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   Gaia crept past the carnage, eyes pinned to the distant horizon. Derki raiders had gutted and slain most of the neighboring village, devouring sheep and human carcasses alike. Black domes lay at the edge of the plain, illuminated by the setting sun and wreathed in thick smoke: the tents of the enemy.
 
    
 
   “I’m bored,” Ákos drawled.
 
    
 
   Gaia flinched at the Ishtar’s voice, and then hissed for silence. He stretched, spine and shoulders rolling sinuously beneath honey-colored skin. “Whatever are you worried about? We’ve been hiding here for hours.”
 
    
 
   Gaia clenched her fingers around the yew bow until her knuckles whitened. “Would you be quiet?” she whispered. “The Derki will hear you.”
 
    
 
   An Ishtar was distracting enough without arguing with one; their powerful warding disrupted even the simplest elemental. 
 
    
 
   “This is foolish,” he murmured.
 
    
 
   “Ákos, hush.”
 
    
 
   His eyes narrowed, but he quieted again. 
 
    
 
   The Derki advance had encroached on large portions of her homeland Chuain like locusts on a grain field. They had burned, pillaged, and slaughtered village after village. Now, every able-bodied villager in the Plain had risen to the challenge, set to defend themselves against the dark plague. Including the maidens, such as herself, sent out to scout ahead for danger. Even with the noisy Ishtar at her heels. 
 
    
 
   Her scalp prickled. A chill touched her spine as if the icy breath of winter swept down from the mountains. She whirled, hands clutching at the dagger in her boot. Ákos eyed her with an arched brow, hand in the air. The buzz of expended elementals surrounded him. 
 
    
 
   “Stop that!” 
 
    
 
   “What?” Ákos cocked his head in apparent confusion. “I want to hear them.”
 
    
 
   “They’ll sense you.”
 
    
 
   “A common Derki cannot sense or control the elementals,” he recited, voice bored.  “It is not born in their blood, as the Ishtar, nor able to be trained, as the Chuia.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t care what your teachers taught you. Some of them are sensitive to it.” Gaia twisted away from him. “Besides, you know nothing about them. I’ve never seen an Ishtar mage in Chuain. 
 
    
 
   “We prefer the capital city, where we are given the respect we deserve.”
 
    
 
   Gaia snorted. “Respect? For what? Letting the Derki roam unhindered while you study us like a curious plant? I think not.”
 
    
 
   He scowled and jerked his eyes away. Crossing his arms over his chest, he refused to look at her, lips set in a thin line. Gaia sighed and continued the slow creep toward the Derki camp. 
 
    
 
   Though all the Ishtar were born with elemental magic inherent in their bones and blood, an Ishtar in Flux was quite another thing to deal with. And one as petulant and helpless as Ákos only made the matter worse. 
 
    
 
   In the Flux, the Ishtar were irritable and short-tempered, their bodies preparing for a final shape-shifting change that would last until their death. 
 
    
 
   Gaia winced. She dearly hoped she was far away when he shifted for the final time. She had been told that when he did, the elementals would scream worse than a woman in childbirth. 
 
    
 
   She returned her attention to the dark tents, biting her lip. Smoke scalded the sky above them and the wind carried the smell of burning flesh even at this distance.
 
    
 
   The temptation to turn around and head back the way she had come churned in her belly. The Derki took no prisoners. Or at least, if they were taken, they did not live long. Either from torture for information or a quick trip to a cooking pot. But they needed to know information, numbers and layout, before they could hope to launch a suitable attack.
 
    
 
   Her eyes slid to the scowling Ishtar. He was not making things any easier. Why he had to choose the Chuia to observe during his Flux, and then choose her in particular as his main study had to be some cruel punishment of fate. 
 
    
 
   “Come on, Ákos.”
 
    
 
   “I’m. Coming.” 
 
    
 
   “Quit acting like a child.”
 
    
 
   “I am a child.”
 
    
 
   She groaned softly, dragging a hand through her cropped hair. “Only because your people measure two years to our one. By our timing, you are twice my age. Could you at least try to act like a warrior?”
 
    
 
   “I am not a warrior. I have no interest in this battle, or any other battle, or in the fate of your people. It is the Flux for me, a time of reflection and observation. And you are proving my teachers’ claims.”
 
    
 
   Gaia chose not to respond. They crept forward by increments. She stayed low to the ground, belly almost brushing against the waving grass, as if she were a slinking coyote intent on a helpless lamb. Ákos crouched halfway, but he refused to crawl on the ground. Twas not an argument worth fighting with him at the moment.
 
    
 
   The wind blew in her face. Clouds tossed and churned in the darkening sky, their undersides speckled gray with the coming rain. 
 
    
 
   The Ishtar’s words ate at her mind, churning in her stomach. What had he meant by that? 
 
    
 
   It isn’t important. He had a reason for saying that. So what? I don’t care. 
 
    
 
   She bit her lip and stopped short. Gaia ducked behind a craggy rock. She stretched her hand, palm down, toward another rock, this one flattened like an anvil. She seized a small thread of the fire element churned up by the sun, taking in the warmth and energy. It coincided with the burning curiosity in her heart. She studied Ákos’ face. “What claims?”
 
    
 
   His eyes narrowed. “My teachers wanted me to spend the Flux in the mountains, among the Nyello, but I did not listen.”
 
    
 
   She squirmed at the change of subject, but knew better than to interrupt. The last time such had happened, Ákos had refused to speak to her for several turns of the hourglass. 
 
    
 
   He gave her a stern glare, but she kept her mouth closed. “Snow-dragon, in your heathen tongue,” Ákos continued. “Though they are certainly not beasts of any sort. But instead, I chose to watch the Chuia, fool child that I was, for I might as well have watched savage dogs fight over a scrap of meat on a bone.”
 
    
 
   “Heathen…Tethys’ children, how can you possibly…”
 
    
 
   His eyes flashed at her interruption and he slouched back, face twisting in displeasure. She would certainly not get him to talk again in the near future.
 
    
 
    She threw her hands up. “Fine.” Squirming out of her crouch, she slunk toward the domed tents again. That blasted Ishtar could follow as he pleased, maybe jot down his thoughts when her blood and the blood of her siblings speckled the grass. That way, at least someone would remember what they had done.
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   By the time the sun’s rim clipped the horizon, Gaia lay hidden in the long grass ringing the Derki camp. The smell rising from the cookfires clogged in her throat, the cloying scent utterly unpleasant. At least Ákos had chosen to remain in his sullen silence, thus making her skulking closer easier than before.  
 
    
 
   The Derki warriors circled the perimeter of the camp, short spears balanced on their broad shoulders. Each soldier wore leather armor decorated with the fangs and claws of different animals from the plains, and even a few from the distant mountains. Gaia couldn’t help but search for dragon-size claws or teeth. Maybe the Nyello were not as wonderful as Ákos claimed.
 
    
 
   Within long, greasy hair bound in a loose tail that brushed the top of their hips, each Derki had entangled bits of beads, carved bone, metal rings, and teeth to illustrate each kill. Some of the oldest and most battle-scarred of the men bore more trophies than hair, stringing a few on the thinning gray strands that clung to their scalp, and winding the rest in torcs about the neck and wrist.
 
    
 
   Gaia slid her counting stick from the pouch at her belt. As each sentry, soldier, or any other battle-worthy Derki passed, she slid one of the beads over the stick’s notch with her thumb. It didn’t take long for that stick to be full. She had just replaced the first one in its pouch, and was slowly pulling the second counting stick free, when Ákos spoke in a quiet undertone.
 
    
 
   “Look at that.”
 
    
 
   She pause and then twisted to scowl at him. “Hush!” 
 
    
 
   “I spoke softly,” he said. His mouth curled into a sour frown. “I know how to sneak up on a camp.”
 
    
 
   Gaia resisted the urge to smack his face. “Then show it,” she whispered. “Be quiet.”
 
    
 
   “I am being quiet. All I want is to—“
 
    
 
   Gaia clamped her hand over his mouth. He jerked, eyes flashing with anger. When she didn’t immediately release him, Ákos started to growl, wiggling against her grip.
 
    
 
   Panic overwhelmed her. The Derki were sure to hear them if he didn’t stop. Gaia reacted in rhythm with a puff of warm breeze that swept the plains, praying that the waving grass would disguise her motion. 
 
    
 
   She rolled lithely on top of him and then pulled her knee up. His eyes widened.
 
