
“Bring the Rain” 

The man flung Niri to the marble floor.  She did not scream, nor yelp, nor cry. 

King Carnan chuckled as he watched his future bride being beaten.  Niri had tried to escape him 

too many times.  She must first be punished, then rewarded with his bed. 

 Niri did nothing to stop her beating.  Carnan’s servant, his soldier, kicked Niri in the 

stomach repeatedly, yet Niri lay there, taking it.  Her black hair covered her face but for one blue 

eye, which shed no tears. 

 Niri grabbed the soldier’s boot, twisted it around, and pulled hard.  The soldier slipped, 

but could not catch himself in time.  His head met the marble with a squelching thud.  Niri turned 

to the king… 

 …and stood up.  She peeled her sweaty hair away from her face and glared straight into 

Carnan’s eyes, a defiance which would have meant death for any other.  Her cobalt blue eyes 

seemed afire with hatred. 

 “You have killed one of my men,” King Carnan said, amused.  Niri turned to look at the 

dead soldier, his blood spreading lazily on the white marble floor. 

 “You would have given him a worse fate had I let him live,” Niri said; no emotion 

showed on her face.  A pale but very visible scar ran from the top of her ear all the way down to 

her shoulder. 

 She had been bound at the time, and could have done nothing to stop Carnan’s forays 

with a knife upon her body. Nothing but say she would marry him.  And that, she would rather 

die than do. 

 “I have a gift for you, Niri, a plaything really,” Carnan grinned, snapping his fingers.  

“Bring him forward!” 

 From the shadows of the great hall came two burly men, dragging a third forward.  The 

man looked up into Carnan’s eyes and snarled the word, “Murderer.” 

 Carnan’s eyes flashed in anger.  He rose from his throne and strode toward the prisoner.  

Carnan stopped an inch from the prisoner’s face.  He raised his scepter, ready to bash in the 

man’s head. 

 Carnan pivoted to Niri.   

 “Why don’t you do the honors, Niri?  It will be good to see a woman do her duty to the 

king.  Come.” 



 Niri stood, waited.  The silence was deafening.  She slowly kneeled.  Carnan’s eyes 

gleamed with twisted pleasure.  Niri bowed her head, her blue eyes meeting the glazed stare of 

the dead soldier. 

 In an instant she unsheathed the soldier’s dagger and flung it at Carnan’s heart.  The 

blade flew true, easily penetrating the king’s pretentious velvet robes.  Carnan stumbled 

backward a step, and then fell onto his back.  A bloody drool oozed out of his open, surprised 

mouth. 

 Niri walked over and knelt by the dying king.  The blade was buried to the hilt and came 

out only with some effort, pulling out bits of gristle and gobbets of tissue. 

 “You are not my king.  I am ruled by no one.” 

 Niri delicately touched the knife tip to the top of Carnan’s ear.  Then she pressed—

carving a deep line from Carnan’s ear to his shoulder. 

 “Now I have done my duty.” 

 Niri rose.  Several things then happened.  First the soldiers holding the prisoner dropped 

him and rushed towards Niri.  She snatched Carnan’s scepter and whirled to attack.  The spiked 

scepter tip met with a soldier’s head, flinging blood droplets everywhere.  As she was wielding 

the scepter, Niri darted forward and stabbed the dagger into another soldier’s heart. 

 More soldiers poured into the hall; Niri knew she was outnumbered.  A soldier ten feet 

away threw a knife toward her, but his aim was not as good as Niri’s.  She ducked, knowing the 

knife had plunged into another soldier’s neck.  Niri retreated, quickly stepping over the bodies. 

 “SILENCE!” 

 Everyone turned, even Niri, to face Sarcobra, Carnan’s chief concubine.  Sarcobra’s 

dress, a sheer pearl gray, skimmed her well-formed figure.  Her long, red hair fell to her waist. 

 Niri took this opportunity.  She unsheathed a dead soldier’s sword and began to cut her 

way through the men.  The first dozen didn’t have time to react; the next were too slow.  Niri 

neared the door. 

 Sarcobra was trying to yell over the fighting, declaring herself queen in a panicked voice.  

Niri did not look back. 

 Niri finally reached the door.  She slashed down the last soldier in her path, but she knew 

more would come.  She ran full out, her bare feet smacking against the cold marble.  She darted 

down the nearest corridor, gratefully realizing she had found the main entrance.  She slid out into 



the night, pressing herself against the wall, trying not to be seen.  She knew she must be quick.  

There was no escape except for a straight run over the drawbridge. Luck seemed to be with her, 

but how long would it hold?  

 “There she is!” a soldier in one of the towers yelled.  A slew of arrows came screaming 

down, and the drawbridge began to creak upward.  Niri ran.  Arrows flew past her, one striking 

her upper arm.  She did not make a sound.  Niri could hear pursuers behind her.  She ran harder.  

The bridge was half a dozen feet from the ground, but by the time Niri would reach the end--  

 She felt a stabbing pain in her foot, but she kept running. Arrows still whistled, but they 

were far off their mark. Carnan’s archers were sloppy.  Then, she jumped. 

 Arrows still whistled, but they were far off their mark.  She was out of range. 

She landed, rolling to lessen the impact and spare her throbbing foot. The arrow in her arm 

snapped, and she was back on her feet. Niri whirled when she heard someone land behind her.

 It was the prisoner.  The man who had called Carnan “murderer” and rightly so.  He 

stood before Niri, just staring at her.  She shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another.  Niri 

staggered as the pain stabbed deeper into her foot, then buckled to the ground. The man quickly 

knelt beside her, taking her foot in his hands. 

