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Yhalen fled
with Yherji’s blood on his skin and the flashing image of Yherji’s
death-shocked face dancing behind his eyes. Yherji’s last cry as
the mallet crashed through bramble to crush the back of his skull
with no more effort than a man might make to squash a beetle under
his foot, echoed in Yhalen’s ears.

He could
imagine Yherji’s laughter, Yherji’s mocking smile, his crooked nose
and his humor in the face of the most dire situation. What had they
been talking about? Phralen, perhaps and how very high she’d gotten
on blackfern berries at last year’s festival of rites. Of some
silly thing she’d done, after Yhalen had reluctantly declined her
offers of body and self—something that Yherji had seen and Yhalen
had not. She’d never have done so silly a thing in Yhalen’s sight.
Rebuffed by him or not, she’d never have risked her value in his
eyes, though in Yherji’s, who wasn’t so favored a match within the
small confines of the Ydregi young, she’d lapsed.

Yherji might
have been Yhalen’s crib-mate, his closest companion—a young warrior
of reputed skill—but his bloodline wasn’t so powerful. His father
not the war chief of the Ydregi, his mother not the healer, his
grandfather not the rites master and his paternal great grandfather
not the high druid of the ancestral forest. Yhalen was as close to
royalty in his lineage as the Ydregi knew. It was a given thing
that Yhalen follow in his father’s and grandfather’s and great
grandfather’s steps. Of course, the unbonded girls wanted him and
didn’t want Yherji so much, whose lineage wasn’t so bountiful.

But Yhalen did,
on occasion—when a young body rebelled against the edicts against
congress with an unbonded maiden, no matter the willingness of that
maiden—not when one’s mother could sense things and always
knew when a body had strayed. A body learned well enough there was
no physical thing that could be hidden from a Ydregi healer—so a
body found pleasures in other pastures.

They had been
about that, out of earshot of their elder companion, Yhakinor, when
the forest had crashed in around them. When young trees had been
swept aside and the impact of the stone mallet had smashed into the
back of Yherji’s curly head, spattering bone and blood.

And Yhalen had
run. Forgetting honor and courage and simple loyalty to a young man
who had been his crib-mate, his friend and on occasion more—Yhalen
fled for his life, shocked beyond rational thought by the lumbering
shape of the monster that had followed that bloody mallet out of
the woods in attempts to send him along the path that Yherji had
gone.

He’d heard
Yhakinor’s cries after that and those had brought back some
semblance of the here and now. Those had chased away the sheer
terror that had gripped him in its teeth—it had been Yhakinor and
Yherji and him—escorts to Yhalen’s grandfather, the Master of the
Rite. Yhalor on his journey to parlay with the men of Nakhanor, to
discuss with their wise men and their leaders the possibility of an
accord with the Ydregi. A six-day journey past the boundaries of
their ancestral forests and into the lands of Ghary and Prauul and
Nakhanor. A series of meetings between many tribes and clans to
discuss a heretofore unheard of alliance between men, though
Grandfather said that many of those clans were more than that: they
were great kingdoms that held the loyalty of many thousands of men.
Yhalen could hardly imagine a thousand men together—could hardly
fathom so many people when the Ydregi were so few.

There were four
hundred Ydregi who lived in the ancestral forest. Four hundred of
the people whom the great wood sheltered and blessed and of those
four hundred there were perhaps a few dozen who had not seen the
great fires that had taken the western slopes of the Glazentooth
some sixty odd years past. The Ydregi women were so seldom granted
the gift of life in their bellies—so seldom brought a child to term
and so seldom found themselves blessed with female progeny. The
curse of long life, the wise men said. The curse of longevity in
the face of other men’s short lives.

Until the blow
of a crudely made mallet took it all away. Oh, Yherji.

Yhalen stumbled
to a halt, shoulder pressed to a vine-covered tree, chest heaving
with lost breath and unshed tears. He could not banish the image of
Yherji’s face, or the sound of the impact as the back of his skull
was bashed in. Yherji had been laughing in the midst of his story,
as they took their leisure out of sour-faced Yhakinor’s presence.
Easier to sneak a bit of stolen pleasure without the older man’s
censure. They were the escorts of Yhalor and ought to be taking
their jobs more seriously, but Yhalor was ensconced behind stone
walls with the other wise men and his forest-bred escorts felt
caged and trapped within the confines of such. Better to wander the
woods outside the Nakhanor village and find more entertaining means
of passing time.

Yherji was dead
and Yhalen had never heard the conclusion of his story. He never
would. He heard a sound that might have been Yhakinor’s cry. If he
didn’t go back and help the older man, what would that make him? A
coward. Worse than a coward, a traitor.

Yhalen had
never known such fear, had never flinched at challenge—had taunted
Fate and always come out blessed by her. But he’d never seen an
ogre before. Only heard tales. He had never imagined them true. But
the thing that had lumbered out of the brush could be nothing else.
It was why Grandfather was here—because of the things that were
creeping down from the northern heights to plague the fertile,
forested lands of the south. Yherji’s blood was on his face. Cold
now. He could not stomach the thought of Yhakinor’s on his hands as
well. He gripped the hilt of the short sword at his belt and slid
it from its sheath, starting back first at a cautious jog, then at
a run when the forest revealed no further sounds. Branches whipped
past his face, caught in his hair. He had no grace in his turmoil
of guilt and fear and adrenaline-fed movement.

“Yhakinor,” he
cried, knowing it was foolish to give away his own position, but
desperate for some clue that the older man was alive. No answer. He
forced himself to slow. Forced himself to breathe, to feel the
essence of the wood—the flow of its life. He was no wise man and
certainly no druid, but he was still Ydregi, and even the Ydregi
young were attuned to the forest. This one was tainted. The wash of
death overlapped the tranquility. Death and dying.

“Yhakinor,” he
whispered, staring down the dark path that led to the most intense
disturbance. He moved that way, careful now to make no sound.
Aware, so very aware, of the stigma that lay over the wood. Yherji,
he thought, had died not far from here. Almost—almost he
could smell the scent of Yherji’s blood—of his body’s last dying
breath.

There—against
the trunk of a gnarled tree, a body lay twisted—the upper torso at
an odd angle in relation to the hips and legs. Yhalen moved
forward, trying to pierce the shadows, sword on the verge of
shaking in his hand. Yhakinor’s eyes stared up at him. His head had
been twisted so that it stared over his back, as if something had
taken his body and distorted it, head backwards and hips and legs
turned around. Wetness soaked the roots of the tree. A great deal
of it.

Warmth trailed
down Yhalen’s cheeks. So few Ydregi and two dead in the span of
moments. He slipped to his knees, a half dozen paces from the dead
man. He’d only ever seen the dead once, when old Phelecaas had been
called to roam the heavens with the ancestral spirits. She’d died
in her sleep and been lovingly wrapped and prepared by the tribal
women before they buried her under the roots of the Great Tree. It
had been so quiet and dignified—Phelecaas’ passing. She’d lived
longer than any of them.

Yhakinor was
Yhalen’s father’s age. A young man still. Yherji—Yherji had been a
child. Yhalen was simply a child who had won this honor to
accompany his esteemed grandfather on this most important journey
and failed to live up to the trust given him.

“I’m sorry. So,
so sorry,” he whispered, inching forward, wanting to dig his
fingers into the blood-soaked earth and smear it across his face in
shame.

A tree moved
behind him, or something that seemed like a towering forest
monument. Yhalen almost cried out—caught himself in time to save
himself that indignity and scrambled to his feet, his sword held
warningly—and could only gape in shock when he saw fully the
creature advancing upon him. Twice his height almost, with
shoulders wider than he could stretch his arms, biceps that were
thicker than a large man’s torso and thighs like tree trunks. It
held an axe that Yhalen doubted he could have lifted off the
ground, in one thick-fingered hand. Its armor was leather and
metal, crudely put together. A beaten helm topped his head, doing
little to hide the long, pointed ears or bristly black hair. Its
eyes gleamed yellow, and sharp white teeth were a considerable
contrast against skin of a shade to match an algae-covered swamp,
yellow-tinged green.

Yhalen felt
quite suddenly like a burrow mouse confronted by a hungry bear. He
took a panicked step backwards, and saved himself from the swipe of
the one that had come up behind him only by the sound of creaking
leather as it drew back its arm to smash the mallet down.

Yhalen hissed
and jumped, half staggering over Yhakinor’s sprawled legs and felt
the stinging slice of the axe as it cleaved through the material of
his tunic and raked his back.

A shallow cut
at best, that could have sliced him in two if he’d not stumbled.
There was no easy path to escape. Their long arms prevented it as
they closed in. He lunged at the one with the mallet, preferring to
tempt fate with the blunter of the two weapons. His blade caught
the ogre—he was certain they were indeed ogres—on the inside of the
palm, above the protection of a thick wrist guard. A mere scratch,
but enough to make the thing howl and lash its unhindered arm out
in a wide sweeping arc.

Almost, Yhalen
avoided it. He was faster. He was smaller and more agile,
certainly—but he was hemmed in and on uneven terrain with tangled
roots under his boots. The edge of that great hand caught him on
the shoulder, knocking him back and off his feet. He came up
against something hard, the breath knocked out of him. A heavy
weight came down upon his head. It covered his face and compressed
his skull and when he frantically lifted a hand to pry it off, he
felt leathery skin and nails. The ogre. The one had knocked him
into the other and that one was about to crush his skull in its
mammoth hand. He slashed desperately—blindly—with the sword and it
flicked his wrist hard enough to make his entire arm go numb. He
didn’t even hear the sword hit the ground. He couldn’t hear
anything past the ringing in his ears. He clawed at the hand,
digging his nails into thick skin, but it hardly seemed to make a
difference. It just made the thing mad—made it lift him up by its
grip on his head and shake him like a rag doll. He struggled still,
feet kicking uselessly above the ground.

He thought they
spoke. A guttural, harsh language—or perhaps it was merely the
ragged sound of his own breath, his own body betraying him in its
weakness, in his terror.

It released him
suddenly and, unprepared, his legs crumpled under him when they hit
ground. The other one made a swipe at him, cuffing him across the
side in what might have been a light tap for an ogre, but sent
Yhalen tumbling across the knotty ground to come up hard against
the other ogre’s legs. It reached down and jerked him up, hand
enveloping one of his arms. It lifted him, threatening to dislocate
his shoulder and drew him in close to a face twice the size of his
own, his feet dangling almost his body length from the ground. It
growled at him, showing its yellowed fangs, and barked something.
It shook him once then tossed him back to the ground. The impact
took what little breath he had left, bruising his shoulder and hip,
making him shred the inside of his mouth on the sharp edges of his
own teeth. He couldn’t quite see for the dark spots crowding his
vision. He could not have escaped the hands of the other one even
if he’d been able to, with his legs unstable, and his breath
shallow and scarce.

They played
with him like big cats with some small helpless victim. The sharp
edges of their blunt nails tore his clothing and the skin under it.
They didn’t kill him. They broke ribs and tore skin. He twisted his
ankle badly on the roots when they played at batting him back and
forth between them. After that, he couldn’t keep his feet for long
enough to entertain them.

All he could do
was lie there, curled in pain, and wish for the blackness that
would take it all away. But it wouldn’t come. Oh, it most
stubbornly refused him its grace.

One, with a
line of gold hoops in its pointed ear and a ring through its flat
nose, snatched Yhalen’s braid between its fingers, winding it
around its index finger. It drew him up by the hair, almost off his
feet, but not quite, and bent down to peer at him. With its other
hand it pulled at the neck of Yhalen’s tunic. The lacings snapped
like fine spider web, and despite Yhalen’s attempts to prevent it,
the ogre tore the tunic off, baring his lacerated, bruised upper
body.

The ogre said
something, almost questioningly, and the other one came and
crouched next to him, reaching out and running one big hand down
Yhalen’s chest and stomach. The fingers worked themselves between
his legs and he hissed, struggles renewed at the indignity.

Another bout of
conversation, and something seemed to be decided. With an almost
casual movement the second ogre flicked one large finger against
Yhalen’s stomach. It drove the air out and then let the blackness
in.

He was only
marginally aware after that, of being swung with ease over a
shoulder the size of a horse’s back and of the two ogres picking up
their weapons and moving through the woods.

He came to
again in darkness. The sound of more than two voices. The crackle
of a fire. The smell of roasting meat. Himself on his side, his
arms numb behind him, his breath constricted by the rough rope
around his neck that they’d attached to the ropes binding his arms
and then tied to the tree at his back. If he struggled too much,
he’d choke himself.

A miserable
situation for a man to find himself in. Disgraced by his cowardice,
captured by creatures out of the distant north—he lay there,
glassy-eyed, stunned, seeing Yherji’s face over and over. Seeing
Yhakinor’s twisted body. What if no one found them? What if there
was no one to send them on their way? To bury them under a great
tree so that their bodies might contribute to the continuity of the
forest and their souls might soar? He needed to make sure of that.
He needed to at least do them that justice.

He turned his
face into the soft leaves and tried not to shame himself further by
crying. Tried to gather his scattered wits and make sense of what
had happened. Ogres as far south as the Nakhanor Valley? How? How
could they travel so far and not have it known? They were most
certainly not the stealthiest of creatures.

His
grandfather, Yhalor, had come to Nakhanor to discuss the dangers of
the ogres’ migration—the eventuality, not the actuality.

Oh,
Goddess—Grandfather—what if they’d come, these brutish
people, because of the gathering at the Nakhanor city? What if they
meant to kill the wise men of the southern races to ease their own
invasion?

He narrowed his
eyes and stared into the fire-lit night. It was full dark now, and
the shadows deep. He was in a clearing, a dozen paces from a
good-sized fire. Around that fire sat four large forms. They spoke
and laughed amongst themselves, tearing at the meat of some animal
that they’d spitted over the fire.

Only four. No
great army, that. Even four creatures as large as ogres could not
defeat the forces gathered at the Nakhanor village. Two well-armed,
well-prepared men might take one of them, Yhalen thought. If they
were lucky. Just these four were no danger.

There was a
glint of yellow eyes and a short burst of laughter. One of them had
turned to look his way. The others followed suit and Yhalen
shivered at the malicious gleams in their eyes, in the wide grins
that split their faces.

Oh, Goddess,
please, please, please let them forget me. He very seldom
begged the Goddess who permeated the forest for anything. Having a
druid as a great grandfather, one learned not to lightly call on
the Goddess for minor things. He prayed to her now, with a frantic
zeal. But she ignored him, perhaps punishment for his flight when
he should have stayed to confront the evil that had taken his
childhood friend.

They gathered
around him, the four of them crouching or kneeling, and he could
hardly tell the two new ones apart from the ones that had taken
him, except for one had gold in his ears and a gold circlet around
his head and the others seemed to defer some small bit to him. That
one held a large wineskin, from which he took a great swig, wiping
one hand across the back of his mouth afterwards and nudging the
one next to him with a sly word. That one laughed and leaned
forward, poking Yhalen in the chest and barking a question at him.
Bound as he was, there was little avoiding it. He lay there and
glared, drawing his knees towards his stomach in a reflexive motion
to protect himself.

They laughed at
that, and one grabbed his ankles and stretched his legs out. Yhalen
cursed then and tried to kick his way free of that grasp, writhing
so much that the rope at his neck cut off his air and he had to
stop, gasping and lightheaded. They enjoyed that, watching him
suffocate—sat and chortled over it until he did black out and the
one with the earrings finally reached out and loosened the noose.
Yhalen came back to himself with tears in his eyes and bile in his
throat.

They’d gathered
more rope while he was out, and like children with a doll, two of
them diligently caught his legs, discussing among themselves
perhaps, the best way to deal with him, their new toy. The one leg
they looped rope about thigh and ankle, then pulled them close
together. He’d lost a boot along the way, he didn’t remember where,
and would hardly have noticed if the rope hadn’t cut into the flesh
of his bare ankle. The other leg, they looped rope about his
injured ankle and used it to hoist his leg up. He cried out, as it
tightened around the already swollen joint, but they cared little
for his pain, and pulled the leg up until it was perpendicular to
his body and tied it off to the tree.

It was a
position that left him brutally exposed, his legs spread wide, his
hips almost suspended from the ground. He felt cool air against his
thigh and realized with growing horror that there was very little
left of his trousers, shredded as they’d been from the play of the
first two ogres. It took little effort for them now to simply rip
them further, and the cool night air touched his shrinking balls
and the flesh of his buttocks.

What did they
want? What could they possibly want? The difference in size most
certainly prohibited sex, didn’t it? There was no possible way that
he could accommodate one of them. What then? Curiosity? Simple
torture? Yhalen shut his eyes and pressed his face into the mulch,
body shivering in convulsive little twitches that he had no control
over. He wouldn’t cry. He wouldn’t scream. He wouldn’t give them
that victory along with the rest.

They touched
him, big, rough fingers pressing his balls flat, rolling his penis
between their fingers, laughing no doubt at the size in comparison
to whatever it was they hid within their pants. It hurt. Oh, it
hurt a great deal to have their brutish hands explore him, taunt
him, tug at him, and squash him. He bit into the thick braid that
lay under his cheek to keep from screaming when they caught the
head of his penis between their fingers and pulled it brutally out
from his body. He thought they meant to rip it off—it felt like
something tore at the root of it, and he could stand it no longer
and drew breath to scream at the red agony that shot through his
groin—but they let it go. He hardly had the time to shudder in
relief when those same thick fingers prodded ungently at the
clenched entrance behind his balls. He bit his lip, trying to bring
the leg tied ankle to thigh up and prevent it—but another of them
simply pressed his knee to the ground and he was helpless to do
anything but lie there and tremble and gasp.

The one with
the earrings leaned over, grinning, and tipped the mouth of his
wineskin up, dribbling strong red wine over Yhalen’s thighs. It
dribbled over his balls and down the short channel to his anus,
making the cuts sting and his ball shrink. The one at his bottom
laughed and smeared his big finger in the wine, then pressed the
tip of it against Yhalen’s opening. It was thicker than Yhalen’s
engorged penis and considerably longer. The nail was blunt but
ragged, and tore flesh as the ogre twisted it into Yhalen’s
resisting body.

The wine
lubricated nothing so well as the thick blood that began to flow,
hot and stinging down Yhalen’s spine and across his thighs.

He did scream
then, when the bulge of the knuckle threatened to split already
torn muscle. Cried and cursed and spasmodically tried to jerk his
body away from the intrusion and failed. And hopelessly, miserably
failed. He did nothing but scrape his arms and hands against the
bark of the tree and amuse the gathered monsters. They thought it
great sport, his humiliation, this brutal torture. He thought he
was going to die. The pain was a molten knife at the small of his
back that ripped up into his guts and shredded his insides. It dug
around inside him, twisting its punishing finger, curving it so
that it felt as if it pressed against his belly through the bruised
mass of his colon.

The world went
dark then, and he tried to let himself fall into that trance that
Mother and Greatgrandfather let themselves experience when they
were working some magic or another or trying to speak to the
ancestors or the forest or the Goddess. He had that power in
him—his bloodline was the oldest of all the Ydregi—he was merely
too young for the training of it. A young man had to go through the
rites of the warrior—of the philosopher—before he could be trained
in the rites of the druid. So many years ahead that they became
clouded in his mind just thinking of it. But he still knew the
ways. He still knew what Grandfather did and Mother—who was a
healer of the tribe despite the fact that she’d only seen sixty
summers. Yhalen hadn’t seen quite twenty and still, he could almost
reach that place and the power that rested there—waiting for the
right touch to draw it out. Almost he could feel the overwhelming
essence of life that emanated from the forest surrounding
them....

He almost had
it—almost—and was brought back by the sudden shock of his
head being twisted up, his jaws hinged open and a splash of wine so
bitter it made him choke, poured down his open mouth. He swallowed
and spat and hardly realized the finger gone from his rear until it
was jammed down into his mouth. The taste of blood and shit made
him gag. The ogre barked something at him, jamming his finger
between Yhalen’s straining jaws. Again the same word and he thought
the brute might have wanted him to clean it of his own blood and
his own shit. He shut his eyes, refusing to do anything but lay
there and passively let it rape his mouth. It wasn’t until he felt
another blunt, thick finger pressed against his ravaged anus and
another gruff voice repeated the same foreign word, that he
panicked and thought perhaps a little capitulation in the face of
insurmountable odds might not be a bad thing. It filled his mouth
to capacity, but he tried to comply. The ogre grinned hugely and
pulled his finger out, rubbing it across Yhalen’s lips with
bruising force, urging him to lick it clean. He did, stomach
churning with nausea, tongue hesitantly lapping at the rough flesh,
which was mostly clean, from the thrusts down his throat.

The second
finger pressed into him and he jerked, crying out in shock and
anger.

He’d done what
they’d asked and still.... He choked, the finger jammed back down
his throat, curling down the back of his throat.

The pain ate
him up from the inside, bloody, raw, torn, stretched wider than a
body could stretch and recover as they expanded their games and
found other things to force inside him. He lost what sense of
dignity he’d striven to hold on to and screamed and pleaded and
begged, and all it did was inflame them. He saw through red-tinged
vision, one of them take out the horrifying thing between its legs
and start to pump it in excited vigor. It was as long as Yhalen’s
arm from shoulder to wrist and thicker than his biceps along the
shaft, bulging larger at the bluish green head, which was swollen
and angry and leaking clear fluid.

They went into
a frenzy, with the smell of the ogre’s sexual fluids so strong in
the air that it made Yhalen’s eyes water. The thing reached for
him, wild-eyed and intent, and Yhalen knew that he would die,
impaled on this thing and knew that he wouldn’t die well or
honorably. But, the one with the ear rings, the only one that
hadn’t violated him yet, snarled and shoved the one with the
frightening erection back, smacking its own chest once then
stabbing a finger towards Yhalen’s tortured form. The other one
growled, backing down reluctantly, hunching over to vigorously
massage the length of its cock. A tattooed length, Yhalen noted
absently, his head swimming with something akin to relief—or
perhaps it was blood loss. There were tattooed symbols on their
arms and the hints of them under the edges of their armor.

The leader, who
had claimed Yhalen for his own, moved to sit at his legs, taking
another swig of the bitter wine, before pouring the last of it down
Yhalen’s raised leg and watching as it dribbled down. It burned
like liquid fire and he screamed and convulsed weakly. His cries
had grown hoarse from so many shameful screams. From the bruising
of thick malicious ogre fingers.

The ogre leader
pushed his finger inside to little resistance, blood and torn
muscle easing the way. Yhalen moaned and pressed his face into the
mulch, having no strength left to even flinch. With no resistance
met and no cry of pain evicted, the ogre drew its finger out and
added a second. It was no new tactic. They had already invaded him
that way, eager to see how far his flesh would stretch before it
split. It was split now. He shut his eyes and tried to find escape
in blackness, but unexpectedly the ogre pulled out of him and
leaned over, jerking his head back by his hair.

Yhalen’s eyes
snapped open, and he found himself no more than a hand’s span from
the malicious, calculating eyes of the ogre leader. It forced his
face down, making him look down the length of his body to the
throbbing erection the ogre had freed from its pants. It was huge
and unforgiving and glistening with clear fluid. The ogre jutted it
hard against his belly like a fist in his gut, knocking the air
from his lungs. It said something to him, low and soft and
promising. One word that Yhalen thought with detached horror might
have meant death. Then the ogre eased backwards, clutching
his bloodied thighs in its meaty hands, thumbs stretching the
cheeks of his buttocks wide as it pressed the blunt tip of itself
against him. The other’s paused in their reverie to watch, wide
eyed and expectant—breathless over the final execution of their
captive.

With great
hands clutched tight around Yhalen’s thighs and buttocks, it
slowly, methodically worked itself inside, slowly deliberately
split him asunder, and oh, he screamed then. Opened his mouth and
soundlessly cried out in shock and profound, mind-altering agony.
He could not even twist his body in the animal desperate need to
escape the torture, so filled—so cruelly skewered was he. All he
could do was convulse and twitch and reflexively try to keep breath
in his lungs. Soon he didn’t even have the stamina left to do even
that and breath came short and unevenly. No stamina left to
protest, no cognizance left to beg with anything resembling
coherency.

All he could do
was lie there, body jerking with the motion of his assailant,
oozing blood. So much blood that it soaked the mulch on which he
lay. The ogre fucked him methodically, not able to completely
immerse itself, even though it tore through his insides in the
effort—again, until his hands and great hairy balls were smeared
with Yhalen’s blood and Yhalen was fading again, light-headed and
distant, the pain receding in favor of something else.

He was dying.
They were making it as slow a process as they could, but he was
finally being drawn down the dark path of death. He was barely
aware when the ogre pulled out, spewing a great splash of hot
liquid across Yhalen’s body, licking his fingers clean of Yhalen’s
blood


Ancestors—please don’t reject me. He was afraid they might.
Afraid that he’d disgraced himself—afraid that these beasts would
consume his body after they killed it and that he might never
return to the ground. He had to be buried in the ground at the
roots of a mother tree in order for the forest to lift his soul to
the place where the ancestors dwelled. Still, even the eternal
nothingness that would come if he were not lifted up by the forest,
was better than enduring more of their torment. Even being cold and
alone forever was preferable to waking up tomorrow and living
through this again.

The darkness
came down, like a blanket tossed up and gently floated down over
his head. The pain was still there—still present in the
background—but the rest was quiet and still. He strove to reach the
darkness—the peace. He could just see it. Could feel the
overwhelming call of it.

Even the pain
went away—there was nothing.

Nothing.

And then a
faint gentle presence that pushed him away with a force than made
the ogres seem fragile, weak things.

No singular
essence—no perceptible identity—more an overwhelming awareness
of...life. Of bursting vitality and deep rooted, undulating vigor.
He didn’t want it. He wanted endings. He sobbed and railed at the
loss of the darkness and the pain came back with so brutal a stab
that it drove him grasping after that ethereal power—the essence of
the forest that had always protected the Ydregi and given them
strength and life and energy. And surprisingly enough, it
responded, like it did to his mother when she set bones or healed
wounds. It swept over him and enveloped him in warmth and chased
away the pain.

And then, there
was darkness again and this time, nothing interrupted it. No
dreams, no voices, no essence of power.

 


~~~

 


Yhalen woke up.
It was such a profound shock to do so that he didn’t quite believe
it at first. He’d expected to die. Had expected to never know
anything but that dark nothingness again. It was baffling to open
his eyes to filtered daylight. Even more so to open them to
anything other than blinding pain. Oh, he hurt. He was sore and
miserable, and his muscles were cramped from the awkward position
he’d spent the night in. But it didn’t feel as if he’d been so
cruelly and methodically tortured—impaled, torn, and left to bleed
out his life on the forest floor. He twisted his head a little to
try and look down his body. He was covered in dirt and blood, but
his flesh seemed oddly free of the deep cuts and gashes he’d
received during his time in the ogres’ care.

How? How had
this happened, this miraculous healing? Even his mother, an
experienced healer, could not have regenerated such grievous
wounds. Not so completely. She could only have aided. Panicked, he
looked for sign of his captors and saw them—four huge, sprawled
shapes deeply asleep around the burnt out fire. They were snoring
to wake the dead, and there were no animal sounds to break the
morning solitude—all the birds chased away by the clamor, or
perhaps merely by the ogres’ corrupt presence. But—there was
something else.

Yhalen hadn’t
noticed in the dark, but the trees, the bushes, the brush, the
vines—even the weeds struggling up through the pine
mulch—everything surrounding the campsite was dead. Brown,
shriveled and lifeless. Likewise, the tree he was anchored to was
brittle and dead, though it was apparent from the dried leaves
still on their branches that it had not been dead long.

How? He’d not
felt this, this profound lack of life before. All the essence, all
the life force had been sucked out of this small area of wood—a
cruel twist on the gentle borrowing that the healers and druids of
his people practiced.

Had he done
this? Had he, in his desperation to stop the pain—had he pulled the
life force from the surrounding wood and used it to heal himself?
That was the way of it, according to his mother. To borrow from the
forest—from the Goddess—to heal their hurts. But Mother never
killed the forest in her little thefts of power. She never left
dried husks in her wake.

Yhalen began to
tremble, terrified at the audacity of what he’d done. Terrified
that any remote chance he’d had at redemption in the eyes of the
ancestors was now banished. Terrified that he hadn’t died. That
he’d done nothing more than heal his body so they could do it all
over again. That they would wake up and see him....

He couldn’t
stop the shaking. The fear ate its way through him, chasing away
all other rational thought, all senses, all emotion until all he
could do was lay there and stare at those snoring hulks in frozen
anticipation. He jerked mindlessly at the rope binding him. He was
bound in the same manner as he’d been last night when they’d
finished with him, one leg up, the other folded tight and both so
cramped that new pain lanced up his back as he twisted. The dead
tree rustled and dried gray leaves floated to the ground.

One of the
ogres snorted, disturbed in its slumber and Yhalen froze—wanting it
back asleep—wanting a few precious more moments of safety before
they rose. But it turned onto its back, lifting a muscled arm and
wiping the back of a broad hand across its face. His face. Most
definitely male. All of them. Gold eyes turned his way, an absent
sweep of the campsite, passed him over in his stillness, then swung
back, narrowing as the ogre realized with some surprise that Yhalen
was alive.

An unexpected
thing, to be certain.

Gold earrings
chimed as the ogre climbed to his feet, padding over to tower above
Yhalen, glaring down with something akin to accusation in his small
eyes.

Krebakle
ouvbre ne sekhre? he hissed. How are you still alive, Yhalen
imagined the words to mean. He’d asked the same of himself.

The ogre bent
down, and ran his fingertips tentatively down Yhalen’s trembling
body, between his legs, the rough pad of one finger prodding behind
Yhalen’s shrunken balls at whole, untorn flesh. Then he pulled
back, muttering a word, eyes wary, fingers touching a rune-like
tattoo on the inside of one arm. A rune against evil, or magic
perhaps. For a while, with those hands on him, Yhalen grayed out.
Just ceased to see in his panic and his terror and only came back
to himself an indeterminate amount of time later when all his
captors were up and warily clustered together, across the clearing.
They seemed to be conferring amongst themselves, occasionally
casting dark, uncomfortable looks his way.

Eventually some
decision was made, for one of the lesser ones, one without an
abundance of rings in his ears or gold on his person, ambled over
and roughly released Yhalen from his bonds. Or the majority of
them. His released legs sent blood rushing to numb extremities and
the ogre was unreasonable in his refusal to understand why Yhalen
couldn’t stand on his feet when it yanked him up. His legs wouldn’t
hold him, though the sprain in his ankle seemed to have fled with
the rest of last night’s injury. All he could do was lie there,
with his arms still tightly bound behind his back, and try not to
sob as the needles of returning blood flow attacked his legs.

He was kicked
and harassed until he desperately tried to gain his knees to avoid
the punishment. He was promptly snatched then and a noose looped
around his neck, which was jerked tight as the ogre at the other
end of it, pulled at it like a child urging a reluctant dog to
follow its lead. It was either find his feet or choke as the
slipknot tightened. The tatters of his pants hindered him, hanging
off his knees as they did, tripping him and making him stagger
until one of the ogres hissed and hauled him back against its hips
and tore the rags and the one remaining boot from his body, leaving
him completely naked in their midst. Shriveled and pitiful and
scared and jerked ruthlessly behind them, bare feet catching every
thorn and every sharp bristle and burr that he passed.

He was bleeding
again in short order, body lashed by whipcord branches pulled back
by the passage of the giants ahead of him. His feet were torn and
bruised, knees scraped bloody from too many falls to count, blood
trickling down his neck from the abrasion of the rough cord looped
about it. They spoke very little when they moved, the passage of
their bodies noise enough through trees that were not always spaced
wide enough to accommodate them.

Once, they were
alerted to something that he was too numb to notice and one pulled
him up into its arms, hand covering his face in a smothering
embrace while the others slipped into the wood. Yhalen blacked out
from lack of breath and came to ass up over a broad shoulder, the
others back from whatever had caught their attention.

Easier to lie
there, carted about like slain game, fading in and out of
consciousness, then stumble along in their wake, so he kept his
body limp and let the afternoon pass in a haze of disorientation.
It only lasted so long. The brute carrying him tired of it soon
enough and tossed Yhalen to the earth, barking at him in irritation
and prodding at him with a huge booted foot. Yhalen rolled away as
best he could, clambering gracelessly to his feet and standing
there with his head spinning from being carried so long with it
hanging. His leash was snatched up and again he was yanked along in
their wake.

Helpless.
Hopeless. Fearing the onslaught of dusk when his massive captors
might stop and renew their play from the night before. But night
and a cessation of travel proved agonizingly far away. Yhalen was
no stranger to vigorous exertion—the rites a youth had to pass to
be called a warrior were strenuous and harsh—but the pace these
creatures set with their long legs and their boundless strength was
relentless. He had to jog more often than not to keep from being
jerked off his feet and dragged along the ground behind them.

He became numb
to the pain of torn feet—numb to the scream of protesting muscles,
to the constant abrasion of rope about his neck, to the bite of the
insects that were drawn to the stench of the ogres and found his
naked skin irresistible—numb to everything but the need to keep his
feet and stumble along at the end of his leash. The world narrowed
to that simple goal. He forgot Yherji and Yhakinor, forgot shame
and dishonor and the censure of the ancestors. When he’d been
cognizant enough to desire it, death had seemed a precious
thing—now, with cognizance numbed and hazy, instinct took over and
all his body sought was survival.

When they did
stop, with night sounds breaking the stillness of the forest—Yhalen
stood trembling on rubbery legs, head down and breathing harsh,
like a beast driven too far, too long. His bladder ached, full and
hard from a day forced to hold it in, but the ogres had no care for
tending him in such matters or releasing him to let him tend
himself, so, able to contain it no more, his body forced release
and the urine dribbled down his legs, hot and stinging the
scratches on his skin.

He hadn’t even
the presence of mind to feel mortification. Just stood there and
shook until the ogre into whose care he’d been given loomed over
him and without warning knocked him from his feet. Yhalen hit the
ground face first, an ungainly sprawl of legs that the brute
squatted down and seized, catching both ankles in one hand and
drawing them back towards Yhalen’s head, bowing his body painfully
as the end of the leash around his neck was twined about his
ankles. His thighs screamed protest at the awkward position, but
there was no choice but to strain to inch his legs closer to keep
the noose from choking him.

He was
abandoned like that, after a cruel chuckle from the ogre, to lay
gasping for what air he could suck in through the tightening loop
around his throat. Through spinning, wavery vision he watched them
set up their crude camp. Listened to the gruff rumble of their
voices as they spoke amongst each other. One of them came back with
game and they sat about skinning it and spitting it and watching
the meat sizzle over the flames. They looked his way a few times
and he quaked in dread, but they made no move to come and torment
him.

Once after
their meal had been consumed, their leader padded over and crouched
over Yhalen. The ogre ran one speculative finger down the taut
bowed line of Yhalen’s chest and tummy, lingered at his unprotected
groin and nudged the limp flesh at the juncture of his legs. The
ogre whispered something that might have been a question. Yhalen
hardly knew. Yhalen hardly had the sense to rationalize anything,
the terror so completely overwhelmed his mind and body. He hadn’t
even the power to shut his eyes and block out the hated face with
its yellow eyes and its gold nose ring and dangling ear hoops. The
ogre spoke again, softly to himself, then rose and retreated back
to the company of his fellows.

Yhalen didn’t
sleep. He couldn’t, with his muscles screaming in pain and
strangulation imminent should he let his body relax. When they
released him in the morning, ready to take up their march again,
his legs were good for nothing, no matter how hard they yanked at
his leash or shoved at him to make him walk. With blood in his
mouth from their encouragement and his legs cramping so badly that
tears streamed down his cheeks, he was tossed over an armored
shoulder and carried. He did sleep then—plunged into blessed
oblivion for some time until he was woken abruptly by the cold
touch of water enveloping his body.

His reflexive
gasp for breath succeeded only in filling his lungs with water and
it wasn’t until a large hand hauled him up by the hair that he was
able to gag and choke and spew the water out. He was dunked again,
in short order and held there, regardless of frantically kicking
legs and twisting body, while sand was scrubbed over his skin,
roughly washing away the grime and blood. He was allowed air once
more, helped up by a grip on his upper arms, with his feet dragging
the surface of the stream, while the ogre peered at him critically.
Apparently satisfied, it flung him to the sandy beach where he
landed on his knees. It splashed out of the water behind him and
drew from its belt a large, wicked knife, every bit as long as
Yhalen’s sword had been. Longer, and yet in the ogre’s hand it
seemed short and stubby.

Yhalen cringed,
but it only grasped his arm and sliced through the ropes binding
his hands behind his back. After two days bound, his arms fell numb
and useless to his sides. His hands were red and slightly swollen
and he prayed to the Goddess that he’d not lost the use of any
fingers. He wouldn’t know until the feeling came back and that in
itself was a dreaded thing, for even now, as the first blood rushed
back, the pain was horrible. It hardly gave him time to regain
sense in his limbs though, before it snatched his hands again and
retied them in front of his body, leaving a long stretch of rope as
a lead, which it then grasped and used to haul him to his feet.

Yhalen managed
to stagger along in the ogre’s wake, his vision swimming in and out
of focus, his hair dripping wet down his shoulders and the sodden
tail of his braid lying heavy against his spine. It took him a
moment to make sense of the sounds. Of voices, loud and gruff and
foreign. And numerous. Of the sound of animals and the constant
clang of what might have been a blacksmith’s hammer on an anvil. In
dull surprise, he made himself look beyond the ground at his feet,
and found himself at the edge of the wood, where a great grassy
vale spread out.

And within that
vale sat a camp. A collection of huge tents and cooking fires,
around which milled a great many hulking ogre forms. Dozens of
them. More than his overtaxed mind could account for. And here and
there, he thought he saw the smaller forms of human men. Men in
ragged scraps of clothing, with pale blonde hair and beards, who
squatted over cooking fires or carted buckets of water, or wood.
Men who walked with their heads down, bare backs more often than
not decorated with bold tattoos and necks adorned with crude iron
collars.

Some of their
eyes flickered at him in passing. Dull, emotionless stares that
held no pity for his nudity or bondage, or the cruel way he was
jerked along the ogre’s wake.

The four who
had captured him, he thought numbly, had been scouts. And this was
a war camp. It could be nothing else with the armor and the weapons
that were so apparent. And one that had already seen battle—or
slaughter, if the rancid, decaying human heads that hung from a
rope outside one tent were any indication.

Yhalen gagged,
shutting his eyes on the atrocity, at the casual display of
death—and came up short against the back of his guide, when the
ogre stopped to converse with the familiar one with the gold hoops.
Yhalen’s leash was transferred to that hated hand and without a
look in his direction, he was led further into the camp until
finally they reached a tent more ornate than the others. A set of
tall, thick spears sat on either side of the door flap and from
between them was strung a line that supported dangling trinkets.
Gold-tipped bones, cast iron adornments that might have been rune
signs, the curved claws and teeth of some animal that must have
been monstrous even in comparison to the ogres themselves.

Gold earrings
shoved Yhalen to the trampled grass, hard enough to take his breath
away, and he leaned over his knees, forehead pressed to the ground
to stop the world from spinning. His captor called out and was
answered. Yhalen was aware, distantly of the gathering of many
large bodies, of their heavy shadows on his small, cowering
person—of feet crunching the grass by his head and of conversation
exchanged. Finally a hand reached down and snagged the rope
trailing from his wrists, pulling it and him up to his knees and
holding him suspended there, with his arms over his head, his face
bowed, aware—oh, so very painfully aware of the gathered eyes that
skimmed his body. A hand reached down and grasped his jaw, tipping
his head back.

Through the
damp tangle of his hair, Yhalen focused on a face that didn’t tower
quite so far over his own as the other ogres. A face that didn’t
have the broad, blockish bone structure of the others. A face that
might have looked human, save for the sharp, protruding points of
the canines and the gold eyes and the long pointed ears crowded
with dangling gold rings and the greenish ochre cast to his skin. A
frightening face all the same, with eyes that were cold and
intelligent and assessing.

He was very
large, the creature that held Yhalen’s hands above his head, a good
two heads taller than Yhalen himself, and rippling with dense
muscle—but his body, under the beaten metal armor and the creaking
black leather that adorned it, wasn’t blocky, or stout like his
larger brethren. Rather, it hinted at agile, supple strength
and—one dared to hope—more human proportions. Granted, no human
Yhalen had ever seen was so large, but it wasn’t out of the range
of possibility that a man might be born of such stature. But
compared to the other ogres, this one with his dangling trinkets
and fine armor and long broadsword hanging from his belt was a
dwarf. He stood an arm’s length shorter than the smallest of his
brethren and was probably half their weight, and yet still they
seemed to afford him great respect. Even the largest of them
wouldn’t quite meet the eyes of this smaller creature.

Yhalen’s former
earringed captor did, though. There was something akin to malicious
humor in his eyes when he spoke, inclining his head in an almost
mocking manner as he indicated Yhalen himself. It seemed as if he
were being presented as a token or a gift from one to the other.
Why or for what purpose, Yhalen had no clue, but the smaller ogre
spoke a few words to one of the large ones at his back, and that
one swept Yhalen up under its arm and carted him out of the cluster
of ogres, under the heavy flaps of the tent behind them and into
shadowed darkness.

He was dumped
unceremoniously onto a low pallet covered with furs. It had been
made to accommodate someone of an ogre’s stature and Yhalen was
dwarfed upon it. He didn’t protest when the ogre dragged his hands
over his head and fastened the rope to the wooden frame of the
pallet. He left him soon after, retreating back outside the tent to
join in the loud discussion between its fellows.

Yhalen curled
on his side and lay there, listening to the sound of his own
hammering heart and the rumbling voices of the ogres outside that
gradually retreated, leaving only the background noises of a large
encampment. It was the most comfort and peace that he’d had for two
days. A body could almost find itself lulled to sleep on soft,
clean furs, if the prospect of what horror the future would bring
didn’t keep him coiled and tense and frightened.

Father would be
so ashamed, he thought, pressing his face into the crook of his
arm. Father who was the proud, fearless protector of the Ydregi—who
expected nothing less from his only offspring. If Father only knew
how badly Yhalen had disgraced himself, how irrevocably his honor
had been shredded, both by his own deeds and the actions of others.
He didn’t know if he could face him again—didn’t know if he could
stand beneath the censure of his father’s eyes and not shrivel in
upon himself. He couldn’t even fathom meeting the eyes of Yherji’s
father and Yhakinor’s bondmate.

It must have
been hours that he lay, immersed in his misery—for when the heavy
flaps of the tent next shifted, there was the purple light of
evening outside. Yhalen tensed, almost not wanting to see what
entered, but to his vast relief it was only a human man. One of the
collared, bearded slaves, with skin and hair so pale that Yhalen
had never seen the like. The mostly naked man lugged a large pail
of water, which he poured into a bronze basin.

“Help
me....”

Was that
Yhalen’s voice, so hoarse and shaky that it was almost
unrecognizable as his own?

Pale blue eyes
flicked his way. The broad, lined face held no emotion, no empathy
for Yhalen’s plight.

“Please,” he
whispered, as disheartened by that blank stare as by anything else
he’d seen in this camp.

The slave made
no motion that he’d even heard. Maybe he didn’t understand Yhalen’s
words at all. He left, taking his empty bucket with him and soon
after the tent flap shifted again, this time under the hand of a
much larger creature. The ogre who was not quite an ogre entered,
gold eyes passing fleetingly over Yhalen’s curled form before
ignoring him in favor of shedding the armor that encased his
body.

Yhalen
stared—couldn’t help but stare in horror—at the creature into whose
possession he’d been given. Piece by careful piece, the armor was
shed and placed on a crude wooden rack. Thick, rippling muscles,
encased in smooth, pale skin that shifted in the light between
olive and ocher, were revealed. A fine coating of black hair matted
a broad chest, trailing down a stomach corded with muscle, to
disappear under the band of leather trousers. Black hair shifted
about those broad shoulders, sweat damped, but for all appearances
soft and sleek. The ogre went to the bronze basin and washed its
face, soaking a rag and wetting the back of his neck under the
thick mane of hair. It was a methodical ritual, almost, the care in
which he cleansed his body. Quite surprising, considering the
stench of the four that Yhalen had traveled as a prisoner of.

Finally, the
ogre turned, damp with drying water, all seven foot plus of him
bristling with barely suppressed masculine energy, piercing gold
eyes very much now interested in what lay upon his bed. He padded
forward, his movements rolling and predatory and bent to press a
knee to the pallet.

Yhalen
flinched, nails biting into his palms with dread. He curled his
knees close to his body, in a vain effort to protect himself—to
cover himself—and the ogre’s mouth twitched in what might have been
a smile of amusement, before it reached down and grasped his knees,
turning him easily onto his back, forcing his legs down so that it
could access his shrinking body.

“Please,
please, please...don’t....“

He hardly
realized he was whispering. Hardly heard himself over the blood
pounding in his ears. His supplication had certainly made no
difference to the others when they’d been torturing him. The sound
of his voice had only seemed to make them want to hurt him
more.

They had no
more effect on this one. He ran a hand—granted, a much smaller hand
than the others, but still large enough to easily cover Yhalen’s
face with his palm—up Yhalen’s stomach, to graze one nipple with a
thumb. Then up to his face, brushing back the wild tangle of
Yhalen’s hair to bare the curve of his cheek, the hollow of his
eye, the smooth angle of his forehead. A finger pressed against his
lips, pressing the softness against his clenched teeth, as if it
wanted entrance. Terror or no terror, Yhalen wasn’t yet prepared to
declare such submission.

But that seemed
to amuse this one as well, and he let his big hand drift back down
the body below his, again pushing down the knee that rose
involuntarily to protect the flesh between Yhalen’s legs. He was
palmed and shifted, the ogre lifting his balls and prodding at the
clenched entrance behind them. Yhalen did shut his eyes then,
mortified, pulling uselessly at the rope binding his hands to the
pallet frame.

“Don’t—touch
me—don’t—murdering monster!” he hissed, twisting enough to get the
leverage to kick out. The ogre fended off the blow with one arm,
his amused smile fading to something more deadly that showed the
sharp points of his fangs. He rose suddenly, towering over Yhalen
on the low lying pallet, loosening the laces of his trousers and
stepping out of them, revealing legs every bit as long and
well-muscled as his arms and between them—well, certainly nothing
as terrifying as what his full-sized brethren possessed, but—an
organ that would intimidate even the proudest human male. It
probably wouldn’t kill him, if the ogre planned to use it as he
feared—but it would hurt a great deal.

The ogre, as
naked as Yhalen now, but oh, so much larger and stronger, snatched
Yhalen’s flailing legs and settled on the pallet between them,
turning Yhalen onto his stomach and scooting up so that Yhalen’s
legs were spread to either side of his hips and Yhalen’s rear
placed in the ogre’s lap. With the big hands on his thighs, there
was very little Yhalen could do to extricate himself from so
vulnerable a position. All his desperate writhing accomplished was
the gradual hardening of the large phallus that lay under his
belly. It was a hard, long length against his own small, soft one
and the size and heat of it brought back the terror of only two
nights past. Of what those other ogres had done to him—of the pain
and the horror and the utter mind-blanking fear.

He gibbered
words he could hardly understand himself. Pleas for mercy,
promises, threats—cries for succor to people who were far, far away
from this nightmare. It took a while for him, immersed in his
hysteria, to realize that the big hands were not hurting him. That
strong fingers were stroking up and down the length of his
shivering back, soothing tense muscle, smoothing flinching skin.
The ogre said nothing, but the touch was much like a man might use
to calm a frightened animal. Like he might use to break a wild
yearling colt to the first touch of a halter and eventually a bit
in its mouth and a saddle on its back.

To his
shoulders, down his spine all the way to the juncture between his
legs. Back again, fingers missing no portion of his body, pausing
now and then to test the texture of his frayed braid, to tease the
lobe of an ear under the fall of escaped hair—to knead the soft
flesh of his buttocks, his thighs, to slide between the heat of his
legs and graze the loose skin of his balls.

There was the
sound of a ceramic jar uncorked and cool jelly was smeared down the
crack of his buttocks, worked around the puckered lips of his anus,
but not quite inside. Rough finger pads circled that cringing
mouth, stroking the skin between it and Yhalen’s balls with such
sensation that Yhalen’s gut tightened as heat flooded the flesh
between his legs. The tip of a finger slipped inside him, past that
first ring of muscle, past the second, with more ease that it ought
to be able—sliding in just the knuckle, methodically, gently
massaging the spasming muscle on the inside, just as his other hand
continued to do on the out.

And Goddess—he
hit something—some place inside of Yhalen that made his body shake
and his balls go small and constricted. Made the tip of his manhood
pulse, twitching against the thicker shaft pressed against it.

He pressed his
face into the fur, tears leaking from beneath his lashes, hating
himself for that betrayal, trying to chase the heat and the coiling
feeling away. But there was no time, for the ogre shifted, rising a
little on his knees, lifting Yhalen’s hips up so that his knees
just touched the furs, and the large, oiled tip of the ogre’s
erection pressed against his throbbing entrance.

“No—please,
no,” he moaned into the furs, oh, very serious and very certain
that he in no way wanted this thing inside of him. But his body
wasn’t so sure and even as the huge head pressed inside, stretching
the ring of muscle wide—but not so wide that flesh split, though
blood flowed—he wasn’t certain if it was pain or pleasure that ran
up his spine. Surely pain. Surely that, with the blood trickling
down his thighs and the pressure in his belly of being filled to
capacity—filled beyond capacity as the ogre slowly pushed in, hands
supporting Yhalen’s hips, fingers bruising his flesh as he gripped
hard in his concentration.

He didn’t think
it was possible to take it all, without the tearing mutilation of
organs he’d experienced before—but with stubborn persistence, this
one nestled himself inside Yhalen’s body, until his big balls
pressed tight against Yhalen’s thighs and there was no stabbing
scream of pain that signaled internal tearing, only the dull throb
of his body stretched and filled and slowly adjusting to the
presence that invaded it.

The ogre
shifted a hand, stroking Yhalen’s trembling shoulders, patting his
side in satisfaction, saying something soft and pleased as if he
were congratulating Yhalen on a job well done.

Then he started
to move. Rhythmic, single-minded thrusts that grew stronger and
harder as Yhalen’s body opened to him. The soothing touches were
forgotten and Yhalen’s bobbing erection soon ebbed, forlorn and
untouched, the vigor of the ogre’s movements beginning to hurt—more
so when the pace seemed destined not to slow and the creature
riding him showed no signs of impending completion.

He began to
sob, mindless little cries wrenched out of him as his face and
shoulders were rocked to and fro across the fur—then a startled
gasp as the ogre paused in his rhythm and leaned forward, pressing
Yhalen’s face hard into the furs as he snagged the rope tied to the
pallet’s frame and yanked it savagely free, then pulled Yhalen up,
rising to his knees so that Yhalen’s weight momentarily rested on
that which impaled his body, before settling back down, Yhalen upon
on his lap, his back pressed to the ogre’s chest.

The sensation
of the thing inside him at this angle was riveting. His mouth
opened and his eyes strained wide as the ogre began moving him up
and down its shaft, using his body weight to press him more firmly
down its length before lifting him up by the thighs and slamming
him back down again. He tried to scramble away and the ogre
casually caught his bound hands in one of his own and twined them
around his head, effectively trapping them.

Somewhere along
the way, Yhalen ceased to be aware. Ceased to be anything but a
limp receptacle for the ogre’s boundless lust. He thought—or
perhaps it was only a series of nightmares—that his captor went on
well into the night. Finishing one bout and initiating another,
very much like a child with a new and fascinating toy that he
couldn’t quite let out of his hands even at the risk of breaking
it.

When he finally
did sleep—true, uninterrupted sleep—it was the sleep of the
righteously exhausted. No dreams marred it, no sounds, no
sensations. It would be a long while before he drifted out of
blackness and into consciousness again.



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter
Two


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Yhalen woke
stiff and sore, curled on the floor next to the pallet and lying on
furs that spilled over from the frame. He was alone.

Sunlight seeped
in from the cracks in the canvas flap, but otherwise the tent was
dim and cool. It smelled faintly of sweat and oiled leather
and...sex. He shut his eyes, pulling his legs up closer to his body
and even that movement hurt. His lower back ached as if he’d been
beaten, his thighs screamed protest at any exertion and other
things.... He hesitated to dwell on the more centralized ache that
throbbed dully between his legs.

His hands were
no longer bound, but he couldn’t recall the moment when he’d been
untied. There were raw burns along his wrists from the rough rope.
Alone and unbound, his mind drifted to thoughts of escape. How deep
into the ogre camp had he been led? Everything had been so
blurred—his perceptions so blunted by pain and fear and exhaustion
that he’d hardly noticed the finer points of detail when he’d first
been led through.

He wasn’t
allowed the time to put more thought into flight, for the tent
flaps shifted and a man entered. A human man, thickly built, with
scraggly blonde hair and beard and little more than a loin skin
about his hips. Yhalen thought he might have been the same one who
had brought water the night before. But this time he held nothing
and his eyes fixed immediately upon Yhalen.

“Get up,” he
said in an accent so thick that Yhalen could hardly understand the
words. Yhalen lay there blinking, and with a huff of impatience the
man stalked over and snatched Yhalen’s wrist, yanking him up.

It hurt, both
the harsh grip on his wrist and the usage of muscles that would
rather not be used. Yhalen had had as much abuse as a man could
tolerate from monsters twice his size and taking it from a man of
his own blood was more than he was willing to tolerate.

“Let go!” he
demanded, jerking his arm away, glaring at this collared man in
frustration.

He got a
backhanded slap for his burst of anger that sent him spinning onto
his belly on the pallet. Goddess, he was so weak that he couldn’t
even take a man’s casual slap without making a fool of himself. He
got yanked up again, this time gripped by the shoulders and hauled
close to the bearded face.

“Do what you’re
told, slave.”

“I’m not a
slave,” he hissed between clenched teeth.

“You are.” The
hands shook him once and hard. “You belong to Kavarr Bloodraven and
you’ll be obedient or you’ll be punished.”

“Punished?”
Yhalen couldn’t hold back the disbelieving laugh. “What more?”

“Much more,
foolish boy. Much more.”

Yhalen
swallowed at that. At the look of utter, solemn dread in the man’s
eyes. This man had seen things, he thought, that no sane man ought
to see. The blonde slave transferred his grip from Yhalen’s
shoulder to his upper arm and hauled him towards the tent flap.

“Wait—at least
give me something to wear.” He was painfully conscious of his
nudity and although the Ydregi were not a people that held taboos
against the showing of flesh—here and under these circumstances, it
wasn’t a thing to be desired. His first instinct was to resist, for
there was privacy and safety to a degree in this tent and outside
it, a camp full of ogres. But he hadn’t the strength in his legs to
compete with this burly human and he was dragged into the morning
light.

“If he wants
you clothed, he’ll clothe you.”

Yhalen glowered
red-faced at that short statement, and covered his modesty as best
he could with the hand that the blonde slave didn’t have in his
grip.

The camp was
not bristling with activity. It seemed, in fact, rather subdued.
There were only a few lumbering ogres about, but for the most part
the majority of them seemed to be absent. Not in their tents
asleep, Yhalen thought, for he got no sense of the subtle flow of
life energy from within. He feared that they were out doing some
mischief and wondered how close they were to the Nakhanor town
where his grandfather had gone to parlay.

There were
other human slaves about, performing the daily tasks that any war
camp needed doing. Their eyes followed Yhalen and his escort as
they walked along the trampled grass towards the brook. Once, a
pair of animals that might have been dogs, but were much, much
larger, lunged at them from the length of chain that held them
secure to a spike in the ground. The brutes’ heads came above
Yhalen’s shoulders, broad-chested, shorthaired things that bristled
with teeth and dripping saliva. Short, cropped ears were flattened
to broad skulls and tattoos had been burned into the hides,
denoting what, Yhalen had no notion. But he did notice that his
escort had a similar tattoo on his shoulder, a twined circle with a
smaller symbol inside. Marks of ownership perhaps. His escort
flinched at the snarling animals, shying away, emanating a fear
that drove the creatures into a greater frenzy. Yhalen looked over
his shoulder once, at the lunging dog-things and wondered what
other savage, giant creatures the cold mountains of the north had
spawned.

At the brook,
the blonde slave told Yhalen to wash, after giving him a shove into
the edge of the water. He had no protest, other than the fact that
the man stood there with eyes fixed upon him the whole time. It was
a pleasure to rid himself of the dried blood and semen and the
smell of this Kavarr Bloodraven who was supposedly his master.

“Hair, too,”
the slave directed and Yhalen, hip deep in water, cast a glare back
up at the shore.

“For what? It
doesn’t look as if you’ve seen a bath in weeks. Why bother?” He was
being obstinate for the sheer reason that with this human man, he
felt he could.

The slave
stared at him shrewdly. “He won’t be laying me on his own bed furs,
so it doesn’t matter if I smell or not.”

Yhalen
blanched, stomach doing odd little flip-flops of dismay, mind going
blank with dread. “Oh, Goddess—you can’t just—I can’t...turn your
back. Let me slip away. Please, help me.”

It would be so
easy. There was forest beyond this brook that he could lose himself
in and with his wits about him, he could evade these clumsy
invaders with ease.

“No. You make a
move towards escape and I’ll have this camp down upon your
head.”

“Why? We’re
both human—they’re monsters—please....”

“No. I lose
you—I die.”

There was utter
cold fact in that statement. Utter truth. Perhaps that was why the
humans in this camp were unfettered save for the collars of
servitude about their necks. To rebel was to die. He wouldn’t ask
this man again for help. But he wouldn’t be able to resist escape
if the chance offered, on threat of a life or not.

He kept his
silence on the matter, instead untwining the leather that held the
end of his long braid and combing it free with his fingers, pausing
and then working at the smaller braid that hung down from his
temple—the braid that signified his passage through the first rite
of manhood. A man would earn the right to wear three of the
symbolic small braids throughout his life, if he were diligent and
faithful to the ways of the people. It was a badge of pride and
Yhalen hesitated to loose it in fear that he might not get the
chance to properly rebraid it. But, he supposed it needed doing,
what with the grime and blood—and other things—that had dried in
his hair. He picked up handfuls of sand and scrubbed at his body
and dunked his head, working at his hair and left the brook
finally, twisting the length of it to squeeze out the water.

“Come,” the
blonde slave said gruffly, having waited with apparent patience
while Yhalen cleaned himself.

“Where?” Yhalen
asked warily, not moving to follow, though he knew the man would
force the issue should he balk too much.

“There are
things that need doing. You’d best learn not to ask when you’re
told a thing, but do it.”

A hand reached
for his arm and Yhalen avoided it, glaring and walked on his own in
the direction the slave indicated.

“Do you have a
name?” he asked finally, needing some point of reference to ground
himself in this place. Anything to keep him from drifting in
complete confusion.

The man
hesitated, frowning, apparently not willing to easily give up that
thing that was still his and his alone. A name. But finally he
shrugged and said, “Vorjd.”

“I’m Yhalen,”
he said, thinking that perhaps with the exchange some sort of
alliance might be built upon. Vorjd shrugged, making no further
comment. They had made their way back into the camp, where the
ogres remaining were beginning to stir. Yhalen shied from the
brutes that they passed, memory still painfully vivid of the night
in the forest. He saw one with a few gold rings in his ears and for
a moment went numb with fear until he realized that it wasn’t the
one who had led the party he was captured by. Vorjd’s hand was on
his arm, pulling him along when he came back to himself enough to
realize that his mind had blanked at the prospect of being in that
particular ogre’s care again.

“He’s not
here,” Vorjd said simply, as if Yhalen had asked out loud. “Kragnor
Deathclaw left with the others this morning.”

The one with
all the gold. Yhalen wanted to ask. Wanted to be sure of the
monster’s name—but couldn’t make his mouth work.

“He’s no friend
of Kavarr Bloodraven—no small wonder that he gifted him with
you.”

Yhalen got no
chance to inquire of the intricacies of ogre politics, for the
sound of the hammer and anvil grew louder and Vorjd led him into
the trampled domain of the blacksmith. Yhalen balked at the sight
of the towering, thick-bodied ogre smith with his huge hammer.
There was a piece of oversized armor on the anvil that was still
red from the fire that the huge smith was beating a crack out of.
He paused eventually, aware of the two humans that stood at the
periphery of his smithy and barked a gruff, annoyed question at
Vorjd, to which Vorjd answered in the same tongue. Yhalen thought
he heard the name Kavarr, but that was the extent of his
comprehension.

The smith put
his hammer down and shuffled to the back of his tent, digging
through a chest and coming back with a ring of metal between his
large fingers. Vorjd pulled Yhalen forward and when the huge ogre
smith reached for him, Yhalen panicked, twisting from Vorjd’s grip
and trying to dart away. But Vorjd caught him with fingers tangled
in his hair and an arm around his throat and hauled him half off
his feet in his attempts to get Yhalen back within the smith’s
reach. The smith simply growled at him, snatching him from Vorjd’s
grip and flinging him none too gently face first down upon a flat
slab of stone, pressing one huge hand down upon his back to keep
him in place while Vorjd pulled his damp hair out of the way and
slipped the open end of the metal collar around Yhalen’s neck.

“Don’t move,”
Vorjd suggested, hands on Yhalen’s shoulders as the smith took a
very small hammer and a rod of hot metal from the fire and very
delicately sealed the collar shut. It was no pleasant experience,
and Yhalen’s neck stung from a few spatters of hot metal, as well
as the impact of the collar as the smithy pounded the latch
shut.

But when the
ogre was finished, Yhalen was collared like the rest of the slaves,
only his was a smooth circle of bronze instead of iron, with a
metal ring attached for the purpose, he assumed—his face heating at
the realization—of leashing him if necessary.

It was a
humiliation greater than his forced nudity. Casually collared like
a dog by an ogre smithy who couldn’t have cared less and a human
slave who was in much the same predicament as Yhalen. He cast Vorjd
a dark look of betrayal, which the man ignored in favor of herding
Yhalen away from the temper of the towering smithy and back towards
the tent of Kavarr Bloodraven. Inside, Vorjd took a chain and
locked it to the loop in Yhalen’s collar, then turned without a
word to leave.

“Wait—what
now?” As much as the man frustrated him, he was human and his
presence was something of a comfort.

“Nothing. You
wait until he comes back.”

“Can I at least
have something to eat?” It had been two days since he’d eaten,
although he’d drunk his fill at the brook.

“You’re his
pet—he’ll feed you as he sees fit.”

Yhalen said
something crude and nasty under his breath, standing with the chain
pulling at his collar in the middle of the tent.

The end of the
chain was attached to a spike driven into the hard ground and try
as he might, Yhalen couldn’t budge it. There was enough length to
allow him some small bit of freedom in the tent. He could lie upon
the pallet or relieve himself in a hammered bronze pot in the
corner. The ogre’s armor rack was empty and there were no stray
weapons lying about.

There was
nothing to do but sit upon the fur-covered pallet and feel sorry
for himself. To feel guilt and shame for not only what had been
done to his body, but also for the pain his incompetence—his bad
luck in being captured—would cause his family. He did not ever,
ever want his mother to know what he’d suffered at the hands of the
ogres. He shivered miserably merely thinking about it, and wrapped
his arms about his knees.

He was sore
still, but not unbearably so. Nothing that had been done to him
last night would cause more than fleeting discomfort, unlike what
the others—this Kragnor Deathclaw—had done. He clenched his fists,
trying to block out the memory, trying to block out the ghostly
after-images of sensation that made his skin twitch and his eyes
tear. Injuries that he’d somehow healed by sucking the life force
from the surrounding wood.

Oh, and hadn’t
that been a revelation. He’d never shown talent for healing
before—even though it was in his blood. Never shown more than
passing sensitivity for the underlying essence of the great forest
and all she encompassed. At least no more than any other young
Ydregi warrior who was more interested in proving himself a man
than searching for the secrets the Goddess had hidden in nature.
And he’d been satisfied with no simple harmless magic, but had
accomplished the forbidden, and not only borrowed from the forest,
but withered and killed it in his desperation.

Wary and
nervous, he pulled at the still damp length of his hair. The bulk
of it was still too wet to properly braid, but the shorter strands
by his face were dry enough to work with, so he sat about
separating hair for the small ritual braid. He unraveled a thread
from the bedding and tied it off, feeling better for that small
dignity.

Eventually,
with nothing else to occupy his time, he relented and lay back on
the soft furs of the pallet, drawing his knees up to his body and
facing the door, determined not to sleep and be caught unawares,
but merely to rest his body.

He slept
anyway. Drifted off into peaceful darkness for he knew not how
long, and awoke to the sound of loud voices outside and the jangle
of armor and weaponry and the barking of dogs. He chased the sleep
away with a frustrated curse and sat up, legs folded beneath him,
hands covering that most sensitive part of him, back straight and
head high. He wouldn’t cower again. He promised himself that. They
would force no further acts of cowardice from him, no matter what
they did.

He flinched a
little, regardless, when the tent flap was pulled back and the
broad-shouldered figure of the ogre he’d been given to, entered. A
step into the tent and Bloodraven paused, eyes drawn to Yhalen in
what might have been a casual assessment of his newly collared
slave. He stood for a moment, staring, armor spattered with bits of
dirt and mud and what might have been blood, hair sweat damped and
clinging in places to the ochre skin of his face. Then he said
something, short and soft, before ambling over to the armor rack
and shedding the leather and metal, piece by piece, until he stood
shirtless, clad only in boots and trousers. Yhalen heard an audible
sigh of relief from him, to have the weight of so much armor
gone.

Bloodraven
moved finally towards the pallet, gold eyes fixed speculatively on
Yhalen.

Don’t flinch
away, Yhalen told himself. Don’t cower before him. He lifted
his head and met those glittering eyes. Black rimmed, with long
slitted irises and filled with intense intelligence and pride.
Arrogance. He was smaller than his brethren by far, but this
one—this one, Yhalen thought, considered himself superior.

Bloodraven said
a word. A sharp command that Yhalen could only blink at, not
comprehending. Then one large hand reached out and caught the
chain, sliding up its length until there was only a hand span of it
between the collar and the ogre’s fingers. He pulled up and Yhalen
had little choice but to scramble to his feet on his own or be
hauled there by the metal encircling his neck.

Standing, his
feet on the pallet which gave him an extra hand’s width of height,
the top of Yhalen’s head still barely reached Bloodraven’s
shoulders. Flatfooted on the floor he’d be staring at the lower
portion of the ogre’s chest.

Another ogre
word and Bloodraven reached out and touched the locks of Yhalen’s
loose hair that trailed over his shoulder. Clean, it glinted very
much the color of the beaten bronze collar around his neck,
liberally streaked with dark strands of auburn and brown. In the
midst of high summer it would lighten, but it held the colors of
fall now.

Yhalen
shivered, losing his battle to keep his eyes on the ogre’s face and
instead finding them drawn to the large hand that brushed his
shoulder as Bloodraven touched his hair. He wanted to step back,
away from the touch, away from the closeness of the large body in
front of him, but Bloodraven’s other hand still gripped the chain,
holding him fast. The hand in his hair shifted to grip his
shoulder, forcing him to turn, so that his back was unwillingly to
his captor. Bloodraven pulled the chain so that the collar slipped
around and let it drape down Yhalen’s back. The weight of it rested
against his back, against his buttocks, forgotten momentarily by
Bloodraven as the ogre lifted the mass of Yhalen’s hair with both
hands, letting it spill between his fingers.

Then Bloodraven
said a sharp word and accompanied it by a knee to the back of
Yhalen’s leg, making the limb give way and spilling him to the furs
of the pallet. He tried to twist around, instinctively wanting a
more advantageous position, but the ogre had wrapped his hand in
Yhalen’s hair and used it now instead of the chain to keep him in
place, pressing his shoulders down to the furs as he crouched down
behind the trembling human.

Yhalen shut his
eyes, digging his fingers into the furs, trying to find a place in
his mind to escape to—his favorite glade in the ancestral forest,
the place he’d always escaped to as a child in
physicality—beautiful and ethereal and rife with the gentle essence
of the Goddess. If he could find that place in his mind now—if he
could drift there amidst the soft grass and the small tinkling
spring and the peaceful gnarled trees, he could endure this.

But it was hard
to concentrate on such peace with the ogre’s thigh shifting between
his legs and the sound of rustling cloth as the ogre unlaced his
trousers, exposing himself. Yhalen couldn’t see, but he felt the
weight of the erection as it was released and allowed to rest on
the small of his back, felt the soft hair on Bloodraven’s balls as
they pressed against the top of his thighs. Heard Bloodraven unstop
the jar with the scented grease and felt the ogre coat his length
before leaning back and unceremoniously prodding between Yhalen’s
clenched buttocks with it. There was no gentle coaxing this time.
No exploratory finger liberally greased to ease the way. The thick
head simply pressed insistently against Yhalen’s opening and forced
its way past resisting muscle with inevitable success.

The overheated
girth of it sliding inside his unwelcoming body was agonizing. He
was filled to capacity in the span of a few breaths, his body
stretched so wide it felt as if he’d split in two—but he didn’t. He
bled well enough—felt it trickling warm and wet down the inside of
his thighs, but his body adjusted and accepted the huge organ that
had burrowed within it.

Bloodraven
grunted in satisfaction, shifting so that his knees on the floor
pressed against the edge of the pallet, so that Yhalen’s feet,
hanging over the edge were spread on either side of Bloodraven’s
thighs, giving him no room to squirm away. As if the hand pressing
his shoulders and face into the furs allowed any chance at escape.
As if the chain and collar around his neck did.

The only
consolation he had was that he uttered not one plea, nor did he
scream or cry out. No sound at all escaped him save for involuntary
grunts as the ogre began to pound into him in earnest, and the fur
he turned his face into, muffled those.

This time
Bloodraven finished quickly, taking his pleasure and spilling his
hot seed within Yhalen’s bowels before pulling out and rising,
tucking himself back within his trousers and relacing them
shut.

Released,
Yhalen collapsed onto his belly, legs spread wide, various wetness
oozing.

“Gersha ne
kurat,” Bloodraven said, repeating it when Yhalen didn’t move.
The chain was caught again and pulled and Yhalen reluctantly
dragged to the edge of the pallet before he could make his watery
limbs work and get his feet under him. Walking was intolerable. It
hurt bad enough to make his eyes tear and with that excuse to
justify it, he let the wetness trail freely down his cheeks. He
stumbled in Bloodraven’s wake, pulled along like a unwilling dog to
the half filled basin.

“Gersha ne
kurat,” Bloodraven said once more and spun Yhalen, taking the
wet rag and swiping between his legs. Yhalen shivered, jerking
away.

“Don’t—don’t!”
he cried, mortified. To be raped by the creature was torment
enough, much less be cleaned of the evidence afterwards by him. “I
can do it.”

He snatched at
the wet rag, hardly able to see straight from the tears and the
shame and the hurt. Bloodraven lifted a brow, repeated the phrase
that Yhalen assumed meant to clean himself once more, before taking
up his sheathed sword and dagger and fastening them about his waist
and leaving the tent.

Yhalen’s knees
gave way and he crumpled, sobbing and furious with himself for the
weakness. He sat for a long while, wet rag clutched to his chest,
before his knees began to ache from the angle they were bent and
his body began to tremble from the cool of the evening—or perhaps
the advent of shock. Shakily he rose, wringing out the bloody rag
in the basin and bending to wash the blood off his thighs and more
cautiously dab between his buttocks to clean away the mess there.
More warm tears traced a path down his face as he did. With
chattering teeth he gingerly put the rag back in the basin and
crept back to the pallet, easing his aching body down and pulling
soft furs around him as he curled in upon himself.

He’d not cried
much before this, save for the reflexive reaction to the pain. He
couldn’t stop it now. Alone, with the hurt slowly fading, he
couldn’t make the tears stop, couldn’t hold back the sobs as it hit
him—truly hit him that this might be what the rest of his hopefully
brief life would be made up of, being used in the basest manner at
the whim of creatures that he couldn’t overcome. Treated like a
dog—worse than a dog, because men didn’t rape their dogs.

Men. These
weren’t men and didn’t play by the rules of men. What their motives
were, other than to swoop down on the lands of the south to
pillage, murder and rape, he didn’t know. Grandfather had gone to
the gathering at Nakhanor to discuss those possible motives and
human men’s actions in regard to them. The thought of what his
grandfather would think, to see him crying like a woman—made him
stifle his sobs and try and pull his shattered nerves together.

He was in
somewhat less embarrassing a state when Bloodraven returned, damp
and clean from what had probably been a stop by the brook. On his
heels came Vorjd, who had in his arms a great stone bowl that
smelled of roasted meat. The slave put it down with a word and
left, returning in short order with a wineskin. He left this time
not to return, and Bloodraven sat down on the stool by his armor
rack and stabbed at the chunks of meat and what might have been
roasted root vegetables with his knife.

Yhalen’s
stomach growled rebelliously, assaulted by the smells and so empty
that it made his eyes water from the prospect of food. He wouldn’t
beg for it. He’d starve first. So best not to look at all. Best to
turn his back and sit there, knees drawn up to his chest and think
of unappetizing things, like rotting flesh riddled with maggots and
stinking with decay.

The pallet
creaked with weight and Yhalen flinched, caught unawares and
cursing the ogre who could rise and move so quietly despite his
size.


“Fajkur,” Bloodraven said and stabbed a piece of seared meat
with the point of his dagger and extended it to Yhalen.

Yhalen stared,
wide-eyed, hunger warring with pride.


“Fajkur,” Bloodraven repeated, irritation creeping into his
voice. It seemed ridiculous to go hungry and be punished for it
when the meat was right under his nose, unasked for. He hadn’t
groveled for it. So what harm taking it?

He snatched it,
somewhat more desperate than he’d have liked. It was warm on the
outside, but still rare within and blood and juices ran down his
chin. But it was unbelievably good. He felt lightheaded from the
taste—from the sheer wonder of it inside his mouth. He finished his
chunk and licked his fingers, staring under his lashes at the rest
of Bloodraven’s supper still within the bowl. The ogre picked a few
more choice hunks for himself, then sat the bowl down with its few
remaining scraps and waved at Yhalen, repeating the word Yhalen
assumed meant ‘eat’. He didn’t hesitate this time.

And when he’d
finished, Bloodraven caught his arm and pulled him almost into his
lap, this time with the intent of tipping up the large wineskin and
allowing the strong bitter ogre brew to stream into Yhalen’s mouth.
He’d probably have had a hard time handling the great skin himself,
but it was embarrassing to be fed from it so. Still, with his back
to Bloodraven’s chest and his naked rear pressed against his groin,
he supposed wriggling about in indignant struggle ought to be
avoided

He swallowed
more than he’d have chosen for himself and choked and coughed from
the bitterness of it. The ogre laughed and pushed him away, sitting
both empty bowl and wineskin aside, while he pulled off his boots
and ran long, strong fingers up and down the arch of his feet.
Bloodraven produced a short, thick pipe and stuffed it with strong
smelling dried herbs, then lit it and took a long, slow drag of
scented smoke. He lay back finally with his trousers loosened, his
feet and chest bare, and one hand behind his black haired head as
he rested on the piled mass of his pillows, sucking at the pipe.
Lashes fluttered over gold eyes, and the angular face relaxed into
lines of contentment. The sounds of other ogres encroached the
walls of the tent from outside, loud and raucous with the
occasional cry of pain drawn from victims Yhalen preferred not to
put faces to, but here it was quiet and calm and still.

Huddled against
the far end of the pallet, Yhalen thought Bloodraven might have
drowsed off. Hoped it to be so, for the ogre might well sleep the
entire night away and not bother him further. But it was not to be.
Without quite opening his eyes, Bloodraven murmured a few soft
words.

Yhalen, of
course, had no inkling what the ogre said. Perhaps it wasn’t even
directed at him. Perhaps whatever narcotic was in the pipe had
plunged Bloodraven into a half waking dream.

But the golden
eyes slitted open and the phrase was repeated. One large hand slid
to the chain resting on the furs and gently tugged Yhalen towards
him. Yhalen reluctantly complied, crossing the distance over the
furs on hands and knees until he knelt between the ogre’s legs,
trembling with horrified expectation.

Once more the
phrase was repeated and Bloodraven’s hand slid down to the loosened
opening at his crotch, pulling lazily at the laces until the
flaccid length of him slipped free.

“No,” Yhalen
said softly, understanding, finally, what the ogre wished and
refusing to willingly participate in his ravishment.

Bloodraven’s
hand tightened on the chain, forcing Yhalen’s head down until his
face was close enough to the ogre’s crotch to feel the heat
emanating from the organ there.

“I won’t,” he
spat, teeth clenched. “Rape me if you will—I can’t stop you—but I
won’t cooperate in it, monster.”

He crouched
there, face pressed to Bloodraven’s lower belly, hands braced on
Bloodraven’s hard thighs and thought, that if the ogre really
wished, he could be forced in this as well as the other. The hand
moved to his hair, fingers tightening around his neck, applying
pressure. If the ogre snapped his neck, he thought dismally, at
least it might be the last indignity he suffered at their
hands.

But after a
moment of painful tightness, he was jerked backwards, flung to the
end of the pallet as the ogre rose, fastening the laces of his
leather trousers, then pulling on his boots. Bloodraven grabbed the
chain again, this time at the far end and with a jerk of his arm,
yanked the spike out of the earth. He wound the loose end around
his fist and jerked Yhalen to his feet, dragging the young man
behind him, out of the tent and into the darkness of night. Yhalen
staggered, trying to keep up with Bloodraven’s long, purposeful
strides. He went to his knees once, in the trampled grass between a
row of tents, and the ogre paused to jerk him up, finally flinging
Yhalen before him and back onto the grass at the edge of a bonfire
around which gathered a great many full-sized ogres.

Bloodraven
barked something, loud enough to be heard over the racket of a
dozen ogre voices. The clamor died, numerous gold eyes darting
towards them. Bloodraven said something else, seething and
disdainful from the sound of his voice.

A large body
shifted from the gathering of large bodies, gold glinting in the
light of the fire, eyes narrowed and face tight with controlled
anger. There was no mistaking him this time. It was most certainly
the ogre that had led the party that had captured Yhalen. The one
that had come very close to killing him. Kragnor Deathclaw,
according to Vorjd.

Yhalen froze,
like a rabbit surrounded by wolves, nails digging into the hard
earth, eyes glued in horror at the approaching ogre. Kragnor
Deathclaw didn’t look at him, his eyes instead fixed on Bloodraven,
his huge hand—a hand so much larger than Bloodraven’s—caressing the
scarred hilt of his dagger. He said something crass and amused, and
the ogres behind him laughed. But there was nervousness in the
laughter—for even Yhalen saw that there was animosity between these
two. And it was an animosity that the others were wary of.

Bloodraven
spoke, calm and cool, as he tossed the end of Yhalen’s chain to the
ground between Yhalen and Kragnor Deathclaw.

Goddess. He was
giving him back to Deathclaw. Returning the gift. Because of
Yhalen’s disobedience? Because he’d refused an order? A quick,
clean death was one thing—what Kragnor Deathclaw would do to him
was quite another.

“No, no, no,
no, nononono.”

Was that his
voice? Soft and breathless and beyond terror? Kragnor Deathclaw
bent to pick up the end of the chain, frowning and Yhalen couldn’t
make himself move. If he could have, he’d have crawled to
Bloodraven’s feet and begged forgiveness. He’d have promised
anything not to be handed over to the beast that was Kragnor
Deathclaw.

Kragnor
Deathclaw said something over his shoulder and the ogres behind him
chortled, looking to Yhalen in amused expectation. The ogre yanked
the chain and the collar jerked hard under Yhalen’s jaw, making him
bite his tongue. The pain of that shook him out of the frozen state
of fright. He turned desperate eyes back to Bloodraven, trying to
make his way back towards him with the small amount of slack
Kragnor Deathclaw allowed him.

“I’m sorry. I’m
sorry. I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever you say. I swear. Please,
please don’t give me back to him. I’ll be obedient. I’ll be so
good, I promise, you won’t be sorry—“

He was crying
and they laughed at his attempts to crawl like a dog on its belly
to an impassive Bloodraven. Pride might hold its own against fear,
but against stark terror—it shriveled and hid and Yhalen despaired
that Bloodraven could even understand that he was desperately
trying to capitulate.

Kragnor
Deathclaw jerked him backwards with enough force to land him on his
back at the ogre’s feet, the air knocked out of his body. One big
boot came down on his hair when he tried to twist away and he
stared up and up and up at the muscled torso of his tormentor.

Kragnor
Deathclaw crouched and spread one hand out on Yhalen’s belly, the
blunt fingernails biting into the soft flesh of hips, belly and
groin despite Yhalen’s efforts to pry them off.

Kragnor
Deathclaw spoke a word that made the others let out a raucous
cheer, then he raked his hand up Yhalen’s body to his neck, hauling
him up and off his feet, kicking and struggling to display to the
others. He was going to die, he thought in growing hysteria. It was
going to be like before, only this time there were more of them and
they had all the leisure time in the world to torture him and
Goddess, Goddess, Goddess, he didn’t want to die like that—when
he’d escaped it so narrowly the first time—and he thought just
maybe, he didn’t want to die at all—and why, why, why, hadn’t he
just done what Bloodraven wanted and thrown away the tattered
remains of his pride when he’d had the choice, instead of having it
stripped from him in the form of one bloody section of flesh at a
time?

Bloodraven laid
a hand on Kragnor Deathclaw’s arm and the crowd of delighted ogres
froze. Went silent and watchful even as Deathclaw slowly turned his
narrowed eyes downward to look at an ogre almost two heads shorter
than him.

Bloodraven
spoke, baring just a bit of fang as he did. His face, narrow and
elegant in comparison to Kragnor Deathclaw’s, displayed not one bit
of emotion other than that. He didn’t remove his hand from
Deathclaw’s arm. Deathclaw didn’t lower Yhalen.

Bloodraven
spoke again and with a low snarl, Deathclaw flung Yhalen to the
ground, rounding on the smaller ogre with one hand on the hilt of
the dagger at his belt. Bloodraven was unarmed. He’d stalked out
here, in his fit of irritation, without a weapon other than the
strength of his body, which, against a full-sized ogre, seemed
lacking.

But even with
Deathclaw’s obvious threat, even with the hand on the weapon,
Bloodraven stood unmoved. His eyes never wavered from the larger
ogre’s face. His body betrayed nothing. And very much like a big
dog backed down by a smaller, more stubborn and intelligent one,
Deathclaw flexed his fingers and took a reflexive step backwards.
It was enough.

Bloodraven
broke his stare and moved past the larger ogre as if he’d ceased to
exist, bending to snatch up the end of Yhalen’s lead and pulling
him up and after him. Yhalen made every effort to keep up, staying
close enough to Bloodraven’s heels that he had to take up the slack
in the chain to keep from tripping over it.

Back to the
tent then, with the camp again separated by a thin veneer of
canvas. Bloodraven paused to drive the spike back into the earth,
before going to his armor rack, and sitting on the stool before it,
taking a piece of metal-studded leather down and proceeding to buff
it free of dirt.

Yhalen stood
with his back to the center pole of the tent, limbs still shaking
from reaction, staring at Bloodraven as if he were a demon from the
lower reaches of the abyss. But not The Demon. Not the evil of all
evils. He was, Yhalen had discovered, the least of the evils
offered.

After a while,
Bloodraven tired of buffing his armor, and for a moment sat on his
stood, one hand clutching the oiling rag, the other on his knee.
Finally he tilted his head, staring at Yhalen from under a fall of
shining black hair. He crooked a finger and Yhalen flinched, but
hesitated not in moving forward, trailing his chain to stand before
the ogre. Bloodraven opened his knees, not saying a thing. Yhalen
took a breath, stomach fluttering in turmoil, and lowered himself
carefully to his knees between the ogre’s legs, shaking hands
reaching out and fumbling with the lacings of Bloodraven’s
trousers.

It was a test
of course. One to be expected. To see if he’d learned the lesson of
proper obedience. Vorjd had told him terrible things would happen
if he were not a good slave. Yhalen hadn’t believed him. He’d
barely missed finding out for himself those terrible things.

His fingers
found Bloodraven’s flaccid member, warm and soft to the touch, but
beginning to stiffen. Didn’t look up and meet his eyes, because
that would be his undoing. Concentrated on the thickening flesh in
his hands, imagined it was his own, only larger and an odd color—or
Yherji’s. He ran his fingers down to the root, fingertips tracking
the big vein, feeling the throbbing beat of blood. So thick now,
that he couldn’t circle it with the fingers of one hand. He put his
mouth to it, opened his lips and tentatively ran his tongue along
the tip, tasting sweat and the salty flavor of pre-cum. It jerked
under his hands, reacting to the touch of his tongue. He opened his
mouth wider and took the head inside. Felt his teeth scrape against
soft flesh and felt it fill his mouth from the slick, flat roof to
the meaty flesh of his tongue. He couldn’t take it all, but he
worked the lower part of the shaft with his hands. He moved his
tongue as much as he could, sliding it down towards the base of
Bloodraven’s shaft.

He pulled back,
wrapping his lips about the head, swirling his tongue softly about
the slit, hands sliding down to touch the large balls. He felt them
tighten in his hand when he swallowed as much of the shaft as he
could again, felt Bloodraven’s hand on his head then, a gentle but
insistent pressure to make him force more of the length down his
throat. After the forest and the experience with the ogres there,
he was shy of huge objects driven past his tonsils and down into
his throat. He gagged reflexively and tried to jerk back, but
Bloodraven’s one hand was stronger than his reflexive urge of
flight.

Yhalen had to
force himself to relax. Bloodraven wasn’t trying to jam the entire
length down his throat, just more of it than Yhalen felt
comfortable with. When he’d calmed, Bloodraven slid the hand down
to the back of his neck, stroking the hair there, letting Yhalen
pull back and set his own pace. He wanted this over and the only
way to that end was to make Bloodraven come. He knew what
facilitated his own and Yherji’s ejaculation in similar
circumstances—and began bobbing his head with slow rhythmic motions
up and down Bloodraven’s shaft, hands gently kneading the tight
flesh of the balls and the root of the shaft. He obviously was
being a bit too gentle, for Bloodraven’s hand tangled in his hair
and the ogre assisted Yhalen in picking up the pace, moving his
head up and down, over and over, until Yhalen feared that his jaws
would crack before the ogre actually orgasmed. He had to look up
finally and the moment he did, Bloodraven’s gaze caught his eyes.
Gold and sharp, with pupils dilated with passion. Almost there,
then.

Yhalen knew it
was over when the balls tightened in his hands and the ogre’s body
jerked. There was no pulling back with Bloodraven’s hand in his
hair, and the back of his throat was hit with warm, salty liquid.
It was never a taste that had particularly appealed to him, and
graciously enough, as soon as he was done, Bloodraven released
Yhalen and made no contest as the young human leaned to spit the
ejaculate from his mouth.

There was wet
warmth trailing down his cheeks. He hadn’t realized. He wondered
when he’d started. He kept his head lowered in embarrassment, his
face hot and wet, ejaculate glistening on his lips. Bloodraven rose
then, finished with him, moving towards the pallet. He didn’t
gesture for Yhalen to join him there and Yhalen wouldn’t make the
move of his own accord. But if Bloodraven beckoned, he wouldn’t
hesitate. Not after the threat delivered tonight.



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter
Three


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Bloodraven used
him in the morning, a casual balm to the stirring of the ogre’s
morning erection, and Yhalen endured it, spreading his thighs
obediently and lying on the furs, shutting his eyes and clenching
his teeth from the discomfort of it. He didn’t bleed this time, his
body stretched enough from two days of similar activity to accept
the ogre’s large member. Bloodraven had yet to use him without the
gift of lubricating, oily salve, being more careful of his
possessions than his peers.

When Bloodraven
left, armed and armored to perform whatever mischief his small army
was about, Yhalen was left to while the time away alone, tethered
in the tent. Vorjd came eventually, silent and grim as usual, to
empty the chamber pot and bring fresh water for the basin. He also
brought with him a small, human sized bowl of morning gruel and a
flask of clean, cool water. These he sat down at the end of the
pallet, within Yhalen’s reach.

“I thought only
he fed me?” Yhalen asked, sitting with the furs covering the lower
part of his body, his back against one of the poles that supported
the tent.

Vorjd gave him
a dark look, not answering.

“Are you his
slave, too?”

“Not like you,”
the man said gruffly, hefting the dirty chamber pot and padding out
of the tent with it.

Yhalen frowned,
listening to the sound of receding footsteps without. To the gentle
whisper of the wind as it rustled the canvas. He closed his eyes,
imagining the flow of it outside, free to go as it wished,
unfettered. He felt the faint essence of it, and followed the trail
to the greater essence of the forest at the edge of the vale where
this camp sat. He sought after the presences of forest dwellers,
seeking the warmer, more vibrant essences of flesh and blood
things—but there were none close by. Everything had fled from the
anomaly of the ogres and the foul seed they brought with them.

He withdrew
slowly, unwilling to shatter this moment of inspired awareness—it
was a thing he’d so seldom paused to initiate when he’d been free
in his own ancestral forest. He’d not cared for the ways of the
elders—rather preferring to delve into the way of the warrior and
the hunter, as most of the younger ones were wont to do. He’d had
all the time in the world, he’d thought, to make his peace with the
Goddess and the learning of her ways as the decades passed.

The tent flap
opened and Yhalen blinked, losing his connection with the forest,
jarred back to the dim, leathery smell of the tent. Vorjd was back,
with the cleaned chamber pot.

“I’m his
slave,” the man said, not looking at Yhalen. “For three years.”

“Three years?
How have you survived with them?” Yhalen leaned forward,
disbelieving. If he survived the month, he’d be surprised.

“He’s not as
bad as some. He’s fair, if you do what you’re told. Most ogr’rons
are—the ones that have enough rank to hold slaves, at any
rate.”

“Ogr’ron? Not
an ogre?”

Vorjd looked at
him as if he were daft. “Of course not an ogre, you fool. You think
you’d have survived the first night, if he were? He’s a halfling.
Father was a human, mother an ogre who dallied a little too
frequently with her slave. Not uncommon. They’ve a fascination for
us.”

“Oh. Oh, I
didn’t know. They can...breed with us?”

“The females
can. The males play at it sometimes, but there’s nothing left but
bloody mess afterwards—not that a human woman could birth something
the size of an ogr’ron and survive it anyway. Bloodraven’s not that
large for a halfling. Some of them are almost the size of
full-blooded ogres.”

Yhalen
shivered, sickness rising in the back of his throat as he recalled
first-hand how badly a body could be torn when the male ogres
played with their human victims.

“What’s wrong
with you, boy?”

Vorjd was
standing over him. Yhalen had to blink to refocus his vision. For a
moment, the world had grayed, jerking him back into horrible
memory.

“Nothing,” he
whispered, not willing to admit it. To ever speak it out loud.

Vorjd didn’t
press it, having more pressing tasks, such as the cleaning of
Bloodraven’s tent. Yhalen sat, half watching, half dwelling on the
things that Vorjd had told him. Foolish of him not to have realized
that Bloodraven wasn’t of the same ilk as the others. The size
alone was hardly the major difference, but the rather crafting of
the bone and the muscle that made up features more human than ogre,
when you got past the sharp teeth and the golden eyes and the
tapered, pointed ears. Yhalen supposed the fear and the frustration
and the abuse at all of their hands had blinded him to such
details.

He mulled over
it all the long afternoon, until the racket of armor and the loud
press of deep-throated ogre voices announced the return of the ogre
war party. Soon after, Bloodraven burst into the tent, flinging the
flaps wide, followed by the larger forms of two of his full-blooded
brethren. The lot of them were agitated, voices raised in what
might have been debate. Arms were flung and fingers and fists
jerked in agitation as they spoke. Yhalen pressed back against the
tent wall, flinching at the bellowing, at the overwhelming presence
of three large bodies so close by and himself trapped in their
midst. But they spared no notice for him, more interested in
whatever it was they debated. With a final bout of conversation,
some conclusion was reached, for the two ogres retreated with a
creaking of leather and a jangling of metal, leaving Bloodraven
standing in the center of his tent, eyes narrow and angry, chest
rising and falling rapidly in what Yhalen assumed to be
agitation.

With a snarl,
the ogr’ron finally spat a word that was most certainly some
blasphemy and flung his helm against the empty armor rack. The
whole of it tumbled backwards. He divested himself in much the same
manner of the rest of his armor, tossing it with a carelessness
that Yhalen had yet to see from him, into the corner with the rest.
When the half-breed was finally down to nothing but his cloth
undergarments, he snatched the full wineskin that Vorjd had left on
the camp table and took a long swig.

Yhalen hoped
the silence and stillness of a forest mouse might allow him to
escape notice, but the Goddess afforded him no such luck.
Bloodraven’s golden eyes turned his way. Another long swig of wine
and the ogr’ron corked the skin and laid it down, wiping the back
of one large hand across his lips.

He said a word
that wasn’t in Yhalen’s small vocabulary. When Yhalen sat blinking
and unmoving the ogr’ron bellowed it again, face twisted in anger,
reaching out and snatching Yhalen by the hair and tumbling him to
the center of the furs.

Yhalen
scrambled to his knees, startled and possessed by a sudden wash of
anger. He jammed his arms out, palms flat against the much larger
Bloodraven’s chest, surprising the ogr’ron just enough to set him
off his balance and make him reel backwards.

“Don’t take it
out on me!” Yhalen cried. “Whatever they did—whatever happened to
put you in such a temper—it wasn’t my doing!”

Bloodraven
stared, the furrow of rage in his brow smoothed momentarily from
what might have been shock at Yhalen’s presumption. He most
certainly had been taken off his guard by the physical rebellion,
even if he hadn’t understood the words.

Yhalen expected
to be punished for it. He expected to be pummeled into the ground.
He didn’t expect the sudden laughter. It was short and abrupt,
rumbling out of Bloodraven’s chest—but it was laughter.
Bloodraven’s lips pulled back in a grin, exposing white teeth with
sharp, overhanging canines. A frightening smile—but unnervingly
enough, not a hideous one.

“Krav’nok
gruag kre,” repeated Bloodraven in a more normal tone of voice,
accompanying the request with a demonstration of what he wished as
he caught hold of Yhalen’s hips and pulled him towards him, turning
him over onto his stomach and hauling him up onto his hands and
knees, then patting the small of his back approvingly when Yhalen
kept the position. No use fighting it. He was tethered and at
Bloodraven’s mercy no matter what he did, and he’d found that his
master tended much more towards gentleness when he complied with
his whims.

So he crouched
there, on all fours, loose hair spilling down about his arms and
pooling on the furs, arms and legs shaking just a little, waiting
for the ogr’ron to get it over with. The big body bent over his,
and he felt the heat of Bloodraven’s skin on his back, felt the
warmth of his breath between his shoulders as the ogr’ron brushed
the hair to either side, baring the column of Yhalen’s neck. A
wetness touched his skin, rough and velvety at the same time. The
stroke of Bloodraven’s tongue. A big hand slid under his belly,
encircling his torso, fingers finding one nipple and rolling it
between thumb and forefinger, pulling and tugging just enough to
evict a sound from Yhalen’s throat—but not enough to make him cry
out. The other hand slid down his spine, broad hand splayed out,
covering his skin, moving in firm strokes down his hips, across his
buttocks, down his thighs and between his legs, lingering in the
heat it found there, not quite grazing his dangling balls, but
almost, before it roamed back up, taking in every inch of Yhalen’s
skin.

His breathing
had grown harsh, his heart beat rapid and the pain of penetration
hadn’t even begun. There was a tingling sensation between his legs,
an aching irritation that begged for attention. Yhalen’s eyes
widened in surprise—in horror as he realized that the ache centered
about his twitching shaft. Oh, Goddess, how could he...? He was
chained and naked and imprisoned and had this thing’s unwanted
hands stroking his body like he might stroke a beast to calm it—and
his body betrayed him. No matter the feel of the callused hands on
his flesh, the rhythmic motion of firm fingers pressed into his
skin and muscle—no matter how gentle the touch, how unnerving the
sensation as first one nipple then the other was tugged and toyed
with—there was nothing, nothing pleasurable about it. Nothing that
warranted....

Ah, Goddess,
the hand slipped down his belly and between his legs, fingers
stroking his half-rigid length, enclosing it within the warmth of
the large palm, squeezing gently, pulling on the taut flesh. Yhalen
gasped and whimpered, losing strength in his arms and falling
forward onto his elbows. Bloodraven pulled him back up, the other
arm encircling his chest, lips and tongue pressed to the back of
his neck.

“Stop. Stop it,
damn you.” Yhalen groaned. “This isn’t right. It’s not my fault.
It’s wrong. I shouldn’t be—I’m taking no pleasure from this. It’s
the Goddess punishing me—humbling me—that’s causing this. It’s not
what you’re doing. Do you understand? You repulse me. You’re not
even human—only half a one and my stomach turns when I even look at
you...so...it’s... not...not what you’re doing...”

He cried out,
when the hand tightened. Bloodraven growled something at him, low
and soft. Perhaps a warning to shut up. Yhalen hardly knew. He
could hardly think with his cock encased in the halfling’s huge
hand. With a body’s warmth against his back and hot, wet lips on
his neck. With a long tongue tracing the back of his ear while
teeth took the hard ridge of the shell between them and gently bit,
moving down to the lobe to nibble and pull at that. He shut his
eyes and moaned, shivering and shamed as his body reflexively
jerked forward, pumping into the ogr’ron’s hand.

Yhalen would
just come and have it over with. That’s what Bloodraven was
apparently after. He did, after a few more strokes, spurting his
seed onto the furs and wanting to collapse afterwards, but unable
to, as he was held on his hands and knees by the ogr’ron.
Bloodraven stroked his back and his sides, repeating the words to
stay in that position. Yhalen did, trembling badly, head down and
breathing harsh. Bloodraven left him for a moment, but was back in
short order, big hands back on his hips and back, stroking,
massaging. His fingers were slick with the scented salve he used to
prepare Yhalen for sex. He spread Yhalen’s cheeks with his thumbs
and rubbed the salve around the human’s puckered entrance. The
finger that entered wasn’t painful at all, slick with grease as it
was. Bloodraven twisted it around, taking some pleasure, Yhalen
thought miserably, from simply watching Yhalen’s body swallow his
digit. The ogr’ron much preferred to take Yhalen in positions where
he could watch whatever it was he chose to insert pump in and out
of Yhalen’s flesh.

Bloodraven
added a second big finger and Yhalen’s elbows threatened to give.
He braced himself at a soft command from his master, biting his lip
as the ogr’ron parted his fingers, stretching the mouth of Yhalen’s
anus open. He played with him a while longer, casual and slow, all
the anger he’d exhibited upon his return dissipated. Then the big
body shifted, positioning itself behind Yhalen as the fingers
disappeared, to be replaced by the heated tip of Bloodraven’s cock.
Yhalen tried not to tense. To tense would only cause pain. He tried
to make himself relax, tried to make himself accept willingly what
was about to be forced into him. He shut his eyes and sighed,
thinking of the forest and his favorite glade. Bloodraven’s slick
spearhead pressed against the swollen, stretched mouth of his
entry, the ogr’ron slowly working it inside, methodically
overcoming the resistance of muscle and flesh.

It hurt. No
matter the preparation, it hurt. It always did initially. If he’d
wanted it with all his heart and soul, it still would have hurt.
But the pain was less and this time, with Bloodraven’s strange good
humor and patience, his body had time to accept the girth of it,
had time to stretch to accommodate it, before the ogr’ron began
slowly moving inside him.

He was filled
so completely, with so much powerful heat that it made his vision
spiral. His elbows did give way, but Bloodraven let him fall, hands
on his hips, holding his lower body in the desired position. Up
into his bowels, Bloodraven found a home. Nestled within Yhalen’s
belly, the tip of his cock made a way for itself and Yhalen’s body
accepted it. With each slow, powerful stroke, a tremor of sensation
passed though him. His balls tightened, his spent penis twitched to
life and he moaned into the furs, shamed for the second time this
evening.

”Seksil
o’kron, Yhalen,” Bloodraven said softly, a little breathless
himself. It occurred to Yhalen that he’d never heard himself called
by name before, that Vorjd must have told Bloodraven. He didn’t
have time to dwell on it, for when he didn’t move, the ogr’ron
leaned over his back and caught one of his hands, drawing it down
his body and wrapping Yhalen’s fingers around his own twitching
penis.

Oh,
Goddess—oh please don’t let this happen. Please don’t let him do
this to me. Please don’t let me do this to myself. But when
Bloodraven withdrew his big hand, Yhalen’s own stayed, pumping his
own flesh with desperate vigor, groaning and whimpering into the
furs, hips moving of their own accord, pushing back into the body
behind him, forward into his own hand. Oh—Goddess—the sensation
flared behind his eyes and deep within his gut, flooding his mind
and his body and blanking everything else. He hardly noticed when
Bloodraven picked up his own pace, finally spilling hot seed deep
inside Yhalen’s body.

The world went
white and fuzzy and he came back to his senses curled on his side
on the furs, mind reeling from his own orgasm. The ogr’ron sat back
on the furs, eyes hooded and speculative. He rose finally, pulling
his tunic off, and shedding the trousers that he’d only loosened in
his exertions with Yhalen, baring the whole of his thick, muscled
body in the dim light of the brazier. He cleaned himself at the
basin, then returned with a wet rag to Yhalen. Yhalen lay passively
while his master spread his knees and cleaned the leavings between
his legs and on his belly.

It occurred to
him dimly, while he lay there, that for hands so big, Bloodraven
could be surprisingly precise—surprisingly gentle.

“It doesn’t
mean,” Yhalen whispered, as the ogr’ron settled into the furs, long
body stretched out next to his, one large hand straying to settle
on Yhalen’s hip as fingers traced a lazy pattern that made his skin
pimple. “That you’re not my enemy. That I don’t hate you—for
everything you’ve done—just because you lay a gentle hand on me.
Just because you’re half human. The other half is what makes you a
monster. I’ll kill you if I can, you know.”

The tears were
leaking again. From hopelessness, from shame, from some bit of
acceptance in his heart of this position he found himself in and
that in itself made him want to die.


“Vras’ka, Yhalen,” Bloodraven said softly, breath slow and
even. Shut up. He’d heard that phrase before.

“Who told you
that you could use my name?” he whispered, but so soft that he
barely heard himself. Bloodraven pulled him closer, warm against
his side in the cool of the night.

 


