does. She was just here,” the stablewoman said, and looked past them. “Ah. There she is.”

Aidan and Hector turned around.
Bess stood in the doorway behind them, smiling. 

“About time you two woke up.”

 “Bess!” Aidan cried. 
“You’re alive!” Hector shouted, and he ran to her. He lifted her up, swung her around and hugged the breath out of her.
“Where have you been!” Aidan shouted. 
Bess gushed, laughing, “I don’t know!”

She pulled back, reached behind her head and unclasped the string of beads she was wearing, and offered it to him. “I think these are yours.”

It was Sara’s necklace.

“Can’t be!” Aidan said. But as he inspected the beads between his fingers, each one looked right. But they couldn’t be real. Aidan had last seen them when the swamp witch hurled them into her bog. Even the witch herself couldn’t have retrieved them from that murky place.

Aidan thought they must be copies, but on inspecting them he didn’t see how they could be anything other than Sara’s beads. These beads were perfect—down to their imperfections—a nick here, a scuff there. These were his mother’s beads.
He restored the string to his own neck and kissed Bess. “However you did it, thank you!”
“Wasn’t me,” Bess said, too happy to question any of it.

The stable provided Hector and Aidan with very handsome tack for their falconwolves, Zephyr and Fala, at no charge, all part of the services of the Consulate. This was the charming face of Province of the Far North. 
No one had attempted to get a saddle on Tal, and there had been no mention of trying to get a halter on him. Still, Aidan furtively counted up all the fingers on the stable workers’ hands.

Fala’s new saddle was not only beautifully tooled but it was the most comfortable saddle Aidan had ever been on. The shin sheathes were smooth and supple. Nothing in the Citadel’s stables came close to this quality. 

He looked down at Bess, and patted Fala’s withers in front of him, “Wanna fly?”
Bess didn’t hesitate. She was there, her ass tucked in front of him. She felt too good. It was too late to make her get down.

Aidan worried about leaving Tal alone, but when he and Fala and Zephyr took flight, Tal was right behind them, swooping over the steeples and domes and arches and spires of the Capital City. They slalomed through the ranks of high flags of the many provinces of the Two Kingdoms. They skimmed low across the sparkling water of the wide blue lake, and saw themselves reflected there. They played tag with the dancing fountains.
If he died tomorrow or a hundred years from now, Aidan thought this would have to be the best day of his life.

He knew that the elegant, important people down in the city were looking up at them and silently tisking: Rustics.

Yes, he was dazzled. He allowed himself to laugh. For this day, he was happy.

And the dream extended into the night. Aidan was given a simple refined bedchamber all to himself. He didn’t much like the aloneness, but Hector was right there, beyond the door, in an adjoining bedroom. Bess had a room of her own, not adjoining any man’s.
Aidan relished how clean and fine everything was. The touch of linens, the scent of the flowering vines. The fresh breeze that wafted through the open window.
He wished he had company in his solitary room. He wondered if asking to have Talionis in the room with him would be like asking if he could bring in a cow. He didn’t ask.
He moved out to the balcony and gazed across the starlit lake. A fluttering behind his head made him turn. A swallow had made her nest in the eaves of his balcony. She settled in, gathered her tiny eggs under her, and tucked her head under her wing. 
Comforted, Aidan whispered her a good night.
Aidan woke with the sun’s rising. He tapped softly on the door that divided his room from Hector’s. Hearing nothing, he pushed the door open and peered in. “Hector?”
Hector wasn’t there. Aidan guessed Hector might be looking for breakfast. Aidan couldn’t even think about food.
He went to the stables to look in on their falconwolves. Hector wasn’t there. Neither was Hector’s falconwolf, Zephyr.
Talionis was there, in Bess’s arms crying, despondant. 
The stablegirl told Aidan, “This guy hasn’t stopped crying since the other ones left—the handsome one and his falconwolf. When are they coming back? He’s real pretty, your friend is.”
She meant Hector.

Bess’s eyes turned up to Aidan in tearful hope that none of this was as it seemed.
Sourness rose in Aidan’s throat. He swallowed down stinging bile. “When did they leave!”
“Early. I didn’t see ‘em,” the stablegirl said. “And that’s early.”
Fala went outside. He paced on silent paws, looking across the lake again and again, as if the next look would make Hector and Zephyr appear.

“Fala!” Aidan cried. “Are Zephyr and Hector coming back?”

But Fala wore same look of stunned confusion as Aidan felt on his own face.

“They’re gone,” Aidan whispered, stunned. He couldn’t believe it.
Every footstep, every creak of a stable door sent Fala’s and Tal’s ears up, their mouths open in expectant wolfy smiles with happy thrashing tails. Then expectancy died again. The falconwolves wilted slowly down, only to perk up again and dash outside, scanning the sky at the next false alarm.

It took them a while to settle into forsaken waiting. Aidan felt phenomenally bad. 
Then suddenly panicked.

Aidan’s throat wobbled. His lips tingled. A sour taste rose in his throat. He was alone.
Worse than that. Much worse. Where was the arrow! Hector had the arrow that killed Sara. Hector carried it in his pack!
Where was Hector’s pack?
“Bess! Stay here!” he said urgently and he ran back to their rooms in the Consulate. 
Aidan’s room had already been made up. He swallowed down bile to see it so clean.
Quivering in terror, Aidan opened the door that connected his room to Hector’s room.
Hector’s room was clean, tidy.

And empty.

Feeling sick, Aidan looked first in the closet then under the bed.

Hector’s pack wasn’t here.

The arrow that killed Sara wasn’t here. That blood-stained arrow was vital to Aidan’s court case.
Without the arrow, Aidan had nothing.

Chapter Seven

A sound that was only slightly louder than a mouse made Aidan throw open the door to the hall. 
A child, who might have been a boy or a girl, attired in a valet’s neat uniform, stood in the doorway, a luggage cart behind him or her, whatever he or she was.

Aidan seized his and Hector’s packs from the cart.
He was afraid he slammed the door on the child. He fell to his knees and reached into Hector’s pack, hands fumbling and fluttering in terror. He braced for fatal emptiness.

Hope sprang as his fingers touched a wooden shaft. Heart racing now, eyes closed, Aidan withdrew the arrow from the pack. He was afraid to look at it lest it be some other arrow, with someone else’s fletching, or maybe it was the actual damned arrow but all cleaned up like everything else in the room, leaving no tell-tale blood stain on the shaft at all.
He held his breath.

Opened his eyes.

He breathed out sickness, bowed over, and he thanked the universe. The arrow was here. Still here, with its original damned fletching and all its blood stains.
A cool nose and feathery whiskers on his ear made Aidan jump.
It was Talionis. The young falconwolf must have flown up here and let himself in through the balcony doors. Now he gazed at Aidan in confusion, as if asking where Hector and Zephyr had gone.

Tal leaned into Aidan, and even allowed Aidan to pet him. Aidan thought he felt a quivering in Tal’s side. He heard his own voice come out weak even as he was trying to be cheerful. “Let’s go find our friends.”
Aidan went out to the stables. Tal stayed close to his side.
Prickling fear overcame Aidan to see a different falconwolf in Zephyr’s pen.
Aidan’s own Fala was outside in the sunshine, pacing and looking, looking and pacing.
Aidan’s throat wobbled. A sour taste rose in his mouth. Either someone had spirited Hector and Zephyr away—unlikely done without sound—or Hector had left him on purpose. Just left him. Not likely either, but here it was. Aidan’s stomach gave a lurch of fear.
“Fala!” Aidan called his falconwolf. “Are Hector and Zephyr coming back?”

Fala wore the same look of troubled confusion that Aidan felt he must have on his own face.

“They’re gone,” Aidan said to himself, stunned.

Fala gave no sign of contradicting him.

Every footstep, every creak in the stables had Fala’s and Tal’s ears up, tails wagging, their mouths open in expectant smiles. They gazed for a while, smiling and panting, then wilted back into forsaken waiting.

 Aidan sought out the stable girl who was feeding raw meat to the other falconwolves in her care. Before Aidan could say anything to her, she asked, “When is your handsome friend coming back?”

Aidan stammered. Blurted, “When did he leave?”
The girl shrugged and shook her head. “His handsome self didn’t tell me.”
Aidan walked out of the stable with his arm around Bess, who was trying hard not to cry.

“It’s just you and me, now,” Aidan told her. And they walked toward the Kings’ Court, Fala and Talionis close behind them.
The grand rotunda of the Kings’ Court stood on snowy marble columns. It was an intimidating structure. Aidan and Bess stopped at the foot of it, awed.
Then they joined hands, inhaled, and marched up the steps together.

At the top of the steps, Bess was ushered to the spectators’ section of the courtroom. Aidan was shown to the accuser’s box.

The sides of the high throne dais were open to the brilliant blue lake. More steep white marble steps led up from the chamber floor to the raised dais of the Throne of the Two Kings, set within its grand arch. One half of the conjoined throne was silver and black, the other gold and white.

A vast brass hourglass filled with white sand in a crystal globe marked the time.

The Falconwolf King sat on the gold and white side of the Throne of the Two Kings.
Gyrreg, King of the Falconwolf Realm, was very white. He appeared much older than his years. His portraits showed a handsome man. Rumor had it that Gyrreg had a run-in with the Swamp Witch in a younger day. Now his veins showed blue under the mottled papery skin of his hands. His long flowing white hair was thinning and brittle, but the man was not frail. He was long used to power. His power was nearly absolute. He turned his head and looked pointedly at the vacant silver and black throne beside him, making a show of being vexed at the glaring absence of the other, the Ravenwolf King. 
Aidan felt prickling fear at the vacancy. You will have two. Carn had all but promised him a hearing before both Kings.
Where was the Ravenwolf King?
The Falconwolf King spoke without looking at Aidan. At first Aidan didn’t know the King was even talking to him. The King’s blue-eyed gaze was elsewhere. “The Ravenwolf King has your pleading. He himself has not bothered to be here. So We are wondering why We are here.”

The imperial plurals were unnerving.

Aidan died a bit. This start was all wrong. He had been counting on the presence of the Ravenwolf King to balance the possible resentment of the Falconwolf King at being forced to hear the complaint of a commoner, an ill-got son, testifying against one of the King’s own royal knights. All Aidan’s worst fears were coming true.
“You are my King, Majesty,” Aidan said. “I understand you may hear my plea. I have a copy of it here.”

Aidan resisted using the word must hear instead of may hear—even though must was the correct word. Aidan didn’t want to risk vexing his judge. The King knew his own job.