 “You’ve stepped on a broken arrow shaft. I will be able to get part of it out, but not all,” 

the man said.  “We must run before they send more troops after us.” 

 Niri nodded. 

 “They have horses, we only our feet.  How can we escape?”  Niri whispered, looking into 

the man’s dark eyes.   

The man whistled softly.  Niri looked at him.  Then hearing something, she looked to the 

forest, through the night mist. A horse trotted toward the man.  Its glossy black coat shone under 

the stars.  

 “What is its name?”  Niri whispered, awed. 

 “Her name is Obsidian, and mine is Remus Darrk-cofen.” 

 Niri’s gaze snapped to his. 

 “Thomas Darrk-cofen defied King Carnan and died for it.  Did you know him?”  Niri 

asked. 

 “He was my brother.  Carnan murdered him.” 

 Niri sat back, surprised.  She touched her foot tentatively. 



 “Pull it out now.  As much as you can.” 

 Remus nodded.  He pinched the wooden shard between his fingers and pulled.  The pain 

was nothing for Niri.  She stood up slowly; Remus did, too.  He mounted Obsidian, then held 

down a hand.  Niri took it and swung up onto the horse, wincing as she did so. 

 Remus turned to look at her. 

 “Are you alright?”  

Niri pushed the remainder of the broken arrow through her arm and flung it back towards 

Carnan’s castle.  

“I am now,” Niri replied. Remus paused, still staring at her. 

“What is your name?” 

 “Niri. Niri Berthang.” 

 Remus nodded, whispered to Obsidian, and they sped off. 

      . . . 

 Niri and Remus were sitting in the forest while Obsidian stood sleeping nearby.  They 

had made twelve or so miles from the castle of dead Carnan.  They both were eating cold biscuits 

for nourishment.  Remus had some in his pack.  He also had some shoes Niri could wear, though 

they were big on her. If they made a fire, they might be seen, so they sat under the trees in 

darkness.  

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” Remus asked, his brown eyes questioning. 

 “I taught myself.”  Niri thought back to her childhood, when she had watched the men 

fighting in the camps.  She had even practiced with some of them.  Her mother had encouraged 

Niri to learn, but she herself knew nothing of the art. 

   

 “Why did Carnan have you?  What did you do to incense him?”  Niri asked. 

 Remus stood and walked over to Obsidian; he stroked her strong, muscled neck.  

Obsidian nickered in her sleep.  Remus gave the smallest hint of a smile.He turned to Niri, his 

hand still resting on Obsidian’s neck. 

 “Carnan believed I could control the Devil’s Shroud.” 

 “The Devil’s…what’s that?”  Niri whispered.  

 Remus paused again.  He had seen the Shroud devour men whole, their screams 

disappearing into the mist. 



 “The Devil’s Shroud is a weapon, of sorts.  It is a black mist, blacker than the stormiest 

night sky, and it rises from the ground in swirling, snakelike tendrils.  It comes where much 

blood has been spilt, and swallows those still living.  You know it is coming by a smell, a briny 

sea-smell so strong you could almost suffocate.  You, as well as I, know the sea is hundreds of 

miles away, but it is said…”  Remus looked away. 

 “What?” Niri breathed. 

 “It is said there is a sea, deep below the ground, a sea of the dead.  Carnan has killed so 

many, that the sea is now overflowing.  And so, the dead are gaining influence in this world.  

They only kill those who have wronged them, which means any ally of Carnan’s.” 

 Niri sat back, drawing a deep breath. 

 “But, why did Carnan think you could control it?’  

 “Because…I can.”  Remus turned, woke Obsidian and swung up onto her back.  He held 

out his hand to Niri.  “We must ride now.” 

 Niri nodded, still speechless.  She stood up slowly, walked over, took Remus’ hand and 

swung up.  Remus leaned forward, whispered something into Obsidian’s ear, and they sped off. 

      . . . 

 They spent one more night in the forest.  Then they reached the foot of the Mordulata 

Mountains.  Their white peaks towered and stretched across the horizon, overwhelming the rest 

of the landscape. 

 “We must go through the range,” Remus said. “I have need of haste.”   

Obsidian suddenly whinnied and turned to run back into the forest.  There she paused, 

still as death, only her mane blowing in the biting wind. Remus leaned forward. 

 “What is it?”  he whispered.  Obsidian snorted, mist coming out of her nostrils.  Remus 

uttered a curse under his breath.  Obsidian walked quietly back into the forest, her coat making 

her invisible among the black shadows of the trees. 

 “A Volent is coming,” Remus whispered. 

 “A Volent?  What is a…” 

 “Hush.  You will see.”  Then Remus quieted.  Obsidian did not move.  Niri peered 

toward the mountains, looking for whatever Remus said was coming.  She saw a skitter of rocks 

slide down toward the mountain’s foot.  Then she saw it. 



 To Niri it looked like a snow leopard, but to Remus it looked like-- Then it raced off to 

the left, leaping fast with feline grace.   

 Remus exhaled.  He turned to look at Niri. 

 “What did you see?”  Remus asked. 

 “A leopard,” Niri whispered, her eyes wide with fear. 

 “Why a leopard?” 

 Niri gave Remus a strange look. 

 “What do you mean ‘why’?  I saw a snow leopard because it was a snow leopard. 

 Remus shook his head. 

