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Rider- Spirals of Destiny Book 1 by
Jim Bernheimer

 


Forget everything you thought you knew
about unicorns and maidens... A unicorn is not supposed to survive
the death of its rider, but Majherri did. Now he is a pariah,
mistrusted by the Greater Herd. To reclaim his lost honor and
status, he will entrust the remnants of his life to a new human
female while unraveling the mystery of his continued existence.
Kayleigh Reese is not Battle Maiden material. She's three years
older than any other recruit and has enjoyed a peaceful, nomadic
life working with her artist mother. The rigors of joining the
High-King's elite unicorn cavalry are clearly not for her. Now,
with a bond to Majherri, she must overcome her mother's
disapproval, the ire of her commanding officer and fellow trainees,
and, most importantly, the secrets of her unicorn's past if she is
to become a legendary warrior. To prevail, they must quickly come
together as a team and unlock the powerful and dangerous magic
inside them.

 


I couldn't put this book
down. The book pulled me in from page one and did not let go, even
at the end which had me searching for the
sequel.--Red Adept Reviews
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Chapter 1 – The Cracked Horn

 


A jolt of energy coursed
through Majherri’s body, nearly sending the unicorn down onto the
sand. Staggering, he felt the ocean water cresting over his hooves.
The human girl, who had touched him, had collapsed in a heap into
the water and was shaking her head. She was likely trying to
understand what just happened and she wasn’t alone.

It was the Bondspark,
something Majherri thought he’d never experience again! No unicorn
before him had ever survived losing their rider. Somehow, Majherri
had and now his life had meaning again. Part of him rejoiced at
making a connection with another human. At the same time, he felt
an ominous sense of fear building deep in his soul.

 


The clatter of his hooves, the sound
of wheels turning, and the ever-present chatter of humans: Majherri
preferred the noise. Silence invariably allowed the echoes of
Danella’s final screams to invade his mind. She commanded him to
run to safety and warn everyone. The words were still there, but
the images were lost.

Stumbling out of the western desert,
he’d warned the Greater Herd and the humans. They dispatched search
parties and found no signs of danger, not even his rider’s body.
Seeing that his bond with Danella was broken, they declared her
dead and waited for him to die from the wasting. Humans could
survive the death of a mount, but it was not supposed to happen the
other way.

When he did not perish, they waited a
few months and sent him with a recruit caravan, uncertain if
destiny would provide another rider for him.

Ahead lay yet another small town,
filled with hands wanting to caress him. Those hands were attached
to young girls praying for a connection to him and the chance to
become a battle maiden. If he could make those noises humans use to
speak, he’d tell them to be careful what they wished
for.

Not that they’d listen. The
younglings, the other riderless unicorns, were just as foolish.
They stared at the missing tip of his horn, the crack running down
it, and the mysterious scars on his left side. Then, they would
ignore anything he said. Deep down, he knew they thought that his
fate couldn’t happen to them. Majherri’s greatest problem was that
he couldn’t even tell them what occurred.

Within days, he stopped conversing
with the younglings.

Along the road, some of the locals,
children with a few adult minders, followed the caravan’s progress.
They pointed at him and his brethren, and threw flowers to the
selectees from the previous towns.

“They’re so beautiful!
Mother, can I try and pet them now?” One of the girls shrieked and
tugged at her mother’s arm.

The mother chided her daughter.
“Laura, you have to wait until the battle maidens bring the
procession into town. The candidates go first and then you’ll have
to wait your turn in line with the other children.”

“But I don’t want to wait
in line!”

“Perhaps you should have
thought of that before you insisted that we come out
here.”

Majherri listened to the young girl
whine about the unfairness of it all. In days past, he would have
run over and let her stroke him briefly, basking in the attention.
T’rsa, his sister, teased him about being such a prideful and
rebellious member of the herd.

She hadn’t done that in almost a
year.

His apathy bothered her, but Majherri
couldn’t work up the interest to care. Most in this expedition and
the others back at the Sacred Isle avoided close contact with him.
He was a pariah, an oddity, and an example of something to be
avoided at all costs. His was a fate worse than death!

Summoning a bit of his old courage,
Majherri made his way to the surprised humans and presented
himself. The one called Laura immediately reached out and touched
his face. Majherri felt no magical connection and did his best to
tolerate the rough caress. Even the mother reached over and rested
her hand on his side.

“Look at the scars,
Mother!”

“Laura, you shouldn’t say
that!”

Majherri snorted and backed away from
the pair. Flipping his mane and tail in anger, he trotted to catch
up to the rest of the caravan.

Typical! I try and grant a
child her wish and that is my reward.

The group came to a halt in the center
of the town amid cheers. Even in his state, the festive atmosphere
nearly got to him. For a moment, he felt like prancing, but the
moment, like so many others, passed without action on his
part.