As if hearing the unspoken thoughts, the Falconwolf King said, “I may hear your plea.”
The Falconwolf King gave a curt nod to an attendant who collected the scroll from Aidan. The attendant ascended to steps to the throne, offered up the parchment to his King from bended knee, and quickly removed himself.

The King’s pale blue eyes moved, taking a quick skim down Aidan’s complaint. He released one hand and let the parchment roll itself up. “This is a simple land dispute. You are in the wrong court.” He tossed Aidan’s pleading back at him. “Take this to the Archos of your Citadel.” He swept his hand backwards. “Away.”
“Majesty!” Aidan said, loud, and politely as he could. “I can’t take this case to the Archos of the Citadel. The Archos of the Citadel is one of the accused in this case.”

His words caught the King in mid-rise.

Unsettled, the Falconwolf King lowered himself back into his gold and white throne. An attendant retrieved Aidan’s complaint for the King to read.

The King actually read the pleading this time. Still, at the end of it, he waved the scroll dismissively for someone to take it away from him. “You have failed to summon your accused. You desire a judgment from us. You need to give to get. You have brought nothing. Not even witnesses.”

“I need the court’s help with that,” Aidan said.
“Oh, you do.” The King’s voice withered. 
“Harpies!” Aidan said quickly. “I just need the use of harpies.”

“You just need harpies. What gives the likes of you the right to harpies?”
Aidan’s head emptied of blood. How had this gone so wrong? He thought he was entitled to harpies if the accused and the witnesses were unwilling to appear. That was what court harpies were for. What gave Aidan the right? He had read the law. He was pretty sure he had the right.
His mind went blank. Then his thoughts stumbled back in.

Aidan lifted his eyes to the Falconwolf King. “Justice?” he suggested weakly.

“And what will you give to your kingdom for this justice?”

Was the King demanding a bribe? Aidan hadn’t been ready for that. The Consul had not warned him that bribery was involved. Aidan was not asking the King for a favor. He was asserting his rights.
Very well, no use pissing off the man who held his fate in his hands.
What did Aidan have to offer a King? All that Aidan owned had been taken from him.

“What does your Majesty require from his servant?” Aidan asked.
“A boon for Our Kingdom. This task with which We charge you takes you to your old haunts—the lands outside the Citadel in the Province of the Far North.”

Aidan’s head felt empty. He was faint on his feet. The King was sending him all the way back home. Back to the Citadel where all his enemies and Sara’s murderer lived. A long, perilous trek back through the dismal swamp, the soma field, the seductive beach where he could easily lose his way, and that long, long flight over Carn’s forest of man-eating trees, over his mother’s burned house and stolen lands, to the Citadel of his enemies.

Alone.
Aidan’s breaths came shallow. His heart thundered.

The King’s voice continued, pronouncing Aidan’s task. “There is a monster that terrorizes the woodlands outside the Citadel walls. Bring me its head.”

Aidan’s emotions swirled in confusion, insult, outrage.
And relief.
And then the bitter taste of a hidden advantage.

Aidan steadied himself. “Would—?” Aidan’s first start came out strangled and thin. 

He cleared his throat and started over softly. “Would that monster have a name, your Majesty? Is the so-called monster actually a very large rogue falconwolf named Ersta?”

He saw the King’s blue eyes widen, his white face go slack.

Heartened, Aidan pressed onward. “And was this monster not imprinted on a former Archos at the Citadel? And exactly which head does your Majesty require? Only Ersta’s head or the head of his rider, the old Archos, too, because he was nuts. Though neither of them is terrorizing anyone anymore.”

And where are the reins on your mouth, Aidan?

His faced burned. He wished to the gods he could take that speech back. The only sounds were of lapping water and a cool wind off the beautiful lake down below the high court. 
Why did he have to say all that in front of witnesses? The royal attendants were motionless. No one other than himself seemed to be even breathing.

Giddy with despair Aidan kept talking, too angry, too distressed to stop himself now. “Me and Fala will just dig up both of them. Where does your Majesty desire to take delivery of the heads?”

The enormity of the following silence was a physical presence—all those eyes staring at him.
After a lifetime, the Falconwolf King spoke. “We desire no such thing. You just told us that the execution of the menace has already occurred. The need no longer exists. You offer us nothing.”

“Oh for—!”

“Stop. You nameless creature who comes in front of us with claims but no witnesses, and now implies that this lack is the Court’s fault?”

A quiver took hold of Aidan’s midriff. His lip trembled.

Eyes respectfully downcast, Aidan said weakly, “I have the name of my mother’s killer. And I was told that the Court could summon him with harpies, along with other witnesses to that murder.”

“Harpies.” The Falconwolf King opened his arms to all the people in attendance. “He wants to use harpies. This Court may use harpies. You do not have the right to use harpies.”

“I was told that your Majesty could summon harpies on my behalf,” Aidan said, voice faltering.

“And who told you that?” the Falconwolf King demanded, cold.
Everything was falling apart. Aidan’s mouth stung. He stammered. “A man.”

“A man. Oh good that he is a man.” The King’s hand flicked like the tail of an angry cat. Does the man have a title?”

“He’s not a lord—”
“Oh wonderful. Does this ‘not a lord’ have a name?”

Aidan stammered. “His—His name is Carn and—”

Aidan meant to say more, but the name had an astonishing effect. The Falconwolf King’s blue eyes rounded. He gripped the arms of his throne and looked all around and back behind his seat, up to the skies beyond the snowy columns of the rotunda, his face fixed in something like terror.

“Is he coming here?” the Falconwolf King demanded.
“I—” Aidan hadn’t thought so.
Courtiers and servants swarmed out to the marble terrace. They searched the skies.
The crowd first hushed, then stirred, even as a silhouette appeared from behind the high ridge beyond the water, the silhouette of a ravenwolf, perfectly black against the brilliant sky, advancing toward the court rotunda with powerful wing beats.

Someone breathed, “Skak!”
The only ravenwolf Aidan had ever seen had been Carn’s ravenwolf, a great black beast, beautiful in a terrifying way, with wicked white teeth and glossy black wings and putrid breath. Its name was—

“Midnight!” someone cried, in the same voice as he might scream Fire!
Midnight was coming here. Aidan was astonished. He had to remember to breathe.

Carn must be someone of importance in the Ravenwolf King’s court, in spite of Carn’s insistence that he was not a lord. No man had ever worn power more easily than Carn.
And the Falconwolf King looked— Aidan couldn’t believe it—the imperious Falconwolf King looked frightened.

One of the Falconwolf King’s courtiers shoved parchment and quill at Aidan as the Falconwolf King himself ordered quickly, “Name your witnesses to be summoned. Come on. Come on. Come on.”

“I, um.” Aidan fell mute, staring, mesmerized at Midnight’s advance. 

Aidan had the presence of mind to hold his breath and narrow his eyes as the great ravenwolf’s wings flapped in final approach. The wings folded close to the beast’s great furry body to allow it to pass with its rider in between the marble columns of the court rotunda. Then the black wings fanned wide inside the chamber, and foulness billowed over everyone.

Midnight’s immense forepaws touched down on the lower tier of the Kings’ Court, then the ravenwolf tucked his hind legs underneath his great self.
When Midnight folded his expansive black wings, his rider came into view.

Aidan’s mouth dropped. Too stunned to react to the smell and the foul taste of the air, Aidan just stared.

Midnight’s rider was dressed in black leathers decorated with silver studs. His black hair was held back in a tail. He made a jaunty dismount from his ravenwolf, and jogged up the marble stairs toward the Throne of the Two Kings.

Carn—not a lord—blew past Aidan on his way up the glistening white steps, not looking directly at him, but Aidan heard him mutter low as he brushed by, “You are such an idiot.”

Aidan fought down a smile.

“Yes, your Majesty,” Aidan said, bowing all the way to the floor. Even though Carn was enough.

Carn was the Ravenwolf King.

Chapter Eight
Carn turned with a flourish in front of the Ravenwolf side of the Throne of the Two Kings. Aidan was fairly sure Carn was moving a lot of air just to be offensive. He smelled like death.

Carn swept the silver Ravenwolf crown up from its black cushion and settled it on his own head. He seated himself on his throne, as regal and easy as a man could possibly be. He sported a scruffy, rakish beginning of a beard on his chin, or else he just hadn’t bothered to shave.
“Now.” Carn beckoned with two black-gloved fingers for Aidan to approach.

 Aidan climbed the steps. He dropped to one knee and bowed his head over Carn’s black-booted foot.

Carn leaned forward and spoke down at Aidan’s bowed head. “Your plea is a mess. Fortunately I rule on facts, not by slight of law.”

“Thank you and the gods,” Aidan said.
“Yeah. Do. Stand up. Did I already tell you you’re an ass?”

“Idiot, sire.”

“Right,” Carn said.

Carn then gestured to the Court secretary. “Give me the record. What did I miss?”

The secretary hedged, frightened, glancing to the King of the Falconwolves. Things had been recorded that ought not have been spoken.
“Is this going to be like pulling teeth?” Carn said.
Silence gripped the chamber.

 “Give me the fornicating record, or I am pulling teeth,” Carn said.

The secretary all but threw the record at Carn and fled. He got to the rear of the chamber, where he found the great doors shut.
The secretary turned, his back flat against the doors, eyes wide, chest heaving.

Carn beckoned him forward. “You’re not done here.” 

As the terrified secretary crept back to the throne, Carn’s eyes moved down the parchment. An amazed near-smile formed on his lips. His brambling black eyebrows lifted skyward. “We’re back to extorting pay for a plea, I see.” He passed the parchment back to the secretary and bade him, “Record everything I said.”
The secetary nodded and quickly scribbled on the court record with his quill.
Then to the Falconwolf King at his side, Carn said, “So. What was the Falconwolf King’s final ruling on who gets the head?”

The chamber was dead quiet except or the quick scratching of a quill on parchment.
Carn raised his voice, not looking at any one person. “Someone talk to me here. Does or does not the King of the Falconwolves want to take possession of the head of the late Archos of the Citadel in the Falconwolf Province of the Far North or not, because my Midnight would love to have it for a snack! It was a long journey here. Midnight! Come!”

The massive black ravenwolf with its leonine mane moved around to the back of the Throne of the Two Kings. It pushed his great wolfen head between the two throne backs to look over Carn’s shoulder.

Carn moved Midnight’s head so he could see across to the King of the Falconwolves seated in the adjacent throne. “Kindly have someone instruct Midnight where to dig.”
The Falconwolf King looked horrified. “You wouldn’t!”