~~~

 


The morning
came too quickly and with it a flurry of activity as the camp made
ready to move. Bloodraven’s other human slaves and his ogre
subordinates pulled down his tent and bundled his personal
belongings, loading them along with the other supplies onto small
carts. Yhalen was staked to a tree by his leash not far from the
snarling dog-things while this was about. In preparation of travel,
he’d been given a pair of crude boots and a loin cloth to wear
about his hips, dressing him very much in the fashion of the other
human slaves, save for the fact that he was tanned and smooth of
skin as opposed to the pale, hairy bodies of the Northmen. He stood
out among them, lithe and supple and young and fair, as all of the
Ydregi were.

It gained him
stares and what he was sure were lewd comments as the ogres passed.
It made him cringe close to his tree in fear of what any one of
them might do. It made him wish very badly for Bloodraven’s
presence. It made him feel the coward, but how could he not fear,
his enemy being what they were and he hopelessly in their grasp?
But of Bloodraven he’d seen very little this morning.

“Why do they
stare at me like that?” he asked of Vorjd once, when the man gave
him his scant clothing. “Are we not as hideous to them as they are
to us?”

The man had
shrugged. “No. They’ve always wanted what we have. Our lands, our
devices, our crafts, our art. As a whole, they’re not a race
talented with much beyond the ability to fight. They envy
us—humans. Over a great many things. As beastly as they are, they
appreciate beauty.”

Which had not
made Yhalen feel better or safer, what with ogres stalking the camp
around him and the snarling set of dogs just within snapping range
of him. Of the two, he preferred the dogs. The animals he could
understand. The animals he could contend with.

He distracted
himself doing just that. Sitting just out of reach of the slavering
beasts, watching them, speaking to them softly and making himself
known. It was a talent he had, the way with beasts that sprang from
his esteemed bloodline. By the time the camp was uprooted and ready
to move out, the two dog’s snarls had reduced to the occasional
growl and they lay panting and drooling a body’s length away,
watchful of Yhalen’s every move. They would rise with alacrity,
though, each time a human slave or even an ogre ventured too near
and lunge and bark threateningly. Even the ogres gave them wide
berth. Only when Bloodraven approached did the threatening posture
cease and tails began a frantic wagging. They crouched around his
legs, desperate for a touch of his hand or a word.

Armored and
armed, in the full light of day, Bloodraven was imposing and
dangerous. He spoke to the dogs, touching their great, flat heads.
Vorjd and one other human slave had shadowed his wake, but hung far
back, wary of the dogs. They held great leather muzzle guards in
their hands. Bloodraven beckoned and they crept forward. Almost
immediately, Bloodraven or no, the dogs broke into a fit of growls
and lunged towards the human slaves. The one cried out and leapt
backwards, dropping the muzzle guard, fear so strong that even
Yhalen could scent it. Vorjd took a shaky step backwards, but held
his ground, just out of reach, eyes white rimmed and breathing
harsh. Yhalen wondered if they were simply naturally afraid of the
animal’s size and ferocity, or if they’d more reason—if they’d seen
these dogs rip apart frail flesh before. But their fear helped
nothing. It increased the dog’s frenzy, so that Bloodraven had to
raise his impressive voice and exert his strength to call them
down.

“They smell
your fear. You’ll always be prey to them so long as you’ve no
control over it,” Yhalen said softly to Vorjd when the growls had
lessened enough for the man to hear.

The blonde
slave cast him a skeptical, unappreciative look, before scurrying
off to finish his other duties. Bloodraven muzzled the dogs and
gathered their chains in his hand. He paused to look at Yhalen
sitting calmly against the tree he was tethered to, almost within
the reach of the dogs and unconcerned. Showing fear to dog or
ogr’ron would be a mistake. Bloodraven passed on, and Yhalen
followed his path, watching him attach the dog’s chains to the back
on one of the stout carts.

His own leash
was soon fastened likewise to the last cart, which was piled high
with canvas tents and bundled supplies. The beasts that hauled the
carts were stoop shouldered oxen, of a sort. Shaggier than lowland
beasts of burden and taller by far at the shoulder. Some twenty
hands of dull-eyed, sluggish beast that had to be whipped into
moving. But when they did move, their long legs set a goodly pace
and Yhalen was forced almost to jog at times to keep up. Thank the
Goddess they’d given him boots or his feet would have been bloody
and torn by the end of the forced march.

They headed not
west towards the forests that bordered Ydregi lands, but southeast.
Ten days’ walk, he thought and they might reach the flatlands of
Austul where men farmed for their living and supplied all of the
human provinces with the bounty of their foodstuffs. Or if they
veered more sharply south they would encounter the first of the
great cities and a great deal of resistance. More than this band of
raiders might be able to deal with, Yhalen thought.

They traveled
hard all the day, a good portion of the ogre warriors ranging away
from the carts. Yhalen saw little of Bloodraven. Once he looked up
from an exhausted daze to see the towering form of Deathclaw pacing
him, staring down with malicious golden eyes and a frown on his
broad mouth. All his good advice on showing no fear evaporated with
that particular ogre within arm’s reach of him—and he shied away,
stumbling in the process as the cart yanked him inexorably onwards.
But, Deathclaw made no overt move to touch him, moving on
eventually to join a handful of his companions ahead.

Yhalen couldn’t
stop shaking for a time after that and clutched the chain
connecting him to the cart with white knuckled hands.

At the end of
the day, when dusk had long since fallen and the trail became
difficult to see, they stopped for camp. The six oxen were
unhitched and tethered, the carts hauled to the side and unloaded,
save for bedrolls and a few pieces of cookery. They’d killed game
during the day, and the human slaves cleaned it and started a small
fire to roast it over. They backed away hastily once the meat was
done enough to suit an ogre’s taste, leaving all of it for their
masters. The ogre’s ravenous hunger left nothing but bones for the
humans and of those, Bloodraven chose the best and tossed them to
the dogs. Bloodraven had spent much of the evening around the fire
with his brethren, leaving Yhalen to his own devices while tethered
to a tall cartwheel.

The dark woods
and the fire and the gathered ogres around it had brought back too
many horrible memories of the first night he’d been captured, and
Yhalen had crawled under the wagon, making himself as unobtrusive
as possible in the shadow, willing them to forget he was there at
all. But Bloodraven remembered. Bloodraven rose eventually, and
walked towards him, sharp eyes scanning the darkness where Yhalen
should have been and spotting the paleness of his flesh against the
ground under the cart.

“Yhalen,”
Bloodraven spoke his name, beckoning and Yhalen shivered, debating
whether or not to rebel. But of course, disobedience would only
gain him punishment. Bloodraven didn’t tolerate it in the privacy
of his tent, much less in the face of his peers, so Yhalen crawled
out, staying on his knees by the wheel and dreading what Bloodraven
wanted.

The ogr’ron
unfastened his chain and drew him up, leading him across the small
clearing to the other side, where the light of the fire didn’t
reach so well. The passage was accompanied by laughter and loud
comments, the content of which Yhalen could only guess at. But one
had a notion. A very good notion of what they thought Bloodraven
would do once he’d led him into the darkness of the wood. Yhalen’s
face burned. When Bloodraven stopped, he wasn’t that far from the
camp, yet still just within view of the fire—within hearing
distance of the grunted conversation as yet progressing around it.
Surely close enough that they would hear and see whatever it was
that Bloodraven did to him.

Bloodraven
fastened the end of Yhalen’s chain to a metal loop in his belt and
settled down with his back to a broad tree. When Yhalen continued
to stand, the halfling tugged on the chain and brought him to his
knees. There was a bedroll on the ground by the roots of the tree,
unfolded before they’d come. Bloodraven had already chosen this
spot as his vantage for the night.

He could hear
the voices of the other ogres—they pounded in his ears in rhythm
with his blood. If Bloodraven started something here, they would
smell it as surely as they smelled fresh blood. It would draw them
near, excite them, and then this night might just turn into a
repeat of that nightmarish first one.

“Please,
please, please—not here,” he whispered, lips numb with fear. How
could he stop it if Bloodraven wanted—how could he stop
anything?

But the
halfling only unhooked his broad sword and laid it on the ground on
his other side, then leaned his head back against the tree,
shutting his eyes as he did. It seemed as if he intended nothing
more than catching a few hours’ rest. Left to his own devices,
Yhalen’s heartbeat slowed to a more reasonable pace as he realized
he wasn’t about to molested in plain view of the entire camp. He
settled on the edge of the bedroll, as far from the ogr’ron as he
could get without abandoning the thin comfort of the cloth.

The camp was on
its way before dawn, the three carts creaking along at their slow
pace while the ogre warriors ranged ahead. It was about mid-day
when the attack came. Without warning, bolts flew out of the
forest, finding purchase in the flesh of no few of the giants. Very
few of them dropped, though, their thick hides and armor protecting
them against mortal blows. A cry went up as the ogres hefted
weapons and charged into the forest seeking their enemy.

Yhalen tugged
at his chain, straining to see into the forest at what force it was
that had attacked the raiding party, his spirit soaring at the
thought that freedom might be within reach. Human men made
themselves known, meeting the ogre charge. Men with swords and bows
and thin leather armor. Poor men from the looks of them, and no
organized troop of well-outfitted soldiers. No seasoned fighters,
these. They were too quick to engage an enemy that outweighed them
twice over for a familiarity with battle. Too quick to learn that
mere human strength couldn’t match that of a nine-foot ogre
warrior.

They were cut
down brutally. Someone had released the dogs and the two
thick-bodied creatures darted into the fray, rending with teeth and
claws.

“Retreat.
Retreat, you fools,” Yhalen screamed into the slaughter, straining
at the end of his leash. He saw a man go down, cleaved in two by
the swipe of an ogre axe. Saw another slice into the legs of one
ogre, drawing a great spurt of dark blood, only to have his head
caved in by the hammer of another that came at him from behind.
They were vicious fighters, these ogres, and gave no quarter, nor
mercy. There were scattered bodies of men all about the trail and
not a single ogre had fallen. Oh, Goddess, perhaps this small party
of some three dozen ogres was more formidable than Yhalen had
assumed. Perhaps it would take more than an army of men to stop
them.

Some of the
human attackers had fled into the forest and the sound of ogre
pursuit could be heard, but for the most part the attack was over.
One of the ogres’ human slaves crept out from his hiding place
under the cart, staring with dull-eyed acceptance at the slaughter
of his fellow man. There was a blur of darkness and the man
screamed, arm and shoulder engulfed in the maw of one of the huge
dogs. The hapless slave was shaken like a rabbit in the jaws of a
wolf. Blood spurted and bone broke.

Yhalen found a
brittle tree limb on the ground and lunged to the extent of his
chain, beating the dog across the head and shoulders until the
branch shattered, then grabbing the thick leather collar and
pulling with all his might to haul the animal off, screaming at it
to let go all the while.

It did, with a
snarling growl, turning on this new irritation. Yhalen slammed an
elbow into its muzzle with every bit of force he could muster and
stood there as the dog shook its massive head, refusing to back
down or let his gaze waver from its. The ears flattened, the
blood-frothed jaws drew back, baring all too impressive teeth. But
it didn’t attack.

“Stay,” Yhalen
said, trying to exude calm and finding the emotion hard to come by.
He slid by the dog, along the edge of the cart and crouched next to
the battered slave. The man’s arm hung limply at his side, and
blood trailed in copious amounts down his skin. The flesh was torn
and mangled where the dog’s teeth had gripped. Yhalen’s mother
could have repaired such a wound, but Yhalen had not the skill—and
without a healer, this man might never use the arm again, if he
even survived the encounter.

“We must clean
this and bind it,” he said softly, and the man’s glazed eyes
flickered to him, then past him, widening in fear. Yhalen started
to turn, and caught the edge of a fist against his head. He
sprawled, vision spinning, staring dazedly up at the great form of
the ogre that blocked out the afternoon sunlight.

It was
Deathclaw. He could tell from all the dangling gold, from the
expression of malicious humor on the broad face as the ogre picked
up the cringing slave and casually broke his neck. Like a man
twisting the head off a chicken. Yhalen gasped, horrified as the
corpse was tossed to the ground next to him. The gasp turned to a
reflexive whimper of fright as Deathclaw stalked towards him,
towering over him and staring down. The ogre spoke and there was
anger in his tone. The big hand caught the end of Yhalen’s chain
where it was attached to the cart and used it to haul him up and
close. Yhalen could smell the stench of the ogre’s sweat, of his
breath and he almost gagged.

Deathclaw spoke
again, low and furious, punctuating his words by jerking the chain
in his hand.

“I can’t
understand,” Yhalen cried out. “I don’t know what you want.”

And he didn’t,
for as clear as Bloodraven was in his wants, what Deathclaw wished,
he couldn’t fathom. Other than his pain, his terror, and his
death.

Deathclaw
raised his free hand, thick fingers clenched in a fist that would
shatter Yhalen’s skull should it connect. It never did.

There was the
sound of steel unsheathed and the low growl of a dog. Bloodraven
stood behind them, the second of his dogs at his heels, his long
sword in hand. There was blood on his armor and on his skin, but
none of it appeared to be his own.

Deathclaw’s
lips drew back in what might have been a smile. Yhalen found it
nothing if not ominous. They exchanged words and Deathclaw removed
his hand from Yhalen’s chain, only to replace it on Yhalen’s
shoulder.

Bloodraven
spoke another soft word and Deathclaw’s sharp nails bit into
Yhalen’s flesh. He felt a little trickle of warm blood down his
back, then Deathclaw let him go, striding towards Bloodraven,
brushing past him so close that the smaller half-ogre was forced a
half step to the side. Both dogs were now growling, hackles up,
staring at Deathclaw as if they wanted to chase him down and tear
out his throat. Yhalen wished they would. But Bloodraven spoke a
sharp word and they subsided, more readily obedient now that they’d
exorcised the demons that called for blood.

Yhalen stood
there, trembling, waiting for Goddess knew what. But Bloodraven
didn’t spare him a glance, striding off instead with the dogs at
his heels to survey the damage and the dead. Yhalen’s knees gave
out and he collapsed down into a squat, leaving one hand on the
cart to support himself and bracing the other on the ground. The
mangled body of the slave was to his left, glassy eyes staring up
at the foliage-obscured sky. It could have been him. If Deathclaw
had had his way, he’d be lying there too, beyond care, beyond pain
and humiliation.

A few days’
past, it’d have been welcome. Now, he found he’d regained his taste
for life. He didn’t want to die. He wanted freedom and he wanted
vengeance. But, as things were going, there seemed little hope for
either in the foreseeable future. Not without help, at any rate,
and today had proved that humans were very little match against the
strength and ferocity of mountain ogres.
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Four
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The men had
come from a small village—a tiny little hamlet nestled in the
forest that likely survived on trading furs and mushrooms gleaned
from the woods. They’d likely been hunters who’d discovered the
band of invaders heading inadvertently towards their home and
attacked out of desperation, hoping to drive the ogres away.

Yhalen,
tethered to his cart, came to the village only after the ogres had
already overrun it. There was smoke in the air and the bitter smell
of blood and urine and death. Small favor that he’d not had to
witness the slaughter of the innocents there. Bile still rose in
his throat, filling his mouth with its vile taste and cramping his
stomach so badly that he crumbled to his knees as soon as the cart
rolled to a stop to retch up what small breakfast he’d been
given.

There were dead
in the street. Butchered and left to lie while the ogres pilfered
what little there was to steal. The healthy men had tried to stop
them outside of the village, the old and the infirm and the young
had tried within the boundary of this small settlement. And all of
them had failed.

There was a
scream that was high-pitched and feminine, and it occurred to
Yhalen that the women and the youngest children might have been
hidden somewhere while the men tried to defend their homes. He
scrambled to his feet, straining to the end of his leash to see
beyond the cart and the shifting bodies of the ogres that milled in
the blood-soaked street between the rows of cottages.

There. A flash
of small, huddled forms through the bodies of ogres. The soft
crying of a child, followed by the whimper of a woman. Oh, Goddess,
Goddess, not more fodder for the ogre’s malicious humor.

An ogre shifted
and stepped back against Yhalen, turned and snarled down at him
like a fractious wolf. Yhalen cringed back against the cart,
grasping one wooden rail—momentarily forgetting the plight of the
women and children of this hamlet in the face of his own. But the
ogre, other than growling something incomprehensible at him and
showing his sharp-yellowed teeth, didn’t raise a hand towards
him.

There were
perhaps seven of them. Three women and four children, ranging in
age from one or two to about ten. The only survivors. And they were
herded into the midst of the milling ogre warriors and poked and
shoved and harassed, much like Yhalen had been when he’d first
encountered the ogres in the forest—before they’d taken him back to
their camp to do worse. These terrified women and children were not
so resilient and huddled on the ground where they fell, crying and
whimpering. One screamed mindlessly until an ogre tired of the
shrill sound and backhanded her hard enough to quiet her for good.
A child wailed, scrambling to the still body and clutching at torn
clothes desperately, bereft of a mother because she’d not been able
to keep her silence. When the child’s wails did not cease, one of
the ogres plucked it up by one small arm and shook it. One of the
other women lunged forward in an act of desperate, mindless
bravery, screaming at the beast to release the child, pounding on
the stomach of a creature twice or thrice her size.

They laughed
her tenacity and the one threw the child aside and raised a hand
towards the girl.

A command was
barked forth that made the ogre hesitate. The others shifted,
parting warily as first one, then another of the great dogs padded
through their number. Bloodraven himself followed, flanked by two
of his lieutenants, the three of them adorned with bits of twigs
and leaves and forest debris as if they’d been running through
thickets. They might have been in pursuit of the last of the
village hunters whilst the bulk of their party wrecked havoc in the
village.

They spoke, as
ogres were wont to speak, in loud voices with a great many hand
gestures. Even among themselves, interaction seemed on the verge of
violence. Deathclaw said something from the sidelines where he and
a few of his followers had gathered to watch the entertainment.
Even in an indiscernible tongue, the comment seemed laced with
derision. Bloodraven stared hard across the circle of ogres, not
flinching from Deathclaw’s stare, and said something softly.
Whatever it was, it made the other ogre flinch, just a little.

It was enough
of a reaction to satisfy Bloodraven, for he turned back to the
others, barking orders that the ogres scrambled to follow and
dispersing the crowd while setting his small army to order. He
gestured for Vorjd and the man slunk out hurriedly from the shadows
of the carts, nodding as he was given instructions, then calling
for the other northern slaves to begin making camp here. Vorjd went
to the women, speaking with them, gathering them and the children
together and with two of the other human slaves getting them on
their feet and moving towards one of the huts.

“Vorjd. Vorjd,
what will they do with them?” Yhalen called, desperate to know that
they weren’t to be saved now only to be tortured and killed later
that night.

The blonde
slave paused to look at Yhalen over his shoulder. He didn’t answer,
but he frowned, making a sign for silence, as if he feared they’d
bring trouble down upon themselves for exchanging conversation.

“Damn you,”
Yhalen whispered, wet-eyed, almost as angry at Vorjd as he was at
the ogres. He yanked at his chain, frustrated and sorely tired of
being leashed like a dog. There was a growl and a dog that wasn’t
leashed, but surely ought to have been, padded over. Its ears
flicked and its gums pulled back just a little, as if it didn’t
know whether to break into a full snarl or not.

“You get away,
you ugly beast,” Yhalen spat, waving a fist at it. It lowered its
head and growled deep in this throat.

“Go find your
master, then, and have him unfasten this cursed chain from my
neck.”

He rattled the
chain in question and the dog’s ears pricked forward, head cocking.
It settled down onto its haunches, watching him. Yhalen stood
there, on the verge of embarrassing tears, sickened by the
slaughter, by the casual brutality—by the fear for those helpless
women and children—and holding a conversation with a dog. He sank
down into a crouch, eye to eye with it, trying not to focus on the
corpses in the street, trying not to dwell on what would happen
when night fell and he had to endure the darkness in the company of
the ogres yet one more time. Trying not to think about hearing the
screams of women and children under the cover of darkness. He
pressed a fist against his mouth, biting down on his knuckles to
keep the hand from shaking, to keep the nausea that insisted on
rising up his throat, down.

Vorjd came back
eventually, wary of the dog that had settled a few feet from Yhalen
with its great head upon its front paws, eyes watchful and ears
pricked forward. It had inched close enough almost to touch,
curious about one who showed no fear of it and subdued in its
aggression perhaps by the smell of its master upon him, for surely
Bloodraven’s most intimate scents were scoured into Yhalen’s
flesh.

For Vorjd
though, it lifted its head and snarled, hackles up and slowly
rising to its feet. Vorjd did show fear, freezing in his tracks,
eyes white rimmed and wide.

“I told you,”
Yhalen said softly. “He scents your fear. If you rule it, at the
very least he might hesitate before he attacks. Have you come to
release me?”

Vorjd nodded,
eyes never leaving the dog.

“Then toss me
the key, if you don’t wish to pass my guardian.”

It seemed a
reasonable suggestion and Vorjd did just that, carefully tossing
the crude brass key that unlocked the chain at Yhalen’s collar. The
weight of it gone from him was a relief, but the metal of the
collar itself still lay upon him.

“Come,” Vorjd
said, backing away, and Yhalen did, having no choice. Still, he
took some small satisfaction in the widening of Vorjd’s eyes as he
purposefully brushed past the dog in his passage, running his hand
along its short coat and feeling warmth and the pounding beat of
its heart under bone and flesh and muscle. It growled a little, and
he felt that too, under the thin flesh. It turned to watch them
leave with its square head lowered. He turned his back on it, even
if Vorjd would not.

“Make it stay
back,” the slave whispered, one hand on Yhalen’s arm.

“It’s not my
dog.”

Vorjd’s
finger’s tightened, nails biting into his flesh. “They’ve killed
more men than I can recall—even an ogre or two—and you touch it
without losing a hand.”

“They’ve killed
ogres? Good.” He found he detested the dogs a little less.

“It’s following
us,” Vorjd hissed.

Yhalen turned
his head to see. The big dog was padding slowly in their wake.
“Yes. It is. Where is the other one?”

“Killing men in
the forest with its master. I don’t know. I don’t know why they
aren’t together—they always hunt together.”

“What will they
do with those women and children?” He ignored Vorjd’s worries over
the dog and asked the question that he’d gotten no answer for
before.

The slave
frowned, mouth going hard and thin. “North,” he finally said.
“Those who survive will be sent north to the slave markets.”

Yhalen bit his
lip, shuddering a little at the notion of ogre cities in the cold
northern mountains. Of humans in pens, waiting to be sold to
towering, cruel masters—of what horrid fate awaited them.

“Is that why
they’ve come? To capture slaves? Have they run out of victims in
the north?”

Vorjd glared at
him, actual pain and anger in his eyes. The first real emotion that
Yhalen had seen from the man. “They’d hunt us to extinction, if
they could—but my people—we’ve grown elusive—we hide in burrows
like rabbits and they grow frustrated and seek easier game. Here.
In here.”

Vorjd stopped
before the largest building in the small village. Most of the huts
were too small for ogres to even enter, but this one was apparently
the town meeting place, for it boasted a tall roof and a few
charred emblems no doubt denoting the name of the town and the name
of the lord under whose rule they lived. If that lord had known of
this attack, or even known of the presence of this raiding party,
he might have gathered armed and armored forces better able to deal
with the invaders. A knight on a war-horse with a lance or a great
sword, might have stood a better chance than a hunter with a bow
and skinning knife.

It made him
think of Grandfather in Nakhanor City meeting with the lords of the
realm. How many men were there that Bloodraven’s forces had escaped
the notice of? If only word could be gotten to them. But he
supposed word would filter through sooner or later, when the ruins
of the villages the ogres passed were eventually discovered.

The door had
been ripped off its hinges, and lay on the floor inside. There was
a central hearth, the embers of which were scattered, and a long
table with benches, which had also been swept aside. There was a
spatter of blood on the wall, but no bodies. Yes, very certainly
this had been the hall of meeting, where these folk had gathered to
socialize and celebrate, or to decide local law. It was all plunder
now. It would house Bloodraven this night and Bloodraven’s
possessions. They brought in his pallet, since there were none here
that could accommodate his height, and a few of the things that had
graced his tent. The dog lay outside the door, growling at
passersby, but not attacking. Yhalen sat on the stone ledge before
the hearth, refusing to play the part of docile slave and help with
the organization of his master’s quarters. He wouldn’t admit that
he was that conquered. At least not now, out of Bloodraven’s
presence. He supposed he’d grovel if the ogr’ron made him, but not
willingly.

They cast him
dark looks, those tame northern slaves, and he glanced away from
them, not sure enough of himself to blithely accept their censure,
though he scorned them for their lack of resistance. But Vorjd
repaid him for his petulance by approaching with a length of chain
and latch and raising a fist in threat when Yhalen glared, wet-eyed
and angry, as he rose to avoid the indignity.

“Shall I call
one of them to come and do it, then?” Vorjd spat, angry at
him for more than his unwillingness to be leashed, Yhalen
thought.

“No,” Yhalen
said quickly enough. “No.”

And he turned
his head to allow human hands to fasten the latch to the ring in
his collar, then the other end of the chain to one of the thick
support beams. It was close enough to where they’d placed the
ogr’ron’s pallet that Bloodraven need not even release him to take
his pleasure, if he so wished. Vorjd was ever practical.

It began to
rain soon after. The sound of it became a rhythmic patter on the
roof. The human slaves rushed out to help in the setting up of the
canvas tents that would shelter the majority of Bloodraven’s
company. Which left Yhalen alone with the great dog, who lay just
outside the door, not seeming to mind the rain at all, save for the
occasional twitching of one ear or the other as a particularly
large droplet hit.

Yhalen sat
finally on the edge of the pallet, knees giving way suddenly, a
preamble to the wash of weakness that ran through his entire body.
He leaned over his knees, shaking, as he tried to chase away all
the death he’d seen today. Tried not to see blood and hear screams
and feel mind-numbing terror all over again.

The dog’s
excitement tingled in the air. Yhalen looked up, even as the dog
rose, ears pricked, tail wagging and a moment later a large shape
appeared out of the rain, stooping to enter through the door and
pausing to bark some order over his shoulder into the storm heavy
dusk, before stepping inside.

Bloodraven shed
water with a twitch of his shoulders and ran one hand through his
hair, sweeping wet tendrils from his face. It rolled off his armor
and puddled on the floor. He unfastened his sword belt and tossed
it past Yhalen and onto the bed. Easily within Yhalen’s reach if
he’d been capable of wielding a weapon that was more than likely
over half his weight. He stared down the length of it regardless,
wondering how much innocent blood it had tasted today. Wondering
how many human lives Bloodraven had taken. More than he’d saved,
Yhalen was sure of that. He looked up under his lashes, letting the
fall of his hair hide the hatred in his glare. Cowardly not to cry
it out, how much he hated them—him—but with the bloodlust in
the air this night—perhaps it was prudence that kept him silent and
still.

“Yhalen.”

He blinked at
his name and at Bloodraven’s golden eyes fixed on him, as if the
ogr’ron could sense his hatred. He looked up and Bloodraven
beckoned with the crooking of one finger. The ogr’ron said a word
that Yhalen was almost certain meant, now or hurry.
So he rose, trailing his chain and approached warily. But
Bloodraven only indicated a buckle at his back and Yhalen bit his
lip, having no desire to be reduced to what Vorjd and his fellows
were—willing and docile slaves that ran to do their masters every
bidding. One thing to be a captive against his will and quite
another to bend to all his enemies’ whims.

“I’m not a
manservant,” he ground out, safe in his complaint by the distance
of language. “Call Vorjd, if you want your armor cleaned.”


“Yhalen—Kravznar!”

Bloodraven
twisted his head to look down at him, eyes narrow and impatient.
There was some bit of anger there, but Yhalen wasn’t certain if it
were for him, or for something else. Regardless, it would shift to
him soon enough if he continued in his refusal. He frowned and
reached up to work at the buckle of one shoulder guard. The leather
was wet from more than rain. His fingers came away stained red. Not
the ogr’ron’s blood, surely. Not past the armor and the chain mail.
More than likely the blood of some innocent child that had been
slaughtered. Or of a father desperate to protect his village.

A large hand
suddenly caught his arm and he found himself half lifted off his
feet, shaken with enough force to rattle his teeth—had he spoken
out loud? Had he stood there for long enough with the bloody
leather in his hands to draw Bloodraven’s anger down upon him? The
ogr’ron tore the shoulder guard off and tossed it down, not waiting
for Yhalen’s help with the other one, but yanking it over his head,
along with the chain mail it was attached to. Underneath there was
blood on the linen shirt that protected skin from the harsh bite of
chain mail. The shirt was stained red, as was the front of
Bloodraven’s neck where a rivulet of red ran down from behind his
ear, the source of the blood hidden by thick hair. He’d taken a
wound then, between the protection of armor and helm. The ogr’ron
slid his fingers under his hair and brought them out red. He swore
in disgust and shook the blood off.

Yhalen stared
at the blood. As dark and red as his own. He felt a little tingle
of retribution. A little tingle of vengefulness.

“I wish it had
been mortal,” he whispered and meant it with all his heart. He
wished it on all of them and this one mostly, who had charge of his
body. Mother would have frowned at that ill wish, but then Mother
only knew of healing hurts. Mother didn’t even eat the meat of
animals, the vein of preserving life ran so deep within her soul.
She’d tried to teach him, tried to steer him down the path of the
healer, hoping he’d inherited her gifts—but he’d been too swayed by
the life of a hunter, as were most young men of the people. Well,
he had the gift, he’d discovered that profoundly enough—but even if
he found freedom tomorrow, he thought he might never have the heart
of a healer. Healers didn’t hate. They didn’t wish death and
destruction—not even in their dying breath.

Bloodraven shed
the rest of his armor and in a fit of irritation shoved Yhalen
towards his bunk. Yhalen stumbled and caught the edge of it,
crouching there, awaiting whatever molestation would follow. But
none did. Not then. With a low growl, the ogr’ron stalked to the
door of the hall and bellowed something out into the rain. His
lieutenants soon came in, bending low to enter, shaking the rain
off massive shoulders. With the rain, with this roof available,
perhaps Bloodraven had bid his closest companions to share in the
plundered shelter.

A human slave
came not long after and quickly set a fire in the hearth. It was
blazing soon after, with dry wood from inside the hall. The ogres
spoke amongst themselves at the far end of the hall, where the
tables had been cleared to make room for their bulk. They sat on
the floor and talked about whatever it was that ogres spoke of.
Yhalen crouched at the head of Bloodraven’s cot, using it as a
shield between himself and them and while the human slaves came in
and out with cooking utensils.

Another pair of
wet ogres entered, jangling with weapons but washed free of human
blood by the rain. They joined the others, a cramped grouping in a
hall designed for human stature. Yhalen thanked the Goddess that
Deathclaw wasn’t among them, but then he doubted that Deathclaw was
ever welcome in the midst of Bloodraven’s confidantes.

The slaves came
in again, bearing the carcass of some slaughtered animal, and with
them two cowering women from the village, who had in their arms
strings of dried vegetables and sacks of flour or meal. Yhalen
heard Vorjd whispering harshly to them that if they wished to live,
and if they wished the other women and children too as well, then
they would prove how valuable their skills at cooking were. They
stared, wild-eyed at the ogres at the end of the room, then back at
Vorjd, who did their bidding.

“You’d have us
feed them?” the younger one ground out, low-voiced and resentful.
Yhalen thought she was the one who had stood up for the child
earlier. The fearless one. Either that or entirely stupid.

“I’d have you
do what you’re told, if you value your life, girl,” Vorjd whispered
back. “He’s a taste for something other than trail rations—bribe
his palate and perhaps he won’t give you to the others to play
with.”

The other
woman, the older one, pulled hastily at the younger one’s arm,
frantically gesturing for her to be quiet and comply. She did, and
the two of them sat about the hearth while Vorjd and the other
blonde slave spitted the carcass and set it over hearth. The hearth
was big enough that it had probably served as a main cooking spot
for the entire village. It would serve larger appetites
tonight.

Yhalen sat
staring, motionless, fingers clutching at the furs of his master’s
cot, afraid that he’d be noticed by them—by these women, who would
conjecture most likely correctly about to what use he was put. The
older one was busy about her work, tears slowly streaking her broad
face, but the eyes of the younger one found him. Large, wary eyes
under hair that held the red hues of autumn. She took him in—his
scant clothing, the collar and the chain, the bunk upon which he
leaned—and her gaze narrowed.

“Why are you
chained, when the others run to do their bidding like dogs?” she
spat, loud enough that her voice carried.

Loud enough for
the ogres to hear, even though they might not understand. Foolish,
foolish girl, to draw attention to herself and to him. He didn’t
answer, not knowing how—not wanting to admit ever, to anyone, whose
pet he was and what function he served. He looked to the ogres to
see if any of them paid heed to their human captives, but they were
busy amongst themselves.

Embarrassment
urged him to stay put and avoid their company, but the thirst for
companionship with someone other than the dead-spirited northern
slaves made him rise and carefully work his way towards the hearth.
The women looked at him, one mixing dough for bread and the other
chopping vegetables with a dull edged knife. The young one frowned
at him as he hesitated at the edge of the hearth.