T’rsa’s rider, Meghan Lynch,
gracefully slid from the saddle. Tall and lithe, she was one of the
school’s instructors and recruiters. Fine, lightweight armor
protected the brown-haired woman. She removed her open-faced helm
and carried it in the crook of her arm.

Majherri watched the town elders greet
and fawn over Captain Lynch. Not only was she T’rsa’s rider, but
also Danella’s twin sister. Other than the darker hair coloring,
they were identical! Every time he looked at her, he felt ashamed
that he’d outlived his rider. There was little doubt in her words
and her actions that she blamed Majherri for Danella’s
death.

The bitter resentment ran deep on both
sides. He no longer cared for Captain Meghan Lynch. His sister
could have chosen better! If Danella had accepted the commission
and become a teacher, Meghan and T’rsa would still be scouts and
Danella would likely be alive.

Lynch addressed the crowd of humans as
the wagon drivers and guards set up the bales of hay and practice
targets for the demonstration. His eyes lingered on a breastplate
scarred by flame. It was a bittersweet reminder of his past. The
Captain spoke of the benefits of becoming a battle maiden and
joining the High-King’s elite unicorn cavalry; the strongest force
in the land. The humans lapped it up as a feline would milk from a
cow. She explained how any girl selected would learn to tap into
the magical energy stored inside the bonded unicorn and be able to
perform magic from one of the four elements.

Naturally, the sounds from the crowd
grew in intensity when the shiny coins were mentioned. The family
of any girl chosen would receive a substantial amount of these.
Majherri often wondered about the fascination with these small
circles of gold and silver that most humans seemed obsessed with.
Danella tried to explain it to him once, but he kept blowing his
breath onto her neck to tickle her until she gave up, laughing at
his silliness. A poignant stab of pain accompanied that otherwise
happy memory.

Feigning interest in the demonstration
that followed, he was sorely tempted to trot over to the line of
young girls separated from the crowd with the floral wreathes
around their heads and let them touch him. It was the same one
performed in place after place. Instead, the unicorn gazed at the
clouds above and looked for any positive signs in the blue
sky.

Time passed and a voice interrupted
his searching. “Majherri, go and take your place. Don’t upset
Meghan any more than she already is.” The voice belonged to an
earth maiden, an officer named Lindsey Sheppard. She rode Pasha, a
whimsical female that seemed to be paying an unusual amount of
attention to him as of late. A few strides away, Captain Lynch
scowled at him as the riderless younglings were already in a
line.

The performance is over.
Time, once more, to shatter the dreams of female humans.

Hanging his head in shame, Majherri
walked toward the three younger unicorns and stood at the end of
the line. T’rsa snorted and kicked some dirt on him with one of her
hind legs, expressing her displeasure.

The first candidate approached. She
was a hesitant blonde. She caressed Lycenae’s mane for three or
four strokes before the young male unicorn stepped back and away
from her. She stepped to Sage, but the female too rejected the
young human. Majherri scolded himself for not stepping into the
first spot in line; this one was going to be a crier. He could tell
the way the girl’s lips trembled. Drucene rejected her too and he
spotted the first signs of tears starting.

As the girl reached out for him,
Majherri closed his eyes and searched his feelings for any reaction
from his dormant magic. There was nothing, not even the faintest
stirring. He opened his eyes and looked at the hopeful girl still
petting him and shook his head, pushing her away.

It was painful to watch the barely
teenaged girl sobbing into the arms of her father, who offered
meaningless words of comfort. Danella told him that they always
focused on the ones that are selected and rarely was any
consideration given to those found wanting. Majherri considered how
crushing it must be to a young female’s pride. The three excited
younglings next to him had no idea the damage they were inflicting
on these emotionally volatile young women.

His new found sympathy was a direct
result of losing his own rider.

More hands tried to touch him and were
led away. Two bore the rejection stoically, but the third was
another crier. Drucene made a connection with a fair haired girl
and pranced around her happily as the humans roared in applause.
There was always a sense of pride in the towns and villages when
one of their own was selected.

Six more females tried to join their
comrade before Lycenae chose his rider, who turned to her parents
and smiled. “I knew it! Didn’t I tell you that I’d be
chosen?”

Oblivious to the ceremony, the parents
rushed forward and fawned over their offspring, a girl named
Rebekah. Again, Majherri wished he had been at the front of the
line, just to reject her out of principle. As he well knew, too
much pride and arrogance was a bad thing. Majherri didn’t
particularly care for Lycenae, so he decided the pair deserved each
other.