    
 
   Gaia leaned into his face. “I have three brothers,” she whispered. “You are going to say nothing, not even a sigh. Or I will make you wish you had been born a maid.”
 
    
 
   Ákos swallowed hard. Gaia smiled. “Do you understand me?”
 
    
 
   He nodded. Gaia loosened her hold on his mouth. She glanced at the camp. Her heart pounded faster. The number of sentries had dwindled.
 
    
 
   What’s going on? Did they hear us? Her thoughts raced. Surely they’re not trying to flank or surround two measly scouts.
 
    
 
   She scowled at Ákos. One scout and one bloody stupid Ishtar. As if reading her thoughts, Ákos flicked her an annoyed glance.
 
    
 
   Gaia ignored him. “Keep watch,” she muttered, and stretched facedown against the ground.
 
    
 
   If she were to understand anything, she would need to use the elementals. Her abilities were small, especially compared to Ákos, but more subtle. All Chuia tranced for anything more than a glancing touch of the elementals, save mages, and even they needed a place of calm quiet. She just hoped he could manage to keep quiet and still while she was helpless.
 
    
 
   Clearing her mind, Gaia focused on the land around her, opening herself to the elementals’ touch. A low breeze swept the grass. The blades danced, delicate tips tapping against her bare arms. The rich scent of sun-warmed earth filled her nose.
 
    
 
   The distant whistle of birds, the soft chatter of a squirrel, the creak of a tree bending in the wind, and all the other myriad sounds of the plains faded. She could hear nothing but the slow rhythm of her own heart.
 
    
 
   Her sight waned; her sense of smell followed soon after. Satisfied with the depth of her trance, Gaia sent tendrils of water element wandering through the ground. There was no imbalance in the taste and touch of the dirt, nor any pain or struggle from the plants nearby.
 
    
 
   There was no need for fire here. The sun’s heat was the only source she could find. Gaia pulled her mind free of the earth’s welcoming embrace and climbed for the sky, using the sun’s touch on a broad tree leaf to aid her.
 
    
 
   No smoke or clamor of alarm marred the azure air element. She continued exploring uneasily. If the Derki were neither alarmed, nor warming themselves in their dark tents, then where were they? What could have drawn them away?
 
    
 
    Someone shoved against her back, pressing her teeth into the soft dirt. The bitterness of grass coated her tongue. Her mind jerked back to her body. She twisted free and rolled onto her back. The weight returned, pinning her to the ground. The musky smell of sweat and leather swept into her awareness.
 
    
 
   A man.
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Gaia snapped her eyes open. Sound buzzed in her ears. Her vision cascaded with color, so startling compared to the near-absence of anything within her elemental trance. She blinked, shaking her head, groaning at the mild pain splintering in her skull. As her eyes adjusted, Gaia focused upon her attacker’s outline, long hair flaring around his head like a mane.
 
    
 
   A Derki.
 
    
 
   She grabbed the man’s shoulders and jerked her knee upward and hard, twisting out of his grip at the grunt of pain and loosening of his fingers.
 
    
 
   “It’s me!” Ákos said in a strained voice. “Gods,” he groaned. “Did you have to do that?” He hunched over, face screwed up in pain. “Gods,” he growled once more. 
 
    
 
   He had shifted while she tranced? Was the Ishtar witless? She had seen but one other Ishtar shift, at a distance, and that had been an event of agony and unmistakable cries. The Derki certainly would have heard him.  They would swoop down at any moment.
 
    
 
    “Get off me!” Gaia snapped, panic racing like liquid fire in her veins.
 
    
 
   “Shh.” He covered her mouth. Though his grip was strong, it was not firm enough to leave bruises. “I think they spotted us.”
 
    
 
   She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Well certainly. Fool Ishtar.”
 
    
 
   Ákos muttered under his breath, and then stiffened, eyes watching something out of her line of sight. 
 
    
 
   “What are they doing now?” Gaia said.
 
    
 
   He pulled his head back. Though his face had morphed into the rough and craggy features of a Derki—replete with dirty, trophy-heavy hair and clan tattoos upon his forehead—his brilliant emerald eyes could never belong to any of those foul creatures.
 
    
 
   Ákos tilted his head and glanced back. She saw her own uneasiness reflected in his sour grimace. “Watching us,” he hissed. “Ack—now they’re coming this way.”
 
    
 
   “Wha—“
 
    
 
   The Ishtar’s kiss stole the words from her throat. Her heart pounded with the sudden surge of anger. Gaia sank her fingernails into his shoulders. We don’t have time for this, this foolishness!
 
    
 
   Ákos didn’t budge. With his free hand, he pinned her arms without pulling his mouth from hers. 
 
    
 
   Gaia bit his lip. Ákos emitted a muffled yelp and jerked his head back. He swiped the back of his hand at his bleeding mouth and scowled at her. She smiled. 
 
    
 
   “Saucy mare, eh?” A guttural voice said. “Lemme try.”
 
    
 
   Gaia stilled. Ákos closed his eyes.
 
    
 
    She turned her head slowly. Two Derki sentries stood within a spear’s throw. One grinned and gave her a leering wink. She resisted the urge to gag.
 
    
 
   Gaia stumbled to her feet. The Derki smirked at her and walked toward them. Panic fluttered like a captive moth against her rib cage. She grabbed the Ishtar’s arm. When his eyes opened and his attention shifted to her face, Gaia mouthed, “Run.”
 
    
 
   Ákos shook his head, frowning. He wrapped his hand around her forearm and the other around her waist. They started to back away slowly. She wiggled in his grasp, but he held her fast.
 
    
 
    The sentries scowled at him. “Can’t ya share?” the first one said, raking fingers through ragged, white-tipped hair.
 
    
 
   The other shrugged and shoved his partner roughly. “Ah, there’s plenty more in the camp.”
 
    
 
   Gaia gawked. More? There were prisoners still alive? How? Why? More importantly, for how long?
 
    
 
   Ákos tensed as the sentries squinted at him again, scowling. And then relaxed when they turned away. She felt his sigh brush the back of her head. Neither of them moved.
 
    
 
   When the sentries had returned to the camp boundaries and ducked beneath the tent flaps, Ákos continued to back away, and only after they were out of sight of anyone from the camp did he release his hold on her. Gaia brushed at her sleeve and scowled at him. “Don’t you ever—“
 
    
 
   His eyes grew unfocused and he muttered something in his native tonuge. Or at least, she guessed the softly accented gibberish was the Ishtar words. She had no time to question, since he turned on his heels and darted for a clump of trees.
 
    
 
   “No—wait!” 
 
    
 
   But the Ishtar had already vanished into the dappled shadow of an oak tree grove. Gaia jogged after him, cursing all the while. “You bloody coward! What about those prisoners? We can’t just leave them there.”
 
    
 
   She shoved the branches aside. The air was markedly cooler beneath the shade of broad leaves. Ákos sat on the ground, leaning back against a thick trunk. He shuddered as if soaked to the skin in the midst of winter’s chill. His eyes widened at the sight of her. “Go away.”
 
    
 
   Gaia frowned and planted her hands on her hips. “You’re not that frightened, are you?”
 
    
 
   The elementals howled. She pressed her hands to her ears reflexively. It didn’t help. The sound was more sensed than heard. Compared to the shriek of elementals, the Ishtar’s moan was a soft whisper. Gaia could only stand there and gawk as he shifted in front of her.
 
    
 
    His skin lightened. Bone popped with a sickening snap. Skin stretched and changed, refitting itself to the new angles of his face. The craggy lines of a Derki gave way to the aquiline features of the Ishtar.
 
    
 
   When the elementals quieted, Ákos stood on unsteady feet. One hand clutched at his stomach.
 
    
 
   “I’ve never seen you shift completely before.” Gaia said in awed surprise. “Or any Ishtar, really.” She bit her lip, annoyed at her reaction. So what if he could change his appearance like that? He couldn’t wield a bow if his life depended on it.
 
    
 
   Ákos winced. “If I had my choice, you would not have seen it at all. Ooh.” His face paled. When he bent double, Gaia stepped back. She winced in sympathy as he retched.
 
    
 
   “Is it always like this when you shape-shift?”
 
    
 
   His response was a gasping wheeze. 
 
    
 
   “Ákos?”
 
    
 
   “Moment..please.” He shuddered again and leaned heavily against the nearest tree. 
 