“It was a Volent, a creature that takes the shape of your deepest fear. Years ago, Carnan 

enslaved these creatures and used them for evil ends.  Now they roam freely; they attack 

anything living because they remember nothing else.  Their minds are broken.  The Volent are a 

dangerous race. 

 Niri turned her gaze downward, ashamed at her lack of knowledge. 

 “So why did you see a leopard?” Remus repeated.  Niri kept her gaze downward.  Remus 

touched her chin, bringing her blue eyes up to his brown ones. 

 “Why?”  Remus said. 

 “When I was seven years old, my sister Rina and I were playing.  My mother was in the 

camp, giving orders to the soldiers and directing others.  Rina and I had wandered into this 

forest, which lay at the edge of all the tents.  We played hide-and-seek and climbed trees…”   

Niri broke off, her cobalt blue eyes turning downward once more. 

 “And…?” Remus said quietly. 

 “And…it was winter and a snow leopard had come down from these mountains, to hunt.  

Rina and I saw it, and we both ran.  But I ran faster.  I heard a scream, and I turned back.  The 

leopard had pounced on Rina.  She was screaming, and it was clawing.  I picked up a heavy rock 

and threw it.  The rock hit the leopard hard on its shoulder so it darted away, disappearing into 

the shadows.  Rina lay still on the ground.  I ran over to her.  Her face was bleeding, one eye 

clamped shut, and tears were running from the other eye.  Rina’s tunic was shredded, and a long 

gash ran from her shoulder to her belly button.  She said only one thing to me. My sister said 

‘Mother always told me you were stronger. That is why she treats you more cruelly than she does 



me. To harden you. To strengthen you further. Mother will be happy now. Tell her I loved her, 

Niri. And…’  

And then she stilled forever.  I bent and picked her up, holding her like I did when we 

played princess. I always had to be the prince, and to dashingly carry her around.  Except this 

time she was dead.  Her blood ran freely onto my clothes.  I saw the leopard to my left, perhaps 

twenty feet away.  It would disappear for a moment, return again.  It was stalking me.  I did not 

care. 

 When I walked into the camp with Rina’s body in my arms, my mother saw.  She walked 

over calmly, took Rina from me, and walked away.  She ordered some men to go kill the leopard 

and to bring it to me.  When the soldiers did this, I felt no better seeing the leopard laid dead at 

my feet.  Vengeance brings no sweetness to a too-soft heart.” 

 Remus whistled softly.  Silence blanketed the forest.  Even the wind stilled.   

 “Are you alright?” Remus asked.  Niri nodded.  Obsidian nickered. 

 “Yes, I know we’re in a hurry, Obsidian, but do try have some manners.” 

 Niri laughed. 

 “Get on with yourself then,” Remus chuckled; Obsidian obediently started to run. 

 The mountain path was treacherous, narrow in some places and falsely wide in others, the 

rock brittle and cold.  Snow began to fall, at first in soft flakes that tickled the skin and then in 

icy flakes that bit.  The wind furiously shoved at them, making the snow even worse. 

 A couple of miles into the mountains, they came upon a cavern where they could rest.  

Remus dismounted, leading Obsidian in, Niri still riding.  It was very dark and cold, but it was 

dry.  The wind blew in some, but not much. 

 “We’ll spend the night here.  Okay?” 

 “Okay.”  Niri dismounted. Obsidian walked deeper into the cave, gazing at her 

surroundings.  The horse’s tail continually swished.  Niri sat down. 

 “I’ve been thinking, Remus.  How did you know a Volent was coming?  Before you saw 

it?” 

 “Obsidian told me,”  Remus replied easily. 

 Niri smiled, “I know she warned you something was coming, but how did you know…” 

 Remus shook his head abruptly. 

 “Do you know anything of magic, Niri?”  Remus asked.  Niri shook her head. 



 “I know only of war.” Niri mustered.  Remus paused. 

 “There are two arenas of magic: death and life.  Fields within these two arenas abound; in 

the magic of death, one can learn to speak with the dead, or ally with them, or enslave them as 

Carnan wanted to do.  In the arena of life, there are far more things to learn.  One can learn to 

heal others, to interpret dreams, to influence the weather, even to shapeshift.  But I think the 

most interesting subject is Animalengua.  You must be born with the gift of it, but still you must 

train.” 

 “Animalengua is the ability to speak with an animal.  Right now Obsidian is telling me 

I’m a know-it-all and you’re a little dim upstairs.  Forgive her manners.”  Remus glared 

halfheartedly at Obsidian, who snorted and stamped her feet playfully.  Niri laughed.  Facing 

Niri, Remus began to talk again, while Obsidian, behind Remus, nickered and snorted 

obnoxiously loud. 

 “Specifically, Animalengua is the ability to speak with one animal.  Some people who 

have the talent never find their companion.  I found Obsidian when I was nine years old.” 

 Obsidian walked over and shoved Remus toward Niri.  Remus blushed, turned and cursed 

halfheartedly at the horse, and turned again to Niri.  He saw down across from her.  

 “Somehow, by a magic foreign to me, Obsidian could see the gift in my eyes. When an 

animal finds one with the gift, it is bound by an ancient pact meant to unite beasts and men. This 

pact says the animal must offer to teach and train, love and protect the human with the gift. If the 

human rejects the offer, he or she loses the gift forever. If the human accepts, the rewards are 

endless.” 

 Obsidian whinnied, bent her neck down and tousled Remus’ brown curly hair with her 

cool, velvety nose.  