“I am doing!” Carn said. “Interesting how quickly you close ranks with villains—dead ones at that—but not with wounded innocents.”

“Enough!” the Falconwolf King stood up, roaring. “Leave the bloody head. We shall push your damned bastard’s damned case to the front of the damned docket. Carn. Have at it.” The Falconwolf King tossed the sceptre at Carn.

Carn didn’t try to catch it. It clattered at Carn’s feet on the raised dais, and stayed down there until the Falconwolf King snared a servant’s attention. He nodded briskly for the servant to pick up the sceptre, then gave another jerk of a nod toward Carn, where he meant the sceptre to go.

The servant, a pale, young man, quaking, retrieved the sceptre from the floor and approached the Ravenwolf King on the high Twin Throne as if approaching his own doom.

Carn received the sceptre that was placed in his black-gloved hand. He said, “Thank you.” To the servant, who scurried gratefuly away.

“What is your interest, anyway, Carn?” the Falconwolf King muttered. “These aren’t your people.” He gave a backhanded gesture at Aidan.
“This boy was seeking you and he blundered into me. I can’t resist a case that smells this rotten.”

“It’s the death of a prostitute, you know,” the King growled low between clenched teeth.
“Death?” Carn said, very loud. “Death? You say simply death? More precisely it’s the murder that got her dead that is the issue here, isn’t that the case?”

The Falconwolf King let himself sink back in his throne, annoyed. “The woman was a prostitute.”

“She may have been. So a man is allowed to kill that kind of woman in the Falconwolf realm? I did not know that,” Carn said.
“No! That is not what I said.”

“It is what you said, Gyrreg. What did you want to say?”

“A prostitute asks for it.”

“A prostitute asks to be shot in the back while fleeing from men who loot her property and burn down her home?”

“No. I—”
“You haven’t read the pleading, have you?”

“You have time for this?” the Falconwolf King snapped back.

“I watch sparrows fall,” Carn said.
The Falconwolf King closed his eyes. After a long pained silence he said, “I confess I have not read the pleading.” And he lifted his head and spoke loud for all the court to hear.  “Who is here to present the whore’s case. Please say it is not you, Carn.”

Carn shook his head. “It’s the victim’s son, Aidan Chandlerson.”

The Falconwolf King turned white, gravestone white. “O gods. What witnesses?”

 “Aidan Chandlerson bears witness for himself,” Carn said. “There is also Hector son of Lord Xander—I don’t see him here—and the victim’s falconwolf, Talionis, and the silent testimony of the arrow that killed Sara Chandler.”

“The victim’s falconwolf!” The Falconwolf King was incredulous. “The victim was a whore! She cannot have been chosen by a falconwolf!”

“You can say that,” Carn said. “But it doesn’t alter reality.”

“Very well. Where is the accuser? You!” The pale blue eyes of the Falconwolf King found Aidan, who wanted to disappear under the floor. “Whom does Aidan Chandlerson accuse of the woman’s murder?”

 Aidan’s voice squeaked. “I need your help with that, Majesty.”

“You mean you don’t know?” The Falconwolf King fumed and turned to Carn beside him. “He’s fishing. I am not presiding over a fishing expedition.”

“I can carry on without you,” Carn said, slouching well back in his side of the conjoined throne.

“No!” the Falconwolf King shouted. “The boy doesn’t know whom it is he’s accusing. There are no witnesses. This case will not be heard.” The Falconwolf King leaned forward and drew in his feet, ready to stand up.
“There are witnesses,” Carn said. “All that is missing is the name to go with the man who left his arrow in the murdered woman’s back.” 
The Falconwolf King drew himself up in royal indignation. He spoke, nearly shouting. “You want to march every falconwolf rider into this court for you to decide whom you want to accuse?”

“Of course not,” Carn said in a quiet, reasonable voice. “That would be absurd. How absurd of you to suggest it. You’re not doing yourself proud here, Gyrreg.”

The King of the Falconwolves closed his eyes. When he opened them, he looked like a different man.

“I would like to start over.”

“I think you had better,” Carn said.

The Falconwolf King told the secretary, “Strike the record.”

“Give me the record,” Carn said. “I’ll put it somewhere secure.”

“You’re going to hold that over me,” the Falconwolf King snarled low.

“You know I will,” Carn said, and he turned to Aidan. “What do you require to identify the accused?”

“Majesty. I—I need to use court harpies to bring my witnesses. One is Hector Xanderson.”

“Hector? I thought he traveled here with you,” Carn said.
“He did. He was here, Majesty. He’s gone.”

“Cold feet?”

“I don’t know. I don’t like to think so. But he’s gone. I need a harpy to summon him back, and I need a harpy to bring the rider of the falconwolf who belongs with this feather.” He lifted the arrow to both Kings. 

Carn took the arrow, turned it over. Its shaft was stained dark with blood. It was fletched with falconwolf feathers.
“This is one of your knights,” Carn told the Falconwolf King, passing the arrow to him.

 The feathers were colored in a distinctive pattern of bands in rusty brown and black. The Falconwolf King’s face turned ashen with what could only be recognition. 

“Do you need to recuse yourself?” the Ravenwolf King asked the Falconwolf King, sounding almost kindly.

The Falconwolf King frowned. “No.” Then he snapped his fingers and barked, “Harpy!”

A harpy dropped down from its roost in the lofty rafters. It was a vast hulking, muscular bird with heavy legs and outsized talons that might haul a buffalo out of a tar pit and drag it airborne. It was a little smaller than the hulking beast that hauled Aidan out of the vortex in the Sea That Never Ends.
Here, in the court rotunda, the harpy was gargantuan. Any single one of its taloned opposable toes was bigger than the whole of Aidan.

The harpy hunched before the Two Kings.

The Falconwolf King instructed the harpy, “Find the rider of the falconwolf to whom this feather belongs. See that the rider appears in this court without delay. His name is Lord Osso. His estate is north of the Citadel in the Falconwolf Province of the Far North, beyond the second ridge. Be respectful.”
Carn added for the harpy, “Failing there, you might find his lordship at a hobby farm that he has recently acquired in the village just outside the Citadel. Look for the clover fields, the beehives and the apple trees.” 
A tremor lodged in Aidan’s throat. Carn had just described his mother’s farm. And Carn gave the harpy a token of the Court of the Two Kings to authenticate the summons. The harpy inspected the arrow, swallowed the token for safekeeping, then spread its great wings.

 As it did, a dozen little jewel colored griffins fluttered out from under the harpy’s vast wings into the open air. 

Aidan recognized the griffins from his readings in the library. From their beaked aquiline heads and taloned forelegs the griffins were minature eagles, while their sandy-colored hindquarters were formed like minature claw-footed lions.
The swift little griffins were Royal process servers.

The griffins flocked around the Harpy, received the summons for their assigned witness, spread their wings and darted away as the hulking Harpy lifted itself into the air with great gusts from its massive wings.

“You know a lot about this case already, Carn,” the Falconwolf King muttered low, not for recording.
“I am a carrion eater,” Carn said aloud. “That does not mean I wait for men to feed me offal.”

The King of the Falconwolves rose to his feet. He called for a recess while they waited for witnesses to arrive. “If that's all right with you, Carn? Or does your boy want to start the trial now?”

Carn didn’t move except to speak. “The accuser is well aware of the distance involved in summoning witnesses, having just made that journey himself. The Court will reconvene when everyone is here. Clear the Court.”

The Falconwolf King was the first man out, striding fast through a gantlet of bowed heads.

Nothing would happen today. Or the next several days.

Carn stood up. He caught sight of Aidan sitting alone after the great chamber was empty. 
Carn asked, “Where is my buddy?”

He meant Sara’s angry young orphaned falconwolf Talionis.

Aidan shook his head forlornly. He didn’t know.

Carn strode across the Court floor, sweeping an arm for Aidan to come along.

In the stables, they found an abject, terrified stablehand who confessed, “It got away.”
Another stablehand blurted, “That thing is insane!”

Carn waved away the stablehands, unconcerned. He returned to the Court rotunda with Aidan in tow, and he strode outside onto the rotunda’s marble terrace. He turned his back to the serene blue lake, leaned back on the blindingly white marble railing, crossed one ankle casually over the other, and looked up.

He spoke, unexcitedly, “Hey.”

Sara’s young falconwolf, Talionis, blinked down at Carn from the high dome.

“You knew he couldn’t be far,” Carn told Aidan, and he beckoned Tal with his two-finger summons.

Tal fluttered down from a row of brilliant blue tiles. He landed at Carn’s feet on the terrace and leaned himself against Carn’s leg. Then Tal stood up and shoved his muzzle up into the Ravenwolf King’s armpit. Never mind the carrion smell, the orphaned creature was attracted to calm strength.
Carn waggled Talionis’s ears that were too big for the falconwolf’s young head.

Voices carried up from the other side of a tall ornamental hedgerow in the Court’s gardens. Someone was saying, “Don’t be afraid of the Ravenwolf King. He only eats dead things.”

Carn lifted his voice toward the sky, and offered languidly, “I can make things dead.”

And listened to the mad scurrying retreat behind the hedgerow.

“Carn, you’re terrifying,” Aidan said with a near smile.

“I know. A dread reputation serves me.”

“Men say horrible things about my mother,” Aidan said. “But they’re the ones who pay her to do what she does. I mean what she did. How does that balance?”

“It’s about power and control, son,” Carn said. “Anyone who can make a man feel like that has power over him. The strong ones abide. The small ones? I really can’t speak for them. I am not a small man.”

Aidan was well aware of that. He just couldn’t see how Carn did it, be such a strong presence with no effort. Power and forceful presence were things Carn was born to, like dark eyes.
“Do you have children?” Aidan asked before he could think to stop himself.

The Ravenwolf King didn’t take offense at Aidan’s daring to ask a King a personal question. Instead, his brow creased. “No,” Carn said slowly. “I should really do something about that. Find the right girl. Oh, skak, even the wrong girl. Some things shouldn’t be put off. She loved you. The lady Sara.”

Aidan nodded. He couldn’t speak or he would cry. He had done enough of that.
He settled into waiting.

Shouts rang through the Court of the Two Kings.

The griffins were returning.

But these griffins came bearing messages, not witnesses.

After collecting the messages, Carn summoned Aidan apart, alone, outside the Court, not looking happy. “Your provincial archive burned,” he told Aidan.
“How did that happen!” Aidan cried.
“Men with torches would have nothing to do with it, of course,” Carn said.