There were five more candidates, but
none managed to garner any reaction from Sage or Majherri. Still,
the town was overjoyed to have two selections. T’rsa continued to
ignore him and Rheyssurah shot him a look of pity and mistrust,
moving closer to his sister to comfort her. Rheyssurah never sought
his approval, not that Majherri would have given it. It was one of
the few things that still could penetrate the numbness in his
soul.

Majherri considered expressing his
disapproval, right then and there, but opted to leave. He once had
status, but now had none. The maidens invited females of all ages
to come get a brief touch of the unicorns.

I already tried that once
today, and was not satisfied with the results. I’ve had my fill of
this!

In defiance, he walked off. Lynch
barked at him, but he swished his tail at her dismissively.
Lieutenant Sheppard interceded and sent Pasha after him. He could
easily lose her. Pasha served in a combat brigade and wasn’t a
scout, but he tolerated her presence and headed toward the ocean.
The heady smell of the sea enticed him. Before being promoted to
Master Scouts and transferred to the Western Battalion, much of his
and Danella’s time was spent along the southern coast. His rider
loved watching the relaxed might of nature as the waves pounding
the shoreline.

Slowly, he wandered through the empty
streets, looking for anything that interested him in the windows of
the human shops and for an access to the ocean. After about ten
minutes of searching, he spotted the path to the beach and made his
way down it. All the while, he felt close to Danella and wondered
if she was smiling down on him from the great pastures in the
sky.

Part of him wished he had never
staggered out of that western desert bearing wounds both physical
and emotional. Pushing his hooves into the sand, he tried to enjoy
that feeling and stave off the bitterness. Danella wouldn’t want to
see him like this! Majherri noticed a sound that was almost hidden
beneath the noise of the waves. It was the sound of a human female
crying.

For once, could I go
somewhere without these crying humans plaguing me?

Danella was made of sterner stuff.
Rather than wait for a water maiden to come along with healing
tears, she simply ripped an arrow out of her flesh, applied her
flame to cauterize the wound, and rejoined the battle. Unlike her
sister, Danella didn’t mind the scars and boasted that they proved
she was alive.

Majherri now bore several scars of his
own. He felt anything but alive. The unicorn debated the options
available to him, but the human already was looking at him. He
could just trot away. The girl was older than the candidates with
blondish hair that looked like the harsh sunlight made it lighter
than it should be. The garments she wore were nice by human
standards. She seemed to be conscious of her grooming. It was a
good trait, at least the unicorn supposed.

The girl isn’t one of my
would-be suitors. At least I’m not the cause of her
tears.

He somehow felt better with that
knowledge as she wiped her eyes and addressed him.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t
it?” she said. “I come here and just watch the waves when I’m
sad.”

Majherri nodded and turned to look out
into the horizon and watch the gulls circling in the
distance.

“I’ll leave if you want to
be alone,” the human put forward. The sniffle in her voice said
otherwise, but since she was trying to be courteous, he looked back
and moved his head sideways in a noncommittal gesture. If she kept
talking, he might take her up on that offer.

A blissful minute of silence followed
before the human spoke once more, “I watched the demonstration, but
couldn’t bear to watch the selection. I heard the crowd cheer
twice. I suppose it’s too much to ask that Rebekah Morganstern
wasn’t chosen. She’s such a spiteful brat.”

The human is a fair judge
of character. He looked at her and tried
to figure out how best to break the news. Unicorns understood the
human language, but it didn’t work the other way.

“She was, wasn’t
she?”

He nodded.

The young woman’s face flushed.
Majherri guessed in anger. “She had the nerve to say that I
shouldn’t be allowed to attend the festival and called me impure of
all things! Oh, I’m sorry! You didn’t come here to listen to my
problems.”

He nodded again. His hopes that she’d
still her tongue were dashed as she took this as a sign that she
should talk about him.

“You’ve been in a serious
scrap haven’t you? I knew unicorns were tough! I bet your rider
must be proud. What? What did I say? I’m sorry! Don’t
go!”

She’d been standing on his right side
and hadn’t noticed the scars, as he circled behind her, she saw his
left side and gasped, “Oh no! You didn’t win that
fight.”

Majherri couldn’t summon the strength
to lie and avoided her gaze. Pathetically, he glanced out at the
ocean and partly wished for a giant wave to come and drag him out
to sea, finishing him. At that moment, he’d have welcomed the
release. The noise he made was unnatural for a unicorn. It was a
primal cry of pain. The human responded to it and threw her arms
around his neck.

That’s when the magic inside him
stirred. His bond to Danella had been a rising surge of magic. This
was a violent release of pent up heat and energy; something
restrained that finally snapped and broke free. To say he was both
shocked and worried was an understatement.


Chapter 2 – The Girl in Poor Standing

 


“People of Helden, I bring you
greetings from the Council of Kings. Today, we are here to see if
any of your young maidens can bond with our remaining unicorns.
They will judge you and if you are deemed worthy, you will be asked
to join our elite ranks. If you are selected, your family will be
paid two hundred gold coins for their permission to take you with
us.”