 “See what I mean?” Remus laughed. Obsidian knocked him over with a swift push of her 

head. Niri doubled over in laughter while Remus ‘fought off’ Obsidian. Niri hadn’t really 

laughed in a long time. She liked it. 

 Soon after, Niri fell asleep. Obsidian did, too. Remus, for a while, stood watch at the cave 

entrance, though he could see nothing through the swirling snow. He stood like that for quite 

some time, until Obsidian came and nudged him back farther into the cave. He sank down onto 

his butt, sitting across from Niri. She was sleeping sitting up, and her black hair fell in her face. 

Remus thought her hair looked very soft; it did not completely hide the long scar down her face 



and neck. Remus shuddered to think what had been done to her. He watched her sleep a while 

longer, still thinking about how wonderful it would be to run his fingers through her hair.  

 Obsidian bent her head and almost purred something into Remus’ ear.  

 “Yes, I think she is beautiful,” Remus whispered, gently pushing Obsidian’s head away. 

… 

 When Niri awoke, dim shafts of light shone into the cave. Remus still lay asleep against 

the opposite cave wall. Niri stood up, her legs sore from riding all day before. She walked over 

to Obsidian, who was also asleep, and began to stroke the horse’s velvety nose. Obsidian stirred, 

blowing fog out of her nostrils in the cold morning air. Niri smiled. 

 Niri turned from Obsidian and walked toward the cave entrance. The snow had stopped, 

but a white mist blanketed the air so thickly one would not be able to see their hand in front of 

their face if they stretched it out. The cold, wet air chilled Niri but also invigorated her.  

 Obsidian whinnied, an almost nervous sound, Niri thought to herself. Niri heard some 

rocks slide down near the cave entrance. She turned to look at the horse, who was trying to wake 

up Remus. He muttered something in his sleep. 

 Niri turned and walked out into the dim sunlight. All was silent but for the tiniest whisper 

of wind. Niri’s ebony hair lifted from her shoulders. She took a breath of icy air.  

 “Niri! There’s a-” but Remus did not get to finish. 

 Niri was slammed onto her stomach against the snow-covered ground. Something slashed 

through her clothes, tearing a long gash down her back. Niri kicked back instinctively, and the 

weight lifted for an instant. She rolled onto her back to see a snow leopard inches from her. Its 

teeth bared, the leopard glared menacingly through its narrowed, pale blue eyes. Niri scooted 

backwards, using her hands to quicken her pace. She nearly lost her balance, sliding closer to the 

edge of the path. She snatched a quick glance downward. Hundreds of feet lay between her and 

the crags below. Then she snapped her gaze back to the leopard’s. Niri stared into its pale blue 

eyes. The snow leopard took one step forward, the pads of its feet making no sound on the snow. 

Niri stood up quickly, not even noticing the pain of her back. She reached down to draw her 

knife. Niri lowered her hands to her sides, remembering she had left it in the cave. 

 The leopard took another step forward, its teeth bared no longer. Its thick fur rippled in 

the heightening wind.  

 “You speak the tongue of the leopard. I see it in your eyes.” 



 Niri stumbled backwards, the pain of her back overcoming her. She staggered, then fell 

back, now sitting at eye-level with the leopard. Niri knew the leopard had spoken to her. She also 

knew she had understood. The leopard opened its mouth to speak again. 

 “I can teach you the ways of the leopard. I can teach you to survive. I am under the law of 

ancient magic to offer you this opportunity. This alliance.” The leopard circled behind Niri. Niri 

felt its cold nose touch her back, where both cloth and flesh had been rent. The cold wind burned 

her bare flesh. 

 The leopard circled to face Niri. 

 “I am sorry for what I did to you. Food is scarce, and I did not know you were a Speaker. 

Your back will heal. You must answer my offer in one hour. When I return, I will have some 

healer’s root with me. Choose wisely, Speaker. In one hour.” The leopard bounded past Niri, 

disappearing into the thinning mist.  

 “Niri!” Remus yelled as he ran out from the cave. He stumbled down beside her. “Are 

you alright? What happened? Why-” 

 “I am fine,” Niri said stoically. She moved onto her knees, then stood up slowly. The 

wind nearly knocked her over. 

 “Are you sure you’re alright? What-” Remus broke off as he stared at the bloody gash 

down Niri’s back. Niri stumbled toward the cave. “Niri, wait!” Remus yelled. Niri collapsed onto 

the snow, and everything went black. 

… 

 Niri awoke to find the cave empty except for Obsidian. A fire glowed warmly near her, 

and for some reason she was laying against a warm, fur blanket. She turned and nearly vaulted 

backward at the sight of the snow leopard, who was sleeping peacefully on the cave floor. Niri 

sat up and scooted back farther. Her back to the cave entrance, she watched the snow leopard 

sleep, wondering if this was a dream. The fire crackled softly. Obsidian slept, occasionally 

nickering in her sleep. Niri watched and waited.  

 Her back felt enormously better. She reached back to discover her tunic had been neatly 

mended. Niri lowered her hand, still watching the leopard carefully. Its tail swished back and 

forth, thudding against the cave floor. The leopard breathed slowly, its grey spots seeming to 

expand with each inhalation and to shrink with each outward breath. Its whiskers twitched a few 

times. Its tail thumped. Thumped.  



 “Niri?” 

 Niri spun around to face Remus, whose hair was covered in a crown of snowflakes. His 

normally pale skin was aflush from the biting wind. Niri smiled. Remus returned the favor. He 

set down a large armful of firewood and came to sit next to Niri. The leopard’s tail thumped 

quietly.  