“Did...did no
one escape?” he asked softly and the older woman tightened her
lips, eyes leaking fresh tears.

The younger one
glared at him, fist tightening on the knife and hissed.

“We’re not
cowards. None of us would flee and leave the rest to perish. We
serve them only because of what they would do to the children if we
didn’t.” She said it as if he were here of his own volition.

He knew not
what to say to that. He sank down at the edge of the hearth,
shoulder to the warm stones of the chimney.

“I’m sorry,” he
murmured. “I didn’t mean—I’d hoped someone might have escaped to
tell your liege lord.”

The girl
frowned, considering his words, then dipped her head marginally and
admitted, “I don’t think any did. He won’t come for us then, will
he? What will they do with us?”

“Take you
north.”

“North? For
what?” she cried.

“They
have...slave markets...I’m told.”

“Oh, god of the
sky, protect us,” the older woman moaned.

“They captured
you, too?” the younger one asked, and Yhalen nodded.

“I’m of the
Ydregi.”

“I’m Meliah of
Cantog village. This is Hester.”

“Yhalen,” he
said softly, glad to share his name with human folks. Glad that the
derision in this girl’s eyes had finally faded.

“Work. No
talk,” one of the northern slaves snapped at them, his accent
harsher than Vorjd’s.

“Let me help,”
Yhalen said softly, and the girl handed him her dull knife for him
to peel root vegetables.

“Is that the
leader?” Meliah whispered, her eyes flickering across the floor to
where the ogres sat, Bloodraven among them, his ears glittering
with gold rings. The true-blooded ogres’ voices were loud and
gruff, their bodies large and cumbersome and by far more
powerful—but they deferred to him. That was clear even to a
frightened village girl.

“Yes. I think
he is.”

“And you stay
in his quarters?”

There, the
question Yhalen had dreaded. The one that would reveal his shame
and humiliation. He reddened. He felt it flood his cheeks and
lowered his head so that his hair fell to obscure it.

“I...yes. I
do.”

“Why?”

He couldn’t
answer that. Words lodged in his throat. To lie would be even
worse—even more of an embarrassment when the truth was
revealed.

“He...uses
you?” the girl whispered, coming to her own shocked conclusions.
“Is it possible—they’re so large. But he’s smaller—I’ve seen a man
or two almost his size, so I suppose—”

“Yes,” Yhalen
hissed, glaring at her in frustration, ears burning at her
supposition. “He uses me in that fashion and yes, I survive it—and
please speak of it no more, it...shames me.”

Her eyes grew
round with what he thought might have been pity, and that galled as
much as the rest. She put a hand out and tentatively touched his
wrist. He jerked back a little, not wanting her attempts at
comfort. Wishing he’d never come over here, but loath to give up
the human presence.

“No shame,” she
said. “Not if you defy them.”

He half laughed
at that. Stupid girl. Had she no idea what cost defiance would
bring? Had she no notion how strong they were, or how cruel?

“Do you sleep
between his sheets?”

He swallowed,
angry at the question. “Morbid curiosity?” he hissed.

“Do you?”

“When he’s of a
mind.”

“Then keep the
knife,” she whispered. “Slit his throat when he sleeps and you’ll
deprive them of a leader and regain your tattered honor in one
stroke.”

Yhalen blinked
at her, then down at the paring knife in his hand.

“When you
have,” Meliah said. “Slip out the back of the hall. There’s a
secret hatch in the wall at the far end that leads to a cellar
where we keep dried meat and vegetables for the winter. You can
escape that way, and it will put you on the far side of the main
street. They’ve put us in the smallest shack at the end of the
street. You can cut the twine that binds the boards together at the
back of it. If you can free us, do so. If not, then flee and warn
our liege lord of what has happened.”

There was
something in this girl’s eyes that was hard and determined. She
spoke of killing and flight and of her own sacrifice as if it were
nothing. She was harsher than he was by far, for Yhalen’s hands
were shaking, so that he had to press them between his knees to
hide it.

“If I flee—they
may kill you,” he whispered, remembering what Vorjd had told
him.

She flinched a
little, but nodded. “Then try to take us with you. But better that
the word gets out if you can’t.”

He stared at
her stricken, heart thudding in his chest like a wild thing trying
to escape. She made assumptions about his bravery—perhaps because
her own was so careless. She made assumptions about his skill—for
surely, surely Bloodraven was never so careless of him. And yet, he
couldn’t deny her hope. There was something in her eyes that spoke
of a faith and determination that he no longer had. But then, she
hadn’t felt the sting of their wrath, of their casual amusement. If
she never did—if any of those hapless women and children never
did—it was worth him summoning the courage to try and help.

He nodded once,
not quite able to form words of agreement, and sat thereafter in
numb awareness of what went into the preparation of the ogre’s
meal. When it was served, he was shoved back and out of the way as
the monsters came for their shares. He huddled by the cot with the
women as the ogres sampled the fare and found it to their
liking.

“They’re
beasts,” the girl said, not bothering to whisper as she crouched
next to Yhalen, clutching his arm.

And for the
most part, they were uncivilized, grabbing hunks of meat and
slopping stew from the great pot into large bowls that their
northern slaves had brought in. They ate quickly, like dogs that
knew not where or when their next meal would come. Only Bloodraven
sat and savored his choice morsels, having first selection among
them. Yhalen felt his eyes upon him and upon the girl who pressed
herself so firmly against his side. He barked something finally,
and the northern slaves bustled to do his bidding, demanding that
the women get up and return with them to the prison the ogres had
selected for them. The girl cast one last look back at Yhalen as
she was dragged away. Expectant and hopeful. It ate at his
heart.

When they were
gone, Bloodraven called his name and Yhalen blanched, staring in
dismay at the circle of ogres that surrounding the
halfling—dreading the very notion of putting himself in their
midst. When he hesitated, the ogr’ron’s eyes narrowed and Yhalen
knew that if he made Bloodraven call his name once again there
would be punishment to be expected. He rose, moving to the end of
his tether to stand in the center of the hall, his head down and
hands clenched at his side. Vorjd appeared beside him, silent and
efficient and released the chain from Yhalen’s collar. Then the man
quickly faded back into the shadows to await further command.

Bloodraven
crooked a finger, and Yhalen forced his legs to move, breath
fluttering in his lungs as he slipped between two ogres as tall
sitting down as Yhalen standing. Bloodraven was smaller, but no
less frightening. The ogr’ron patted the floor by his side and
Yhalen carefully settled to his knees beside him. A morsel of meat
was offered, held delicately between the ogr’ron’s thick
fingers.

Anything but
complete submission in the very midst of this gathering would earn
him great pain. And his stomach was rumbling. He reached for the
meat and Bloodraven spoke a word that Yhalen recognized as
no. Yhalen froze, not understanding at first, then finally
realizing that the halfling wished him to take the food from his
very fingers, like a dog. Collared like a dog, leashed like one.
Fed like one. He got very much the treatment that Bloodraven’s dogs
did, save that he doubted the ogr’ron rutted with them.

“I’m not your
dog,” he whispered, no bitterness in his voice, no anger, nothing
to set them off. But for his own piece of mind, for the sake of
what tatters of pride he had left to him, he had to say it whether
they understood or not. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t do what they
wanted. It only meant that at least he—if no one else—was aware
that it was done against his will. He leaned forward, before
offense could be taken and gingerly took the piece of meat between
his teeth.

The others
laughed, perhaps at him, making comments that Yhalen in no wise
ever wanted to understand, before going back to their own
conversations. Bloodraven plucked another piece of meat from his
platter and held it out for Yhalen to take and another until the
bone was picked clean and tossed towards the door for Vorjd to
pluck up and fling outside for the dogs. Bloodraven caught the back
of Yhalen’s head and drew him close, running his grease covered
fingers along Yhalen’s lips, working one inside when Yhalen
reluctantly opened his mouth. He obediently licked the grease from
the ogr’ron fingers, his stomach churning at his own meekness. Yet
one more thing to hate himself for. Yet one more thing to be
ashamed of. That girl—Meliah, he thought—would have died first.
Maybe he would have as well, once upon a time.

He hadn’t the
stamina now. When Bloodraven pressed his head down upon his thigh,
Yhalen’s body had no resistance. He curled there, like the dog he
claimed not to be, close against his master’s side, while his
master’s broad hand stroked his hair and his body. He listened to
their guttural speech and let his mind blank, drifting far away
from this bloodstained place. He felt the animal essences of the
dogs outside, content to guard their master’s doorstep in the rain,
suspicious of all who ventured near, whether they be ogre or human.
And beyond them the life essences of the ogres outside in the
village. The ones that had not been invited to share Bloodraven’s
hearth. He was aware of the humans huddled in their small prison
shack, as well. Fragile and pale and frightened, smaller life
essences by far, or at the very least less volatile.

Strange that he
was so much more sensitive to them now than he ever was before. He
could feel the pulse of power behind each shining essence. Each
life had energy, had power of a sort, his mother had said. And when
a body fell ill or was wounded it lost energy—a great healer could
pull energy from her own reserves if the need was minor, or from
outside sources if the need was greater. It was only a matter of
knowing how to borrow it. Borrow? He’d often wondered at that
phrase. How did one borrow what was never given back? He’d not
borrowed anything from the forest he’d killed when he’d healed
himself after his rape at the hands of Kragnor Deathclaw. What he’d
taken could never be given back, and though the forest had given it
freely, the forest always did.

The forest,
Mother said, was easy to borrow from, which was why healers went
through a great deal of training, to know how to not take too much.
What he’d done had been pure survival reflex. He’d taken from the
forest to heal his death wounds, but he wondered—had he taken from
other sources as well? Had he, perchance borrowed a little from the
ogres that had slept in that clearing as well? Could a healer
borrow from another living soul and use that energy for their own
purposes? Mother had never said, but then many of the healer’s arts
were held secret among the healers.

His train of
thought was broken, his wandering thoughts scattered as
Bloodraven’s voice barked out a command, and the answering voices
of his closest cronies boomed in response. This gathering had
reached its limits. The ogres that had shared his fire, his feast
and his roof, were apparently not going to spend the night. They
shuffled out amenably enough, chortling among themselves and in
high spirits after such a well-prepared meal. Bloodraven’s hand on
Yhalen’s arm urged him up. Yhalen blinked, trying to orientate
himself. How long had he lain there upon the ogr’ron’s leg,
drifting?

Long enough for
his joints to stiffen. He got a hand up. A surprisingly gentle hand
on his arm, that patted him afterwards on the shoulder. The ogr’ron
went to the basin then, and washed his face and his hands, pulling
off his tunic and running the cloth quickly over his chest before
tossing it into the water. He then unlaced his breeches and stepped
out of them, laying them and his tunic over the armor rack.

Yhalen stared,
eyes drawn magnetically to the sleeping flesh between Bloodraven’s
legs. So large. So very large, even inert. And when it came to
life—Yhalen felt his face go hot and was eternally grateful for the
hair that hid it.

“Yhalen.” His
name again, uttered softly on Bloodraven’s tongue. It was time.
He’d known it would happen—he had merely held the irrational hope
that tonight would be like the last one, chaste and safe under the
watchful eyes of half the camp.

He couldn’t
make his feet move. Wetness made his lashes clump together. He
balled his fists to keep them from shaking, feeling Bloodraven’s
presence rather than seeing it as the halfling moved towards him.
He thought he’d be hit or shaken for his disobedience, but the
ogr’ron simply grasped his chin and tilted his head up to see his
face. Bloodraven studied him for a moment, one thumb caressing
Yhalen’s cheek, then he slid his large hand down Yhalen’s neck and
shoulder to his arm as he pulled Yhalen towards the cot.

Bloodraven sat
down, positioning Yhalen as standing between his knees. His fingers
trailed over Yhalen’s ribs, splaying out across his chest,
hesitating at the frantic thud of Yhalen’s heart. Bloodraven’s lips
pulled back somewhat in a smile and he leaned forward, running his
tongue across the cleft between Yhalen’s collarbones. Then across
one flat nipple, taking it between his teeth and lips and
stretching the flesh out from Yhalen’s body. One hand snaked behind
Yhalen’s back, keeping him firmly in place, while the other slid up
to the unattended nipple, fingers rolling it between them, pulling
it, twisting it until it was hard and sensitive. Yhalen bit his lip
at the hurt, but at the same time little tingles
of—response—shot outwards from those tormented points.

Bloodraven
shifted, moving one knee between Yhalen’s legs, and pulling him
closer to suckle. His legs were spread wide and his scrotum pressed
firm against Bloodraven’s hard thigh. The big hand roamed the
length of his back, firm pressure against tense muscles, up his
spine and down to slide within the band of his loincloth and fondle
the round curve of one buttock. Back up again to press his chest
even closer to the ogr’ron’s demanding mouth. The suction began to
hurt in earnest and Yhalen reflexively began pushing at the broad
shoulders. All he managed to do was make the halfling transfer his
attention to the other nipple, leaving the one red and swollen and
bruised. It throbbed in time with his pulse, so distended that it
protruded oddly from his body.

“Please—please.
You’re too rough—it hurts,” he gasped. It might have been the tone
of his voice, the sheer panic and the pain—but Bloodraven paused,
looking up at him past long, dark hair. The halfling tilted his
head curious and thoughtful, then looked down to Yhalen’s abused
flesh. He frowned a little, the fingers of the hand on Yhalen’s
back curling against his skin. The other hand he brought up and
carefully brushed against one swollen nipple. Yhalen winced. They
would both be badly bruised come the morning and he’d wear the mark
of Bloodraven’s most intimate attentions for some days to come.

“Skaevv
nor, Yhalen,” Bloodraven murmured and leaned forward again,
this time placing his lips gently upon one nipple, then the other.
An apology? Yhalen hardly believed such. Perhaps the ogr’ron was
only upset that in his eagerness, he’d marred his toy. Much more
likely, that.

The big hands
drifted down his sides and pulled at the ties of his loincloth,
freed them and tossed it aside, leaving Yhalen completely naked
upon his thigh. Bloodraven brought his other leg close, imprisoning
Yhalen’s thigh between his own, keeping him firmly in place as the
hands began to roam his body again. But more careful this time,
more cognizant of frail human flesh. Large, deft fingers found the
flesh between his legs and stroked it, working loose flesh back and
forth, fondling Yhalen’s balls beneath it until, despite his
unease, blood began to fill his member.

He grew rigid
and receptive in Bloodraven’s hands, his hips thrusting a little
forward of their own accord in time with the ogr’ron’s
ministrations. When Bloodraven leaned in and ran his velvety rough
tongue across one bruised nipple, bright lights danced behind
Yhalen’s eyes and sparkling sensation raced the length and breadth
of his limbs. He moaned. Heard the sound issue from his throat and
could have cried because of it, but did it again when Bloodraven’s
hand enclosed the entirety of his manhood and he found himself
tightly encased in heat. A moving, almost painful heat.


“Oh...Goddess...please....”

He was having
problems putting coherent thought together. He was having problems
not wrapping his arms around Bloodraven’s neck and digging his
nails into ochre flesh.

He was swung
about suddenly, the hand that encased him never loosening its hold,
and his back hit the furs of the pallet as Bloodraven crouched over
him, his rigid member lying hot and firm against Yhalen’s leg.
Bloodraven’s body was inches away from his, held up only by the
halfling’s free hand, pressed into the furs by Yhalen’s head.

Bloodraven’s
mouth came down upon his, demanding and engulfing. Yhalen opened
his lips and let the invader come, let the thick tongue plunder the
inside of his mouth, let it force his own into submission, let it
caress the slick roof of his mouth and the wet, fleshy inside of
his cheeks. His mind blanked completely and his body arched up,
wanting more, wanting that hand to pump harder and faster—wanting
to open his legs in that fraction of an instant and be taken by the
half-human that loomed over him, because he knew that along with
the pain there was pleasure to be had—and that pleasure was never
so intense as when it danced hand in hand with pain.

He came, sticky
and hot against his belly and into Bloodraven’s hand. The halfling
smiled and lifted the hand to his face, licking the clear liquid
from his fingers. Yhalen body lay strengthless and limp under
Bloodraven, his mind slowly coming back from the place where
heightened senses had taken him. Oh, Goddess—he hadn’t begged, had
he? He couldn’t remember clearly. In his mind he had. Had he voiced
the plea? Please, no. But, what Bloodraven had done to his body—the
hurt was nothing to the other sensations. The hurt had heightened
them. Yhalen had...he had wanted it.

If he’d had the
strength, he’d have lifted his hands to cover his face in shame. He
didn’t. So he lay there and let his eyes leak wetness while
Bloodraven carefully unstopped his jar of scented grease in
preparation of taking his own pleasure.

As ever, he was
careful of Yhalen. Sliding a greased finger in first, after he’d
spread Yhalen’s legs and lay between them, his body warm and heavy,
smelling of the potent brew the ogres had been drinking during
dinner and the subtle tinge of sweat, of leather and of sex.
Yhalen’s sex, which clung to them both like a faint musk. Yhalen
simply shut his eyes and let Bloodraven arrange his limbs to his
liking, and tried to open his body to allow entry to save himself
some small measure of pain.

It was easier
this time, with his own body sated and languid. Easier to relax as
Bloodraven’s slick finger worked its way inside him, whirling about
and twisting to loosen him in preparation for larger things.
Another large finger and Yhalen winced, body jumping reflexively,
legs trying to clamp together—but Bloodraven moved his other hand
to Yhalen’s lower belly, gently rubbing, massaging quivering flesh,
gaining a concentric rhythm that mimed the passage of his
fingers.

It was gentle.
So very gentle and soothing. The edge of Bloodraven’s palm grazed
Yhalen’s flaccid member with each concentric arc of his movement.
And what was soothing—from the fingers that stroked him on the
inside, that his body had stretched to accommodate and now
accepted, to the firm pressure of the hand that touched his flesh
on the outside—now stirred the heat in the pit of his gut.

Whore,
he railed at himself from some distant part of his brain. Some part
that could stay sane and rational amidst the sensation that flooded
his body. If you learn to like it, then you’re nothing better
than a whore and you’ll hate yourself come morning.

But his hands
moved regardless, skimming over Bloodraven’s fingers, grasping that
huge hand and bringing it down to cover the twitching flesh between
his legs. The ogr’ron let him guide him. Let Yhalen’s slender
fingers mold his bigger ones around his organ. Yhalen threw his
head back, moaning, opening his legs wide and thrusting his hips
up, impaling himself deeper upon Bloodraven’s fingers.

“Do it. Just—do
it. Please.” He hardly recognized his own ragged voice.

The ogr’ron
complied. The fingers withdrew and Yhalen’s hips were lifted as the
heated head of Bloodraven’s erection nestled between Yhalen’s
cleft, pressing hard and tight against his greased opening. It
forced itself inside, slow and sure, and Yhalen’s mouth opened in a
silent scream of agony/ecstasy, self-hate/hatred towards his
rapist. Could it be called rape, when he ached for it? When he’d
asked for it?

He didn’t know.
He couldn’t fathom a great many things at the moment, focused
instead upon the huge member that filled his body, stretching him,
conquering him from within and forcing his flesh to shift to
accommodate it. Every time he accepted it within him, it was
incomprehensible to him that his body could stretch so wide and not
split. Every time Bloodraven began to pound into him, ramming the
length of that great fleshy weapon home inside of him, Yhalen was
astounded that his organs were not bloodied and bruised and mashed
to a pulp.

It had never
caused the pain that Kragnor Deathclaw’s invasion had caused—but it
never failed to make him aware of how small he was and how large
the half-man that rode him. Of how pitifully weak and frail he was
compared to the ogr’ron, who could crush his bones in his hand and
rip him asunder with that fleshy weapon if he so chose. But he
never did. Never once had Bloodraven lost his control to the point
where injury was incurred. Never once, even in frustration and
anger, had the ogr’ron made the blood flow down his legs. Oh, he
bled, but it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t on purpose and it wasn’t
life’s blood.

Yhalen came
again, tight in Bloodraven’s fist and the halfling made a sound as
Yhalen’s muscles contracted with the orgasm. He finished himself,
after a few fast motions of his hips and spewed liquid heat deep
into Yhalen’s bowels. He collapsed afterwards, heavy and limp atop
Yhalen and lay there content until Yhalen began feebly to try and
get him off to save himself from suffocation. With a grunt
Bloodraven rolled to his side, his limp member slipping out of the
smaller body under him and trailing a few droplets of his seed. The
rest slowly seeped from Yhalen’s swollen, gaping hole.

He could let
the tears fall now that it was over, aghast at his wantonness, at
his weakness, at his humiliation as Bloodraven urged him over onto
his tummy so that the ogre could spread his cheeks and clearly see
the testament of his thorough bedding. Yhalen buried his head in
his arms as he was spread wider, and a finger gently circled the
swollen flesh of his anus. He caught his breath on a sob of purest
shame when the ogr’ron lowered his head and inserted his tongue
into the loosened ring of muscle. There was nothing left at the
moment to deny entry and the halfling’s fascination with what he’d
wrought seemed limitless. He spread Yhalen’s thighs wider and knelt
between his legs.

“I hate this,”
Yhalen sobbed into his arm. “This is disgusting and you—you’ve done
enough for one night...and...ohhhh....”

But the soft,
rough prodding of Bloodraven’s tongue inside his abused body felt
excruciatingly good. Better than his finger. Most certainly
better than his cock. But, his body was too used, too exhausted to
respond with more than a tingle in the pit of his stomach and
eventually, since the ogr’ron’s attentions were gentle and his
hands warm, Yhalen almost drifted into slumber.

He woke
abruptly, half lifted in the embrace of Bloodraven’s arm as the
ogr’ron swept the top layer of soiled blanket from the pallet. The
ogr’ron had a particular taste for cleanliness, a strange enough
habit, considering his fellows and their perpetual stench. He was
laid back down and Bloodraven settled his large body next to him,
curling Yhalen close in the crook of one arm. It was an agreeable
enough position, with Bloodraven clearly sated and drowsy himself.
There was no threat in it and Yhalen shut his eyes, body limp and
comfortable and warm against the ogr’ron, no thought on his mind
save much needed sleep.

It might have
been hours later that he woke, pressed against Bloodraven’s side,
head resting against the ogr’ron’s shoulder, his hand splayed out
over a rock-hard belly, and remembered what he’d promised to the
girl. He lay, listening to the sound of Bloodraven’s soft breathing
and feeling the slow, steady beat of his heart under all that
muscle and bone. Yhalen shivered. He was to take a life tonight and
flee. He was to save the lives of his fellow humans—of innocents
caught up in the ogre’s incomprehensible migration southward. He
was to do all this to warn the human forces that might be able to
stop them. And all he could do was lay staring at the rise and fall
of Bloodraven’s chest against his cheek. The enemy. His master. His
captor. His rapist.

But it needed
doing. A great many lives depended on it. And of all the human
captives here, he had the most latitude to accomplish it. With a
shaky breath he slid off Bloodraven’s shoulder, carefully removing
his hand from the halfling’s stomach, silently slipping off the
edge of the cot and crouching on the floor next to it. A fit of
trembling overtook him and he clutched at the furs, pressing his
forehead against them. He regained control of himself and crawled
around the cot, snatching his discarded loincloth before making his
way to the hearth where he’d hidden the knife.

He clutched the
bone handle so hard his knuckles whitened, and held it close to his
chest. He’d never drawn human blood—but Bloodraven wasn’t human.
Was he? Did a human father make him so? If this was the start of a
war, then did it matter? An enemy was an enemy and there was no
such thing as murder in war. Was there? The Ydregi had never joined
in any of the wars that took place between humans around the great
forest. He didn’t know if any of the people had ever looked upon
war as a good enough reason to take a human—or a half-human’s life.
He’d never thought to ask.

He crept closer
to the cot and the sleeping form upon it. He was sore from the
night’s activity and the ache in his bottom made him press his lips
together and gather confidence in what needed doing. If it were
Kragnor Deathclaw, he’d plunge the knife into the beast’s chest
without a second thought. He’d have killed any of them without
hesitation—so why cringe now, when it came to the one who tormented
him the most? The one that made him crawl and beg and participate
in his own shame.

Yhalen lifted
the blade, wondering if that bright edge was sharp enough to slice
through an ogr’ron's skin. Bloodraven’s skin didn’t feel as
leathery and thick as that of the other ogres. It was smooth and
soft and warm—but still, the knife wasn’t a skinning one, but
merely one to peel vegetables. Perhaps he should plunge the tip
into the halfling’s chest and hope he put enough pressure behind
the blow to pierce bone and muscle. If not, he’d be in for a nasty
retaliation. He thought he could, in his need, find the strength.
He tested the tip and thought it sharp enough. He raised the blade,
hands shaking and rose up off his knees—and stayed there, frozen,
staring down at the sleeping face. Not a hideous face by any means.
Quite absurdly handsome, truth be told, with high angled cheekbones
and a sharp, straight slash of a nose, sweeping brows and full,
sensuous lips. The ears were incidental, an aberration beside an
otherwise strong face. He could have been human. Had his father
held those same features? Features that even an ogress might find
appealing?

Yhalen tasted
the tears trailing down his face before he realized that he was
crying. Fool. Twice a fool, for being swayed by—by what? Pity?
Morals? Guilt? Mercy? He almost laughed out loud at the last. What
mercy had he been shown?

None. Save
maybe a soft touch instead of a brutal one. Save concern in a set
of golden eyes when a creature twice his weight realized he’d been
too rough.

“Oh, Goddess,”
he murmured, the words a bare whisper on his lips. “I can’t.”

He could only
pray to Her that Bloodraven slept long and hard and gave him ample
time to slip away and flee with the village captives. There would
be organized pursuit with Bloodraven alive, but there was no help
for it.

Yhalen crept to
the back of the hall, looking for the hidden entrance that Meliah
had told him of. He found it and slipped within, shutting it behind
him and casting himself into pitch blackness. He felt his way by
touch, passing through the cool damp air of an underground passage.
And finally he came to an end of it, and a ladder leading up. He
found himself within foliage at the back of the village and
wondered why, if they’d had this escape, they had not taken it.
They had been fools to stay and defend against an overwhelming
enemy when the weakest of them could have fled.

He followed the
girl’s direction and found the small shack where he thought the
women were held. He could see the sheltered fires of the ogres and
hear a few voices. Most of the invaders were silent, asleep for the
night. Yhalen began sawing at the twine that interlaced the planks.
Soon a small, whispered voice reached him from within.

“Yhalen. Is it
you?”

“Shhh,” he
cautioned her. “They have sharp ears.”

Silence from
within. He loosened one board and went to work on the next. Three
loosened, and it was enough for them to slip through, the four
children first. Six altogether, with one of them injured and
fevered. Meliah and the other one that had come to make
Bloodraven’s dinner emerged last. They were all that were left.

“Quickly. Can
you carry Johan?” Meliah took charge, putting the injured child
into Yhalen’s arms. She herded the others ahead of her and into the
thicket. There was woodland beyond that this forest raised village
girl might know well. Goddess knew Yhalen was disoriented enough to
stumble over his own feet. He followed her lead, trusting in her
instincts when his own were so skewed.

But he was
free. For the first time in many days, he was free of them. His
heart sang with joy from it and his feet began to find a nimbler
path and his senses sharpened to the secrets of the wood.

It gave him the
advantage over them and therefore, he was the first to hear the
barking of the dogs.
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The children
were too terrified to cry. They ran as fast as their small legs
could carry them, stumbling now and then and tripping over roots
hidden by the dark. The women helped as much as they could,
whispering encouragement even as they staggered themselves,
exhausted and every bit as frightened as the young ones. The small
body Yhalen carried shivered, but he thought it was more from fever
than fear. The life energy felt dim—he was no healer, yet even he
could sense the weakening. This child would die soon, if something
were not done.

They all would,
if the pursuit he heard latched upon their trail. The barking had
waned a handful of breaths past—and his spirits lifted, hoping
against all hope that the beasts had lost the scent—or been
distracted by a night foraging wild pig or a startled deer.

“Meliah?”
Yhalen gasped her name and she turned wide, white-rimmed eyes
towards him. “Do you know of a safe place? Have we a
destination?”

The
determination she’d evidenced earlier had fled, replaced by
uncertainty. “Our lord’s castle is east of the village.”

“How far?”

“A day’s walk,
from dawn to dusk,” she whispered.

So far. He
might be able to make it himself in half that time, for he was no
stranger to grueling hikes, but none of these children,—nor even
the women, though the girl looked sturdy enough—could keep such a
pace. They were lagging even now, almost to their limits. They
might hide from ogre pursuit—but Bloodraven’s dogs—there would be
no escaping the notice of the dogs should they pick up the scent
once more.

“You’ll need to
rest—and soon,” he said.

“We can’t!”
snapped Meliah, even as she stumbled and she clutched at Yhalen’s
arm to save herself a fall.

“You’ve little
choice,” he murmured, pausing as they all did, the children hanging
listlessly onto the skirts of the older women and the younger one
leaning hard against Yhalen’s side.

“I hate them,”
she said, wetness escaping her lashes to trail down her cheeks. “I
hate this.”

Oh, he shared
her sentiment wholeheartedly and vehemently.

“We’ll keep
moving for a little while, but slower. I don’t hear the dogs
now.”

“Dogs?”

They stared at
him, aghast, as if they’d never heard the barking.

He nodded
bleakly, feeling the girl’s nails bite into the bare flesh of his
arm. They had seen Bloodraven’s beasts, he wagered, at sometime
during their captivity within the village and like any sane beings,
they had been properly horrified at the size and ferocity of the
things. They weren’t of the Ydregi—he didn’t expect them to have
the affinity for animals that he did.

“They were on
our trail,” he said softly and gently pried the girl’s fingers from
his arm. He expected blood from her grip, but only found
nail-shaped crescents in his skin. “But I haven’t heard them for a
while now. They were drawn off, perhaps, by some other game.”

“The ogres,”
the girl asked. “Are they skillful trackers?”

Yhalen honestly
didn’t know. He thought it was more luck than skill that had thrown
him into their hands—that and his own blind panic. “If we can elude
them till morning, perhaps it won’t matter, for we’ll be within a
reasonable distance of your lord’s estate. He’ll have men
patrolling the perimeters of his private lands, won’t he, that
might find us before we even reach him.”

“Perhaps.” She
stifled a sob, forcing her weakness away.

They moved on
again, until the children could walk no more and Yhalen found a
nook in the lee of an old tree’s twisted root system that provided
some bit of shelter. They settled there and he went to track down
fresh water. He could smell it, even though no sound of a brook
broke the predawn silence of the wood. He tugged absently at the
collar as he searched, embarrassed at the thought of presenting
himself to some lordling, half naked and wearing the obvious mark
of slavery. The girl said it was no shame of his—what had been
perpetrated upon him against his will—but she was being kind, or
was naive beyond belief. The shame was there and always would be
and he quelled at the notion of his own people discovering what had
happened, much less enduring the cold speculation of strangers.

He found the
spring. A tiny trickle of water issuing forth from the side of
mulch covered gully. He cupped his hands beneath the trickle of
clear water, let them fill and lapped it down. Again and again,
until some of his thirst was quenched. He had nothing to carry
water in, but it wasn’t far from where he’d left the women and
children and he could bring them here—those that hadn’t fallen into
sleep already—and let them sate their own needs.

He did just
that, carrying the smallest child to the water himself, then
handing him over to the girl and letting her dampen the warm
forehead with cool water and dribble some of the same between the
child’s lips. She chose to carry the little boy back, for the water
had roused him somewhat and he clung to her neck, eyes wide and
dazed, his small hands wrapped in her hair.

Yhalen sat
above them, on the high side of the nook, with his back to the
tree, keeping watch. He ran his fingers through the tangles of his
hair, rebraiding it to keep himself awake and occupied while the
others rested fitfully below him. He shivered, recalling all too
vividly Bloodraven’s fascination with it, Bloodraven’s hands in it,
testing its texture and its weight, wrapping it around long fingers
and using it as a leash of sorts to hold Yhalen down, or draw him
back—

Yhalen’s
fingers tightened on the end of the braid as he realized his
thoughts. Chagrined, he was tempted almost to take the small knife
in his belt and hack the length of it off to rid himself of the
reminder. But then he’d have to start carving away at his flesh,
for ogre hands had been more often upon that. He leaned his
forehead upon his knees and wondered how he’d ever face his
father.

After only too
brief a time, he roused them, urging them to their feet, even
though the children whimpered and cried softly. The women hushed
them, though they were ashen-faced and disoriented themselves, the
onset of shock coming upon them.

“I—I don’t know
which way is east anymore,” Meliah admitted in a small, whispery
voice.

“It’s this
way,” Yhalen said, moving her forward with a hand on her shoulder.
“Shall I take him?” He offered to bear the weight of the child, but
the girl shook her head.

“No. I fear
that...that he may not make it to our lord’s estate and if not—he
knows me. It would be better if....”

She couldn’t
say the words, that if the child died in her arms instead of a
stranger’s, it would be a blessing. Yhalen nodded, shaken. Even
after all the death he’d seen these last days—still it was
inconceivable, the thought of it taking one so young. He’d never
heard even wives’ tales of Ydregi children dying and yet Ydregi
were not so different as the people of the east—not really, save a
sensitivity to the grace of the Goddess and a marginally longer
lifespan. Yet the people of the east had graveyards filled with
bodies, both young and old. Every city, every town, every small
hamlet—no one of them did not intimately know death, and yet they
treated it so lightly. As a thing to accept and expect.

Sometimes
Yhalen could commiserate with those of the Ydregi who advocated
never leaving the great forest and mingling with the folk of the
east. He wished he’d never left this last time, for perhaps some
more accomplished hunter might have sniffed out the ogres before
they’d scented him and warned his fellows of the menace instead of
falling so shamefully to it.

He heard it
over the rustling of leaves under the women’s feet. The distant
barking of dogs. He shut his eyes, lamenting the fate that had
allowed the beasts to find their trail again.

“Meliah,” he
said softly. “The dogs have our scent again. You must lead them as
quickly as you can towards your lord’s estates. If you pass a
brook, wade down it as long as they’re able, and it’ll confuse
them. If you hear their barking very close by, don’t run—they’ll
only run you to ground. Find a tree you can climb get them all up
in it—”

“But where will
you be?” Her voice trembled and he saw the whites around her eyes
and the utter terror on the face of the other woman as the faint
barking became audible to even them.

“I’ll draw them
off your trail for as long as I can,” he promised. “Don’t argue and
don’t tarry. They’ll be on you for certain if they’re not
distracted. Now run.”

They did, with
a last mournful look at him. Yhalen cast it from his mind, darting
off in the opposite direction, making as much noise as possible as
he ran.

“Stubborn
beasts,” he hissed, pausing and listening to the sound of their
pursuit, of their hesitation when they reached the point where he
and the women had separated. “Follow me. Follow me.”

He willed it,
searching out their fierce essences, tweaking the single-minded
focus and drawing it towards the more familiar scent that was his.
It was more a trick a hunter used to draw game when game was scarce
than to summon predators. A true hunter didn’t need it, preferring
to take his game on more equal footing, but it was a simple enough
trick that most Ydregi were accomplished at, and the minds of
simple animals were weak against it. An urge here, an impulse
there—not enough to keep a deer from fleeing at the first sign of
human presence or a predator from attacking—but enough to
get them where a man wanted them, if a man were lucky.

They both
veered off the women’s path and pelted through the wood on Yhalen’s
trail. He let out a breath and resumed his flight. He thought, if
the fates were smiling just a little, he could draw them far enough
off that they’d lose the others’ trail completely. He thought he
could outwit them if given the time and the cooperation of this
wood. It wasn’t the great wood, not as old and not as full of
secret places to hide—but it was a forest and Ydregi were nothing
if not adept at forest craft.

He leapt across
a gully, and scampered across the bole of a dead tree, then up a
muddy incline, using roots to ease the way—anything to hamper the
dogs’ pursuit. Once, when he’d temporarily outdistanced them, he
paused to rest against a bent tree and use the same trick he’d
played on the dogs to search out something slower of wit and more
sedate of nature. Eyes closed and fingers pressed into the bark of
the tree, he found the gentle essence of what he thought might have
been a deer and persuaded it towards the path he’d taken. Its
scent, stronger than his own, might prove a beneficial
distraction—should they latch onto its trail, it would lead them a
longer and merrier chase than Yhalen could.

He prayed to
the Goddess that the women and children were well on their way, and
that any ogre pursuit would stay firmly on the trail of the dogs.
Perhaps they would even give up, the recapture of a handful of
frightened slaves not worth the effort. It was almost dawn now, and
Yhalen thought he’d been moving for hours.

He dared not
stop, but he did slow to a walk as he listened to the sounds of
oncoming morning. The trill of first birdsong, the last chirping
serenade of crickets and nighttime insects—the quiet rustle here
and there of animals venturing out of their dens to begin the day’s
foraging. And then utter silence.

Yhalen froze,
one hand a finger’s breadth from the trunk of a tree, foot poised
over soft mulch. The forest had caught its breath, hesitant and
wary of something more menacing than him that stalked its
environs.

There. The
crack of a brittle branch. The rustle of leaves as something larger
than a burrow mouse shifted through them. And again the whispery
stirring of bramble from another direction. If it were his hunters,
they’d grown shrewd after hours of fruitless chase. No great
surprise, wolves hunted in much the same manner. He started walking
again, calmly, casually, flinging out his senses to discover the
nature of whatever was out there.

He found a
familiar sense even as the first of the beasts broke through the
cover of foliage and lunged towards him. Yhalen broke into a run,
veering sharply to the side as the other dog came out of the
shadows at him. Find a tree, he thought, and follow the advice he’d
given Meliah. But they were so close on his trail, and so tall,
that they’d likely have him before he could scamper high enough to
be safe from them.

Stupid to think
he’d shaken them. Stupid to slow his pace and give them the time to
recover his trail. They were no simple hounds, easily distracted by
something so mundane as a deer in their path—they were dogs of war
and no doubt trained to hunt two-legged prey.

And they were
faster than he was by far. He felt the heat on his back, heard the
rasping breath and the low voiced growls. They would have him in a
heartbeat if he kept running, so he simply stopped and fell forward
lengthwise so abruptly that one dog bounded over and past him.
Rolling, he flung an armful of leaves and dirt into the face of the
other while scrambling backwards to get his back to a tree. As he
did, he snatched the small paring knife from the belt of his
loincloth, swiping out once, then twice and catching the closest of
the beasts across the nose as it came at him. The pain of the cut
meant nothing to it, and its huge jaws snapped shut a hairsbreadth
from his hand.

“Back off! Back
off!” he yelled at them, hoping for some small bit of the respect
they’d shown him along the trail. But they were having none of it,
too caught up in the hunt to care whether he was friend or foe.

The second one,
the smaller and quicker of the two, darted in, and great jaws
closed in upon Yhalen’s calf. It jerked him off his feet, his back
impacting upon the ground a more painful thing at the moment than
the teeth breaking the barrier of his flesh. One shake of its head
and it probably would have broken his leg, but it never got the
chance. A shape larger than the two beasts loomed up and a fist
slammed down onto the flat head of the dog. The blow was
accompanied by a shouted command that echoed incomprehensibly in
Yhalen’s ears.

A big body
waded in amongst the dogs, and they turned, snarling and snapping
even as they were caught by the thick studded collars around their
necks and hauled backwards. There was the sound of another blow,
and another, before the pain finally got through. The dogs slunk
back, tails tentatively wagging, teeth still bared and eyes still
white around the rims.

“Goddess—“
Yhalen almost placed a curse behind her name, but hadn’t the breath
for it as his arm was grasped and he himself yanked up and off his
feet, then slammed back into the tree he’d had at his back.
Bloodraven’s angry face loomed close to his own. Bloodraven’s lips
pulled back in a snarl not that different than that of his
dogs.

“Little fool!
Did you think I wouldn’t catch you?”

Yhalen winced
at the sheer anger of the question, at the grip of Bloodraven’s
fingers. It took him a moment to realize that he actually
understood the words. But by then, his body was already reacting,
twisting and struggling for freedom, as he brought the hand with
the knife up and plunged the blade into his captor’s side. There
was no armor there to stop it. Nothing but linen and flesh and
muscle for it to slide through. The ogr’ron hissed, dropping him
and staggering one step to the side even as Yhalen darted past his
reach.

He had no clear
destination in mind other than escape, but the dogs were waiting to
prevent even that. The larger one was on him before he got three
yards and he went down under the weight, only barely getting an arm
up in time to save his throat as the jaws snapped down. With a
savage wrench the bone snapped—Yhalen heard it before he felt it.
Another jerk and skin tore—that, he felt immediately, and screamed
in pain. With the knife gone, he had no leverage to get the beast
off him, much less pry its jaws from about his arm. From the corner
of his swimming vision, he saw the other one coming at him. They’d
tear him apart, between the two of them, like he was a rabbit
they’d chased down.

But the smaller
beast was intercepted with a kick to its belly that made it yelp
and skulk off, circling the melee. Then Bloodraven’s fist came down
once and twice against the side of the larger dog’s skull, which
did nothing but make it clamp its jaws tighter around Yhalen’s
forearm. Which made the world slide out of focus and inky blackness
wash over his sight.

A fresh bout of
pain chased it away. Bloodraven had his fingers around the thick
snout and was prying the mouth open. He got it finally and Yhalen’s
arm dropped strengthless to his chest. The pain blossomed again in
time with his beating heart—in time with Bloodraven’s voice
threatening the dogs to stay back. In time with flashes of them
circling, still wild-eyed and feral, even towards their master.
Hands on his body, hauling him up, with his arm caught between
himself and Bloodraven, and agonizing little sparks of pain making
bright patterns in his vision.

Bloodraven put
him down against the tree and he whimpered, then screamed outright
when the ogr’ron lifted his arm. It was slick with blood and torn
flesh. There was the faint glimmer of white bone beneath the
red.

“Thak noz
gru—hold still, fool!” Bloodraven hissed at him, and it
occurred to Yhalen through the pain that those last two words had
not been the only ones spoken to him that he’d understood.

“You bastard!
You...lying b-bastard, you understand. You understand!” Yhalen
screamed it, because at the moment a scream was the only thing his
tortured body could produce.

The ogr’ron
ignored him. He pulled off his tunic and ripped it into strips
before wrapping Yhalen’s arm and binding it immobile against his
chest. The procedure stole what was left of Yhalen’s coherency. He
didn’t quite pass out—the hurt was too poignant to allow him that
grace, but he drifted. Heard through the rush of blood in his ears
the sound of Bloodraven’s voice yelling at the dogs. Felt, through
the Goddess-sent numbness that was creeping over his limbs, the
ogr’ron move away from him, perhaps physically reprimanding the
dogs when they ignored the verbal warning. They were not entirely
tame then, to even their master’s hand. Little surprise there, for
no wild beast forced to domestication ever truly was. And they’d
tasted blood and the smell of it was still fresh in the air.

Then, minutes
later—hours?—the ground disappeared from beneath him and the world
swam, clouded in darkness. And after that, Yhalen ceased to know
anything.
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The trickle of
blood was a warm, wet reminder of the wound in Bloodraven’s side.
His human had a bite. And a temper. Which was all fine and well
when a body was of a mind to be amused by the antics of a body’s
personal possessions—but damned annoying when the same antics
roused the whole of the camp and put Bloodraven himself at a great
disadvantage in the eyes of his fellows. It was a blow to an ogre’s
honor to be disregarded by a slave. A thin-limbed, little human
slave at that, who was a head or more shorter and half his weight.
Even more devastating a blow that the same frail human had scored a
hit and drawn blood, especially with such an inconsequential
weapon. Bloodraven picked up the small cooking knife and snorted,
disgusted at himself for allowing it to happen—for leaving himself
open to such a desperate, and no doubt lucky, lunge.

He should have
let the dogs have him. Should have stood back and let them rip the
boy to shreds and taken back the head as a trophy to let his
fellows know that the hunt had not been an unsuccessful one. It
wouldn’t have stopped Deathclaw from mocking him for letting the
slave escape in the first place. Deathclaw never passed up such an
opportunity, but then again Deathclaw hadn’t the wit to know when
he was treading on ice too thin to support his massive body.

Deathclaw, like
the majority of full-blooded ogres, thought less with his head and
more with his heart, following the dictum of whims and by far too
interested in the deadly scramble for power that appealed to the
whole of their race. As if he’d know what to do with it, once he
got it. As if he’d do anything other than thrash about crushing
those weaker than himself, consumed with the notion that that was
the only proper way to show the world and his fellows what a great
warrior he was.

The fact that
he was here, under Bloodraven’s command at the behest of his
ominous and much respected sire, was proof that the Mountain Gods
were frowning on this venture. But then Bloodraven had stopped
praying to the Mountain Gods a very long while ago when they’d
showed no interest in granting him their protection.

Bloodraven
scooped up his human and the boy’s head rolled listlessly against
his shoulder, lashes fluttering against too pale cheeks. The
bandages were already soaked through. With the loss of enough blood
and the shock, he might not survive the trip back to the village.
Despite Bloodraven’s irritation and the problems likely to arise at
his return, he rather hoped that wouldn’t be the case. This little
slave amused him. He was appealing in both body and spirit.

It was a
mystery why Deathclaw had gifted him with the boy. It made little
sense. He’d expected some monumental flaw, some embarrassing
trick—but the young human proved faultless—perfect in body if not
always in disposition. There was no dishonor in owning a spirited
slave as long as he bent to his master’s will, and for the most
part this one had, adjusting to his place quickly enough. Adjusting
to Bloodraven’s body well enough also, which wasn’t always the case
with humans. It was always a pleasure to discover one with the
capacity to accept the entirety of an ogr’ron member.

The dogs ranged
afield as Bloodraven padded through the wood. He lost track of them
often, but trusted they’d stay close enough, having found the trail
he’d set them upon. When he heard the jangle of tack, he almost
thought it was some of his fellows, discovering the escape and
following his own trail, but it was distant enough from the little
village and accompanied by the muffled thump of hooves.

Riders. No
ogres then, but humans. And a fair number of them from the sound of
it and himself not armed or armored to take on a band of mounted
men. So he did what very few full-blooded ogres would have, and
dropped to the ground, using a gully to shield himself from the
approaching band of men as he silently wished the dogs far enough
away not to be heard, or to hear and come crashing in upon the
riders.

There was a
trail of sorts, leading northeast. There were perhaps a dozen armed
riders. Good serviceable armor and weapons of war. These were not
like the hunters that had attacked them yesterday—these were men
that would have a bit more bite. But they were still men and no one
of them would be a match for an ogre. Not hand-to-hand, at any
rate—not unless it was a very fast man, with a very sharp weapon.
The riders came from the southwest and were headed not towards the
village and his company, so at the moment were little threat. But
they would be. His company had avoided serious conflict up till
now, avoided the discovery that a major battle would necessarily
incur, but it wouldn’t be long before they were detected. There was
little way to avoid it, for the ogre race had never been one to
lurk too long in the shadows. It wasn’t in their nature.

His men were
aching for combat and for victory and yesterday’s skirmish had only
whet their appetite. Those women that Yhalen had helped escape—the
same women that were still out there—would alert their people and
then the humans would gather their forces en masse to repel them.
They had already repelled sorties into their lands by other bands
and they were smart enough and wily enough to realize that
something was brewing in the North. Bloodraven didn’t see them as
sheep for the slaughter as so many of his fellows did. He saw them
as something else entirely.

There was
movement against him as they passed. A sudden jerking spasm as his
human came back to himself, no doubt panicked and in pain.
Bloodraven shifted, bringing a hand up to cover Yhalen’s mouth and
tightening his other arm around the young man’s waist. There wasn’t
much struggle in him, as weak from injury as he was. Aside from a
few aborted attempts to free himself, Yhalen soon went still again
in Bloodraven’s grasp.

When the riders
were gone, the sound of hooves swallowed up by distance, Bloodraven
loosened his grip and rose, pulling his human with him.


“Don’t...touch...me!” Yhalen cried, but it was more like a sob,
disoriented and desperate. The young man pushed himself away and
Bloodraven let him go, watching as his legs gave way almost
immediately and he crumpled.

“Where are the
dogs? Where are the dogs?” Yhalen moaned, and at first Bloodraven
thought it was fear of them that prompted the query before it
occurred to him that it wasn’t for himself that the human asked,
but for worry over the women and children.

“Quiet. It
doesn’t matter.”

He reached for
the boy and Yhalen swiped at him with the arm that wasn’t mauled,
trying to fend him off and scramble backwards at the same time.

“It does.
Goddess damn you, monster. It does.”

It was amazing,
the degree of the young human’s presumption, to rebel against him
when he was in such a state. To curse him when he knew now that
Bloodraven was perfectly capable of understanding the insult. He
must have been insane with the pain, for even courage had its
rational limits. He struggled when Bloodraven caught him and
screamed at the agony he caused himself. Bloodraven clamped a hand
across his mouth and considered silencing him with a blow. It was
what a true ogre would have done—and probably killed the boy in the
process. All pride aside, there was another way and that was simply
to answer the question put forth with such desperate urgency.

“Be quiet,
little fool. The dogs are here. They follow me, not those sniveling
women that you risk so much for. Be still before I break your other
arm, understand?”

Yhalen
shuddered, but he ceased his struggling, head lolling against
Bloodraven’s chest, strands of loose hair sticking to his skin and
Bloodraven’s shirt. The hair glinted in the weak light, as fine as
spun silk and more luxurious when a body had his hands in it than
the most precious of animal pelts. There was value here that even a
slow-witted, full blooded ogre could see, and perhaps that value
might save Bloodraven face and his little human slave’s life when
they returned to the village.

It took him an
hour to trek back to the camp. His party was in turmoil, half his
forces gone into the woods around the village to search for human
prey, the others milling about the village, uneasy and volatile.
Violence erupted easily among ogre kind—even as Bloodraven entered
the outskirts of the village he heard the full-throated roar of
male ogres engaged in battle amongst themselves and saw the
gathered backs of his men as they observed a fight. There was no
sound of clashing steel, which meant that the combatants were going
at it hand to hand—which meant whatever dispute was being settled
wasn’t of a mortal nature. It gave him the chance to move into the
village relatively unnoticed. The human slaves saw, though. Wisely,
they were staying far away from a battle between ogres, and
Bloodraven beckoned. Vorjd, the headman among the northern slaves,
followed him into the hut he’d taken for his own. His pale eyes
warily flickered over Yhalen as Bloodraven lay him down upon the
cot.

“See to him,”
Bloodraven said in the ogre tongue and the man nodded, waiting for
his master to move away before scooting in to lay hands on Yhalen.
There was the sound of barking outside and curses. The dogs had
come back sooner than he’d hoped, and their presence would alert
the others of his return as well. He snatched his mail shirt and
slipped it over his shoulders, then hastily donned his leather vest
over it. He buckled his sword on as he made for the door,
haphazardly armored and armed. A great ogrish form appeared in the
doorway before Bloodraven reached it. A snarling, angry face that
thrust itself into his domain unwelcome.

“Get out,” he
growled, shoving a hand hard against the chest of Kragnor
Deathclaw. The larger ogre took a half step backwards, but his bulk
still filled the door and his small yellow eyes scanned inside the
hut, focusing on the humans beyond.

“You brought
one back alive. Are the others dead, Bloodraven?”

“Get out,”
Bloodraven repeated, his hand on the hilt of his sword, his teeth
bared. Deathclaw met his gaze, gauging as always how far he could
push before violence was exchanged, then he backed up into the
street where a crowd of his fellows waited.

“You should
have called a hunt,” Deathclaw accused. “They laugh in the face of
us all by their escape.”

Bloodraven
waved a hand at him, dismissing his words, though he knew by the
faces of the others that the lot of them had already worked
themselves into a fervor over the indignity.

“If I’d wanted
the woods full of our men, I’d have roused them, fools. We grow
nearer to the human cities and their armed forces and I’d not have
us discovered before we’re ready.”

“Puny humans
can do us no harm,” one of the ogres shouted, brandishing a meaty
fist in the air. His fellows joined in, boisterous and loud and
ignorant.

“We’re thirty,
they have hundreds—thousands. We’re not here to conquer the south,
only to poke it a little.”

They stared,
not quite comprehending his grasp on mortality, so he bared his
teeth and stated it more simply. “Dagfari Wartooth sent us for
slaves. Southern slaves to replenish the northern ones that grow
scarce.”

“We have no
slaves,” Deathclaw reminded them all. “Those we had have fled, and
the blood I smell on you belongs only to that one you brought back.
Where are the others?”

“The dogs
killed them,” Bloodraven said. “Go and sniff about their muzzles if
you wish and distinguish the flavor of the blood they’ve
consumed.”

Deathclaw
snorted. “You should have let them finish the one in there as well.
A slave that escapes should be killed as a warning to the others.
This is the way.”

“It’s the way,”
the others agreed.

“No,”
Bloodraven said simply, hand moving in no uncertain terms to grip
the hilt of his sword. They eyed him warily, not so dense to doubt
his speed or the sharpness of his blade. He’d not survived among
them for as long as he had without shedding ogre blood, a great
deal of it. They knew it and held respect for him because of
it.

He cast a wry
glance at Deathclaw and said, “To discard the gift of an honored
comrade would show little esteem for the gesture in which it was
given.”

They murmured
at that, and Deathclaw’s lips drew back in a snarl, frustrated at
the legitimacy of Bloodraven’s claim.

“Are you so
weak that you let your slaves run away in the middle of the night
while you sleep like a slow-witted mountain troll, and then won’t
even avenge your stolen honor with punishment?” Deathclaw sneered.
The others seconded the conviction for the most part, firmly of the
same opinion as Deathclaw. The same opinion any good ogre should
have regarding the lesser races. The weaker races.

“I’ve no
intention of letting the act go unpunished,” Bloodraven said, and
meant it—he was simply not willing to let Deathclaw dictate the
manner of the reprimand.

“Punishment
between your bedfurs won’t avenge our honor!” Deathclaw cried and
looked to his fellows for agreement. “We will hear his screams and
see his blood, otherwise our vengeance will not be satisfied.”

It was only
just. It was expected. Only a weakling would bend to the whims of
mercy. If he’d just let the dogs have Yhalen and dragged his corpse
back here, he’d not have found himself the focus of this growing
hostility. And being a halfling—having the taint of human blood in
his veins—he had tenuous enough control of the full-blooded ogres
under his command as it was. He might be more deadly than the
majority of them with the sword at his hip—quicker, smarter and
more agile—but it didn’t mean they didn’t sneer at him behind his
back and joke around the fire when they thought he couldn’t hear
about the puny human male his mother had kept to warm her
bedfurs.

An ogr’ron
became used to such derision. An ogr’ron ignored it if he wished to
survive into adulthood long enough to receive a warrior’s name. An
ogr’ron learned at an early age, that no matter how he might truly
feel about certain things—no matter what mental weaknesses human
blood might have cursed him with—he never let on and he never
scoffed at the traditions of the people.

So with one
last, unflinching look at Deathclaw, who stood smugly in the
company of Bloodraven’s warriors, he turned on his heel and marched
back into the human hall. He startled his northern slaves, and they
cringed at the look on his face, scattering when he stalked to the
bunk.

“Has he woken?”
he demanded of Vorjd.

“Only
slightly,” the human said softly, not meeting his eyes. “He stirred
a little through the sewing of his flesh and woke briefly when we
straightened the bone, but fainted again soon after.”

Vorjd and his
fellow slave had bound the arm with splints and clean cloth, though
a little fresh blood had soaked through. They were quick and
efficient in their ministrations, having learned that little time
would be allowed them to tend to their own injuries.

“Wake him,”
Bloodraven said and Vorjd shuddered, long enough a slave to know
that dire things were afoot. He didn’t argue—leaning to get a tin
of water from the half-full bucket by the bunk, he tossed it onto
Yhalen’s slack face.

Yhalen moaned,
lifting his uninjured arm and dazedly blinking wet lashes. Tendrils
of hair clung to his face in long, undulating patterns. Even in
suffering he was beautiful, like the paintings in the ruins of old
cathedrals in the north. Like the plundered statues, graceful even
in decay, that even brutish ogres didn’t destroy out of hand when
they claimed the ruins of more ancient civilizations for their
own.

Bloodraven
didn’t wait for him to regain coherency, but simply latched onto
the good arm and hauled him up, dragging him along at his side,
supporting more of Yhalen’s weight than Yhalen did himself. Outside
and through the crowd of eager ogres, Bloodraven growling when they
clustered too near, reaching out great hands for what was his and
his alone. There was a wooden post in the center of town, where a
banner had flown and garlands had been twined. It was stark now,
its adornments stripped away by the hands of invaders. The cord
that had held the banner still hung down, though, dangling
uselessly.

Bloodraven
shoved Yhalen face first against the post, grabbing the cord and
drawing it though the loop at Yhalen’s collar. He then pulled it
taut so that his listing slave was held on his feet by the metal
about his slender neck. Bloodraven barked a command and someone
brought him more strips of cord, which he used to bind Yhalen’s
arms at the elbows around the shaft of the post. It was a small
enough mercy, tying his arms above the splint, though not enough of
one to keep the pain tears from the human’s cheeks. He took the
frayed braid in his hand and laid it over Yhalen’s shoulder,
tucking it under his arm to keep it out of the way.

Another sharp
command and Ironbone the smithy grumbled in disappointment before
turning to amble off towards his fire. Deathclaw himself gleefully
extended a cruel, many tongued whip, embedded with bits of metal to
tear flesh. It was a weapon that would have shredded thick ogre
flesh, much less human, and would have rent Yhalen through and
through wielded by the strength of an ogre arm. Bloodraven ignored
it, turning instead to Werg Bloodaxe, one of his more trusted
warriors, and asked for something more suited to frail human
skin.

It would be no
less of a punishment, the only difference being that the slave
would survive its distribution. He laid the first stroke across
Yhalen’s back and the human stiffened, crying out in shock, pale
golden skin reddening immediately from the strike. Another across
the line of his shoulders and this time Yhalen tried to muffle the
scream, pressing his forehead against the post. A third and a
fourth and the boy’s resolve gave way as his cries rent the air to
the vast approval of the watching ogres.

His screams had
mutated into mindless whimpers by the time Bloodraven finished, and
his body hung heavily from the cord attached to his collar. The
lithe line of his shoulders and back was a latticework of angry
welts and purpling bruises. Blood trailed down in thin rivulets
where abused skin had been broken. Bloodraven shook out the whip,
ridding it of clinging blood, then tossed it back to Bloodaxe.

“Ironbone,” he
said sharply and the smithy, huge even among full-blooded ogres
shambled forward with a glowing iron in one large hand.
Bloodraven’s mark. The same mark that his dogs wore, that graced
the flat of his great sword and was chiseled into the steel of his
armor. The mark itself was small, no larger than the palm of a
human female’s hand, but its pattern was intricate and appealing to
the eye—his own design. Whatever it adorned was clearly marked his,
and possessions of his were not to be dallied with or damaged on
threat of engendering his wrath.

He took the
brand from the smithy and placed one hand flat against Yhalen’s
trembling, bloody back to hold him immobile, then pressed the
glowing brand firmly into the skin at the small of the human’s
back, just above the swell of his buttocks. One more scream was
wrenched from Yhalen’s throat, this one weak and hoarse. The body
under Bloodraven’s hand spasmed, trying to wriggle away from the
burning pain, to no avail. The halfling held fiery iron to flesh
for a few seconds, letting the brand burn its way into malleable
meat, then took it away, handing it without looking to the smithy.
His attention was fully focused on the sight of his personal mark
engraved upon Yhalen’s flesh. It made him stiffen a little in his
leathers, his brand and the soft, pitiable little whimpers issuing
from Yhalen’s lips.

He cut the cord
binding the human’s arms, then the one attached to his collar and
the slight body listed against him, strengthless and reasonless as
well, if the glazed look in his eyes were any indication.

“You’re
soft.”

A low-voiced
hiss reached him. But not so low that the whole of the gathered
company didn’t hear. Deathclaw grinned humorlessly at him, eyes
narrowed slits of gold, expression taunting and careless. “It’s not
enough, this gentle little display you put on for us. A slave that
tries to escape deserves death—one that takes four others with him
doubly so. And yet you strike this one a few times and mark him,
then bundle him back to your bunk to rut between his legs and
expect us to be satisfied? You show such weakness and expect us to
follow you? Is it your tainted human blood that makes you so soft
towards them?”

“Is it the fact
that your brother is your father that makes you so dense, Kragnor
Deathclaw? For surely an ogre with a grain of sense would think
twice before spewing such insult.”

It was no idle
slur on Bloodraven’s part, for it wasn’t just wicked rumor that
among Deathclaw’s mother’s offspring she’d grown more than fond of
one, and even among ogres such a joining was frowned upon. Still,
it was little remarked on, for Deathclaw’s father and much elder
brother was a renowned warrior among the people.

Deathclaw’s
face turned dark with rage. “You dare!” he roared. “You mock my
lineage, you half-human cur?”

Bloodraven
noted Deathclaw’s imminent charge before the ogre actually began to
move. He saw it in the tensing of heavy muscle and the twitching of
nerves under the thick layer of skin. He cast Yhalen aside into the
arms of Werg Bloodaxe, drawing his sword even as Deathclaw drew his
wicked, long dagger and charged.

Killing
Deathclaw would have relieved Bloodraven of a great deal of
frustration and animosity. Unfortunately it would also have
repercussions among Deathclaw’s advocates in his company as well as
making a powerful enemy of Deathclaw’s father, who was backed by no
small number of warriors back home in the north. Bloodraven’s own
backing wasn’t so staunch, his supporters more wary and less likely
to back him—a halfling—against the hostility of a true ogre
warlord.

So as much as
he’d have liked, Deathclaw’s demise at his hands in front of a
dozen or more witnesses would benefit him little. Deathclaw held no
such illusions about him. Deathclaw struck to kill, driving forward
with all his impressive weight behind the blow. Bloodraven
sidestepped, avoiding the killing blow and dancing out of range of
Deathclaw’s massive arms. Strength for strength he was no match for
his larger opponent. Deathclaw was a head taller and a hundred
pounds heavier. In a wrestling match, Bloodraven would be overcome,
no matter his speed or his agility. Those mattered only so much
when pitted against a full-blooded ogre. Bloodraven had made it a
point never to get that close to his various foes—and to always
have a weapon at hand.

Deathclaw
rushed him and he avoided the charge, swinging his sword in a wide
arc and slamming the flat of it hard against the back of the larger
ogre’s head. It made a resounding thump and the impact of the blow
traveled all the way down his arms to pierce the puny wound that
Yhalen had inflicted upon him. He winced both at that stab of pain
and at the feel of warm blood trickling anew down his side.

Deathclaw cried
out in pain and rage, bellowing incoherently at the chortles of
amusement from the onlookers. He flung the dagger, not even pausing
to watch as Bloodraven batted it aside with a flick of his sword
before Deathclaw rushed to the post that Yhalen had been bound to
and ripping it up and out of the ground with a grunt, then swinging
the twelve foot makeshift staff about in a threatening arc. Ogres
scattered, endangered by the reach, and Bloodraven curled his lip
in a snarl, suddenly faced with a weapon longer by far than his
sword. But even for an ogre, the length and girth of the thing was
unwieldy, and Deathclaw’s aim not so precise as he swung it, trying
to knock Bloodraven from his feet.

It wasn’t so
easy a thing to do. Bloodraven leapt over one low aimed swipe and
brought his foot down hard on the end of the post, slamming it to
the ground and launching himself forward. Faced with the sudden
fast approach of the tip of Bloodraven’s sword, Deathclaw had
little choice but to drop his crude weapon and back away or be
skewered.

“Do you want to
die?” Bloodraven growled at him, the tip of the sword pressed hard
against Deathclaw’s throat. “It would be no hardship for me to
spill your blood.”

“You’ll die if
you do,” Deathclaw spat. “My supporters outnumber yours in this
camp now.”

Bloodraven
didn’t flinch, didn’t look behind him, but he felt the shifting of
great bodies, the not so subtle shifting forward of ogres. He’d
paid little enough heed of who was here and who had gone into the
woods after the fled slaves, more intent first on his own
recaptured one, and then on saving face under the onslaught of
Deathclaw’s insults. But now that he dwelled upon it, most of the
faces he’d seen gathered around Yhalen’s whipping and this fight
were ogres that had come to this company from the fires of
Deathclaw’s father. Only Bloodaxe and a few others were loyal to
him. He heard the rustle of leather and the shifting of weapons
behind him and narrowed his eyes, pressing the blade harder against
Deathclaw’s neck. To back down now would be his death knell, as
surely as if he handed Deathclaw back his dagger and turned his
back for the killing blow. He ought to kill him and take his
chances.

He heard shouts
and the sudden thud of heavy feet, yet didn’t turn to see, not
daring to take his attention from the central threat. There were
raised voices and one in particular that was both new and familiar,
demanding to know what was happening.

His men
returned from their no doubt fruitless search of the woods, and
leading them was his second in command, Nagmor Icehand. A grizzled
and gray-haired ogre, feared among even the younger, brasher
warriors. Bloodraven also trusted him above all others here. The
odds had turned in his favor again, and he let his lips curve in a
grim smile. Deathclaw growled in frustration.

“What is this?”
Icehand demanded, he and his shouldering through the gathered ogres
and crowding closer than good judgment dictated to two combatants.
But Icehand knew the way of things well enough and knew the killing
of Deathclaw to be no wise thing.

“A dispute,”
Deathclaw hissed.

“There is no
dispute,” Icehand bellowed. “Not between you and him. Dagfari
Wartooth named Bloodraven leader of this war party and none may
dispute him. If you have grievances, hold them till we get home and
take them to your father’s fire, but not here.”

Deathclaw
glowered, but the truth of Icehand’s words was irrefutable and the
double threat of Icehand’s bulk and his hand on his huge axe spoke
eloquently enough that if Bloodraven chose leniency, that was fine
and well, but he would not. And likely he could get away with it,
being of pure blood and a respected warrior longer than most of
these young ogres had been alive.

Deathclaw
hissed and backed off a step, growling something uncomplimentary
under his breath. It could have been about Bloodraven or Icehand,
it was impossible to tell. They let it go, regardless, and the
tension drained from the surrounding ogres.

Bloodraven took
a few breaths, calming the violence that sang in his own blood. The
damned wound was bleeding copiously now. He felt the warm wetness
soaking his trousers. The cause of it was still in the hands of
Bloodaxe, and when he beckoned, the young ogre ambled over, handing
Yhalen over.

“Were any of
you seen in the woods?” Bloodraven asked of Icehand.

The older ogre
shook his head, frowning. “I don’t believe so. Foolish move of
yours to go off by yourself after the slaves without rousing the
camp.”

Bloodraven
bristled, not the mood for censure. “And of you, to take half the
camp into the forest after me when I’d made no demand for it.”

Icehand
grunted.

“There are
armed humans about. A troop of them,” Bloodraven said. “If they’ve
wind of us, they’ll gather more forces and be at us. I’d just as
well not be chased back north without anything to show for it.
Break camp.”

“And head
where?”

“To the east.
There’s a trail heading east that will lead to more villages. If we
can keep these idiots from killing everything that moves, we might
gather enough slaves to make this journey worthwhile.”

“Killing humans
is sport in itself,” Bloodaxe said and Bloodraven gave him a look.
He trusted his back to Werg Bloodaxe, but the young ogre didn’t
always exhibit the degree of sense Bloodraven thought him capable
of.

“Well,”
Bloodaxe added, shrugging broad shoulders somewhat guiltily,
“That’s what the war council always says.”

“That’s why the
war council has sent bands of warriors south to gather new slaves,
because they’ve made too much sport with the humans of the north,”
Icehand said.

Bloodraven left
them to the debate, carrying Yhalen back to the hall and depositing
him upon the cot.

