
It wasn’t so much that Raf waited as that he was completely lost. Life as the son of the town butcher had never prepared him for tracking down rabbits, let alone people. He fully recognized that fact that without Gair leading the way, he would have no idea which direction to go. Knowing this, however, did absolutely nothing to make the time pass more quickly.


“Could you look a little slower, please?” He asked, a saccharine tone to his voice. “If you go any more quickly, we might actually catch up to them.”


“Look, he’s doing the best he can, all right?” Oran said, speaking up for his brother. “If you’d rather you can go off on your own.”


“It’s all right, Oran,” Gair said, standing up from where he’d been kneeling near what looked to Raf to be a random assortment of weeds. “He’s just worried about his girl.”


With those words, Raf felt a rush of shame. Of course Gair was going as quickly as he could without losing care. He had as much at stake as Raf: more, really, for he was looking not only for his sister, but for his wife as well.


Raf scowled thinking about it. In a way he hadn’t been surprised to wake up and find Moira gone. The evening before, after the rain and the attack that he still shuddered to think of, Lord Hagen had been so insistent. At the same time. . .


She’d said good-bye, at least. After Lord Hagen had stomped off to bed, before her worried parents had grabbed her themselves, she’d said good-bye. 


“You don’t have to go,” he’d murmured, gently turning her upper body to look at him. “If you don’t want to. He can’t make you.”


“I know,” Moira said. Her eyes welled up with tears. Gently he brushed her lower eyelash, and his finger came away wet. “I know and I don’t know. If I stay here I can protect the village, if they attack again. But if I go, I can protect all of Tnemele. Maybe. I don’t. I just can’t believe they would want me!”


He hugged her close, smelled the dampness of her hair. He knew that it was indecent, how close they were, but he didn’t care. He had the feeling that after that night, none of the other villagers would mention it, either.


“I love you,” He murmured, and he could feel her lips against his neck, drawing up into a smile.


“Oh, Raf,” she said. “I love you, too, you know. Promise me that you won’t forget that you love me.”


“How could I forget?” He’d tried to laugh, but it had gotten caught in his throat. “I see you every day.”


“I know,” she said. “Just promise, anyway. Please, I need you to promise.”


He put one finger beneath her chin and lifted it so she looked into her eyes. He needed to see her, at that moment. “I love you, Moira. Today, tomorrow, and forever.”


She nodded, and this time a tear escaped before he could catch it. She brushed her lips over his cheek, and what pretense there’d been at decency flew out the window. She’d stood, then, wobbly on her legs, and Pem had come to escort her inside. He’d stared at Raf for one long moment, his eyes unusually contemplative.


And then he’d woken up and she’d been gone. Along with Brigid, her new sister. And Lord Hagen, of course. Brigid had been a bit of a surprise, though he supposed it made a sort of sense. It would have been completely wrong for her to have traveled, alone with a man. Though he knew that Gair was now scared to death, he was glad that Brigid was with them.


“To the east,” Gair said finally, standing up. Raf rolled his eyes. Of course they were headed east. Ruydan was east, and Hagen had said over and over again that their destination was Ruydan. He really should have set out on his own, he thought. He’d have gotten there faster, that was for sure.


But, he admitted, it wouldn’t have accomplished the purpose of their tracking down the girls, which was mainly to meet up with them before Ruydan. And as to that, Raf hadn’t a chance without Moira’s brothers.


“We’re closer, now,” Gair said as he vaulted back on his gelding. “They have maybe an hour on us now.”


Silently Raf rejoiced. When they’d started in the morning, Gair had warned them that they were unlikely to catch up with the trio. Judging by tracks he’d estimated they were five hours ahead. However, Raf had seen Moira riding before, and he’d wagered they’d catch up by nightfall. He glanced at the sun, now level with the tops of the trees. Well, he thought, maybe not by nighfall, but certainly before the morning.


“Well, let’s go then!” Raf said cheerily. Gair and Oran exchanged uneasy looks, and then Gair shook his head.