 “How long have I been out?” Niri asked. Remus looked away. Niri repeated the question. 

 “Two days,” Remus finally said. Niri whistled softly, a habit she had picked up from 

Remus. Remus nodded. The snow leopard’s tail thudded against the floor. 

 “How is your back?” said Remus. 

 “Much better.” Niri turned when she heard not a sound, but the absence of one. The 

leopard sat tall and still, its tail no longer thumping against the cave floor. Its blue eyes stared 

straight into Niri’s. When it began to walk toward her, Niri involuntarily scooted backward, but 

she only met the cave wall. She pressed into it, not caring how much it hurt her back. Remus 

reached up and turned her face to his. 

 “It’s going to be alright,” Remus said softly. Niri looked at him, then nodded slowly. She 

returned her gaze to that of the snow leopard’s.  

 “Do you accept the offer I have given you?” the leopard questioned. Niri looked back at 

Remus, then back at the leopard. She nodded. Remus watched this exchange with wide eyes. The 

leopard bowed its head in assent. It raised its pale blue eyes to Niri’s face. 

 “Obsidian has told me of your quest. We will leave tomorrow at dawn.” 

 Confused at this, Niri looked over at Remus, but he, not able to understand the leopard, 

looked even more confused.  

 “And, if you wish to know, my name is Tracer.” The leopard turned and walked over to 

Obsidian, who was now wide awake.  

 “Perhaps we should leave the two of them to talk?” the snow leopard asked Obsidian. 

The horse nodded, and they both walked out of the cave, talking like old friends.  

Niri turned to Remus. 

 “What quest have you in mind?” she asked pointedly. Remus recoiled slightly at Niri’s 

tone. He stood up and began to pace. Niri watched him for a moment and then repeated her 

question. Remus stopped and looked down at her. 



 “The snow leopard brought news of the city and of Carnan’s successor. Sarcobra has 

declared herself queen and desires vengeance against you and me. You, for killing Carnan, and 

me, for escaping.” 

 Niri looked up at Remus and said, “What are we supposed to do? Go back to the city, 

walk up to Sarcobra, turn ourselves in and hope for mercy? You should know better, Remus. I 

am ruled by no one.” 

 Remus smiled, but his eyes were grim. 

 “Sarcobra is powerful. Her rule is worse than Carnan’s was because she is cunning and 

cruel simultaneously. She knows how to manipulate. Also, she has found a wizard. One who 

works for her at a high price.” 

 Niri shut her eyes. She did not want to know, but she had to. 

 “What is that price?” Niri heard herself whisper. 

 “Sarcobra’s wizard, Mortalon is his name, enjoys killing children. Each day Sarcobra 

arranges for him to have a dozen children with which to play, to torture, and to kill. Many will 

die; many already have. I must stop them.” 

 Niri turned her gaze downward, staring at the cave floor. She had seen children die. It 

was perhaps the worst thing in the world. The first had been her sister Rina. But she had seen 

more. Many more. Niri snapped her gaze up to Remus’ troubled face. 

 “Why couldn’t you use the Devil’s Shroud, to kill Mortalon and end the killings? Why-” 

 “Wizard Mortalon is immune to the Shroud. I have crossed paths with him before, and 

the Shroud has not come to my aid. Mortalon cannot be defeated by the Devil’s Shroud. I have 

tried, and failed.” Remus began to pace again. His downcast eyes were clouded with thoughts. 

“To kill Mortalon, I must go to the Necran. They are an ancient race, which knows only of war 

and of death. They will help me harness the power to kill Mortalon. They must.” 

 “What makes you think the Necran will help you?” Niri asked. Remus paused. 

 “They were slaves of Carnan once; any enemy of his is a friend of theirs.”  

 Niri nodded, trying to take it all in. She turned and smiled when she heard a familiar 

nicker. In walked Obsidian and Tracer. Obsidian trotted over to Remus and laid her head over his 

shoulder. Tracer padded over to Niri. Niri kneeled in front of the snow leopard. Very slowly she 

held out her hand, as if she thought Tracer would bite it off. Instead, he placed his head under 



Niri’s hand, wanting her to scratch behind his ears. Niri did, and a deep purr rumbled up from 

Tracer’s chest. Niri smiled nervously as the leopard looked at her through his pale blue eyes. 

… 

 When Remus awoke the next morning, he found Niri already up and walking about. 

Tracer impatiently padded back and forth, while Obsidian stamped annoyedly at being up at such 

an early hour. Outside the sky was a pewter gray, lightening only a little as time went on. 

 “Get up, Remus,” Obsidian snorted, “you rather look a nitwit sitting there while your 

girlfriend,” Obsidian nodded at Niri, “is doing all the work.” The horse bent down and sloppily 

licked Remus’ face. 

 “Ugh,” he muttered, and pressed himself back against the wall, putting his hands in front 

of his face to defend himself. When Obsidian stopped making snide comments, Remus stood up. 

He dried his face with his ragged shirt. Obsidian whinnied noisily. 

“Remind me to trade you for a new horse when we come to the next town. It would be nice to 

have some peace and quiet.” Remus half-smiled at the horse. Obsidian neighed shrilly and then 

snorted.  

 Niri turned and smiled at Remus. He closed his eyes, freezing that image in his mind. 

When he opened them, Niri was sitting atop the horse, her hand held down to him.  

 "Are you coming?" Niri still held her hand out to Remus. He took it and swung up behind 

Niri.  