Vorjd crept
forward, very wary and rightfully so. Bloodraven’s temper was up
and his nerves tightly strung. He waved a hand at Yhalen.

“Put ointment
on his back. I don’t wish scars if it can be helped. And see if his
arm needs be reset.”

“Aye.”

Vorjd went
about it, silent and efficient. Bloodraven lifted his own tunic to
see the weeping wound in his side. He cleaned it himself, then
wrapped cloth about his waist to quell the bleeding. He donned the
rest of his armor when he was done and told Vorjd to see to the
gathering of his gear and make sure there was room in one of the
carts for Yhalen.

He stood at the
end of the cot afterwards, staring down at his human slave, at the
pattern of vivid marks on his back as well as his own newly branded
mark. The damned boy had caused him more trouble than he was
probably worth, for if the riders that had passed him didn’t
discover signs of their none too subtle passing, then the women
that Yhalen—and he himself—had allowed to escape, surely would
raise the alarm once they reached the next settlement. His company
would face real threat soon, and they were too few to deal with a
concerted human effort.

When the
company had been hastily gathered and made ready to abandon this
ruined village, Bloodraven deposited Yhalen in the nook Vorjd had
made for him at the back of one of the carts, then fastened a chain
to the human’s collar and secured it about one of the cart’s thick
supports. Though he doubted Yhalen was capable at the moment of
independent walking, much less running, he’d rather the cautious
path. He told Icehand to stay with the main party, wary that
Deathclaw or his cronies might stir trouble. Then he went himself,
along with the more stealthy of his company, to scout ahead in the
forest.

It was well
past midday when they happened upon a trail, newly imprinted with
the hoof prints of many horses. Riders had passed this way not long
ago. A fair many of them, heading the way Bloodraven’s band had
come. He sent an ogre back to the main company with word that armed
riders were likely about. The more he dwelt upon it, the more he
almost hoped they might encounter some armed force of humans. It
might serve the twin purposes of impressing upon the younger, more
bloodthirsty of his company that armored and armed humans en
masse were not a threat to be scoffed at—not like the helpless
people of that village they’d taken such delight in sacking—and at
the same time gain him a few hale and hearty slaves to take back to
the north. He needed more than weak women and children if he were
to impress the ogre warlords that had put their trust in him, a
halfling.

He needed a
grand display of his competence to gain him a voice in the north.
To gain himself respect. For without that, the things he cared
about, the causes he’d spent his life trying to further—would be
without a champion. He’d made a pledge and he meant to keep it.
Whatever the cost.
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Yhalen woke to
jarring impact. He lay curled in a small space and crowded in upon
by bundles, sacks and thick squares of canvas, and stared in
wide-eyed incomprehension up at the dim canopy of trees overhead.
Voices whispered in consternation from beyond his line of vision,
rising louder in argument. The surface he lay upon was tilted, and
he was pressed against the rough wooden grate of what might have
been the back of a cart. His body throbbed. Dull and constant, the
pain came in stabbing waves from his arm to his back from some
undefined spot inside his skull—but it wasn’t always sharp.
Sometimes it faded as his awareness did, melting into nothing but
an annoying background noise within the echoing reverberation of
the blood pumping steadily through his veins.

That was the
extent of his cognizance. Hurt and disorientation. The voices he
heard held no meaning. His presence in the back of the cart, amidst
the varied supplies, meant nothing. He couldn’t put it together
into a cohesive whole. Nor could he do more than shut his eyes and
whimper when the dark silhouettes of several bodies heaved the cart
out of the rut it had fallen into and got it rolling again. He
simply shut his eyes and drifted.

And came out of
it again when hands reached for him, gathering him up under the
knees and shoulders to lift him out of the space he’d been crammed
into. Huge arms and a huge chest that dwarfed him. Vague memories
of his father came back to him. Of himself, tiny and crying, having
fallen in amongst the thorn thistles—trapped and tearing his skin
with every attempt at escape. But Father had come and used his
knife to cut Yhalen out, then picked him up and carried him home.
He recalled that clearly, and wondered when he’d gotten so small
again.

Only it wasn’t
Father. Yhalen blinked up into the broad, creased face of a
monster. A monster with long silver hair and thick pointed ears and
eyes that glowed just a little in the darkness. Other memories came
back to him then—of similar faces in the darkness and he cried out
hoarsely, trying to struggle away. His resistance was pitiful at
best and the monster that carried him didn’t break his stride, but
merely curled its massive arms a little tighter to keep Yhalen from
twisting out of its grip.

They were
approached by a smaller figure out of the darkness. There were a
few grunting words exchanged and Yhalen was handed over into arms
that were still more powerful than his own by far, but didn’t dwarf
him quite so completely.

“Quiet. Or I’ll
gag you.”

The words were
whispered against the top of his head. Yhalen hadn’t realized he’d
been making noise—only now that he concentrated, he thought the
sobbing he heard might have issued from his own throat. Not so easy
to stifle it when he was lowered to the ground and his back touched
the rough bark of a tree. He hissed and clutched at the leather
vest of his captor to pull himself forward. Only one arm seemed
willing to respond—the other, he noted with alarm, was thickly
bound and tied across his chest.

“Yhalen!” One
last soft warning and Bloodraven—miserable, cruel Bloodraven,
become so much more hateful because he understood the tongue of
man—urged Yhalen onto his knees on the folds of a thick bedroll.
The halfling fastened the end of his chain around the tree trunk,
then rose and padded off into the darkness. Yhalen leaned there,
resting on one hand, head spinning and skin throbbing as flashes of
memory sporadically came back to torment him.

The dogs—and
himself going down under them. Saved from being ripped apart not by
grace of the Goddess—but by Bloodraven. His despicable, damnable,
half-ogre captor—who had only played at ignorance of Yhalen’s
words—after that, memory was harder to come by.

The strength of
his arm gave out and he let himself collapse onto the bedroll. He
lay curled on his side, eyes straining to see what they were about
in the darkness. They made camp of a sorts. The carts remained
unloaded and no fires were built, and it seemed as if there were
less of them. Perhaps the party had been split for some devious
reason or another. Perhaps fate had been kind and something had
killed a great many of them.

There was the
sound of footsteps in the mulch and Bloodraven came back, followed
by the shape of one of the dogs. Yhalen cringed, curling a little
tighter, and the dog growled low in its throat, sensing his fear.
He couldn’t control it. Not now, not when the pain was so vivid and
a great deal of it caused by the beast at Bloodraven’s heels.
Bloodraven said something to the dog, sharply, and it flattened its
ears before turning to pad off into the darkness.

“She feeds off
your fear, slave,” Bloodraven said softly, lowering his own bulk to
the bedroll beside Yhalen.

“You think I
don’t know?” Yhalen snarled.

Tears leaked
from his eyes, the power to stop them beyond his present control.
Why couldn’t the halfling have just let him go? Why couldn’t the
dogs have latched onto the scent of some passing animal? Had the
Goddess turned her eyes from him so completely for what he’d stolen
from the forest all those days ago after he’d first been
captured?

“Here. Drink.”
Bloodraven pulled him up by the good arm, and thrust a tin cup in
front of his face. It smelled like cold broth. It made his stomach
churn, which in turn made his head spin. He gagged a little and
turned his face away.

“Just
water....”

Bloodraven
snorted and tossed the contents of the cup aside, then reached for
the skin at his side and poured a little water into the tin. Yhalen
took it in one shaking hand and tentatively swallowed. It was
flavored from the broth but it was clean enough not to make his
stomach rebel and soothed his parched throat. He was dizzy and weak
enough that by the time he finished it, his fingers hadn’t the
strength to hold the cup, so he let it fall and sat slumped, with
his head bowed as he tried to make the world stop spinning.

The ogr’ron
grunted, ignoring him for the moment as he unbuckled his sword belt
and sat the sheathed weapon between himself and the tree, well
within easy reach. He leaned back against the bark- rough trunk and
stretched his long legs out to either side of Yhalen.

“Come
here.”

Yhalen
shuddered, looking through the fall of his hair. He didn’t move.
Bloodraven wrapped the slim chain around his hand and tugged. There
was little fighting it. There was little enough to do but try not
and fall on his face into the ogr’ron’s crotch—which was most
definitely not where he wished to be. Sadly enough, it was probably
exactly where Bloodraven wished him the most.

Bloodraven
caught him by the good arm and pulled him across his hips, so that
Yhalen’s legs were on either side of one of the ogr’ron’s thick
thighs and his belly pressed against Bloodraven’s lower stomach. It
hurt his injured arm, and he tried to push himself up, but the
ogr’ron simply untied the knot in the sling behind Yhalen’s neck
and unfolded the limb before stretching it out alongside Yhalen’s
body.

“Disobedience
won’t be tolerated,” Bloodraven told him, unstopping a ceramic jar
filled with some pungent stuff and dipping out a thick dollop. He
laid callused fingers to Yhalen’s back and his skin stung for a
moment before it numbed, which caused a good deal of the burning
hurt that he’d endured since he’d awoken, to fade away.

The ogr’ron
shifted Yhalen’s hair and smoothed the salve across his shoulders
and around his ribs. Down his spine to the curve of his back, where
the fingers paused in their journey, circling a particularly
intense spot of pain in apparent fascination. He didn’t recall the
getting of that particular pain, nor the injury to his back.

“What did you
do to me, beast?” he hissed, cheek pressed against the leather of
Bloodraven’s vest.

The hand
stilled, fingers splayed out on the swell of his buttock.

“You were
punished, slave.” The fingers squeezed, painfully hard, and Yhalen
shut his eyes and endured it. “But not nearly so badly as you
deserved. I should have let the dogs have you.”

“You should
have,” Yhalen agreed. “Better than your touch.”

“Do you think
that your injury will stop further punishment?” Bloodraven asked, a
hint of anger in his voice, or perhaps frustration. “You should
welcome my touch, for it’s the only reason you’re alive, foolish
slave.”

“I’m not a
slave,” Yhalen retorted, but it was weak and muffled and he had
nothing to back it up with.

“You are,” the
ogr’ron growled, pushing aside the flap of Yhalen’s loincloth and
prodding between his buttocks with his thick fingers. A digit slick
with salve slid inside of him, jabbing forward up to the knuckle
with hurtful intention. He whimpered, shuddering, trying to escape
the intrusion by slithering off Bloodraven to the side, but the
ogr’ron tangled his other hand in the hair at Yhalen’s nape and
held him firmly in place.

“Do you doubt,
little human slave, that you’re my property? To be used in whatever
fashion I, as your master, see fit. When I have the leisure, I
will teach you proper respect—but for now—” The finger slid
out and pushed back in. “The next disrespect you show, I’ll punish
by bending you over in the midst of my company and showing them to
just what use I put you. Understand, slave?”

There was
little response a body could make to that. Not with the sure
knowledge that Bloodraven didn’t make idle threats, so Yhalen
weakly nodded his head and bit his tongue to keep from crying aloud
with each rough thrust of the ogr’ron’s too large finger.

Bloodraven
withdrew his hand and wiped his finger on Yhalen’s loincloth.
Yhalen feared he might make further use of him then and there, but
the halfling simply leaned his head back against the tree and shut
his eyes, leaving one hand still on Yhalen’s neck and the other
near the hilt of the sword propped up next to him.

 


~~~

 


There was
darkness, broken occasionally by flashes of nightmare—broken as
well by the creak of leather and the crunch of leaves underfoot.
Yhalen opened his eyes to more darkness, but this time it was
simply the shadow of twilight. He lay, snug and relatively
comfortable in the crook of Bloodraven’s arm, his knee flung over a
leather-clad thigh and his splinted arm draped across the ogr’ron
broad chest. Bloodraven slept, his breathing quiet and even. Chin
bowed to chest, he was a warm, solid mass—at peace, for the
moment.

It wasn’t any
action of Bloodraven’s that had roused Yhalen. Perhaps nothing at
all, save the intensity of whatever fever dream he’d been having.
His skin was hot with the heat from his wounds. His head swam with
it.

But he’d
thought....

Yhalen shifted
his head and looked up, seeing the towering silhouette that
separated itself from the cover of the trees and crept upon them.
There was the glint of gold, the soft tinkle of earrings moving
against each other. The shadows revealed features, unforgettable,
hateful features. He knew this ogre from his nightmares. There was
the glint of an axe blade over Deathclaw’s shoulder. Though he
didn’t speak their language, he knew well enough that there was no
love lost between Bloodraven and Deathclaw. No matter how much he
might despise Bloodraven, his care was by far preferable to
Deathclaw’s.

“Wake up,” he
whispered, pushing at the ogr’ron’s chest. It didn’t take much.
Bloodraven was reaching for his sword before he’d fully shaken the
sleep from his eyes. He dislodged Yhalen effortlessly, sending him
painfully sprawling on the ground, and crouched between him and
Deathclaw with the sheath of the sword in one hand and the hilt
gripped in the other.

He spat
something in his ogrish tongue and Deathclaw grinned, looking
beyond Bloodraven’s shoulder at Yhalen before answering. Bloodraven
hissed and snapped something, at which Deathclaw shrugged and
turned to trot off. Bloodraven cast Yhalen a look, black brows
drawn, scowling darkly.

“Stay,” he
finally said. “If there’s fighting—hold close to the tree.”

As if Yhalen
had a choice, tethered to the tree, leashed like a dog. An injured
dog, at that. Then Bloodraven was gone, trotting into the darkness,
just one more large shadow among so many others. They were not
stealthy, ogres. Yhalen could hear the harshness of their very
breath if he concentrated, the shifting of great bodies in the
distance. But to a man not bred in the forest, not attuned to her
nuances—such things might pass notice. If there were human men
about—men from the cities on the plains—they might walk into a
trap. Bloodraven had taken no precautions to ensure Yhalen’s
silence. All it might take was a yell to alert human men that
danger was near. If it were human men at all. And if it were
not—well, his bones ached too much to endure punishment for
naught.

But the
question was taken from him at the first cry of battle that drifted
through the wood. The high-pitched clang of steel and the scream of
someone in pain. The roar of ogres and the battle cries of men.
Yhalen shut his eyes, clutching the chain attached to his collar,
praying to the Goddess to grant luck to whomever his captors
engaged.

Perhaps it was
his fever that made the shadows more ominous, the sounds of battle
more lurid, for surely the conflict was a goodly distance. His head
swam when he concentrated too hard in making out the sounds. He
leaned against the solid support of the tree and cursed his
weaknesses.

The shadows
shifted in the wood around him, but before he could question his
senses, a thick, towering figure lunged out of the darkness. The
dull gleam of an axe poised high overhead before it crashed down
towards him. Yhalen hissed in alarm and forced his body into
motion. Fear overrode pain and he narrowly avoided the edge of the
axe. Wood splintered as the metal bit deep into the tree and the
metal links of his chain gave way, shattered by the blow. Yhalen
rolled, landing in a crouch and cradling his injured arm as he
stared up into the small yellow eyes of Deathclaw.

The ogre
growled in frustration and made a grab for him, just missing as
Yhalen scrambled backwards. He found his feet and pelted into the
darkness, the severed end of the chain trailing down his back. So
Deathclaw had finally decided to finish the job he’d started so
many days ago. Why he’d waited was beyond Yhalen’s comprehension.
Then again, the whole of this dreadful situation was. So don’t
think. Run.

The sound of
Deathclaw crashing through the wood after him filled his ears. His
own legs were unsteady and weak. His skin throbbed in time with the
red beat of his blood and breath, as did his arm. He lost his
footing and fell, rolling in the mulch and leaves. Debris pressed
into his back, making the darkness of night go wavery with dancing
lights of unexpected and enhanced pain. Desperation and survival
instinct made him fight past the agony and stagger to his feet,
barely avoiding the hulking figure that pursued him.

But he was no
match for the length of an ogre’s stride, and a swiping blow from
Deathclaw’s fist caught him across the shoulder to sent him
sprawling face first on the ground. His bad arm hit first and he
screamed as recently set bones jarred out of place. His body went
limp, rolling and ending up against the gnarled trunk of a dead
tree. The pain ate at him, obscuring all else. He curled into a
fetal knot, clutching the broken limb to his body and taking almost
no notice at all of the great shape that loomed over him.

The brute
growled something at him, some curse or jeering threat, perhaps,
and reached down to take hold of him—

—and it was
just like before, when Deathclaw and his cohorts had crowded around
Yhalen’s battered, torn body and poked fun at his suffering and his
frailties. Like before, when this monster had tried to rip him in
two with brutal thrusts of his body—and failing that, had left him
to bleed out his life onto the forest floor.

The huge
fingers bit into Yhalen’s skin and he screamed—pain and fear
driving his mind over the edge into hysteria, which opened the way
for something else. He wanted the pain gone. He wanted to live. He
wanted this beast punished for its crimes against him.

He wanted to
kill.

His mind went
blank. Curiously devoid of pain and thought and awareness for the
space of a breath—or a thousand breaths, Yhalen didn’t know—he only
knew that on the next breath, the world came back to him and it was
quiet and still and he was alive. Not sheared in two by the blade
of an ogre’s axe. He shuddered, pushing himself up. He expected
pain at the movement and was surprised at the lack of. He lifted
his splinted arm and no broken bones grated beneath the clean-knit
flesh. His skin didn’t crawl with the bite of a recent whipping,
nor did he exude the heat of fever. Tentatively he reached behind
him and ran his fingers down the flesh of his back. It was smooth
and unbroken, save for a small rough patch at the small of his
back. No welts, no pain.

He’d done it
again. Healed himself so completely that there were no sore spots
or aches. It was beyond the capacity of the healers he knew—or at
least the capacity of what they were willing to do to soothe the
wounds of their patients. Goddess, had he stolen from the forest
again?

It was hard to
see, in the darkness, the state of the wood around him.

There was a
wheezing breath that wasn’t his own. Yhalen started, looking about
warily. He finally discerned the hulking shape on the ground a few
feet away from him. His attacker. Deathclaw. But what had happened
to the ogre? Yhalen surely had not felled him, but there was no
other in the nearby wood to account for it.

He eased
himself to his knees, then his feet, before he cautiously
approached. The ogre was still alive, barely—his breath coming in
rasping, uneven gasps. The short, spiky hair on his head was no
longer black, but silver. The flesh of his broad face was shriveled
and sunken, like that of an old man, or a piece of meat laid out in
the hot sun that had all the moisture sucked out of it. It was the
same for the arms and any other visible flesh, all sunken and dried
out. A hale and hearty ogre reduced to this, in how brief a time?
Too brief.

He hadn’t
stolen from the forest this time. He’d stolen from Deathclaw. He’d
stolen life. Yhalen took a step backwards, eyes gone wide, heart
pounding in his chest. He whispered a prayer of protection to the
Goddess—faltered midway through, realizing that it was his own
deeds he needed protection against. He’d committed the unthinkable,
the most dire and most despicable crime in the eyes of his people.
He’d used the power passed down from Ydregi, generation to
generation, to take a life. Not only had he stolen from the forest,
but he’d taken from a living thing—to the point that death trembled
on his victim’s breath. He’d heard wives’ tales and legends as a
child of the unconscionable dark shaman who practiced such theft,
but never in his lifetime or his mother’s lifetime or his
grandfather’s lifetime had such a shaman lived.

“Forgive me.
Forgive me,” he murmured to the Goddess, but as ever, she was
silent. But the wood was not. The rustling of approaching bodies in
the darkness broke him out of his consternation and sent him
dashing away from Deathclaw’s shriveled form.

He tore at the
splints as he ran, freeing his arm, still amazed that it didn’t
burn with pain. He soon outdistanced the sounds behind him, swift
and silent in his flight, and instead came upon a greater
disturbance. Ahead was the milling clash of warring bodies in the
dark, ogres and men and horses all screaming with battlecries and
death. Yhalen veered away from that conflict, heading towards the
silence the western forest offered. There was nothing so dominant
in his mind as the need for escape.

How long he
fled, he knew not. Nor how far he’d run until his endurance gave
out and he was forced to a slower pace. He walked then, until
darkness gave way to light, mindless of direction or goal—only
needing distance from the nightmare he’d escaped. Every finely
honed hunter’s instinct he possessed must have been dulled from
exhaustion and shock, for he didn’t became aware of the group of
horsemen until they were well upon him. Even then, he couldn’t
quite summon the will to do more than stand in the midst of
nervous, armored horsemen with slumped shoulders and eyes that
wouldn’t focus.

They spoke to
him, human men with familiar human voices, tones sharp with anger
and poorly veiled fear. Most of them had drawn weapons, and the
threat of violence vibrated in the air around them—but all Yhalen
could do was stare back at them, stupid with exhaustion and terror
and unable to comprehend the words they spoke despite the familiar
tongue. A few of them dismounted and crowded threateningly around
him. Despite being armored, they were hardly taller than Yhalen and
he couldn’t be very frightened of such after the company of
ogres.

A mounted man
from behind him barked something and a spear jabbed in his
direction. The ones who had dismounted laid hands on him, jerking
him about so that they could peer at his back. They snapped more
words at him, and he blinked, trying to focus, trying to force his
brain into coherency again. A mail-gloved hand lashed out and
struck him smartly across one cheek. It hurt. It rattled his brain
and miraculously cleared it of the fog clouding it. He hissed and
jerked away, lips pulled back in a snarl of sudden defiance. He
wasn’t willing to be abused by men of his own kind after suffering
so long at the hands of their common enemy.

“Are you deaf,
boy, or just dumb?” the knight—for surely the fine armor and the
coat of arms on the tunic over it proclaimed that this was a man of
some standing— demanded.

“Perhaps he
doesn’t comprehend our tongue—if he’s one of their slaves brought
with them from the northern reaches?” theorized another mounted
knight.

“I understand,”
Yhalen said tightly. “And I’m not a slave.”

The knight who
had struck him studied him critically, looking down his long nose
at him and seeing only dirty skin, hair snarled with forest debris,
and modesty barely concealed by a rag of a loincloth.

“You have the
mark of one.”

“What?” Yhalen
blanched, recalling the peculiar hurt at the base of his back and
reaching a hand back instinctively to touch it. The welts had
disappeared from his back, but the very faint roughness of what
might have been a brand remained.

“I’m not from
the north,” he murmured, disconcerted at the mark. “And only
captured by them—only days ago....” He wasn’t really sure how
many.

“Days ago, you
say? That is no new mark, but one well healed. Years, maybe.”

“No.” Yhalen
shook his head, helpless to refute that belief with a truth that
still horrified him.

“Why lie?”
another asked, adding, “unless he’s up to some mischief for
them.”

“No!” The sharp
cry brought their attention back to Yhalen as he protested, “They
captured me—near Nakhanor. A small band of them—but there are
more—forty or so.” He thought there might have been that many.
Surely no less.

“Less now, the
gods be willing,” one of the armored men said angrily. “They
overestimate themselves, the brutes—thinking well-trained warriors
as easy a prey as hapless women and children.”

Yhalen looked
at that man with sudden hope. “Are you from the castle to the
east?” He couldn’t recall the name of the village for the life of
him. “Did a girl come with a woman and children to warn your lord
of the ogres?”

They exchanged
glances among themselves. The knight on the ground grunted finally
and beckoned a man on horseback closer.

“Take him up
behind you, Fritz, we’ve no time to dally here.”

They gave him
little choice, hustling him towards a horse and an armored man who
held out an armored hand for Yhalen to grasp. But it was succor, of
a sort, that they offered. Protection, too, so he grasped the hand
and pulled himself up onto the broad backside of a sturdy
war-horse. Yhalen grasped the belt of the man before him and the
troop started off down the trail.

They came soon
enough to a scene of great disarray. Of bodies strewn across the
shadow-kissed forest floor, of the smell of blood and the aura of
death. There were men’s bodies and horses—and surprisingly enough
the hulking forms of ogres as well, though the number of men and
horse was greater. There were still more men milling about the
area, guarding the bodies of their dead and wounded comrades. They
snapped to attention when the company Yhalen rode with, trotted
in.

“My lord,” they
cried, and the knight who’d struck Yhalen demanded a report of
them.

“Captain
Therry’s and Captain Gumley’s troops both went after the beasts,
milord, when they took to the woods. They weren’t expecting us and
we routed them good, the bastards.”

Yhalen doubted
that, rather thinking it some clever deception of Bloodraven’s and
hating being here in the open when some dire ambush might soon be
sprung. No ambush came, however, and the party split, with half
staying to guard the aftermath of the battle and the other half
taking off through the wood towards a well-traveled path. He did
ask where they were going, thankful at the moment to be forgotten
as anything other than baggage.

It gave him
time to gather his wits. The impact of the mark on his back had
staggered him. He longed to twist about and see it—though he
thought that it most probably resembled the ones marking
Bloodraven’s dogs. It was bitter gall that, though he’d done a
blasphemous thing in perpetuating his healing, the dark magic had
not banished the mark along with the rest of his ills. They would
ask about that mark again, he was sure. They would demand to know
how a well-healed brand might come to be on the back of a man who
claimed to be a recent captive.

And what would
he tell them? That he was Ydregi and an untrained healer of some
dubious talent? They might believe it, his grandfather being
recently at Nakhanor village to parlay with the local lords. His
grandfather would have spread word of his disappearance—along with
word of his companion’s deaths.

But there was
also the stigma of his sins—oh, he couldn’t forget that. He’d
stolen life from another to benefit himself, and even though that
other had been an enemy about to kill him, it was still
unpardonable by the standards of his people. They might
begrudgingly take the life of an enemy by physical means if the
cause was great enough, but never, never would the Ydregi
countenance the misuse of that magic that the Goddess had graced
them with. He’d be condemned, he was certain. And it would by
necessity be a condemnation from the mouths of his mother and his
grandfather, who were chief among the healers and shamans of his
people. He couldn’t face that. He wouldn’t inflict such pain upon
those he loved best of all.

So he needed to
find another excuse, another plausible explanation that would sit
well with this human lord.



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter
Eight


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


There were too
many of them, these humans, and they were well armed and well
prepared. There was only slight gratification to be taken, having
his own words proved true, having the braggarts that followed
Deathclaw see firsthand that all humans were not helpless victims,
to be slaughtered and captured. Not enough to make this night
anything more than a disaster, though. Not enough to save what was
left of his reputation as a war leader once word got back that so
much ogre blood had been shed, with so little to show for it. And
without it—without the favor of Dagfari Wartooth—then Bloodraven
lost what leverage he had in the northern tribes They would be
reminded of just what he was—no true ogre, but the half-breed get
of some long dead human slave. No matter how skilled he might be
with a sword, or how much more agile his mind compared to the
majority of full-blooded ogres—he stood no chance against the
united bad opinion of the tribes.

And if he stood
no chance, then those weaker than him—those that he’d made vows to
protect—had no chance either.

Damn these
humans and their bad timing. Bloodraven blocked the thrust of a
heavy spear with the back of his arm and slashed at the belly of
the horse upon which the man who wielded it, sat. An armored form
smaller than his own crashed down and he finished him, then circled
warily, looking for more. There were ogre bodies on the ground, but
more human ones. Quite a few horses, as well. He recognized the
tattooed back of Ironbone the smithy, with a broken lance
protruding from his neck above the protection of leather and
mail.

He heard the
sounds of conflict to the east and bolted that way, breathing hard
from too long of a night battling humans in the forest. He found a
small gathering of his force not long after, Icehand and Bloodaxe
among them, with perhaps a dozen others. They showed the signs of
bloody combat and more than a few carried grisly trophies of their
individual battles.

“Bloodraven,”
Icehand growled at him, a little blood running from a slice on the
side of his face, but the stout sword in his large hand dripping
more.

“How many
dead?” Bloodraven demanded, eyes scanning the faces as he took
account of who was there. More of Deathclaw’s cronies than his.
He’d seen perhaps eight or ten of his own dead. The humans had
outnumbered them five times over.

“I don’t know,”
Icehand admitted gruffly, his yellow eyes wary, as if he expected
an army of humans to spring forth. Bloodraven could see he was
shaken, his faith in the insurmountable prowess of ogre kind
threatened. “Many. It was as if they knew we were there and
attacked when we slept.”

“Who sat guard,
to let them sneak upon us so?” Bloodraven asked.

“That is not
all,” Icehand said, uneasy. “It was perhaps more than luck. Perhaps
magic.”

Bloodraven
lifted a brow in question and Icehand moved aside, revealing the
form of an injured ogre, around which crouched a few wary
observers. No. Not injured. Not in any conventional way. But
shriveled and shrunken, flesh and muscle gone flaccid and dry. Skin
wrinkled like a corpse buried too long in the snow. For a moment,
Bloodraven thought it was an elder and stood baffled as to how an
old one had come to be here—then recognition sat in. The armor, the
piercings—familiar traces of features of a face he knew only too
well.

“Deathclaw?” he
asked uncertainly, a great unease coming over him. Strange things
were most definitely afoot. And like all his brethren, Bloodraven
had a healthy respect for arcane matters.

“You!” The
shriveled figure that had very recently been a robust ogre wheezed
like a dying thing. “You set your shaman on me—you did this. You
had him curse us—how else could the humans cause so much
damage?”


“My...shaman?”

“Your
pale-skinned little bed-warmer,” Deathclaw spat, and the whole of
his form trembled, the loose flesh over his frame twitching like he
was an ogre so old he could no longer control the steadiness of his
limbs. It was horrifying. A vile thing to be perpetrated upon a
mighty ogre warrior, even if that ogre was an enemy. Bloodraven
stood there, fingers gripping the hilt of his sword so hard his
knuckles cracked, absorbing the accusation and the realization of
what it meant.

His human had
done this? His human capable of dark magicks, when for days and
days he’d shown no sign of such things? It was incomprehensible and
yet, why would Deathclaw lie? Then again, what strange fate had
allowed Deathclaw to capture such a creature and then generously
let him bestow him upon Bloodraven? Deathclaw held no love for him.
Deathclaw would see him dead as likely as not—and what better way,
perhaps, than slipping some dark, cursed thing into his bed.

“This human
betrayed no cursed powers to me,” Bloodraven said carefully, aware
that even his supporters were wary and suspicious. “And I gave him
ample cause—but not, perhaps as ample a cause as you, eh,
Deathclaw? If there’s magic afoot, then it was not I that brought
it into this company.”

Icehand nodded
slowly, latching onto that bit of logic, seeming relieved that
Bloodraven had come up with a plausible exoneration of fault for
himself.

“This is truth,
Deathclaw. You brought this human to us. You gifted him to
Bloodraven. How could he be more aware than you of any insidious
magicks this slave was hiding?”

Deathclaw’s
eyes narrowed, angry and frustrated. If he’d had been fit he might
have perpetrated violence. As it was, he growled and coughed as he
struggled to his feet with the help of his fellows.

“I’m not a
half-human dog, to sense the malignancy of my brethren.”

That was an
insult not to be brooked in the presence of so many others.
Bloodraven lashed out, a backhanded blow that caught the taller,
but very weakened ogre, across the side of the face. Deathclaw
staggered and blood welled at his mouth. The look of hatred didn’t
decrease, but only grew more putrid and foul. Still, had it not
been for the two ogres holding his arms, he’d have fallen. From the
looks of him, Bloodraven didn’t think he’d last a hard march.

That prospect
was in no wise displeasing. When he had the leisure, he would
question at length the ogres that had accompanied Deathclaw on the
scouting mission that had procured Yhalen. It would be worthwhile
to know just what had happened to inspire Deathclaw to make a gift
of the human to his bitter rival. Without the threat of Deathclaw’s
wrath, he had no doubt his own powers of persuasion would be
adequate.

“Don’t try my
patience more than you already have. You’ve gotten no more than you
deserve for your treachery.” He turned with an angry growl to
Icehand. There was little choice—damned little choice now—but to
retreat in shame, or risk losing the rest of his party. “Lead them
north. Be quiet about it or you’ll have the human hordes down your
throats.”

“And you?”
Icehand looked at him gaugingly, always a touch more perceptive
than the average ogre warrior.

“If there was a
snake in my bed that brought down this curse of ill luck upon us,
I’ll find it and separate its head from its body. I’ll catch up
with you after. Now go. Too many of us litter the forest floor as
it is.”

He left them
without a backwards glance, trusting Icehand to take the reasonable
path instead of the reckless one. That, it seemed, was his fate
this day—plunging alone back into a wood infested with troops of
armed humans that had proved, with their numbers and their honed
weapons, to be a match for a small band of ogres. It was
embarrassing. He’d likely never recover the lost honor because of
it. The hard-won trust placed in him would be shattered. Envious
ogres like Deathclaw, who despised a halfling’s rise to power,
would no longer have the retribution of the tribal councils to make
them hesitate in their challenges.

It would be
convenient to place the blame on some curse of ill luck, but he
doubted the truth of that. He didn’t doubt that Deathclaw had
gifted him with Yhalen in the hopes of a demise similar to the one
Deathclaw himself faced. Most likely, he’d witnessed some magic
upon Yhalen’s capture and had hoped for the worst. That Yhalen had
hidden it from Bloodraven, biding his time, was curious, but still
unpardonable. That a human shaman—or witch, or whatever they called
themselves here in the south—had dared to use his dark powers
against one under Bloodraven’s protection demanded a reckoning.
Even if it was an ogre he’d have liked to kill himself.

The first
filtered rays of dawn dappled the forest floor and Bloodraven
lamented the loss of concealing shadow. He stopped once, sword in
hand, back pressed to the bole of an old tree wide enough to
shelter his bulk, while the jangle of men on horses passed close
by. A great many men. More than he wished to challenge when he had
other objectives in mind. When they had passed, he moved on,
careful and quiet in his passage. He whistled now and then for the
dogs, listening for the sound of distant barking—but they didn’t
respond and he saw no sign of them save once, when he found the
ravaged corpse of a horse and rider that his beasts had taken
down.

He returned to
the place where his party had made camp, wary of human scouts. The
smell of blood was strong here, and the corpses many. They had been
surprised while they slept and many of his men had gone into battle
unarmored, which accounted a great deal for the number of ogre
casualties. There were a handful of human guards, sifting through
the contents of one of the carts. The looting didn’t bother him so
much as the collection of ogre jewelry he saw gathered in their
possession. Earrings gained by prowess and given with honor, ripped
from dead ears.

He growled, low
in his throat and left his cover, stalking out into the open,
picking up his pace as they turned and saw him, crying out in alarm
and reaching for their weapons as he bore down upon them. The first
he sliced through and through before the man could fully draw his
sword. The next tried to block his blow and was smashed back by the
impact, into the side of a cart, to crumple insensible on the
ground. The last two gave him marginally more trouble, having had
the time to gather wits and prepare themselves. One was a decent
swordsman, but not decent enough to overcome Bloodraven’s reach,
nor his strength. They both bled their life into the ground when
he’d finished.

He scooped up
the pilfered rings, some of them still sporting bits of bloody
flesh where they’d been torn from ears, and stood undecided.
Finally he flung them into the deepest thatch of brush, figuring
that the dead ogres here would receive no decent funeral fire to
add the rings to. Such things would be better off scattered where
no casual observer would find and claim them.

He found the
tree under which he’d made his pallet and the remnants of the chain
he had used to tether Yhalen. The links were shattered, and a great
chunk taken out of the tree trunk. The mark of an axe. Deathclaw
carried an axe. Deathclaw had come back here after Bloodraven had
left to battle the human attackers and used it upon Yhalen, only
he’d missed, severing the chain instead, allowing Yhalen to flee.
It would have been impossible to track him, even had Bloodraven
possessed that great a woodcraft. The ground had been too badly
trampled from the fight.

He ground his
teeth, his wrath dispersed among a number of deserving recipients.
He moved on, single-minded in his purpose and not allowing himself
to pause. Not considering whys and wherefores or—gods help him—the
possibility of being swayed by what very well might have been a
magicked attraction for his little human slave. Yhalen was no
different than a weapon he claimed for his own use. Appreciated for
the craftsmanship in which it had been rendered, used without mercy
in the field and discarded when it broke or served him ill. He’d
kill Yhalen when he found him and bring his head back to the
surviving members of his war party. It would be a small enough balm
for his lost dignity.

There was the
faint jangle of gear. Bloodraven paused, cocking his head,
listening for another tell-tale sign of direction. Silence. Not
even the forest creatures dared to make a noise, but then they’d
been frightened into their dens and nests and hidey holes before
dawn ever fully descended upon the wood. He kept moving, wary of
attack. And there, through the vertical striping of tall pines, he
saw the movement of men on horseback. He growled, low and soft,
wanting very much to drench his sword in yet more human blood.
There was honor in spilling the blood of warriors.

There was the
faintest whistling of air before an impact struck his sword arm,
just above the elbow. Bloodraven hissed in surprise, staring down
at the thick stump of a crossbow bolt. It was too short to quickly
grasp and wrench out, so he left it, cursing the weakness that
spread through his arm and whirling to search out the archer. His
ears rang with the sudden war cries of more humans than a clever
ogre would wish to deal with alone, and with the disadvantage of a
bolt through his arm.

The heavy horse
charged down on him. Five or six of them, with men on foot beyond.
He took the long hilt of his sword in both hands, and ignoring the
hurt in the one arm, he slashed through the lance that came at his
chest. The armored breast of the horse hit his shoulder and flung
him off balance. He staggered, but regained his balance and came
around swinging, taking down a man at arms foolhardy enough to get
within his range. Another impact, and his left leg lost strength.
The hidden archer had sent a second wretched bolt through the
leather of his trousers and into the flesh of his leg above the
knee. A horse rammed into him as he stumbled, sending him the rest
of the way down. A damned big horse encased in armor of its own,
with more than enough body weight to shove an ogr’ron off his
balance.

He’d taken down
four of them and crippled one of the heavy horse, but with his
mobility gone and his sword arm weakening, they would cut him down
soon enough. He bellowed in outrage over that, casting blame where
it belonged—on the shoulders of his damned, deceitful human slave
in whose pursuit he’d been drawn out here. A sword slipped past the
buckles of the armor on his shoulder, driving through flesh and
muscle from behind. He spun, lashing out with his blade, cutting a
deep gash through armor and flesh in the man who’d scored a blow
upon him. Not long after that, Bloodraven went to both knees,
vision blackening around the edges from the blow of a longsword to
the head.

At the very
least, he thought, tasting blood on his lips, he’d died well,
taking many of the enemy with him. The mountain gods would surely
find honor in that. Even for a half-breed, killed by weak humans.
Weak? And wasn’t that the crux of the problem, that had gotten half
his party killed and drawn him to his death? Even though they were
small and weak when compared to full blooded ogres, they had
venomous bites and cunning minds. He’d tried to tell that to the
tribal councils—but ogres would be ogres....

Bloodraven
abruptly dropped into blackness.
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Yhalen slipped
off the back of the horse when the man in front of him gestured
impatiently. The shadow of a great wall swallowed the morning
light. It was a very thick wall, made of very large stones. He’d
never seen the like, living in the great forest where there were no
walls and no locks. The city of Nakhanor was the largest town he’d
been to, with its sprawling avenues filled with flat houses and
crowded with busy people. He’d been to many of the smaller eastern
settlements on this errand or that, to trade for the few things
that the Ydregi couldn’t make from the bounty of the great forest.
He’d always been eager to go and to explore the eastern provinces,
eager for that which lay outside the familiarity of the forest and
the boundary of his father and his grandfather’s rule.

Well, he was
outside of it now. Both in body and in spirit. The walls of this
great castle were not nearly as foreign as the dark magic he’d
conjured in the forest beyond it. He’d hardly been able to dwell on
anything else on the way here. Hardly been able to pay heed to the
words of the men who rode in this company, though he’d gathered
that the lord of this keep was among them.

That man, tall
and bearded, with small dark eyes above a regal hawk’s nose, was
now shouting commands to the men at arms that ran to meet the
incoming party. The outer courtyard bustled with people, more
bewildered looking folk in homespun who clutched children and
pitiful bundles of belongings than soldiers. Yhalen assumed they
were folk from surrounding villages, fled here to the safety of
this keep when word had spread of invaders down from the north.
Perhaps it had been the women he’d helped escape who’d brought
warning here, or perhaps someone had discovered the bodies the
ogres had left in their wake.

Yhalen stood
amongst them, forgotten in the activity, and stared up at the keep
itself. Massive and blocky, it boasted nothing of grace or beauty,
but it was stout as a centuries-old tree, implacable and enduring.
It would resist attack, even if the walls around it fell. There
were no houses inside those walls, though there had been a
collection of small dwellings outside it. There were fields beyond
that, tended by the serfs that no doubt lived in the shacks by the
good grace of the lord that ruled this fiefdom.

“Are you
injured, lad?” a man asked of him, seeing the dried blood and lack
of proper clothing. When he shook his head silently, the old man,
who had little enough himself, offered a rough blanket. Yhalen took
it, as grateful to cover the brand on his back and trailing links
of chain still hanging from his collar, as much as bare limbs.

“Thank you.
What keep is this?”

“Keis castle,”
the old man answered. The name held some bit of familiarity. He’d
been taken further northeast that he’d supposed.

“You came in
with his lordship—did you see the beasts? We’ve heard there are
hundreds—that they’ve destroyed every village north of the river,
leaving none alive.”

“I don’t know
how many villages—” Yhalen started to say. In truth he had no
notion what destruction Bloodraven’s party had wrought before
they’d captured him.

“It’s not for
you to ask, old man.”

A knight paced
up to them, armor smeared with dirt and blood, a narrow gash
running down his cheek into a thick beard that covered his jaw
line. The man caught Yhalen’s arm in a gauntleted hand and steered
him through the gathered crowd of frightened villagers towards the
castle.

Up the broad
stairs and past grim looking, anxious guards he was led. He balked
at the grip on his arm, at the thick, iron banded doors leading
inside the thick keep.

“Unhand me,” he
demanded. “I can walk on my own.”

He wrenched his
arm away when the knight made no motion to loosen his hand of his
own accord. The man grunted, allowing it as he ushered Yhalen ahead
of him with a light shove to the shoulder. They entered a hall
where a great many people were gathered. A fair number of weapons
glinted dully in the light that filtered through high, narrow
windows. There was a great hearth at the far end, and before that a
long table that was mostly unoccupied. The majority of the crowd
stood, talking in small groups, exuding an air of wariness that was
most understandable for a people only recently under attack from an
inhuman enemy.

Yhalen saw the
man who was lord of this keep, in the company of several other
knights and men in finer attire than the peasant folk outside in
the courtyard. The men here, men allowed the safety of the keep’s
inner walls, were more than likely wealthy merchants and
landowners. Or perhaps politicians or priests, even kin to noble
blood. They had that look about them, as obvious in the clothing
they wore and the cleanliness of their skin as the cut of their
hair and the expression in their faces.

“My lord
Dunval.”

The knight
stopped Yhalen a few yards away from the gathering of the elite, a
staying hand on his shoulder. This Lord Dunval looked up from his
conversation, eyes lighting on Yhalen before he turned away. He
spoke further to the men around him, perhaps giving orders, perhaps
assuring worried civilians that no enemy force would breach the
walls of this keep without great time and effort.

Eventually, he
turned and beckoned, then strode away through a crowd that hastily
parted to make way for him. Two more men at arms came to draw
Yhalen in his wake, taking him to a small room behind the main
hall. Two of its walls were lined with tapestries to ward off the
cold. One had a shelf upon which sat a good number of books and
scrolls. There was also a desk and chair. Lord Dunval didn’t take
the chair, but instead stood with his back to the desk, his arms
crossed, waiting as Yhalen came up. He was followed by Lord
Dunval’s guard and a few other folk that apparently had the right
to enter what was apparently the lord’s private study.

“Tell us what
you know of the beasts from the north,” Dunval ordered once the
door was shut and the noise of the gathering in the hall beyond
muffled.

They stared at
Yhalen expectantly, as if he held the answers to alleviate their
fears. He clutched his blanket a little tighter and said, “I was
captured, perhaps a week ago—maybe a few days more—near
Nakhanor.”

“Nakhanor?
That’s a goodly ways south west of here,” one of the knights
exclaimed.

Yhalen nodded,
adding, “Their main company didn’t venture so far. It was a
scouting party, I think, that found us—me.” He’d not thought of
Yherji in some time. He felt a pang of guilt for forgetting to
grieve properly.

“And they
allowed you to live—when they’ve slaughtered so many others without
hesitation—why?” Lord Dunval asked.

“I—I think
they’re here to capture slaves,” Yhalen stuttered, so very much not
wanting to go into the detail of his usage while in their
power.

Someone smacked
him hard up against the side of the head. “My lord!” growled a man
at arms. “You’ll address his lordship by his proper title,
boy.”

Dunval watched
this blandly, then asked, “If you’re so newly captured, why is the
brand upon your back well healed? You’re a liar, and I’d like to
know why you’d betray your own folk for the likes of those
beasts.”

Someone laid
hands on him, jerking the blanket away and trying to spin him
around to expose the brand on his back to the lord of the keep.
Yhalen had experienced far too much rough handling of late to
tolerate this meekly. He spun angrily and slammed an elbow into the
gut of the man who dared to touch him. Then a fist into the face of
the one who rushed in to help.

Yhalen was no
stranger to physical combat. The young Ydregi took as much pride in
the prowess of their bodies as the old did in the benevolence of
their spirits. But he was badly outnumbered here and these men had
the advantage of leather and armor while he wore nothing but a slim
loincloth. A blow caught him across the side of the temple and he
gasped, staggering into a man on the sidelines that didn’t wear
armor, but made a feeble grab after him regardless. He was about to
put a knee into that man’s private parts when a higher pitched
voice than the rest called for a cease.

“Stop.
Now.”

A woman stepped
out from her place by the door, and the men at arms bristled,
glaring daggers at Yhalen in silent warning not to dare try and
harm this particular lady. She was tall and dark-haired, bearing a
remarkable resemblance to lord Dunval. Sharing his nose made her
more handsome than pretty, but she was striking nonetheless.

“There has been
violence enough, don’t you think, gentlemen?” she said. Turning to
Yhalen, she asked, “Are you the boy who helped the
girl—Meliah?—escape from her village?”

Yhalen stared
at her, exhausted and dazed.

“Yes. Are they
safe? They made it here safely?”

The lady smiled
sadly. “All but the poor child they bore with them. He didn’t last
the first night here. Poor thing.”

“Oh.” Yhalen
shut his eyes a moment, offering a brief word to the Goddess on
behalf of that unlucky child—then cutting it short as he thought
that any request from him, with his present sins riding so heavy
upon him, wouldn’t gain favor in the Goddess’ ears.

“She told us
what you did—without this boy’s aid, dear brother, we wouldn’t have
gotten word as soon as we did of the ogre’s presence. Can we not
afford a little patience with him?”

Dunval’s lips
twitched a little in what might have been a smile. He inclined his
head. “Of course, Duvera.”

She walked to
Yhalen, a smile that was meant to be pleasant, but was
somehow...less than comforting, on her face. She was every bit as
tall as he was, statuesque for a woman, meeting him eye to eye.

“Please,” she
asked and he drew a breath and dipped his head, allowing her to
move behind him. She carefully gathered his hair, shifting it out
of the way to reveal the brand on his lower back. Her fingertips
traced it lightly and he shuddered.

“It is indeed
well healed,” she said, not accusatory, not threatening, but her
words somehow brooked no argument and no denials.

“I am,” he
admitted softly, “Ydregi. My mother’s a great healer—and it seems
I’ve inherited the skill.”

“Ydregi.” The
word was whispered among the men in the room.

“Hmmm.” The
lady Duvera smoothed his hair, stepping back around and away from
him. “I’ve heard tales of your people. We’ll have to speak at some
point. You can tell me if they’re true. What is your name,
Ydregi?”

“Yhalen,” he
answered.

“What was a
Ydregi doing near Nakhanor?” Lord Dunval asked. “Does not your
forest lie a good way west of there?”

There was
nothing left but the truth. Avoiding it would only bring more of
their distrust down upon him. “We were invited to a meeting of
peoples in Nakhanor to discuss just this cause—my lord.”

Dunval
thoughtfully rubbed the fine beard across his jaw. “Yes. I’m aware
of this gathering. It seems fortunate that I declined to join,
since the beasts were at my doorstep. So tell me, for starters,”
Dunval stepped forward, all the speculation gone from his face,
replaced by cold focus. “We’ve killed a good number of them, but
there are more. How many were there, what weapons did they have,
what supplies and what direction where they headed....”
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Yhalen was
drained. He wanted nothing so much as sleep, even above food and
water. They had kept at him for hours, it seemed. Asking question
after question that he was ill equipped to answer. They didn’t seem
to understand that he’d held no particular favor among the ogres.
What little he knew, he’d learned from Vorjd, and the Northern
slave had not been free with his tongue. Apparently the girl,
Meliah, had spoken of Bloodraven’s use of him, for they inquired of
that as well and he blushed furiously and refused to speak of it in
detail, other than agreeing shamefacedly that it had happened.
There were murmurs at that and a few low spoken, callous comments
that would no doubt become less tactful once out of the presence of
the lord of his keep and his intimidating sister.

“How is it
possible?” that lady asked, boldly and shamelessly and no one
seemed to look askance at her for the blunt question. He knew well
enough what she meant without her having to elaborate. Without
looking up and meeting her eyes he explained what a ogr’ron was.
They were very interested in that as well. Even more so in the fact
that such a hybrid of human and ogre had commanded the war party.
Most interesting of all was the intelligence that he was well
versed in the human tongue.

When they
finally released him, the lady Duvera walked a little way with him,
beckoning a servant and giving orders for proper clothes to be
brought. He begged for a pallet somewhere instead, or even a simple
corner to curl up and rest in peace for a while, but she would hear
nothing of it, saying he looked on the verge of malnourishment to
her and she’d have none of that in her keep. He doubted he’d lost
that much weight in a week, but arguing with the lady of the keep
seemed unwise. He numbly followed her to the sprawling kitchen and
stood by while she told the cook to provide him with a bowl of stew
and a chunk of bread. She then left him to return to her own duties
of overseeing a castle bustling with three times its normal
population.

He ate the stew
and tasted very little of it, as weary, dazed and numbed as he was.
He was sure it was very good stew though, and mumbled as much to
the cook when she came to take the bowl from him.

“Follow Jehan
for a place to sleep—and the lady said you can go to one of the
smithies to have them remove that collar, when you’re of a mind,”
she said curtly, shooing him away from her kitchen and its workings
as she sent him off on the heels of the servant that the lady
Duvera had spoken with earlier.

The young man
had a plain tunic and trousers over his arm. He led Yhalen down a
servant’s hall and into a large barracks style room filled with
narrow bunks. The servant’s dormitory. He was shown to a bunk near
the far end and told there was water outside in a trough by the
well if he wished to wash. This suggestion was made with a wrinkle
of the young man’s nose, as if Yhalen’s smell was appalling. With a
sigh, Yhalen trudged outside, supposing it wouldn’t be fair to
offend the working people of this keep when they came in from a
hard day’s labor to take a little rest of their own.

The yard
outside the servant’s dormitory was small and walled, with a well
at its center and a few neat rows of herbs along the walls. It
provided enough privacy to wash without observation. He used the
slim bar of lye soap found in a bowl by the trough, and dipped his
hair afterwards, giving his scalp a good scrubbing with the soap
and hoping he’d picked up nothing invasive from close association
with the ogres. Bloodraven had seemed clean enough, but the others
had cared little to nothing for routine baths, at least on the
march. He wrung his hair out as best he could and resigned himself
for sleeping on a damp pillow, for he couldn’t wait for it to dry
before taking advantage of the bunk. He donned the new trousers,
folding the tunic over the end of the bunk before collapsing onto
it.
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“Yhalen? Wake
up.”

A very low
voice buzzed in his ear, cutting through the dubious comfort of
sleep. He’d been dreaming of unwholesome things—of himself small
and helpless under an overwhelming collection of muscle and bone
and flesh. He whimpered, flinching away, and the light touch on his
shoulder withdrew.

He opened his
eyes, hardly knowing what to expect upon this wakening and found
himself looking up into the round face and large eyes of a girl. A
familiar girl. Meliah. Who looked considerably healthier washed and
cleaned and combed than she had when she’d been in his company.

“You’re alive,”
she said, stating the painfully obvious. “It’s a miracle.”

He rather
thought a miracle might imply a plethora of good fortune instead of
that which he’d encountered, but the girl’s face was too filled
with weary happiness to point that out.

“As are you,”
he replied politely. Since she was stating plain fact, he saw no
reason not to do the same when nothing else particularly worthwhile
came to his sleep-befuddled mind.

“You evaded the
beasts. I was sure they’d catch you. The gods must smile on you to
grant you such luck.”

He sighed,
seeing no reason to delve into the truth of the matter, and rose,
rubbing sleep out of his eyes and trying to get his bearings in
this strange place with a girl he only barely knew, crouching next
to his bed.

“Do you know
how long I’ve slept?”

“It’s evening,”
she said. “Almost dusk. They brought you in this morning.”

So he’d slept
the afternoon away then. His body was grateful for it, though a few
more hours would have been nice. He saw the tunic at the end of the
cot and reached for it, pulling it on over his head and grateful
when it slid down to cover the mark.

“I tried to see
you earlier, but they’re keeping most folk out of the keep, so it
was hard for me to get inside. There’s bread and stew to be had,”
she offered hopefully. “Our lord and lady are generous. It’s being
handed out in the yard by the kitchen. Will you come with me to
eat?”

He was hungry
again, the prospect of food not given to him like a dog, a morsel
at a time, most appealing. He ran fingers through the mess of his
hair, pulling it back finally into a tail at his neck and tying it
off with a string plucked from the hem of his tunic. He’d take the
time to comb it and braid it later.

Meliah watched
him with half lowered lashes and finally said when he’d finished,
“I’ve never seen such hair on a man. Is it the way of your
people?”

He shrugged,
fingering the one small braid that fell down from beside his
ear.

“This is a
hunter’s braid. I was allowed to make it when I made my first kill
and properly thanked the Goddess for the bounty she provided. The
braid down the back is the mark of a man grown—a mark of honor.” He
self-consciously pulled at the loose hair at the end of the tail as
he added, “Though I’ve been lacking in that of late, so I suppose
it’s no great loss that it’s been loose more often than not.”

“I’ll braid it
for you after we eat,” she said, after a moment, smiling up at him
with a little less shyness than one would expect from a girl
suggesting such a thing.

It was
tantamount to asking to share his bed. But she wasn’t Ydregi, so
perhaps she didn’t know. He cast her a look askance, trying to
gather wits that he hadn’t had about him for many, many days. There
was a certain look of speculation in her eyes that suggested that
perhaps she did know. It was flattering, and though in the past
Yhalen had never been one to turn away an offer of sex—at the
moment he’d had rather too much of it forced upon him to find
interest in this girl. Better to pretend it was an innocent
offer.

The stew was
more of the same he’d partaken of earlier in the day, this time
outside in the courtyard amidst the gathered villagers. No one
afforded him much attention, dressed as he was in clothing much
like their own. He and Meliah sat against the outer wall and used
the crusty bread to soak up the last of the gravy, then dipped
water from the central well to wash it all down.

“I heard,” he
said, “That the child didn’t recover from his injuries. I’m
sorry.”

She looked
down, a sad smile on her face. “He was always a sickly baby. Poor
thing. There’s nothing left at all of his family now. He’ll be with
his mum, at least, on the other side.”

There was a
commotion that grew from a soft murmur at the gates, to a greater
cry of excitement. Men at arms and knights rushed forth from the
keep and the surrounding courtyard, yelling for the plain folk to
move back out of the way.

“What is it?”
Yhalen asked, jostled against the wall by the press of the
crowd.

“I don’t know,”
Meliah called back. “Perhaps they bring back the dead.”

Perhaps they
did. The gates creaked open and a line of knights and soldiers rode
in, some of them wounded and slumped upon the backs of their
horses. Some were thrown across the saddles like bags of grain. A
great cry went up from those closest to the procession of returning
warriors.

“They’ve taken
one of the monsters,” a woman’s shrill voice cried out. “Kill it!
Kill it!”

The crowd
surged forward and men at arms pushed the villagers back under the
threat of violence. There were steps on the outer wall, leading up
to the battlements. Yhalen pushed his way through the press and
climbed up a few steps to better see the incoming men.

A great
creaking cart, pulled by two heavy horses, followed the line of
knights. He thought it might have been one of the ogres’ carts,
bereft of their great beasts of burden. Men at arms surrounded it,
mounted knights at each side and behind it, with lances held at the
ready. It had been emptied of everything save for a large,
blood-caked, motionless body.

But not that
large. Not as large as a full-blooded ogre. Chains encircled arms
and legs, fastening them to the stout timbers of the cart. Blood
seeped onto the floorboards and stained pale ocher-green skin.
Though the tangled, matted hair covered most of the face, there was
no doubt as to the identity of the prisoner. Whether he was
actually alive, though, seemed in doubt.

Yhalen molded
himself back against the cool stone of the wall, shuddering, hardly
able to catch his breath. He shut his eyes to blot out the details
as the cart passed on towards the keep. He couldn’t shut out the
cries of the people, the questions and demands for swift justice.
He sank down onto the steps, weak-kneed all of a sudden. They’d
call on him sooner or later, he knew. They’d summon him to look on
Bloodraven and confirm what he was and who.

He didn’t want
to. Most adamantly he didn’t. He looked towards the gates, still
open, with men still trudging in and wondered if he might not be
able to slip out and lose himself in the land outside. But the
forest was a good ways distant, and the guards on the wall would
spot a man fleeing across the tilled fields.

Goddess. He
leaned his head against the wall, fighting off nausea. He’d thought
he’d escaped. He’d thought he could put it behind him—but they’d
brought the substance of his nightmares into this very keep.
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Yhalen had the
castle smithy remove the collar. It was no pleasant procedure,
himself face down against a human-sized anvil and bracing against
the impact as the heat-welded seal was hammered loose. The smithy
asked to keep the piece of bronze and Yhalen happily consigned it
to him, well rid of it and the weight of what it represented. If
only he could be as easily free of the mark upon his back. He’d
seen it for the first time in detail in a polished metal mirror
hanging on one of the castle halls. It wasn’t a particularly
unappealing design—it was simply unasked for and unwanted as too
vivid a reminder of the nightmare he’d survived.

He walked in
dread afterwards, cold and trembly for no good reason, save that
the brand made him imagine the face of his captor all too well—also
reminding him that that same elegantly broad, inhuman face was
somewhere in the depths of this castle.

He’d had to
part with Meliah over her prattling on about it. There was too much
glee in her voice and in her eyes at the prospect of the vengeance
her lord would take for the murdered villagers. Too much
speculation on what that vengeance would consist of and too much
expectation of Yhalen’s energetic agreement on the matter. It
wasn’t that he didn’t think retaliation was due—he just felt sick
in the depths of his stomach hearing the gruesome details bantered
around the courtyard. He felt sick when they looked at him, waiting
for him to add his own wishes to the list.

If they brought
Bloodraven’s head out now and placed it on a pike on the wall as a
warning to any who might think about attacking this castle right
now, it would be by far preferable to listening for days to the all
too vivid, all too horrible imaginations of the folk here as they
theorized on what was happening in the dungeons under this
fortress. A quick clean death was at least honorable—and oddly
enough, Yhalen wished that much for Bloodraven.

Now had it been
Deathclaw—if Yhalen had not taken care of the matter himself—that
would have been another matter. He thought he would have shocked
his gentle mother with his capacity for vengeful thoughts where
that particular ogre was concerned.

Two days passed
and they didn’t summon him. Yhalen began to think they wouldn’t.
Began to think that Bloodraven was already dead and they had no
need to question Yhalen about his identity. He began to relax a
little more as the gathered villagers began to trickle out of the
safety of the castle, desperate to return to their homes, their
fields, and their livestock. More soldiers had come and Lord Dunval
assured his people that he’d protect them. Yhalen began to
contemplate his own departure from this place. No one had said he
couldn’t leave, and certainly no one had paid him much heed since
that first day of accusation and interrogation. He wondered if he
ought to ask the lady of the keep, who seemed only slightly more
approachable than her brother, just to avoid trouble should he be
apprehended at the gates.

But then,
rather unexpectedly, a pair of guards tracked him down in the
servant’s quarters where he still was allowed to use a bunk, and
flatly demanded that he come with them. They were not particularly
communicative as to where, though, and Yhalen’s heart began to beat
faster in dread when their path led to a thick doorway. When
opened, it emitted the cool moist air of underground environs. When
he held back in uncertainty, asking again who summoned him and
where, they frowned in irritation at having to coddle someone who
was very obviously of the peasant class ,and snapped that it was
their lady who’d asked for him and he’d know where when he got
there. They threatened to cuff him if he hesitated longer and he
glowered indignantly at them, steeling his courage in the face of
their obvious disdain for him.

There must have
been something in his eyes that hinted at more than peasant
meekness, for the one with the raised fist backed down, grumbling,
and they crowded behind him without laying a hand to him, but
allowing no room for passage any way but down. So down he went,
past the storage rooms and the wine cellars, on down to another
level where the air was pungent with the smell of minerals and
earth.

Being forest
bred and weaned on the grace of the Goddess and the earth she
nurtured, Yhalen found the close walls and the sense of so much
earth and stone overhead stifling. He began to shiver a little,
feeling as if the walls were closing in, and fearing a collapse of
the ceiling. When they passed by thick oaken doors with only small
barred openings at eye level he knew they had reached the infamous
dungeons he’d heard so much about from the simple folk above
ground. If ever he had to dwell in such a place, Yhalen thought he
would prefer swift execution to such a stifling existence.

There was a
group of men at arms standing down the narrow hall, illuminated
against the dark walls by both wall-mounted and hand-held lanterns.
The men parted as Yhalen as his guides approached and he saw not
only the lady of the keep, but her lord brother as well. Lord
Dunval frowned darkly at him, but the lady’s mouth curved into a
smile and she beckoned with a motion of one slender hand. She moved
forward, meeting him halfway, and didn’t hesitate to put a hand
lightly on the back of his arm.

“Ah, our
Ydregi. How have you fared, these past days, Yhalen?”

He didn’t know
what to say, since the truth was that he’d rather have taken his
leave long past. “Fine, my lady, though I’d rather be home. What do
you wish of me?” he said, too uneasy for tact as his eyes darted
nervously about the ominous, carved passage.

She smiled,
though it hardly reached her eyes.

“You said he
spoke our tongue. He has refused to do so, despite my brother’s
best...efforts...and we wondered if he were even the one you
spoke of after all, though most certainly there’s human blood
running through his veins.”

Yhalen’s
stomach lurched. He wanted to back up, retreat to the surface, but
he doubted any of them would let him go. The lady slipped her hand
through his arm and he had no choice but to move forward at her
urging, into the group of guardsmen and through to an empty space
before a large barred cell at the end of the hall. The cell itself
was chiseled out of stone, rough-hewn and more like a cave than a
room. The floor was covered in dirty straw and the bars that
fronted it, as thick as Yhalen’s wrists. The cell door was open and
three guards with drawn weapons stood inside the doorway, eyes
fixed upon the corner.

And in the
shadows of that far corner, a large figure sprawled. Chains
encircled his wrists, ankles and neck. His head was bowed, so
Yhalen couldn’t see the damage to his face, but his formerly clean,
long black hair fell in bloody, matted tangles about his shoulders.
One of the long side braids had come loose, and a lock of hair
longer by a head than the others stuck to the new blood matting a
naked chest and stomach. He was wounded gravely, Yhalen thought,
judging by the color of blood that slowly seeped from untended
wounds on shoulder and side. They’d taken his armor and his boots,
as well, and Yhalen thought no few of the gold rings that had
dangled from his ears had been ripped out. There were marks aplenty
on pale green skin, some which were as fresh as moments ago. He’d
walked in upon their efforts then, at gaining information
from their captive and it made him tremble in revulsion

“This is the
one, is he not?” Duvera asked, giving Yhalen a little shove towards
the open door of the cell.

If he lied,
perhaps they’d cease this torture for the sake of information and
simply kill Bloodraven. Wouldn’t that be the kinder course?
Wouldn’t he rather someone had done him the same courtesy when he’d
been at the mercy of Deathclaw?

“Yes,” he said
and his voice wavered as his eyes fixed on the tattered figure in
the corner, vision diluted by a surprising sting of tears. “Yes,”
he said again. “May I go?”

He half turned
his head to seek approval of his escape from the lady, and missed
the sudden surge of movement from the shadows. The guards did too,
distracted by his presence, and it was only the chains that kept
Bloodraven’s hands from him, though stone powdered from the bolts
holding the chains fast. The ogr’ron roared in frustration, his
golden eyes gleaming in a not quite sane fury—and very, very intent
upon Yhalen. Yhalen scrambled backwards, as did the guards—even the
armed ones in the cell, startled by violence where there had been
none a moment before.

Hands grabbed
Yhalen from behind and hauled him out of the cell, his retreat
followed with alacrity by the guards. The cell door shut and locked
in the face of a growling, lunging ogr’ron.

“Well,” said
the lady. She seemed satisfied, her cheeks flushed from the
excitement. “He does seem to respond to you. More so than to
anything else we’ve tried. How interesting.”

Her brother
frowned, not as thrilled at the excitement of Bloodraven’s reaction
as his sister, and marched forward to stand before the bars of the
cell.

“We know who
you are, beast. We know you’re well able to speak our tongue. This
boy confirms that, yet still you refuse. Is it your ogre blood that
makes you so dull—or your injuries?”

Bloodraven
didn’t look up, crouched in his corner like the beast Lord Dunval
called him, his breath coming hard from his exertion and fresh
blood pooling in the filth of the cell floor from wounds torn
freshly asunder. And they didn’t see it. None of them realized the
sheer intelligence and vitality that dwelled behind those fierce
golden eyes. All they saw was a monster. Not even a true monster,
but a mongrel one. If they treated him as such and neglected to
kill him in their arrogance, they’d suffer for their stupidity.
Yhalen knew that as surely as he knew that those same fierce eyes
were staring at him from under the tangled veil of Bloodraven’s
hair.

“He’s a dog. A
dangerous beast,” Lord Dunval sneered in angry frustration.

His lady
sister, though, tilted her head. Her eyes were full of a
speculation that perhaps hinted she wasn’t so blind as the
others.

“Not so
monstrous, I think,” she said very softly—so softly that perhaps it
was intended only for Yhalen’s ears as she stood behind him. “What
say you on the subject, Yhalen of the Ydregi?”

He stood rooted
to the spot, speechless and besieged from all sides. Bloodraven’s
appalling attention on the one, and the lady’s sly whispers from
the other.

“I’ve known a
man or two as large,” she added softly. “And before this one woke
up and his features became twisted in his rage, his face was
not...unappealing, in an exotic sort of way, don’t you think?”

How did one
answer that? Not at all, if Yhalen had his druthers. Just as he’d
rather be far away from this dank dungeon, back above ground and in
the light of day. Lady Duvera seemed not to notice or care about
Yhalen’s discomfort, and leaned in close over his shoulder, one
hand on his arm and her lips close to his ear, though her eyes
remained very much fixed on the chained halfling within the
cell.

“Tell me,” she
whispered, “I’ve not seen the whole of him. Can the rest of him be
measured in human terms, or would it be beyond the capacity of a
woman to accommodate such a thing?”

If it had been
a man who asked, Yhalen would have shrugged him off violently, as
affronted as he was by the inquiry. As it was, he rather thought
he’d find himself in similar circumstances as Bloodraven if he cast
the lady off. He swallowed, flushing as he chose silence as an
answer in the face of her embarrassing question.

She laughed and
very softly answered her own query. “Ah, but you’re alive, so I
suppose that is proof enough, eh?”

She whirled
then, radiant in her satisfaction, and beckoned to her personal
guard. “I’ve had enough of this moldy darkness for today. I’ve
other duties to attend.”

She swept away,
her guard trailing in her wake. As uncomfortable as she’d made him,
Yhalen shivered at her retreat, left alone in even less savory
company. Her brother, Lord Dunval, made no pretense over his
dislike and his guards mirrored their master’s emotions.

“My lord—”
Yhalen started to say, flinching a little when Bloodraven growled
at the sound of his voice, rattling chains in his agitation. Best
to ignore him. He was safely behind bars and no threat, for the
moment. “If you’ve no further need of me?”

Dunval slowly
moved his gaze away from Bloodraven to Yhalen, eyes speculative.
For a moment he was lost in thought, than he moved his hand
dismissively. “For the moment, no. You may go.”

Yhalen didn’t
waste time uttering thanks, but simply turned on his heel and
hurried down the corridor towards the stairs. He needed out of this
place so badly he felt short of breath. It was only when he reached
the fresh air of the surface that he felt he could breathe freely
again. It wasn’t simply the dungeons. He felt trapped in this keep,
below and above, almost as much as he had in Bloodraven’s care. It
was just a different sort of yoke they wanted about his neck. One
he was expected to happily comply with. He hated the caste system
these people employed. He hated having to bow his head in respect
to a man that he in no wise respected.

The Ydregi had
no such separation of classes. Everyone had as much right to
respect as the next and honor was given where it was due. No one
served the clan chief and neither the clan chief nor the shamans
expected anyone else to do work that they themselves were not
prepared to do, or had done to excess in their youth. One might bow
their head in respect to man older and wiser by far than one’s
self, but no one would slap you upside the head to force it.

Meliah found
him in the courtyard, dazedly taking in the healing rays of the
sun. She wrapped her fingers about his arm and gently led him to
one of the rough benches against the outer bailey wall.

“What
happened?” she asked, and he blinked at her concern, thinking how
terrible he must have looked to have warranted it.

“They—they took
me to see him—below the castle.”

“It’s still
alive then,” she grated out.

“Him,” he
corrected numbly but she shrugged that clarification away.

“They should
kill him now. As retaliation. As a warning to the others.”

“I don’t think
there are that many others left,” he said slowly. “I think chances
are they’re dead or have fled. There’s no one to impress.”

“Us,” she said.
“There’s us to impress. And the souls of the dead to avenge.”

“The ones that
slaughtered your village—he wasn’t there. He stopped it—” Yhalen
broke off at her incredulous stare.

“You defend
him?” she gasped, and he was as horrified as her at the realization
that he had. Perhaps it was simply his nature to always take the
contrary side, even if that contrary side was his enemy who very
clearly wanted him dead.

“No...no,” he
said, strangled, adrift. He laid his head back against the bailey
wall, assaulted by slight nausea. “I need to go home. They must
think me dead. I need to let them know....”

“Then you
should go,” Meliah said. “So many are already returning to their
villages that it must be safe.”

Yhalen took a
breath, trying to collect his wits. “What will you do? With so few
left of your village?”

The girl
shrugged, and squared her slender shoulders. “I don’t know. Stay
here for the time being. Work in the laundry or the kitchen until I
can figure what to do. Marry a man at arms, maybe, and be a proper
housewife. Wouldn’t that be grand?”

“Yes,” he said,
though her aspirations baffled him.

There was a
commotion at the gates. One of the watchers atop the wall sprinted
towards the castle while a good many others hurried up the narrow
steps to the top of the wall to look beyond it. But none of them
took the stance of men preparing to defend against enemies, and
there was no sense of fear in the air, simply excitement. Very soon
the front doors of the keep opened and Lord Dunval and his sister
appeared, accompanied by their usual hangers-on.

The lord
tromped down the steps while his sister waited at the top with a
handful of her own guards and a few of the lesser ladies. The gates
opened and a troop of riders rode through. No simple soldiers
returning to the keep, but a group of armed knights whose tunics
were clean and unbloodied. Men accompanied by a standard different
from the one that flew over the gates of Keis Keep. Perhaps another
lord, come to aid the lord of this province against attack.

“Who is it?”
Yhalen asked Meliah and she shook her head, eyes wide as her
fingers clutched at his arm.

“I don’t know.
But just look at him. He seems a great lord.”

Yhalen followed
her eyes, picking out the knight foremost among the newcomers, not
by the quality of his armor or expensiveness of his tunic so much
as by his bearing. This was a man who wore his mantle of leadership
as if he were not only born to it, but had earned it fairly and
well. The new lord dismounted and Dunval inclined his head in
respect and clasped his armored hand, exchanging words.

The strange
lord took off his helmet, handing it to one of his men, revealing
hair the color of flame, neatly held back in a short tail at the
nape of his neck. There were perhaps a few strands of gray within
the red, hinting that this man of was of middle years, and his
broad face was lined with the signs of harsh life. His body was
that of a soldier, broad, strong, and economical of movement. He
wasn’t a lord who sat back and watched a battle from afar, but one
that fought at the forefront with his men.

“Who is he?”
Yhalen asked of a man at arms passing by.

“Don’t you see
the banner?” the solider asked. “Tangery. It’s the lord of Tangery
himself, the king’s own brother and protector of all the northern
provinces.”

“Ohh,” Meliah
whispered, shivering, clutching at Yhalen’s arm for support as if
her legs had gone weak. “It’s him. Lord Dunval’s lord. The
protector of us all. I never thought to see him in the flesh. He
came to destroy the beasts.”

Tangery. Yhalen
did know that name. He was one of the great lords that his
grandfather had gone to meet with over this selfsame problem of
invaders from the north. If he was here, then the meeting in
Nakhanor was over, and his grandfather had likely discovered the
remains of his party, slaughtered in the woods. But no Yhalen. For
all they knew, the ogres could have eaten him, or his body dragged
off by wild beasts. Strangely enough, it hurt more to think of his
family’s pain at his loss than it did remembering his own. He
needed to leave this place.

He and Meliah
worked their way to the side of the open gates after the lords had
retreated to the castle. Men came and went, both from Keis and
soldiers of the newly arrived lord of Tangery. Beyond the gates,
out in fields that had already been well trampled, a small army was
busy setting up camp. There were hundreds of men and horses that
had likely ridden hard to reach here, for there were no foot
soldiers or supply wagons that might have slowed their pace. The
lord of Tangery had made haste then, possibly coming straight from
Nakhanor upon hearing that this province was under attack.

Meliah was
called away not long after by one of the kitchen maids, desperate
to find extra hands to help with the preparation of a great deal
more food than the keep had expected to make at the start of the
day. They had a small army to feed now, as well as a feast to
prepare to honor the king’s brother. Before she left him though,
she laid a hand on his arm and leaned close, whispering, “If you
have the chance, go. Leave before they close the gates or find a
reason to keep you here longer.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek
then, quickly, blushing afterwards as she ran off towards the
kitchen.

Yhalen touched
fingertips to his face, half smiling. It seemed far too long a time
since he’d had the attentions of a girl, even if she was not
Ydregi.

She had a
point. There was much confusion now, with the arrival of Lord
Tangery. It mattered little that he had nothing but the clothes on
his back, as they were borrowed after all. Besides, he was capable
of living off the forest, if he could but reach it. Down the road
and past the men outside, if they would simply ignore him. And why
not? He looked like nothing so much as a peasant and the peasants
were returning home, as Meliah had said.

So he simply
slipped out the gates, past guards too busy to notice amidst a
great many equine bodies and tired men. Down the road leading from
the keep, past men setting up tents and building fires and
picketing horses. No one paid him any heed. It was a long walk to
the woods. He could practically feel the shade on his skin and the
smell of fresh pine and mulch and he was a good distance from it
yet. He didn’t notice the sound of hoof beats, blended as they were
with so many other noises. He sensed the approach of the horses
though, when they were a hundred feet off, and tensed, moving to
the side of the road to let them pass safely by. They didn’t pass
him by, though, cantering up instead to circle him, blocking his
route towards the welcoming forest.

“Where are you
going?”

A grim faced
guard looked down at him. He thought he might recognize the face as
one of the men who’d accompanied him down into the dungeons. It
wasn’t a face he was particularly fond of.

“Home,” he said
simply, not bothering with a lie.

“No, you’re
not. Not until our lordship says.”

Yhalen’s mouth
tightened. His fists did. He wondered if they’d do him bodily harm
if he ignored them and walked around their horses, continuing
towards the wood. “He’s not my lord. I’m trying to return to
my own. Let me pass.”

“Insolent
little shit,” one of them snarled and might have raised a fist, but
the first one lifted a hand and said grimly, “You owe him your
life. If not for him, you’d still be a slave amongst the ogres,
no?”

Which was,
Yhalen had to admit, only the truth.

“You’re to stay
in the keep until he says otherwise. No argument, understand, boy?”
They shifted in their saddles, just waiting for disagreement.

He supposed
they were prepared to cause bodily harm after all. He narrowed his
eyes, glaring up at the soldier and wishing in his frustration that
one of them would come down and try to manhandle him, but knowing
that if it happened it wouldn’t just be the one and he’d end up
with more bruises than the simple relief of frustration would be
worth. He turned on his heel, pushed past the rump of a horse and
started back towards the keep. With a creaking of leather and the
jangle of harness they followed. This time past, he got more notice
from the men afield, many curious gazes following the ‘simple
peasant’ who’d been chased down and now herded back by three of
the keep’s own men.

They seemed
satisfied enough once he’d entered the gates, dismounting and
seeing to their horses. Yhalen still felt eyes upon him, though,
and knew without doubt that he’d be watched from now on by someone
or another. For all intents and purposes, he was a prisoner again,
only this time without the collar or the rape.

His initial
anger faded, turning more towards gloom. He began wondering if
they’d begun the rites of prayer to the Goddess to take him into
the whole of herself. With no body to bury under the roots of the
Great Tree, they would be worried for the state of his soul, so
would go to great lengths to please the Goddess on his behalf. His
mother and grandmother would sing chants all night long. The men of
his bloodline would stand silent vigil, guarding against spirits
from a realm far below the stars where the Goddess resided, evil
spirits that surged up to try and claim an unbound soul for their
own purposes. At least that was what he supposed would happen, only
having heard of the rituals for sending a soul on its way when
there was no body to anchor it to the sacred earth of the
forest.

He retreated to
the bunk at the far end of the servants’ barracks and sat with his
back to the cool stone of the wall, alone in the large dormitory
with only his melancholy to keep him company. He didn’t want to be
the cause of their pain, but one way or another, he would be. Dead
or alive, they’d have reason to mourn for him. Alive, they’d see
the mark of slavery and perhaps guess all that it entailed, whether
he told them the details or not. Alive, they’d know he’d had delved
into the realm of darker magicks and used them to take life. Such a
betrayal, that breaking of sacred law, would be the same as his
dying to them. Hadn’t the Ydregi cast out the last shaman among
them that had called upon the earth magic for destruction?

People came and
went from the dormitory. Busy servants with more work than they
quite knew what to do with, what with the new arrivals. Yhalen
ignored them, content to wallow in his own misery, until Meliah
finally found him and approached.

Her hair was up
and she wore a well-used apron. There were a few smudges of flour
on her face, as if she’d come straight from the kitchens.

“There you
are,” she said. “I looked in the bailey—there’s dinner to be had in
the kitchen yard for the soldiers and common folk. I saved you a
fresh piece of bread and stew.”

“I’m not
hungry. Later, perhaps.”

“They’ll be
none later,” she said reasonably. “Not with this many mouths to
feed. Come get your share.”

He looked away
from her, wishing she’d leave him be and go away.

“What’s wrong?”
she asked.

“Nothing.”

She stood there
a moment silently, than shook her head, frowning. “You’re a
terrible liar, Yhalen. What happened?”

“I tried to go
home,” he said disconsolately. “They wouldn’t let me. Your lord, it
seems, has further use for me, though what it might be, I can’t
imagine.”

“Oh, Yhalen.
I’m sorry.” She sat down close enough to him at the head of the
bunk that her warmth spread across his side. She smelled of flour
and kitchen spices.

“Perhaps
someone can send a message to your family?” she suggested.

“Perhaps,” he
agreed, mirroring her words but not believing them for a second. No
envoy would know the way to the Ydregi forests.

She wrapped her
arms around him and pulled him close, her soft breasts pressed
against him and the female scent of her finding its way out even
past the kitchen spices. She wasn’t Ydregi, but she was pretty,
regardless. Soft, and she wanted him in the gentle way that a woman
wanted a man and he’d had little enough of gentleness in his
physical contact of late.

He slid a hand
to the small of her back, feeling the slight dampness of her hard
labor in the kitchens through the thin material of her dress. She
pressed closer, encouraged, and whispered, “I’d have missed you if
you’d gone today.”

“Mmmm.”

The curve of
her hip was soft and generous. She made an appreciative sound and
grasped for his other hand, guiding it up to the bounty of her
breast. He moved his other hand up to her neck and pulled her down
for a kiss. Ydregi or not, a woman was a woman and it had been too
long since he’d been in the embrace of one. His body was eager to
renew the acquaintance. Their lips met and her hand slid down to
discover just how eager he was—then stopped, pulling back as the
clatter of footsteps outside the dormitory door startled them both
into sense.

A pair of
serving girls entered the dormitory with baskets of fresh linens.
They looked down the hall towards Yhalen and Meliah and one of them
giggled, guessing, perhaps, exactly what they’d been about.

“I think,”
Meliah ran a hand through her hair, smiling tentatively as she
spoke, “there are better places for this. I should be back to work.
We’ll find each other later, all right?”

Yhalen nodded,
heart pounding in his chest, as the ache between his legs had not
been extinguished quite so simply. He pulled his knees up to hide
the evidence should the two serving girls venture closer.

But as
afternoon progressed into evening and the dinner in the main hall
spilled out into the bailey, Meliah didn’t return. Most likely
pressed into more service due to the amiable mixture of Lord
Tangery’s men with the men of Keis Keep, Yhalen supposed. He rather
wished someone would find something for him to do to save him
useless moping. But no one asked and he soon tired of sulking in
the servant’s dormitory. He left, and took to walking about the
ground level of the keep instead, warily observing the none too
sober activities of the soldiers who came and went from the dining
hall. The dining hall was crowded and noisy, so Yhalen avoided
that.

He found
himself in vaguely familiar territory and paused, staring somberly
at the thick door leading down to the lower levels of the castle.
There were guards standing at either side of the door, which he
hadn’t recalled being there before. Their coming to attention
suddenly was the only warning Yhalen had of the approach of higher
powers. He stepped back into the shadow of an archway as a group of
men approached. It was Lord Dunval and the Protector of the
Northern provinces, Lord Tangery himself, along with their aides,
guards and other nobles. The door was opened and they took to the
stairs, disappearing with the bobbing accompaniment of lamplight.
The guards outside the door closed it and returned to their
positions.

He shivered as
a feeling of unease crept over him. Of its cause, he was uncertain,
though the most comfortable explanation was simply that seeing that
door, reminded him of Bloodraven in his cell far below. Certainly,
there was no anxiety over what they might be going to do to the
halfling. Certainly, Yhalen felt no guilt over attempting to leave
his former captor in the hands of his enemy while he fled home. He
owed Bloodraven nothing, after all, save a dance of elation after
his demise.

He hurriedly
retreated from the area, suddenly wishing for some of the watered
wine or beer that the soldiering men had been partaking of. He
wouldn’t venture into the dining hall to seek it, but there was
likely a supply in the kitchens and he might also find Meliah
thereabouts.

He found the
former but not the latter, and went out into the bailey yard with a
mug of cool beer, the end of a loaf of crusty bread and a slab of
cheese. The air was cool, but smelled of too many men and horses
and livestock. He longed for the fresher air of the wood and
wondered if he ought not put stealth to play and find a way out of
this keep regardless of its lord’s decree that he stay. It should
be no difficult task, as many men that now milled around it.

Tomorrow.
Tomorrow he’d think about it, after perhaps begging a moment of the
lady of the keep’s time to explain his dilemma. She might
understand more than her brother and put in a word in Yhalen’s
behalf. At least then he could leave with honor, not fleeing in the
night like a thief. Since the lord of Tangery had parlayed with his
grandfather, Yhalen hesitated to bring dishonor to his bloodline
with reckless action.

He went to
sleep, content with his planned course of action for the morning,
and woke as usual with the stir of the servants readying themselves
for the day’s work. It was barely dawn and had he been at home,
he’d have gladly risen and been off to start his own day. Here
there was little for him to do and he doubted the lady Duvera would
be up and ready to receive visitors for several hours yet, so he
lay abed and drifted in and out of dreams that vanished like smoke
whenever he roused enough to question them.

When he could
stand it no longer, he rose and washed in the servant’s yard. He
sought out breakfast afterwards and ate a bowl of porridge and
honey drizzled bread in the early morning sun outside the kitchen.
He saw no sign of Meliah this morning, but she’d had a busy day
yesterday and was very likely soundly asleep. He didn’t long for
her company so much now as he had yesterday, when he’d been
overwhelmed by the melancholy of denied freedom. He supposed, in
the light of a new day, that bedding her might not be so good an
idea if she truly wished to find a husband in this keep. The Ydregi
forgave the occasional dalliance of their unbonded youth, but the
people outside the Sacred Forest not so much so, and a man might
not wish to take a wife with a sullied reputation, even if she were
just a kitchen girl.

After he’d
eaten breakfast and wasted another hour of time in the bailey doing
nothing more industrious than letting the sun dry his hair, he set
out to find the lady of the keep. He was instead found by one of
the men at arms who regularly dogged Lord Dunval’s heels and told
the lord wished his presence. Yhalen grimaced, figuring he was
about to be reprimanded for his unannounced attempt at departure
yesterday and not eager for it. If only he’d found the lady first,
he might have avoided the brunt of this.

He dutifully
followed the man at arms to Lord Dunval’s private study behind the
main hall, noting at he did that the guards outside it wore both
Keis livery and that of Tangery. Unease began to seep over him,
balling at the bottom of his gut. There was no faltering in his
step though, with the man at arms behind him, as well as the eyes
of half a dozen guards outside the door. He was ushered through
without introduction and the door closed behind him. There were not
so many men inside the room as without. A second, upholstered chair
had been brought in and sat kitty-corner at the back of the room.
The impressive bulk of the Lord of Tangery occupied it while Lord
Dunval sat behind his own desk. There were only two guards in the
room and they seemed more aides to the lords than men at arms.

“Have you
forgotten your manners?” one of the aides snapped when Yhalen made
no move to bow in the presence of his betters.

He had to be
truthful, and though it galled him to humble himself before Dunval,
Tangery seemed worthy of at least an inclination of the head and a
murmured, ‘My lord.’

“Ydregi, no
doubt. They’ve little enough use for titles of nobility,” Tangery
commented with some bit of amusement in his deep voice. Dunval
glowered, not quite as entertained.

“You left
without my consent yesterday,” Dunval accused.

“I wasn’t aware
that it was forbidden. I wished to return to my home and let my
family know I lived,” Yhalen said, then added insolently, “my
lord.”

Dunval’s eyes
narrowed. His mouth twitched.

“I’m told
you’re blood kin to rite master Yhalor,” Tangery said, adding, “I
met him at Nakhanor. Interesting man.”

“Yes,” Yhalen
said, hope blossoming within him. If Lord Tangery held his
grandfather in high esteem, then he might be willing to see Yhalen
swiftly returned. “He’ll think me dead. I must let him know
otherwise.”

“I’ll have word
sent,” Tangery said.

“But...no
messenger not Ydregi could find his way through the sacred
wood....”

“You’d be
surprised.” Tangery shrugged. “Who’d have thought ogres could make
it as far as Nakhanor and not be discovered until they’d wrought
their damage.”

“And that,”
Dunval interrupted, “is of far more concern at the moment than your
return home.”

Yhalen blinked
at him, not understanding. “But what more can I do? I know nothing
of them or their plans.”

“No. But the
creature in my dungeons does,” Dunval said coldly.

“Half human,”
Tangery said. “We knew rumors such halflings existed, but they’d
never ventured down from the north far enough to confirm. This half
man is of great interest to the king and to myself. It’s fortunate
that Lord Dunval didn’t kill him outright.”

“Why?” Yhalen
whispered, the sick feeling in his gut expanding, making his knees
a little watery and his hands shake.

“It’s not for
you to know the reasons of the king and his council,” Dunval
snapped angrily, standing up suddenly, and pressing his hands flat
on his desk. Perhaps some of that anger came from the fact that
even he didn’t know all Lord Tangery’s motives.

“He’s
intelligent,” Tangery said. “Very much so. Not unreasonable,
either, I think. There are things he knows—things he might do for
us that very well might mean the survival of the people of the
northern provinces...if a bargain might be struck.”

“Bargain? What
sort of bargain?”

“Well, for that
we’ll need to negotiate, but crafty creature that he is, even the
start of that depends on our willingness to offer a
concession.”

Yhalen didn’t
want to know. He took a step back and his shoulders hit the door.
That solidity was the only thing that kept his legs under him when
Dunval said coolly, “To agree to talk with us he’s asked for one
thing—you. Of course, we’ve agreed. Little enough sacrifice for the
survival of the north, don’t you think?”
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If there had
been no guards outside to hinder it, Yhalen might have fled. But of
course there were, the lords of this keep knowing full well that
their ‘concession’ might not sit so well with Yhalen. His refusal
meant nothing to them. Their motives, as Lord Dunval pointed out,
were for the good of all. Was it so much to ask some small
sacrifice on his part?

As if they
knew.

They weren’t
his liege lords. This wasn’t his land. The Ydregi wouldn’t tolerate
such treatment of one of their own.

“The Ydregi are
as aware of this threat as we are,” Lord Tangery said, calm and
reasonable, his face showing nothing of his true feelings. “Even
your esteemed grandfather agreed that measures must be taken.”

“I find it hard
to believe he’d have countenanced this. Do you wish to make enemies
of my people as well?” Yhalen fought to keep his voice as calm and
as reasonable as the man who held his fate within his hands.
Screaming his frustration would get him nothing but ignored.

“Do you think
they would overlook the greater threat, in favor of holding grudges
because of your disfavor, boy?” Tangery’s broad mouth twitched in a
frown. Yhalen honestly didn’t think it was directed at him, but
more towards the situation he’d been forced to negotiate.

“Besides
which,” Lord Dunval added, “as far as any of your Ydregi know,
you’re dead at the hands of the ogres anyway, and no one will tell
them differently.”

Tangery held up
a hand, stilling that threat on Dunval’s lips.

“I’ve decided.
You’ll play your part, Yhalen of the Ydregi, and do whatever it
takes to smooth the path of negotiation between us and this half
ogre, half human warlord—and if luck’s with us, you may yet return
to your forest and your people. If it’s not, then the forces of the
north might very well overrun the southern lands. Hold that in
mind.”

He held nothing
in mind, as the guard was summoned and Yhalen escorted from the
room, his arms held in armored grips as if he were a prisoner among
them. Then again, surely he was, for they had taken away his choice
in the matter and were about to take his freedom. There was only
room in his mind for memories of Bloodraven’s fury and his futile
attempt to rip him to shreds the first time he’d been brought to
the cell under the keep. Did they think he could negotiate anything
with his neck broken?

He balked at
the door to the cellars and they took a firmer hold of him until
they got him through the threshold and sandwiched between them on
the stairwell leading down. There was little escape then, save
taking a nasty tumble down narrow steps. The closeness of the
guards, combined with the heaviness of the earth hanging over his
head and the expectation of what was to come, took its toll upon
his nerves.

His hands were
shaking badly by the time they’d reached the lower level and his
knees weak under him. His breath came short and fast, accompanied
by the rapid beat of his heart. It was fear and it didn’t shame
him, for he’d known well enough what to expect at the hands of
ogres and no sane man would not quail at being thrust back
into that life by the very people he’d expected to protect him from
it.

“Please,
don’t.” He twisted to look back at the lord Tangery, who exuded the
aura of a man of honor even if Lord Dunval didn’t. “If he kills me
it will only weigh on your conscience and still nothing will be
gained.”

“Shut your
mouth,” Dunval snapped at him, moving through his guard to grasp
Yhalen’s collar. “It’s not up to you to decide what price is paid
for the salvation of this land.”

“He can’t give
you that, no matter the price,” Yhalen cried. “What do you think he
is?”

Dunval slammed
him against the rough-hewn rock of the wall and the guards milled
nervously, casting glances over their shoulders. They had reached
the end of the lowest tunnel, where the iron barred cell rested. In
the shadows of it was Bloodraven, silent and brooding in his
camouflaging darkness.

“Dunval,”
Tangery said quietly, when that lord raised a hand to strike Yhalen
for his presumption. “Enough. Let him be.”

Dunval growled,
clenching his open hand, the other still curled in Yhalen’s tunic.
His eyes were narrowed and full of a malice that Yhalen couldn’t
comprehend. Was the man so arrogant that he thought others would
fall over themselves and gladly offer life and sanity at his
whim?

“Master ogre.”
Lord Tangery walked to the bars of the cell and stared into the
shadows. “We’ve decided to meet your bargain. We expect you to meet
your own half on the morrow.”

The lord
beckoned and the guard caught hold of Yhalen, dragging him forward
despite his best efforts to deny them. The cell door was opened,
screeching on its hinges, and he was shoved inside it. It slammed
behind him before he could whirl and attempt to escape through it.
He clutched at the rough, pitted surface of the bars, pleading
silently to the one man who might let honor sway his actions. But
Lord Tangery frowned and turned, and the guard followed his
retreat. After a moment and a glare of what was almost
satisfaction, Lord Dunval followed as well.

They left a
single, guttering torch. Thank the Goddess for that small favor,
for being plunged into darkness with the stuff of his nightmares
would have robbed him of all semblance of courage. As it was, he
had the presence of mind to remember the reach of Bloodraven’s
chains and knew it didn’t extend to the cell door. Still, Yhalen
edged along the bars to the farthest corner, shivering so badly
that his teeth made audible sounds now and them from their
chattering. He could hear nothing from the shadowed corner where he
knew the half-ogre rested. No great surprise, however, when his
head was filled with the rush of his own blood and the frantic beat
of his own heart. He sank down to a crouch, the brand on his lower
back a crawling reminder of what had been.

There was a
shifting of shadows and a clinking of chain, which caused Yhalen to
catch his breath as he held fast to the pitted bars at his side and
staring wide-eyed into the darkness. His eyes slowly adjusted
enough so that he made out the shape hiding within it.

“Why do you
tremble, little shaman?” The deep voice purred out of the shadows,
deceptively low, deceptively civil. “Why do you not cast your dark
magicks upon me, as you did against my brethren?”

So they’d found
Deathclaw and discovered his murderous deed. Yhalen found, days
after the fact, that he held little remorse for that particular
sin. He’d have killed Deathclaw with any method available to him,
and blade or magic made no difference. The only problem being that
the magic didn’t come so easily, nor apparently at his whim,
choosing instead to gift itself to him randomly.

“I’m no
shaman,” he whispered, for it was only truth. A shaman, or Wiseman,
or Healer—they were only titles bestowed upon those learned in
their craft, not those who wielded it with aimless luck.

There was
silence from the shadows and that silence ate at Yhalen, as if it
were an accusation in and of itself. As if he cared what Bloodraven
thought of him.

“It’s a sin
among my people, to take life with the power that the Goddess has
granted us,” he blurted. “I didn’t do it apurpose, I swear—and I
know not how, when I’d never shown sign of such a gift before.
Twice. Twice it happened and twice I stole what should only ever be
borrowed in small measures and the Goddess will never forgive me
for it and my people will never forgive it, either.”

He was
babbling. He realized it and snapped his mouth shut with a sharp
click of teeth. There was wetness at his eyes and he hardly knew if
the tears came from fear of being thrust into this dungeon with
Bloodraven, or from the deeper terror of being outcast from all he
knew and loved because of the path his budding magic had taken.

“Come here.”
The command came out of the shadows.

Yhalen blinked,
shocked almost to desperate laughter that Bloodraven thought he
might obey it.

“Come
here.”

It was sharper
this time and brooking no argument and Yhalen flinched, suddenly
experiencing a little curl of unease in the pit of his stomach at
the notion of blatantly ignoring the order. Goddess, had he been so
thoroughly broken by the ogr’ron that he quailed at the thought of
disobeying him?

“No,” he said,
more to reassert his own sense of self than out of any burning need
to reply to Bloodraven’s request. “I’m not one of your dogs. I’m
not the one collared and chained now.”

But of course
he was caged. His own kind had seen to that.

“If you make me
come and get you, you’ll suffer for it,” Bloodraven said
softly.

“You can’t,”
Yhalen replied, clutching tighter to the bars.

“You think
not?” There was a sudden clank of chains, a grating as the plate
that secured them to the stone wall groaned under the pressure, and
a shifting of stone as powdered mineral began to trickle down, a
little at a time. Another grunt from Bloodraven and more chips
escaped.

Yhalen stared
with wide, horrified eyes, gauging the weakness of ancient iron and
wondering just how long it would take for Bloodraven to work the
plate loose from the stone wall. Not quickly, not even with his
strength, though Yhalen thought a full-sized, full-blooded ogre
might have ripped it free in short order. Eventually, though,
Bloodraven would tear it free. It would cost him in effort and most
likely pain, though, and he’d be in no light mood when he was no
longer bound to the wall.

“What will you
do?” Yhalen blurted, cringing at the sound of stone grating against
metal and Bloodraven’s grunt of effort. “If I come? Why should I,
if it’s only for you to snap my neck?”

The ogr’ron
ceased his campaign against the chains, settling back against the
corner. Yhalen could just make out the whites of his eyes.

“What value
would you have for me then?” Bloodraven reasoned.

“You seemed
eager enough to do it before.”

“I was very
angry.”

“You’re not
now?”

There was a
moment’s silence. “Not yet.”

Yhalen drew
breath, shivering again. It took effort to uncurl his fingers from
the bars, and more to pull himself to his feet when his legs wanted
to stay watery and weak under him. Bloodraven remained silent and
the silence itself was a command. It was the lesser of two evils,
complying with Bloodraven’s wishes while he was in a reasonable
mood, rather than waiting for him to fall into a rage when he was
forced to come and get him. The halfling had ever been gentle with
him, so perhaps—just perhaps—he wasn’t walking willingly into the
arms of his own death.

Yhalen moved
along the bars, gripping each one as he moved towards the other end
of the cell. Close enough to the far wall that he thought
Bloodraven could have risen and reached him if he wished, but the
ogr’ron remained crouched in his corner, waiting for Yhalen to
approach him.

He’d done it
before, approached Bloodraven at his command, and done whatever the
ogr’ron had requested of him to the best of his ability. He’d
endured whatever had been done to him without complaint, regardless
of discomfort—or the sinful pleasure, which was a worse torment by
far. But it had been different then, chained in Bloodraven’s tent.
His property as much as those dogs had been his property, with no
free will of his own to practice without fear of retribution.

He’d had that
dreadful collar removed, even if the brand still marked him. He was
a slave no longer, and approaching Bloodraven as a free man was by
far harder than approaching him as a slave. Even with the threat of
violence hanging over his head, it was like giving up a part of
himself when he bent to Bloodraven’s will. It was like admitting
that he was still slave to Bloodraven’s mastery.

Bloodraven
didn’t urge him further, leaving it up to Yhalen to separate
himself from the support of the bars and move towards the back wall
of the cell. A step at a time, his feet feeling like they were
encased in iron shoes as he moved, his stomach coiling in unease
and nausea until he stood encased in the same shadows that shielded
Bloodraven. He stared down at the top of Bloodraven’s head, at the
gracefully pointed ears with their dangling rings. He noted that a
few of those rings were gone, leaving tears that had scabbed over
in the shell of the ogr’ron’s ears. There were other marks, which
had been hidden by the darkness, and the extent of which were still
shrouded in shadow. The smell of dried blood was strong this close,
mingling with that of infection.

“You’re
wounded,” Yhalen said numbly. He remembered all the blood that had
covered the ogr’ron when the soldiers had brought him into the
keep, chained in the back of the cart like the prize of war they
thought he was.

“You’re
not.”

Bloodraven
lifted a hand, fingers circling Yhalen’s arm—the one that
Bloodraven’s dog had broken only days ago. He could do so easily
again, himself, with those hands strong enough to rip a metal plate
from a stone wall. But he didn’t, simply running large fingers up
the length of Yhalen’s arm and back down again to his wrist. He
used that to pull Yhalen that last step forward, which put him
between Bloodraven’s legs and close enough to his body that he felt
the heat of fever rising from the bared skin of his chest.

Wounded and
fevered, then, and still he’d almost torn his chains free. If he’d
have been whole, he might have succeeded faster. When Yhalen had
come down the first time, Bloodraven might very likely have been
out of his mind with the heat of fever. He wondered if Dunval’s men
had done anything for the wounds and doubted it the moment the
thought entered his head. None of them would have gotten this close
while Bloodraven was conscious. Nor would they have cared enough to
try.

“No,” he agreed
to Bloodraven’s observation. “No. It wasn’t done...I didn’t
mean—”

He swallowed,
not able to explain it to even himself, much less another, even in
his own defense.

He was pulled
down suddenly, drawn to his knees and half turned across one of
Bloodraven’s knees while the ogr’ron pushed up the back of his
tunic and bared his skin. The big fingers brushed across the small
of his back and the brand that marked it. Yhalen shuddered,
enduring it. It was on the tip of his tongue to blurt out that it
meant nothing, that mark, but a sliver of good sense intervened,
warning that he was in no position to initiate an argument he
wasn’t equipped to win. Though Bloodraven’s hands had yet to cause
serious pain, his mood couldn’t have been the most conductive to
reasoning, all things considered.

Bloodraven
grasped Yhalen’s braid, winding its length around his knuckles and
using it as a very effective leash to pull Yhalen closer to his own
face. They were healing, but the bruises and cuts were obvious on
the ogr’ron's face.

“Will you use
your black magicks on me, little human shaman, and whither my skin
as you did to Deathclaw?”

The position
was painful—Yhalen’s neck bent back, his body drawn half off his
knees and held there by Bloodraven’s hand in his hair. Out of
necessity he had to brace his hands on Bloodraven’s thighs. When he
didn’t immediately answer, Bloodraven’s other hand snuck between
his legs, big fingers pressing his scrotum up tight against his
body. Yhalen drew breath and struggled, pushing against
Bloodraven’s broad body, suddenly more frantic over the notion that
the ogr’ron would rape him in this cell than he’d been over the
thought of him snapping his neck.

Bloodraven
yanked him close, pressing Yhalen’s cheek against the skin of his
chest while he wormed his hand down the front of Yhalen’s pants. He
snapped a lacing or two in the process, as fever-warm fingers
cupped Yhalen’s shrinking genitals and squeezed. The threat against
thrashing about in attempts at an escape that Yhalen hadn’t the
strength to accomplish, was implicit. One finger probed further,
curling around behind his balls and pressing hard against the
clenched mouth of his anus.

A sob escaped
him and some small bit of wetness leaked from between lashes
tightly closed.

“Will you not
show me this magic of yours?” Bloodraven growled at him and the tip
of his blunt finger overcame Yhalen’s protesting muscles and pushed
inside without the soothing benefit of salve. It hurt, dry and
burning and he cried out and tried to arch away, but he was
properly impaled—held close by his hair and the anchoring finger
inches inside his body. After he lay still again, panting and
exhausted, Bloodraven leaned his head down and purred close to
Yhalen’s ear.

“Have I not
given you ample cause to cast your curses on me? Why have I not
seen this power of yours?”

“Do you wish to
so badly?” Yhalen gasped, aware, so very aware of the thick finger
slowly moving inside him. The passage was smoother now, eased by
the wetness of his own blood, but no less painful because of it as
the mouth of his opening widened to swallow the bulge of
Bloodraven’s knuckle, then widened again as it was pulled out, only
to be shoved back in roughly in a cruel parody of sex.

“I’d show
you...if I could.” Yhalen ground his teeth as Bloodraven pulled him
up a little by the knot of his hair, so that the hand between his
legs could gain a better angle—so that the finger could thrust up
into his body as far as it could go and then curl and probe inside
him. Exploring the wet walls of his insides in a fashion that
Bloodraven’s thick member presently could not.

“Then do so,”
Bloodraven hissed at him, pulling out almost entirely, only to
press a second finger at the mouth of Yhalen’s opening. Without the
benefit of salve, he’d have torn with the addition, Bloodraven’s
two fingers being painfully thick combined. It would be very much
like what Deathclaw had done to him, mindless of the
damage...simply reveling in the blood and the ripped flesh and the
intrusion. Bloodraven had never enjoyed his pain.

“Please don’t,”
he whispered, lips pressed against the warm skin of Bloodraven’s
neck.

And Bloodraven
paused, the only movement of his body the rise and fall of his
chest. Then he slid his finger out, quick and smooth, the sudden
void of it causing a sensation of relief so strong that Yhalen
shuddered and bit his lips at the strength of it. The hold on his
hair loosened enough so that he was able to slide down and rest on
the straw-covered floor between Bloodraven’s knees. He didn’t try
and distance himself, for Bloodraven had not completely given up
his hold on the braid, but simply lay there against the ogr’ron’s
stomach trying to catch his lost breath.

Nothing about
that act had been sexual, he realized. His position was close
enough to Bloodraven’s crotch to allow Yhalen ample opportunity to
realize there had been no stirring there. It had been prompted out
of anger and perhaps some small bit of fear for the unknown. If
Bloodraven’s people did not practice magic of their own, then
they’d have a healthy superstition of that practiced by other
peoples.

There was
silence for a while, save for the sound of Bloodraven’s breathing,
and Yhalen’s softer inhalations. This far below the earth,
surrounded by so much stone, no other noises intruded. It was as if
they were entombed, which Yhalen supposed, in a way they were. He
hated it. Hated not having the sky overhead and the sound of the
living forest around him. There was no sense of the Goddess this
far under earth and stone. Or perhaps she’d merely distanced
herself from him, cutting him off from her warmth because of his
misuse of the power she had granted him.

“You are,”
Bloodraven said finally, “a poor excuse for a shaman. You could at
least have killed him, when you cast your curse upon him.”

Yhalen didn’t
comprehend at first, what Bloodraven meant or why, then it occurred
to him that Bloodraven and his larger, full-blooded fellow with all
the gold in his ears and cruelty in his heart, had been very
clearly at odds. He’d have bet his life that Deathclaw was dead and
the discovery that he wasn’t, didn’t lighten Yhalen’s heart in the
slightest. Misuse of magic or no, he’d very much wished that
particular ogre no longer numbered among the living. He wasn’t
certain if responding as such out loud was the wisest of ideas.
Bloodraven was calm now, but with prompting, he might cease to
be.

 