    
 
   Gaia frowned and laid a hand lightly on his shoulder. “Are you all right?” When he nodded slowly, she frowned. “Is it always like…like this?” she gestured at his shaky stance and washed-out features. 
 
    
 
   “Only when … I shift … close together.”  Ákos wrapped both arms around his stomach. “Or hold a form … too long. Especially close to the Flux’s end.”
 
    
 
   “The end?” She cocked her head, eyes widening in surprise. “How close are you?”
 
    
 
   “I am fine now.” He said. 
 
    
 
   “You are not.” She put hands on her hips. “You look as if you would fall over with the next puff of wind.”
 
    
 
   His cheeks flushed and he straightened. “I am fine.” But sweat sheened his skin, dampening his hair. And the color had yet to return to aught but his cheeks. 
 
    
 
   Gaia bit her lip as words threatened to break free. Well, well, so the Ishtar was not as superior as he pretended to be. She glared at him. “How long?”
 
    
 
   His blush brightened. “Three days.”
 
    
 
   Gaia shook her head. “Why are you out here? That close to your Flux, you should be with your own people.”
 
    
 
   “I am fine. Truly. Let’s get back to camp.”
 
    
 
   She frowned, but let the topic drop. “You’re right. No more delays. We need to free those prisoners.”
 
    
 
   “What?” He stared at her as if she had sprouted viper fangs. “I meant our camp. We can’t go to the Derki camp. They’ll kill us.”
 
    
 
   “We can’t leave prisoners behind!” Gaia snapped. “They’re lucky to be alive at all.”
 
    
 
   Ákos threw his hands out with a flourish. “You have lost your mind, Chuia,” he snapped. “There is only two of us, but a whole battalion of Derki out there. They’ll capture us both, flay the skin from our bones, and leave our bloody skeletons for the crows.”
 
    
 
   “Thanks for the encouraging thoughts.”
 
    
 
   He frowned. “But it is true.”
 
    
 
   “I do not care.” She frowned. “What if one of those prisoners was your mother, or brother, or cousin? I won’t leave them behind.” Squaring her shoulders, she whirled away from him and stalked through the underbrush.
 
    
 
   < > 
 
    
 
   Gaia stirred uneasily, eager to move forward. After her pronouncement, Ákos had chased after her and insisted she wait until darkness fell. She had been forced to agree that running into the Derki camp, without plans and with only the cover of twilight, would not end well.
 
    
 
   They waited. The shadows of sunset lengthened into the darkness of night. 
 
    
 
   As the last light of the sun melted below the horizon, Ákos nudged her shoulder and then stood, creeping forward. Finally. Gaia shifted into a half-crouch and inched toward the camp.
 
    
 
   The wind whispered in Gaia’s ears as she crept through the long grass. It swept the olive blades, strumming them like lyre strings. Moonlight dappled the trees in silver and sapphire, smoothing the forked outlines of branches into obscure outlines.
 
    
 
    The moon’s tender touch could not soften the gruesome sight spread at the outskirts of the Derki camp.
 
    
 
   Chuia were everywhere, but none would ever make a sound again. Several dangled from trees, tongue lolling, a rope wound around their necks. The rest were heads—jammed into lances on the ground or pinned with daggers against tree trunks. A circle of grass was charred, soot-blackened bones a mute testament to those who had died there. Two other bodies were staked down nearby. They had been butchered like cattle. 
 
    
 
   Gaia shoved a hand into her mouth to stifle the sob catching in her throat. Unshed tears burned. She closed her eyes and breathed heavily through her mouth. Her last meal twisted in her stomach, the sight and its accompanying stench fighting to bring it up again. 
 
    
 
   The Ishtar settled on his belly beside her. His arm brushed against her shoulder. Gaia reached back, feeling the tension in his body as her fingers ran down his arm. In mutual consent, they clasped hands. He squeezed gently, running his thumb across the ridge of her knuckle.
 
    
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “If we had known—if I had known, I would have…” he sighed. “I would not have made you wait.”
 
    
 
   “Neither of us knew that they would … do this.”
 
    
 
   “It does not change that they died when we could have helped.” 
 
    
 
   “Don’t.” She pulled her hand out of his grasp. “Don’t blame yourself. Guilt changes nothing, and only harms the bearer.”
 
    
 
   He glanced down at his empty hand and then returned his attention to her face. A soft smile curled the corner of his mouth. “Is that from your teachers?”
 
    
 
   Heat rose into her face. Gaia looked away. “Yes.” Clearing her throat uneasily, she crept past the macabre gallery. “These are all men. Do you think the rest are…” Saying it was harder than thinking it. “That they are already eaten?”
 
    
 
   The Ishtar’s eyes clouded. “No. Derki scum.”
 
    
 
   Gaia flicked him a surprise look. Anger flashed in his eyes, darkening the green into midnight jade.  
 
    
 
   “Why has no one told us about this?”
 
    
 
   “That the Derki are cannibals? We have. Over and over again.”
 
    
 
   He shook his head. “We knew they ate those they killed. But this…” Ákos swept his hand at the butchery sprawled about them. “This is much worse than a simple eating-for-power ritual, as we thought it was.”
 
    
 
   “Simple ritual!” She jerked to her feet. The resisted tears broke free, drawing cold lines down her cheeks. “These are my people in this ‘simple ritual’, my kin suffering. This…this…”
 
    
 
   Ákos stood and rested his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Truly. We…I had no knowledge of this…this atrocity.” He shuddered and turned his head away. His skin had paled again. “No wonder the Chuia have refused their treaty. If this is how they treat—“
 
    
 
   His voice cut off with a strangled sound. She had been expecting that. Anyone would be ill at these sights, and a pampered Ishtar even more so. Gaia took a step back as he walked past her, but he did not retch. 
 
    
 
    
 
   He stalked across the killing field and raised one hand. Gaia flinched at the buzz of elementals. After a moment, Ákos relaxed. He gestured to the west, where the moon, a bulging slice of silver, hung low in the sky. In two days’ time, it would be full. 
 
    
 
   “There.” Ákos said. “They headed that way.”
 
    
 
   “The prisoners?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. And their guards.”
 
    
 
   “You can tell without trancing?” 
 
    
 
   Ákos glanced at her over his shoulder, brow arching in derision. “I am Ishtar. The elementals hum in my blood.” 
 
    
 
   Pompous little… Gaia swallowed her words. It would do little good, and a world of bad. Who knew how long this urge, this whim to help, would last?
 
    
 
     She walked up to the Ishtar’s side and held her dagger out, hilt first. “I have my bow. You should take this.”
 
    
 
   Ákos shook his head. “I have my own weapons.”
 
    
 
   Her eyebrows arched. “An Ishtar carrying a blade?”
 
    
 
   “No.” He smiled and his eyes were suddenly feline, vertical black pupils on a field of emerald. “But mine none the less.”
 
    
 
   Traveling with a shape-shifter. She shivered. The thought had not been quite as frightening this morning. Gaia squared her shoulders. “Well then. Let’s go.”
 
    
 
   With a curt nod of agreement, Ákos strode through the grass on a path of moonlight. Gaia followed close behind. 
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Ákos clamped his hand on her shoulder and shoved her to the ground, narrowly missing a rounded boulder. He plopped down beside her a half-second later. 
 
    
 
   “What?” she hissed.
 
    
 
   “Look.” He pointed to her left. “Behind that tree.”
 
    
 
   Trees lined the hilltop ahead. A copse of aspens clumped beside a lone willow, its trailing fingers stroking the pool at its roots. A Derki sentry leaned against its trunk, whittling. 
 
    
 
   With a soft curse, Gaia slunk lower. “If he had seen us … “
 
    
 
   “I know.” Ákos smiled. His fingers rested, feather-light, against her back. “Good thing he was too busy.”
 
    
 
   She shifted from beneath his touch. “But why is he out here? The camp is way back to the east.”
 
    
 
   “Is it?”
 
    
 
   She glanced at him. “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   Ákos eased himself higher, peeking over the edge of the rock. “Do the Derki know that the Chuia send scouts?”
 
    
 
   She blinked at the change of subject. “Yes.”
 
    
 
   “If you knew the Derki sent scouts, would you sit idly by and let them count your numbers?”
 
    
 
   Gaia paused, thoughts racing. “No. But they do not care. They do not fear us. Or Ishtar, anymore.” 
 
    
 
   An old lecture twisted into her mind. The treaty between Chuia and Ishtar, and the power that the shape-shifters represented, had prevented any major attacks for centuries. Until the Derki and their longboats had beached upon the eastern shore.
 