Kayliegh Reese, packed into the crowd
of people, watched in awe. There were so many unicorns all in one
spot! Every few months, a scout would pass through Helden on
patrol, and perhaps even stay the night at the inn. They were
mesmerizing! Mother, lost in her latest sculpture, couldn’t be
bothered to come see them and gave Kayleigh the impression that she
shouldn’t be wasting her time either, but she’d never seen a
demonstration before.

The lead battle maiden continued,
“Even should you be selected, you will want to think long and hard
on your decision. Becoming a battle maiden is not a choice one
makes lightly. Some that are chosen will not be able to endure the
rigors of training. The bond can break, never fully forming. It is
painful for the girl and the unicorn. I can promise you the
training will be hard, because I am one of the instructors. This is
not for the faint of heart. Years of grueling physical and mental
education will push you beyond your limits, but if you truly have
an affinity for your unicorn, you will persevere, for yourself,
your steed, and the magic that connects you!”

The warrior mounted her unicorn and
readied an arrow on her bow. The target was an empty shell of
scorched armor with a damaged shield placed in front of it. A brief
moment of serenity crossed the woman’s face as she loosed an arrow.
Kayleigh, along with every other set of eyes in the village square,
followed the projectile. Just as it was about to hit the shield, it
shimmered and splattered on the metal as if the contents of a
bucket were tossed at it. The stream of water wrapped around the
shield and solidified, burying the arrow deep into the
breastplate.

Over the sounds of the cheers, the
battle maiden announced the next demonstration and an earth maiden
rode in front of the crowd demonstrating something called
“Thunderhooves.” The ground shook violently like a full column of
knights was rushing by. Many of the targets fell, but the woman
rode by one of the few that still stood and smashed it with a mace
leaving a massive dent in the breastplate.

Kayleigh clapped and shouted as an air
maiden darted back and forth at unbelievable speeds and then hurled
a spear from an impossible distance. It overshot the target, when
it should have never gotten near it in the first place. The most
remarkable thing was the air maiden didn’t appear to be a hulking
bundle of muscles like the earth maiden. She was tiny and
waif-like. The leader explained that all battle maidens can draw
physical strength from their mounts as well as the elemental magic
and that any one of them was the equal of two men.

To drive that point home, the water
maiden asked for two volunteers in the audience to come lift a
barrel filled with grain. Kayleigh scowled recognizing one of them
was Morgan Jacobs. Her expression changed to a grin as he strained
and failed to lift the item higher than his waist. The second man,
Helden’s blacksmith, lifted it with considerable effort, but raised
it triumphantly to his shoulder to the applause of the
townsfolk.

Captain Lynch gestured to the youngest
of the command and introduced her as Rider Annabeth Welsh, a fire
maiden. She couldn’t be more than twenty – a scant four years older
than Kayleigh! The brown haired woman walked to the blacksmith and
asked him to give her the barrel. Old Gregory, scoffed, but the
warrior insisted. She smiled and easily put the heavy load onto her
shoulder and switched it to the other shoulder,
effortlessly.

Kayleigh was speechless and could only
clap as the woman dropped the heavy barrel and vaulted onto her
mount. She drew a bent sword and trailed flames behind it, making
short work of the few remaining targets. Circling back in front of
the audience, the unicorn reared and his front hooves became
encased in flames and it kicked outward several times, dazzling
everyone. Those flames disappeared the moment the hooves smacked
down on the ground.

The leader addressed the appreciative
crowd, “I have talked at length of the benefits of joining our
ranks. Now, let me remind you of the hazards. We are warriors.
There is a reason that the High-King turns to us when there is
trouble in the realm. When we fight, it is not some immobile target
or hay-stuffed dummy that suffers our wrath. Sometimes, we mourn
our lifelong friends when we bury our fallen.”

Whisking hair from her face, she
finished, gradually beginning to smile. “That I say for you
parents, brothers, and sisters of the candidates. It will be up to
you to speak to them, should they be selected. One look at them
tells me that nothing I can say would dissuade them. I see a
warrior’s spirit in each of these maidens before me and hope that
one or more of them will join our sisterhood.”

Gesturing to the two wagons and the
dozen or so young women standing next to their unicorns, Captain
Lynch said, “Over there, you see those already chosen from the
settlements south of here. I have four unicorns that have yet to
select a rider. I hope that in a few hours, I will have none. Good
luck to you all!”

Kayleigh considered staying, but her
gaze strayed to Rebekah Morganstern and her friends standing up and
waving to the crowd.

A little over an hour before, she’d
encountered Rebekah and some of the other candidates.