~~~

 


Despite the
permeating pain that dwelled within his body, spreading out from
wounds gone too long without treatment, as well as the frustration
of the chains and the cell and the humiliation of being caged at
all by the hands of humans, Bloodraven had enough rationality left
to know that he’d not handled the first few days of his captivity
well. That he’d acted the beast—or to be honest, the ogre—and the
humans had goaded him and starved him into a state that they could
deal with as a result.

When they’d
brought his human down he’d been very far from his right mind. It
had only been afterwards when they’d left him alone with bowls of
water and gruel, shoved across the dirty floor within his reach,
that he started to get a hold of himself and reason things out.
He’d die here if he didn’t practice reason. And reason said that he
wouldn’t be alive at all if they didn’t want something of him.

To want was a
two edged sword. There were things he wanted, as well. Things other
than a soft-skinned little human slave, things that had only been
musings and contemplations before this. The fact that they had
given him Yhalen without hesitation, simply for the promise of his
cooperation, told him many things. One, that they were hard, these
human lords, and not to be taken lightly—for if they so willingly
gave up one of their own, they’d have no hesitation betraying one
not of their race. For another, they either didn’t value their
shamans highly, didn’t realize they had one in their midst, or
considered Yhalen inept enough to barter without incident.
Bloodraven rather thought the latter possibility to be true,
considering Yhalen’s inability to strike back at his own
prompting.

Regardless,
they had been willing to sacrifice Yhalen’s life for a shred of
cooperation from Bloodraven, for they couldn’t have known what
reception the boy would receive once within Bloodraven’s reach.
He’d given them no reason to think he’d gently welcome his slave
back after his first reaction at seeing him again, days before.
Yhalen himself had certainly thought as much, from the fear he’d
exhibited upon being thrust into the cell. He’d shown considerable
courage, however, despite the threat of allowing himself within
Bloodraven’s reach. If had been a few days before, he might not
have survived the experience, but a few days here had calmed
Bloodraven’s frenzy a good deal.

It was amazing
that Yhalen’s injuries had faded so completely. The last Bloodraven
had seen of him, he’d been weak and broken, barely able to keep his
own feet. He ran a hand idly down the arm that the dog had snapped,
then under the loose tunic where traces of welts from the whipping
should still have lingered. There was nothing but smooth skin. Even
Bloodraven’s brand, though visible, seemed like a mark of old—not
one barely a week old. Yhalen shuddered, breath shaky and scared
against Bloodraven’s skin, as if the boy expected more harm. He saw
no reason to reassure him, having lost enough face himself because
of this little human. A little unfounded fear on Yhalen’s part was
only due.

With
Bloodraven’s capture, his party would make its way back north, if
they could. If Icehand could retain his authority as Bloodraven’s
second. But even weakened, Deathclaw would poison the minds of
Bloodraven’s following, spewing tales of the black magic Bloodraven
had brought amongst them—conveniently forgetting that it had been
Deathclaw himself that had dragged that magic to Bloodraven’s
tent—reminding them of Bloodraven’s tainted blood and of his
dishonor at being taken by puny humans.

Bloodraven
would be hard pressed to regain his place, even if he did escape
from human clutches. The stigma would cling to him and word of it
would travel among the clans. His place as war leader was
effectively squashed, as was his voice amongst the clan chieftains.
He wouldn’t be the only one to suffer for it. The hopes of others
had ridden on his success, and now that success was shattered. All,
if one wanted to try and place a portion of blame, because of a
human slave he should have used and discarded the first night he’d
had him.

He cursed in
the ogre tongue and pulled Yhalen back from him far enough to see
the human’s face.

“You’ve caused
me more trouble than you know.”

Yhalen blinked
at him, hands braced on his stomach, slim body a warm weight
between his legs. Perhaps there was some magic at work after all,
some subtle curse that even in the clutches of his enemies and
chained in their dirty cell under the earth, made him think of
things other than breaking Yhalen’s neck and having done with it.
He shifted, lifting Yhalen bodily across his leg and placing the
boy between himself and the wall, preventing easy retreat and
distancing Yhalen from the too easy to rouse monster in his pants.
There would be no dalliance here, where the enemy lurked and spied
no doubt, and where there was nothing at hand to ease the way. He
would not destroy his possessions out of hand.

“You blame me?”
Yhalen said softly, resting his back against the wall next to
Bloodraven’s. His head was level with Bloodraven’s shoulder.
“Aren’t there other heads that deserve it more?”

He was bold,
considering. But then, he’d been bold when he was chained in
Bloodraven’s tent with no hint of allies about.

“I didn’t offer
myself up to capture,” Yhalen went on, just as softly, but with a
hint of ire in his voice. “Nor did I have control over what path
you chose to take, so don’t blame me for your calamity. You invade
lands not your own and slaughter the people who dwell here and you
think the Goddess wouldn’t turn her face from you?”

“Your Goddess
holds no sway over me. The gods of the high reaches gift us with
their good will—or ill—if they’re pleased with our actions.”

Yhalen snorted
in derision and Bloodraven was so shocked at the scorn that he
nearly reached out and shook the human by his thin shoulders.
Nearly. He growled instead, leaning close enough that his hair
brushed Yhalen’s shoulders.

“You make light
of our gods? Do you wish to join this goddess of yours so
badly?”

“She won’t have
me.” It was a softly made admission, his tone weary. “Not after
what I’ve done with her gift.”

It was easy
enough to let go his irritation, Bloodraven’s piety a weak thing to
begin with. Curiosity was a greater draw.

“And what have
you done?”

“You know. You
saw. The Goddess didn’t grant my people with her gift only to have
them use it as a weapon or at the cost of other life.”

“This gift.
Many humans have it?” Bloodraven asked with a small shudder of his
own.

“No. I’m not of
these people—my people live in the forests of the west, separate
from the peoples under the rule of the king and his lords.”

Ah, so it
became less of a peculiarity that they would sacrifice an outsider
over one of their own. “But you didn’t take his life,” Bloodraven
reminded him and Yhalen flinched, looking up guiltily from under
the fall of his hair.

“I did worse,
the first time. I killed the forest...the trees which give freely
of their own—yet I drew all they had to give without mercy....”

“When?”
Bloodraven asked.

Yhalen blinked
up at him, as if coming out of a daze, and his eyes became shadowed
and wary. “It doesn’t matter.”

“When? Did
Deathclaw see this thing you did?”

Slowly Yhalen
nodded and Bloodraven’s suspicions were confirmed. Deathclaw had
recognized a human shaman and thought to send that threat into
Bloodraven’s tent. How frustrating for Deathclaw for his plot to
come to no fruition, save his own eventual ruin.

“He gave you to
me then, hoping you would work your dark magic upon me.”

He wasn’t
particularly speaking to Yhalen, more voicing his own inner
musings, but Yhalen answered regardless. “You didn’t do to me...the
things that he did.”

“What
things?”

But Yhalen
shook his head, drawing his knees up close to his chest and
wrapping his slender arms about them. Drawn in a knot as he was, he
seemed so much smaller than he really was. A fragile, narrow-boned
thing that could be so easily crushed. Bloodraven didn’t need to
press the issue. He could well imagine the things that Deathclaw
and his small scouting party might do to a pretty human captive.
Things that no human would reasonably survive...unless magic were
involved. He felt more the fool for not guessing.

“Tell me,”
Bloodraven said finally, “About the lords of this place. The
hawk-faced one expects obedience from the others, but the large one
with the red hair walks with more of a presence of power.”

“Dunval is lord
of this keep,” Yhalen said dully. “Lord Tangery is prince and
protector of the Northern provinces.”

“Ah. This name
I’ve heard. He commands vast armies, yet I didn’t see them
here.”

“And I should
tell you where the armies of men gather?” Yhalen asked with no
small bit of acerbity.

He amused
Bloodraven enough that he laid his head back against the stone wall
and grinned wolfishly.

“They told
you these things, Yhalen?”

“No,” Yhalen
admitted, and then asked suddenly, “What do they want of you? What
do they think you can give them that they’re willing to
negotiate?”

“What would you
wish of me, were you in their position?”

Yhalen looked
up at him through the shadows, brows furrowed in contemplation.
“You would betray your own people?” he asked finally, voice a small
whisper.

Bloodraven
stared at the black rock of the ceiling, his good mood dwindling.
The answer to that question depended solely on just which people he
considered his own and what benefit an alliance with humankind
would hold for them.



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter
Eleven
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Somewhere, in
the midst of fear and apprehension, exhaustion welled up to
overcome all else and Yhalen slept. It was a deep, dreamless
slumber and he was loath to rouse from it, even at the stirring of
the warmth that he rested against. He was shifted effortlessly,
distanced from his pillow and set against the cold stone of a wall.
It took more than a moment to collect his dazed wits enough to
realize that it had been his enemy he’d been pressed against, and
his enemy that had carefully moved him aside so that he might
stretch long, chained limbs.

Yhalen was
abashed that he’d allowed himself to fall so easily into repose,
the captive of a captive and his fate so uncertain a thing.

“They come,”
Bloodraven said softly, rotating broad shoulders and grunting
shortly at the effort, the left one no doubt stiff and sore and
oozing infection as well, from the smell of it.

Yhalen had no
notion of how long he’d slept, there being no sun to hint at the
time of day. Yhalen wondered if Bloodraven had slept at all, or if
his hearing was just that keen that the sound of booted feet on
stone steps had brought him to wakefulness. Yhalen, forest-born and
bred that he was, had certainly not let the sound disturb his
slumber.

The light left
them, had guttered down to a mere fraction of what it had been
since Yhalen had been brought here, so he gauged that some hours
had passed, at the very least. The brighter light of lanterns
burning at the height of their luminance made the narrow tunnel
leading to this deepest of pits glow with orange brilliance. It
preceded the appearance of men only by a little bit, and soon a
handful of guards stomped into the chamber outside the cell. Among
them were the familiar faces of Lords Tangery and Dunval.

The guards
carried foldable canvas field chairs, which they set up for their
lords, with one more behind them for a thin, wary scribe who
settled down, parchment and ink at hand.

“Well, I see he
hasn’t killed the boy yet. Surprising.” Dunval stalked up to the
bars of the cell, squinting into the shadows of the corner at
Bloodraven and Yhalen. “I expected to see his gnawed bones strewn
about the cell. Or at the very least his ravished carcass, torn in
two by the beast.”

“Ogres don’t
eat humans, little human lordling,” Bloodraven said very
softly, golden eyes narrow, ears twitching just enough to make a
few of the lower rings jangle against each other. “Hardly enough
meat on you to make it worth our while.”

Dunval’s mouth
tightened, face darkening a little in annoyance. Tangery moved up
beside him before he could utter a word of retaliation, laying a
big hand on Dunval’s shoulder as he peered into the cell himself, a
faint twist of amusement on his thick lips.

“That’s a good
thing to know, lord ogre. A thing to put a man’s mind at ease,
knowing that if he’s killed in honest battle his corpse won’t roast
over the cooking fires of those that killed him. Now, we’ve given
you what you asked for. It’s time for you to give us what we
want.”

Tangery stepped
back, settling himself in the field chair and a moment later, not
to seem less at ease, Dunval sat down in his own.

“What do you
wish to know?” Bloodraven asked simply, tilting his head in
curiosity, but otherwise not shifting his relaxed position against
the wall.

“Are the ogre
armies of the north massing to attack southern lands?” Dunval asked
tersely.

Tangery sighed,
but kept his silence, waiting to see what Bloodraven might say.

Bloodraven
considered a moment. “There are no ‘armies’ of the north. Not like
your human armies. There are clans, and each clan has warriors that
do the bidding of the clan chieftain. There’s no chief that rules
all the clans and their purposes are often at odds. It would take a
great event for the clan chieftains to unite in purpose.”

“That wasn’t an
answer to my question,” Dunval hissed. “That was a lesson in the
primitive politics of your brethren.”

Tangery lifted
a hand thoughtfully, contemplating words that Dunval dismissed as
useless. Yhalen thought it was more of an answer than the
hawk-faced lord understood. If it was true, the candor of it was
alarming, to speak in the presence of an enemy.

“Is it then
only the work of one clan that has had the southern lands of my
people raided so many times this season?” Tangery asked.

Bloodraven’s
mouth twitched in a faint, rueful grin that only Yhalen perceived,
draped as he was in the same shadows as the half ogre.

“No. Not one
clan’s work. Though they don’t work in unity, the need that all in
the northern highlands perceive, drives individual chieftains to
seek relief. With each passing year, the mountains grow colder, the
snows deeper, and the ice thicker. Game is scarcer and the crops
tended by slaves thinner and thinner. Our slaves are dying out, as
well—yet all the things that dwindle in the north are plentiful in
your southern lands. Meat, crops...slaves. Necessity often breeds
unity even in the most quarrelsome environment, does it not? And
with great resistance, rivals will eventually see the benefit of
combining forces.”

He trailed off
after this last dire prediction, letting his human audience make
what they would of it, his big body calm and still and letting no
hint of the unease he had to feel, betray him. How he’d developed
such reserve while growing up in the company of full ogres, Yhalen
had no notion, for, from what he’d observed of Bloodraven’s
company, conversations—much less arguments between rivals—were not
held with such aplomb.

Yhalen shrank
closer against the wall of his corner, willing the shadows and
Bloodraven’s bulk to make him invisible, wishing very much that he
were not here and not privy to this conversation. Seething with
indignation inside that they had come down here fully expecting to
find him murdered. It was only Bloodraven’s curiosity that saw him
alive, certainly not the generosity of these men. Little wonder
that his own people had seen fit to separate themselves from the
lands of ‘civilized’ men many generations ago, if this was the way
they treated their allies. If he ever returned home in anything
other than abject shame, he’d make his thoughts on the subject of
the southern lords and their practices very clear.

“If this
happened,” Tangery asked slowly, “this combining of forces among
the clans, how bold would it make them in their forays into the
south?”

Bloodraven
didn’t answer directly, tilting his head back against the wall as
if in contemplation. Yhalen thought it was simply a display of
power, making them await his pleasure. Dunval didn’t take the wait
well, his face reddening and his knuckles whitening with stress on
the arms of his field chair. But Tangery motioned him to silence
when he’d have voiced complaint, and Dunval snapped his mouth shut,
giving Yhalen some small bit of satisfaction at the man’s
frustration.

“It would make
them very bold,” Bloodraven finally said. “As will the oncoming
winter.”

“How many?”
Dunval could keep quiet no longer. “How many warriors combined in
these clans?”

“Enough, I
think, to make your lives very difficult—if not short.”

Dunval rose,
growling. “Your life will be shorter still, if you don’t answer my
questions, beast.”

Bloodraven
stared levelly at Dunval, unflinching. “And what gain to you
then?”

“What gain?
Your spilled blood will be gain enough.”

Dunval beckoned
for the guard standing against the back wall to come forward,
perhaps with the intent of sending them into the cell to work
mischief upon their chained captive, but Tangery again stalled
reckless action with a motion of his hand.

“Sit down, Lord
Dunval,” he commanded and there was little Dunval could do but
follow the order of the brother of his king.

“What gain to
you, master Bloodraven?” Tangery leaned forward, eyes bright
with contemplation. It was a fair enough question and one that
Yhalen himself wondered at, considering all that he’d seen and
heard among the ogres. Despite Bloodraven’s rivalry with Deathclaw,
he doubted the halfling would so easily betray his fellows.

“Not all those
who live in the north think the same way as the war chieftains,”
Bloodraven said, his voice a quiet rumble. “There are those that
don’t necessarily look upon humankind as victims to be slaughtered
or slaves to be collared.”

“The
halflings,” Tangery guessed, stroking his beard. “Like
yourself?”

Bloodraven
shrugged. “My father was a human slave. I never knew him, dead
before my mother pushed me from her womb. Because of his blood,
though, it was a struggle to live past my first decade. As it’s a
struggle for all those with human blood in their veins. Many don’t
survive, killed by their larger brethren. Others are...treated
little better than slaves themselves. It is the way, that the
strongest survive and the weak perish.”

“Why should we
care if you beasts kill off your own number?” Dunval snorted in
contempt.

Bloodraven
fixed the man with a silent, narrow stare until Lord Dunval
blanched, unnerved by either the halfling’s golden eyes or his
calmness, and turned his own eyes away.

It was victory
enough that Bloodraven shrugged and answered, “Who among your
company could kill an ogre of full blood? What five among
them?”

Dunval opened
his mouth to reply, no doubt some empty boast trembling on his
lips, but Tangery lifted his hand yet again, a look of intrigue in
his eyes.

“That is a very
valid point, master ogre,” Tangery said. “I’m told that your own
capture cost many a human life.”

“Many,” Dunval
spat, latching onto that offense like a dog to a bone. “And he
should have been dead long since for the crime—as any thief come
sneaking into our houses in the dead of night to slaughter our
people would be. If I had my way, his filthy head would be on a
pike upon the walls and his corpse split open and nailed to the
walls for the carrion birds to feed upon.”

Bloodraven
shrugged, unmoved, no doubt used to worse atrocities living among
the ruthless clans of the north. “It’s only just,” he agreed and
Yhalen shuddered, wondering if the fever and infection had caused
the halfling to take leave of his senses.

“Yes,” Tangery
mused, fingers stilling in their movement upon the bristly hair of
his beard. His eyes flickered past Bloodraven to the shadows where
Yhalen sat. “But justice has been in short supply of late, has it
not? I think you and I shall have more to speak of, eh, master
ogre? But not now, for there are things afoot that need the voice
of powers higher than me. I have a brother, I think, who will take
an interest in what you have to offer.”

“What has he
offered, but deceitful words and arrogance, my lord?” Dunval
hissed, his face red and indignant. “You would intrude upon our
king’s peace because some beast throws a few lies at us?”

“Very few
beasts are arrogant or deceitful,” Tangery said shortly, before
rising and striding down the narrow corridor towards the stairs
upwards. The guard scrambled to follow, the scribe blowing on the
last of his inked words and gathering his supplies before scurrying
after, which left only Dunval and his own personal guard outside
the cell. He glared balefully at Bloodraven, fists clenched and
white knuckled in his frustration.

“I don’t know
what you’ve done to make him take heed of your words, ogre, what
northern magic you’ve spelled him with—but it won’t work.”

Bloodraven
laughed. “I’m not the shaman, fool.”

Dunval drew a
hissing breath and stalked to the bars, grasping them as though he
might attempt to pull them wide to make a path to the object of his
loathing. As if his puny human muscles could.

“You’ll
regret—” Dunval started to say, then drew a breath, forcing calm
upon himself. His eyes grew narrow and sly. “You could be dead at a
word from me, without ever having to set foot within this cell. A
few crossbow bolts would be all it would take.” He gestured at the
two remaining guards who each held crossbows.

“You could,”
Bloodraven agreed, but there was a look on his face that told very
clearly that he knew that such a thing wouldn’t happen. Not while
he held Lord Tangery’s curiosity.

“Or....” Dunval
had his composure back now and his thin mouth quirked in a hateful
smile. “I could just have them shoot him.”

“You could do
that as well.” Bloodraven’s voice lowered to a soft growl. “And I
could snap your neck like a twig before your puny bolts took me
down.”

Dunval stared.
Bloodraven stared back. Yhalen felt small and miserable and
helpless, fearing very much that Lord Dunval might do just what he
boasted if his ego were bruised too badly by Bloodraven’s words.
Bad enough that he feared Bloodraven, but to fear this hawk-faced
lord and his retaliation against insult was shameful and womanly,
and Yhalen cursed himself for it. Had such cowardice always lurked
within him or had his mistreatment at the hands of his various
captors made it take seed and bud?

He would not be
reduced to such. He would not shame his family more than he had.
Not with blatant cowardice atop everything else. He took a breath
and sneered in the face of his fear, rising suddenly and stepping
around Bloodraven, between the lord and the ogr’ron's heated stare,
and into the open space of the cell floor. Bloodraven didn’t move
to stop him. Dunval’s face twisted in contempt, taking in unkempt
hair and the broken lacings of his trousers, assuming things that
had not happened. At least not here, in this cage.

“Do it, then,”
Yhalen said calmly, spreading his arms. “It would be no great crime
against me. Hardly worse than what has already been tendered.
Perhaps Lord Tangery will be kind enough to send my body back to
the Ydregi with explanation.”

Dunval stared
at him, off his guard, most certainly not having expected
opposition from his corner. Bloodraven sat, very quiet, very
still.

Dunval spat out
a curse finally and spun on his heels, stomping away from the cell
in a swirl of black velvet cloak.

Yhalen dropped
his arms, trembling just a little in the wake of his bout of
rashness. He heard the soft rumble of Bloodraven’s laughter. The
halfling was amused. It angered Yhalen.

“There’s
nothing of humor about this,” he hissed.

“For such a
thin-boned thing, your spirit never ceases to astound me.”

Yhalen frowned
and paced, working the stiffness from his own limbs, staying well
out of Bloodraven’s reach. The halfling made no demand on his
closeness, but sat with eyes half closed, dozing perhaps or merely
biding his time.

Soon enough
there were the sound of footsteps again coming down the hall from
the stairs. The jangle of armor, the breathing of men laboring
under the weight of armor and the journey of a very arduous flight
of steps. If Dunval’s people were any sort of jailers, he supposed
it ought to be breakfast or at the very least fresh water, but it
ended up being no such thing, the guards that entered the space
outside the cell proceeding not servants with victuals, but a lady
with fine swirling skirts and a calculating look in her dark
eyes.

The lady Duvera
walked towards the bars of the cell fearlessly, even though her
guard shifted with unease at her presumption, their hands
tightening on weapons and their eyes fixed on Bloodraven’s supine
form.

“Well,” she
said, tilting her head and peering into the shadows where Yhalen
stood against the wall. “I’m relieved to see you still alive and
well, Yhalen of the Ydregi. I’d feared that...dire things...might
have happened to you during the night. I hope that you won’t hold
the machinations of men against me?”

The lady’s face
didn’t hold motherly concern well. In fact there was a glimmer of
supposition in her eyes that belied her words. But she held up a
set of brass keys in her narrow hand which made her seem all the
more benevolent in Yhalen’s eyes. He stepped forward eagerly,
thinking she’d come to release him from this wrongful
captivity.

“They’re for
his chains,” she said, when he’d reached the bars and stood face to
face with her. Yhalen stopped frozen in his tracks, wide-eyed and
baffled. She extended the keys and he stared. She jingled them,
urging him to accept them and he numbly held out his hand, palm up
for her to drop them into.

“Our great and
wise prince Tangery has decreed that our halfling guest is not to
rot in the lowest of the keep dungeons. You’ve impressed him
enough, master Bloodraven, that he’s ordered you better quarters. I
trust you’ll behave accordingly to our generosity.”

Bloodraven said
nothing, a silent, dark bulk in his corner. The lady shrugged and
waggled her fingers at Yhalen. “Go. Go. Relieve him of his chains
so we might be about it, then.”

Yhalen took a
breath, cast a wary look at the semicircle of archers that lined
the back wall, the lot of them either holding fear or anger in
their eyes and fingers twitching on the catches of their cross
bows. He moved towards Bloodraven, kneeling to fit the key into the
locks of the manacles around his limbs, leaning in to remove the
rusted collar from about his thick neck, and all the while the
halfling sat still and silent while he was freed. Perhaps he’d
succumbed to the infection and fever and wasn’t even conscious. But
when the lady fitted a large key into the door of the cell and her
personal guard swung it open, the golden eyes slitted open and with
a soft grunt of effort, Bloodraven unfolded his legs and pushed
himself to his feet. He swayed just a little and his mouth
tightened in what was certain displeasure at the betrayal of
weakness.

The guards
fanned out around him, some preceding backwards down the hall with
crossbows aimed, others waiting for Bloodraven to begin moving
before warily trailing after, weapons at his back. The lady Duvera
walked ahead, her hand not quite at Yhalen’s elbow as if he needed
some assistance from her to climb the stairs towards freedom. She
was lucky he didn’t bound ahead in his eagerness to escape the bulk
of rock and stone that separated him from the endless expanse of
sky. Only the pair of guards ahead of them on the stair prevented
it.

Yhalen glanced
back once, down the narrow curve of the stair, past the heads of
the wary guards to Bloodraven, who was forced to slouch
considerably in his climb, else his head would brush the stone
ceiling. His steps were laborious and slow, as if his strength were
finally failing on this climb to better circumstances.

They came to a
second landing, one of the castle basements where storage rooms
lined the corridor, no doubt filled with the things that needed the
cool and the dark of underground to keep well. They didn’t proceed
to the stairs at the end of the hall. Instead, the lady stopped
before the opened door of a room that spilled light out from
within. A trio of serving women scampered out, eyes white rimmed
with fear, arms full of burlap bags and buckets of filthy wash
water.

“Are you done?”
the lady asked and the last one cast a terrified glance down the
corridor to the approaching group of guards and the shadowy dark
form that stood a head and shoulders above them.

“Yes’m. Just
finished now. The lads have fortified the door and put on the
locks, just like his lordship asked, as well.”

Lady Duvera
inclined her head, releasing the woman to flee down the hall and up
the far set of steps.

Yhalen stared
warily into a hastily cleared and cleaned storage room. A large
pallet had been dragged in and placed in one corner, along with a
stack of folded blankets. A sturdy table had been dragged down and
served as a catch all for the various other items they had seen fit
to leave within the room. Two brightly burning oil lamps hung from
hooks on the wall and someone had seen fit to throw an old
threadbare rug across the stone floor to help insulate from the
chill.

The lady
stepped away from the door as Bloodraven and his guard approached.
She held out a hand to indicate the room, and the guards emphasized
the suggestion with a jerking motion of their crossbows. Bloodraven
hardly hesitated, ducking his head lower still to pass the doorway
and proceeding to the center of the storage room. It was a fair
sized chamber, larger than the cell by some small bit, but taller
of ceiling than the hallway outside. The halfling could straighten
his back, and only the very tips of his tapered ears brushed the
stone ceiling. The lady urged Yhalen to follow him into the room,
she herself stopping behind him in the doorway, despite the frowns
of her guard.

“It's not much,
master Bloodraven,” she smiled. “But we could hardly keep you
within sight of the people who’ve flooded this stronghold in fear
of your kind. I’ll see that perhaps a few more amenities are
brought down. There’s already warm water and medical supplies. I
trust you can treat a wound, Yhalen of the Ydregi?”

Yhalen turned,
blinking at her owlishly as his heart beginning to thump wildly
with the certain knowledge that he wasn’t going to see the light of
day as soon as he’d hoped.

“I have to
remain...in here? With him?”

There was a
whine in his tone which he had no control to stop, and the lady
laughed, no pity at all in her dark eyes.

“Taking you
from him would renege on our bargain and we’re not ready to do
that...for now. And you’ve suffered no harm, it seems, so I trust
our overlarge guest will handle his dealings with you with care.
Besides, none of mine would be willing to attend him.”

She cast a
meaningful glance at Bloodraven, whose hooded stare held no opinion
whatsoever.

Yhalen suddenly
hated her smile. There was malice behind it of a different nature
than the bold hatred that her brother so openly displayed. She hid
her intentions behind a false face and though she spoke with
civility, there was something darker lurking in her heart.

“Well then, I
shall take my leave.”

She inclined
her head, smoothing her hands across the front of her skirt in a
matronly fashion that seemed out of place with her. Her stare
lingered with strange contemplation on Bloodraven, before she
turned, walking back into the protective company of her guard. The
thick door was shut firmly behind her, the sound of a heavy bar
thumping down drowning for a moment the sound of steps.

Goddess.
Trapped again. A tide of desolation welled up around him and Yhalen
slumped back against the door, staring morosely at the freshly
swept floor. There were obvious spots where something heavy had sat
for a long time, spots cleaner by far that the rest of the space.
The walls were still of cold stone, but the light of twin lanterns
made them more palatable, and they didn’t hold the moist cold that
the deeper walls where the dungeon sat had. There wasn’t quite as
much stone over his head, he assured himself. Half as much, at the
very least.

Bloodraven
moved and Yhalen’s eyes snapped up, wary of the halfling’s motives.
But he simply turned in a half circle, taking stock of the room,
then moved stiffly towards the thick pallet and dropped down upon
it with a grunt. There was a tremor to his limbs that hadn’t been
there before, and a trail of fresh blood that oozed from the wound
in his side. It had been a long climb for a wounded man. Man?
Yhalen wondered if that term might apply, since Bloodraven had at
least half human blood mixed with the ogre that ran in his veins.
He supposed it did. As Yhalen had seen full-blooded ogres closer
than any sane creature might wish to, the evidence of Bloodraven’s
humanity was strong enough in comparison.

“Your wounds,”
he said softly. “Do you wish me to attend to them?”

Bloodraven eyes
flickered up to him, gauging and sharp beneath a shield of dark
lashes. It occurred to Yhalen that there was also some small hint
of superstition there, lurking in the golden depths. Fear? Of his
supposed magic? Yhalen took a dizzy breath at the realization that
just such a thing might be true. That whether he had control over
it or not, Bloodraven thought he had the capacity for magical
retaliation. Just because he hadn’t struck out in the cell during
provocation didn’t mean that the sight of Deathclaw had left
Bloodraven’s memory. It instilled in Yhalen some small sense
of...power. Of a control that he hadn’t felt in a very long
time.

“Are you
afraid?” He dared the question, lifting his eyes to meet those of
the halfling. There were a great many men that would have reacted
badly to such a suggestion, who would have struck out in anger at
the mere hint that there was anything that would reduce them to
fear.