    
 
   “They should fear Ishtar.”
 
    
 
   Gaia sighed. This again. “But they do not. Or they would have feared the treaty between our peoples more.”
 
    
 
   Not that it had mattered. The Chuia Council had contacted the Ishtar capital years ago, but nothing had come of it. Nothing but more observers like Ákos. 
 
    
 
   “The treaty does not include a promise for martial aid.”
 
    
 
   She gritted her teeth. “It should have. Or it should be understood. What good is a treaty if you sit around and do nothing for us?”
 
    
 
   “The gods did not gift us shifting abilities to be used for war. We are not weapons or tools for your petty problems.” He shook his head fiercely when she opened her mouth. “That is what I am told.”
 
    
 
   “But you do not agree, clearly. Or you would not be helping me.”
 
    
 
   “I did not say that.” Ákos shifted his gaze away from her, out toward the forest. “What would you do, if you knew a scout would be near?”
 
    
 
   “Then what did you say?”
 
    
 
   “What would you do?” he said again. 
 
    
 
   Bah. Fine. “I would try to camp where they could not reach, or see,” she said. “But the Derki don’t fear us. They’ve never bothered.”
 
    
 
   “Until now. It appears to me, they camp in two places and keep most of their soldiers out of sight.” Ákos spread his fingers, pointing at a spot just beyond the hunched willow. “Don’t you see them?”
 
    
 
   She peered at the tangled mess of trees and underbrush. Vines wrapped leafy webs from branch to branch. Broad leaves, veined gray by the rich moon, spread flecked shadows across the tall grass. “I don’t see…” Her heart leaped in her throat.
 
    
 
   There was a smooth curve in that knot of foliage, too smooth to be natural. Her eyes followed the line as it arched through the trees. She recognized the shape. Shivers fluttered down her spine. The dome-shaped tent of a Derki, hidden in the shadows of the forest.
 
    
 
   Her eyes darted from one to the other, counting the tents as she spotted them.
 
    
 
   “Fifty,” Gaia breathed. “At least fifty men dwell in this camp.” She scanned the land around them. “Do you see anything else?”
 
    
 
    “Cages.” His voice was sharp, bitter.
 
    
 
   “What?” Nausea clogged her throat. “Where?”
 
    
 
   “That way,” he gestured with one hand, “There are Chuia women in them. And girls.”  Gaia tensed. His voice dropped lower. “We cannot act too rashly. If we fail, there is no change for them, and we will join them.” He grimaced. “You will.”
 
    
 
   Understanding punched her in the gut. “They’ll kill you.” The image of the mutilated bodies flashed in her mind. “And worse. Stay here. You can warn the village if something happens to me.”
 
    
 
   He wrapped his hand around her wrist. “No. You should remain, and tell your people. They will not listen to me and someone must warn them. These Derki have something planned.” His eyes narrowed as he peered over the boulder once more. “These are much more…cunning…than they seem.”
 
    
 
   Gaia scowled, twisting her hand out of his grasp. “I am no weakling to flee from danger. If we are to go, we go together.”
 
    
 
   Ákos sighed. “This is foolish.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t start that again.” She moved forward. 
 
    
 
   Ákos seized her shoulder and pulled her down beside him again. 
 
    
 
   “Let me go! Bloody Ishtar—“
 
    
 
   He covered her mouth. She bit his fingers. With a muted yelp of pain, Ákos jerked his hand back. “That’s the second time you’ve bit me! You are impossible.”
 
    
 
   “I know.” She tipped her chin up. “Together or nowhere?”
 
    
 
   Ákos scowled. “We go together.” He released his hold on her, peering at his fingers for wounds, and then glared at her. “At least allow me to clear your path.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “Is this a trick?” 
 
    
 
   The elementals shrieked. Gaia flinched. Ákos shivered and his body transformed. He hunched forward as if his spine no longer supported him. By the time his hands touched the ground, his fingers had lengthened into ebony claws, sharp and poised. Muscles rippled beneath tawny skin. A tufted tail lashed the grass. 
 
    
 
   Ákos growled, lips peeling back to reveal yellowed fangs. He turned his head to study her as he crept through the grass. A highland cat with emerald eyes. 
 
    
 
   The Derki at the tree stirred, hand resting against the hilt of his dagger. Ákos crouched low and then leaped. He tackled the Derki guard, ripping his throat out cleanly. The man gurgled and clawed at his neck, but the blood pooling around him could not carry his mute cries of alarm. 
 
    
 
   Clutching her dagger closer, Gaia eased toward him. She was not sure what to expect. Ishtar did not usually attack people; they never killed. But tonight…
 
    
 
   Tonight, everything was changing. 
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Fidgeting uneasily where Ákos had left her for the fourth time that night, Gaia scowled. It took time to avoid the larger knots of warriors, alert sentries, and other dangers.  Almost too much time. She was worried someone would find the bodies the Ishtar was leaving everywhere. Especially as dawn was shortly to come.
 
    
 
   How much of Ákos remained, and how much the animal mentality drove him, Gaia could not be certain. He paced at her side mostly, sometimes darting ahead at some sound or scent that she could not trace. As he did now. 
 
    
 
   The Ishtar trotted back from his scouting and pawed at her leg. He whirled aside, loping across the grass. She followed at his heels, clenching the dagger until her fingers ached. 
 
    
 
   The brush of warm fur slowed her pace. Ákos blocked her path and stiffened, ears flicking forward and back. With a low snarl that bared fangs, he slunk out of sight. She waited for his return with little patience.
 
    
 
    There was a muffled scream. Ákos reappeared and cocked his head. His jaw was smeared with blood. 
 
    
 
   Desire unfolded soft wings in her chest. Gaia wished her own hands were wet with Derki blood. She wanted to stab and slash, leaving Derki heads and coils of viscera behind to stain the grass, such as the blood of her own people had done. 
 
    
 
   Gaia growled beneath her breath, at once disgusted and pleased at the vivid images in her mind. 
 
    
 
   They were close enough to see the cages now. Crudely cut tree branches were lashed together into an impenetrable mesh. Bowls of gruel and water lay scattered through the hemmed-in space, but most had been knocked over by the motion of the captives. The only way into or out of the prison was a small opening, blocked by two thick oak staves. 
 
    
 
   All of the prisoners were women, none younger than twelve winters, and none older than child-bearing age. Uneasiness brushed icy fingers down her spine. After taking their fill of them, the Derki should have simply slaughtered the prisoners. But these were still alive, being fed and cared for—in a way. Some of them, judging by their tattered clothing, had been prisoners for at least a full month, if not more. 
 
    
 
   Behind her, Gaia caught a plaintive yowl and the barest flicker of whining elemental. She turned in time to see Ákos, now Ishtar again, straighten with a sigh. Growling a low curse, he swiped at the blood on his face with his thumb. 
 
    
 
   “Should you change back now?” Gaia said, and then silenced as he turned to retch dryly. 
 
    
 
   At least neither of them had eaten since finding the butchered villagers at the other Derki camp. And there was certainly nothing to fill their bellies with here. 
 
    
 
   When the sickness passed, Ákos turned to face her. His wan smile was answer enough. “We cannot shift into another form indefinitely. Not until after the Flux.”
 
    
 
   “Does it weary you?”
 
    
 
   “Very much.” He sighed and leaned his forehead against the cage, studying those inside. The captives were huddled at the far end of their prison, eyes wide. They whimpered as Ákos straightened and advanced to the cage’s opening. 
 
    
 
   His clothing, still touched with a hint of the fur that they had been, had been spattered with blood. A wildness, a deep savagery, clung to him like an aura of danger. Whether it was his brief time as a beast or some other factor, it sent prickles racing down Gaia’s spine.
 
    
 
   Ákos tugged on the staves lightly. “These will come loose easily enough, but it will be noisy.” He studied the prisoners. “You have to run, and hide well. Quickly.”
 
    
 
   None responded. The Ishtar sighed. “I hope they understood that.” With a flex of his arms, he wrenched the staves free. The shrieking complaint of the wood made her wince.
 
    
 
   Alarmed shouts and Derki curses echoed back. Ákos stepped away from the door, gesturing at the prisoners. Eyes widened in frightened comprehension. And then with glad cries, the women and maidens dashed through the opening. Gaia sighed in relief. 
 