“Of course,” Aidan said, shaking.

“The deed to Sara’s property and her will, if there was one, were in the archive,” Carn said gravely. “The estate has been settled on Lord Osso.”

“No,” Aidan said. “Sara left a will. I am her sole heir. She always provided for me. Who the hell is Osso? Everyone knows that was Sara’s place. All the neighbors know. Her customers know. That was Sara’s house that got burned. Those are Sara’s beehives, her clover fields, her apple trees. Everyone knows! Hector knows. Hector’s father, Lord Xander, knows! Lord Xander knew my mother.”

Carn nodded. “That common knowledge should have weight, for certain, but I don’t know the laws of heritance in the Falconwolf Kingdom. Real estate is outside my jurisdiction. I’m here for the murder.”

“But do you know who thought they had the right to give away my mother’s property to Lord Osso?” Aidan asked. “No one had a right to give away that property. No one— What?”

Carn was gazing at him steadily. Apparently there was someone with that kind of power.

Aidan stared at Carn long and bewildered, then cried out in sudden realization. “You know who did it! You know who gave her land away!”

Carn was silent. For once he didn’t look Aidan in the eyes. He turned his dark gaze out to the far horizon.

“Tell me!” Aidan cried. Begged, “Carn!”

“You already know who,” Carn said softly. “The only man who has that power.”
“Who?” Aidan demanded, and waited long for the answer.
Carn scowled at Aidan. 

“It’s the guy who sits next to me in court.”

Aidan dropped into a crouch, poised to charge into action. Carn lifted his glance up to the roof. “Fala. Sit on him.”

Immediately, Aidan was knocked off his feet by a big black wing, and pinned to the ground by big white paws. Aidan thrashed and roared, calling Fala a traitor. 

Fala obeyed Carn.

Carn stood over Aidan. He waited until Aidan stopped flailing.

Aidan lay under Fala’s paws, his chest heaving, his eyes wet. Afraid he was bleating.
“Don’t fault Fala. It’s a true friend who protects you from yourself,” Carn said. “If you strike down your King, what do you suppose will happen to Fala and Talionis? If you indulge your hatred at the price of your surviving loved ones’ safety, I shall hang you up to rot, myself.”

Aidan deflated. Embarrassed, he waited meekly on his back, his breaths slowing.
“You done?” Carn said.
Aidan nodded. Mumbled, “Yeah. Thanks.”

Carn gave him a light kick with his black-booted foot and motioned Fala to let him up.
“Feeling real stupid,” Aidan mumbled.

“Good!” Carn said.

Time passed slowly as the Court waited for witnesses to appear.

The first traveller to arrive had not been called, but he was here anyway. It was Ysah, the new Archos at the Citadel where Aidan had been a cadet. Ysah had replaced the earlier Archos, the one who had buried Aidan up to his neck in the soma field. Aidan didn’t know anything about this new Archos, Ysah, except that he was the man who sent Aidan into exile, charging Aidan with bringing back something of worth.
When the Court reconvened, Carn appeared nettled to find Ysah here. 
Carn glanced around the courtroom. “Who asked for this guy?”

Aidan opened empty hands and shook his head, mystified. He certainly hadn’t called Ysah. He didn’t know who had.

The newest Archos, Ysah, smiled benignly and lifted a finger to the Throne of the Two Kings. “By your leave, Majesties, I summoned myself.”

Carn said nothing. Ysah was not one of Carn’s subjects. Carn slouched back in his throne, waiting. He murmured aside, behind his gloved hand, to the man enthroned beside him, “What are you doing, Gyrreg?”
“No idea,” the Falconwolf King said. “Not my witness.”
“Don’t get up to your Northern Province much, do you?” Carn said.

“Never been,” the Falconwolf King said tightly.

Carn cocked his head. “Never?”

“Never,” the Falconwolf King said, forceful. “It’s way up there.”

The new Archos, Ysah, finding himself ignored, lifted his finger again. “By your leave, Majesties, I’m not here as a witness.”

“Then you summoned yourself to our court to what purpose precisely?” the Falconwolf King demanded.

“The accuser is a cadet of my Citadel, an orphan. That makes him my ward,” Ysah said silkily. “I apologize for his presence here. He has not been banished, as he may have told you. He is either confused or, well, let’s not assume bad intent behind anything he might have told you.

“The truth is I charged the boy with a quest,” Ysah said. “Instead, he went home to his mama, the prostitute, Sara, who was at that time squatting on property not lawfully hers, as you well know, Majesty.”

“Do not pretend that you know anything that is in my mind or that I know the doings of prostitutes,” the Falconwolf King said in low burning wrath.

“Of course, your Majesty. I am here because I learned that my runaway cadet, Aidan, besmirches the good name of Lord Osso in this court. Aidan has failed to obey any of my orders. I withdraw my cadet’s complaint in this court, unlawfully made. Aidan Whoreson doesn’t have the legal standing to enter pleas in this august Court. You may safely strike everything he said here today.”

“I don’t need your leave to strike anything or anyone,” the Ravenwolf King said, then turned to Aidan. “Aidan, is this the Archos who buried you up to your neck in the soma field?”
“No, your maj—” Aidan started. Caught himself. Started over, “No, Carn. That was the Archos before this one. Zephyr killed that one, then dug me up.”
The Falconwolf King shifted in his throne. He looked extremely uncomfortable.
“I will take the boy home now,” the new Archos, Ysah, said stepping forward. He looked as if he would lay hands on Aidan.

“You are right, Ysah, in saying you are not a witness,” Carn said. He set to scribbling on a parchment. “You are one of the accused.”
Wide-eyed, Ysah drew himself up tall. “Your Majesty, I declare I am not!”

Carn rolled up the parchment, descended from his throne and hit Ysah with the scroll. “You have been served! The charge is murder, conspiracy, conversion of estate, and perjury in this Court.” He signaled the Court guards. “Lock him up awaiting separate trial.” He glanced to the Falconwolf King and added, “My dungeon, not yours, Gyrreg.”
The Falconwolf King caged his eyes with the fingers of one hand. He looked to be having a throbbing headache. Both eyes crushed shut. He cracked one eyelid to peer at the Citadel’s new Archos, Ysah.
The Falconwolf King’s voice came out nettled, addressing Ysah. “Sir, We do not have time for this sideshow. Remove yourself to your Provincial Consulate pending the progress of this circus. Do not leave the Consulate or We cannot guarantee your safety.”

A falconwolf lord stepped grandly forward from the gallery. He announced to Ysah in a rich, booming voice, “Sir! Lord Ysah! I can vouchsafe your safety! I shall escort you back to your Citadel!”

“Not until the matter of Sara’s murder is resolved, you won’t,” Carn said. “You’re standing trial, next. You killed her, Osso. You’re a coward.”
Aidan jerked from the shock.
Osso! That was Osso! 
The name hit Aidan like a physical blow. Aidan stared at the man who killed his mother.
The lord was obviously strong, broadly built. His thick, chestnut colored hair was coifed in waves. His clothes were gilt-edged and elaborately embroidered. His voice was powerful. He wore many badges on his sash, the kind of badge a man wins by surviving single combat.
None of those kill badges would be for Sara. Osso had shot Sara in the back. The lord wouldn’t be bragging about that killing.

He was going to die for that one.
“You insult me, sir!” Osso told Carn, even as Osso was getting furtive wave offs from the Falconwolf King. Osso ignored the warnings.
“Yes, I do,” Carn said, his voice all contempt. “You are a cur, Osso. And don’t sir, me, you falconweasel. To you, I am Majesty. Come on.” Carn’s black eyes gleamed, expectant. Two black-gloved fingers beckoned. “We can decide this right now.”

It was an invitation to a fight to the death. With another  King.
Indignant, Osso pointed at Carn, and started to speak to the Falconwolf King. 

And suddenly he thought better of it. He swallowed the insult, gave a nod to his own King, and quickly strode out, saying nothing more.
The Falconwolf King immediately ordered an end to further audiences this day, and cleared the rotunda.

Aidan followed Carn out of the courtroom—chased him, really. Carn was moving fast, stalking through the gallery. Attendants and titled lords scrambled out of his path.
“Skak!” Carn shouted a whisper. He spat on the floor.

Aidan spoke at Carn’s back. “You were. . . majestic!”

“No! I wasn’t!” Carn cried. “I was too eager! I scared him off. I had him right here!” he cried. He punched his gloved fist into his opposite palm. “I had him.”
Aidan marveled. Carn had tried to draw the duel to the death his way. Carn hadn’t the slightest doubt that Carn would win any match with Lord Osso. Or with anyone.
Carn had absolute faith in own skill and power, and it humbled Aidan to know that the Ravenwolf King would use that power to put his own life between Lord Osso and Aidan Chandlerson.

Court resumed, even though Aidan’s main witness, Hector Xanderson, wasn’t present. Neither was Hector’s falconwolf Zephyr. Those were Aidan’s witnesses. Aidan felt spectacularly bad about their absence.
The King of the Falconwolves announced, “We have been advised that this Court should hear testimony of the Commander of the Citadel of our Northern Province. We are advised that he can give a whole different account of Aidan’s character. We are still waiting for his appearance.”
That had to be Ysah’s advice for the Falconwolf King to summon the Commander of the Citadel. Aidan felt quills in his mouth at the idea of facing the Commander again. The man had always terrified him.
On second consideration, the Commander would likely detonate on the witness stand. This testimony could be a good thing for Aidan.
But the Commander might not even appear. The last Aidan had seen of him, the Commander had been slinking away into the northern forest with his injured humiliated falconwolf, Claw.

And, so far, the court harpies charged with delivering the witness had failed to make the Commander appear in Court, a rare thing in harpies.
“The witness had better be dead!” the Falconwolf King declared, indignant at having his royal summons ignored. He was accustomed to being obeyed instantly and waiting for no one.
Carn read the summons then tossed it aside. “Failure of harpies to deliver generally does mean the subject is dead. And in this case, it is true.”
Carn turned his eyes to Aidan and confirmed, “Your Commander is dead.”

The Falconwolf King sat forward. “You know this, Carn?”
“Yeah. He was eaten by trees,” Carn said.
“And you know this for certain,” the Falconwolf King said. “How?”

“They’re my trees,” Carn said.
“You fed my Commander to your trees!”

“I did not. Your man entered the woods of his own will.”
“You had a duty to warn him!”

“And so I did. I explicitly forbade that man to touch my trees.”