“That’s a lovely dress,
Reese,” Rebekah had said with a less than pleasant
smile.

“Thank you, Rebekah. Your
dress is very pretty as well.” Kayleigh waited for the insult from
the wealthy merchant’s daughter. She was not
disappointed.



The short brunette with her hair
plaited down her back put a finger to her own chin. “It reminds me
of something. Oh yes, I know what it is. We use something like it
as a tarp on one of father’s wagons.”

The pair with her laughed. Kayleigh
simply continued walking, refusing to let the biting words get to
her.

“Why Kayleigh, I would
think you’d be the last person to want to see the
unicorns.”

“Should I care what you
think, Rebekah?”

“Unicorns are symbols of
beauty and purity. Since you are neither, why don’t you avoid the
town square today, lest your presence spoil someone else’s chance?
Perhaps you should wait down by the docks for some of the sailors
to get back from setting the crab pots and see if you can earn some
coins, whore!”

“I’m not a whore!”
Kayleigh screamed.

“From what I hear, like
mother, like daughter,” Rebekah answered bluntly.

“Morgan Jacobs is a liar
and my mother is an artist!” The boy had offered Kayleigh coins.
When she slapped him and ran off, he boasted that she had taken his
money and gave him something in return.

“Who only ever has men for
clients, why is that?” Morganstern was clearly enjoying herself at
Kayleigh’s expense.

“That’s not true and you
know it,” Kayleigh fired back. Her mother had female clients at
times, though a majority of them were men. She could have countered
Rebekah’s words with comments about the girl’s father being one of
her mother’s clients, but it felt useless to even try. Everything
felt so useless!

Rebekah sneered and delivered her
final blow, “In that case, answer this one question and I’ll
apologize for everything I’ve ever said about you. Who is your
father?”

That was enough to make Kayleigh flee
to the cruel laughter that dogged her steps. She hid in an alley
and cried before regaining her composure and making her way to the
demonstration. Morganstern be dammed! Kayleigh wanted to see
unicorns.

With the demonstration over, Kayliegh
quickly walked away and headed for the beach. Everyone would be at
the festival planned for after the selection. The beach would be
all hers.

 


Looking back up at the unicorn that
was every bit as startled as she was, Kayleigh said, “What just
happened?”

She stood and squirmed in her now wet
cotton dress. It was dyed a deep blue, a simple affair, made for
warm weather. The slight chill in the air was already getting
through the damp material. She wouldn’t be able to wear it much
longer, but it was something she and her mother made.

This makes no sense! I was tested when
we lived in Laurent. I tried every feather, clump of fur, and even
a few things I didn’t want to touch. Not a blasted thing happened.
How could this happen now?

“Are you okay?” She asked,
while scolding herself. If he wasn’t okay, what exactly would I be
able to do about it?

If a unicorn could look confused, this
one certainly did. He backed away from her slowly, staring at
Kayleigh like she was a threat. A second unicorn, this one a
saddled female, trotted over and Kayleigh watched as the two shared
what must have been a meaningful nonverbal conversation. The
newcomer kept motioning with her head towards Kayleigh and seemed
very excited. The male was suddenly skittish. Kayleigh stood
brushing the sand off of her skirt and felt very self-conscious.
She was used to people ignoring her in a conversation and saying
things about her as if she wasn’t there, but this was the first
time the participants were not human.

The female goaded the male to approach
again. Kayleigh held her hand out to him and he brushed his head
against it. The jolt was still there, but with both expecting it
this time there was no repeat of the prior awkwardness. His coat
was coarser than she’d imagined.

A sensation of warmth replaced the
power of the jolt. It was much like what Captain Deros once
described to her class. The old fisherman had brought in his
albatross familiar and discussed how the two would use the weak
magic they could generate to sense where the fishing was good. The
old man always had full nets and traps when his ship
returned.

As she continued to stroke the side of
the unicorn’s face, Kayleigh wondered again about the irony of
magic. Most humans had none. A small few could tap into the magic
of a familiar, should they actually locate one that suited them.
Still, they were reliant on the strength of the creature, with the
unicorn ranking among the strongest in the land. A very select
group could actually command magic on their own. They were
Sorcerers and Grand Viziers, coveted by those in power. Many became
Kings and Queens in their own right.

So consumed in her thoughts and the
feel of the unicorn’s coat beneath her hand, she barely noticed the
female unicorn bolting back up the path to town. Kayleigh was left
there with the equally perplexed male.

I should say
something.

“I wish I knew your name,”
she said. “I’m Kayleigh, Kayleigh Reese. This is strange. I thought
that riders were chosen when they were thirteen. I’m sixteen
already.”