    
 
   The shouting increased in volume. Ákos crouched down by one of the sentries he had killed earlier. When he straightened, the Ishtar held a curved sword. “This will have to do.”
 
    
 
   “Do you even know how to use that?”
 
    
 
   Ákos scowled. “I’m not even going to answer that question.” His attention shifted to a point behind her shoulder. His face paled. “Oh.”
 
    
 
   She whirled. The prisoners scurried past them, hurrying and stumbling toward the trees. Sunlight blushed orange across the sky. “What?”
 
    
 
   “Look.” The Ishtar leaned forward, one hand on her shoulder and the other pointing at the line of prisoners. “That is why they have not eaten them.”
 
    
 
   Gaia followed his hand. Two women moved slower than the rest. Their bellies were round with child. Understanding dawned in horrible clarity. “Surely not.”
 
    
 
   “Yes, it is.” Ákos snapped. “How else do you defeat Chuia that wield elementals? Create half-breeds and raise them as Derki.”
 
    
 
   Nausea churned in her stomach. “We have to tell the Council,” she croaked. 
 
    
 
   “Agreed.”  
 
    
 
   A Derki hunting horn brayed into stillness of dawn. Ákos winced. “But first we have to survive.”
 
    
 
   He tensed and lifted one hand. She felt the humming of an elemental, and then his hand dropped. “There’s something here,” he whispered. Gaia drew her dagger.
 
    
 
   “Well, looksie here. Chuia maid and Ishtar demon.” A tall Derki stepped from the shadows. Two others appeared behind him, bows arched and ready. 
 
    
 
   Gaia took a quick step back, and scanned the trees. Most of the prisoners were gone, but a few stragglers still remained. Furtive movement suggested many more Derki than she could see hidden in a rough circle around them. They would be surrounded soon if they did not react. But then again, running would free them, but probably ensure the Derki started hunting down prisoners. 
 
    
 
   Gaia took another step back and brushed against Ákos. The Ishtar shuddered, his skin cool and sweat-damp.
 
    
 
   She recognized that too well.  “Don’t shift now!” she hissed. “It will make you sick.”
 
    
 
   “I know.” His voice held misery. His spine tensed and he inhaled sharply. “They’re trying to make me.”
 
    
 
   That made no sense. “Who is?”
 
    
 
   “He is.” Ákos groaned and dropped the sword. He gaped for breath. “Don’t you s-see the a-amulet he’s wearing? From a m-mage.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, it is.” The leader said. A wolfish grin spread across his dark face. “Most definitely.” He slipped a leather thong from around his neck and thrust the crescent-shaped amulet toward Ákos. The Ishtar flinched. 
 
    
 
   He laughed. “You’s not passed Flux yet. So I can use this. Thought it a good idea, what with the Chuia bein’ around and these Ishtar beasts could come roaming.”
 
    
 
   Gaia scowled and clenched her dagger tighter. “Leave him alone. The Derki’s quarrel is with me. My people.”
 
    
 
   “I’ve nevah tasted Ishtar flesh. Perhaps it be as sweet as yours.” He smirked. “I’ll see.”
 
    
 
   He moved forward and she slashed at his hands. Ákos moaned and dropped to his knees. His arms had a layer of fur, fingers lengthening into claws. 
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you just shoot us!” Gaia growled. 
 
    
 
   “This is more fun.” Another predatory grin. “Besides, you’s too pretty to mar.” 
 
    
 
   Her heart twisted. I’ve got to get that amulet. “The only beasts I see are in front of me.”
 
    
 
   The mirth in his features fell. His expression tightened. “Watch your tongue, dearie. You’s being mute won’t change your beauty.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll do as I please. Why should I listen to a dog like you?”
 
    
 
   His face flushed and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    
 
   She brought her blade up to her face, holding it in front of her eyes in a mock salute. “Ah, so you’re afraid of a woman. A Chuia woman. But all Derki are that way. All bark, no bite.”
 
    
 
   She saw the leader’s hand twitch in a gesture toward one of his men. An arrow sank into her shoulder. She screamed and doubled over, clawing at the sudden fiery pain. With a jerk, she yanked it free and threw the bloody pieces at the leader. 
 
    
 
   “Coward. Letting another man fight your battles?”
 
    
 
   He stepped aside. “Foolish woman.”
 
    
 
   As he advanced, Gaia backed away from him. A rasping groan drew her attention. She kept the leader in her peripheral vision, but focused on the source of the sound. 
 
    
 
   Ákos stood, swaying on his feet, but he was human…mostly. 
The fur had melted from his arms, but the talons in place of his fingernails did not ease her concern.
 
    
 
   The leader still held the amulet and, with the increasing distance, weakened its hold upon her. 
 
    
 
   Biting her lip, Gaia continued a slow backtrack. She taunted the leader with every curse and insult she could imagine. The distance increased. When she checked on the Ishtar again, his head was up. Their eyes met. 
 
    
 
   She gestured curtly with her fingers. He shook his head. Gaia bumped against a hidden tent. She sidestepped.  There was nowhere left to go, and very angry Derki advancing. Scowling at the stubborn Ishtar, she mouthed, “Run!”
 
    
 
   He could escape and warn the Council; she would keep them busy and then perish before they could lay hands on her. 
 
    
 
   Ákos ignored her commands. She watched in growing dread as the Ishtar darted toward their group and then slid into the cover of the trees. 
 
    
 
   The Derki leader clutched her shoulder, fingers digging painfully into the arrow wound. She cried out in pain and surprise. Distraction was costly. The sound was cut off by his lips on her mouth. 
 
    
 
   He dug his hand into her hair and jerked her head back. His other hand dragged across her belly and then shifted higher. “You’s do fine, dearie.” He muttered and kissed her again, tongue sliding between her lips. She gagged, pushing back feebly with her hands, but he simply shoved harder, pinning her against the tree.
 
    
 
   He jerked away with a hoarse gurgle and fell to the ground. An arrow protruded from his back. The other Derki scattered for a moment. Horns brayed. 
 
    
 
   Ákos melted from the shadows, a crossbow in his hands. Gaia scowled at him. “Go away! You need to warn the Council.” Someone had to tell them what was going on. 
 
    
 
   “I am not going anywhere.”
 
    
 
   Tethys’ heart, he was stubborn. “No Ishtar needs to fight for the Chuia. Remember? Just go.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not fighting for the Chuia,” he said. His voice was low, but sharp with determination. He turned his head, eyes fixing her to the spot. “I’m fighting for a Chuia.” 
 
    
 
   What? Why?
 
    
 
   “It is not right, that we have ignored your people’s plight,” he said. Ákos chambered a bolt in the crossbow and brought it to his shoulder as more Derki oozed out of the foliage. Curved swords gleamed in their hands. 
 
    
 
   “Go back to Ishtar then. Warn them.”
 
    
 
   “A babe crawls before it walks.” His shoulders twitched in a shrug. “I will not leave you to die. And perhaps my people will not leave the Chuia to die.”
 
    
 
   A booming voice broke into the scene and a hefty Derki, with hair dyed scarlet, came striding out of the underbrush, waving a serrated blade.
 
    
 
   This larger Derki’s arrival seemed to spur the others into action. They crept closer. Three, four, eight—more and more begin to join the first, sliding out of the underbrush to the left and right. 
 
    
 
   As Ákos backed up, Gaia moved to his side. She held her dagger in a defensive posture, but the tip drew tiny circles in the air. Her injured shoulder would not hold up to battle for long.
 
    
 
   Tightening her hold on the hilt of her blade to steady it, Gaia focused on the growing number of Derki. “I’ll take the left horde. You take the right.”
 
    
 
   “You cannot be serious.”
 
    
 
   “For once in your life, don’t argue with me.”
 
    
 
   Strutting like a rooster, the leader flipped his blade into a vertical salute. He flashed a feral grin at the two of them. “Gut the bloody beast. Leave the woman for me.”
 
    
 
   A chorus of steel whispering free of their sheaths was the answer. 
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Gaia whirled, bringing her slender blade up against the down-swing of a heavy longsword. She heard the Ishtar’s crossbow discharge to her left, followed by a yelp of pain. 
 
    
 
   The Derki wielding the blade leered at her. She ducked beneath his next swing. Taking a diagonal step forward, Gaia shoved her shoulder into his stomach. He stumbled. She used the opening to her advantage, burying the blade into his throat. Gagging, the Derki collapsed.
 