“I don’t think so,” the older man said. Before Raf could even open his mouth to argue he continued, “It’s getting late. We can’t be guaranteed to find a spot to camp at any point. A mile or so down this road there’s a clearing, with a little creek and some boulders. We’ll stay there for the night and pick up the trail in the morning.”


“Jesu!” Raf swore. Oran started at the language. “Only an hour behind them! Gair, come on, we could find them tonight! You could spend the night sleeping in Brigid’s arms!”


A slight flush rose to Gair’s cheeks. He’d only been married a few months, and was still uncomfortable with the freedom it allotted. “Raf, think clearly for once. Over the course of twelve hours we’ve gained four. It could be another three hours before we reach them, if we do. When the sun sets I won’t be able to see the trail. Besides, there are things in the night I’d rather not encounter.”


“Wolves,” Oran filled in. “Bandits. They won’t attack if we’re around a fire, not three farmboys. We’re not worth the time of men or animals. But traveling. . .”


Raf frowned. He hadn’t thought of that. And of course the girls would stop for the night, too. He almost felt badly for Hagen, trapped with two girls who would hardly be happy at going a day in the saddle, and with no shower at the end of it. 


Pitching camp was a new experience for Raf, and he did not appreciate Gair and Oran laughing at him as he failed everything from setting up the tent to making a fire. He did have a bit of revenge, though, when Gair managed to bring down a rabbit with a sling. He probably would have managed on his own, but Raf was willing to bet his version of tanning and cutting the beast was far superior to anything Gair could have done. 


There were noises in the night, but Gair and Oran must have been right. Though he heard wolves a few times, nothing came near their tents. Still, it seemed that he had only just closed his eyes when Gair was shaking his shoulder and Oran was whispering, “get up already.”


The day dawned bright and sunny, a perfect day for tracking down stray females, Raf thought with a suppressed grin. They should reach the women that day, and the thought was enough to sober him immensely. After all, he still hadn’t decided what to do when he saw Moira again: pick her up and drag her back to the village, whether she wanted it or not, or follow with her to the capital?


After an hour or so of riding, they came upon a small firepit, a little hollow in the woods that had clearly been disturbed. Even Raf was capable of telling where Hagen had set up camp earlier. 


“Looks like we’re on the right trail!” He said joyously, kicking his horse and prepared to just continue riding forward. Gair and Oran, however, exchanged worried glances, and Gair dismounted to look at the campsite. Raf growled in disgust. “We know that we’re going the right way!” he said. “Even I can tell that’s where they camped last night.”


“Please be quiet,” Gair said. Oran peered nervously after his brother. Raf frowned, and drew up to stand beside the younger man.


“What’s going on?” he asked. Oran sighed.


“Wolves,” he said, and pointed to some breaks in the foliage. “There were wolves here.”


Raf felt like he was going to be sick. He could see Moira, her face pale, chin stuck out like whenever she was stubborn. What could she have done against wolves? What could any of those three have done against wolves? Hagen hardly looked capable of standing up to an old man!


“Stop playing with your bow,” Gair said, and his voice was bitter and irritable when he climbed back into his saddle. Raf glanced down at his bow, realized that his hands had been fiddling with the fletching on the end of an arrow he had already nocked and readied. Ashamed, he put the arrow back in his quiver. Gair was right. . .toying with the oiled arrow was hardly going to help anyone, and could put off the balance. “They left this morning,” Gair said. “I didn’t see any sign that the wolves bothered them.”


“But they were there,” Oran said in confusion. “I saw the tracks, that tuft of hair. . .wolves were here, and at the same time as Moira and Brigid.”


“I know,” Gair said, and shook his head in frustration. “It doesn’t make any sense. But there it was. There were wolves, and there weren’t.”


“Well,” Raf said, “there’s nothing to do for it but to keep on, right? When we reach the girls we can ask them what it was.”


“You’re right,” Gair said, and kicked his horse in the sides. Some of the sick feeling left when Raf realized that action was being taken. He followed after the other man, Oran close behind him.