Bloodraven
stared at him for a long moment, and then, instead of glowering in
indignation, his broad mouth split in a wolfish grin of amusement.
He laughed in what Yhalen thought was honest amusement, with no
hint of derision.

“I don’t fear
the touch of your small hands.”

Bloodraven held
out his arms in a gesture of encouragement. The right one wavered,
weakened no doubt by the festering wound in his shoulder, and
Yhalen doubted suddenly that the halfling could have carried out
any of the threats he’d made this day against lord Dunval. His
strength was very nearly at its limits.

Yhalen moved
towards the table with its basin and its tray of clean rags, rolls
of thin linen, and jars of salves and healing herbs. He was well
familiar with the mundane treatment of ills, having a mother that
was renowned for not only her spiritual healing prowess, but for
her practical knowledge as well. He’d watched her treat countless
wounds and mix countless batches of medicines, listened to her name
off every root and leaf and fungus that might be used to cure
weaknesses of the flesh.

These medicines
were unmarked and unfamiliar, but upon inspection of one
ceramic-stoppered jar he recognized the scent of the jhegri root,
which was used to help draw the heat of infection from inflamed
wounds. In another, the crushed leaves of the slanthi plant, which
although strong and bitter would numb pain almost upon touch. There
were other scents that he recognized, a good many of them mixed in
with thick lard instead of simply ground into the coarse paste his
mother used. He supposed that it would be just as effective this
way. There was also a needle and thread coated with beeswax.
Someone had taken note, then, of the severity of Bloodraven’s
wounds and provided the proper supplies to treat them.

Yhalen put what
he wanted on the tray and approached the pallet. He sat it on the
floor by Bloodraven’s feet and stood looking down, wondering where
to start. The halfling was covered in filth and as his mother had
always said, filth was the ally of infection and cleanliness the
enemy. Yhalen filled the basin with clean water from one of the
buckets, and brought that over as well, dipping a rag and taking a
great breath before dropping to his knees on the pallet at
Bloodraven’s side and putting wet cloth to skin.

He refused to
meet Bloodraven’s eyes, though the ogr’ron had tilted his head to
watch what Yhalen was about. Refused to take note of anything but
the immediate patch of skin under the rag and the way the dirt
streaked under the passage of the cloth and left clean, pale olive
beneath. The loosened braid was blood crusted, and strands of it
had dried in the blood of the shoulder wound. Yhalen carefully
freed it with water and hesitantly gathered together the shoulder
blade length of Bloodraven’s black hair, shifting it to lie across
his opposite shoulder. It was lank and dirty now, but Yhalen knew
very well that when clean, it shone with bluish highlights and felt
like slippery silk when it brushed across sensitive skin.

He shuddered,
blushing at that unbidden memory, chasing it away vehemently, and
glad that, for the moment, he was at Bloodraven’s back and not
within easy sight. The washing of Bloodraven’s broad back provided
Yhalen more than ample time to chase away the embarrassing pink. He
rinsed the rag many times, squeezing out dirt and blood, until the
water was murky brown and Bloodraven’s skin mostly free of
grime.

Yhalen finished
with the area around the nasty wound at Bloodraven’s side and here,
finally, got reaction in the form of twitching muscle when he
pressed the rag against the wound to loosen the crust of pus and
blood. Bloodraven bit back a hiss of pain with a disgruntled
expression of disgust. With the skin around it clean, the pink
streaks of infection around the wound were clearly visible.

Yhalen looked
up, frowning. How many days had this had to fester? He added them
up in his head and bit his lip, amazed that the halfling that
survived as long as he had. A human man wouldn’t have, had this
gone untreated for so long. A human man most certainly wouldn’t be
up and about and threatening to rip chains from walls and tear men
limb from limb. One had to respect Bloodraven’s tenacity.

Yhalen emptied
the dirty water and rinsed the rag, and then refilled the basin
with clean water before setting about a thorough cleaning of the
wounds. He began with the shoulder, washing away the blood and
soaking the crusty scab that had started to form until it was soft
enough to peel away. The wound bled anew then, and Yhalen pressed
at the edges, forcing out pus and letting the blood wash away some
of the poisons that infection had cultured.

Bloodraven sat
through it silently, not flinching or jerking away at what had to
have been excruciating. He’d stopped watching Yhalen, though, his
eyes fixed on the opposite wall. The black centers had dilated
enough that the gold was only a thin stripe around the edges by the
time Yhalen finished packing the wound, slathering ointment atop,
and threading the needle before sewing together the edges of flesh.
He left enough of a gap at the very edge for infection to drain,
planning on closing it later if the wound began to heal nicely.

When he’d
covered that wound with clean wads of cloth and bound it around
Bloodraven’s shoulder, he turned to the wound on the halfling’s
side. It was harder to easily treat, even with Bloodraven’s arm
held close to his chest. Yhalen sighed and sat back on his
heels.

“Would you lie
back?”

Bloodraven
frowned a little, as if in the act of enduring this, lying down
somehow injured his show of courage. He made no immediate move to
do so. Yhalen pressed a hand against his shoulder, pushing him
backwards. It was like pushing a stone wall, and the wall only gave
way of its own accord as, with an exhalation of breath, Bloodraven
lay back, catching his descent with one arm.

He was somewhat
less intimidating reclined and he moved his arm over his head to
allow Yhalen better access to the seeping wound at his side. Yhalen
cleaned it and pressed infection out of it over and over, wishing
they’d provided a bit of hallow leaf, which he was almost certain
had been a favorite of his mother’s in treating infections gone
deep into the flesh. He used what he had at hand, packing the wound
when he was sure he’d drawn as much poisonous ooze as he could.

When he’d
finished, the halfling lay with his eyes shut and his breathing
gone harsh and uneven. Even his skin had gone a shade lighter than
its normal hue. It had hurt a great deal, his treatment, but there
was no help for it. His capacity for remorse over it was limited,
though, his memory of pain and humiliation fresh enough in his
memory to curb his pity.

Yhalen sat down
on the carpet, folding his legs and staring morosely at Bloodraven,
who still had not made a move to rouse. All this creature had given
him was pain and degradation. Except for that one time—he frowned,
recalling that last time before he’d run with the women and
children of the ransacked village. When he’d lost his sanity for a
brief moment and desired it, had begged for it with open legs—and
had welcomed Bloodraven inside his body and took pleasure in it.
Repeatedly.

There had been
consideration there. And a great deal of care for Yhalen’s comfort,
which he supposed wryly, was why he hadn’t had it in him to plunge
the knife into the sleeping ogr’ron’s breast when he’d taken his
leave. It made no difference now, of course. It shouldn’t have made
a difference then, with himself enslaved and raped no matter how
gently his captor went about it. He worked up a righteous
indignation to chase away the lingering memory of pleasure, and
then started at the abrupt rap on the door. He scrambled to his
feet, casting a wary glance at Bloodraven, but the halfling didn’t
move to rise.

It was supper.
A male servant with a large tray stood at the threshold, guards at
his back. The man made no move into the room, so Yhalen went to
him, relieving him of the tray. The door was immediately shut and
rebarred. Yhalen glared at it for a moment, resenting the men that
had the freedom to come and go, then sighed and moved towards the
pallet with his burden, setting it down on the floor next to
it.

He lifted the
top from the central platter and the mouthwatering smell of roasted
red meat wafted up. A generous portion of roast was nestled within
a bed of root vegetables. A loaf of bread the length of his forearm
was wrapped in linen and still warm from the ovens. Yhalen’s
stomach grumbled in alarming eagerness. There was no knife, but
there was a wooden two-pronged fork, and he had no intention of
waiting on Bloodraven’s pleasure. If the halfling wanted to eat, he
could rouse himself enough to do it.

Yhalen tore off
a chunk of bread and let it soak up thick gravy. Speared a tender
potato swimming in the same rich broth. It was better fare than
he’d received when he’d been given free rein in this keep, though
he supposed it was hardly directed at him, but rather at the
halfling that had snared Lord Tangery’s interest.

Eventually
though, as Yhalen’s hunger was sated and Bloodraven hadn’t stirred
to take an interest in his share, he began to suspect that the
halfling wasn’t simply resting but had succumbed to the grip of
infection and injury and slipped from consciousness.

Yhalen wiped
his fingers on the side of his pant leg and cautiously edged closer
to the pallet and Bloodraven’s reclined form.

“Are you
awake?” he asked, nudging one thickly muscled leg.

There was a
twitch of skin along Bloodraven’s stomach. Finally a faint slit
between dark lashes that showed a glimmer of golden eyes.

“Were you
afraid I’d died from the ordeal of your tending?”

“No. I simply
did not wish to be locked in with a rotting corpse, were it the
case. But since you aren’t, you ought to eat. Feed the body to fend
off the sickness—”

“Don’t spew
healer’s rhetoric at me,” Bloodraven growled.

Yhalen shut his
mouth and shifted warily back as the halfling grunted and pushed
himself up, but Bloodraven hardly seemed spry enough to make a grab
for him. He sat instead slouched forward, his head down and
breathing harsh. He needed food, but he probably needed clean water
more. Yhalen fetched the bucket with its ladle and sat it by
Bloodraven’s feet.

Perhaps he had
more of his mother’s nature than he’d thought, for when the
halfling made no move for the water, Yhalen dipped the ladle and
lifted it up in offering.

“The fever
burns the moisture out of a body. You have to drink.”

He had a
fraction of a moment’s warning. Just a shift of those fever bright
golden eyes behind a lank curtain of black hair and Bloodraven’s
hand was swinging out, knocking the ladle from his hand, making a
grab for him with more speed than he’d have thought possible from
one so injured. Deft fingers caught his tunic and jerked him
forward, and he barely managed to twist and avoid spilling the
bucket of water onto the platter in the process.

Bloodraven
shifted his grip, large hands circling Yhalen’s upper arms with a
punishing pressure. He was a child caught in the grip of an angry
adult and there was no fighting it, so he went limp and hung there,
knees barely touching the pallet, so close to Bloodraven’s body
that he could feel the fever emanating outwards.

“Don’t think to
direct me. Don’t think that because I grant you liberties that
you’re not my slave,” Bloodraven growled, shaking him once for
emphasis. It rattled Yhalen’s teeth. But for the first time in the
face of such brute threat he didn’t feel the thrill of fear, but
instead anger.

“I’m not,”
Yhalen snarled in outrage, mindless of the grip he was in. “Has the
fever made you daft? You’re a prisoner here among human men.
I’m only here because they think they can gain useful information
from you if they have some portion of your good will.”

“Oh no? Shall I
prove it?” He was drawn closer, pressed tight against Bloodraven’s
bare chest. There was something missing from the halfling’s eyes.
That keen bit of rationality that had always been there before.
That spark of regard in which with he’d looked out at the world. It
was the fever and the indignation of his position and frustration,
pain and fear. And very probably, considering the latter two,
shame.

“How much of a
fool are you that you’d rather rail at me with misplaced pride than
take a bit of good advice? You’ve very few allies at the
moment—perhaps you ought not to antagonize the ones you have?”

Bloodraven drew
in a shaky breath. Another, and the hands loosened a bit, smoothing
down Yhalen’s arms as if to work out the creases his fingers had
made in the cloth of his tunic. Not letting him go though.

“And are you my
ally, Yhalen?”

A very soft
question. He was in a precarious position to give a misguided
answer. With his face pressed against Bloodraven’s hot, dry skin,
he couldn’t even see the halfling’s eyes to gauge the shift in his
mood.

“I suppose, at
the moment, I am,” he said carefully. “Allies in the same prison
cell at the very least. I wish you no ill....”

He faltered on
this last, detecting some unerring truth within words designed to
placate. He didn’t wish Bloodraven ill, though he should have. He
had every right to, yet he found he rather wished worse things upon
the hawk-faced lord Dunval than the half-man who had placed a brand
upon his back. For the moment. Perhaps it was simply that
Bloodraven was wounded and he’d always had a sympathy for wounded
things.

Bloodraven sat
him back, and Yhalen dropped back onto his rump on the floor beside
the pallet, faintly lightheaded from relief. Bloodraven had a
disconcerted expression on his face, a slight frown, but it wasn’t
ominous—simply quizzical, as if Yhalen had baffled him utterly.

“Water. Then
food. Then sleep,” Yhalen said, reaching for the ladle and dipping
it again into the bucket.

“Are you in the
habit of telling others what they ought to do?” Bloodraven asked
with less fervor than he’d had when responding to Yhalen’s first
request. He took the ladle nonetheless.

Yhalen thought
a moment and shrugged. His bloodline was the most honored and
respected of all Ydregi, after all, and Yhalen had not been averse
to making others aware of that fact for his own benefit. “I suppose
I am...before this at any rate.”

Bloodraven
grunted, dipping the ladle again himself, water trailing down his
chin and onto his broad chest. When he'd drunk his fill, he picked
at the cooling food, but as expected, his appetite was less than
hearty. After he’d finished and pushed the tray away, he eased
himself fully onto the pallet, arranging the down-stuffed pillows
in a corner and lying back with a grunt, one hand reflexively
hovering over his side as the wound strained from his movement.
Already a spot of seepage had stained the clean bandages. It would
need to be re-cleaned and drained again before the day was through.
Yhalen would ask for more bandages and perhaps see if there were
any fresh cairrib root to be had, for it had not been included
among the supplies they’d given him and he recalled his mother
speaking highly of its properties.

He smiled a
little at his own thoughts. He’d never once wanted to follow in his
mother’s footsteps and become a healer, instead following a young
man’s desires for more arduous pursuits. Hunter or warrior, perhaps
chieftain someday...but magic and healing had not hovered within
the scope of his wants. Ironic that he found himself now in the
practice of both, though the former came to him sporadically.

“What do you
hope to gain, by treating with human lords?” Yhalen finally asked.
“You can’t hope they’ll deal fairly with you after the bloodshed
you’ve caused.”

Bloodraven said
nothing, holding his motives close to home. Yhalen sighed, folding
arms around knees as a faint shiver passed through him. This far
underground it was still chilly. He wished there was a hearth to
warm himself by, even if there was no window with a view to the
sky.

“I don’t
understand you,” he murmured.

“In that, then,
we have a common dilemma,” Bloodraven sighed and refused to say
more as his breathing evened and sleep overtook him.
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Bloodraven
slept like the dead. So long and still, in fact, that if not for
the rise and fall of his chest, Yhalen might have thought he’d
succumbed to his wounds and finally journeyed to whatever afterlife
his people believed in. Hours passed and the halfling didn’t as
much as shift in his sleep, and all the while Yhalen roamed the
limited confines of the room like an animal caged. He knew the
exact count of steps it took to cross from one wall to the other.
He knew how many spidery cracks pieced the surface of the floor and
ceiling, and how many hewn stones had gone into the forming of four
walls.

He couldn’t
rest for the annoyance of being trapped here. He couldn’t stop the
growing resentment for the human men that had bartered him away for
the promise of information that might or might not be of value to
them. He wanted nothing more than to go home. To properly mourn the
loss of the friend Bloodraven’s men had taken from him.

Yherji. Yhalen
had not thought of him in a long while, too wrapped up in the web
of his own misery. Yherji had died and Yhalen had run like a deer
startled by a forest cat, too caught up in its own fright to give
thought to its fellows. If he’d stayed, the reasonable part of him
insisted, he’d most likely have shared Yherji’s fate. It’d have
been an honorable death, if such a thing existed. Death was death,
after all, no matter what the elders said the Goddess promised
afterwards. And she was most likely put out with him at the moment,
so he had no wish to rush to her embrace.

Foolish and
selfish, Grandfather would say. But, though Grandfather was wise
beyond measure, he was also pious in the way of the Ydregi and
Yhalen had not lived enough years to share in that all-consuming
faith. Nor had he lived long enough to have the wisdom of the old.
He had ample fear though, and anger at his predicament, as well as
the fickle fate that had led him to it. Anger too at Bloodraven and
his ilk, at the human lords who sat in their keep above, drinking
their wine and eating their feasts as they idly decided the fate of
others as though they had the right.

He sat down
finally, on the thin rug in the center of the floor, and stared
morosely at Bloodraven on the pallet across the room. Bloodraven
was crafty and hid the extent of his patience behind the barbaric
trappings of his people. Bloodraven spoke very little and thought a
great deal, and Yhalen ought to warn Lord Tangery that he wasn’t to
be trusted as far as a man could throw him, which wasn’t at all.
But then, Tangery had proved no great ally to Yhalen himself,
though he supposed, grudgingly, that the man was honorable in his
way. Forthright enough, as long as the welfare of his people wasn’t
at stake.

The rattle of
the locks on the door roused him out of his sulk. Yhalen rose
hastily as the door was opened. Cautious guards surveyed the safety
of the room, crossbows ready in hand, before allowing a serving man
to enter as far as the threshold. The man’s arms were burdened with
thick blankets, fresh linens, what looked to be clean clothing and
a wooden bucket filled with various personal necessities. The lady
Duvera had been true to her word at least, in providing a few more
niceties to make this makeshift cell more accommodating. Yhalen
took the armful from the nervous servant, catching awkwardly at the
man’s sleeve before he could back out and make his escape.

“There are a
few healing herbs that would help, if you have them. Hallow leaf
and cairrib and fresh water when you return.” He indicated the
bucket of fouled water that he’d used to cleanse Bloodraven’s
wound.

The man
snatched it up and left, the guards giving Yhalen a dark look
before shutting the door and latching it from the other side.
Yhalen frowned darkly himself, overburdened with Duvera’s
offerings. He deposited them upon the table and sorted through the
things in the bucket. Soap and a bone handled brush and comb were
chief among them. There was a clean tunic for him, and a much
larger one that had to have been hastily sewn. It looked to be
about Bloodraven’s size. There were trousers of an equal size to
the tunics, made of good serviceable cloth. The lady was thoughtful
in her offerings, and Yhalen idly wondered if she’d send down an
oversized barrel for Bloodraven to bathe in, since she seemed to
have a care for his comfort.

He glanced over
his shoulder at the halfling, but Bloodraven had not moved. Yhalen
frowned, surprised that he’d not stirred, for little effort had
been made to be quiet in the exchange at the door. Perhaps
Bloodraven really had fallen into the deep sleep of the deathly
ill. It was more than possible, considering his wounds.

Yhalen knelt
carefully on the edge of the pallet, reaching out a hand and
tentatively touching the skin of one bare shoulder. He drew his
hand back in surprise, shocked by the heat. Bloodraven had not been
so fevered when he’d treated or fed him. He was burning now with
it. Yhalen sat back, a helpless panic overcoming him. He wasn’t a
healer. He wasn’t his mother. The most he could do was clean a
basic wound, not deal with the onslaught of deadly fever. And it
was deadly. A fever this hot could fell the largest of men and
animals.

He curled his
fingers in the blankets, cursing Bloodraven for his stubbornness in
not drinking more water. Cursing him for asking for Yhalen to begin
with. Cursing him for being caught and injured and putting them
both in this situation. Why hadn’t the fool simply returned to the
north with the remnants of his party and accepted his loss?

He pushed
himself off the pallet and fetched the bucket of clean water and a
strip of linen. Settling next to the halfling, he dipped the cloth
in cool water and pressed it against Bloodraven’s dry forehead. Not
a twitch. No flutter of lashes. Again he damped the cloth and wet
Bloodraven’s face, his throat, his slowly rising chest. The
infection around the wound in his side had spread beyond the
bandages covering it. That was what was killing him. That was what,
Yhalen discovered when he gently laid fingers against it, was
sucking the vitality out of Bloodraven. The taint of it seeped like
a silent poison into his awareness through the touch of his hand,
coming upon him unawares, like a voice out of the shadows.

He pulled his
hand back in surprise, breathing gone shallow and harsh. He’d
always heard his mother speak of the connection she as a healer had
with the bodies of her patients. Was this what it felt like when an
illness talked to her? Did she feel the very blackness that
threatened to engulf an ailing body?

He drew a
breath and pressed his palm to the bandage, feeling heat through
the cloth and wishing the source of it gone. Wished he had the
skill of his mother this once to borrow life from the world at
large and channel it into a source of healing. But even if he’d had
that skill and that knowledge, there was nothing here to borrow
from. Nothing but stone walls.

“Damn you,” he
whispered, hands shaking and stomach churning.

Why should it
matter if Bloodraven died? Why should he feel nauseous at the
prospect, save that the Ydregi despised useless death. You killed
only what you needed to survive. You didn’t kill fellow men...even
half-men that had treated you badly. Yhalen shuddered in a bout of
half hysterical laughter. As if that should matter to him. As if
the killing of ogres would make him break a stride or blink an eye.
As if he’d not already taken a path that his mother would be
devastated at, that his grandfather would condemn him for. Why
should Bloodraven’s death bother him at all, when it was so richly
deserved?

But it did and
it baffled him and filled him with desperation. He shut his eyes
and thought that perhaps there was something to draw upon after
all. There was himself. He’d seen his mother give of herself in
small matters many a time and come out of it no worse for wear
after a nap and a decent meal. He knew he had the talent, a fact
made abundantly clear by the healing of his own injuries, it was
simply a matter of using it willingly instead of simply out of
survival instinct.

It wasn’t so
easy as he’d supposed, the giving of one’s strength. Willing it
didn’t make it so. Finding the core of it was something that took
many, many years of training and dedication. Controlling it was a
matter of practice and only with much practice and guidance could a
healer exercise her art in safety. So Mother always said.

Practice wasn’t
an option and there was no one here to guide him, no one to share
decades old wisdom. There was nothing to do but force the issue and
overcome the blockage that prevented the sharing of strength. When
it came it was like nothing so much as the release of a bladder,
held full too long and unstoppable once the flow started.

Almost it was a
relief at first, the satisfaction of success. He could feel, so
very clearly now, the core of Bloodraven’s physicality. The essence
of his strength, so tried and tested by the invading infection. And
that infection was a raging thing, grown so out of hand by
mistreatment and the filth of the dungeon cell that it threatened
to overcome even an ogr’ron’s great endurance.

But
Bloodraven’s will to live was tremendous, and perhaps it was that
very will that grasped at the tendrils of Yhalen’s vitality and
suckled at it like a desperately starved pup feeding at its
mother’s teat. Yhalen gasped, pulled in further than he’d intended,
weakness invading him even as strength poured into Bloodraven,
unable to break the connection once he’d initiated it, unable to
jerk backwards and sever physical contact. He felt with an
intensity that took his breath, the pain of a mortal wound in his
side, slowly sucking his life away, despite all his body's stubborn
insistence to fight it. He felt the lesser pains of torn flesh and
muscle at his shoulder, of various other minor hurts that dwindled
to nothing against the consuming heat and agony of the poison at
his side.

Vision began to
spot with dancing lights, his head began to spin haphazardly upon
his shoulders, seeming suddenly a separate thing from his body. He
slumped, strengthless, as images of the dead forest flashed in his
mind. Could he do that to himself, out of his own misguided
attempts to heal Bloodraven?

Panic did what
simple desire could not. It lent him a burst of strength to jerk
backwards—it lent him the will to cease the flow of vitality from
one body to another. He sprawled, half off the pallet, legs bent
awkwardly and head on the hard stone of the floor, shivering from a
cold he hadn’t truly felt before. Side still throbbing in time with
the beat of his pulse. He hadn’t the energy to move. Hadn’t the
strength to do anything but lie there and let the room spin around
him. He managed to turn his head, staring warily at his out flung
arm, dreading to see the shriveled flesh of a limb sucked dry of
all its vitality. But it was as it had always been, firm and
smooth, if unusually pale. He shut his eyes, breathing a sigh of
relief.

It would be a
very long time before he opened them again.

 


~~~

 


Bloodraven was
thirsty. His mouth was dry as brittle bones, with much the same
taste lingering on his tongue. That discomfort drove him out of
slumber and he lay for a moment, instantly awake once sleep had
withdrawn, and no little disoriented by the state of his
surroundings. The walls were of stone blocks, not hewn out of the
rock itself. There were four walls and a stout door instead of
three and a daunting wall of rusting bars. A pallet that was well
stuffed with goose feathers, and pillows and blankets instead of
hard stone floor and a spattering of moldy straw. There were no
stifling chains.

Ah, he
remembered now. The climb up those narrow stairs under a ceiling so
low he’d had to bend to avoid scraping his head. A miserable climb,
with his legs so weak they’d threatened to give out under him, and
only his pride in the face of human observation had kept him from
giving into the weakness. The pain in his side had been
excruciating. Strange, now, that it wasn’t. Strange that it plagued
him not at all. He sat up, warily scanning the room for enemies and
found none at all. He found only the sprawled form of Yhalen at the
edge of the pallet, limbs twisted, and his frayed braid snaking
across the stone floor.

Bloodraven
frowned, leaning forward cautiously, expecting a pulling stitch at
his side. Again, no pain assaulted him, merely a twinge of what
seemed healing flesh and muscle. His hand hesitated in its path
towards his human, curiosity over the state of his own wounds
overcoming him. The bandage at his side was stained with blood, but
it was well dried and old. He pulled it off gingerly, recalling
well the ugly gaping wound that Yhalen had painstakingly cleaned
and stuffed with healing herbs before he’d stitched. The stitches
were still there, fresh and blood crusted, but the flesh they
pierced looked weeks healed, the mouth of the wound sealed together
and pink with healthy flesh.

Bloodraven
stared, fingers trembling just a little, a hair’s breadth from the
miraculously healed wound. Had he wasted away in fever sleep so
long that weeks had passed without him knowing it? No. No, he’d
have sensed it. Would have felt it in the stiffness of a body gone
too long without activity. He’d suffered injury before that had
kept him off his feet for many days, and he remembered the time
well. Remembered only too acutely the weakness of recovery. A body
didn’t wake up refreshed and vital after such an ordeal. There was
pain and weakness and suffering to be endured and hidden from the
speculative eyes of one’s brethren.

Warily he
pulled the bandage from his shoulder, only to find that wound also
well on its way to becoming a forgotten scar. Even the annoying
little throbbing points of discomfort in his ears where rings had
been torn out, either in the fight that had ended in his capture or
by his captors stealing the gold loops from his ears, seemed to
have dissipated.

Magic had been
worked upon him, there was no question in his mind and it sent a
thrill of fear through him that an army of human men with arrows
and spears could not. The ogre shamans who wandered the mountains,
seeking refuge and food from each tribe they passed, practiced no
such magic. Ogre magicks consisted of ranting chants and wild-eyed
predictions, herbs thrown into fires to make clouds of stinking
smoke and dire claims of curses and condemnation from the warlike
gods who dwelled deep within the most inhospitable parts of the
northern ranges, if their representatives on the mortal plane were
not treated with due respect.

Bloodraven had
never held much treaty with the gods, much less their wild-eyed
shamans. Their magic was nothing so much as herb lore and a canny
knowledge of how to spook the volatile members of the mountain
clans. He’d never seen a shaman steal a body’s youth and vitality
with a touch—though he imagined it would be a much coveted skill.
Certainly no ogre shaman would waste his time or energy with a
magic that could heal a body of grievous wounds. That spoke of
things arcane and treacherous and not to be trusted. That spoke of
things voiced of around fires at night, things meant to frighten
children and amuse wary adults.

That magic had
been aimed at him was appalling, and though his body was a great
deal stronger than it had been last he’d been awake, he still
entertained the superstitious notion that the shroud of the black
arts had tainted him. Of untrustworthy human magicks. He felt like
a child again, beguiled by the tales of the clan elders, shivering
in his spot around the fire, seeing things in the darkness around
the ring of light that in all good reason were not there and never
had been there.

He stared at
Yhalen, at this small boned human so easily broken, and found it
difficult to equate him with the childhood fears of the poison of
dark magicks. To harbor fear of him would be humiliating at best.
Ridiculous, considering that he’d cast no dark spell onto
Bloodraven yet, and had good reason and many an opportunity. He’d
chosen instead to heal. And he’d done a rather good job of it,
considering he claimed to be ignorant of the magic he obviously
used with appalling frequency.

Baffling.

Bloodraven
touched the healing wound at his side again, fingertips catching at
the knots in the stitches. Those would have to come out, or they
would drive him to distraction. Without a knife, he doubted his
large fingers would be much good at picking loose the tiny knots.
Yhalen’s smaller hands could do it...if he dared let the human
touch him again. He frowned at that brief moment of superstition,
annoyed that the wariness lingered. He reached for Yhalen in the
face of it, determined to prove his own courage, and was vastly
relieved when he felt nothing but slack human limbs and smooth
human skin when he pulled the young man fully onto the comfort of
the pallet.

Yhalen was all
dead weight, head lolling and body entirely tractable in
Bloodraven’s hands. His skin was cool to the touch, as if he’d just
come in from a cold winter’s day. Colder than death. This gave
Bloodraven momentary pause and a small thrill of worry, until he
saw the slow rise and fall of Yhalen’s chest. Alive then, but very
deeply enthralled in the grip of unconsciousness. He pulled Yhalen
into the warmth of the spot he’d himself just vacated, dragging a
soft, human-spun blanket up to cover his slight body.

“Wake up,” he
demanded, gently patting Yhalen’s cheek. No response at all. He ran
a hand down the length of Yhalen’s braid, fingering the soft
silkiness of its weight, considering as he did so what had thrust
Yhalen into this demanding sleep. Pondering things Yhalen had said
to him in that cell, of his magicks that borrowed from the forest
and the things that lived within it to heal. There was no forest
here. Nothing but stone and stone, and yet more stone. What
miscalculation had his human made to heal his wounds? More curious
yet, why had he bothered?

He stroked down
the length of the braid again, then back up to the tousled mass of
hair that framed Yhalen’s face. Yhalen moaned, eyes moving behind
the shield of his lids and body contorting suddenly in some bout of
pain, his hands curling under the blanket to clutch at his side.
Had he taken a wound that Bloodraven was unaware of since the cell?
If that narrow-faced little lordling had dared to lay a hand on
him, Bloodraven would pull him limb from limb.

He pushed the
blanket aside, catching Yhalen’s wrists and easily drawing them up
to his chest so that he could lift the tunic and see what damage
there was. But there was none, only smooth, perfect flesh.
Bloodraven passed fingertips across it, shivering as he realized it
was the exact spot of his own wound, which pained him not at all.
Had Yhalen taken that pain, along with the infection and
weakness?

The unconscious
bout of ghost pain had left Yhalen shivering, his cool skin gone
goosepimply. Bloodraven pulled him up, holding him close against
his chest and sharing his own generous warmth. He leaned back
against the wall and cradled his human in his lap, as he imagined a
human mother might do for her child. Gods knew ogre mothers had no
such tenderness.

He dragged the
blanket up, arranging it, and sat there afterwards, with his eyes
flickering around the environs of this new prison. He recalled very
little of arriving here, the journey up the stairs having consumed
the majority of his awareness. He thought that the human woman, the
one with the eyes of a hunting hawk, had brought them here.

Eventually,
when Yhalen’s shivering ceased and he lay quiet and still,
Bloodraven’s restlessness got the better of him and he shifted the
human aside, arranging the blankets back over him before rising to
examine the contents of the room.

He stretched,
working the cricks out of back and shoulders and rotating his head
to relieve the stiffness of his neck. He’d been too long inactive
and his body rebelled as joints and muscles cried out, aching and
stiff regardless of the arcanely healed wounds.

He shifted
through the contents of the table. There was clothing and various
herbs, as well as tools for grooming, which held some interest for
him. There was water and rags and human soap, which he made use of.
There wasn’t enough of the dirty water left to cleanse his hair, so
he gathered it back and pulled it into a warriors knot at his nape,
binding it with a strip of frayed leather from his trousers. Might
as well find some use for them, torn and bloody as they were. He
stared thoughtfully at the pile of clothing on the table, wondering
how much face he might lose if he accepted their offerings and clad
himself in human-made garments. Hardly as much face as he might
lose if he faced them in stinking bloodstained leathers.

He convinced
himself to shed the trousers with little effort, tossing them to a
corner and scrubbing his lower body with the dirty water before
toweling dry with a swath of linen no doubt meant to dress wounds.
The trousers were of a fine, stout material, soft and pliable and
thick enough to protect against the elements. There was fine,
subtle stitching along the waist, the delicacy beyond large ogre
fingers.

He fingered the
cloth, marveling at the tightness of the weave. The things that the
men of the lowlands were capable of never ceased to amaze him.
Those few stolen items that trickled up to the northern tribes were
bartered at high prices, for even the mountain humans who worked in
fear of their lives for the tribes, did not create such clever
things. But then again, perhaps they were capable, but chose not to
share with the race that had hunted and oppressed them for
generations. Understandable. If he were in the same position he’d
have offered nothing more than the simplest tasks demanded of him.
Not for the first time he considered the tribal chieftains of old,
fools for choosing to make war with the humans rather than ally
with them.

There was the
rattle of the locks on the outside of the door. Bloodraven
stiffened, battle instincts coming into play unbidden. He had to
force himself to relax, recalling that a mindless bid for escape
did not, at the moment, lie in his best interests. He took a step
backwards, resting his shoulders against the wall and forcing his
body into an unthreatening stance. Still, when the guards stepped
into the doorway and saw him, their weapons came up as their faces
both paled and tightened. The serving man behind them flinched
visibly, the stench of sudden fear pouring off him like he’d bathed
in it. Bloodraven made no move and no sound, lowering his lashes
enough so that his watchful stare wasn’t so obviously
challenging.

The guards
waved in the serving man impatiently, and he reluctantly moved
forward, dropping the bucket of water and sloshing a great deal of
it on the floor in the process. He practically tossing the wrapped
bundle into the room in his efforts to deposit his offerings and be
gone. The guards backed out just as hastily and slammed the door
shut behind them.

Bloodraven
waited until the sound of the locks being secured had finished
before moving to retrieve the wrapped bundle. More herbs, from the
smell of it. The fresh water was inviting, though, and he dipped
out a handful to drink, then another, realizing only as the water
hit his belly how hungry he was. He vaguely recalled picking at the
first meal they had brought to this cell, but his appetite had been
muted due to the infection and fever, and he’d not taken full
advantage of human cooking. He rather hoped they’d send another one
soon.

He tossed the
bundle on the table, uninterested in herbs, and set about more
thoroughly working the stiffness out of his body. He was still sore
in places, the muscles in his side and shoulder taut and sensitive
as newly healed flesh was wont to be.

He quenched his
thirst with more water when he’d finished and retreated to the
pallet where Yhalen still slept. He resisted the urge to touch him,
to push the blankets aside and uncover the finely healed brand on
the small of his human’s back. It had been placed advantageously,
with thoughts of enjoying the view of it while he enjoyed the body
of his little human slave. Pity he’d gotten little enjoyment out of
Yhalen since it had been placed. If it had not been wounds
preventing, then it had been circumstance, and if not circumstance,
then he had to reluctantly admit to conscience getting in the way.
And now that Yhalen had healed him—perhaps even saved his life in
the doing and at great risk to himself—there was debt to be
considered.

He shut his
eyes, resting his head against the wall, pondering the indignity of
owing debt to a human, and a human slave of his to boot. Not that
this particular human considered himself as such, regardless of
capture and brand and collar. Well, the collar was gone and he was
only in Bloodraven’s company by the dubious grace of this keep’s
lords, but the brand was still there.

Yhalen shifted,
the first movement in some time, and moaned as he threw an arm up
and across his face. After a moment, he slid the arm up to rest on
his forehead and blinked up at the ceiling, eyes hazy and
disoriented.

Bloodraven
watched through hooded eyes, holding himself as still as a rock on
the side of a mountain, while Yhalen gathered his wits. An
interesting process, watching awareness come across an expressive
human face, watching the sleep fade from brilliant green eyes.
Yhalen looked over at him, and those eyes widened in surprise that
wasn’t at first laced with wariness. Perhaps it was merely
wonderment to see him up and fit when last Yhalen had seen him
caught in the throes of severe fever. Perhaps there was even some
bit of relief, though that, Bloodraven might have imagined.

But wariness
descended soon enough and Yhalen pushed himself up onto his elbows,
obviously still weak of body even though his wits seemed to have
recovered.

“You’re
better?” It was a very cautious query.

“Yes.”

Yhalen stared,
scrutinizing the simplicity of that answer, and of its own accord,
his hand moved down to the place on his side that had pained him
during his unconsciousness. The place where Bloodraven’s own wound
had been. Uncertainty slid across Yhalen’s face and, soon after,
realization, as if he himself had not imagined the extent of what
he’d been about.

“You used
magicks on me,” Bloodraven said gravely and Yhalen flinched,
pushing himself to a sitting position, forcing his hand away from
his side and looking very much as if he’d like to scramble from the
pallet.

Bloodraven
lifted his arm, revealing the healthy flesh around the scar on his
side. Yhalen’s eyes went wide, fixed on that closed flesh.

“How—how long
have I been asleep?” He whispered with the tone of a young man that
wished to hear many days instead of hours.

“Half a
day.”

“Half a.... I
did this?”’

Whether the
question was posed to Bloodraven or simply a thought voiced out
loud was debatable. Yhalen certainly wasn’t looking at him in
expectancy of an answer, but instead sat slouch-shouldered and
stunned, staring with uncomfortable intent at Bloodraven’s
side.

Bloodraven
reached out and caught Yhalen’s chin, forcing his eyes up to
Bloodraven’s face instead of the miracle worked on his body. “I’ve
decided not to hold offense.”

Yhalen blinked
at him, perhaps not comprehending the extent of that graciousness.
There were very many others who might look at such a use of arcane
powers darkly, regardless of benefit.

After a moment,
Yhalen recovered somewhat more of himself and tried to pull away
from Bloodraven’s grip upon his jaw. Bloodraven let him, returning
his wrist to his knee and watching in some amusement as Yhalen
struggled to untangle the covers from his legs. His limbs were
trembling, and there was a paleness to his skin that spoke of
continued weakness.

“Does it always
impact you so, the use of this magic of yours?”

“How would I
know?” Yhalen said sharply, achieving victory over the covers and
scooting to the edge of the pallet opposite Bloodraven. “It’s never
happened before...I’ve never tried....“

The testiness
drained from his tone and he stared in dismay at Bloodraven. “It
was so easy to start, I had no idea how simple...but it was so hard
to control. It pulled me in and I couldn’t stop it once it was
begun. I thought I’d end up like the forest...dried and
shriveled.”

“Perhaps
delving into things where you have no training is not so wise a
thing, then?” Bloodraven observed dryly and Yhalen narrowed his
eyes.

But then a very
faint curve touched his lips and he admitted, “That sounds very
much like something my mother would advise. I believe she trained a
decade with my grandfather before she began healing. Goddess, I’m
starved.”

Bloodraven felt
much the same, but there was little enough to do about it save
pounding on the door and demanding a break from their fast to the
guards outside. There was water, though, and Yhalen leaned over the
bucket by the bedding and drank several ladles full before he
collapsed back against the wall. Water dripped from his chin and
clumped the dangling strands of hair that had trailed into the
bucket while he drank. He rubbed at his shoulder, and Bloodraven
supposed he was feeling the ghost pain from Bloodraven’s own healed
shoulder wound, too.

“You took my
pain?”

Yhalen bit his
lip, frowning down at his knees. “I knew—I was told that it was
part of the healing. For the healer to take the pain into
themselves before it dissipated. A conduit of sorts, I suppose. My
mother never said...that it hurt so much.”

Even so, he’d
still known, and taken the pain heedless of that. Among ogres the
giving of pain was commonplace, even among comrades. It would be
inconceivable to willingly accept it for the benefit of another,
most especially one considered an adversary. Bloodraven couldn’t
decide whether it was a matter of honor with Yhalen and his strange
people, or simple soft-heartiness or stupidity. Regardless, such a
folk wouldn’t have lasted long amongst the harsh traditions of the
mountain clans.

It was just as
well, perhaps, that Bloodraven had not made good his escape back to
the north with Yhalen in tow. Protecting him might have been more
than Bloodraven could have easily handled, and protection at the
very least had been honestly earned. Gratitude was a harder burden
to shoulder. Gratitude, like debt, was reserved for equals and
nothing in Bloodraven’s upbringing had prepared him to consider
human men as equals, no matter the seed that had impregnated his
mother. No matter that he contemplated a parlay with the men of the
south that would shake the hierarchy of the northern clans.

“Why?” he asked
instead. “Why do such things when my death would have benefited you
far more?”

Yhalen bent
over his knees, resting forehead on his forearm, perhaps not
willing to answer, or not able to, strange creature that he
was.

“Is that the
way your people think?” he asked finally, as he turned his head to
peer up at Bloodraven through the thick fall of the hair around his
face. “That death is more beneficial than life?”

Bloodraven
stiffened. Yhalen’s snide words before this held no offense to
him—but this question, asked so softly and earnestly, seemed to
stab at the heart of ogre tradition...and condemn it.

“You’re not to
judge,” he growled.

“I wasn’t.”

Bloodraven
hissed, fighting the sudden impulse to grab Yhalen up and shake
him, then wondering a moment later why so simple a query bothered
him so much. Perhaps because it was true and it was a truth that
stung. Perhaps because he’d never enjoyed the infliction of pain
and death as much as his full-blooded fellows, and had always felt
deficient because of it. Weak. Bloodraven hated more than anything
the feeling of weakness, for it only drove home the plain fact that
he was frailer and smaller than his full-blooded brethren.

But Yhalen
didn’t seem willing to say more and his silence and stance, with
his head upon drawn knees, hinted at resignation.

Bloodraven sat
for a while, temper cooling as he contemplated the fact that Yhalen
had not moved further than the edge of the pallet and was within
easy reach if Bloodraven had the urge to touch him. If he did, the
boy would flinch, no doubt, and try to scramble away, having
quickly enough lost the obedience he’d learned while in
Bloodraven’s care in the fellowship of other ogres. Away from the
judgmental eyes of those same fellows, Bloodraven didn’t mind the
infraction so much, having always found the dull-eyed stare of a
slave with a completely broken will, unnerving.

For the second
time, the clinking of the doors heavy lock caught him off his
guard. The door opened, allowing the predictable guards with their
cocked crossbows and their hateful stares. The smell of roasted
meat wafted in from the hallway, borne on a current of fresh air
that had no doubt been pulled all the way from the doorway leading
to the keep’s ground level. It smelled of pork and vegetables well
saturated in the juices of the meat and Bloodraven’s stomach
rumbled accordingly.

But the
long-desired meal didn’t enter first, servants continuing to hover
in the tangle of humans that milled outside in the corridor.
Instead, accompanied by two men at arms, and behind them the two
bowmen, the swish of skirt announced the arrival of the lady of
this keep.

“Well, good
afternoon,” she said without preamble, her sharp eyes taking in the
details of the room and its occupants swiftly and accurately. “Tell
me, was it mischief of yours or mere coincidence that sent the two
guards outside your door last night to their beds with the sudden
onslaught of sickness?”

Yhalen lifted
his head, the look on his face so full of shock and guilt that no
sane person could have doubted his complicity. Bloodraven shut his
eyes and sighed, innocent of this particular crime, and waited for
judgment to fall.
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It hadn’t
occurred to Yhalen, it truly hadn’t, that the guards at the door
might have been affected by his healing. He felt vaguely sick at
the notion of two shriveled, drained bodies slumped in the hallway
outside, victims of his successful attempt to heal an enemy not
even fully human.

He tried to
formulate words in defense of such a crime, but the lady waved a
hand as if she were bored and said, “If it sweeps through the rest
of the guard, as these things sometimes do, the physician will be
overburdened with the complaints of whining men for the day or two
these ills usually take to run their course.”

Yhalen shut his
mouth, wishing very much it was nothing more than a case of some
common sickness that came with the change of seasons. Wishing that
he’d not drawn from the vitality of the only other close living
things in his working.

“And how are
you this day, master Bloodraven? You look considerably better than
the last time I saw you. I see my eye didn’t misjudge the size of
your clothing.” There was the faint curve of a smile upon her
lips.

Yhalen glanced
about, realizing for the first time since he’d woken that
Bloodraven had indeed shed his bloodied leathers and donned the
trousers that the lady had sent down. He’d neglected the shirt
though, and aside from the pale ochre of his flesh and the rippling
muscle of broad shoulders and chest, the lack of fresh wounds was
very apparent. The lady had to have seen. How could she have missed
such a thing when those very wounds stank of infection and blood
the day before?

His breathing
went shallow and harsh and he clutched his knees in expectation of
accusation. The lady, however, seemed more interested in the cut of
Bloodraven’s pants than the lack of his wounds, and she made no
overt comment. She ignored Yhalen’s presence altogether.

“Do you find
these accommodations more comfortable than the last?” she inquired.
“Is there something perhaps that I might send to make this
regrettable room more appealing?”

Bloodraven
watched her silently from under thick lashes. A strand of long
black hair escaped the knot at his neck, snaking down his cheek to
tickle the jut of his collarbone. The hair pulled so starkly back
from his face hammered home the fact that his bone structure was
far more human than ogre, cheekbones broad but high, brow smooth
and fine, nose long and narrow, the flaring of nostrils the only
indication that he wasn’t entirely comfortable under the scrutiny
of the lady and her guards. Aside from the ears and the color of
his skin he was really quite...well made, Yhalen realized
with shocked comprehension.

“Oh, come, is
there nothing?” the lady prompted. “Or does your silence simply
proclaim that you won’t lower yourself to speak to a mere woman?
Are your women so servile in the north?”

Finally a sound
escaped Bloodraven. A snort that could have been aborted
laughter.

“Hardly,” he
said and the lady’s brow lifted in interest. “They rule the home
fires with iron fists.”

“Ah.” She
smiled in some bit of triumph at having prompted Bloodraven to
speech and Yhalen’s gut flip-flopped at the contemplation in her
eyes. She glided idly to the table with its array of scattered
things, and her guards shifted nervously, their eyes glued to
Bloodraven, who sat in apparent ease in his corner.

“So is there
nothing...?” she prompted, running her fingers over the stitching
in the tunic that Bloodraven had left rumpled on the table.

“A stream would
be nice,” the halfling said.

The lady Duvera
laughed. “Ah, I imagine it would, to wash away the stench of the
dungeon. As much as I’d like to provide the opportunity...I believe
my brother and Lord Tangery would have issues. I do admire a man
who has a care about his hygiene, but I don’t see you fitting
neatly into any tub that could be wrestled down the basement
stairs. Still, perhaps I can arrange something that might do in a
pinch.”

Bloodraven
canted his head, watching her with curious scrutiny. Yhalen thought
she rather looked like a cat on the hunt, and felt the most
contradictory protective instinct to place himself between her and
Bloodraven. Ridiculous, that he felt Bloodraven needed protection.
Ridiculous that he should even care. But perhaps it was simply that
he’d gone to a great deal of effort to heal the halfling, and the
sense of danger the lady brought with her was of a different sort
than Yhalen was used to perceiving from men.

As if she
sensed the sudden stiffening of Yhalen’s back, the curling of his
fingers in the cloth of his trousers, the lady turned her eyes to
him. “And you, have you been taking proper care of master
Bloodraven’s needs?”

“He’s not my
master,” he ground out and regretted it the moment the lady’s eyes
narrowed, flashing briefly with something akin to malice.

She moved
towards the pallet and her guards finally protested, their nerves
stretched to the breaking point by her boldness. She lifted a hand
and snapped at them, warning them back from her. They reluctantly
complied, keeping their weapons and eyes glued to Bloodraven while
she daintily crouched next to Yhalen. Her dark eyes caught his gaze
and held it in a vise-like grip. There was something in her eyes
that was old and arcane, and he thought that this was a woman not
to be trifled with.

“But he is,”
she said softly. “The brand on your back marks you clearly
enough—is that not so, master Bloodraven?”

Bloodraven said
nothing, lashes hiding all but thin slits of his golden eyes.

“And it was
part of our bargain that he wanted you in return for his
cooperation—and I can see why he’d covet you, truly, I can. A woman
might find herself jealous of a young man with such a lovely face
and such pretty, pretty hair.”

She pushed the
hair back from his brow, tucking thick strands of it behind his
ear. Yhalen held himself rigidly still while she did it, caught in
the snare of her eyes. He thought he heard the vague whisper of
speech in the distance, a singsong chant of old and older
words.

“You’ll do your
duty,” she whispered close to his ear, so softly that her guards
couldn’t have heard. “Or I’ll make it known what you did to those
guards. How you stole from them to heal him who is responsible for
the taking of so many innocent lives. They’ll stone you in the
courtyard or tear you to pieces in a mob frenzy, all those huddled,
frightened peasants outside our gates.”

The words she
spoke were almost drowned out by the sibilant chant on the other
side of his awareness. He’d perceived such a chant before, but
never one infused with so much shadow, never one that seemed
directed at him personally and seemed to deaden and numb intrinsic
instincts. A witch, he thought. She was a witch who trafficked with
darker spirits than those that danced in the dappled light of the
forest under the guidance of the great Goddess Mother.

A man without
the gift might never have been aware of it, of the workings of a
witch, or of her invocations to bend a will to her own. Yhalen had
the gift, though, and he felt it and heard it. Panicked, he wished
the voices out of his head and her hands off of his hair. He didn’t
know exactly what charm she was attempting, but he knew without a
doubt that she was attempting something. If anyone else noticed
anything amiss, they made no mention of it.

Out. Out.
Out.

Her eyes
widened and her fingers tightened in his hair, nails grazing his
neck. He felt a slow trickle of blood, but the voices receded, the
chant fading abruptly. The lady Duvera swallowed, some small bit of
sweat coating her brow, and sat back. She held out a hand and one
of her guards hurried forward to help her to her feet.

“Well,” she
said, smoothing her skirts, “You’ve a fine dinner waiting. I’ll see
what I can do, master Bloodraven, about your bath.”

She didn’t look
at Yhalen again, as she turned on her heel and gracefully swept out
of the room. The servants waiting in the hall with their dinner
entered with much less aplomb, hastily setting the trays on the
table and scurrying back out under the watchful eye of the
guard.

When the door
was finally shut, Yhalen found breath came easy again. He lifted a
trembling hand to the back of his neck and fingertips came away
smeared with blood. He stared at it numbly until large fingers
encircled his wrist and Bloodraven pulled his hand away, looking at
the blood himself.

“What did she
do to you?”

“Nothing.
Nothing,” Yhalen said, shaken, though at heart, he wasn’t so
certain.

Bloodraven
pulled and Yhalen had no choice but to shift towards him, using his
free arm to catch himself. He lowered his head as Bloodraven lifted
his braid to see the no doubt crescent-shaped wound on his neck.
His rough fingers brushed the tender skin at Yhalen’s nape and he
shivered. More than shivered—it was as if the touch sent spirals of
sensation down the length of his body. He moaned, vision going dark
around the edges, and leaned in towards the support of Bloodraven’s
body.

Heat sliced out
like a weapon where he touched, and Bloodraven’s hands when they
moved to his back and shoulders to steady him, were like imprints
of fire. The fire didn’t hurt, though, didn’t bring unbearable
agony, but instead unbearable need. His pants tightened around his
swelling cock, and the close fit of the fabric brought tears to his
eyes. His nipples pimpled and hardened, singing with sensation from
the mere brush of his tunic.

“That...bitch,”
he gasped, “Bitchbitchbitch....”

“What did she
do?” Bloodraven grasped his chin, forcing him to look up, but it
was hard to focus. Perhaps if he’d not been so weak from
Bloodraven’s healing, he might have been able to shake her off
sooner, or even to sense her invocation sooner. He’d never, ever
let his guard down around her again, that was most certain, but for
the moment—Goddess, but he couldn’t stop the spread of heat through
his body or the utterly overwhelming need for relief.

He reared up,
pressing hard against Bloodraven’s chest, pressing his mouth
against the halfling’s in a desperate, open-mouthed kiss. He ground
his trapped erection against Bloodraven’s stomach and large hands
hesitated only a moment before sliding down his back to grasp his
buttocks, lifting him up and kneading him, squeezing him through
the thin fabric of his trousers. Bloodraven’s large tongue plunged
into his mouth and his teeth pulled on Yhalen’s lips—sucking,
tasting, and biting.


“Please...please...please...,” gasped Yhalen.

Coherent speech
had deserted him, and all that was left was blind need. His back
hit the pallet with Bloodraven’s weight hovering above,
Bloodraven’s mouth moving down his jaw to his throat, Bloodraven’s
hands ripping the fragile cloth of his tunic to bare his chest.
Teeth and mouth and tongue found a hardened nipple and the
pain-pleasure of it made Yhalen arch his back and cry out.
Bloodraven must have recalled the last time he’d given Yhalen’s
teats his full attention and hurt him, because his ministrations
were gentle enough to drive Yhalen mad with frustration.


“Harder...please....”

Bloodraven
hesitated a moment, lifting his head, a furrow between his brows,
but Yhalen snaked a hand down between them and found the huge bulge
of Bloodraven’s cock straining behind the lacings of his trousers.
Bloodraven’s hesitation evaporated, his mouth finding the
unattended nipple while big fingers pulled and twisted at the
swollen, moist nub he’d just been at.

Yhalen wrapped
his legs around Bloodraven’s waist, driving their groins together,
and that was that. Bloodraven growled and pushed himself up,
grasping Yhalen’s legs and flipping him over, then pulling his
trousers down with one yank, baring all of Yhalen’s back. His
fingers brushed across his mark on the small of Yhalen’s back
before fastening on the globes of Yhalen’s buttocks. He fondled the
firmness of rounded flesh like a man might a woman’s breasts for a
moment.

“Stay,” he
growled and rose swiftly, shucking off his trousers before fumbling
on the table through the stoppered vials, until he found an
ointment for wounds that would prove an efficient lubricant. He was
back in an instant, spreading Yhalen’s thighs wide enough to allow
him to kneel between them. He slid fingers slick with ointment
between Yhalen’s cleft, and Yhalen moaned like a whore, sliding
back so that his chest was close to his knees, his rear raised
invitingly to the half man behind him. He reached for his
straining, begging cock—but Bloodraven caught his hands and pulled
them up behind his back, holding them in place easily enough.

“No. That’s for
me to do,” he said, voice a low growl. His other hand slid between
Yhalen’s buttocks, finger sliding inside easily enough and twisting
and curling, finding that spot that made Yhalen moan and gasp and
push back eagerly. Another finger slick with ointment, and the pain
was both brief and welcomed. Bloodraven took his time about it,
loosening and stretching with a scissoring of big fingers, bending
over Yhalen’s back as he worked to place his lips on the brand,
then leaning further and licking the blood from the nape of
Yhalen’s neck.

When he finally
removed them and positioned the fat head of his cock at Yhalen’s
loosened hole, Yhalen was panting and covered with a sheen of light
sweat. His mind was a swirl of incoherent sensations that had no
room for thought as he pressed eagerly back.

The entry of
the slick head brought minimal pain, but the swollen flare of the
shaft that never seemed to stop on its slow, inevitable entry
strained muscle and flesh to the tearing point. He clenched around
it as much as a body could clench around something so large
invading his body. Bloodraven paused, not fully seated yet, and let
Yhalen adjust. He released his arms and wrapping an arm about
Yhalen’s waist, pulling him up almost off his knees while the other
hand encircled Yhalen’s dripping cock like a huge glove heated by
the hearth.

Yhalen cried
out in pleasure, relaxing—accepting, and Bloodraven drove home,
cock head twisting around the bend of Yhalen’s lower intestine and
finding a comfortable home in his guts. Yhalen whimpered and
moaned, rotating his hips to garner more of the sensation that the
charm demanded he crave.

Bloodraven
gasped, shuddering at the clenching, twisting movement. Yhalen
rotated his hips again, a slow desperate grind, marveling at the
feel of all that flesh stretching, filling, invading his body. He
was well familiar with the feel of a man’s shaft filling his
cavity, but no man he’d ever slept with had delved far beyond that,
venturing up into the untraveled territory of his bowels and the
sensation was strange and thrilling and humbling.

He reached back
and stroked Bloodraven’s arm, feeling fine hairs over smooth skin
so very keenly. Bloodraven began moving, beginning that slow,
steady rhythm that Yhalen knew he could maintain for inhuman
lengths of time. He moaned, crying out each time Bloodraven almost
pulled out only to ram back in. Each aborted short stroke was meant
to graze that most sensitive spot inside Yhalen, and each long
smooth thrust traveled to the deepest depths of him.

And Yhalen
moved his hips and clenched his muscles and did all the things he
might have done for an Ydregi lover, and perhaps because of that,
Bloodraven’s stamina faltered. He came in great jerking spasms that
filled first Yhalen’s bowels with searing semen, then covered his
back and buttocks as Bloodraven pulled out. Bloodraven’s hand
tightened on Yhalen’s cock, pumping with fevered intensity, and
Yhalen spurted on the pallet, though not nearly so much as
Bloodraven.

Sated, the need
suddenly poured out of him, and with it what little energy he’d had
upon waking. He went limp and lax, with not even the strength to
lift a hand to brush sweat-dampened hair from his eyes. The place
that Bloodraven had left, throbbed, and the channel inside him felt
gaping and empty despite the cooling semen that leaked out between
his legs. He felt the presence of Bloodraven leaning over him,
breathing hard from exertion, felt the shift in the pallet as he
moved over Yhalen. Heard the scrape of the bucket as Bloodraven
dragged it over, then the cool feel of wet cloth against his skin
as the residue of sex was washed off. Bloodraven, as always, was
thorough about such things.

He was also, as
Yhalen had discovered, fascinated by the changes his entry had
wrought upon Yhalen’s body—by the swollen looseness of his hole and
the marks of Bloodraven’s fingers on his hips. He placed his mouth
upon the swell of Yhalen’s buttock, and then parted the flesh,
fingers pulling the gasping hole of his rectum wide enough so that
cool air touched the shadowy walls of his insides. Bloodraven’s
tongue followed, easily bypassing the ring of lax muscle,
flickering upon the inside walls of his channel and sucking at the
puckered mouth of his hole.

Yhalen
whimpered, infused with a weary little stab of pleasure. Bloodraven
withdrew and left a little chill behind him with the departure of
his warm mouth. He turned Yhalen onto his back, spread his legs to
either side and pulled his lower body up onto his lap. He bent down
and engulfed Yhalen’s limp cock in his mouth—sucked it in balls and
all, and Yhalen’s vision went black with the feeling. Bloodraven
grasped his buttocks, lifting Yhalen’s lower body so that only his
shoulders touched the pallet, and devoured him, licking and sucking
as he cleansed Yhalen of his own smeared semen.

Yhalen gasped,
heart thumping like a caged beast in his breast as his cock came
back to life, though he hadn’t a notion of where it found the
strength to do so. It was short lived, though, finding release in a
minute or less. Bloodraven seemed pleased, however, and caught him
up with a hand behind his head before moving both of them to a dry
spot where he settled, Yhalen cradled at his side.

Yhalen drifted,
helpless in the arms of exhaustion, his mind still jumbled and
fuzzy. In the very back of his mind, he could still hear echoes of
the lady’s chant. Bloodraven had not been the rapist in this. She
had, as surely as if she’d violated him herself.

He might have
slept. Was sure he had when he woke and Bloodraven’s warmth wasn’t
beside him. The halfling sat, dressed in trousers again at the edge
of the pallet, leaning over the tray of cold dinner. Cold or not,
it didn’t matter. Yhalen’s stomach was screaming protest. He must
not have slept long, for a good portion of the food on the platter
remained. There was a jug of watered wine and Bloodraven offered
him a half full mug of it. Yhalen hesitated a moment before taking
it, and gulped it when he did, spilling wine down his chin and
chest. Ah, he was naked. He flushed with embarrassment and caught
sight of his trousers. Getting them on was no easy task, with his
legs as watery and weak as if he’d run ten miles. His rear held the
familiar soreness of being well and truly used. Bloodraven watched
his endeavor without comment, a hunk of crusty bread held in his
fingers, a faint expression of satisfaction on his face.

That look
struck a chord of annoyance with Yhalen. That arrogant woman had
cast a charm on him, and a wicked one at that, and he’d fallen prey
like the densest of fools. He snatched the portion of the bread
that Bloodraven had not eaten and tore a hunk off, chewing
furiously. His mother wasn’t a charm caster, but his grandfather
was—as were a few other of the Ydregi gifted with the blessing of
the Goddess. Of course, charming a person against their will, was
as frowned upon as say, for instance, draining the forest of its
vitality or stealing the life force from a person. Ydregi charms
were used to help. A man might desire one to overcome his fear of
something or to help break a bad habit—they were not used to garner
unwilling sex.

Bloodraven
pushed the platter towards him. There was a good piece of meat
left, and vegetables softened and stained by the pork juices and
spices. Bloodraven was methodically sucking grease off his
fingers.

The pork was
very good. Tender and seasoned. Yhalen chewed and simmered,
wondering how he was going to go about avoiding falling prey to
Lady Duvera’s invocations again. He’d heard too much of it, he
thought, recalling that whisper in his mind that a person without
the gift would never have noticed. He’d been too exhausted and off
his balance to catch the scent of it sooner, or he might have cast
her out like he’d done at the end of her chant. That had obviously
been far too late to do him much good.

“Good meat,”
Bloodraven observed, having finished grooming himself of pork
grease.

“Oh, shut up,”
Yhalen snapped, hardly considering short ogrish tempers or prickly
ogrish pride.

Bloodraven
lifted a dark brow, frowning, looking very much perturbed by the
suddenness of Yhalen’s temper.

“Oh, by the
Goddess, she charmed me, you idiot!”

Bloodraven
continued to stare.

“You don’t
think I was so desperate for your attentions suddenly that I could
hardly wait till she was out of the room? It was a spell. Didn’t
you have a notion?”

Brows furrowed
and black-fringed eyes narrowed. “Mind your tongue with me, or I’ll
take you across my knee to teach proper manners. You seemed honest
in your enthusiasm.”

Yhalen slapped
the pallet in frustration. “You called me a witch, but she’s one in
fact and she cast a charm on me to make me...do what I did. It was
no want of mine.”

“You seemed to
enjoy it.”

“I
didn’t....”

Yhalen trailed
off, realizing that for a blatant mistruth. He’d gotten intense
pleasure out of the act, almost more than he’d been able to
bear—but he was uncertain if that had been the charm telling him he
wanted it, or his body in truth responding to Bloodraven’s
attentions.

“That’s not the
point.” He dropped his head into his hands, cheeks flaming, so very
acutely aware of the soreness in his backside and the sensitivity
that still stung his nipples.

“Why did she
not place some spell on me, then, to force my cooperation?”

“I don’t know,”
Yhalen admitted. “Perhaps you’re not so easy to spell, being only
half human. How should I know, not having studied the
practice?”

“Easy enough to
heal, though, eh?” Bloodraven said dryly.

“It's not the
same thing,” Yhalen snapped.

Bloodraven sat
and pondered and finally asked, “Is it gone, this spell?”

Yhalen blinked,
lifting his head, not having considered the lasting effects of the
lady’s charm, only bemoaning the initial reaction. How did one
know, save from not losing all reason and falling upon Bloodraven
in a desperate passion? He didn’t hear the tiny whisper in his head
urging him on, so perhaps the spell had dissipated after passion
had spent itself.

“I don’t know,”
he admitted in a small voice. “I think so.”

“Shall we
see?”

Bloodraven
moved very quickly when he chose and was looming over Yhalen before
he realized the halfling had shifted. He grasped Yhalen’s jaw and
covered startled lips with his mouth. The tongue that slipped into
his mouth was more leisurely than demanding, and tasted of the
watered wine he’d been drinking. It was velvety roughness on the
top and slick beneath. Between it and the hand that slid down his
bare back, splay-fingered and firm as it pressed his body hard
against Bloodraven’s own. Yhalen felt helpless little electric
shivers rush through his limbs as heat tingled at his groin.

He moaned,
winding his arms around Bloodraven’s thick neck and opening his
mouth wider to accept all that Bloodraven had to offer. His
thoughts scattered a little, but no more so than they ever did when
libido came into play. Bloodraven’s hand squeezed his ass, and
overtaxed muscles protested the notion of being stretched again so
soon after such a thorough workout, bringing Yhalen very sharply
back to his senses.

“Goddess!”

He gasped,
pushing against Bloodraven’s shoulders to break the kiss. He was
embarrassingly aware of his half-hardened cock caught between their
bodies. Bloodraven had to be aware of it, as well. The ogr’ron
lifted a brow, his breathing not nearly so erratic as Yhalen’s had
become.

“Maybe a little
is left,” Yhalen lied, knowing very well that it had been nothing
of outside invocation that had quickened his blood this time. “Not
much. Could you pl-please put me down?”

Bloodraven
shrugged and did so, the bulge in his trousers more obvious by far
than the one in Yhalen’s. Twice in an hour would kill him, Yhalen
thought miserably, eyes fixed on that impressive hidden shaft.
Well, at the very least he’d been regrettably sore for some time to
come. He tore his gaze away, but Bloodraven’s face was no easier to
look at, golden eyes shimmering with faint satisfaction.

“We will
discuss this further,” Bloodraven declared, rising and
stretching.

That caused an
impressive display of muscle and ochre-tinted flesh that drew
Yhalen’s eye like a moth to flame. He had to force his stare
somewhere safer, and focused instead on the remnants of the meal.
He had the sinking notion that now the door had been opened, wicked
charm or no, it would not be so easily closed.



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter
Thirteen


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 


Two days of
nothing but blank walls, the regular arrival of meals, and
Bloodraven’s uncomfortable company had Yhalen in a foul, dark mood.
Guilty embarrassment had some small contribution to his state of
mind. Though he felt no more irresistible urges towards his half
human cellmate, he was well enough aware of his physical presence,
well enough aware of the raw animal magnetism Bloodraven emitted to
realize that, under different circumstances, he might not be so
quick to shun his advances. That realization annoyed him no end,
and he spent the better part of a day casting dark, accusing
glances at the ogr’ron’s broad back.

His dark glares
seemed to bother Bloodraven not at all. Bloodraven, having little
enough else to do, slept a good deal of the time, making Yhalen
wonder if perhaps during the worst part of the mountain winters,
ogres did not retreat into a sort of hibernation to wait out the
intractable weather. Asking would have created a dialogue that he
wasn’t willing to start, as he wasn’t willing in any way to give
Bloodraven an opening to initiate more intimate activities. So he
sat on a folded pile of cloth in the corner furthest from the
comfortable pallet and brooded.

He grudgingly
admitting that if Bloodraven had truly wished to dally between the
furs then nothing Yhalen could have done would have stopped him.
Honestly said, it would have been a spirited way to pass the slow
drip of time, and Bloodraven had cast many a long, speculative look
at Yhalen after the lady’s devious spell had faded, but he’d not
acted upon them. Perhaps he was wary of all the magic practiced
around him of late. Perhaps, Yhalen admitted reluctantly, he was
simply honoring Yhalen’s obvious desire that he keep his
distance.

Honor. That
wasn’t a trait Yhalen would have associated with the brutal
invaders from the north, but he couldn’t help but admit that
throughout his association with Bloodraven, the halfling had shown
the occasional trace of it. Though whether the ogre concept of
honor, in all its aspects, was anything close to the human version
was yet to be seen.

On the third
day, the tromping of footsteps down the stair and the rattling of
the sturdy lock happened before the usual appearance of their
breakfast. Bloodraven made no move to stand, but Yhalen did, not
able to feign the halfling’s air of casual courage quite so
readily. There were a good deal more guards in the hall than what
usually accompanied the arrival of meals, and not all of them wore
the colors of this keep. Yhalen recognized Lord Tangery’s red and
black livery on at least half of the men.

“You.” One of
the prince Protector’s men jabbed a finger at Yhalen. “You’re given
leave of this room.”

Yhalen blinked,
a great wave of hope rushing through him. Freedom. Was he being
granted his freedom from this unjust imprisonment?

There was a
sound from the corner, a low growl and a quiet shifting of weight
as Bloodraven rose. Every guard in the room went tense, hands
slipping to the hilts of weapons.

“Wait.”
Tangery’s man held up a hand in warning, both to Bloodraven and the
guards grouped around him, then said pointedly to Bloodraven,
“He’ll be back. Lord Tangery only wishes to speak privately. When
he’s finished, the boy will be returned, by the word of my
lord.”

Yhalen
shuddered, the brief optimism leaking away, having the distinct
feeling that Lord Tangery would rather take the point of a sword
than willingly break a promise given. He glanced at Bloodraven and
saw him incline his head, accepting. The guards let out a
collective breath of relief as one of Dunval’s men ushered Yhalen
out into the hall, past servants struggling down the stairs with
field chairs, a table, and what looked to be refreshments. Of
Tangery himself, Yhalen saw no sign on his way up. He lost interest
in looking quickly enough as he exited the basement door and saw
true sunlight for the first time in what seemed weeks instead of
mere days.

He stood in a
square of light emitted from one of the high windows set along the
length of the hall, breathing in the healing rays. Nothing could
live without sunlight in some form or another.

He decided to
test the limits of his freedom and walked towards the doors leading
out into the yard. No one stopped him, but he felt the presence of
a guard trailing behind him. People were just beginning to move
around the yard, preparing for a long day of work. The smell of
baking bread permeated the yard on the kitchen side of the keep. He
wandered that way. Depending on how long a talk Lord Tangery
planned to have with Bloodraven, Yhalen was likely to miss
breakfast. He had no qualms about taking it above the crust of the
earth, basking in daylight.

The cooks
weren’t ready to start doling out breakfast yet, though. Bread was
still baking and porridge still simmering. Half an hour, they
claimed, shooing him and his guard away. He went to the barracks
where he’d slept before being forced into Bloodraven’s company,
remembering the wash trough in the garden attached to it. A few
servants still dallied in the barracks. Where before, they had paid
him little heed, now they stopped and stared, their mouths agape.
No matter the secrecy of their lord’s plans, nothing escaped the
gossip of servants. He refused to meet their eyes, though he
couldn’t help the blush that stained his cheeks knowing what they
must assume. Knowing the truth of those assumptions.

He washed in
the trough, blinding himself to the guard’s presence. Bodily
modesty had never been a Ydregi trait, though of recent Yhalen had
started to become protective of his personal privacy. He dipped his
head and scrubbed his hair and scalp clean with the sliver of soap
left on the edge of the trough. He stood with the trough between
himself and the guard and washed the rest of his body, then wiped
himself quickly dry with the used cloths other servants had left
before he redressed. He squeezed out his hair, toweling as much
wetness as he could from it, then twisted it into a rope and tied
it in a damp knot at the back of his neck to keep the back of his
shirt dry.

The kitchen was
serving breakfast by the time he returned, and he stood in a line
of guards, keep servants, and laborers, waiting for his portion. A
hunk of bread and a bowl of porridge with a dash of honey, all
washed down with plain water. Not as rich a fare as they’d been
sending down of late to Bloodraven, but appreciated
nonetheless.

He sat on the
edge of a short stone wall and ate, his guard having gotten his own
breakfast that he sat consuming not very far away. As he was
sopping up the last of the porridge with the remaining bread, he
caught sight of a familiar figure. Meliah paused in her passage,
what looked to be a load of laundry in a basket on her hip, staring
at him in surprise. Almost she made to approach, but Yhalen’s guard
stood, a warning look on his face and the girl ducked her head,
casting Yhalen a quick, pitying look before hurrying on.

Whether the
pity bothered him more, or the guard’s interference, he couldn’t
say. He supposed the guard had orders to keep Yhalen from spreading
tales about what they were doing, what they had bartered for
cooperation from a dread enemy. It wasn’t as if the people of the
keep didn’t know. It wasn’t as if Meliah’s pity came from the fact
that he’d been taken into the care of the lord and lady of the keep
instead of being tossed out to fend for himself.

He suddenly
felt sick to his stomach. He put the bowl down, hands shaking as he
scanned the yard to see how many other eyes were drawn to where he
sat. Quite a few, though most of them were furtive, and turned away
to whisper to companions when they saw him looking. He rose,
staring blindly ahead, and headed for the main building. At least
inside the castle there were not so many idle bodies. At least
there, he could find a private corner to wallow in his
embarrassment alone. But the guard caught up with him once inside
the doors, and latched hold of his arm, turning him towards the
enclosed staircase leading to the upper floors.

“The lady wants
you,” the man said bluntly.

Yhalen hissed,
jerking his arm from the guard’s grasp, and refusing to set foot on
the steps.

“I’ve no wish
to see her,” he snapped, thinking foul things about the lady in
question.

The guard
stared mutely at him, determined in his mission. Another guard
looked up from the hall at the commotion. All it would take would
be a word and they would bodily haul him up those steps. They’d
already proved to have no qualms about forcing their will upon the
reluctant.

He glared his
distaste of them, straightening his back and climbing up the stairs
before the man could dare to lay a hand upon him again. There would
be violence done if he tried, of that Yhalen was sure. He’d taken
as much manhandling as his pride would allow these last weeks.
Though he had little enough choice with Bloodraven, who could snap
him like a twig if he so desired, he wouldn’t tolerate it from
these mere human men.

Two flights up,
past more guards who seemed disinterested in his passage. The doors
to the lady’s chambers were of richly carved oak. Whimsical
etchings of birds and twining vines that were more suited to a lady
of less intimidating nature, Yhalen thought, than Lady Duvera. Then
again, it was an old fortress, and it was likely these rooms had
belonged to many a lady before the present one had taken up
residence.

The guard
rapped on the door and a moment later a maid opened it, peering
outside timidly before stepping back and ushering them into the
outer room. Yhalen had never before been in a room like it. The
richness of the furnishings was overwhelming and somewhat garish to
the eye. Colorful tapestries, fine silks, velvets embroidered with
strands of gold and silver, and furniture inlaid with the same. The
room was cluttered with the trappings of wealth, and Yhalen found
none of it appealing. The lady’s maid in her plain smock seemed the
only spot of refreshing plainness in the chamber. She assured the
guard that the lady would see to them shortly. The guard seemed
content to wait, putting his back to the door and staring blankly
at a wall. Yhalen stood in the center of this cacophony of color
and fabric thinking dourly that he preferred the cleaned out
storage room he’d recently shared with Bloodraven to this pompous
cage.

The lady kept
him waiting. A good while. He’d begun to shift from foot to foot,
taking small idle steps around the room to simply relieve the
pressure of standing in one place for so long, when the door
finally opened and the lady Duvera swept out, haughty and grand in
her fine dress, her dark hair coiled on her head and her dark eyes
lazy and amused.

“Did I keep you
waiting?” she asked with patently false regard for the fact that
she had. The little maid hustled back to stand out of her way
against the wall, waiting expectantly for any signal of need from
her mistress.

“You did,”
Yhalen said bluntly, feeling no need for courtesy in the face of
what she’d done to him with her witchcraft. “It was wasted time,
better spent enjoying the sunlight you and yours have denied me of
late.”

She laughed,
genuinely amused. She approached him brazenly, standing as close as
a man might who wished to intimidate by the mere invasion of
personal space. He met her gaze levelly, refusing to flinch, but
inside he strained to sense any mystical tampering on her part. She
caught his arm, twining it with her own and urged him towards the
inner room.

He tensed,
rigid with anger and despising her touch. He refused to budge, but
wasn’t quite willing to jerk his arm from the grasp of a lady, even
if that lady were a witch who had practiced dark magic against
him.

“Oh, come,
don’t be stubborn. Or are you afraid of a mere woman? Are the
Ydregi so timid?”

Yhalen
glowered, his pride stung, and allowed her to draw him forward.

“If you hear me
cry out,” she said lightly to the guard by the door. “Come beat
this fellow to a pulp, would you?”

The guard
inclined his head, the glint in his eye a telltale sign that he’d
be all too willing to do just that.

The lady’s
private chamber wasn’t so cluttered as the outer one. The furniture
was just as rich, the tapestries just as fine, but there was less
of it. The bed was a large four-poster affair, affixed with sheer
draperies. He refused to move further into the room than a few
steps past the threshold, and the lady shrugged, then closed the
doors behind them before daintily seating herself upon the
cushioned stool at the foot of the bed. She stared at him as if she
were trying to decipher a table of some ancient text that she only
half understood. He stared past her, to the pale light of day that
seeped through a crack in her drapes.

“Was our
barbarous guest satisfied with your performance?” she asked
finally, a sly curve to her thin lips. “Were you enthusiastic
enough in the performance of your duty?”

Yhalen ground
his teeth, feeling his cheeks flame despite the surge of cold anger
that seethed inside him. He wouldn’t grace her with a response.

“Oh come now,
why so shy?” she said. “It was just a simple charm. It would never
have worked if you truly abhorred the touch of the creature. Grant
me just a few details of the act. You seem little worse for wear,
so he must have taken care to be gentle with you. I made sure there
were lubricants sent down with the supplies you were sent, but even
so, with such a size...do you bleed when he enters you?”

“Witch,” he
spat, having endured as much as he could in silence. “Foul, evil
woman. You take a pure art and twist it to your wretched needs. I
know of no Ydregi that would stoop so low.”

“Except one,”
she smiled, showing no offense at his words as she responded. “One
that stoops lower, taking the vitality of others for his own needs.
For the need of his half-breed lover.”

She could have
physically hit him and not scored so well. He felt the breath rush
out of him so that his head swam wildly.

“He’s not,” he
said indignantly,“ my lover.”

She laughed.
“You’re naive. I haven’t yet decided whether it’s a fetching trait
or a pitiable one. You think you’re the first one to abuse power.
You think that even your forest-bred people are so pure that no one
of them uses the power the gods granted them for more than
altruistic purposes? If so, they’re not human.”

“You’re wrong,”
he whispered, but he remembered all the same the Ydregi who had,
all those years ago, burnt down half the forest with the misuse of
his powers. That man was only recalled and spoken about because of
the magnitude of his misdeed. Were there others that had misused
the power in smaller ways that no one ever mentioned? That no one
ever knew about, because like Yhalen, they would never tell in fear
of what such knowledge would do to their standing amongst the
people?

“I’m not,” she
assured him. “Even though the magicks you use and those that I
practice are very different things, I think.”

“All power
comes from the Goddess,” he repeated. It was what he’d been told a
hundred times, but the lady laughed with derision.

“Fool. If your
Goddess even exists, she has no claim to all the magicks that fill
the world. What a hidebound, cloistered race of people the Ydregi
must be, to believe such. My craft hails from far eastern lands. I
learned it as a girl, under the tutelage of my foreign nanny. She
taught me potions and chants and incantations. There’s nothing
haphazard or left to the whimsy of the gods in what I do. Can you
say the same?”

He swallowed
uncertainly, off his balance and fighting for steady ground.

“I didn’t think
your people,” he waved a hand helplessly about to indicate all of
the peoples that inhabited the towns and duchies and cities that
lay under the fiefdom of Lord Tangery’s royal brother the king as
he spoke, “believed much in the practice of magicks.”

“They don’t,”
she said simply. “But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist in a dozen
different forms. That doesn’t mean they won’t turn their heads and
countenance the use of it if it benefits them.” She lowered her
head, staring up at him from under her lashes meaningfully.
“Tangery might be a prince, a knight, and a devoted follower of the
church, but that doesn’t mean he won’t look the other way to see
his plans come to fruition. And he does so want our halfling
complacent and cooperative.”

“For what?”
Yhalen asked.

She smiled.
“Maybe if you please master Bloodraven enough, he’ll tell you.”

Yhalen drew in
a hissing breath of frustration. Duvera waved a hand.

“Suffice to
say, if the prince is satisfied with what your halfling has to say,
then it’s very likely that he’ll no longer be held at this
keep.”

Yhalen lifted a
brow, interest suddenly pricked. He fought to keep the eagerness
from his face.

“No?”

If they moved
them, there was no direction they could go that wasn’t through some
forested lands. Yhalen might find the chance to escape yet.

“If treaties
are to be made, it’s best they’re discussed in a place where the
people are less inclined to raise arms at the thought of
negotiating with a murdering ogre. Some place more secure.”

 