 "I like your girlfriend better than you, Remus. She is much nicer to me than you are. I-"  

 "Shut up," Remus interrupted Obsidian. "And she is not my-"  

 Niri turned to look at Remus. "Did I do something?" she asked. Remus shook his head, 

flushing red. Tracer looked up at them both. Then the snow leopard bounded out of the cave. 

Obsidian followed.  

 The trek was slow. Though the snow had ceased to fall, its drifts were deep and crusted in 

ice. Tracer walked over this easily, the pads of his paws acting like snowshoes. Obsidian, on the 

other hand, kept sliding, her iron-shod hooves finding little traction on the ice. Both Remus and 

Niri dismounted, and tried to lead Obsidian forward. The horse did better then, for the weight 

was less, and she could progress faster, slow though it still was. By the time the sun was directly 

over their heads, they had made a decent six miles. Niri wanted to go faster, but Remus made her 

slow down.  



 "You will pass out if you keep trying to go ahead as fast as you are," Remus said.  

 "But children are dying, Remus! Every moment we delay is a slow torture for them. How 

can you be so detached?" Niri replied indignantly. She tried to push past him but he took her arm 

firmly with his hand. Niri glared at him. 

 "Niri, if you go too fast now, you will slow us in the end. I know that children are dying 

cruel and unnecessary deaths as well as you. Believe me. I do. But-" Remus gazed straight into 

her cold blue eyes; a single tear ran down her cheek. Niri reached up and felt the tear on her skin. 

Her expression instantly changed from one of anger to fury, her eyes sparkling with both pain 

and rage. Ripping her arm from Remus’ grip, Niri turned and stalked ahead to where Tracer was. 

The leopard began to walk at Niri's heated pace. Niri's face was frozen in a harsh scowl. Tracer 

looked up at her for a moment, then looked down again.  

 "He is right." Silence followed this remark. Niri, like a miffed child, stamped forward 

through the snow. Tracer stayed patiently by her side. When Niri finally slowed a bit, she and 

Tracer were nearly fifty feet ahead of Remus and Obsidian. Tracer turned his blue eyes to Niri's 

face again. "You know he is right," the leopard repeated. Niri nodded, but rather than deflate her 

anger, this increased it.  

 "If children are dying, how can Remus be so detached from it all? He-"  

 "He is not detached," the leopard cut her off abruptly. "He-- I cannot tell you. He must 

tell you on his own terms." 

 "Tell me what?" Niri's voice rose. She fairly hissed at the leopard. "I-" 

 "Stop acting like a child, Niri. The world does not center on you." This time Tracer 

stalked ahead, his tail jerking back and forth.  

 Behind them, Obsidian and Remus pushed forward. Remus’ eyes were downcast; 

occasionally they flickered upward to check on Niri. Obsidian watched Remus carefully.  

 "You should tell her, Remus. Niri would understand if you told her," Obsidian said 

quietly. Remus only shook his head and kept walking. She sighed (if a horse can sigh). Tiny 

snowflakes flecked Obsidian's glossy black coat. When she looked over at Remus again, she saw 

he was crying silently. The horse nudged him gently with her head, but Remus pushed Obsidian 

away. 

… 



 Two nights later Remus and Niri still had not spoken. They sat under some trees at the 

foot of Sangrok, the highest peak in the Mordulata chain. Once they passed it, they could ride 

swiftly to the land of the Necran. Niri sat with Tracer, and Remus, Obsidian. They both stared at 

the ground, constantly avoiding each other's eyes. Obsidian occasionally nickered at Remus, 

trying to start a conversation, but he completely ignored the mare. 

 Niri sat with her arms crossed in front of her. Her face was still set in a dark scowl. Then 

Remus stood up and just walked away. Niri watched him go, her face expressionless. Tracer lay 

on the cold ground, looking at Niri all the while. Obsidian gazed at the two for a moment, and 

then trotted off in pursuit of Remus.  

 "You should go after him too, Niri." Tracer yawned and closed his eyes. Niri sighed. She 

stood up and stretched her legs. Her gaze turned to the direction Remus had taken. She swiveled 

the other direction, and froze. She thought she had just seen-- 

 "Tracer. Did you see that, Tracer? Tracer, wake up!" Niri turned and looked at the snow 

leopard. Tracer yawned again, and stood up slowly. "Have you seen others of your kind in these 

parts, Tracer?" Niri thought she had just seen-- a Volent. She had to find Remus. And Obsidian.  

 Tracer suddenly hissed. Niri looked down at him. Tracer's hackles were raised, and his 

ears pressed flat back against his head. He bared his teeth, all the fangs gleaming. Niri tensed, 

pivoting slowly. Another snow leopard stood in front of her. It glared at Niri. The leopard lunged 

for her, but collided with Tracer. The leopards hit the ground, rolling in each other's clawing 

embrace. Tracer swiped at the leopard, his claws raking the other's face. Tracer yowled in fury 

when the other leopard bit deep into his shoulder. Both cats' feet were kicking and slashing 

madly, trying to cleave the other's underbelly. The leopards rolled across the ground, each 

fighting for the advantage. Niri watched this deadly wrestling match, frozen with indecision.  

 Tracer was losing. His fur was matted red with blood. Niri didn't know what to do. 

Suddenly an arrow flew past her head and straight into the other leopard's eye. It howled madly. 

Tracer rolled out from under it. Another arrow whistled past Niri's head and struck the leopard in 

the heart. It shook and then stilled. Niri turned and saw Remus, holding the bow. He ran to her. 

 "Are you alright?" he asked. Niri nodded. She turned and saw only a black pile of ash 

where the leopard had been. She turned again to Remus. 