She was babbling, but there was
nothing else she could think to do. Trying to recall the sea
captain’s lecture, Kayleigh closed her eyes. He said that if he
concentrated, he could sense the general state of his familiar. She
guessed she should just relax and try. She focused on her hand
touching the beautiful creature. A feeling of nervousness and
anxiety washed over her. It was very potent and she worried for her
unicorn. That realization shocked her. This unicorn had chosen her!
What would everyone say? What would they think? It triggered a wave
of insecurity in her fed by whatever was bothering the magical
steed next to her.

Trailing the finger from her other
hand along the horn, she marveled at the intricate spirals. She
stopped at the broken piece and traced the length of the crack that
ran down it. Sadness and a sense of loss washed over her and
Kayleigh’s eyes sprouted fresh tears. Anger bubbled to the surface.
Someone had hurt him.

Ruefully, she eyed the unicorn and
said, “I suppose this is a poor time to tell you that I’ve never
ridden before in my life. I’m also no good with animals. My mother
never let me have any. Won’t she be surprised.”

Sarcasm had always been a defense
mechanism for her. It was easier to have a cold and acerbic wit
than put up with the whispering, pointing, and stares from the
others in her age group. Amidst the trepidation, she felt there was
a hint of mirth coming from the unicorn.

Well, if anyone would
understand me, I guess it would be him.

Together, they stood for quite some
time. Not knowing what else to do, she moved close to him and
rested her head on him. Her long, sad day had taken a most unusual
twist to say the least!

Suddenly, her new friend tensed. She
looked up the path and saw two unicorns and their dismounted riders
at the other end of the path. They were making their way down.
Kayleigh couldn’t tell who was more nervous between the two of
them. She stood, scrambling to brush the matted sand clinging to
her dress and make herself presentable.

The battle maiden leader, Captain
Lynch, approached her. The look on her face was not the pleasant
one Kayleigh saw during the demonstration. “You there! Who are
you?”

“Kayleigh Reese.” Her hand
rested on his mane, if the hairs on his coat were coarser than
she’d imagined, these were by far the softest things she’d ever
felt.

“Majherri is letting you
touch him voluntarily?”

She knew his name now. That was good
and the name seemed to fit the unicorn. She answered the woman,
“Yes.”

“And you feel the
Bondspark?” The woman sounded slightly irritated which confused
Kayleigh.

“Yes.”

“Are you
certain?”

Now it was Kayleigh’s turn to get
perturbed. “Would he still be letting me touch him if I
didn’t?”

“Do not take that tone
with me, girl!”

The other rider intervened saying,
“Captain Lynch, Meghan, why don’t you let me speak with the
candidate?”

“Candidate? Look at her!”
The one named Meghan scoffed. “Does she look thirteen to you? What
game are you playing at Majherri?”

Kayleigh looked at Majherri and she
got the impression this Meghan didn’t like Majherri, and obviously,
the feeling was mutual.

Summoning her courage Kayleigh said,
“Leave him alone. He was just as surprised as I was!”

“When I speak to you girl,
you will know it. I am speaking to Majherri right now! Majherri,
come here this instant!”

Kayleigh actually felt scared. This
wasn’t enduring the taunts of a hurtful teenager. The woman was a
trained warrior and obviously a formidable fighter. The unicorn
snorted and shook his head at her.

“Meghan! No!” The other
reached for her as she started forward. The arm was brushed aside
as she stalked towards Kayleigh.

“I will not tolerate any
more defiance from you, Majherri.” The woman grasped at the circle
of leather around the unicorn’s neck to pull him along and roughly
pushed Kayleigh away.

She wanted to cry out that Meghan had
no right to take Majherri from her. She hoped that the other rider
would do something.

Someone did, but it wasn’t who
Kayleigh expected.

Majherri reared out of the woman’s
grip and kicked her hard with his forelegs. Meghan tumbled to the
sand and quickly rose to her knees. She spun around on the unicorn
with her hand on her sword pommel only to find the horn less than
six inches from her face.

A tense standoff ensued. One of the
unicorns circled Majherri and looked like it was going to attack.
The other battle maiden shouted for order and looked at Kayleigh.
“You! Calm him down! Now!”

“What do I do?”

“Walk over to him, speak
to him, and lead him back.”

She hesitantly stepped to his side and
patted him. Anger, resentment, and even hatred welled up inside of
her and she knew it was coming from Majherri. Swallowing hard, she
thrust her hand into his soft mane and tried to speak in a soothing
tone. “Relax Majherri. This isn’t a way to settle things. That’s
it. Why don’t we just take a few steps backward and sort this
out.”

He resisted at first, but he allowed
her to lead him back roughly six feet. She could sense a great deal
of nonverbal communication between the three unicorns going on. It
was impossible to figure out, so she turned her attention to the
pair of warriors.

Meghan snarled, “What is he
thinking?”