    
 
   Withdrawing her blade, Gaia ducked aside as two more Derki snapped their blades toward her face. She sidestepped, dropping to one knee and then slashed across the back of the first Derki’s calf.
 
    
 
   He went down howling. His feet tangled with the second Derki and they crumpled together. Before either could rise, Gaia slashed their throats open. Purple-black blood spattered the grass in a broad arc. 
 
    
 
   The handful of Derki advancing on her took a quick step back. Gaia held her bloodied dagger parallel to her face in a macabre salute, eyes narrowing. 
 
    
 
   “I damn your souls to eternal torment,” she growled, tapping into the fire elemental. The surging power spiraled through her chest, flowed down her hands, and filtered into the hilt of her dagger.
 
    
 
   The blade flared in lurid scarlet, light tracing fine lines up and down the metal. She whipped her flame-kissed dagger in a wide arc. 
 
    
 
   Some Derki retreated. Their eyes narrowed in distrust and unease of the Chuia mastery of the elementals. But as their numbers swelled, grouping into a tight circle around her, the Derki’s hesitance failed.
 
    
 
   They darted toward her, blades flashing. Gaia was slowly forced back. She struggled to simply keep the glinting steel away from her skin. The hammering blows against her right side weakened her already wounded arm. 
 
    
 
   Weaving on her feet, Gaia whirled around the Derki weighed down by their leather armor. She may have served as a scout, but even she knew that a constant defensive position would end in defeat. 
 
    
 
   She shoved her shoulder into one and sidestepped the twist of a blade. Sweat dampened her hair and tunic. A quartet of lanky warriors hounded her. They blocked her escape and parried her strikes aside. 
 
    
 
   Gaia clenched her teeth and drove harder. She could not squeeze her light, fast slashes past their concerted defense.  She pulled on the strength of the elementals again, earth this time. The grass stroked her ankles with cool fingers; the air swept a gentle breeze through her sweat-drenched hair. 
 
    
 
   The four pursuers stumbled over the thickening dirt, but quickly—far too quickly—overcame it. They came forward with jerky steps, but still they came. Gaia backed away once more, knocking their strikes aside. 
 
    
 
   A dying scream pulled Gaia’s attention away. Ákos? 
 
    
 
   A low tenor voice, speaking in lyrical cadence, drew her eye. Blood-spattered and breathing hard, Ákos spoke again, lips twisting in such a way as to suggest the words were swears.
 
    
 
   He had a circle of dead or dying Derki around him. The latter was the source of the scream. Most of the Derki had been opened cleanly, a sure slash from chin to navel that left entrails spilling out into the already blood-sodden grass. Two of them had not been touched by blade, but bore jagged arrow shafts jutting out of their chests.
 
    
 
   Elementals prickled all around him, as if he were cloaked in their power. Ákos rolled beneath a Derki’s slash and charged toward a cluster of warriors. Derki yelped and howled, jumping away from his path. 
 
    
 
   Gaia pulled her attention away from him reluctantly. More Derki joined the group attacking her, including one tall warrior with a necklace of wolf-teeth. His twin curved daggers whistled in the air as he swept them toward her. The first impact of her blade to his sent painful shudders through her arm. 
 
    
 
   She retreated. The warrior bared his teeth and inched closer. “You are a mare with a saucy temper,” he said, smirk spreading across his rough features. “I cannae’ wait to break you to my harness.”
 
    
 
   They clashed blades, parted, and struck again. Gaia danced away from him. Her stomach roiled. She would fall on her own blade long before she would allow this man, or any of the Derki, to take her captive. 
 
    
 
   A shrill scream snapped her attention sharp. The elements howled in near-perfect harmony with the undulating cry. 
 
    
 
   The Ishtar’s shrieks rose in intensity, eyes wide and body shaking. He crumpled to the ground in helpless misery as another Derki stalked closer with the mage’s medallion dangling from his bloody fingers. 
 
    
 
   Her awareness slid back to her opponent as he shifted his weight forward, striking like a viper. Gaia twitched aside, but not before the dagger drew a jagged line down her shoulder and elbow. 
 
    
 
   Blood welled. Pain screamed across her already wounded body. She tightened her grip and blocked the Derki’s next slash. 
 
    
 
   She needed to live. But Ákos needed her. The Ishtar punctuated the thought with a keening howl. Gaia clenched her teeth and charged the lanky warrior. His eyes widened. Both blades came forward, whirling into a crossed defensive spike. Gaia ducked beneath them both and rolled into a tumbling fall. Her body hit his legs as he struggled to leap over her.
 
    
 
   As he fell, one of his blades struck a glancing blow across her back. Gaia clawed madly over his legs and sprawled across his chest. His fingers dug into her wounded shoulder. His other hand seized her short hair. He wrenched her head back, craning her neck. She shoved her knee up hard.
 
    
 
   The man howled, and then his shriek ended in a gurgling groan as she ripped her dagger through his neck. She rose from her position across his cooling corpse. 
 
    
 
   Gaia tapped into the fire element once more, a breath of weariness wafting through her. The flickering light of her blade shimmered in an unearthly gleam against the blood clinging to her body. The advancing warriors pulled short. The hesitance bought her a moment of time.
 
    
 
   She darted away with nimble strides. The copse of trees loomed closer. Gaia ducked into the welcome darkness. With shoulder protesting, she scrambled up a thick oak tree and sprawled across a limb, breathing in the welcome earthy scent. 
 
    
 
   Once she caught her breath, Gaia straightened and pulled her preferred weapon from its place. The bow strapped to her back had survived nearly intact. The topmost point of the curved wood had started to crack with a thin dark line that would surely widen. But for the moment, it would do. 
 
    
 
   Gaia retrieved any whole arrows from her quiver and straddled the limb as if it were a prancing horse. She propped her injured arm as best she could, angling her elbow against her waist to ease the pain of drawing the bow tight. 
 
    
 
   The accuracy was not as good as she would like, but it could not be helped. She took aim. There was a cluster of Derki around Ákos now, too busy mocking his apparent helplessness to bother finishing him off. 
 
    
 
   Gaia frowned and focused on one Derki whose jeers were growing louder and more profane. Fury boiled in her belly. Eyes narrowing into thin slits, she released.
 
    
 
   He crumpled. Shouts of alarm erupted. The group circling Ákos morphed away from him and shifted glances around to locate the shooter. Gaia drew her bow once more, taking aim at the medallion still looming close to the Ishtar.
 
    
 
   Something scrabbled below her. Gaia focused her senses on that one, small bit of jewelry shimmering in the waning sunlight. Just one shot.
 
    
 
   Gaia took a deep, slow breath and released it in tune with her fingers. The Derki howled, medallion flying out of his grip. Gaia sat back, grinning. 
 
    
 
   Fingers closed around her ankle. She tumbled from her perch. Though she curled as best she could to brace her fall, it still hurt. Her ankle seared with pain. The bow snapped beneath her weight. Gaia tried to rise and then cried out as her ankle gave beneath her. 
 
    
 
   A burly arm curled around her neck and hauled her against his broad chest. Pinned as she was, Gaia screamed hoarsely around his grip as his free hand explored her body. She shoved her elbow back and he cut off more of her air. 
 
    
 
   Other Derki warriors surrounded them in a tight group. Gaia could smell the stench of male sweat and drying blood. They whistled like a pack of younglings as her captor loosened the laces of her tunic, exposing fair skin to the air. 
 
    
 
   She writhed in his grip. He bashed his hand against her skull. Head spinning, she groaned as her shoulders hit the ground, and his weight straddled her body. 
 
    
 
   An accented voice swore. Warm blood spattered Gaia’s mouth and neck. She blinked, certain her vision betrayed her. The warrior who had seized her toppled to the side, a headless corpse. 
 
    
 
   Hope soared. And died. 
 
    
 
   Ákos had not freed her, but the scarlet-haired leader. He smirked at her, and then snarled at the surrounding Derki. “I’s warned ya. The Chuia is mine,” he spat. He growled again, blackened lips peeling away from his teeth. The warriors backed away into a loose circle. 
 
    
 
   Gaia scrambled to her knees, one hand clutching her torn clothing over the bared skin. “You will never take me.”
 
    
 
   The leader smiled broadly. “I will take you as oft as I please.”
 
    
 
   She scooted backwards, curling her hand around a tree trunk. She heaved her body upright. Her ankle throbbed. It would not hold her weight. Not if she must run to escape this man. 
 