 "It was a Volent," he said simply. Niri heard a dull thud. Tracer had collapsed onto the 

ground. 



 "Tracer, no!" Niri ran to the snow leopard, knelt beside him. Tracer's usually white fur 

was stained an ugly red. His breathing was uneven, and his tail twitched jerkily back and forth. 

"Tracer!" Niri pleaded. Remus reached into his pack and quickly pulled out some of the 

remaining healer's root. He pressed it into his hands, crushing it into a powdery sap. Remus bent 

over and gently touched it to Tracer's body. The leopard shuddered violently at Remus’ touch. 

Niri watched, her eyes awash with unshed tears. 

 Tracer panted heavily, his chest heaving rapidly one moment and slow as death the next. 

Remus took off his shirt and pressed it to Tracer's main wound, a long and wide gash down the 

leopard's stomach. In a few minutes the shirt was saturated with blood. But soon the bleeding 

slowed. Tracer's breathing evened, shallow though it was.  

 “Will he be all right?” Niri whispered. Remus paused.  

 “If he makes it through the night, we can hope,” Remus answered quietly. He reached 

into his pack and pulled out a needle and thread. Niri stared at him. 

 “What are you going to do?” 

 “Sew him up,” Remus replied. 

  Neither Niri nor Remus slept that night. Obsidian watched off and on between bouts of 

restless sleep. Remus and Niri switched off, sitting by Tracer or standing watch. Tracer slept the 

whole night, sometimes growling in his sleep. His tail never stopped moving. 

 Several times Remus opened his mouth to speak, but found he couldn’t. He didn’t want 

Niri’s pity, only her understanding. He walked over and sat down beside her. 

 “I have something to tell you.”  

 Niri looked over at Remus. He could tell she had been crying, but he said nothing. Under 

her eyes were dark circles. Remus knew she was tired too, but he had to tell her.  

 “I am not as detached from the deaths of the children as you think.” Remus paused. “My 

brother, Thomas, had a son. His name was Xander. After Thomas’ murder, I took Xander into 

my keeping. And when I was taken prisoner, they took Xander too. I knew they were torturing 

him, yet I could do nothing. When Sarcobra took the throne, her first present for Mortalon was 

my nephew. Tracer said Xander did not die quickly, but he did die bravely, forever loyal to his 

father and to me. 

 I have lost faith in the bravery or courage of death. All I want is Mortalon – dead.” Niri 

began to say something, but Remus stopped her. “There is more. Mortalon, the wizard, was a 



boyhood friend of mine. He was not always bad. But he grew jealous and greedy and foolish 

over time, and his heart curdled like bad milk. I must kill Mortalon to protect what he once was. 

A friend. A human.” Remus looked up to meet Niri’s questioning gaze. 

 “Why did you not tell me?” she asked. Niri held his gaze; Remus could not look away.  

 “I know you are sad, Niri. You hide this well from strangers, but now I have spent time 

with you, I see the sadness always in your eyes. Sometimes it fades, but it is never gone. I did not 

wish to add to your pain.” Remus stopped. Niri still gazed at him. 

 “There should be no secrets between us.” Niri paused. Doubt filled her mind. She had 

never told anyone what she was going to tell him. “Do you know the name Arlesse Setey?” Niri 

asked. 

 “Who doesn’t?” Remus replied. “She was queen before Carnan came to power. Before he 

stole the throne.”  

 Niri nodded. “Arlesse was my mother.” At this Remus whistled softly. Niri nodded again. 

“When my sister Rina died, I wept for hours. Until my mother stopped me. She made me swear 

never to cry, for she thought it a weakness. And to be weak was to die. 

 After that, any time I cried meant a beating. And if I cried when I was beaten, I was 

beaten worse. And if I still cried, I was beaten until I could no longer even think to cry. I learned 

quickly. Each night my mother would come to me, and say ‘never bring the rain, Niri, for the 

rain of tears softens the soil of the heart; never bring the rain.’  

 And so I hate to cry because it makes me weak. The other day when we had words, I shed 

a tear. I had not felt a tear on my face for years; I do not like the feeling. That is why Carnan 

loved to hate me. He liked women who were weak and soft, who would beg and cry for him to 

stop hurting them. When he gave me this,” Niri reached up and traced the long scar on her face 

with a delicate finger, “I shed not a tear. He wanted me to cry. But I did not.” 

 Niri looked down at Tracer.  The leopard slept quietly; his whiskers twitched every so 

often.  Remus stood silently.  Niri looked up at him. 

 “We have to cross Sangrok tomorrow.  I have seen more Volent in these parts of late.”  

Remus turned and walked over to Obsidian, who was sound asleep. He reached up and stroked 

the mare’s head.  She opened her near-black eyes at his touch. 

 “Hello, girl,” Remus whispered.  “Do you think you could do something for me?” 



 Obsidian nodded.  Remus whispered into Obsidian’s ear.  Then he walked back to where 

Niri was sitting.  She looked up at him expectantly. 

 “Obsidian will carry Tracer.  Tomorrow at dawn we will leave.”  Remus answered Niri’s 

gaze. 

 He lay down on the hard ground, his back to Niri.  Niri remained awake awhile longer, 

reluctant to take her eyes off Tracer; Obsidian finally came over and nudged Niri downwards, 

until she lay on the ground.  Obsidian softly nickered her approval, and signaled she would keep 

watch.  Niri at last fell asleep. 

      . . . 