Aidan wanted to laugh. Surest way to get the Commander to do anything was to have someone he despised order him not to do it.

“You could have done more to stop him!” the King of the Falconwolves said, enraged.
“Tree’s gotta eat,” Carn said. 
“Have any more witnesses been devoured!” the Falconwolf King demanded.

“No,” Carn said. “And for the record, note that Aidan Chandlerson, Bess Chandler, and Hector Xanderson and their falconwolves got past my trees without incident.”
The Falconwolf King then called on Aidan to testify for himself.

Aidan stood up. A quiver gripped his middle. A lump lodged in his throat. With no one to back him up, his testimony was going to be very thin. He needed Hector. Hector had seen everything. Why had Hector abandoned him?
As Aidan took the stand, he felt like he was the one on trial.

“Aidan Chandlerson!” the Falconwolf King spoke directly to him. “Is the person whom you claim caused the death of Sara Chandler in this court?”

Aidan didn’t like the wording of that question at all. “Yes!” Aidan said with force.

“You needn’t bark,” the Falconwolf King said. “Maintain civility if you please. And to you I am your Majesty.”

“Yes, your Majesty.” Aidan nodded. And he forced out an apology. “Forgive me.”
“Aidan Chandlerson, you have identified Lord Osso, is this correct?” The Falconwolf King’s voice was icy.
“Yes, your Majesty.”

“Yet your own falconwolf—Fala, is it?—Fala cannot swear that he saw the arrow strike the Chandler woman. Your falconwolf contradicts the sworn word of the Archos of your Citadel.”

Apparently Lord Osso and the King of the Falconwolves had collaborated on Osso’s testimony.

“There is no contradiction,” Aidan said. “We were running away from the killer—”
“You were running?” Osso asked sweetly from the back of the courtroom. “Seems odd that winged creatures would run.”

And immediately Osso jerked back as something hit his face and dropped at his feet.

It was a dead rat, hurled from the direction of the Throne of the Two Kings. 

Carn, the Ravenwolf King, was on his feet in towering wrath. He pointed down at Osso from his raised throne. “Do not yank this court around! I want to hear what happened. You try to get sly with me again I’m gonna find out what fresh meat tastes like!”
Then he barked at Aidan, “Continue!”

Carn sat down and slouched way back in his throne, chin on his chest, scowling out of the tops of his eyes. The Falconwolf King did not try to intervene. He cast a surreptitious warning glance to his minion, Osso.

Aidan bowed his head to both Kings and started over. If the Falconwolf King wanted every detail, then he would get every last detail.

“We—that is myself, Sara, Fala, Zephyr, Hector and Talionis—we were flying away from falconwolf riders who were chasing us—”

The Falconwolf King lifted a velvet-gloved hand to stop him. The Falconwolf King sat forward. “Now, see here, boy, you assume hostile intent. Might the riders not have been trying to get an urgent message to you? Did you consider that?”
“The people chasing us were shooting arrows at us, Majesty,” Aidan said, fighting hard to keep irony out of his voice. “None of the arrows had messages tied to them.”
“I’m going to rule that as hostile intent, Gyrreg,” Carn said lightly from his slouch. 
“Aidan, continue.”
Aidan bowed to each King and continued with his story. “My Fala, Hector’s Zephyr, and I were watching in the direction we were flying.”
Throat clearing noises made him stop again. Aidan was hard pressed not to roll his eyes. 
Lord Osso was signalling again to the Falconwolf King.
The Falconwolf King nodded to Osso, allowing him to interrupt Aidan and say his piece.
“Majesty,” Osso bowed low to the Falconwolf King. “I understand from Aidan’s testimony that Sara Chandler was riding behind Hector on the back of Hector’s falconwolf, Zephyr. Is this not the testimony we just heard?
He looked all around and collected nods of acknowledgment from most men present.

“Aidan?” Osso asked him directly, his voice exceedingly polite. “Yes? No? Aidan?”

“Yes,” Aidan hissed at Osso.
“Then Sara could not have seen the so-called chasers. Not well, anyway, unless she was a contortionist.”
“You’re just kicking up dust,” Aidan said. “Maybe she didn’t look back. Maybe she didn’t see anything. The fact remains that she was riding on Zephyr when Osso’s arrow struck her in the back. The fact is that you shot that arrow, Osso.”

“But you said she didn’t necessarily see anything. You contradict yourself. You have no witness.”

“You, Osso, are ignoring another witness,” Aidan said. He turned his back on Osso and spoke directly to the Kings. 

“Sara’s falconwolf pup, Talionis, was strapped into a baby pouch on Sara’s back. Talionis was riding backwards, looking out from the pouch. Talionis saw our chasers and everything behind us very clearly. Tal saw Osso shoot the arrow. Tal saw Osso’s arrow strike Sara right next to Tal. Sara’s blood got on Talionis, on the Tal’s baby pouch, and on the arrow. And I have the arrow that killed Sara.” His voice vibrated. “I pulled this out of my own mother’s dead body.” 
He drew the damned arrow out from the back of his shirt. The shaft was darkened with dried blood. 
“Anyone can see that the fletching on this bloody arrow belongs to Lord Osso’s falconwolf.”

Aidan placed the arrow at the feet of the Two Kings. His heart fluttered in his chest as if it was trying to get out. He retreated to his seat, his head bowed.
Osso took the floor in an instant. He drew himself up tall, his broad shoulders held regally back, his vast chest expanded. He strutted for the court, his arms open, his rich deep voice dripping contempt. “Ver-y theatrical—!”
Smack!

It took Osso a moment to recognize what had just hit him in the face. The thing dropped to his elegantly shod feet. It was a dead rotting rat.

Osso appealed to the Falconwolf King in wounded voice. “Sire!”
“You asked for that one,” the Falconwolf King said, then muttered aside to Carn, “I hope you don’t have too many more of those in your pockets, Carn.”
Dead rats, he meant.

“Want one?” Carn offered.

“Enough!” the Falconwolf King shouted. “Lord Osso, continue. Facts only. No drama.”

Osso spoke with bowed head. “Before I continue, your Majesty, may I know why this supposed witness Talionis is not here? I have a right to face my accuser.”

Aidan fought down a smile. He saw that Osso immediately sensed he had mis-stepped. Last thing he should have demanded was to bring Tal in here. There were a lot of glances flying across the Court. An altogether damning faint smile formed on the Ravenwolf King’s lips.

“I have the right to face my accuser!” Osso insisted.

Aidan closed his eyes. Tried to hold in his smile, but he couldn’t contain it. Yes!
Carn stood up. “Then you shall confront him, Osso!” 

“Where is he going?” Osso appealed to the Falconwolf King as Carn stepped down from his high throne and strode across the chamber.

“I am producing your witness, Osso,” Carn answered for himself.
“You, Carn?” the Falconwolf King called down from the Dual Throne. “Why you? You have something to share with this witness but not this court?”

“Me, Majesty, because I am the only one who could survive issuing the summons. But I am more than willing to leave the summoning to Lord Osso at his insistence. Go make your witness appear, Osso.”
Carn made way for Osso to go summon the witness.
“No!” the Falconwolf King commanded. Apparently he sensed a trap. He didn’t know its precise form, but he knew a trap must exist.  “Osso, sit down!” King Gyrreg commanded. “Carn, produce the witness!”

Carn strode out of the Court chamber.

In Carn’s absence, Osso exchanged uncertain glances with the Falconwolf King.

Carn returned to the court floor, gripping Talionis by the scruff. The young falconwolf came howling and flapping, his hind claws gashing the floor, his forepaws raking the air. 
At intervals, Tal paused to squeal into Carn’s face, begging him to let go.

And on catching sight of Osso, Talionis screamed and lunged at him.
Osso staggered back and scrambled to the far wall until he was almost behind the Dual Throne. 
Osso must have been imagining the six-pound fluffy puppy crying in Sara’s baby pouch on that day Osso had driven Aidan and Sara off their land, not this half-grown pony-sized mass of winged, fanged, and clawed fury.

Carn turned his face away from the buffeting wings. He spoke loudly over the screaming. “For the Court, this witness’s name is Talionis. He is the late Sara Chandler’s falconwolf. You wanted to confront the witness, Osso. What do you want to ask the witness? Ask him. I can come closer.” Carn allowed the enraged falconwolf to advance a few lunging steps toward the hated Osso.
Osso backed away. He appealed to the Falconwolf King, Osso’a rich voice gone strident. “The Crown can see that the so-called witness is a dangerous and insane beast! Get it out of here and have it put down immediately!”

Carn kept his grip on Tal and announced, loud, for all the court to hear over Tal’s screaming, “Aidan has not had a chance to question the witness whom you summoned, Osso! This is your witness!”
And to the Falconwolf King, Carn said, “ Aidan has the right to question the witness. Are you quite sure you don’t have a question for your own witness first, Osso?” Carn swiftly brought Tal closer to his summoner. Tal’s eyes flared. His jaws opened wide.
“NO!” Osso roared, backing away in an awkward scramble.
Carn smoothed down one madly flapping falconwolf wing, and turned to Aidan. “Aidan Chandlerson, do you have a question for Osso’s witness?”

“Yes, Carn.” Aidan’s voice came out strangled. “I do.”
“Then have it done!” the Falconwolf King commanded, impatient.

Carn nodded to Aidan. “In your own time, son. Your question for Osso’s witness.”

“Yeah. Yes. Uh. Thank you, your Majesty. I mean Carn.” 
Aidan swallowed hard. Tears threatened to break free. 
He heard the gasps from the gallery as he crossed the floor, walked right up to Tal, and touched Tal’s face. He was aware of many eyes around them in the chamber and high up in the balconies, staring in wonder that Aidan still had hands. Aidan stroked Tal’s muzzle. He took Tal’s great face in his hands. The fur below Tal’s eyes was wet with tears, his eyelashes were matted together. His nostrils flared with angry, sorrowful breaths. Aidan may as well try to calm a volcano.

“Uh. Tal. This is important. Tell us if the creature who murdered Sara is in this chamber.”

Creature, Aidan said, because he was not going to call Osso a man.

And Aidan needed to duck.

Tal screamed and twisted, clawing the air, lunging toward Osso. Tal leapt and leapt again, but Carn had a firm hold on him.
With the hand not holding Talionis by the scruff, Carn stroked down the wide thrashing wings that buffeted even the watchers in the high balconies.
“Calmly now, young one,” Carn said, soft and low. “One more time, so there can be no doubt. Just point and growl if Sara’s murderer is present here.”