    
 
   The Derki leader sauntered toward her, dark eyes glittering with lust. Her eyes darted over the foliage.
 
    
 
   Her arrows were scattered at the base of the tree she had fallen from. At that distance and with only small iron heads, they would be of little use against her enemies. Her broken bow lay crumpled behind the leader's feet. Her dagger was closer, at the foot of a second tree. Even as she glanced at it, the leader kicked the blade aside and it skittered into the bushes.
 
    
 
   He winked at her as their eyes met again. “You’s no need of pretty toys like that.” 
 
    
 
   Gaia took slow, deep breaths and focused on each individual sound and sight around her. She could not afford to be bound or otherwise hindered. Acting helpless was not her strong suit, but then again, the Derki were not known to be particular clear-headed in the heat of battle. 
 
    
 
   Picturing the dead of the moonlit camp unfolded grief within her. Tears pricked in her eyes. She swiped a hand at her nose and sniffled, cringing away from the scarlet leader. He smirked at her. “Ah, you’s poor thing. Afraid we’ll slice that pretty throat? Nay, more use we can find, I assure you, dearie.”
 
    
 
   Gaia choked down the disgust and hot words rising in her throat. She whimpered and covered part of her face with her hands. But while the leader turned to jeer and smirk at the others, she studied her surroundings with an urgent fear boiling within.
 
    
 
   Most of the Derki warriors had spread out, clustered to watch the fun, but not close enough to be a danger to her right away. The only problem was the leader. His intentions were all too clear, made more apparent as he hooked a thumb in his belt. 
 
    
 
   She inhaled and held her breath. So close. Almost… His breeches were halfway off when she moved. 
 
    
 
   Gaia threw herself at him in a wild leap. Her shoulder and skull smacked into his chest, throwing the unbalanced warrior into a heap with her weight sprawled across him. He bucked against her. Writhing with his motions sent her sprawling on the opposite side of his body. He seized her shoulders. His grip on her wounded arm tightened until she cried out.
 
    
 
   He shoved her off him and slammed her spine against the ground. Her head cracked against the earth. Gaia blinked as her vision spun. She extended her hands above her head, flailing as if panicked. His weight on top of her shoved the air from her lungs. The leader cackled. 
 
    
 
   As his knee pushed her legs apart, her fingers caressed what she had been searching for. The smooth wood of her bow. She clasped it tight and swung it toward the leader’s face. Splintered ends scored shallow gashes across his cheek. He shrieked and pulled back. Gaia swung again, harder. 
 
    
 
   The solid smack was like music. His weight fell away from her. She scrambled to her feet and seized an air elemental. Weariness sang in her bones. In a few minutes, she would not be able to use the elementals at all. 
 
    
 
   The breeze picked up, whirling leaves around her in a mad dervish. Dirt and grass joined the churning leaves. Those few Derki who remained to watch the leader’s conquest stared at her, wide-eyed. 
 
    
 
   Eyes narrowing, Gaia screamed into the wind the vilest curses she knew. They glanced at their groaning leader, then at her, and scattered. She released the wind immediately. 
 
    
 
   She hobbled through the trees and back into the battlefield. Gaia scanned the corpses sprawled across the grass. A light weapon, such as a dagger or lance, would be all she could manage now, with both ankle and shoulder damaged. 
 
    
 
   Derki screamed. She snapped her head away from the corpses. Once again, she could only stare in awed fascination as the Ishtar shape-shifted of his own accord. 
 
    
 
   Massive shoulders, small ears, and an elongated snout revealed his shape to her even before he roared. A grizzly bear charged into the midst of the Derki. He seized a warrior in massive jaws, jerking his head from side to side. Arrows rained ineffectually against his thick fur. 
 
    
 
   Gaia winced at the audible snap. The warrior in his mouth convulsed, neck broken. Ákos flung him aside and roared again. He reared back on hind legs, clawed forearms tearing gaps in the Derki ranks.
 
    
 
   Strong arms wrapped around her. She screamed. A clenched fist rapped the back of her head and she crumpled to the ground. As her head cleared, the leader came swimming into view. Scratches and shallow gouges bled on either side of his face, soaking blood into his already-red hair. His eyes narrowed, face twisting into a mask of hatred and disgust.
 
    
 
   “You’s I’m going to take so hard and so often, you’ll scream as if you’s be givin’ birth,” he snarled. 
 
    
 
   Horror and revulsion cascaded through her. Gaia rose halfway, only to be shoved down once more. He locked one hand around her throat and the other over her mouth, stealing her air.
 
    
 
   Gaia bit down hard. A thick, tart liquid filled her mouth, the vileness of Derki blood. The leader yelped again and backhanded her. She clawed his face. The man howled and scrambled back. She shoved him away and grabbed a broken blade from its place in the eye socket of a dead Derki.
 
    
 
   As she whirled back to face him, the leader had already risen. He was hunched slightly in pain, but his eyes gleamed with manic fervency. Gaia shivered as he stalked closer. 
 
    
 
   She leaped toward him, and feigned a quick stumble. As he shifted to meet her, Gaia twisted aside and drove her blade into his groin, then dragged it upwards. 
 
    
 
   The man howled his agony. She stared at him, panting for breath. His blood spattered her legs and ankles as he slid to his knees. Turning, Gaia started to limp across the blood-drenched field. 
 
    
 
   Shaking hands grabbed each shoulder. Gaia stumbled beneath the weight of the dying Derki. His voice rasped by her ear. “If I’s can’t have ya…” he wheezed. “No one’s will.”
 
    
 
   His feet tangled with hers. They fell. He rolled atop her, yanking the embedded blade out of his body and slashing deep across her abdomen. Gaia screamed as pain sizzled up her belly and across her ribs. She shoved him free, staggered upright, and clutched the gaping wound. The slickness in her hands had a sickening weight to it. 
 
    
 
   Heavy footfalls pounded behind her as she dropped to her knees. The world was softening at the edges as she studied the approaching figure.
 
    
 
   Emerald eyes in a fur-lined face filled her vision. “Ákos.” Her eyes flashed to his sides. Blood matted the fur, some of it the deep scarlet of his own body. 
 
    
 
   “You’re…hurt,” Gaia murmured.
 
    
 
   He nuzzled her aside and stepped in front of her, snarling. Gaia leaned back against his warm flanks. More and more Derki slinked forward. None were bold enough yet to leap into attack, but neither were there any gaps for them to escape through. 
 
    
 
   Dusk painted the edge of the horizon in funereal gray. When night fell, the Derki would slaughter them both.
 
    
 
   The world swayed, shimmered, and was gone. 
 
    
 
   < >
 
    
 
   Gaia moaned softly as consciousness awakened her into dizzying pain. Bands of pressure drew taut over her aching stomach and ribs. The soft whisper of wind through the leaves hummed with a counterpoint of crickets, chirping in the night. A haze of pain blurred the dim darkness of the huddled trees. 
 
    
 
   It was hard to draw breath, hard to even focus on the face looming over her. A gentle hand swabbed her heated face with a damp cloth. A voice spoke, linked to the hand. “Gaia?”
 
    
 
   The rich tenor was utterly familiar, comforting and infuriating at once. She brought her hands up to loosen the tension across her body. Ákos caught her arm and pushed them down to her sides again. “No. The bandages are holding the…blood…in. Leave them there.”
 
    
 
   Her eyes narrowed. He had been about to say something else. Gaia blinked as her vision twisted, then settled again. “What happened?” she croaked.
 
    
 
   “What do you remember?” The Ishtar returned to pressing the cloth to her forehead and cheeks. The coolness felt good against her skin. 
 
    
 
   “I’m feverish,” she muttered. “The wound must…must be festering.”
 
    
 
   His hand stilled and he said nothing at all for a long minute. 
 
    
 
   “Yes,” he murmured finally. “That may be true.”
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing, Gaia. Rest.” Ákos rose from his place and stepped away. Her awareness puzzled out the anomalies—pattering water and the loamy smell of wet earth. She swiveled her gaze upward. Slender green limbs, the fingers of the willow, arched above her head in a comforting embrace. They must be close to the pool they had seen when first approaching the Derki camp.
 
    
 
   The Derki. Gaia swallowed and started to rise. Ákos hurried steps rejoined her and then he eased her down again. “Stay still.”
 
    
 
   “Where are they? The Derki—they were all around and—“ 
 
    
 
   “Shh.” His fingers brushed her mouth. “Save your strength.”
 