~~~

 


She left the
interview at that. Annoying, frustrating woman. He left with a
great deal of questions tumbling about in his head, and a great
many uncertainties. Of course that was what she’d intended. She
enjoyed the manipulation, he realized. It was a game to her, and
she didn’t often have such interesting pieces to play.

He was allowed
another hour’s respite in the warm light of the yard before two
more guards approached the one that had been dogging his heels and
drew him back into the coolness of the cellars and the sunless
embrace of Bloodraven’s cell. All signs of Tangery’s presence were
gone. Only Bloodraven remained, reclined easily amongst the pillows
of his pallet, eyes hooded and thoughtful, only briefly flickering
up to take note of Yhalen’s return before dismissing his presence
completely.

No matter how
badly he might want to know what had gone on in his absence, he
didn’t voice the question. The thought of talking to Bloodraven as
if he were a comrade or friend who would willingly share
information made his back stiffen in stubbornness. Still, there was
something grim about the halfling’s expression, something deadly
serious in his contemplation that made Yhalen’s stomach clench in
dread—yet no word of it was uttered. Whatever Bloodraven and
Tangery had discussed, Bloodraven had taken it in all
seriousness.

It went badly,
Yhalen thought. Tangery was even now considering sending men down
to slit Bloodraven’s throat. And what would they do with the one
witness to all of their maneuverings? It would be easier on all of
them if he simply disappeared, buried in the same secret grave that
they disposed of Bloodraven’s body in. Goddess. To spend eternity
rotting alongside his captor, his tormentor. He shivered and drew
his knees up tight against his chest, working himself into a
nervous frenzy over the thought of it. So much so that when the
door did open, he was on his feet with his back to the wall, his
fists tightly clenched at his sides, ready to defend himself if
need be.

It proved a
needless precaution and an embarrassing one. It was only dinner,
brought by two servants and the ever-present guard. He forced
himself to relax. Forced himself to walk over and take the heavily
laden tray with shaking hands. Bloodraven was watching him as he
sat it down, one black brow arched curiously. Yhalen put the tray
down with a clank and went to retrieve the flagon of wine and
mugs.

The wine
tonight was exceptional. The food mouthwatering. Yhalen couldn’t
imagine Lord Tangery and the lord and lady of the keep ate anything
less at their table. With such fine food and wine, it seemed
unlikely that things had gone badly between Tangery and Bloodraven.
One might even assume that Tangery was quite pleased.

Bloodraven
didn’t give the fine fare the attention it deserved, though, his
thoughts clearly elsewhere. Yhalen ate his fill and still there
were scraps left for the servants to take back up. The wine was
consumed in whole, however. Bloodraven took the large flask after
Yhalen had filled his mug the first time and drank from the bottle
itself. He still didn’t offer comment on his meeting with Tangery,
which presented some bit of disappointment, since Yhalen had vowed
not to ask himself, but he wouldn’t have rebuffed an offering from
Bloodraven.

In fact
Bloodraven paid him very little heed for the remainder of the
night, preferring to brood in silence, leaving Yhalen to dwell on
the hope of leaving this place and the possibility of slipping away
in the forest between here and wherever it was that Tangery might
consider a safe haven to hold discussions with an age old enemy.
But of course thoughts of flight led to ones of homecoming, and the
prospect of revealing the paths his burgeoning power had taken. Or
concealing those facts, as the lady Duvera had suggested had been
done in the past by others who had abused the Goddess-given
gifts.

He fell asleep
agonizing over that decision, to lie or to be condemned for the
truth. He woke many hours later with Bloodraven’s large, warm body
close against his back, his head resting on one large outstretched
arm, and Bloodraven’s other arm draped heavy and lax across him, as
efficient a deterrent against withdrawal as any bonds.

Whether it was
still night, or if they had slept through till morning, he didn’t
know. His sense of time had grown distorted, held so long from the
rising and setting of the sun. He lay for a long while, relaxing
from the tension of waking in the embrace of the halfling, letting
the deep, slow breaths of the body against his affect the state of
his own breathing. Bloodraven was warm and solid—not entirely
uncomfortable to lie against when he was tranquil and slumbering,
his scent musky and not unpleasant since they’d been provided water
for bathing.

Almost Yhalen
dozed again, in the utter silence of their cell, protected against
the chill by a blanket of flesh. Bloodraven’s hand drifted up his
arm, then down, tracing the line of his hip in slow, lazy
movements. There was no threat in the motion, nothing to make
Yhalen bolt away from the contact. How long had the halfling been
awake, lying so still beside him? Bloodraven didn’t make a sound or
a demand, content, it seemed, to stroke his hair, his body, like
Yhalen might pet a tame leerkit absently, gaining relaxation from
its mere presence. And did not the leerkits always purr in
contentment at such attention? Arch their sinewy backs and beg for
more?

Yhalen shut his
eyes, shivering at the passage of a powerful hand across his ribs.
Whether the tremor was from fear or revulsion, or some elicit
thrill of excitement he couldn’t fathom. It was hard enough to
think at all, so focused was he on the passage of Bloodraven’s idle
hand.

He broke his
vow simply to shatter the spell.

“What did he
ask of you?”

“Nothing that I
didn’t expect,” Bloodraven answered after a moment, the casual
movement of his hand unceasing. Nothing, Yhalen thought, that
Bloodraven himself hadn’t already considered.

“What was it
that you expected, then? What bargain did you strike?”

“A beneficial
one.”

“Beneficial to
whom? What do you care what benefits humankind?” Yhalen felt a stab
of frustration. Talking to Bloodraven when he chose to be cryptic
seemed as fruitless as babbling at him before Yhalen had known he
even understood what he was saying.

“My father’s
people were human.”

“Your father
was a slave.”

“Umm.”

Bloodraven
shifted and something in the inflection of his touch changed. He
bent close, inhaling the scent of Yhalen’s hair. The hand that had
been gently skimming pressed firm against Yhalen’s belly, molding
his back tighter against Bloodraven’s body. Against hard planes
sculpted with muscle and the ridge of the halfling’s not quite
fully erect manhood.

The hand
drifted down, across Yhalen’s crotch, fingers testing what lay
beneath the thin material of trousers. Yhalen tensed, dreading
reaction, dreading the stirring of his cock as Bloodraven’s fingers
cupped his balls.


“Break...breakfast will be here soon,” Yhalen gasped, knowing well
enough that Bloodraven did not care to flaunt his sexual activities
before the eyes of his human captors.

“Not so soon,”
the halfling murmured, pressing his mouth against Yhalen’s neck, a
moist sweep of tongue across sensitive flesh. Yhalen shuddered as
his skin went goosepimply. His cock twitched to greater life.
Mortifying to find his body responded to the touch of his
rapist.

“Let me go,” he
whispered hoarsely. “I don’t wish this.”

Bloodraven’s
hand stilled in a long moment of silence, and then miraculously
enough, withdrew to rest lightly atop Yhalen’s hip.

“No?”

“No.” Yhalen
rolled away, immediately bringing up a knee to hide the tenting of
his trousers. Not that Bloodraven didn’t know.

The halfling
shrugged, rolling onto his back and shifting his hand to the much
more impressive bulge in his own pants. He lazily slid his fingers
beneath the waistband of his trousers to tend to his needs. Yhalen
watched for a moment in horrified fascination, the life between his
own legs refusing to dwindle. He had to turn away. Had to retreat
with a single thin blanket to the far corner and stare instead at
the blank wall before his erection died.

It left him in
a foul mood afterwards, temper curdled in the flames of
embarrassment. Taking that temper out on Bloodraven would have been
foolhardy at best, and only invited the physical engagement that
the halfling had been kind enough to cease at Yhalen’s urging.
Bloodraven in a good mood, it seemed, was generous. In a pissed off
mood, stung by the temper of a human half his size, he’d probably
not be so inclined to stunt his urges simply at the plea of one he
still considered his property.

So, wisely
enough, Yhalen held his tongue and confined his glares to subtle
glances from under his lashes, which the halfling seemed not to
notice at all as he rose and splashed water on his face from the
basin of wash water. He then proceeded to sit at the edge of the
pallet and work the snarls out of silky fine ebony hair before
pulling the portion at his temples back and fastening it into a
small topknot. When he’d finished, he looked over at Yhalen,
stewing in his corner, and tossed the bone comb his way. It hit
Yhalen’s knee and skittered onto the floor.

Yhalen stared
at the comb, stubbornly refusing to touch it. It occurred to him
that he hadn’t so much as finger combed his hair since he’d washed
it during the small sliver of freedom he’d been allowed yesterday.
It would be painful working out a day’s worth of tangles. Admitting
that it needed doing was beyond him. He sat his jaw and pretended
the comb and the suggestion that he needed it were not there.

“Are there
birds here that have escaped my notice,” Bloodraven observed
quietly, some hint of amusement in his deep voice. “That have taken
up nesting in your hair?”

Something nasty
hovered on the tip of Yhalen’s tongue. He swallowed it back with
effort.

“Come here.
I’ll tame it.” Bloodraven’s deep voice sounded uncommonly
good-humored. But then, his mood had been fine all morning.

“No.” Yhalen’s
head snapped up, nostrils flaring in indignation. “Thank you for
the offer.”

“I could come
to you, but I’d be less...gentle about the business, if forced to
sit on cold stone floor instead of this nice pallet.”

Yhalen stared,
stubbornness fighting with the absolute certainty that Bloodraven
meant what he said.

“Come here. And
bring the comb.”

This time it
sounded less a suggestion and more a command. Yhalen hissed under
his breath, then swiped up the comb and padded over to the pallet
before turning his back and flopping down cross-legged on the edge
next to Bloodraven.

Bloodraven was
surprisingly adept at working complex snarls out of lengths of hair
without tugging too strenuously at the scalp that had sprouted it.
For hands so large and so capable of mayhem, he had a delicate
touch, when it suited him. Yhalen could almost forget the threat,
if he shut his eyes and endured the grooming, imagining instead
that it was friendly hands upon him. Imagining that he was sitting
outside his family house, his mother working the tangles out as she
had so many times before.

“Are all ogres
as fastidious as you?” Yhalen asked, needing to break the soothing
spell.

“Are all
humans?” Bloodraven countered. It was a fair enough question and
Yhalen could honestly say that a great many of the people outside
of the Ydregi forests were most definitely in dire need of basic
hygiene skills.

Bloodraven
finished. Yhalen tensed for some further touch, but the halfling
merely sat back, creating space between himself and Yhalen and
allowing escape, if that was what Yhalen wished. Yhalen sat there,
strands of flyaway hair tickling his cheeks, the mass of it lying
smooth and tamed down his back. He was saved having to offer
gratitude by the arrival of breakfast.

The keep
servants came trooping down with platters of breakfast fare, better
than any Yhalen had eaten since he’d been here, and certainly
better than any he’d seen in captivity with Bloodraven. A fresh
loaf of bread with butter, and a jar of fruit preserve warming next
to it. No less than a dozen poached eggs, ham friend crisp around
the edges, and potatoes fried with chunks of onion and peppers.
There was also porridge with honey and butter mixed in, and a
steaming kettle of strong tea. Fresh water was brought for the
washbasin and clean cloth for drying, as well as a stack of new
clothing, complete with boots.

“You and Lord
Tangery must have gotten along very well indeed,” Yhalen commented
when the servants had gone and the guards had closed the door
behind them. “Or perhaps they simply want to fatten you up so
you’re too slow to be any threat.”

Bloodraven
canted a dubious look at him, in the process of sniffing the jar of
jellied fruit. “Your people,” he admitted, “are truly creative with
the preparation of their food.”

He took what he
wanted and when he’d settled back to eat, Yhalen took a portion for
himself.

The day wore on
much like previous days. Bloodraven made no overture towards him,
and Yhalen’s pride wouldn’t allow him to pester the halfling for
details of what bargain he’d struck with Lord Tangery.

It wasn’t until
many hours had marched by, and the upper earth had to have been
kissed by the light of the moon, that the sound of boots on the
stairwell alerted them to the approach of more men that it usually
took to bring them their supper.

When the door
opened, there were indeed no servants outside it, but a great many
armed men. One, in a livery that Yhalen didn’t immediately
recognize as either Dunval’s or Lord Tangery’s, stepped forward,
motioning the others to hold their ground. Bloodraven rose, slowly
and casually, as though any man might do such when a dozen armed
soldiers stood tense and ready for some offensive move from
him.

The knight, for
surely he must have been one, judging by armor under the tunic he
wore and the longsword at his back, moved towards Bloodraven
without hesitation. Perhaps he’d less reason than most to fear,
being a very tall, very broad-shouldered man who moved with the
gait of a hunter born. Though the armor under the tunic was fine
and well-maintained, there were nicks and dents here and there that
hinted that it had seen more than the inside of a stronghold’s main
hall. The man’s face did as well, one long scar starting at his
forehead, cutting through his right brow and traveling down his
cheek. Whatever injury had caused it had only just missed taking
his eye as well.

“It’s time,”
the scarred knight said, and Bloodraven inclined his head, turning
towards the table and the new clothing that had been brought. He
pulled on boots and tunic over the clothing he already wore.

“You too,” the
knight said to Yhalen. “Dress for a night ride.”

“A night....“
He trailed off, remembering what the lady had told him. Hurriedly
he pulled on boots and pulled a thick woolen tunic over his linen
shirt, all the while preparing himself for a break for freedom if
the chance arose.

The knight
beckoned, and a pair of guards entered the room, accompanied by the
clank of chains. The knight took them in his own hands and stared
pointedly at Bloodraven.

“You understand
the need?”

The halfling
looked down at the manacles, and perhaps some flicker of
disappointment crossing his features before he shrugged and
extended his thick wrists for the knight to clamp the manacles
about.

“Where are we
going?” Yhalen asked, no longer able to keep his silence.

The scarred
knight glanced at him briefly, eyes gauging. “East,” he finally
said. “You’re going east...to meet a man.”

Before Yhalen
could ask who or why, the guards ushered them out of the room and
up the narrow stairwell. The keep was dark when they reached the
ground floor. Darker than usual perhaps, for such a place, wall
sconces unlit and the main hall eerily deserted. Hurriedly they
made their way towards a side doorway, and down a hall that Yhalen
had not traversed. He picked up the scent of horses and manure
before they reached the exit and guessed that this hall led
directly to the stable yard. More men waited there. A great many
more men. Tangery was among them, as was Lord Dunval. Tangery
inclined his head to the scarred knight and the man returned the
gesture. They were of a height, Tangery and this younger knight,
though Tangery had the girth of a man well into his middle
years.

“We’ll ride
hard and fast tonight,” Tangery said. “There are too many folk who
would take exception to your presence, master Bloodraven, to risk
exposure. I only hope your lady sister can keep our pace, Lord
Dunval.”

Yhalen saw the
lady Duvera for the first time, tall and reed thin. Dressed in dark
clothing amidst the thicker bodies of men. She was dressed for
travel.

The knight
frowned. “I still hold misgivings about the presence of a woman on
such a journey. She’s better tending to the business of her
keep.”

“My sister has
many skills, Sir Alasdair. You may find her invaluable,” Dunval
said with a sly smile. The knight, Sir Alasdair, didn’t return it,
turning instead to wave the soldiers holding the reins of horses
forward.

“Lord Tangery,
we’re losing darkness. We need to be on the road if we’ve a hope of
reaching Karspont by morning. He’ll be none too happy if we’re
forced to take shelter from daylight travel and lose a day in the
process.”

“Ah,” Tangery
said grimly. “Well do I know the extent of his patience...or lack
of it. I grew up with him, remember?”

“Aye, milord.”
Sir Alasdair’s mouth twitched in what might have been a smile
before he banished it, bellowing for horses.

They brought a
great, thick-legged creature that must have been taken straight
from the fields for Bloodraven. Only a workhorse could have carried
him for any duration without breaking down. Bloodraven’s shaggy
mount stood even taller than the war-horses that Lord Tangery and
Sir Alasdair rode. A silvery palfrey was brought for the lady, and
she mounted sidesaddle, much to Sir Alasdair’s disapproval. She
daintily arranged her skirts around herself. Yhalen’s was of
plainer stock, a dull brown, tractable creature that stood stock
still while he mounted, waiting patiently for the lead of the other
horses.

A hand touched
Yhalen’s leg and he looked down into the narrowed eyed of Lord
Dunval.

“Make sure you
convey to him that folly of attempting escape,” Dunval said
quietly, indicating Bloodraven with a jerk of his chin. “The men of
mine that accompany you have orders, to not take him down first
upon misbehavior, but you. Make sure he knows.”

The man’s
fingers bit into his calf. Yhalen winced, but before he could jerk
his leg out of the stirrup to escape the grasp, Dunval let go,
backing off as if he’d offered no threat.

The company
left a few moments later, trotting out of a small gate at the back
of the hold, breaking into an easy canter on the dirt track outside
it as they made subtle haste past the surrounding village of shacks
and tents outside the walls of Keis Castle.

They kept this
pace as they entered the forest, a sea of dark riders in the darker
shadows of the wood. It was hard to make out any individual in the
night save for Bloodraven, whose bobbing head topped all the
others, in the center of the group. Yhalen was also surrounded by
riders, with no easy avenue of escape. He supposed they’d gone to
pains to make it so, trusting his loyalty to this venture no more
so than they trusted Bloodraven. They should have trusted him less,
for he had no reason to see it though, unlike Bloodraven who had
gone to lengths, Yhalen thought, to parlay with men of power. He
didn’t think Bloodraven had agreed to anything out of desperation
and fear of his life. His bargainings, whatever they might be, were
no spur of the moment thing.

They rode well
into the night, stopping twice along the way for fresh mounts that
waited in the darkness under the hands of silent, grim-faced men.
Yhalen had a good seat. He rode well, though not often enough to
prepare himself for the trial of an all night, fast-paced ride. He
felt it in his muscles the first time he had to dismount and
remount a new horse. By the second change of mounts, his legs had
gone watery and weak, and his thighs were cramping so bad that he
ground his teeth to endure it as the horse bolted into motion under
him. Even if the opportunity to flee on foot into the thick wood
had presented itself, he doubted he could have outrun even the most
sluggish guard. As the hours wore on, he cared for nothing so much
as reaching the end of this journey, escape or no escape.

The sky had
lightened with dawn by the time the forest they rode through, began
to thin. They had, of necessity, reduced their pace to a
ground-eating trot that jarred the bones and numbed the backside.
When they topped a last hill, the brightening sky of the horizon
silhouetted the distant teeth of mountains. The land between them
and those far away peaks undulated with hills and valleys. In the
vale below them, neatly plowed fields could just be made out, as
well as small clusters of cottages that lay beside the tracks
intersecting the fields.

On the far
rise, overlooking the fields, was a vast stronghold. The pale light
of dawn washed the walls powder gray. It was low and blocky, and
unlike Keis Keep, no outbuildings or shacks had been built up
anywhere near its outer fortifications. Nothing close enough to
allow an enemy to vault up to the top of the wall, or allow burning
to damage those same stout walls. As they rode through the vale and
up the winding path towards the keep, two banners could be made
out, flapping lazily in the early morning breeze. One held the
colors of Lord Tangery, the other was black and red with a gold
stylized lion. The same colors that Sir Alasdair wore. Yhalen had
little enough knowledge of the provinces outside the Ydregi
forests, but he did know enough to recognize the emblem of the King
of Suthland.

So the ‘man’
Sir Alasdair had said they were going to meet was no mere man, but
Valeran, King of Suthland and all the outlying provinces.
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The walls of
the keep, when they passed beneath the jagged teeth of the
portcullis, were aged and thicker than two men laid end to end. The
guards that had ridden out to escort them in all wore the same
colors that Sir Alasdair did. The colors of the king.

So many of the
guards in Dunval’s service looked as if they might have been
conscripted from field work scant weeks prior, but there was
nothing to these men that suggested that they had not been whelped
and reared to the life of soldiers. Nothing that suggested that
they were not mercilessly adept at the seasoned weapons they
sported. Dangerous men, but it seemed less likely that some stray
bolt would be loosed from nervous hands at some careless movement
on Bloodraven’s part.

They walked
tired horses into the yard, dismounting with a symphonic clatter of
armor and squeaking of leather. Yhalen sat a while longer,
surveying the lay of the yard from the vantage of the saddle,
noting nothing that indicated this keep housed anything but men of
a military mind set. There was no clutter along the walls, and no
splotches of greenery to break up the harsh line of stone. No
gathering of curious servants watching the arrival of unusual
guests.

A man at arms
waited at his knee, to take his horse to the stables along with the
others. With a swallowed groan of discomfort, Yhalen swung his leg
over and slid down the side of the patient animal, legs feeling
oddly disconnected as his feet settled once more on solid ground.
Having nothing close at hand to catch hold of, he stood for a
moment, unmoving, gathering the shreds of his equilibrium as well
as the will to move his legs. Traveling afoot, he decided, wincing
at the twitching cramp in his thighs, was by far preferable to the
back of a horse.

Bloodraven had
dismounted and stood amidst a group of knights and soldiers closer
to the broad steps that led to the tall, iron bound doors of the
keep. Tangery and Alasdair spoke together, half way up the steps.
No one seemed to be paying much heed at all to Yhalen. If it were
not for the closed portcullis and the barred gates that took two
men to close behind it, he might have easily slipped away from the
yard, unseen and unnoticed. He was, after all, inconsequential
compared to the half-ogre. A bargaining chip that had already spent
its value, having gotten cooperation out of Bloodraven.
Cooperation, Yhalen thought, which would have been offered
regardless, Bloodraven having had plans of his own to start
with.

A hand skimmed
his arm. The lady Duvera, silent as a cat despite the swing of her
skirts.

“Wishing the
gates open?” she asked. “There’s no forest to hide in within a
reasonable distance. They’d see you from the walls, and if an arrow
didn’t take you in the back, they’d certainly ride you down before
you could make shelter.”

Yhalen said
nothing, chilled at the accuracy of her prediction. Both in what
he’d been contemplating, as well as the probable results.

She laughed,
walking away from him towards the group at the base of the steps.
Another hand fell on Yhalen’s arm at a wave of her departing hand
and her personal guard urged him forward. He shook off their hands
indignantly, moving on his own. Simmering with temper that he’d not
been so disregarded as he’d hoped and glaring at Duvera’s reed thin
back with none too pleasant thoughts.

At the edge of
the guard surrounding Bloodraven, Yhalen’s own escort halted,
standing out of the way of the king’s guard. Over the heads of his
own escort, Bloodraven canted his head, golden eyes flickering
across Yhalen, and the corner of one side of his mouth twitched
ever so slightly in what might have been satisfaction. Then the
expression was gone, turned back to impassive stone as Alasdair
clomped down the steps, making his way through the guard to stand
before Bloodraven. He unlocked the manacles about Bloodraven’s
wrists, and remained standing, recklessly close to the freed
halfling, meeting the golden eyes and holding them with his own
dark ones.

After a long
moment, he said, “He does you a great honor in this meeting. Return
it in kind.”

Simple words,
but there was threat behind them. And the reasonable concern of a
man charged with the safety of his king. There was little doubt
that though he’d been freed of his chains, Alasdair and his men
wouldn’t be remiss in their guardianship of him.

Bloodraven
inclined his head, accepting the threat silently. Perhaps there was
something in his expression that satisfied the knight, for Sir
Alasdair stepped back and gestured up the steps towards the doors
of the keep. Bloodraven moved up the steps before the guards
surrounding him did, but they were only a step behind, and
Bloodraven only a step below Alasdair as they climbed towards where
Tangery waited. A guard pulled one of the great doors open and the
shadows and cool of the stone castle beckoned.

This keep
lacked the strained opulence of Keis. Perhaps it was the absence of
a woman’s touch. It was certainly not barren. Two stout pieces of
oaken furniture flanked the doorway inside the entrance hall,
obviously utilitarian in providing a place for cloaks, hats and
filthy boots. Beyond the stunted rectangular entrance hall stood a
longer, taller great hall with two arched stone portals leading to
rooms along each side. A larger arched portal led to another large
chamber at the far end. Tapestries softened the walls somewhat,
their colors earthen and vibrant, showing scenes of the hunt and of
battle. A masculine choice, most assuredly. There were two great
hearths on opposite walls in the center of the hall and tables
pushed up along the side walls, clearing the central part of the
rush-covered floor.

They were
halfway down the hall, when a group of men entered it from the last
side doorway to the right—two knights accompanied by two men
without armor. A hand on Yhalen’s shoulder halted his progress—not
one of Duvera’s men, but one of Alasdair’s stone-faced soldiers.
Tangery strode ahead of the others, holding out a hand for greeting
and grasping the palm of one of the unarmed men in a sturdy
handshake. That man put a hand on Tangery’s shoulder familiarly as
they exchanged words.

It was clear
enough, even from half a hall’s distance, that these two shared
blood. It was cleaved into their angular features, though the other
was obviously older. Leaner, with lines of worry or stress graven
into skin of his face. He wore no crown or circlet of kingship, no
outlandishly elaborate tunic or vest, but there was a certain
subtle regality to him. An air of quiet authority that drew every
eye in the hall towards him. The King of Suthland.

The king moved
forward, Tangery at his side and his two personal guards a step
behind. Alasdair’s men stood, a protective barrier between their
liege lord and their halfling prisoner that waited with hands on
weapon hilts, ready for any slightest hint of aggression.

The king wasn’t
as blatantly daring as Sir Alasdair, and stopped, content for the
moment with the wall of flesh and bone between himself and
Bloodraven. He studied Bloodraven and Bloodraven returned the blunt
appraisal, unflinching.

“I’m counseled
that this meeting is sheerest folly,” King Valeran said, though
whether he spoke to his brother Tangery, who stood at his side or
Bloodraven, Yhalen was unsure.

“I’ve been
counseled the same.” Bloodraven’s voice only just reached Yhalen’s
hearing, so softly did he speak. “But circumstance has seen to put
me here, so the fates must smile upon this folly, King of Men.”

The corner of
Valeran’s mouth twitched. He canted his head and spoke softly to
Tangery, then turned on his heel and strode back towards the room
he’d entered from. Tangery’s voice reached the entirety of the hall
when he bellowed, “It’s been a long, hard ride for those of us from
Keis. We’ll break our fast and catch our wind before more serious
matters are attended to.”

There was a
subtle release of breath. Men moved to undertake the task of
pulling out tables from against the wall. Yhalen, for once, was
quite keen on getting to Bloodraven’s side, desperately curious to
discover the exact nature of his maneuverings. No one stopped him,
but he had no time for talk as Alasdair and a group of his men led
Bloodraven through one of the portals on the left and down a small
hall. Bloodraven had no problem clearing the main portal out, but
the door to the room Alasdair led them required him to bend to
enter, where they found themselves in a small, private dining room
with a stout oaken table and thick padded benches. The kitchens
must have been close by, for the smell of fresh bread and roasting
meat wafted in the air.

“We’ll eat
here, and then water will be brought to wash off the dust of the
road before we see his majesty again.”

With Sir
Alasdair and five guardsmen in the room, there was little enough
privacy for conversation of a delicate nature. Bloodraven moved
about the chamber unmolested, but under the watchful eye of his
guard. His large fingers skimmed the back of a chair against one
wall, the top of which was carved with images of bounding hounds.
He paused for a long moment, contemplating, it seemed, the simple
carving on the back of a chair.

“What do you
expect to gain here?”

Yhalen edged to
his side, lowering his head so that the loose hair at his temples
fell and obscured his face. Some of the men in the room probably
heard, but he was tired enough, and frustrated enough that it
hardly mattered.

“Amazing, that
your people put such effort into making art out of something as
simple as a chair.”

“Yours
don’t?”

Bloodraven
chuckled softly. “Mine don’t. The hands of my folk are not so
delicate, to render such elegance. Nor are they of a mind.” He held
up his own hand, larger by far than Yhalen’s, but not so thick and
clumsy as the hands of full-blooded ogres. “Those of us that might,
have no luxury to waste on frivolous things.”

There was
bitterness in his voice. Perhaps some hint of regret that made
Yhalen draw his brows in curiosity. That Bloodraven had an eye for
fine things, for art, somehow didn’t surprise him.

He was
prevented from asking more by the arrival of food. Men in the
livery of the king brought in bread, a kettle of thick stew rich
with venison and vegetables, sharp cheese and fresh fruit. Simple
fare, exquisitely prepared. The guards didn’t eat, ever vigilant
and ever nervous in Bloodraven’s presence. Bloodraven sat down with
space to spare at the table, seemingly unaware that he was so
avidly the center of attention. Sir Alasdair sat down opposite him,
pouring himself a glass of golden mead.

“They brew this
in a village two miles east of here,” the knight said, as if the
question had been brought up in conversation. “The way they do it,
better than wine, I say.”

Bloodraven took
a slow drought from his own mug, sat it down without comment, and
then looked up, golden eyes unreadable. Alasdair lifted a brow
dryly, meeting that gaze. Gauging what lay beneath, Yhalen thought.
Trying very hard to discern what mood lay beneath the facade, what
violence might be hidden, before he took Bloodraven before his
king.

“Are you not
hungry?” the knight spoke to Yhalen without quite looking at
him.

He was.
Ravenously. His knees shook from it. Either that or the after
effects of the ride still plagued him. Sitting down at the table
under the eyes of the guard, however, seemed more than his frayed
nerves could endure. He shook his head, standing there, feeling
lost. Bloodraven canted a look at him, but said nothing. Yhalen
retreated to the chair with the bounding hounds and sat, sighing
with relief to have support under him that didn’t rock and jolt of
its own accord. Sir Alasdair spoke no more to Bloodraven, content
to sit and nurse his favored mead, observing.

Soon enough,
after the meal was done and they were allowed the time to catch
their breath after the harried ride here, word came that the king
had called. It wasn’t a meeting that Yhalen was invited to join,
and Bloodraven left in the company of Sir Alasdair and the majority
of the guard. It was only then that Yhalen ventured finally to the
table to partake of the remainder of bread and cheese, though his
stomach churned in apprehension over what was to come.

 


~~~

 


Bloodraven
doubted very little that the human men escorting him down the
smooth stone hallway of this human keep would be swift and
efficient with their usage of the weapons they kept so close at
hand, should he make a movement that didn’t fit with their notions
of what he ought to be doing. He might take some number of them
down before he himself fell, but fall he would amongst this
particular company. The elite of the human fighters, he thought.
The big, scar-faced man who had accompanied him from the one keep
to this one was deadliest amongst them. This Bloodraven knew
without ever having seen the human fight. One simply knew, by
observation, and by innate feeling that it was so.

It had
surprised him somewhat to see that the king of the human lands
didn’t exude the same deadly presence. Certainly no ogre chieftain
held his place if he declined in physical prowess. If he were not
shrewd enough to step down on his own and retreat to the fires of
the wise elders, then he died at the hands of a younger, stronger
warrior, keen on gaining power for himself.

But humans,
Bloodraven supposed, with their penchant for creation, were of a
different mindset. Even if he thought he might break through the
guard set around him, he’d come too close to realizing a
flickering, reckless hope to risk it.

They escorted
him down the long, main hall and to a corridor branching off to the
right of it. Guards outside a door told him to what destination
they walked. The knight, Alasdair, opened the door without
knocking, then entered and waited for Bloodraven to follow. He did
so without hesitation, finding the room to be smallish, but with a
high ceiling. A crackling fire was in the hearth and a thick round
rug in the center of the floor. A table sat upon that, and the
narrow-shouldered man that Bloodraven took to be the king sat
behind it, with the much broader Lord Tangery standing at his
shoulder.

The king didn’t
rise, but regarded Bloodraven keenly.

“My lord.”

Alasdair bowed
slightly, hand on the hilt of his sword. Bloodraven heard the
movements of guards positioning themselves on the inside of the
doorway. He didn’t turn to look.

Though this
king didn’t have the bulk or the feel of a warrior born, there was
in his presence a great gulf of quiet power. Like the old ones who
sat around the fires of every camp, giving wisdom when wisdom was
asked for and subtly maneuvering the actions of the brash
younglings without the younglings ever knowing.

Bloodraven
inclined his head in a gesture of respect. He’d always had a
fondness for the elders, always listened with great interest to the
twisting pathways they wove with their words.

“I’ve had
reports of the number of innocent folk murdered by the hands of
your fellows on this latest foray into my lands. It grieves me,”
the king said without preamble, his shrewd eyes sharp on
Bloodraven’s face.

“There will be
more,” Bloodraven said bluntly and Tangery’s face hardened, seeing
that statement as a threat, though the king’s remained
impassive.

“Will there?”
the king finally asked, as if they were speaking of the weather
instead of invasion from the northern reaches.

“Winter comes,”
Bloodraven said, “and with it, hunger and desperation that my folk
didn’t feel so keenly only a dozen winters past. The winters grow
colder, the game grows scarce. We have our own enemies dwelling
deep within the mountains who venture forth now more frequently
than they did years past. South is relief of a sort, and the clans
don’t know how to ask politely for aid. They only know to take it.
There’s no reasoning with them.”

“You’d have me
believe there’s reasoning with you, though?”

Bloodraven
shrugged, betraying nothing of the curling in his gut at the
importance of this baited conversation. “I’m not what they are, the
majority of my people. You wouldn’t get such dialogue from the war
chief of my clan.”

“No. I don’t
suppose I would.”

The king sat
back, steepling his fingers. He nodded minutely and a guard dragged
a sturdy field chair from against the wall, positioning it in front
of the desk. It was large enough to support Bloodraven’s weight,
though it groaned when he settled upon it.

“We know little
enough of the ogre clans of the North, our ancestors having learned
hard lessons about your people’s unwillingness to peacefully trade
or parlay,” said the king.

“Parlay is not
a concept most ogres understand,” Bloodraven admitted slowly. “For
an ogre to bend to negotiation would seem a weakness. Even our wise
ones wouldn’t consider it, fearing scorn. It’s rare enough that the
clans even band together for a common goal, which is why your lands
haven’t experienced a concerted invasion in many, many years. It’s
not that the war chieftains don’t wish it, it’s simply because they
cannot agree to the specifics among themselves. They’re fast coming
to that end though, with the winters worsening as they are.”

“We’ve fought
off incursions before,” Tangery said. “‘Tis only a matter of
reinforcing the border garrisons and vigilance.”

Bloodraven
shrugged. “Perhaps.”

Tangery
frowned, a bold man, but not one who would delude himself of harsh
reality. The borders between human lands and the territories of the
northern reaches were too vast by far to patrol with force enough
to repel incursion.

“Tell me what
I’d gain from an alliance with you and the half-bloods you claim to
speak for?”

Bloodraven
canted his head, and held up a hand conspicuously larger than the
hands of the human men in this room.

“Most
full-blooded ogres outweigh me twice over. Their reach is half
again as long. They stand two heads taller. How many of your men,
on horse or off, could stand alone against such a foe? No single
one, unless catastrophe weighed heavily on his side. No three or
four common men, even well armed. I’m able. I have, otherwise I
wouldn’t have survived to lead war parties of my own. I offer you a
people desperate to flee the condemnation of our full-blooded
brethren. I offer you fighters that can stand against a foe that no
group of your own kind could topple. I offer you fighters like me,
who would gladly pledge to your service for the simple exchange of
life beyond the reach of the northern clans.”

“If they were
all like you, then why do you seek the aid of weak human men?” the
king asked coldly, perhaps offended by Bloodraven’s assessment of
his kinsmen’s fighting ability. Bloodraven would have been, had it
been posed in such a manner to him. It was a perspicacious question
regardless. A delicate one. There was hardly room for mistruths, if
any bargain were to be struck.

“They’re not,”
he conceded. “They’re for the most part condemned to lives little
better than the human slaves that fathered them. My people—my
mother’s people—have little tolerance for weakness, and a
child born half the size of its brethren...most don’t survive the
first few years. But that doesn’t mean that they won’t take up arms
and fiercely fight for their chance at freedom. There’s simply no
chance, if there isn’t a haven for them to flee too.”

“A haven isn’t
a simple thing to give,” Lord Tangery said. “Not without
outcry.”

His brother
nodded, agreeing with that point. “You’ve shed human blood and
recently. Why should any trust be placed in you? Why should I let
the wolves across my border freely?”

“My father was
a human man,” Bloodraven said simply, then added, “I followed the
orders of my clan chieftain. Would you expect a man of yours to
obey your command in such a thing or not?”

“And did those
orders include treating with me?”

Bloodraven
shrugged. “Opportunity comes when it will. It’s not to be
ignored.”

The king sat
back, thinking. Tangery paced to the wall and back, his face a mask
of deliberation. The guards remained motionless, even Alasdair who
stood silent guard at Bloodraven’s shoulder.

“How many are
there, your half-blood brethren?” the King finally asked.

A small quiver
of tension eased out of Bloodraven at the question. There was in
this human king’s eyes, a speculation, a gauging of things that
could be beneficial to him.

“Many hundreds,
spread throughout the clans. I could gather them, but there would
be eventual pursuit when it was realized what was afoot. There are
young among them who wouldn’t fare so well against concerted
onslaught.”

“Many hundred
half-blooded ogres wouldn’t be welcome in most parts of my
kingdoms, human folk having long memories where the slaughter of
their family and friends is concerned,” the king said.

“We’d have to
take them some place well shy of established settlements, yet
defended against easy access from the north and retaliation,” Lord
Tangery surmised.

“There is a
place, within my lands...yet disputed. Where no villages or
settlements lay.” The king canted his head, glancing up at his
brother, who furrowed his brows.

“Gods,” Tangery
whispered. “Treating with him is more dubious than with a
half ogre who’s just finished ravaging our lands.”

The king
shrugged, and looked back to Bloodraven.

“There’s a
valley northeast of here, overseen by the most reclusive of
my...subjects. Lord Elvardo. Very few venture there, as his lands
are shrouded in...shall we say, superstition. It’s a vale rich in
soil and teaming with game. A prime place for a large group of
people to settle.”

“The dark
lord,” Bloodraven said softly with a slight, uncontrollable shiver.
“I know of this vale and its protector. Only the most foolhardy
young warriors, desperate for fame among their clans, venture into
those lands. Few return, and none with the trophies they sought.
You propose that I take my brethren there?”

The king
smiled. Not a particularly pleasant turning of his thin mouth. This
wasn’t a man that practiced mercy, save when it benefited him and
his to do so.

“Though he
hasn’t attended court in a very long time, Lord Elvardo owes a
pledge to Suthland. If his cooperation were garnered, then he’d be
a mighty shield between your ogr’rons and ogre strikes from the
north.”

Bloodraven
tightened his lips, not prepared to argue a point of ogre
superstition. Tales of dark and mysterious things centering on that
particular vale to the east had passed from mouth to mouth around
clan fires for as long as Bloodraven could recall. Tales of
witchcrafts and dark magicks that could only be plain truth,
considering that no army stood in protection of those lands, no
armed force to keep out raiders from the north, and yet the lands
stood untouched.

The king lifted
his hand, signaling wine to be brought, and Tangery pulled up a
chair of his own, settling next to his brother. The verbal fencing
was over, for the most part, and it was time to get down to the
particulars.
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Yhalen waited.
And waited. And waited. Nerves fraying and irritation growing as
time dragged by. The presence of the lone guard they’d left him
with, had become insignificant, that one man bored and drowsy and
probably wishing for nothing so much as the company of his fellows
and the warmth of his bunk. He became little more than a sleepy
fixture in the small chamber, Yhalen not being threat enough to
warrant him standing wary and alert. They more than likely thought
Yhalen little more than a servant, which assumption grated. Still,
better to be thought a servant than a slave.

He paced until
his legs grew weary, and then sat in the hound-backed chair until
that too grew uncomfortable, and paced again. He finished the ale
and the remnants of supper, and grew chill as the night progressed
into dawn. The walls grew cold to the touch, save for the west one,
which must have backed the kitchens and their always burning
hearths. He slumped in the chair, arms wrapped about himself, and
wondered if Bloodraven were ever coming back. Wondering if he’d
offended the King of Suthland with his blunt arrogance and been
executed on the spot.

Which thought
made Yhalen’s heart beat a little faster and the food and ale sit
uneasily in his stomach. It wasn’t that he cared if
Bloodraven met his demise at human hands—he certainly deserved that
fate—it was simply what they would, in turn, do to a Ydregi that
they had thrown into confidence with him. That they thought
had his confidence, at any rate. Bloodraven was monstrously shy at
sharing his plots.

Stubborn
half-blood. Secretive and manipulative. And protective, Yhalen
admitted with a glum frown. Admitted more, that even chained and
under guard, Bloodraven’s presence had made him feel safer among
these grim, silent men of the king’s elite than he did now, in the
dubious company of a single bored man.

If they came
back without Bloodraven, he thought, it would probably be to
silence the only witness to the king even contemplating alliance
with the ogr’ron. If that happened, he was weaponless, save for
that unpredictable, sinful magic that he’d discovered within
himself. He doubted it would do him much good against a bolt shot
from range, or an unexpected blade drawn across his throat from
behind.

He drew one
knee up and shivered, watching the guard at the end of the table
closest to the door and wondering what orders that man had upon the
failure of the king’s talk with Bloodraven.

There was the
stamp of feet in the hall outside the door. Yhalen’s forest-bred
hearing detected them before the guard did, and he slowly lowered
his foot to the floor, pushing himself to his feet in expectation
of disaster. The door opened abruptly and his guard started to his
feet at attention, but the two men who entered paid him little
notice.

“Come,” they
said simply to Yhalen.

He lifted his
chin, head still spinning with thoughts of secretive murder.
“Where?”

“To attend your
master, what else?”

It was said
with impatience and no small bit of derision, the guards having
their own opinions of the human man that came here at the half
ogre’s whim. Arguing his case with them would be pointless. But
they seemed more impatient to be about their business than hiding a
plot of murder, and Yhalen didn’t feel the hovering scent of
threat, so he happily enough quit this small, cool room in the
hopes that there were perhaps explanations waiting at wherever it
was they were taking him.

It proved to be
a chamber on the second floor of the keep, along a wall lined with
stout doors of similar make. There were two guards at the top of
the stairwell, and two more across from the doorway of the room
they led Yhalen to. It was a bedchamber, and nothing more ominous
waited for him within than Bloodraven himself. The halfling stood
with his broad back to the door, looking out the slit of a window
at a gray sky beyond. There was no one else within the room, but
there was fresh water, a thick rug on the floor, and a crackling
fire in the small hearth that made the room warm and comfortable.
The bed was wide, and long enough for a tall man. Bloodraven’s feet
would overhang the edge, but not uncomfortably so. There was no
extra cot or pallet, but then, servants slept where they could. On
a blanket or bare floor if need be. Yhalen was most certainly
prepared to do so.

They shut the
door behind him, and surprisingly there was no sound of lock being
turned or bolt being slid into place. He supposed the four guards
on duty outside in the hall, and a keep full of armed knights, were
adequate enough security. He had no doubt that the king’s quarters
were far from this one, and heavily guarded as well.

Bloodraven said
nothing. Didn’t even turn to acknowledge him, one hand on the stone
flanking the window. He certainly seemed no worse for wear and
Yhalen unconsciously released a breath of relief that eased
long-held tension from his body.

“What
happened?” he asked, an all-encompassing question and one he
repeated with passion with Bloodraven didn’t immediately move to
answer.

Bloodraven
shifted, putting a shoulder to the wall, looking at him from
beneath half lowered lids. “Your king’s a shrewd bargainer.”

“He’s not my
king,” Yhalen protested, having developed little enough regard for
the lords of Suthland in their treatment of him.

Bloodraven
shrugged. “It seems he may be mine.”

Yhalen blinked,
drawing breath, trying to wrap his mind around the maneuverings
that would bring about such a declaration. Failing. Ydregi politics
were nothing if not simple.

“Why? How?
You’ll not drag me into this and refuse to tell why!”

“Will I
not?”

Bloodraven
smiled, a slight baring of teeth. A dare. Not a threat. Yhalen had
learned the difference and ignored it, staring steadily up at
Bloodraven, waiting for his answer.

Bloodraven
shrugged again, the faintly audacious look in his eyes fading, and
gave it. A concise, if not abridged version of what bargain had
been reached between Bloodraven, as a representative of his
half-human, half-ogre brethren, and the king of Suthland. A bargain
that Bloodraven had agreed with tenuous expectation, a bargain he
hoped to reach if fate gave him the opportunity and ability to do
so.

“You planned
this...before you even came here, before you crossed into human
lands and started your raids?”

“There was
always a possibility.”

Yhalen took a
breath, the faces of the dead Bloodraven’s party had left in its
wake mere shadows in the face of his own suffering.

“You came
looking for treaty with human men in the guise of an invader? Are
you mad? And if that was your plan...why me?”

Yhalen took a
frustrated circuit about the room, before fixing Bloodraven with
his glare again. “Why not simply leave me be when you were
captured? There were no more pretenses to be had, and more
likelihood that the men you wished to treat with would look with
favor upon you without reminding them of your misdeeds.”

“You, I liked.
And,” Bloodraven folded his arms, cupping one elbow and idly
stroking his chin with the fingers of the other hand. “You’re
property of mine, so it intrigued me to see how far they would bend
in interest of what I might offer.”

Yhalen stifled
a reply, though it burned on his tongue. It was old ground, the
subject of his autonomy, and they were firmly of different beliefs.
In a closed room, Bloodraven simply might take the argument to
levels that Yhalen couldn’t win. He let it pass and that seemed to
please Bloodraven, for the halfling sat down upon the bed, the
frame creaking a little under his weight and began unlacing his
boots.

“We call this
vale the king proposes for haven, Fah’nak Gol, which means
in your tongue, ‘Death in the Shadows’. I have little liking for
it, but less choice, it seems.”

“I’ve never
heard of it,” Yhalen said stiffly.

“Did you hide
in your woods all your life, before this?” Bloodraven lifted a dark
brow at him.

“The great
forest is vast. Wider than the kingdoms of men that spot the land
between it and your mountains,” Yhalen said indignantly, youthful
pride stung. “There’s little enough need to ever leave it, and
little I’ve experienced outside it has proved worth the foray.”

Bloodraven
tilted his head, one ankle across his knee, boot half unlaced.
“You’d have been content never venturing out?”

The question
was wistful enough to catch Yhalen off his guard. There was
something in Bloodraven’s tone that suggested that venturing from
the place he’d known all his life had been a desperate dream for no
short time.

“I might have
been,” Yhalen said softly. “I was happy there. There are...were
people who loved me. Some of them dead now, because you came.”

“It wasn’t my
intent to slaughter every human we passed. It wasn’t the intent of
the war-chieftain who sent us into your lands. Gathering human
slaves was. I misjudged my ability to hold rein over my warriors
when half or more of them held loyalty to that troll-son
Deathclaw.”

Yhalen shivered
at that name, blood draining from his face, stomach churning with a
fluttering nausea, recalling very well the difference in intent
between Bloodraven and his full-blooded rival. Remembering the
condemning magicks he’d done in self defense against that ogre.
There was nothing associated with Deathclaw that did not make him
sick.

Bloodraven must
have seen it, for he frowned, staring hard at Yhalen’s pale
face.

“I’ll finish
the job you started, if he still lives,” he said somberly. “There
are no affiliations he holds now that will still my hand.”

It hurt with a
physical pang, the obviousness of his weakness, of his shame and
his carelessness. It hurt that there was something in Bloodraven’s
voice, in the set of his face that hinted at pity.

“I need no
vengeance from you,” Yhalen said fiercely, bitter wetness at his
eyes. “Not when your offenses against me are as heinous.”

Which stopped
whatever Bloodraven might have said next, made the halfling sit
there with his second boot half off with an unreadable expression
on his face. He yanked it off, finally, and laid it down next to
the other, then shrugged out of his human-made tunic, folded it in
quarters and laid it on the stand near the bed, always thoughtful
in the care of his gear.

“Get what rest
you might, we leave at dawn and you may not find much of it over
the next few days,” he said finally, shortly, and there was in his
tone something that suggested offense.

Yhalen felt a
pang of guilt, then a sharper pang of incredulity, that he cared at
all for the state of Bloodraven’s feelings. It had not been an
entirely fair accusation. Bloodraven’s dealings with him had been
nothing like the malicious, careless cruelty of Deathclaw.
Bloodraven’s care had been gentle indeed, in comparison. He was
still the lesser of two evils. Yhalen tightened his mouth, pulling
a quilt off the end of the bed and a soft pillow and making a nest
for himself near the warm stones of the hearth.

Bloodraven
watched him silently, from under the fall of half-lowered lashes,
reclined against pillows and headboard, pale ochre skin cast in
yellowish tones from the flickering orange glow of the fire. He
said nothing and that silence, though hardly surprising since he
was never prone to fits of useless chatter, was unsettling. Yhalen
wanted to break that silence, wanted to cry out and demand why he
had to make this journey to the ominous vale and its keeper, but of
course, he knew why. Even more so than Bloodraven’s stubborn
claims, was the simple fact that he knew too much of the king’s
dealings to part from this undertaking.

At least
alive.
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Yhalen stopped
short of the courtyard, standing in the shadows of the great foyer
as Bloodraven and his escort marched ahead, into the gray light of
early morning. The lady stood at the bottom of the stairs, speaking
with Lord Tangery, and dressed in freshly pressed riding attire. It
was a different dress than she’d worn on the ride here, though
Yhalen had no notion of what luggage she’d carried that had held
it. He’d managed to avoid her through the ride here, and to where
she’d disappeared inside the keep he neither knew nor cared, as
long as the feel of her insidious magic fell far from him.

The stomping of
boots behind him made him abandon his shelter, and he moved down
the stairs, on the far side from the lady as the king and his own
group of retainers and guards stepped out to see the contingent
off. The lady had no eyes at all for Yhalen, with the king of
Suthland in attendance, and she swept forward to intersect his
path, bowing gracefully. He stopped, inclining his own head,
exchanging some pleasantry, and then doing her the honor of
offering his royal arm. She took it with a smug little smile
tugging at her lips and accompanied him towards the cluster of men
and horses.

Yhalen
shuddered to think what poisons slipped from her lips into the ear
of the king. She was deceptively malicious in her maneuverings and
he wondered if she’d be so daring as to use her witcheries on men
of power, as she was wont to do on those she considered mere tools.
Horrifying to think that she could influence a king in such a
manner, but then again, Tangery had to have known or at least heard
rumors of her arcane interests. Lord Dunval had suggested such when
he’d included her in the party. That Tangery had allowed her within
the presence of his brother suggested he held no such fears.

There were no
chains this morning, though the guard in the courtyard was numerous
and alert. More so as King Valeran approached Bloodraven.

Yhalen edged
closer, carefully sliding past the powerful, shifting hindquarters
of a horse eager to be out of the stable and on its way. He laid a
hand cautiously on twitching withers, feeling the pent up power
inside the equine body and the somewhat startling warmth of
surging, hot life force. He withdrew his hand quickly, surprised at
the impression, and somewhat shaken by it. Perhaps he was simply
nervous over thoughts of lady Duvera practicing her subtle magicks,
and his own senses were strung taut because of it.

He put his hand
carefully back on the flank of the horse, wishing calm upon
himself, wishing not to know what rich life flowed beneath the
sleek hide. It dissipated. It was simply a horse again and Yhalen
breathed a sigh of relief at that normalcy. Whatever the king had
said to Bloodraven had passed, missed by his distraction with the
horse. The lady had mounted, as had a good number of the guard.
There were fewer of them, this time. Perhaps a half dozen men, not
including Sir Alasdair or the lady’s escort from Keis. Lord Tangery
wasn’t dressed for a hard ride. He stood beside his brother,
watching the last of the men mount up before he lifted a hand to
Alasdair. Alasdair raised his own in salute to his king and the
lord Protector of the North.

“Mount up,”
someone said to Yhalen, and he did so reluctantly, feeling the
complaint of muscles not quite recovered from yesterday’s long ride
as he climbed up onto the back of the bay gelding he’d been
standing beside. A stableman handed him up the reins and stood
looking up at him with drawn brows and a not unkind expression.

“He’s got a
soft mouth,” the man said, as if something in the way Yhalen sat
suggested to him that he was no horseman. “Be easy on the bit, or
you’ll get attitude from him. He’ll follow without you yanking on
the reins.”

Yhalen
swallowed, nodding, the horse moving out on its own as the rest of
the party began to walk for the raised portcullis. Eleven of them
in all, with two extra mounts who carried supplies for the road.
Yhalen’s horse picked up its pace to a trot, wanting to cluster
with the rest of the horses. He came closer than he cared to the
lady, who looked at him and smiled her serpent’s smile.

“Restful
night?”

He narrowed his
eyes, and laid heels to the horse, urging it to a faster pace that
took him ahead of the lady, and not too far from the smoothly
trotting destrier that Bloodraven rode, Bloodraven being far better
company than Lady Duvera. He had no shame in admitting that.

But Bloodraven
didn’t look at him, very likely still holding offense from the
night before. He’d certainly not spoken nor offered any indication
of his usual interest when they’d wakened and taken breakfast in
the room.

It would most
likely prove, Yhalen thought with a sigh, to be a long and grueling
day.

They didn’t
overtax the horses, keeping to a steady pace that the animals could
hold for hours. The ride became torturous, the gait jarring and the
sway of the horse a sickening thing. He discovered a great distaste
for riding that day. He yearned for solid earth under his feet, but
only received it briefly, during a stop for lunch after midday.
That, he suspected, was only due to the lady’s presence.

They stopped by
a small stream where the horses were left free to drink and graze
upon the wild grasses growing at the banks, while their riders
shared a cold lunch of bread from the morning’s baking, cheese and
ripe apples. Yhalen gulped down his food and spent the remaining
time stretching his legs, trying to work some portion of the kink
from protesting muscles.

“You’ll get
used to it,” Sir Alasdair commented. The knight leaned against a
young tree, carving his apple into slices with a wicked hunting
knife. “It was a hard few days’ ride for a man not accustomed to
horseback.”

It was the
first comment the knight had actually directed at him. The first
indication that the man actually realized he was a cognizant member
of this party.

“I’ll believe
that,” Yhalen said with a strained smile, “when I can walk without
my legs cramping beneath me.”

“Time.”
Alasdair finished up his apple, save the core, which he offered to
the big roan he rode. “A day or two and you’ll be fine.”

Yhalen didn’t
argue his skepticism further, attention drawn instead to
Bloodraven, whose golden eyes were fixed upon him, predatory and
dangerous as they had not been for some time. He drew breath,
standing there, snared in that steady gaze. Someone led a horse
between them, carelessly freeing Yhalen. He blinked, and was glad
enough when Alasdair signaled that the party mount up and be on
their way. It gave Bloodraven something to do other than stare at
him.

They avoided
the roads, keeping instead to unmarked trails or no trails at all.
There were many times in the wood that Yhalen felt the overpowering
urge to try his hand at flight, spurring his horse into the forest,
and then leaping off to melt into the trees and brush on foot. For
one reason or another, he never acted upon the impulse, enduring
the ride. They stopped twice more, but only briefly, to let the
horses drink and catch their breaths, before moving on at that same
steady pace. It was after dusk had fallen that Alasdair finally
found a spot to camp to his liking.

Men set about
taking care for the horses, while a few other unloaded the pack
animals. Others set up a small tent, no doubt for the lady, and
started breaking out food stores, as well as the means to cook
them.

Yhalen knew
more of riding than he did of the care for a tired horse, so he
stood uncertainly while the men who did saw to the unsaddling and
tethering the animals. He watched as they rubbed down dusty skin
with rough rags, which seemed as great a relief for the horses as
the grain they were given. Someone finally came and took charge of
his horse.

He saw
Bloodraven at the side of his own towering mount, loosening the
girth and preparing to pull the saddle off its broad back.

“Someone will
take care for him,” Sir Alasdair paused to say, as though he
doubted the halfling had the ability to properly see to the
animal.

“No.” Yhalen
barely heard Bloodraven’s quiet answer. “He served well. I’ll see
to him myself.”

At which
Alasdair hesitated, then nodded, going about his business of seeing
sentries posted and the camp in proper order.

Yhalen was left
without a task. Others were unrolling bedrolls, so he went in
search of his horse and the gear tied to the saddle. He found his
own bedroll, along with a saddle pack that contained, among other
things, a tin cup, plate, and spoon. He dragged his gear to the
opposite side of the fire from the lady’s tent, but not far enough
away that he couldn’t sit in the shadows and observe her
movements.

She sat at the
mouth of her tent, legs folded demurely under her, eyes shut,
apparently taking her ease after a day’s long ride. Her lips moved
very slightly, almost as if they trembled with her exhaustion, but
there was something else. Some underlying current of something
subtle being stirred. Perhaps he was only aware of it now, because
he’d been on his guard around her since what she’d done to him in
the storage room at Keis. He could barely detect it now, the
sibilant trails of her will—her magic.

It was not, he
was certain, directed at him. Whatever she was about, it was to
someone else’s detriment. Or perhaps it was simply a spell to make
the fire burn steadily, or ease her discomfort from the trail. He
didn’t want to know. He deliberately turned his attention away from
what was leaking from her, finding Bloodraven instead, crouched by
his horse’s legs, examining the state of heavy, shod hooves.

It won points
for him, that concern for his mount, from Sir Alasdair and the more
horse-minded of his men, Yhalen thought. There had been approval on
the knight’s face at Bloodraven’s insistence on caring for his own
animal. And looks thereafter from some of his men making sure that
the halfling among them wasn’t fumble-handed in that care. He
wasn’t. The big horse responded well to him, very much like those
overlarge dogs of his had.

Supper was a
plain affair, a road stew and flat bread fried over the fire. It
was a quiet gathering, the men in no wise comfortable in the
presence of Bloodraven. He frightened them no small bit, Yhalen
thought, regardless of bargains made with their king. None of them
were at their ease, weapons always near, several sets of eyes,
always following the movements of the halfling among them.
Bloodraven made no sign he noticed the scrutiny, but of course, he
had to, being canny and perceptive. He no longer wore chains, but
he was a prisoner nonetheless. He seemed content enough with his
lot, considering they were racing towards a goal of his
devising.

Yhalen slept
the night through, finding sleep surprisingly easy to come by. True
to sir Alasdair’s word, he was less sore in the morning, his legs
not complaining so much when he pulled himself up onto his bay’s
back. They rode with first light, trailing the edge of a large
predominately pine wood for a good part of the day, and then
cutting into the wood itself as afternoon wore on. There was a
well-used trader’s road to the south of them, Alasdair said, and
they adjusted their course to avoid it.

It seemed to
darken early, but that was simply the canopy of trees hiding the
ominous gathering of storm clouds. Yhalen scented the kiss of foul
weather long before the first fat raindrops began to fall.

It came upon
them hard and fast, the winds battering at trees and showering them
with leaves and twigs not sturdy enough to hold up to the gusts. It
was as if true night had fallen, the sunlight was so thoroughly
obliterated. There was no easy shelter at hand, and they quickened
their pace, searching for some natural growth to break the full
fury of the storm.

Yhalen had
endured no few great storms in the depths of the forest, and knew
well enough the danger of falling limbs and sudden deluges from
overwhelmed stream beds. He’d never had to control a frightened
horse during the worst of it, though.

He was blinded
by wet hair and water. With no free hands to wipe it away, he
gripped the reins and the saddle horn so tightly. The other horses
were vague dark shapes in front of him, their frightened grunts and
whinnies alongside the occasional curse of men, faint and weak
under the roar of the storm.

Light flared
beside him, so blindingly bright that even behind closed lids he
was stunned by the brilliance. A deafening crack accompanied it, as
well as the metallic smell of lightning, and the burnt odor of
seared wood. The bay screamed, shying hard away from the light and
clamor, and Yhalen jerked hard on the reins. The animal, in its
insistent blind fear, took the bit in its teeth and bolted. Yhalen
lost hold of the reins, and bent over the animal’s neck, holding on
for dear life.

A branch swept
across his back, snagging in his sodden cloak and almost yanking
him off the horse. It broke off instead and snarled in his cloak
before falling to thump against his horse’s flank, sending the
animal into an even wilder flight, kicking and twisting as the
snarled fingers of the branch scraped its underbelly. Yhalen lost
his seat on the second frantic leap, barely missing flashing hooves
as the horse kicked off, pelting into the storm-darkened wood.

Yhalen lay
there, stunned, tangled in cloak and thorny thicket as he struggled
for the breath the impact of body with earth had stolen from him.
The rain poured down, stealing vision. He groaned, and tried to
move, or to at least turn over so he didn’t inhale rain with every
breath. Thorns bit into his palms and he hissed, cursing his
predicament.

He put his
hands over his mouth and nose as a shield to the rain. Lightning
flared somewhere close by, followed almost immediately with the
reverberating crack of thunder.

A silhouette
loomed in the brief moment of brightness, and Yhalen blinked, not
even lifting arms to repel the hands that reached down for him and
pulled him effortlessly up and out of the clinging grip of the
bramble.

It was
Bloodraven’s face he stared up at, shadowed and slick with rain,
the wet hair cleaving to his skull making the tall points of his
ears more prominent.

“Hurt? Are you
hurt?” There was something panicked in the halfling’s voice, a hint
of agitation that Yhalen had never heard in it before. The fingers
on his arm were bruising as Bloodraven pulled him towards the
shifting, shadowy bulk of his horse. The beast stood with reins
trailing, too well trained to bolt even in the midst of the storm’s
tumult.

“No. No. Wait!”
Yhalen twisted his arm ineffectually, trying to free himself long
enough to untangle the snared limb from his cloak, to pull bits of
bramble from his hair and clothes.

“I have to get
back—now.” It was almost a mutter, a guttural mantra to
himself more than to Yhalen. He let go Yhalen long enough to grab
the reins, and Yhalen stepped backwards, twisting to work at the
branch. Bloodraven lunged at him, terrifying in both his speed and
the desperate grip that clamped down upon Yhalen’s shoulder. It
buckled his legs and he cried out, tearing at Bloodraven’s
wrist.

“No,”
Bloodraven growled. “Have to get back to them. Can’t wait.”

“What’s wrong
with you? Let me go!” Yhalen cried.

There was
nothing of calm in Bloodraven’s golden eyes. Nothing but a
desperate, single-minded intention. An intention to return to
Alasdair’s soldiers. It was no normal urge, not in so panicked a
desperation. It was as if something drove him... a geas.

Yhalen shook
water from his eyes in suspicion, suddenly certain of just who
might have placed such a geas. A convenient trick if someone
wanted very badly to keep track of an unfettered captive. He
wondered if the lady had placed it last night, or had simply been
reinforcing a magic she’d woven earlier. Perhaps even at Keis.
Little wonder Tangery had not protested the inclusion of a woman to
their group. He knew her worth.

“Wait. Wait,
she’s put a spell on you. Don’t you see?” Yhalen protested,
gripping the hands lifting him up to the very tall back of the
destrier. Bloodraven very apparently saw nothing but the
overwhelming urge to stay with his human party.

Yhalen put his
hands out, pressing palms against Bloodraven’s wet face, spreading
his fingers wide across high cheeks and tangling them with soaked
strands of black hair. He felt the lady’s insidious touch.
Recognized it as surely as if it had invaded his own consciousness,
which it had only too recently. It was so clear a thing, the foul
stench of her witchcraft, like a tangible thread that snarled
around the clear, bright center of Bloodraven’s soul and led
through the snarl of woods and storm and darkness to the spider
that had woven it. That he’d not seen it before this, he could only
attribute to the close contact that he now shared with the
halfling. The bridge of touch seemed to enhance his Goddess-granted
senses.

He severed it
with hardly an effort, simply wished it gone and the thread grew
taut and snapped, retreating back into the darkness on the one side
and evaporating as if it had grown indescribably old and brittle on
the other. The ease of it thrilled him. The sudden realization of
power rushed in and filled his head with dizzying exhilaration.

The grip on him
lessened, though his back was still pressed against the slick
leather of the saddle, and Bloodraven’s hands still supported his
weight, feet off the ground.

“It was a
spell,” Yhalen repeated, giddy. “She put a geas on you.”

Bloodraven
blinked at him, thick black lashes spiked with water, pupils huge
and dilated in the storm-spawned darkness.

“I broke
it—”

Bloodraven
lunged forward, covering his mouth, tongue pushing past his lips
like a battering ram as he pressed Yhalen back against the great
horse, whose sides gusted with nervous breath as it took an
uncertain step, which made Yhalen clutch Bloodraven in fear of that
support bolting away from his back all together. Which made him
forget to protest the rough kiss, opening his mouth wide and
allowing it, the tongue in his mouth too forceful for him to be
anything but passive in the exchange.

Bloodraven
shifted his hold, grasping Yhalen’s bottom and stepping away from
the unstable support of the horse, moving instead to the nail
straight bole of a mature pine. Yhalen’s back hit that, his cloak
protecting him from the rough bark. Bloodraven’s mouth moved from
his lips to his chin, to the throbbing hollow where his pulse beat
at his throat. He cried out something incoherent, fingers curling
in Bloodraven’s wet hair as his legs circled Bloodraven’s waist. He
was supported himself between Bloodraven and the tree, leaving
Bloodraven’s hands free to roam his body, pushing up under sodden
clothing to touch chilled skin.

Warm hands,
that knew all too well the sensitive spots. Tickling first over the
small of his arched back, then trailing across his peaked nipples
teasingly. Down, across the hollow beneath his ribs, and down lower
to the soft flesh above his hips.

Lower. He
wanted lower. He wanted Bloodraven’s large hand to encircle his
yearning cock, to encase it in heat and strength...Goddess...wanted
more than that.

There sounded a
crack of thunder that wasn’t accompanied by the visible aspect of
lightning, startling them, although the ground didn’t shake from
it. The pelting rain let up, becoming a steady, gentle shower.
Bloodraven leaned forward, cheek next to Yhalen’s, forehead against
the tree. One hand supported Yhalen’s back, the backside of the
other softly stroked Yhalen’s belly.

“There was
witchcraft?” the halfling murmured.

Yhalen had to
blink and think a moment to recall. “Yes.”

“But no
longer?”

“I don’t
think...no. No longer.”

“Will she
know?”

“Probably.” His
destruction of her spell had not been unpretentious.

Bloodraven
grunted, and pushed back from the tree, Yhalen still in his arms.
Since his feet didn’t immediately come back into contact with the
ground, Yhalen secured his grip about Bloodraven’s neck, blushing
somewhat now that the heat of no doubt adrenaline-fueled passion
had abated. Blushing more to be carried like a child back towards
Bloodraven’s great horse and swung up into the high saddle as if he
couldn’t manage on his own.

Bloodraven
swung up behind him, and the gelding shifted, twitching his ears in
displeasure at the extra weight. Very much annoyed not to be in a
warm, dry stable somewhere, instead of drenched and cold and
shouldering more than his fair share.

“Where...?”
Yhalen started to ask, as Bloodraven urged the horse about and into
a walk, its hooves making sucking sounds in standing water that had
yet to sink into pine coated forest floor.

“Back to your
king’s men, before they come looking for us.”

“He’s not my
king,” Yhalen reminded him, feeling suddenly embarrassed and
sullen. Losing control of his horse and consequently falling off
was surprisingly higher on the list than how badly his body had
betrayed him in Bloodraven’s arms. Then, because it had hardly
occurred to him before, in the heat of the moment, “You came after
me. Against the geas, you came after me.”

He felt the
shifting of muscle behind him as Bloodraven shrugged. “You ride
like a pregnant woman. I feared for the horse.”

 