Nothing seemed to make sense, anymore, he thought as they rode. Sheilkh leaving the woods, Moira calling a rainstorm, this Lord Hagen fellow and the barrier. . .it was all like one of his father’s tall stories about evil warlords. Yet it didn’t feel like a story, Raf thought wryly. It felt more like a nightmare. And he didn’t feel much like a hero. Though, he reminded himself, he hadn’t done anything heroic yet, either. 


“What’s that?” Oran asked, startling him out of his reverie. Raf peered forward, just able to make out a strange patch of swirling dirt on the horizon. He shaded his eyes with one hand, but blocking the sun did little clarify the vision. Gair, apparently with better sight, sucked in his breath quickly, gasped “Brigid!” and immediately began galloping forward. Oran, after exchanging a frightened glance with Raf, hurried after his brother. 


This time Raf was deliberate as he picked up his bow. He pulled out two arrows, and nocked one as he hurried toward the swirling of dust. The air was saturated with the stuff, an almost solid blanket of swirling earth, and he coughed as he entered. He couldn’t see anyone within it, not Gair or Oran, not even to see if the women were there. He held the bow loosely in his left hand, and grabbed for the hunting knife Pem had given him with his right. He’d hardly be able to hit anything at such close range, even if he found anything.


He heard a scream, somewhere to his right, a woman’s scream, high and terrified. He immediately turned to it. Moira. As his horse plunged forward it suddenly whinnied, sounding as scared as the woman, and reared up. Unprepared, Raf found himself sliding backwards, landing painfully on the ground. He covered his head instinctually, trying to protect it from the horse’s plunging hooves. What in JEsu’s name was going on?


Another scream and he struggled to his feet. He didn’t know where the bow was anymore. . .he had just the knife now, and he held it in front of him. He moved forward slowly, coughing as the dust filled his throat. He heard grunts from behind him, Gair or Oran, maybe, or even Hagen, but no sign of what they were fighting.


He held his breath. One step. Two. It became easier to move in the dust with every step, as though whatever had scared the horse had disappeared. And then suddenly he felt the weight on his chest, felt himself falling backwards, a ripping pain in his shoulder. He yelled, found himself staring into a pair of narrowed, yellow eyes.


Wolves.


Still yelling, without breath, he jammed his knife forward. He’d never known it would be so hard to stab something. The knife stuck in the wolves heavy pelt. As it lowered its mouth again, he thrust in, deeper. The wolf snarled, jerked its head back to snap at his arm. It was easier to pull the knife out, and Raf had his arm free, leaving to wolf with nothing to snap at. He thrust forward again, into the neck this time. The blade slid in cleanly. The wolf snarled again, but its neck moved slower, and when Raf pulled the knife out its legs collapsed under the movement. Shakily, he got to his feet.


His shoulder was still burning, dark warmness leaking down it. Blood, he supposed, his own. He took one shaky breath and coughed at the dust that entered his lungs. Was there less than last time? It seemed like it. He realized, suddenly, that Gair and Oran were still in there somewhere. Had they met a wolf?


“Enough!” A voice suddenly yelled. A man’s voice, with a strange timbre to it. Raf took a step forward, away from the voice and toward where he thought he’d heard the woman. “Brigid, I said enough!”


Immediately the dust settled, and within a second it was as though it had never been. Raf blinked. His eyes felt gritty, his face almost burnt from the small stinging particles of sand. Directly in front of him, not more than ten steps away, stood Brigid and Moira, clutching each other and staring straight at him with wide terrified eyes. From the left he could see Hagen’s body, slump shouldered, wiping a trail of blood from his forehead.


“Raf!” Moira gasped. She abandoned Brigid and charged at him, flinging her arms around him. He grunted as she touched bruises and wrenched his shoulder. After a moment he hugged her with his right arm, careful to keep the blade pointed away. Over her shoulder he saw Brigid, moving more slowly away.


“It was so horrible,” Moira said, her teeth chattering. “There were wolves last night, and Hagen said he’d put a barrier around us, that they would just. . .slide past, but then they followed us all day today and. . .and. . .”


“Shh,” Raf said, trying to be comforting. He wished she would let go of him. HE wished there were a chair he could sit down on, a cup of water to drink. He tried to swirl saliva in his mouth, to wash away the taste of dust.