Talionis, heaving furious breaths, pointed his nose toward Osso. Tal’s lips rippled back baring long pointed teeth, his nostrils flaring. His growl sounded like rocks grinding in a deep vocanic cavern. The focus of his eyes might have kindled flames.

Carn asked Talionis, “Him? Do you mean to accuse this man, Lord Osso?”

Talionis let out a screeching roar at Osso.

Carn looked to the Falconwolf King. “I think that’s a yes. Do you want to challenge my translation, Gyrreg?”

“No, I do not,” the Falconwolf King snarled.

“You, Osso? No question for your own witness?” Carn stepped toward Osso, bringing Tal swiftly with him.

Osso stumbled backwards. Caught himself, and scrambled toward the door. He rasped, indignant in retreat. “It is a perverted creature that imprinted on a perverted slut! All its noise means nothing! I am a lord! That is a thing! Take it out!”

“It is your witness, Osso,” Carn said. “You called him. Say something to him.”

“Carn,” the Falconwolf King said wearily. “You made your point.” And he gave Carn a back handed wave to go.
Carn escorted Talionis out of the court chamber. Sounds of Tal’s bellowing and his thrashing retreat carried a long way.

At one point there sounded a shriek from some interior corridor where Carn and Tal had gone. Then came the sounds of quick-scrabbling, taloned paws returning, very fast.

Osso ducked behind a heavy bench at the sound of the rapid, snarling, clawed return.

But, short of the courtroom, the roaring, tearing sounds reversed direction again. And the furious sounds subsided with distance.

Carn reappeared in the courtroom, casually puffing fur and feathers off of his face and out of his hair. He leaned over the back of the bench where Osso was hiding. “You can come out now.”
Carn’s ponytail had come loose from its silver clasp. Aidan retrieved the clasp from the floor and offered it to the Ravenwolf King.

Carn re-clipped his hair behind his head, and he ascended the steps to the Throne of the Two Kings, turned around, and let himself drop into his black and silver seat. He pointed to his own unadorned head. Instantly his silver crown was restored to its place by an attendant. 

Carn spoke sourly to the Falconwolf King seated beside him on his white and gold side of the throne without turning to look at him. “We have a verdict then?”

In spite of Tal’s damning testimony, Aidan thought Carn didn’t look or sound at all satisfied. Something was wrong. Aidan’s gut felt to be twisting.

“We have a verdict,” the Falconwolf King affirmed, impatient. “Do you want to announce the verdict, your Majesty?” 
“Get on with it,” Carn snarled.

“The Falconwolf King rules Guilty,” said Gyrreg, the Falconwolf King.
Aidan gasped. His eyes flew wide, perfectly astonished. He only kept from smiling because Carn looked disgusted.
“The Ravenwolf King rules Guilty,” Carn said.
Chapter Nine
Aidan gaped, filled with shock and savage glee. He wanted to jump up and shout. He contained himself. He clenched his fists and silently crowed, Yes! Yes! Yes!
Both Kings had pronounced Osso guilty! Aidan was soaring.

“For the sentence now—” the Falconwolf King continued.

Aidan’s vicious smile slipped. Carn looked ill. Something was terribly wrong.
The convicted Lord Osso did not look happy, but neither did he look like a man about to be executed. Lord Osso looked nothing more than vexed.

The Falconwolf King announced, “Because the woman Sara does not have the status for her death to demand capital punishment—”

“What!” Aidan was on his feet. The word flew out of him.

“Sit down, boy,” the Falconwolf King ordered. “You shall not speak again.”

Carn shot a warning glare Aidan’s way that said: Don’t!
Aidan sank into his place. A flutter lodged in his body from throat to gut. His breaths came heavy and fast.
The Falconwolf King turned to Sara’s murderer. “Lord Osso, you have a choice now. Let us know your decision. Until then, this Court is in recess.” 

The Falconwolf King immediately rose and strode out so swiftly that his courtiers didn’t have time to finish their bows.

The courtroom emptied.

Except for Aidan and Carn. 

Carn was slouched nearly horizontal in his black and silver throne. Aidan crept up to Carn in a panic. He sat at Carn’s feet. For some reason he felt he needed to whisper. “Carn! What just happened! I don’t understand. What is Osso’s choice?” 

Carn sat up, then leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands loosely clasped. He spoke softly toward the floor. He would not look at Aidan. “Osso is a falconwolf lord. He has been accused of a cowardly act. He has the right to send a champion in to fight for his honor.”

“Fight who? You can’t mean that he can send someone into single combat to die for him?”

“The champion does not intend to die, but yes, in effect, yes. The court executioner does not intend to die either. But one of them will die.”

“But not Osso.” 

“But not Osso. You understand perfectly. Two men will fight until one is dead, and neither one is Osso.”

“So he’s not at risk at all. Is that right? That man murdered my mother and he can walk free if someone dies for him! Is that right?”

“It is not right. It is lawful. I tried to make him call me out, but he slithered around me.”

“I saw that,” Aidan said, still amazed.
Carn had done his best to provoke Osso into challenging Carn to a fight to the death, real death.

Aidan put his hand over his heart. He shook his head, overwhelmed. “You were astounding.”

“Would have been, if I pulled it off! But I didn’t! This is not my Kingdom. I have limited power here,” Carn said. “I can rule on a point of law here. I cannot pass a death sentence on a Falconwolf rider. I suppose I could gut Osso in a dark alley tonight with a septic blade but that would not satisfy honor.”

“Maybe not,” Aidan conceded. Then asked, hopeful, “Can I do that?”
“No.”
Carn stood up. He descended from his side of the Throne of the Two Kings, and hit the floor striding fast. “Walk.”

Aidan ran a few steps to catch up, and he fell in step with Carn.

They crossed an open arcade. Soft air wafted from the water. Swallows cavorted in and out of the eaves and flitted between the marble columns.

Carn leaned against a snowy white sparkling marble column, and gazed out to sea. “We’re screwed. I have one more play and I can’t use it.”

Aidan leapt at the faint hope. “Why? What is it?”

“Anarchy. I tell Midnight to bite off your King’s head and we go to war,” Carn said. “I’m not gonna do that.”

“Uh. I understand. I guess,” Aidan said, reluctant. The idea of starting a war for Sara held great appeal.
Carn walked Aidan into an immense round chamber. In spite of its great volume of space, the room felt oppressive, suffocating. A complex mosaic of an astrolabe was set into the floor, wrought in many different kinds of rich-colored wood. The vast shelves in the chamber were laden with artifacts, bronzes, trophies, and awards of valor.
“This is the Chamber of Reckoning,” Carn said. He had taken off his silver crown and was twirling it around two fingers of his hand.
A huge brass hourglass loomed on the massive wooden shelf above the cavernous stone hearth of the Chamber of Reckoning.

Across from the hearth was a raised dais on which stood another gold-and-white/black-and-silver Twin Throne from which the Falconwolf King and the Ravenwolf King could preside over proceedings in this chamber.

“This chamber is where the single combat occurs,” Carn said. “It’s to the death. There is no pleading for mercy once the blade is at one’s throat.”
“But there won’t be a blade at Osso’s throat,” Aidan said. “Because Osso is not fighting for himself.”
“Correct.”

“Can I demand single combat against Osso?”

Carn’s eyes flared, surprised. “You? Fight him? You would lose.”

“That means yes!” Aidan cried. “That means I can demand single combat with Osso, can’t I?”

“Demand to die?” Carn’s voice rose in pitch. Aidan had not imagined Carn could ever become this distressed.
“You’re so sure I would die?” Aidan said.

Carn’s head couldn’t pull back any farther. “Dead sure. You cannot win. Because you have a human heart and a conscience, and you have never killed a man, you will hesitate, if only for an instant. Osso has no conscience. None. He will not give you that instant.”
“I need to do this,” Aidan said.
“No, you don’t!” Carn cried. “Why don’t you just murder the man?  That actually isn’t such a bad idea for you. Cut his throat in the dark and run. I can cover your trail. At least that way you would be certain that Sara’s killer won’t be drinking your mother’s mead on your mother’s estate tomorrow, toasting your stupid plebeian honor!”

“I demand satisfaction,” Aidan said. He dashed away a tear. “Am I allowed to demand it?”

Carn stalked to a desk in a shallow alcove. He shoved a blank parchment and a quill at Aidan, and spoke sharply. “Make a will. You will lose. And I will grieve.”

Carn turned his back and stalked across the wide space, away from Aidan.

At the archway Carn whirled around, unsheathing the obsidian blade that Aidan had given him when they first met. It seemed a liftetime ago.
Aidan couldn’t believe Carn was going to kill him with that blade. 

Eyes of raven black focused on Aidan’s head. Aidan held his breath and stood very still.
Carn coiled, sighted with a black stare, and hurled the blade, roaring a wordless sound like an animal in pain. Aidan saw the blade coming, immediately felt the air move against his cheek as the blade whistled past like a gunshot. He heard the blade stab into the stout wooden pilaster far behind him on the opposite wall. It bit with a deep, musical thunk.

“Keep your fucking gift,” Carn rasped.
Aidan didn’t know he’d been cut until he touched his ear and brought away a drop of blood on his fingertip. 

The Ravenwolf King stalked away.

Retreating to his chamber, unreal, as in a nightmare, Aidan saw Lord Osso in the corridor up ahead, talking and laughing with his aristocratic companions. Osso’s laugh resonated, a full, rich sound in his broad chest. Aidan imagined he was laughing at Sara.

A curtain of red rage fell across Aidan’s eyes. It blanked out his mind, and before he knew what he was doing he was charging at Osso. Aidan didn’t have a blade. He had a fist, and he hit Osso in his laughing face before his men could get between them. He took another swing at Osso’s great shelf of a chin. Landed it.
There were shouts of astonishment and outrage, and many hands on Aidan, pulling him away.
“Don’t rise to that, m’lord!” One of his men immediately advised. “You don’t need to recognize that as an insult. The cur is nothing worth rising to. Don’t put yourself out!”

Osso eyed Aidan up and down. It was the first time he had really looked at Aidan.

He saw now that Aidan was not an imposing figure. Aidan was a half-trained common boy, half Osso’s weight.

Elegant Lord Osso immediately relaxed. He gave a slow smug smile on seeing nothing at all to fear. He placed his palm over his broad chest and drew himself up proud and grave, his rich voice quaking with significance. “My sacred honor is at stake. Tell my King that I withdraw my request for a champion. I will fight my accuser to the death. I will risk my very life, because I value my honor more!”