The other woman responded, “I believe
he was reminding you, Captain, that he is not your unicorn and
doesn’t have to take orders from you. Furthermore, I think Majherri
isn’t the only one that needs to rein in their temper.”

“That’s quite enough
Lindsey. I’m in charge of this expedition.”

“Then act like it!”
Turning toward Kayleigh, Lindsey adopted a more formal tone.
“Kayleigh, walk Majherri back up the path and wait for us.
Captain Lynch and I will
have a brief discussion and then we will join you. Finally, let me
be the first to say congratulations, candidate, on being chosen by
your unicorn.”

The one female unicorn, which still
looked to attack, turned and kicked a small cloud of sand on
Mahjerri as they walked by. Kayleigh coughed a bit, but wanted to
be anywhere other than this beach right then. At the top of the
path she glanced down and saw the two armored women in a very
heated argument.

She dusted the sand off of his coat
and wished she had a brush or something to distract him from this
anger. “I don’t know exactly why you hate her, but I’m sure you’ve
got your reasons. We’ll get through this…I hope.”


Chapter 3 – The Doubts of Others

 


The slow walk back to Kayleigh’s house
was filled with a heavy and awkward silence. The sound of his
hooves clattering on worn cobblestones echoed off the buildings and
through the narrow streets. The sea helped cleanse the air of the
human city’s stench. A sad consequence of being a creature of
battle was that Majherri’s sense of smell was keen and humans were
unclean by nature. Cities under siege were cesspools of foul odors,
so by comparison, this wasn’t bad.

He watched the other humans leaving
the festivities. Many stopped and stared. The unicorn was used to
it. Majherri also noticed some whispering and pointing directed at
his new rider. He sensed Kayleigh was uncomfortable being the
center of attention.

His sister was angry with him for
threatening Meghan. T'rsa's constantly swishing tail left no room
for doubt there. Let her pout; Meghan was not his rider and
Majherri did not need to heed her! His actions were justified by
the female going for her blade.

She wanted him to get a
new rider and now she's angry that it happened. He snorted. The world was full of temperamental females –
ones that stood on both four and two legs.

Kayleigh, his new rider, walked next
to him. Tiny sensations of power coursed through both their bodies
whenever her hand brushed against his coat. It made absolutely no
sense. His bond with Danella had been true! His rider had mastered
powerful fire spells, magic that would not have been possible
without a workable bond.

Turning his head slightly, he saw that
the other female unicorn was eyeing him. Pasha remained an enigma.
It was far too early for mating season. Perhaps she was like those
first unicorns when he returned from the desert, viewing him as an
oddity and wanting to test him in some way. The journey back across
the continent would be long and arduous. He would have ample time
to sort out Pasha's game.

The group stopped and Majherri heard
Kayleigh say, “This is my house.”

Lindsey answered, “Why don’t you go in
and ask your mother to come out? Sometimes these things go best
when a person is surrounded by the most beautiful creatures in the
realm.”

Kayleigh appeared skittish, almost as
if she feared that, when she went inside, the group would simply
ride away, like some kind of cruel human joke. Majherri stared at
the young female and tried to reassure her. She mustered her
courage and went inside.

“What do you propose we do
with a sixteen year old recruit?” Meghan immediately growled at
Lindsey.

The black haired woman shifted in
Pasha’s saddle. “I believe we will train her, test her, and perhaps
fight alongside her. But I am newly returned to The Academy and
this is my first season teaching, Captain Lynch. What problems do
you expect from having a sixteen year old first year
recruit?”

“Think about the
difference between yourself at thirteen and sixteen. She’ll either
start as lead rider or be thrown in over her head with the third
years. Either way, she will upset the balance of the class she is
in. Then someone gets to escort her back here as a
failure.”

“Much of your argument is
based on the girl being a failure. She’s been selected for all of
fifteen minutes and you’re already preparing for the day that her
bond is broken and she returns here in disgrace. What if she does
not, Captain?”

“Let’s hope you are right
then, Lieutenant Sheppard.”

Majherri snorted reminding them that
he was here and could understand what they are saying.

Lindsey pivoted Pasha to face her
superior. She reared Pasha’s forelegs and smacked them down on the
street. A release of magic from the earth maiden sent a small
tremor through the ground and rattled the windows of the
surrounding houses. “I think Majherri believes he can train this
young girl. Even if he can’t, he’ll try harder – just to spite you.
Every one of us here, humans and unicorns, knows the problem is
between the two of you. This girl, through no fault of her own, is
now caught up in your feud.”

“You will mind your place,
Lieutenant!” Meghan said sharply.

“As long as you do as
well, Captain.”

Majherri glared at Meghan Lynch and
the woman stared back with accusing eyes that blamed him for the
way things were going as well.