“They shouldn’t have followed us,” Hagen was mumbling as he made his way over. “Even without the Spirit shield. Wolves don’t act like that. They just don’t.”


Moira drew back slightly when the lord came closer. For the first time she seemed to notice the blood trickling down Raf’s arm. She clapped a hand over her mouth, and turned even paler, though Raf would not have thought it possible.


“You’re hurt!” she gasped. She reached down and ripped off a portion of her skirt, and began binding it around his arm. “Oh, Raf, I’m so sorry.”


“Is this why you took Moira away?” Raf asked, glaring at Hagen. “To be killed by wolves?”


“Nobody was killed,” Gair said heavily, and Raf was relieved to see the other man, whole and well, one arm holding Brigid close. Oran followed close behind, a lopsided grin on his face, though his eyes looked tight and worried. “And Hagen was right. No wolf would just attack humans on a street like that.”


“We must get to the capital immediately,” Hagen said. He sighed, and stood up a little straighter. “The Heir must know of these happenings. Sheilkh attacking from beyond the woods. . .wolves following travelers. . .there is more going on than just the barrier weakening, I am sure of it.”


“But Raf’s hurt,” Moira protested. “We should rest.”


“I’m fine,” Raf assured her, though his arm still burned. He wondered if dressing it with the rags of her skirt had been a good idea. They didn’t look particularly clean. 


“His worst harm will be the dirt,” Hagen said derisively. “We’ll all be coughing up dirt for the next few days.”


“I’m sorry,” Brigid said, her green-flecked eyes filling with tears. “I didn’t know what to do, and they were just running at us.”


“You probably saved everyone’s life,” Gair said consolingly. At least three wolves, and none of you with a bow.”


Three? Raf twisted out of Moira’s clutches for a moment. Sure enough, lying a few yards from the carcass of his wolf were two others, one still with the hilt of a knife sticking up from its shoulder blades. 


“Maybe you should go to the capital alone,” Oran suggested. “We’ll stay here a bit, fix up Raf, take the women home. . .”


“The women are coming,” Hagen said. “Moira is the strongest Water wielder I have seen on my travels and I have a new respect for Brigid, as well. It was quick thinking, to use the dust like that, even if my lungs don’t thank you for it.”


Brigid flushed a little at the compliment, a pretty pink washing over her features. Raf considered the situation. He didn’t know as much of the world as Lord Hagen, but he did know that the elves had never attacked the village in his lifetime, and that he’d never heard of a pack of wolves attacking travelers on a road. He didn’t like the idea of Moira going with the man, but he knew her well enough to know her stubbornness would triumph over her fear. She had decided to follow Hagen, and nothing short of her death would prevent it now.


“We’ll all go, now,” he said. He looked around, trying to find his horse. Coward, he thought. Not even brave enough to face down a dog. Still, he hoped it hadn’t hurt its leg, or run too far in the confusion. It would be a very long way to the capital on foot. 


“Are you sure, Raf?” Moira asked. He smiled at her. It was impossible not to. She was still so beautiful, even with dirt smeared across her face, her hair snarled with tree branches. He actually thought the smudge of mud on her nose made her eyes look that much bluer, the dust in her hair made the sun shine more brightly on the golden strands. He reached over and rubbed her nose until it came clean.


“Can’t very well let you loose in a whole city of rich men,” he said flippantly. “Wouldn’t want you to forget about me.”


Moira laughed, and hugged him closely again, though this time she had the sense to draw back when he grunted in pain. 


“Now we’ll just have to find enough horses for all of you fools,” Hagen mumbled. “If you hadn’t lost them galloping in like that.”


Raf sighed and exchanged glances with Gair. So much for expecting any gratitude from the lord. He was treating them as though it were they who had gotten in the way, rather than saving his sorry self. Nonetheless, he wearily started trekking over the road yelling “here, horsie” with the rest of them. And when they couldn’t find his, well, it really wasn’t so bad having Gair and Brigid share a horse between them.


He just hoped the rest of the way to the capital was a bit less exciting.