The day and hour of the death match was set. 

 Aidan paced the cruelly beautiful grounds of the Capital. He felt entirely alone in the world. He could hear Osso laughing somewhere with his friends. Osso had a laugh like a cello. His men cackled like schoolboys.
Aidan lived in the stables with Fala and Tal as he waited for the appointed day and hour.

Then the tail thumping began. Fala and Tal scrambled to their feet.

Backlit and famed in the wide carriage house doorway there appeared a familiar silhouette.

“Hector!”
Aidan ran to him. He threw his arms around Hector. They pounded each other on the back, and crushed each other with hugs, then Aidan pulled back to look at Hector.
“You look good!” 

Hector appeared rested, clean, fed, and wearing clothes of the noble son he was. “Did you think I abandoned you?” Hector asked.

“I confess, I did,” Aidan said.
“My father had me transported home. I was sick about it,” Hector said. “I didn’t even have time to write a note. And I need to confess something. I didn’t volunteer to come back here now. I got collected by a harpy. No chance to say goodbye Father, pack a lunch, take a piss, nothing. Just collossal toes around me like iron bars of a cage and up I go. Well, you’ve been there. Last I saw Zephyr he was this little dot on the horizon, chasing us. I wonder when he’ll get here.”

Aidan cringed. “Now I need to confess. I issued that court summons. That was my harpy that brought you here. I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be daft. You had to do it. I told you, my father forbade me to come. I wouldn’t be here without that harpy. I carved my initials into one of your harpy’s claws.”

Aidan sniggered.
“I don’t know how we ever survived the journey here without using them,” Aidan said.

“Aidan, listen,” Hector said. “I heard truly wild tales about Carn. I mean completely crazed things. Nuts. Crackers. Asolutely insane.”
The idea was so bizarre that Hector could not even dare speak it.

 Aidan spoke it for him. “Carn is the Ravenwolf King.”

Hector laughed out loud. Every time he thought he was done laughing, the gales convulsed again. It was just too impossibly funny. Even Aidan had to smile a little.

“Then you can’t lose!” Hector cried.

Aidan sobered again. “I’ve already lost. The trial was over before it started.”

Hector gaped, horrorstruck. “You mean I missed it!”

“Nothing you could have done,” Aidan assured him. “I’ve called Osso out.”

Hector gasped. “Are you mad!”  

“Yeah,” Aidan said. “Pretty much.”
“Aidan! Have you ever seen Lord Osso?”
“Yeah. He’s an ox. I’m facing him in single combat tomorrow. I’m going to die.”

Hector’s spirits plunged. “Truly?”

“Real real good chance. Yeah. I’m going to die. I’m supposed to be making a will, but I don’t have anything to bequeath. Our damned King already gave my farm to Lord Osso. That’s what’s killing me here. In a few days Osso will be back at my mother’s farm playing country gentleman, unless something eats him on the way there, and I don’t see that happening.”
“Can’t Carn do something?”

“He tried. You should have seen him. But apparently the Kings can’t pass a death judgment outside their own Kingdoms. Carn tried to make Osso challenge him, but Osso wormed out of it. If I want Osso dead I need to do it myself.”
He brushed a tear from the corner of his eye.

Hector caught the motion. “I saw that! What was that!”

“I’m scared,” Aidan said frankly. “Take care of Fala and Tal after I’m gone? Yeah?”

“Yeah. Of course. Oh for—! Skak, Aidan, can you not just run?”

“You sound like Carn. No. I have to do this.”

“You have to do this for what?” Hector cried. “Honor? No one recognizes that you have honor to lose! Don’t give up your life for that piece of skak. Stay with me and Zephyr and Fala and your little demon Tal. Let’s all go back to the beach and play with the women.”

Aidan swallowed hard. “I recognize my honor.”
At the appointed hour, all the falconwolf knights assembled in the cavernous Chamber of Reckoning where Carn had told Aidan such contests were held.

Witnesses clustered at the rails of all the higher levels of the gallery. All those high distant faces blocked the sunlight from the windows and made the space feel like a tomb.
His.
Most of the falconwolf riders were here. Aidan knew whose side they were on. Most of Aidan’s sympathizers had not come. They didn’t want to see him die. 

He couldn’t find Hector. 

He was alone.
The giant hourglass loomed up there. There was something ominous in its relentless trickle of white sand.

This was the end. Aidan was sure he was about to die. And he was too angry to care overmuch.

The Kings took their seats on either side of the Throne of the Two Kings.
The Falconwolf King wore heavy white velvet robes lined with ermine and shot with gold thread. 
The crown was a gaudy, regal piece of gold work, intricately wrought. The white velvet part of it glittered with diamonds and gold embroidery. The crown made the Falconwolf King look like a chess piece.
The Ravenwolf crown was a spare silver circlet with a single black gemstone—an onyx—set over Carn’s brow. He hadn’t dressed for the occasion. Carn still wore his black riding leathers with silver studs.
A tall, pale-skinned young herald with brassy curls shorn close to his head strode to the center of the floor. He wore a simple white robe and he held an elaborately carved olive branch in his right hand. He pointed with the olive branch. “ Aidan Chandlerson. Stand here.” 

Aidan gripped his sword hilt in both hands and took his place on the herald’s right.
The herald beckoned again with the olive branch. “Lord Osso, stand here.” The herald indicated his left side. Osso took his place, his naked saber gripped in his right hand. He also had a dagger sheathed at his thigh. Aidan didn’t carry a spare blade. It could be turned too easily against him. Aidan would steal Osso’s spare blade if he got the chance.
“This is a fight to the death,” the herald said. “There is only one rule. So long as this olive branch is in my hand, the combatants are bound by all rules of civility toward me, toward all men present, and toward each other. Any breach will be answered with the utmost severity.
“This contest begins the instant I release the olive branch and not a heartbeat before that instant. A false start will end this match with the death of the transgressor. Any accidental harm that befalls my sacred person while I am still on the floor will be answered with the death of the transgressor. Do you understand? Lord Osso?” 
“I understand and accept,” Osso said.
“Do you understand, Aidan Chandlerson?”
“I understand and accept,” Aidan said.
The herald strode solemnly to the edge of the chamber. He lifted the olive branch high. 

No one breathed.

The olive branch dropped.

Aidan was off the mark first and fast, away on a curving pass, slashing at Osso’s head. 
The smallest dot of blood appeared on Osso’s vast chin.

I cut him! 
Such a small thing.
It was monumental.

Aidan had drawn first blood. His spirit swelled. 
Immediately, he was dashing back from Osso’s storming advance. Osso’s blade slashed figure eights in the air, meaning to mow Aidan down.

Or else Osso was setting him up. Aidan had seen master swordsmen lure a novice into expecting one pattern, then change up without warning and leave his opponent wide open and eating a blade.
Aidan didn’t wait for a change up. He darted in, right and low and in time with one of Osso’s figure eights, going for Osso’s left knee.

Didn’t work. Osso had done this before. Osso knew what to expect, and didn’t hesitate, where Aidan had only ever killed animals—and he always apologized to those before eating them.
Osso got Aidan to commit to his next attack and stumble past him. Osso could have ended it right there. Instead, Aidan got away with a mocking swat on his ass with the flat of Osso’s blade. The gallery rippled with laughter.
Osso wasn’t going for the kill yet. Not when there was so much degradation to be done. Osso danced around the pillars leaning out from behind them with grinning taunts—first around one side, then the other. He postured for the crowd. There was some more laughter, not a lot, and it was strained. This show wasn’t all that funny.
Osso turned his back on Aidan and walked away from him, daring Aidan to strike at him from behind, his arms spread wide.
Confused, Aidan looked for the trap. The only trap was to make him angry and careless. Aidan stayed where he was.
Osso turned slowly, his sword way out to the side. He was completely open.
Aidan thrust. His blade met a hard parry that nearly took Aidan’s sword out of his hand. He felt the jerk in his shoulder, and he only just kept his grip on his sword. 
Osso’s next quick swing made Aidan’s sword fly out of his hand. 

Aidan scrabbled after it.
Laughter clattered like hailstones from the high gallery, with some voices calling, “Finish him, Osso!”
“Oh, just come here, boy. I’ll make it quick,” Osso said. “Or you can get on your knees right now. After you lick my boot, I shall let you live.”
Aidan got hold of his sword and made a wild swing. 
Osso jerked inward, bending over his forearm as if cut. 
Aidan had seen this trick before. He was not falling for it. Instead of thrusting, Aidan dropped and slashed at ankle level. 
He was too slow and his swordstoke missed, but he made Osso jump. 

Osso was a big man, and he landed off balance. Aidan kicked him in his iron-muscled ass, then retreated from Osso’s fury. 
Aidan hid behind a marble pillar. He heard Osso’s bellow and the crash of metal blade on marble. More white chips flew.
Osso charged. Aidan ran.

Footfalls pounded behind him. Bestial sounds of scorn closed in. Aidan couldn’t parry a thrust at his back, yet he didn’t dare spend the split instant it would cost him to turn around. Everything was ghastly. His heartbeat felt like a solid thrum.
Aidan ran to a pillar and rolled around it. 
Osso shifted, and caught Aidan rolling out to the other side. Osso got a muscular arm around Aidan’s neck, and he pushed with the side of his head against Aidan’s face to complete the headlock, pressing Aidan’s nose shut, crushing Aidan’s breath and blocking most of his vision.

Aidan felt the motion of Osso’s blade lifting over him for the kill.
And he paused there.

Osso’s head turned toward the two Kings in their high Dual Throne to ask if he should finish this right now.
The Falconwolf King hesitated.
Carn’s basilisk gaze was fixed at some point past Aidan on the far wall. Aidan could scarcely see anything. He couldn’t breathe through his nose as his face was smashed against the side of Osso’s head.
Aidan stuck his tongue in Osso’s ear.

Osso exploded away from him, dropping Aidan as if he were on fire.
Aidan scrambled to retrieve his sword from the floor. 
Got it.

He gasped for air and skittered behind another stout marble pillar for shelter.
Osso hacked after Aidan’s retreat with furious sword strokes, striking the pillars and sending still more marble chips flying.