~~~

 


If Bloodraven
had let him, instead of holding him firmly before him, Yhalen would
have slipped down and walked, feet solid on the earth where they
belonged, indignant over the slight to his admittedly poor skills
as a horseman. Instead he slouched in the saddle, futilely trying
not to lean back against Bloodraven. Trying not to appreciate the
warmth of the halfling’s body, which seeped through two layers of
sodden clothing to take the chill off his back.

In the passage
of the worst of the storm, they found Alasdair’s men easily enough,
Yhalen spotting the destructive passage of man and horse through
the wood before eventually hearing the sound of heavy, equine
bodies and human voices.

It was no full
contingent they found, in the shelter of a sloping gully, and
Alasdair seemed to be in the process of sending yet more of his wet
soldiers out. The knight stopped in mid-command as Bloodraven’s
great horse broke through the underbrush and leisurely made its way
towards the welcome sight of other horses. Alasdair’s face was
taut, strands of his dark hair come loose from the tail at his neck
to cling wetly to his cheek, mingling with the pale scar.

The knight
breathed some curse under his breath, hands unclenching on hilt of
his great sword.

“Damn it!” he
swore, considerably louder this time and reined his horse up next
to Bloodraven’s. “You try my patience.”

Bloodraven
shrugged, unconcerned, veiled golden eyes flicking about the muddy
forest glade until they found the most sheltered spot, where men
had hastily secured a sheet of canvas between a set of likely trees
in a makeshift shelter from the worst of the rain. The lady huddled
beneath it, swathed in her cloak. Yhalen felt Bloodraven tense up
behind him, arms trembling just a little in anger. Whether the
halfling would break the truce he’d gone to so much trouble to make
in a fit of indignant fury over the lady’s intrusion into his mind
with her witchcraft, wasn’t a thing Yhalen wished to wait and let
chance decide. His own safety, after all, depended on Bloodraven’s
value to the king.

“I lost my
horse,” he said to the knight, distracting Bloodraven’s attention.
“It ran with the storm. I don’t know where. That way.”

He pointed back
the direction they’d come and Sir Alasdair swore again and signaled
the men that he’d been prepared to send out into the steady
drizzle.

“Go hunt down
the others and tell them it’s a stray horse they’re looking for and
not stray riders. But be back within the hour, horse or not. I’ll
not have the lot of you out in the rain in the dark if it can be
helped. Not over a horse.”

The men nodded,
grim faced at being sent out, wet and miserable as it was, but duty
minded enough not to complain.

“There’s
shelter enough to start a fire here. We’ll camp the night, and see
if morning brings better weather.”

Which was fine
news to Yhalen, whose back and shoulders still hurt from his fall
from his errant horse. Curling up in his cloak in the lee of a tree
sounded far preferable than riding through wet woods. He put a hand
on the thick arm around his middle, still feeling the tremor of
strong emotion. Bloodraven didn’t forget so easily, nor, Yhalen
suspected, did he forgive easily.

“Let it go,” he
said softly, then when Bloodraven’s fingers didn’t loosen.
“Let...it...go.” Digging his own nails into Bloodraven’s wrist,
demanding attention and a shift of focus.

The hold
loosened. Yhalen didn’t look over his shoulder at Bloodraven’s
face, didn’t wish to see what expression he wore, simply swung his
leg over the saddle horn and dropped lightly to the ground. He
wound his way past shivering horses, intent on a destination. He
caught the lady Duvera’s eyes on him before he reached the scant
shelter. Saw the paleness of her face beneath her cloak and the
wary tenseness about her eyes.

Her man
squatted at the edge of the canvas, taking advantage of the shelter
but not impeding her personal space. He watched Yhalen, shadow-eyed
and on guard, but the lady didn’t protest the approach, so her
guard didn’t rise to stop him as he bent and crouched, two foot
from where she sat.

She knew. She
absolutely knew who had shattered her geas. And perhaps she
was as shocked by the ease at which he’d done it as he had been.
Perhaps there was newfound apprehension in the way she looked at
him. He didn’t dismiss it, quite readily appreciating the ability
to inspire concern in a situation where he had no control
otherwise.

“Advice.” He
said it softly, meeting her eyes from under the strands of his own
dripping hair. “Ogres have a great loathing of magicks, it seems.
And little tolerance for it being practiced upon them. It would be
a shame if your king’s plans were shattered because you wished to
practice your craft.”

She was tired.
The ride had taken its toll upon her and that weariness tempered
the malice in her eyes.

“Do you
threaten me?” she asked, as if he were so insignificant, so far
below her lofty station, that he dare not breath her same air, much
less confront her regarding her misdeeds.

Or maybe not
misdeeds. Maybe she’d been set on this course by her king, who
didn’t trust his alliance with a half-ogre collaborator so much as
to let him loose in his countryside without assurances other than a
group of men at arms. Perhaps all she need do was call out to Sir
Alasdair that Yhalen had practiced magicks that had proven stronger
than hers, to the detriment of the king’s purpose. She could cause
great suspicion for him among the men, her word surely holding more
weight than his would.

“Not me,” he
said quietly and her eyes flickered beyond him through the
grayness, to Bloodraven.

She looked back
to him, pulling her cloak tighter around her, eyes narrow and full
of speculation. “Of that,” she said, “I’m not so certain.”

 


~~~

 


The rain
continued through the morning. No harsh winds or thunderous booms,
simply a fine, steady drizzle. It made travel a misery for man and
horse alike. There were places in the woods where the foliage was
so thick that it shielded the riders for a distance, but never for
long.

The day was
cold and unpleasant. Other than the sucking sound of hooves in
sodden earth, and the squeaking of wet leather and gear, they rode
in silence. No sign of Yhalen’s horse had been found, so they’d had
to distribute the supplies of one of the packhorses among the other
horses so that he could ride it.

Alasdair began
to lead them northward, and they rode in and out of patches of
forested land, until that afternoon they encountered the first
sloping ground of foothills.

They were lucky
enough to find what might have been a farmhouse, or a traveler’s
lodge long abandoned to take shelter in for the night. There were
gaping holes in the roof, but after clearing out the bramble and
clearing the flue, the hearth proved usable and they had a fine
warm meal to take the chill off the damp night.

Though Yhalen
didn’t often willingly approach Bloodraven for conversation, the
concern that the lady had been dabbling again in her intrusive
magicks had been niggling at him for some time. He was too new to
his blossoming talents to know how to sense if she were working
some spell. He didn’t quite honestly know if such a thing could be
detected, if it were not aimed at him, and its target half a dozen
horse lengths away. For all he knew, she could be casting a
compulsion of animosity towards him on the men of Alasdair’s
guard. On Alasdair himself, even. Which thought frightened him no
small bit, and had him watching the men around him warily for some
time after it had occurred to him.

But mostly, he
was concerned for Bloodraven. Whether the halfling, now alerted,
might be sensitive enough to sense a geas against him,
Yhalen didn’t know. On the off chance that he could, Yhalen feared
violence against the lady that could only result in return violence
against Bloodraven, and very likely himself. And though the initial
spell, in all honesty, had only been of benefit to the king’s
purpose, and had not seemed one that was harmful to the victim of
it, still, it bothered Yhalen that it had been cast. That she cast
her malicious powers towards Bloodraven was as irksome as when
she’d cast them at him and that, upon reflection, was a
revelation that set him in a dark mood.

When exactly
had he come to consider Bloodraven of more consequence than the
human men who guarded him? What insanity possessed him to care in
the least if the halfling were shackled by the means of dark
magicks, when such a thing should, in fact, benefit him?

They fixed the
same canvas they’d used to shelter the lady in the woods yesterday
to the side of the dilapidated house, which gave the poor horses
some refuge from the persistent rain. The rest of them, Bloodraven
included, crowded into the little house. Although, Yhalen
suspected, Bloodraven would have just as well taken his rest
outside, regardless of weather. Alasdair wouldn’t have it, though,
not unless men of his also braved the miserable night to keep watch
on him, so Bloodraven didn’t argue the point. He simply ducked his
head and shoulders to enter the house and found a relatively dry
wall to situate himself against while the humans found reason to
arrange their own bedrolls as far from him as the confines as the
dwelling would allow.

There was
little room on the side of the house where Alasdair’s men clumped
together, huddled against the damp cold. Duvera, who had not
uttered a word to Yhalen since his reckless words to her the night
before, observed him with dark eyes, amused at his uncertainty.
Spell of hers or not, he wasn’t popular among the men at the
moment, having caused a good number of them to spend the night
before out in dark, rain-drenched woods and having added to their
loads by the appropriation of a pack horse.

He didn’t trust
their welcome, so having little other option, he took his damp
bedroll and moved to the wall next Bloodraven’s corner. A
persistent drip forced him close enough to Bloodraven’s side to
touch, should he care to reach out his hand. The halfling watched
his movements from under eyes shielded by half-lowered lashes.

Soon enough,
lulled by a warm meal and warm tea, by the friendly crackle of the
fire they kept fed in the hearth, the men began to relax, murmuring
in low voices among themselves.

If eyes were
upon them, Yhalen thought, at least it wasn’t the entire scrutiny
of the company. He leaned a little closer to the large,
preternaturally still body next to him, wondering if Bloodraven
were asleep. Just as well if he were, for Yhalen’s curiosity about
whether the lady had again attempted to cast her geas upon
him would be better answered by the simple act of physical
connection rather than verbal questioning.

He felt nothing
suspicious three foot distant, so tentatively laid his fingertips
against a hard, cloak-covered arm. The heat of him seeped into
Yhalen immediately, Bloodraven still warm despite the cold air.
Bloodraven always seemed warm, as if his ogre blood ran hotter than
that of a mere human. Perhaps it did, his people living in northern
mountains with their predominately frigid temperatures.

Other than the
warmth, he felt nothing like he’d sensed before. No insidious snarl
of puppeteer’s strings leading back to the witch across the room.
The warmth was nice though, working its way up his hand to the
flesh of his arm, chilled by damp tunic sleeve. He withdrew his
hand back to the cold spot on the floor, and Bloodraven reached
out, catching a fistful of the back of Yhalen’s tunic, cloak and
bedroll, and dragged him the few feet that separated them. No
different than Alasdair’s men, who huddled together for the sake of
warmth and comfort.

Bloodraven
didn’t touch him otherwise, save to slouch a little further down
the wall. Yhalen waited there, close to the halfling’s side, for
the eyes of the company to turn his way. Waited for looks malicious
and cruel, clearly saying that they knew what use Bloodraven had
made of him. But no knowing glance turned their way, men more
interested in their own comfort. Not even the lady, who seemed to
have drifted asleep, curled in her own fur-lined bedroll. He sighed
then and let his head back against the wall, shutting his eyes for
the first time in what seemed a very long day.

Sleep came
surprisingly easy, considering whose solid bulk he made a pillow
of. He awoke in the crook of Bloodraven’s arm, his cheek against
Bloodraven’s warm shoulder. The first calls of morning birds had
disturbed his slumber, but the majority of the others slept through
the dawn. Only the one sentry that sat awake inside the door, and
the other stationed outside, saw the sun rise along with Yhalen. It
had always been his habit to rise with the sun at home. It was the
way of the hunter, which he’d earned the place of. He’d gotten lazy
of late, with no morning game to stalk, rising when it was demanded
of him and no sooner.

He abandoned
Bloodraven’s side and went outside to relieve his bladder, and then
to walk the perimeter of the long abandoned homestead. He found the
places where fence posts had once stood, and saw the rocky bones of
what once might have been a stable or a granary. By the time he
wandered back, his pant legs were wet with dew and his water-sealed
leather boots threatening to let moisture past their seams. The
rest of him was dry, the rain having let up at some point during
the night. Fog clung close to the earth, though, a heady reminder
of what the Goddess might see fit to dump upon them should her mood
worsen.

The mountains
loomed ahead of them for four days, the land swelling with
foothills, flattening out to form deep, long vales before rising
again. Each progressive set of hills becoming steeper and more
jagged, a sure testament of the violence that had created this
range in the days that the Goddess herself was young. On the fifth
day, there was no downward slope leading to a low valley on the far
side of the hills they crested, simply a shelf of forested earth
that began a gradual rise towards the thicker forests, clinging to
the crags and inclines of the lowest ruffles of the mountains’
outflung skirts.

There was no
road, and Alasdair stopped the party many a time, riding for high
ground and consulting his maps.

“It’s further
northward, that which we seek,” Bloodraven said softly, upon one of
those stops.

“Were—”

Yhalen
hesitated to continue, wishing the query had not slipped up to the
tip of his tongue before he’d reminded himself that Bloodraven was
to be avoided. But as he’d uttered the first syllable of the
question and gained Bloodraven’s attention, there seemed little
point in refusing to continue, when he actually wanted an
answer.

“Were you one
of those reckless young warriors you spoke of? Have you been to
these lands—what did you call it—Fah’nak Gol?”

Bloodraven’s
mouth twitched in something that might have been a smile and he
lowered his head somewhat, letting his hair slide down to conceal
it.

“No. Not I. My
recklessness took other paths. But I know from those that made the
attempt...well, those that returned at any rate, that Fah’nak
Gol lies further northward.”

His prediction
proved right. It was another two days of picking their way through
mountain trails before they found the first marker stone. Ages old
and covered with runic etchings, it sat at the side of a well-used
game trail they were following. They found another further on, and
another, until it seemed a path had been laid out to follow many
years past, though the ground showed no sign that human feet had
utilized them in decades. Still, the presence of markers was a
welcoming of sorts, a fact that contradicted this place’s ominous
reputation.

They came upon
the vale just before dusk. Not a shallow valley, but a long, narrow
one that was a green and fertile strip between rocky crags and
thick forested slopes. It was broader than it seemed from the trail
above, and they followed the winding path of a small mountain-fed
stream down, the horses picking up their pace as they scented green
grasses.

Bloodraven
scanned it carefully, eyes narrowed and wary, searching the shadows
of the tree line, accessing the height of the opposite craggy rise.
Finally, he nodded and murmured, almost to himself, “Protected.
Winter winds would have little foothold here, sheltered as it
is.”

“Look.” The
lady Duvera pointed towards the shadows made by the rocky side of
the vale. In the purplish, evening light, lines that were not made
by nature became clear.

The walls and
turrets of a citadel artful in its design loomed ahead. Constructed
of a stone that varied from slate gray to the glistening white of
granite, and shot through with spidery lines of rose quartz that
made parts of the wall appear as if they were stained with blood,
and all of it melting. Bleeding into the very rock of the
mountainside itself.

After many days
on the road, they had reached the domain of Lord Estalan Elvardo
and only time would tell if the end of this journey would meet with
welcome or bitter disappointment.
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There was no
dissimulation in their approach to the seat of Fah’nak Gol.
Sir Alasdair squared his shoulders and set his broad jaw, then led
his party directly up a much overgrown path towards the foot of the
keep. It was a steep trail up to its outer walls, and one that
looked not to have been traveled for many years. There was indeed a
question as to whether anyone still lived here at all, for the
amount of activity they saw on the walls. Which was none.

No movement. No
sound of alarm. Nothing. And upon closer inspection, the stones
that made up the walls of the keep were stained with algae and
overgrown in places with lichen and moss, making it seem very much
as if it had sprung out of the rock itself instead of being planted
there by the hand of man.

There was a
cold, lonely feel about the place, which seemed to infect the men
of their guard. Many a wary look was cast up the towering walls,
and many a hand clutched the hilts of weapons. Yhalen felt it
himself. Desolation, and a sense of decay that repelled the casual
visitor. If he’d not been under the duress of Alasdair’s guard he’d
have happily turned and left this vale for more welcome places.

A crow squawked
from the crumbling ledge of a window far up the wall and took
flight, the flapping of its wings a ghostly whisper in the quiet
that surrounded this place. A man cried out, startled by the bird’s
call. His men began whispering among themselves, full of frightened
speculation. Alasdair scowled and held up a hand to quiet them.

“It's not
real,” the lady said softly, her sharp eyes flickering along the
ancient stonework. “This unease we feel, is manufactured.”

Alasdair’s
scowl deepened. Being told such a thing in no wise eased a nervous
mind. Yhalen frowned, stretching his own senses, searching for
whatever telltale tendril of magic the lady had sensed. And found
nothing tangible. Nothing so obvious as what he’d sensed from
Duvera upon her attempts at bewitching Bloodraven and himself. Only
that deep-seated sense of unease that seemed to spring from the
very earth itself, so vast and all encompassing that he couldn’t
find its roots. He wondered if she sensed anything at all, or
merely made assumption.

Two gray stone
beasts flanked the entrance when they finally reached it. A great
arched portcullis, its iron grate raised, granted entrance into the
shadowed tunnel beyond it. A menacing, horned, snarling beast, the
like of which Yhalen had never seen, nor wished ever to see in the
flesh, glared down from raised pedestals on either side of the
archway. He saw Bloodraven glance up, the halfling’s lips twitching
a little, baring just the hint of teeth. He liked this place no
more than his human guards did, Yhalen thought. Pride alone kept
him from showing it.

Alasdair
hesitated only momentarily at the open portcullis, staring up
warily at the heavy grate. It reminded Yhalen of the open mouth of
a beast, waiting to consume them. With a motion of his hand,
Alasdair urged his party forward. The horses’ hooves clattered on
the paving stones beyond the portcullis, echoing within the
confines of the squat tunnel. Darkness descended upon them, as if
the light from outside had found some obstacle in following them
within. Yhalen shivered, winding his fingers in the rough mane of
his mount and wishing very much he had a weapon of his own.

They came at
the end of the darkened tunnel to a stone courtyard that was only
marginally illuminated by two guttering torches, set at either side
of a set of stout wooden doors, high at the top of a wide stair.
The horses pricked their ears, nostrils flaring wide as they sensed
the smell of fresh water and the still stronger scent of
stables.

“Welcome.”

A young woman
stepped forth from the shadows.

A good number
of weapons were half drawn before they realized that it was simply
a slender girl, and no armed warriors or fanged beasts accompanied
her. She smiled benignly, long golden hair caught in a loose tail
at the back of her neck, her shapely form clad in a low-necked,
simply cut dress of blue velvet. She was quite beautiful. Quite
distractingly fertile, with her soft breasts swelling over
the neckline of her bodice, and the way the material of her gown
clung to rounded hips. Yhalen found himself blinking at her, as
much as the other men of the party.

She lifted her
hand, indicating the shadowed row of half doors along either side
of courtyard.

“There are
stables for your horses. Fresh hay and water, too. Please make use
of them, if you wish.”

She stood
waiting for their decision in the matter, seemingly uninterested in
what they might decide one way or another. Finally Alasdair
signaled for the party to dismount and set men to leading the
horses towards stone wells filled with water trickling from the
mouths of stone gargoyles. They found oil lamps and lit them,
providing more light to work by. The young woman watched all of
this, until Alasdair strode up to her and announced their
business.

“We’ve come to
see Lord Elvardo upon King’s business.”

The girl
smiled, inclining her head. “Follow me.”

Four men were
left to watch over and care for the horses, while the rest trailed
after the blonde girl, through the stout doors and into the castle
proper.

There were
torches along the walls of the inside hall, but not enough to chase
all the shadows away. It was an eerie, high-ceilinged way, which
opened to a large lobby dominated by the curving foot of a massive
stairway. Paths led off around the base of it, revealing dark
portals leading to darker places. The stairway itself was
constructed of blackest marble, its railings of polished black
ironwood, supported by a twisting, convoluted tangle of wrought
iron fashioned to look like thorny vines. It wound upwards,
branching off at a balconied second level.

Standing at the
base of this daunting staircase were two more young women and a
young man. The young women were dressed similarly to the first
they’d met. One had hair of blackest raven, the other, flame-kissed
locks. They were no less voluptuous than the first and with no word
or deed, seemed welcoming and wanton in that way that most appealed
to a man who had not had the touch of a woman in many a long night.
The young man was of average height and slender, dressed in a
simple black tunic and pants. His shoulder-length hair was a
burnished bronze, face as sensuously appealing as those of the
young women.

They all
inclined their heads, smiling in welcome, the young women bowing
just enough to show ripe cleavage to its best advantage.

“Welcome,
travelers,” the redhead purred. “Please allow us to provide you
with refreshment after your journey.”

“It’s no easy
pilgrimage to this valley and you’re no doubt weary of body and
spirit,” added the dark-haired girl.

“We’ve come on
business with your lord,” Alasdair said impatiently, with a decided
lack of tact.

Lady Duvera
slithered up next to him, smiling her own serpent’s smile at the
dark castle’s servants. “Please forgive our abrupt arrival. Were it
possible to send word, we would have.”

The young man
inclined his head. “Lord Elvardo was aware of your approach, lady,
but unfortunately he’s indisposed at this time and cannot greet you
as you deserve. He asks that you take advantage of his hospitality
in the meanwhile. When he’s able, he’ll receive you, of that you
have his word.”

“This is King’s
business—” Alasdair started to say, glowering in frustration, but
the lady Duvera stopped him with a hand on his arm and very likely
a press of nails through the skin of his wrist. The knight started
in some surprise, mouth open, but silent.

“Of course,”
she said smoothly. “Your lord’s kind offer is appreciated.”

The young man
canted his head somewhat, looking from the lady to Alasdair’s grim
face. He half bowed, his eyes still on the knight’s face with what
might have been a trace of amusement.

“Then please,
allow us to help ease the stress of such a long and arduous road
from your bodies.”

There was
something entirely seductive and alluring to the young servant’s
words and hearing that, no few of Alasdair’s party felt the heat of
the proposal. Yhalen felt it, eyes glued to the lovely creatures
that served the lord of this keep. Ydregi or no, there wasn’t one
of them that he’d have turned away from his bed had the chance
arisen. The young man in particular, for his delicate features were
more reminiscent of Ydregi than any other that Yhalen had seen
since he’d left his forest home.

Yhalen felt a
hand on his shoulder, a tightening squeeze of fingers that shook
him out of his appreciation of the three servants on the stairs.
Bloodraven had moved up behind him, close enough that he felt the
heat from the halfling’s body, and felt the press of his hip
against his back.

Yhalen blinked,
looking around at the faces of his party. Most were wide-eyed and
flushed—even Sir Alasdair’s cheeks were stained with the pink of
embarrassment. The black-garbed servant smiled and lifted an arm,
gracefully indicating the path leading along the right side of the
stair.

“This baths are
this way. When you’ve washed the dust of the road away, and eased
your aches, dinner will await. After that, Lord Elvardo will
receive you.”

The red-haired
girl slipped past them, eyes flickering over the group with amused
speculation as she urged them to follow.

“Come. Come,”
she said, walking through a very dark passage as if the lack of
light were no hindrance to her.

They had light
again soon enough. Lanterns hung from hooks in the walls of the
next hallway, and all of them relaxed as the shadows were chased
away. They were led down a set of stairs to a room with stone
benches and stone cubbies hewn out of the wall. There were towels
in some of the cubbies, and an array of soaps and other scented
substances in stoppered glass bottles.

“The baths are
communal,” the redhead said. “But privacy is provided for, should
you wish....” She smiled at the lady Duvera. “If you wish to bathe
with your men, you may, but there’s a more secluded pool for your
needs if you’re modest.”

Duvera arched a
brow, but followed the redhead to a narrow doorway leading to a
smaller changing room.

The servant
closed the door behind the lady Duvera, and stood surveying the men
with red, curved lips.

“If you should
require my assistance, I’ll be happy to serve.’

“No,” Alasdair
said sharply, before any of his men could respond favorably to her
offer. “We’re capable of seeing to our own needs.”

She shrugged
and glided out of the room, to a post, one might guess, not far
away.

With a
collective sigh of relief—or possibly regret—at her departure, the
men began shedding weapons, boots and clothing. These men were
somewhat more modest of their nudity than the Ydregi, but not so
much that they shied from ridding themselves of dirty,
sweat-dampened clothing before padding in ones and twos through the
arched doorway leading to the baths. No few glances were passed
Bloodraven’s way as he disrobed, men being men and having a
somewhat more exaggerated appreciation for size than women. Yhalen,
who knew that overlarge member rather too intimately, averted his
gaze and retreated to the bathing chamber.

The room was
large, dominated mostly by a large pool of water, and fed, like the
troughs in the stable yard, by an intricately carved beast head
protruding from the wall. Natural looking walls of stone jutted out
here and there around the edges, forming small grottos where a man
might retreat if he wanted privacy. Smooth stone ledges lined the
sides, forming comfortable seats.

Stepping into
the water was an ecstasy in and of itself. The warmth crept up a
body like friendly fingers. At the deepest point, in the middle of
the pool, it was shoulder high. Around the edges and in the grottos
it reached Yhalen’s hips. He took a chunk of soap and retreated to
a sheltered nook, settling on the ledge and shutting his eyes to
relax as the warmth suffused him, indeed easing aches and pains. He
heard the conversation of the other men beyond the bend of his own
little retreat, a murmured rush of voices over the soft sounds of
lapping water.

The water
rippled against his chest, a subtle warning before a body waded
into his private spot. He blinked up as Bloodraven settled down
beside him. Water that topped Yhalen’s chest, barely topped the
ogr’ron's waist as he leaned back. Yhalen made a sound of protest,
not wanting this company—any company for that matter—and made to
move, but Bloodraven’s hand on his thigh under the surface of the
water stopped his escape.

Yhalen looked
away, scowling. Bloodraven rested his head against the rock wall
behind them, content for a while to merely sit quietly as they
absorbed the benefits of a deep fed hot spring. His hand stayed on
Yhalen’s thigh, not venturing further, simply a hindrance to
Yhalen’s retreat.

Eventually he
slitted his eyes open, looking down at the top of Yhalen’s damp
head.

“You may soap
my back.”

Yhalen looked
up, indignant and snapped back, “You may do it yourself.”

The grip on his
thigh tightened and Bloodraven leaned closer, golden eyes narrow.
No word of threat was needed. Perhaps, even with the collar long
removed from his neck, Yhalen still recalled the lessons of a slave
too well. Bloodraven’s patience had its limits and as of yet, the
king’s minions had shown no inclination to treat him as anything
other than Bloodraven’s chattel. He wondered what they might do if
Bloodraven took the notion of punishing him.

He swallowed
and sullenly snatched the soap from the little rocky shelf where
he’d left it. Bloodraven slipped down off the ledge, immersing his
head and shoulders before rising up to kneel in front of Yhalen.
Tentatively, Yhalen gathered streaming, black hair and laid it over
one broad shoulder, then lathered his hands and laid them on
Bloodraven’s back. It was a wide expanse of surface to cover, hard
muscle rippling now and then as his hands passed across sensitive,
ochre skin. Over shoulders and down the thickly muscled arms, which
Bloodraven lifted for him to wash the undersides of. Yhalen had
almost finished the above water portions of him when, without
warning, Bloodraven rose, casting a steady look down over his
shoulder at Yhalen, as if daring him to complain of the expanded
duty.

A faint
exhalation of breath passed the halfling’s lips as Yhalen bent to
the task, running soaping hands across the back of Bloodraven’s
thick thighs, across his buttocks and hips and down his legs to the
knees and calves that disappeared under the water. Bloodraven
turned and Yhalen shut his eyes, drawing a shuddering breath as he
prayed to the Goddess that none of Alasdair’s men waded towards the
back of the pool and his grotto.

He avoided the
placid organ between Bloodraven’s legs, instead washing his thighs
and hips before rising to reach stomach and chest, all the while
resolutely refusing to meet Bloodraven’s amused gaze. His wrists
were captured somewhere around Bloodraven’s ribs, and firmly guided
downward.

A small whimper
of a sound escaped Yhalen’s throat as his fingers grazed soft,
pliant flesh. Biting his lip and flushing terribly, he cautiously
began soaping Bloodraven’s member. The flesh stirred under his
hands, slippery and velvet to the touch. The balls were large,
loose sacks that shifted in his fingers. A tremor of sensation
stabbed his lower regions, no less pronounced than his acute
embarrassment and his fear that someone would see him performing
what they no doubt speculated about among themselves.

Bloodraven grew
in his hands, thick with pulsing heat, thoroughly soaped and more
than clean, yet Yhalen’s hands remained, both fascinated and
horrified by the familiar size and heft of the shaft. By the head
that blushed violet with the plumping of red blood beneath.

With a startled
realization of his lingering intrigue, he drew his hands away,
glaring resolutely at the dark water. There was what might have
been a chuckle from Bloodraven, before he sank down, pushing
himself back into deeper water so that he might completely immerse
his body and rinse the soap away.

He surfaced,
water sluicing down the defined bones of his face, his hair slick
and glistening as it clung to his skull and shoulders. It made his
ears seem more prominent, the delicate tapered points standing
level with the top of his skull. Squatting shoulder deep in the
pool, he fixed his golden gaze upon Yhalen. There was something in
his eyes that spoke of intent, and Yhalen paled, casting a nervous
glance beyond him, just past the rocky barrier that separated them
from the other occupants of the bath.

The sound of
low laughter and relaxed conversation told him that Alasdair’s men
were well pleased with this comfort Lord Elvardo offered. Yhalen
realized, distracted very much by Bloodraven’s lazy approach, that
the feeling of unease that had afflicted them all had faded away
completely. If it was a spell, as Lady Duvera suggested, it had
either been lifted, or they had passed its boundaries.

Bloodraven
caught Yhalen’s wrist in passing and settled himself on the ledge
before pulling Yhalen between his lazily sprawled knees.
Uncertainty made Yhalen’s heart thump frantically within his chest.
Though Bloodraven had shown a certain modesty to engaging in sexual
activity in the presence of his human captors-allies, it had been a
long journey here, and Yhalen wasn’t entirely confident of
Bloodraven’s ability to maintain indefinite abstinence.

Bloodraven
alleviated that particular fear by prying the soap out of Yhalen’s
clenched fingers and placing his large hands on Yhalen’s
shoulders.

“I can wash
myself,” Yhalen hissed, low-voiced and embarrassed, shivering as
strong fingers slick with lather traveled down his sides.

“I think not,”
Bloodraven said simply.

And that was
that. Big hands lathered the soap and spread out across his
shoulders and back, washing his body as he’d done for Bloodraven.
Back, chest, stomach, and legs. Unsurprisingly, he lingered for
some long while around the small of Yhalen’s back and the brand
there. Bloodraven hesitated not one bit in soaping the half-hard
flesh between Yhalen’s legs. Big hands fondled him, thoroughly
working lather into all his crevices, and Yhalen endured it, eyes
shut and trembling now and then like a horse under the hand of its
groom.

It was
clinical, which was the only saving grace, and the fear of
discovery worked in direct conflict with the occasional stirrings
between his legs as Bloodraven casually handled him. Bloodraven let
him go, and Yhalen sank down and backwards, pushing out to deeper
water and escape. He fixed his gaze warily upon Bloodraven to see
if he’d pursue, but the halfling merely leaned back against the
smooth stonewall and watched him with barely veiled interest.

Yhalen
submerged, rinsing soap from body and hair. Submerged again to
rinse his hair a second time and stayed under water, reveling in
the strange, deafening silence that buffered him from all the rest
of the world.

He surfaced,
hanging near the shadowed back of the pool, water lapping at his
lips, having no intention of returning to the nook where Bloodraven
waited and hoping against hope that Bloodraven didn’t make an issue
of fetching him.

Bloodraven
didn’t, and soon enough the men were stirred from the taking of
their ease by the appearance of the young red-haired serving
woman.

“When you’ve
finished with your bath, dinner will be waiting. There are clean
clothes in the outer chamber for your use.”

She stood
there, as if waiting to see if any of them would rise and request
her dubious assistance in dressing. But being good knights and
king’s men and under the prudent eye of their commander who seemed
set against accepting the hospitality of their host to that
extent, none of them rose, and the woman shrugged before
disappearing back through the changing chamber.

With quiet
splashes and a murmur of expectation, Alasdair and his men left the
pool to pad wetly into the connecting room. Yhalen followed,
keeping a wary eye on Bloodraven, who trailed the lot of them. They
dried themselves with broad towels and indeed, there were clean
trousers and shirts, as well as over-tunics for the lot of them.
For Alasdair and his men, there was fine, soft material cut in the
style Yhalen had seen the king and his advisors wear.

Each item was a
perfect fit, even Bloodraven’s. His clothing seemed to have been
tailor-made and was of a cut more reminiscent of the clothing he’d
worn under his armor when Yhalen had first encountered him, than
the human-styled tunic and trousers he’d been given after Lord
Dunval had captured him. Thick leather guards were sewn along his
elbows and the lower portion of his trousers, and rune-like symbols
were stitched into the collar. What seemed to be small, bleached
bones and feathers dangled from the lacings of his tunic.

Yhalen found,
with much wariness, that the new clothing that filled the cubby
where he’d left his travel worn clothing, was the very likeness of
Ydregi finery—soft leathers sporting intricately cut patterns along
the arms and shoulders, as well as a trim here and there of the
small, tubular ceramic beadwork that the artisans among his people
produced.

How could they
have possibly known? Even if they had guessed his origins upon
entry into this uneasy castle, no mundane hand could have sewn
these clothes in the time they’d spent in the baths.

The lady Duvera
awaited them in the passageway outside, along with the red-haired
girl. The lady had been gifted with a fine gown of indigo blue,
which, from her look of satisfaction, must have met well with her
approval. Her eye passed over the men of her party, lingering in
speculation upon Bloodraven, and, both brows lifting in some regard
that Yhalen didn’t find comforting, upon himself.

Yhalen walked
at the rear of the group, twisting his damp hair as they followed
the young servant woman, of necessity leaving it loose until it
dried enough to easily braid. The shadows of the passage were thick
enough that the figures of the men ahead of him were mere
silhouettes, indistinguishable save for Bloodraven’s towering
form.

The girl led
them through a warren of passages on a path so convoluted that
Yhalen was sure he’d be helplessly lost if he attempted to retrace
it alone. But soon enough they reached what seemed a more formal
section of hall, with towering ceilings and tall, narrow-paned
windows that looked out upon the steeply sloped, forested side of
the valley. There was a speckling of closed doors along its length
and at the end a large dining room.

A long,
ironwood table dominated the room. Its surface gleamed with
countless buffings, its legs ornately carved creations that Yhalen
decided not to look too closely at, once he realized that among the
twisted carvings were the triangle shaped heads of wooden serpents.
The chairs were high-backed and padded, and no one of them was too
fragile to have supported Bloodraven’s weight.

The redhead
urged them to settle, and even as the last scuffing of chairs legs
against floor dwindled, a pair of swinging doors at the side of the
room emitted the young blonde woman, bearing baskets of fresh baked
bread. There were flagons of wine already on the table, and the
redhead moved about, filling goblets. Yhalen shifted uneasily,
wishing for nothing so strong as simple, pure water, but of that
there seemed to be none.

“Will you see
that my men at the stables have food sent to them?” Alasdair asked
of the redhead when she paused to fill his goblet.

“Of course,”
she smiled, leaning further in so that her breasts fairly swelled
from her bodice.

Alasdair
scowled. If he was moved, he hid it admirably.

While they
broke bread, the blonde and the raven-haired girls returned, this
time with platters of steaming potatoes and onions, mushrooms and
leeks in a creamy sauce, sliced fruit and no less than a dozen
herb-crusted, roast fowl garnished with lemon and sprigs of fresh
mint.

Alasdair had
leaned in towards the lady Duvera at one point, while the girls
were occupied at the far end of the table and asked with what
seemed reluctance, “Is it safe, do you think?”

The lady, who
had been swirling the wine in her glass thoughtfully, hesitated
before answering, her eyes turning vague and her lips trembling as
she mouthed silent words. Yhalen felt the barest trickle of
stirring in that place where power dwelt and knew she was about
something. She looked back up at Alasdair and smiled.

“Only if you
overindulge, sir knight.” She lifted her own goblet and took a
sip.

Alasdair
motioned to his men, who had been hesitating about delving into the
meal, and with a great murmur of appreciation, they availed
themselves of Lord Elvardo’s hospitality yet again.

“I’ve heard
stories of this keep and its dark lord for all my life,” the lady
said, not minding the presence of the girls or what tales they
might take back to their master.

“I’ve heard
rumors here and there,” Alasdair admitted reluctantly, when she
seemed to want response from him on the subject.

“They say he
was excommunicated from the church decades ago for dark deeds that,
even to this day, no one outside the highest order know the details
of. They say King Andjuran would have slain him if he could, but
feared the decimation of his army, so chose to force a vow of
service from him instead, in exchange for this land and a judicial
overlooking of his crimes.”

“What crimes?”
It was clear Alasdair would rather not have asked, and just as
clear that the man was curious.

Duvera
shrugged. “As with the church, those records seem to have
disappeared.”

The entire time
they ate, they saw no servants other than the three young women.
The young man was absent from the dining hall, no doubt attending
his lord.

Though simple,
the meal was savored, as was to be expected from men who had
subsided on little more than trail rations for the last week or
more. The talk during it consisted of discussion about the oddity
of this cliff-side castle, its dark architecture and its often
unnerving decor. Being men, the talk would have centered with more
speculation on the inviting servants, had the girls not lurked
around the edges of the room, awaiting their guests’ needs.

The lady Duvera
leaned in occasionally to whisper something to Alasdair, but the
knight was too preoccupied to return her conversation, fairly
bristling with impatience to be about his king’s business.

Bloodraven was
a silent observer to everything. His face was impassive, but Yhalen
thought he was no more at ease in this place than the rest of them.
Less so, perhaps, with his people’s superstitions regarding
magic.

Eventually,
when the chickens were picked to bones and the bread baskets empty,
the young women cleared away the plates. A door at the far end of
the dining chamber opened to admit the young man who’d greeted
them.

“Have the
trials of the road been eased?” he asked with a serene smile.

“Will he see us
yet?” Alasdair countered.

The young man
inclined his head. “He will. But not all of you. Lord Elvardo has
an aversion to crowds, hence....”

He waved a
graceful hand in a grand sweep that indicated the castle and the
remote grounds it sat upon.

“You may come.
And the lady. And you, I think, since this business has to do with
your kind.” He indicated Bloodraven, then hesitated and canted a
look at Yhalen, smile turning somewhat less serene and more
speculative. “And you, since Lord Elvardo likes pretty things.”

Yhalen felt his
face heat. But he didn’t hesitate in rising with the others,
curiosity being no small driving force.

Alasdair
hesitated, surveying the remainder of his men.

“We will see
that your men are pampered like princes,” the red-haired girl
promised, she and her counterparts smiling invitingly.

Alasdair
frowned, beckoning the ranking knight among his men. He quietly
told the man to be on his guard, then he, Lady Duvera, Bloodraven
and Yhalen followed the young male servant out of the dining room
and towards a meeting with the lord of his castle.

Like the hall
they’d walked to get to the dining room, this one continued to
overlook the rugged cliffs. Elvardo’s reception room, when they
finally reached it, was two storeys’ tall at the least, with a
vast, black marble floor reflecting the various wrought iron
sconces set along the outer walls. Great, gleaming columns of
marvelous, veined stone dotted the floor in no apparent pattern. It
was as if the architect had shut his eyes and picked spots at
random to plant them. They allowed no straight path to the far end
of the room, but rather forced them to take a winding one,
following in the footsteps of Lord Elvardo’s bronze-haired
retainer.

There was no
dais, but a shallow indention in the far wall, where the bulk of a
carved chair was nestled. The back rose, twisting and thorny, like
the oldest, foulest path of briars in an ancient wood. It
encompassed the wall of the cubby and grew outward, threading up to
the ceiling above and disappearing into the shadows. It couldn’t
have been a comfortable seat. The old man who sat upon it was
stone-faced and unwelcoming. Very old, with loose flesh dangling
from his jaw, and claw-like hands. Yhalen had heard Alasdair and
the lady say that this man had treated with the present king’s
father when he’d been young in his rule.

The
bronze-haired servant moved to stand behind the chair, close enough
to his master should the old lord require him.

“What dire task
do you risk your lives and my wrath coming here for?” the old lord
inquired.

“Lord Elvardo.”
Alasdair stopped some yards from the chair, eyes traveling over the
undulating, thorny carvings with thinly veiled distaste. “I come on
the business of your liege lord and mine, the king of
Suthland.”

“King
Andjuran?” The old man lifted a white brow, naming the present
king’s late father. Even Yhalen knew the crown had been passed a
decade earlier upon King Andjuran’s death.

Alasdair’s
frown deepened, his fingers twitched as if they longed to grasp the
hilt of the great sword at his side.

“King Valeran,”
he said stiffly.

“Ah, Andjuran’s
oldest brat. I liked the younger one better. And who are you?”

Alasdair’s
cheek twitched. “Sir Alasdair Lhak, knight in his majesty's
service. This is the lady Dun–”

“I didn’t ask.”
Elvardo rested his chin upon bony knuckles. “That is an interesting
traveling companion for one of Tangery’s knights behind you,
though.”

Alasdair half
glanced at Bloodraven, who stood with deceptive calmness at the
rear of the group, taking full advantage of column cast
shadows.

“Bloodraven,”
Alasdair gave his name freely. “And a good part of the reason we’ve
come.”

He pulled a
wax-sealed letter from his tunic and extended his arm towards
Elvardo’s young servant. The youth moved forward and took the
envelope from the knight’s hand, a slight curve playing about his
full lips. The young man went to his lord and Elvardo waved a hand,
indicating he should break the seal. The servant pulled out the
several pages of parchment for his lord. He remained at the old
man’s side while Elvardo scanned the pages in the king’s own hand,
explaining what service he wished of his vassal.

Yhalen shifted
his footing, casting nervous glances into the shadows at the sides
of this strange hall forested by columns and walled with strange
carvings that seemed to represent some malformed woods. He felt the
subtle twinge of magic. If magic could have a scent, even in its
many guises, he seemed to have identified the odor of Lady Duvera’s
witchcrafts. What she was doing, he didn’t know, nor did he dare
interfere, here in the heart of such a dark and malignant place. He
moved marginally closer to the column where Bloodraven stood,
laying a hand lightly upon the cool surface and finding solace in
its solidity, even as Bloodraven found it in the shadow it cast.
Yhalen didn’t wish to be here. He did not understand why he’d been
asked, when the rest of Alasdair’s men had remained under the care
of the young women.

The old man
upon the thorny throne, if he noted the lady’s arcane questing,
made no comment upon it, still engrossed in the king’s
communication.

Something crept
out of the shadows, elusive as a whisper of breath across silk.
Yhalen would have overlooked it entirely save for the vague essence
of forest that it brought with it. Of earth deep power, old
and unshakable and...insatiable. The lady gasped, her pitiful
thread of magic sheared neatly in two as a tendril of that
monumental power lashed out at her on its retreat, quiet as night,
back into the shadows from whence it had come.

Duvera reeled,
clutching at Alasdair’s arm. He steadied her, shocked at her sudden
weakness and supporting her wilting body with one thick arm.

The old lord’s
eyes flickered up, curious, but the lady was waving the knight’s
support away, having regathered her equilibrium, though her face
was pale as fresh snow and her eyes wide and frightened.

Elvardo’s young
aide canted his head, eyes veiled in shadow, and Yhalen felt the
most minuscule echo of power receding like waves from a shore. He
blinked, mesmerized by that sculpted, shadowed face, and one side
of the young man’s mouth lifted in a humorless smile.

“What madness
is this?” Lord Elvardo snorted, upon finishing the letter. “Has
Andjuran’s son lost his senses?”

“Most certainly
not!” Alasdair said in offense. “You hold these lands as a vassal
of the king of Suthland and are bound by oath and honor to use them
as he sees fit.”

The old man
laughed.

Yhalen moved
around the back of the column to Bloodraven’s side, laying fingers
very lightly upon the halfling’s elbow. Bloodraven glanced down,
curious.

“That man upon
the throne,” Yhalen said softly. “He’s not the power here. I think
the other is.”

He felt
Bloodraven tense, head snapping up as he stared with scrutiny
towards the shadowed alcove with its thorny chair. Almost
Bloodraven made a move forward, even as the old man hissed some
acid retort to Alasdair’s proclamation of his duty.

The young man
at his side began to chuckle. Then to laugh outright, stalling the
old man’s speech and drawing every eye to his lean, black-clad
form.

“It's so
incredibly easy to manipulate the tainted magicks of the
civilized races, to dupe your closed minds.” He inclined his
head towards the horrified lady Duvera and Alasdair, then his gaze
swung back to Yhalen, lingering in Bloodraven’s shadow. “But far
more difficult to fool the pure power of the Forest.”

Yhalen felt a
surge of adrenaline-fueled nausea, like an animal caught in the
cruel gaze of the predator about to tear its throat out. He
couldn’t make himself look away from the piecing brown gaze of the
young man in black.

“What the
hell?” Alasdair lost some of his stilted attempt at formality,
temper finally getting the best of him.

“The hell
indeed,” the young man said, waggling his fingers at the old man on
the throne. The old man, the supposed lord Estalan Elvardo, pushed
himself up with a long-suffering sigh and a glare for the visitors
to this hall, and shambled off towards the shadows. The young man
took his place, slumping in the chair, one leg draped casually
across an armrest.

“You’re truly
an inept negotiator, knight,” he said to Alasdair. “No finesse at
all.”

Alasdair’s face
flushed, though Yhalen doubted it was from embarrassment, but
rather from a growing anger. “What kind of game is this? I’m not
here to negotiate. I’m here to deliver your king’s demands.
Who the hell are you?”

“No. No. It’s
not possible,” the lady whispered behind him, eyes glued on the
throne. Alasdair whirled to glare at her, beyond his patience.

“You know who I
am. Or have you traveled all this way not knowing with whom it was
you were sent to plead your case?”

“Elvardo?”
Alasdair lifted both brows.

The young man
who should not have been young, inclined his head.

“A son?” the
lady ventured, hopeful.

Elvardo
laughed, a ruthless sound that echoed in the strange hall. “I’m
sure I have many, but none of them will inherit this place, as I
inherited it from none but the desperation of a struggling
king.”

“You’re a
jokester, then, to pretend otherwise,” Alasdair snapped in
offense.

Lord Elvardo
shrugged, not offering explanation or apology. Alasdair didn’t
sense it. Didn’t feel the echoing essence of power that Yhalen did.
Perhaps the lady did, though Yhalen had the strangest certainty
that she didn’t. The knight, no doubt, made excuses in his own
mind, explaining away the youth he saw before him when there should
have been age. A normal man would have to, to retain his wit in
such a situation. A normal man couldn’t believe such things with
ease and sleep at night.

Yhalen wished
he wasn’t aware, now that he’d caught the scent of it, of the
earth-deep stirring of vast power that coiled behind the lazy eyes
of the creature lounging on the thorny throne before them. Ancient
and musty, like the scent of an old, old forest. Like decaying
mulch and detritus, or bones in a grotto so gnarled and twisted
with age and lack of proper sunlight that nothing but shadow loving
fungus and moss thrived. It wasn’t an entirely unpleasant
fragrance. It was...nature. It was like the feel of the great
forest, when the elders gathered in their sacred circles to give
praise to the Goddess....

He blinked,
realization coming with all the abruptness of a slap in the face.
It was exactly like that. Exactly like the feel of the oldest of
the old Ydregi magicks...and yet different. More. Incomprehensible
layers of more.

Not today,
little cousin....

The words, the
thought whispered through Yhalen’s mind the briefest moment before
something large, dark and suffocating swept down upon him,
obliterating all his senses. His legs crumpled and he ceased to
sense anything at all.
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This place made
Bloodraven uneasy. It wasn’t so much the walls of stone that men
made to enclose themselves, for other than being chained in moldy
cellars, he’d found no such discomfort under the ceilings of the
other two keeps he’d found himself within. He found he rather liked
the imposing strength of a castle in which to ward oneself, over
the caves that his people bored out of the earth. He liked the
regularity of the walls, the clever planning it took to meld all
those smaller pieces of stone together to make a cohesive whole. He
appreciated the practicality of walls where warriors might stand to
ward off invaders, confident with the advantage of height and the
protection of stone.

This keep was
different. It was solid enough, and imposing in its structure, but
not nearly so honest and plain as those other castles. Demons
peered down from ceilings and adorned walls like flies on a corpse.
Twisted decoration lingered everywhere, as if some mad artisan had
been unleashed in this place to do his will.

The dull stone
eyes peering out of shadows made Bloodraven’s skin twitch. The lord
of this keep did, the fabled dark prince of Fah’nak Gol,
with his beautiful face and his deceptive youth. No matter the
smoothness of his skin, his eyes were ancient, full of ancient
curiosity and ancient machinations. Bloodraven would have willingly
quit this place, taking Yhalen with him, if not for the honest
bounty of the valley below this dark keep. If not for the promise
of—the least hope of—a place that his brethren, his true brethren,
might call their own. For that dream, he’d endure torture and pain
and ridicule. Stone demons leering down at him seemed little enough
price.

The chambers he
occupied now were somewhat more tolerable, the carvings that wound
across the ceiling resembling more forest foliage than demonic
gatherings. One of the sloe-eyed girls had led the way, after
Yhalen’s collapse. The dark prince had tilted his head with false
concern, even as the knight and the witch had crowded close to see.
Bloodraven might have endured the knight, the man having proven
himself honest and able, but the woman he wouldn’t have within
arm’s length of himself, much less Yhalen, who lay as limp as a
child’s rag doll against his arm.

His baring of
teeth had kept her back—that and the knight’s arm blocking her path
when he sensed the animosity. He’d looked into Bloodraven’s eyes,
gauging, and Bloodraven had been too unnerved by the place and the
sudden biting concern for what was most patently his, to
gather the human words to express that it was the witch he had
issue with and not the knight.

The dark prince
intervened with a sibilant whisper of words, casting the woman’s
attention back to the throne, and causing the knight’s to
waver.

“Is he unwell?
Such a long journey you’ve had. Perhaps what all of you need is a
decent rest. I’d be remiss in my duties as host if I didn’t see you
situated comfortably and refreshed before I allowed talk of a more
political nature to ensue.”

And at that the
dark prince’s mouth curved in a smile that Bloodraven found more
predatory than pleasant.

The three women
melted out of the shadows like mythical creatures themselves.
“There are rooms for all of you, and barracks for your men if you
fear to have them separated, oh brave knight.”

At which the
knight narrowed his eyes and cast the dark prince a dangerous
look.

“Brunhilla is
somewhat skilled with medicine,” he said as he waved a beckoning
finger. The dark-haired girl moved towards them as he continued,
“I’d have her see to your young friend.”

“No,”
Bloodraven growled, lifting Yhalen up, cradling him close and
daring any one of them to come near enough to touch. They
didn’t.

The dark prince
shrugged.

“I would talk
of this now,” the knight said, his jaw set stubbornly.

“I would not.”
The dark prince swung the leg dangling over the arm of his chair.
Though his pose was lazy, there was absolute steel in his voice.
“Take your rest. Tomorrow will be soon enough to debate your king’s
fancy.”

The knight
glowered at that, but the witch put her hand on his arm, at which
he frowned, but made no argument. The dark prince’s women
beckoned.

“Come. I’ll
show you to a place you may take him,” the dark-haired one
whispered to Bloodraven. “A safe place,” she promised when he
hesitated.

He refused to
feel threat from her, from a small, soft female, even if she were a
denizen of this uneasy place. He wouldn’t trust her to touch
Yhalen, but he’d trust her to lead him through the maze.

The knight,
with the lady at his side, followed reluctantly, his authority over
this situation shattered by the dark prince’s easy power.

All of which
brought Bloodraven to these chambers, with ceilings tall enough
that he could barely touch them with his fingers, and a bed long
enough and wide enough to sleep an ogre full-blooded.

Yhalen seemed
small and fragile in the middle of such a broad bed. Smaller still
against the heavy wooden carvings of the headboard and the great
posts that rose at each corner, all of them adorned with twining
vines and artfully placed leaves and budding blossoms. A wooden
bird poked out here and there, and also the occasional coiling
bodies of serpents. Bloodraven disliked it, preferring simpler
lines. But it wasn’t overly disturbing. He could sleep beneath
it.

He thought they
had placed the knight in rooms nearby, and very likely brought men
of his to this floor as well, if the sounds of footsteps in the
hall meant anything other than ghosts wandering at will in this
place.

Bloodraven
chose not to dwell on that. There was a bolt on the door and he
pushed it, less out of fear for what might rush in upon him, than
the simple desire to relax at long last. If attack was eminent, at
least it’d have to pound its way past a barred door of no small
thickness, giving him ample time to prepare himself to meet it. But
in the meanwhile, he might settle in the sturdy, padded chair by
the hearth, or on the decadent comfort of the bed.

He chose the
bed, because it was closer to Yhalen, whose skin was cool to the
touch and whose breathing was even and unlabored. The breathing of
a man deep in the throes of sleep and nothing more grave. There was
certainly no wound to suggest otherwise, though Bloodraven was
certainly uneasy over the suddenness of the collapse.

Silly to feel
such concern over a slave, Icehand his old teacher would have said.
But Icehand was a ogre full-blooded and though fairer of mind and
more honorable than most full-blooded ogres were wont to be, he was
still what he was. An ogre who viewed those vastly weaker than
himself as tools be used, not worthy of equality among the warrior
clans. Icehand had only come to value Bloodraven himself because of
the cunning viciousness he’d shown in carving a place out for
himself among the youth around the females’ fires. If he’d been
like the other half-bloods, weak and beaten to timidity by his
larger cousins, he’d have remained under the hand of the females,
no better than a servant seeing to the care of the home hearth,
scurrying at the least command of his more fearsome brethren.

If he’d
survived at all. So many didn’t and yet the females continued to
dally with their human slaves, fascinated by pale skin and fragile
limbs. Much, Bloodraven thought with no small bit of bitter
self-loathing, as he was with this creature that wore his brand and
fired his loins and dominated his thoughts.

He supposed,
wryly, that if he wished for a true alliance with the humans, the
keeping of human slaves didn’t give him great advantage in his
cause. Though none of the human lords had so far condemned him for
his insistence at keeping Yhalen, he rather thought they would take
issue with the practice if it were actively continued. He doubted,
though, that the ogr’rons he’d lead down from the northern
reaches—treated much like slaves themselves—would have much desire
to keep slaves of their own. He wouldn’t have himself, if there had
not been appearances to keep up.

He idly
fingered locks of loose hair that escaped from beneath Yhalen’s
shoulder. Newly washed, it was silken and bright, the paler strands
more visible without the grime of several days travel to darken it.
He brushed his thumb across the skin of one elegant cheek. Fragile
and defenseless he seemed. Slender and smaller than the knight and
his warriors, but not, Bloodraven thought with a wry curving of his
lips, so easy to overcome. Not so defenseless as his appearance
might lead a body to believe. His little slave had managed to score
a wound on him. Had managed to elude his efforts and Deathclaw’s to
hunt him down. Had managed to do to Deathclaw what Bloodraven had
dared not, even if it had been by the use of magicks Bloodraven was
in no wise comfortable dwelling on.

A formidable
little human, his slave.

Yhalen’s lashes
fluttered, his breath catching with a start. He lifted a hand in
reflexive defense and came up against Bloodraven’s arm. Forest-hued
eyes snapped open, widening in panic. He rolled away, eyes darting
about the room and Bloodraven let him, content for the moment to
observe.

“What—what
happened?” Yhalen peered around him, assessing the shadows of the
room as if he expected something lurking in the dark corners.

“You fell
down.”

“I—fell
down?”

Yhalen turned
those brilliant eyes to him, blinking stupidly, face a mask of
confusion. He looked up at the canopy of fine cloth above their
heads, fingers clutching the bed coverings.

“I fell down,”
he said again and the lashes came down, thick and long, hiding his
expression from easy view.

“You were
right,” Bloodraven said, after Yhalen had fallen into a
contemplative silence, just beyond arm’s reach, on the other side
of the bed. “About the lord of this place.”

“I know,”
Yhalen whispered, toneless and far away.

Bloodraven
lifted a brow. There had been arcane goings on, he was sure.
Between the witch and the sly creature who ruled this place, and
Yhalen. He didn’t wish to know the whys and wherefores. He truly
didn’t. But superstition aside, it was only prudent to know if he
were taking his rest in a place aswirl with dark and dangerous
magic only waiting for the right moment to spring.
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