    
 
   “But they didn’t all run away!”
 
    
 
   A muscle clenched in the Ishtar’s jaw. “A few did. The rest I—“ The pulse in his throat throbbed as he swallowed hard, before looking away. “I killed them.” His eyes shifted to the ground. Ákos clenched and unclenched his hands. 
 
    
 
   “What…” she winced as pain spiked along her ribs. “Don’t…understand.”
 
    
 
   He drew his legs up and rested his chin on bent knees. The expression mimicked that of a lost child. “I kept them away.” His gaze shifted to her. “Away from you.”
 
    
 
   Gaia blinked. Words escaped her. Ákos smiled wanly. He pushed a curl of her hair behind one ear. “You risked everything to save those prisoners. And then, after all I have said and all I have done you…” his voice choked and he clenched his eyes closed. “You shattered the medallion. You came back for me. You could have run, but you came back.”
 
    
 
   The swelling pain clogged the words in her mouth. They were reduced to little more than soft moans. She struggled to ask the questions tingling through her mind. 
 
    
 
   The Ishtar stroked her hair. “I take back all I have said of your people,” he said. “No Ishtar would have fought so bravely, or so fiercely, for another he barely knew. And surely not when their own life could have been lost.”
 
    
 
   “Ákos…”
 
    
 
   “Hush.” His voice softened. “We have been observers far too long. Your land lies between ours and theirs. If the Chuia should fail against the Derki, then where would we be? And already they seek the elementals power, by doing such unspeakable things. They must be stopped.”
 
    
 
   Agony sank into her belly like searing coals. Gaia inhaled sharply and clenched her hands into fists. Ákos dribbled water onto her hair and face. She gasped for breath. This wound was far more serious than he had let on. 
 
    
 
    The Ishtar leaned over her, fingers gently smoothing her matted hair. Flecks of dark worry spattered his emerald gaze. 
 
    
 
   She reached for him. He leaned down. She caught his sleeve and pulled harder. Ákos dropped his head close to her mouth.
 
    
 
    Biting her lip against the rising pain, she pressed one hand to her stomach. “I’m dying…” she murmured. “Is it true?”
 
    
 
   Ákos shifted back. She ran her fingers over her belly. Ákos caught her hands and pulled them away from the bandages. “Leave them.”
 
    
 
   “It’s bad, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   The Ishtar closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and sighed. “Aye. It is bad. He…he gutted you, like a deer.” Ákos dropped his head. “If we were closer to your camp, perhaps a mage-healer could mend the damage. But out here, there is nothing to be done. You have lain feverish for a night and a day, and I cannot drag you much longer. I lack the strength.”
 
    
 
   She swept her eyes over him then. The dimness of the shadows had hidden the wounds from her, but as she watched him return to the trickling stream to soak another cloth, his care of motion was obvious. He had not escaped the battle unscathed. 
 
    
 
   “Hurt…?”
 
    
 
   “Nothing serious.”
 
    
 
   “…See,” she hissed. “Let me…see.”
 
    
 
   Ákos sighed and held up his left hand. Wrapped clumsily, his pair of broken fingers remained obvious. He motioned at his side. “I think tis a broken or bruised rib, also. It hurts to draw deep breaths.” 
 
    
 
   And to pull her litter too, though he had not said as much. He walked closer, dropping to sit next to her. Closer now, she could see his face clearly. He sported a matched set of blackened eyes. 
 
    
 
   She pointed at his face them, arching a brow. A slow, crooked smile curled his lips. “One of them took a shield to my face. I took a claw to his.”
 
    
 
   A shiver passed through his frame, from head to toe. His body stiffened. Ákos grunted in pain. 
 
    
 
   “Hurt…more?”
 
    
 
   “N-no,” he said. His eyes screwed closed, brow furrowed. “Not…just…moment.” 
 
    
 
   He gasped and shuddered hard. The fit passed. His body relaxed. “Gods,” he moaned. 
 
    
 
   “What…”
 
    
 
   “It is nothing.” He stood and reached for the edge of her litter. “Noth—“
 
    
 
   His abrupt cut-off made Gaia struggle to turn and study his face. Leaves whispered as he writhed out of her sight, groaning. 
 
    
 
   “Ákos?” She writhed, agony sprouting across her belly. “Ákos!”
 
    
 
   “M-m-m-moment.”
 
    
 
   “What…wrong? Ákos?”
 
    
 
   “F-flux…remember?” 
 
    
 
   “Shifted?”
 
    
 
   There was no response but muted gasps of pain and the rustle of his body’s thrashing. The fit passed. She heard his cries soften and then cease. 
 
    
 
   “Gods,” he muttered. “Never going…get to a mage-healer…like this.”
 
    
 
   “Go.” Gaia pressed a hand to her throbbing belly. “Go to healer. Come back. Me. Later.”
 
    
 
   “It is not I who need a healer.” Ákos touched her hair again and then shifted in front of her. His face hovered above hers. “And even then. You came back for me. I will not leave you now.”
 
    
 
   Something was wrong. His skin had paled, from the richness of fresh honey to the creaminess of a newborn fawn. Streaks of white, red, and gold marred his dark hair.
 
    
 
   She lifted a hand toward his face. “Something. Wrong. Ákos?”
 
    
 
   “It’s all right, Gaia,” he whispered. “I’ll get you home.”
 
    
 
   The simple words held a sharp determination she had only heard once before from him, when he had spoken of ‘a Chuia.’ 
 
    
 
   Gaia glanced from side to side; what could possibly have induced that tone?
 
    
 
   There were no enemies that she could see. The trees hung low and protective around them. Shadows speckled the ground in a relentless black cloak, broken up by spangles of silver moonlight caressing the grass. 
 
    
 
   Moonlight. Gaia craned her head. Like a stunning pearlescent pendant, the moon bared its face to the world, accompanied by a train of smaller stars. Their stately procession across the sky was worth far more than the shed light. 
 
    
 
   Her mind flashed through the days and nights, the rise and ebb of the moon, and settled on one dread fact. This was the third night since they had stalked the edge of the Derki camp. The Flux, he had said. By Tehys…surely
 
    
 
   The agony sprouting across her ribs and blossoming in her belly prevented any words from escaping. Even as she felt the rising hum of elementals, and not from her own power. She pushed his hands away weakly with one arm. No. No. No. 
 
    
 
   Ákos sat back, moonlight slanting over his shoulders. When his eyes closed, body shivering subtly, Gaia tried to sit up. A stab of pain forced her down again. “N—no…” she rasped. “Ákos, no.”
 
    
 
    “I refuse to be a casual observer any longer.” The Ishtar smiled and rubbed her arm in soothing circles. “I will take you to safety.”
 
    
 
   “Ákos. No!”
 
    
 
   The elementals hummed in eerie counterpoint to the melody of the insects. His eyes rolled back. The outline of his body morphed and reformed as his spine arched. Arms and legs alike remolded themselves to fit his stocky torso. 
 
    
 
   He moaned low in his throat and shook his head from side to side. His eyes enlarged and teeth gleamed, protruding from the edge of his lips. A long, serpentine neck formed, crowned with a narrowing head and lengthening muzzle. Downy fur, snow-white save a few specks of black, replaced his hair and blanketed most of his skin, now ivory scaled. A mane of gold enfolded his shoulders. 
 
    
 
   Ákos turned his head toward her. The only familiar thing in that face—green eyes, bright with concern—studied her. Gaia shook her head. “Change back. Please….please Ákos.”
 
    
 
   He reared back on hind legs. Wings unfolded from his spine, casting their shadow across the small clearing. They were a shade darker than his eyes, shimmering in the moonlight, until her hazy mind could envision strings of pearls cascading over the rich emerald. 
 
    
 
   Ákos wrapped a clawed foreleg around her and gently cradled her against his chest with his good hand. His heat wrapped around her. His heartbeat resounded in a steady rhythm against her ear. 
 
    
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   His muscles tightened as he crouched low and his claws curled closer around her body. Ákos unfolded from the ground in a smooth leap. His wings flexed, whispering softly in the wind as they caught the errant breezes.
 
    
 
   Fingers tangled in the silkiness of his mane, Gaia rested her head against his chest. Silent tears trickled down her face. “Ákos….no…” she murmured, though the words held no meaning now. She tipped her face away from his body and to the wheeling sky above. 
 
    
 
   The moon had reached her zenith.
 
    
 
   < >
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