Aidan ducked, scrambled, slipped in something wet, maybe it was sweat—his. His knee banged on the floor. He felt the pain all the way up to his eyes.
His soul vibrated in his throat, in his chest. He was dying miserably. He could not win here. He could not even make an honorable stand. He existed instant to damned instant.
Osso flushed him out of hiding and charged at him again, sword slashing. Aidan staggered back and back, only just deflecting blow after blow with leaden strokes of his blade. Aidan’s furious strength was abandoning him. His sword felt like an anvil, his arm like stone.
He gathered the last remnants of his strength, and put all his being into one mighty downstroke at Osso.
His blade stabbed hard—
Into the floor and it stuck there. The wood held the swordpoint fast. 

Aidan tugged at the sword’s hilt with jumping pulls, frantic, as Osso swaggered slowly toward him, laughing. Osso’s sword swept the air like a reaper, advancing, until he was on Aidan.
Aidan had to abandon his weapon. He scrambled away, empty handed.

Osso sauntered to Aidan’s blade. He yanked the sword loose from the floor with one hand, making it look easy. Then he held Aidan’s sword behind his back like a jaunty rooster’s tail, and he strutted away from him, daring Aidan to try to take it from him.
 Aidan didn’t move.

Osso turned around again. He flipped the sword end-over, so he was holding it by the blade, offering the hilt toward Aidan. “You dropped this,” Osso said, and he tossed the sword at Aidan.
 Aidan bobbled the catch. The sword clattered to the floor. Aidan heard chuckles all around him. He scrambled to pick up his sword, too aware of all these horrible people—and, worse, aware of the spirit of his mother—watching him die in shame.

He reached for his sword, but was forced to skitter backward from Osso’s stomping approach. Aidan ran and kept running, until he hit the mahogany wall. He turned, weaponless.
Staring at the approach of death, he was peripherally aware of something black at the side of his face—a candle sconce or some ornamental thing sticking out of the wall—just as he lost his footing.

He was struck in the nose with a fist or an elbow or a sword pommel, he didn’t know what. Stars splintered in his eyes. The metallic taste of blood burned in the back of his throat.

Falling, he grasped for anything—the black thing jutting from the wall at the side of his head—as he tried to stay upright, but the thing in his hand pulled loose from the wall and came down with him. Aidan landed hard on his ass. His teeth clacked together.
He heard Osso sniffing, wrathful, circling away with prowling steps, gathering strength, then advancing again, dragging his sleeve across his dripping bloody face. His barrel chest heaved with growling breaths as he moved in for the kill stroke.
Here it came.

With no moment to think, animal instinct made Aidan roll away from Osso’s swordthrust.

He tried to get up, but his muscles would not obey.
Osso threw himself on Aidan bodily, a great sweaty bulk. 
One meaty damp palm clutched Aidan’s throat, and Osso slammed Aidan down flat to the floor, and pressed him there with the crush of his knee, as he groped at his own thigh to find his sheathed dagger.
 Aidan pushed with the black thing in his hand.

It was the obsidian blade.
A spreading hot wetness that had to be blood spilled over Aidan’s hand and onto his belly. His tunic was soaked with it.
 Aidan lay on his back gasping. The sagging weight of Osso pressing down on him made it almost impossible to breathe.
Osso’s men clustered around the two of them, blocking out all the light. Aidan closed his eyes in darkness. Thoughts floating.

He heard someone say, “He’s gone.”

No. I’m still here, Aidan thought.
The voice was talking about Osso. 
 Aidan stayed melted on the floor. Wondered if he weren’t actually dead.

He breathed.
 Aidan was certain he wouldn’t be in this much pain if he were dead.

He was alive. He was breathing. With difficulty, but breathing.
Carn was on his feet like a furious god, reflections of hearthfire flashing in his black eyes. He flew down the steps from his high throne and arrived at Aidan’s side with a billow of foul air. 

The crowd that converged around Aidan and Osso backed away like a single beast.

The dead weight that was Osso lifted away from Aidan. Carn threw it aside. 
Osso’s men followed the body.
 Aidan cracked one eyelid. He found Carn bending over him, on one knee, at his side. 
Hector was there too, tearing off one of his shirtsleeves. Carn took the sleeve from Hector and quickly tied it around Aidan’s arm to stop the bleeding. He used his teeth to pull the knot tight.
“You still with me?” Carn asked.

 Aidan nodded. He heard his hair grinding under his head with his nodding against the floor.
“You smell bad,” Aidan mumbled.
“You are still an idiot,” Carn muttered back.
“You planted that blade in the wall,” Aidan whispered.
Carn’s dark eyebrows lifted. “How in the lowest circles of hell do you think I could orchestrate that?”

“I don’t know,” Aidan said. “But you did.”
 Aidan was starting to believe in sorcerers.

“Can you sit?” Carn asked.
“Maybe.” Aidan pulled himself up slowly. Then decided, “No.”
All the blood drained out of his head. He slumped back down onto the floor.

Carn stood up. He watched with his arms crossed as courtiers clustered solemnly around the fallen Osso. They were moving the lord’s body onto a pallet.
There were too many people in here, moving too slowly.

Carn looked to the courtiers, and nodded toward Osso’s body, calling. “You gonna eat that?”

The courtiers moved out very quickly.
When the room was clear, Carn returned to Aidan’s side.

“I’m going to throw up,” Aidan mumbled, his arms around his middle.
“Did you take a wound in the gut?” Carn asked, alarmed.

“No, that’s not it,” Aidan said, swallowing over and over, very fast. “It’s you.”

Carn’s carrion smell was nauseating.

“Suffer,” Carn said. 

Even so, Aidan saw Carn move quickly, hauling back some courtiers to bring a stretcher, and then ordered them to find a bed and fresh clothes for Aidan in an airy room.

Carn crossed the Chamber of Reckoning and sat heavily on the black and silver side of the Throne of the Two Kings. The Falconwolf King had not moved. He was still there on the white and gold side of the Dual throne, weary. 
Carn sank into his usual slouch, nearly horizontal on his throne. He spoke up toward the domed ceiling. “Take him in, Gyrreg. He’s a better man than your lot deserves.”
“No, you keep him, Carn. He’s disloyal to his Falconwolf heritage.”

“His heritage! You’re suddenly claiming heritage now? Where have you been hiding that? He’s a native son and he was cast out. You wronged him severely. You owe him.”

“Since you think he’s so ruddy marvelous, you take him in.”
“That’s a death sentence, you ass. Here you eat this.” Carn brought out from a pouch at his belt another decomposing rat. He flipped it at the Falconwolf King.
The Falconwolf King turned his head away and put up a protesting palm. “Do not push anymore of your rotting things at me. Everyone knows falconwolf riders cannot eat your food.”

“Really?” Carn was suddenly upright. “Then what has Aidan done to deserve loss of nation and loss of life?”
“I said nothing about killing him.”
“You just did. How do you expect him to survive in my realm when he can’t eat our food? Never mind. This is not an argument. Thou shalt take Aidan into your Kingdom where he belongs or I will shove this down your throat, your Majesty.” Carn dangled a dead rat at him. “Do not imagine that I won’t.”

“This argument is not worth my breath,” the Falconwolf King said. “I am not giving him land.”
“No,” Carn agreed. “You don’t need to give him anything. But you are going to withdraw your unlawful claim on Aidan’s land. You took his mother’s land and settled it on your pet, Osso. The land is rightly Aidan’s. It has been Aidan’s land since Sara’s death. Thou shalt give it back to him. Osso’s heirs have no right to it because it was never rightly Osso’s. It was Sara Chandler’s land until her death. The land belongs to Aidan Chandlerson now. Thou shalt recognize that fact.”
“You belligerent creature!”

“I?” said Carn, hand to heart. “Belligerent? I am a peaceful man.”

The Falconwolf King seemed about to protest. Instead he said, “If I agree to your outrageous demands, then will you cease to trouble me and go back to whatever murky place you call home?”
“There is no if,” Carn said. “You must agree to it. And I am going home. Don’t make me come back here again. Ever.”

“Done!” the King of the Falconwolves bellowed.
Carn swept out of the court rotunda with long strides, barking. Without pausing, he pointed to Aidan, who had recovered enough to stand upright, and to Hector standing there with him, outside the archway. “You two! Grab your things and saddle up. I shall see you to your doorsteps. I don’t trust you to get there by yourselves.”
“Majesty, I don’t have a doorstep to call my own,” Hector said. “My father disowned me.”

“Bluff and bullskak. Lord Xander will take you back,” Carn said. “Move. Move. Move. I am not gonna grow old here.”
Hector hesitated. “But my father told me—”
“He will take you back,” Carn said.

Carn’s words carried force.

And to Aidan, he said, “You have a farm to tend. Are you well enough to travel?”

“I am, Majesty.”
“Then get to it.”

 Aidan and Hector saddled their falconwolves. Aidan fumbled the strap, and gasped on a sudden thought. “Where’s Tal?”

Carn’s eyes went round. “Skak!”
Sara’s angry young orphan falconwolf wasn’t in this stable. Aidan winced from a guilty pang. He had forgotten all about Tal. 
So had Carn.
“Midnight!” Carn bellowed for his great ravenwolf.

There was no response. 
Carn wore the expression of man who had never been ignored before in his life.

He stalked out to the stable where his ravenwolf was quartered. Aidan trailed him like a faint shadow.
The great ravenwolf Midnight was there in the stable, lying on a bed of straw, one sheltering wing spread like a blanket across sleeping Tal.
Carn blinked.

“We’re leaving,” Carn told Midnight. “Come.”
Midnight wasn’t coming.

Carn backed up, his arms crossed, frowning, more astonished than anything.

“My ravenwolf has a pet,” Carn said, bemused.
Midnight licked Tal’s fur.

“Fine,” Carn told Midnight. “Bring your falconwolf pup. He’s yours. That means you take care of him. You’re gonna need to let him hunt fresh meat. You know that, don’t you? It’s disgusting, but that’s what his kind does.”

Midnight serenely cleaned Tal’s ears.

“Up,” Carn said. “We’re going.” Carn hauled Midnight’s saddle from the rack.

Midnight rose to his feet and nuzzled Tal awake.

Tal yawned. The half grown falconwolf got up to his feet, shook himself like a dog, without the fear or that rage that had become a part of him since Sara’s death. Tal leaned his head against Midnight’s haunch and moved with the big ravenwolf out to the field as if attached to him.

 Aidan stared after them. He murmured, amazed. “Bereaved falconwolves never, never bond again!”
It was a truth everyone knew.

“Bereaved falconwolves never bond again with people,” Carn said. “Apparently!”
And the wild orphan falconwolf Tal, no longer angry, followed the King’s ravenwolf Midnight as close as another set of wings.

All the way home.

END BOOK ONE