The tense atmosphere was broken by
Kayleigh leading an older woman out the front of the
door.

“I still don’t see how
this is possible, dear. We had you tested on your twelfth birthday
in Laurent. You didn’t react to anything, whatsoever.”

Lindsey spoke, “Good evening, Madame.
I am Lieutenant Lindsey Sheppard and this is Captain Meghan Lynch.
We were quite surprised when your daughter made a connection with
this unicorn. I assure you my mount was there and she sensed the
Bondspark.”

Majherri assessed the human female.
She was slim and wore nice clothing. Her hands were spotted, not by
signs of age, but rather that watery substance humans drew pictures
with. Kayleigh’s mother was obviously an artist. Occasionally,
these artists came to the academy to attempt to preserve images
forever in canvas or stone.

“Greetings, noble riders
and steeds, I bid you welcome. My name is Brenda Reese. When
Kayleigh was tested, the acolyte conducting it said she was very
inert and had no affinity towards any magic at all.”

Meghan said, “The testing procedure is
not always accurate. Sometimes oversights happen. Mistakes can
occur.”

“Of course, but may I see
proof? Not that I doubt your word or that of your unicorns, but my
daughter is all I have.”

Meghan nodded. His future rider
approached and rested the back of her hand on his cheek.
Fortunately, the spark that connected them was still there.
Majherri felt her apprehension and she, doubtless, felt his left
over hostility towards T’rsa’s rider.

“If there was no semblance
of a bond, he would have shied away from her by now and on the
beach, your daughter was able to lead him up the slope with hardly
any trouble at all.”

“But I thought this was
only for thirteen year olds. That is the custom. This is all very
peculiar.”

Majherri watched the other humans
debate this. It was strange to observe. Some humans actually
rejected the bonds and turned their back on his brethren. It seemed
so … wrong. Kayleigh kept her hand on him throughout. This was a
good sign. Unicorns that fail to find a rider age quickly and die.
When he first returned from the wastelands after losing Danella,
the other humans and even the herd thought he would as well. If he
were to be honest with himself, Majherri had been waiting for the
chance to die – until now.

“No, I don't think this is
a good idea. You get squeamish when you gut a fish, dear. It's not
the life you want.” Turning to the humans, Brenda nodded and said,
“Thank you for the opportunity, but we are not
interested.”

Majherri felt a swell of resentment
from Kayleigh. He may have even fanned the flames, “What kind of
life do I want? I think that's the first time you've ever taken
that into consideration.”

“And what do you mean by
that!” The mother exclaimed.

“We've never stayed in one
place more than three years in my life! Every time I make friends
and start to settle in, you move us again. You've been hinting that
we've been here too long, already. I want to feel like I belong to
something … anything.”

The mother looked stunned at the
daughter's rebellion. “After all I've done for you! You treat me
like … this? How dare you?”

Majherri felt Kayleigh's remorse
instantly, but he had found a rider again and this was as much
about him as it was Kayleigh.

Captain Lynch broke the tension. “If
the parent refuses, we don't take runaways. Am I to understand that
you do not give your permission, Madame?”

“No, forgive me Kayleigh,
but the High-King's city is no place for a girl like
you.”

The unicorn felt tremors of panic
coursing through his body. He couldn't even tell if they were
coming from him or her. Meghan dismounted and started to move
toward them. She was going to forcibly separate him from
Kayleigh.

I’ll fight for her,
human.

“But I'm sixteen, not
thirteen,” Kayleigh said in a hushed tone. Majherri sensed that
she'd stand by him as well. Raw determination beat back the fear
and panic.

“The young woman does have
a point.” Lindsey said brushing a strand of hair away with a
gauntleted hand. “She is within her rights to claim her
independence.”

“You would renounce me!”
The thin mother growled in anger, swelling beyond the petite size
of her frame.

Tears flowed freely down the rider's
cheeks and Majherri felt a sharp twinge of betrayal. “What would
you do with me, mother? Am I supposed to be your assistant for all
time, wandering from one town to the next? I could marry one of the
boys on the docks. I've always wanted to be a fisherman's wife.
Isn't there a saying, ‘Only fools turn their backs on the chance to
do magic?’ Is that what you want me to be, a fool? Even more mocked
than I am already?”

An angry staring match began – a
battle of wills. Without the connection, Majherri wasn't certain of
Kayleigh's resolve, but fortunately, she still clung to him. Her
hand reversed and was firmly on the back of his neck, slightly
painful, but he savored the pain as something that made his life
meaningful again. He wanted this. He needed this.

Slowly, Brenda Reese, a rigid
personification of fury spoke, challenging her daughter, “Go ahead
then, renounce me. We don't even need to go to the elders. These
warriors are able to bear witness.”

“I don't want to, Mama,
but I will.”
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