 The next morning Obsidian bumped Remus awake, impatiently nudging him back and 

forth.  Remus stood up slowly.  Niri lay asleep at Tracer’s side.  Her black hair had fallen over 

her face, hiding her ever tearless eyes.  Remus gazed at her for a moment, then turned back to 

Obsidian.  She nodded that she was ready.  Remus walked over to Tracer and knelt beside the 

leopard. 

 “Tracer?  Wake, Tracer.  It is time.” 

 The leopard opened one pale blue eye. 

 “I am going to lift you and put you across Obsidian’s back.  We must make the pass 

today.” 

 The snow leopard nodded.  Remus slid his arms under Tracer’s body, and lifted him 

gently.  The leopard mewled softly in pain.  Remus did not hesitate.  He draped Tracer sideways, 

across Obsidian’s back.  When Remus finished this task, he turned to wake Niri up, but she was 

gone.  Remus uttered a curse under his breath. 

 “Niri!” he called.  No answer.  He yelled her name again, but no reply came.  Remus 

hadn’t noticed before, but he saw his bloody shirt was gone.  Obsidian whinnied.  Remus turned 

and saw Niri walking towards him.  He ran to her. 

 “What happened? Where--?” 

 Niri held up Remus’ shirt.  It was clean, unstained.  Remus took it in his hands.  It was 

dry and cool.  He gazed again at Niri.  She smiled. 

 “It was the least I could do,” Niri said. “I washed it in a nearby stream.  Remus smiled 

and put the shirt on, but inside he felt angry panic.  He had thought Niri was lost to him. 



 So they began to walk.  Remus led, then Niri and Obsidian with Tracer brought up the 

rear, all in silence.  Remus set his face in a scowl when Niri could not see him.  Niri turned every 

so often to check on Tracer and Obsidian.   

 Halfway up the mountain, the sky became a piercing blue, and the wind, low.  The sun 

reflected blindingly off the snow.  Though it was cold, the relative lack of wind made it bearable.  

Remus walked farther and farther ahead, Niri struggling to keep up with him.  She ran to catch 

him.  She ignored her fear of heights and instead focused on Remus.   

Remus!”  she called  “Remus, wait!”  She ran faster.  The ice was slick.  The wind began 

to strengthen.  Niri called his name one more time. 

 “Remus!” 

 And then a thin sheet of ice broke off the path, and Niri slid and fell.  With both hands, 

she dug into the ice.  She dangled over thousands of feet of rocky chasm.   

 “Remus!”  Niri screamed.  Her fingers slid a bit closer to the edge.  The cold ice seemed 

to burn her fingers as she dug in harder.  Remus turned and ran to Niri.  He grabbed onto her 

hands and began to pull. Niri’s hands were wet and slick with melting flakes of ice. She gripped 

Remus’ hands tighter, which in turn caused him to lose hold. One of Niri’s hands slipped out of 

his, and she screamed. 

“Don’t let me go, Remus! Please don’t let me go!” Niri’s voice shook violently. Remus 

extended his free hand downward, trying to reach Niri’s flailing arm. Niri’s fingernails dug 

painfully deep into Remus’ palm. He stretched his arm farther downward, and his fingers 

connected with hers. He tightened his grip, holding on to Niri. 

Niri kept repeating “Don’t let me go, don’t let me go” over and over again.  

Her voice trembled on the edge of hysteria.  

“Niri!” Remus shouted. She instantly quieted. Her blue eyes gazed up into his brown  

ones. “I will not let you go. You have to trust me. Just keep looking at me. Don’t look down. Just 

look at me.” Remus paused. Niri nodded, her eyes never leaving his.  

He began to pull her up, very slowly, so as not to lose hold of her again. It seemed to  

take an excruciatingly long time. Niri only looked into Remus’ eyes. She did not say a word.  

When her feet were finally on the solid ground Niri slumped, relieved, into Remus’ arms.  He 

held her tightly, crushing breath from her lungs, unable and unwilling to let her go. When Remus 



finally pulled back to look at her, he saw tears running down her face.  She looked away, tried to 

pull away, but Remus would not let her. 

 “I am weak,” Niri whispered. Remus shook his head and wiped the tears from her pale 

face.  He looked straight into her eyes. 

 “You are not weak. Your mother said the rain of tears softens the soil of the heart.  But it 

also allows things to grow.  Sooner or later you must bring the rain, Niri; holding in the torrent 

will only hurt you in the end.” 

 Niri shook her head weakly.  She tried to pull away again, and this time Remus let her.  

Niri turned and went over to Obsidian.  Tracer looked up at Niri, his pale blue eyes barely 

opened. 

 “Are you all right Tracer?” Niri asked.  The leopard closed his eyes and nodded. 

 “Are you?”  Tracer asked Niri.  Niri didn’t answer.  She turned and looked at Remus. 

Remus would not meet her eyes.  He knew it was his fault.  He had gone ahead, acting like an 

angry child, and Niri had tried to stop him.  To talk to him.  He had caused her to fall; she could 

have died.  Remus would not meet Niri’s gaze.  Niri walked over to him and knelt in front of 

him.   

 She pushed his chin up, forcing his brown eyes to her blue ones.  He wanted to look away 

but could not.  Niri saw the shame in his eyes. 

 ‘It was not your fault,” Niri whispered, her eyes still searching his.  “It was not,” she 

repeated. 

 “I must go, I am wasting time. And it is too dangerous for you to be with me.  I….” 

 “Hush,” Niri, cut him off, touching her fingers to his lips. Remus flushed. “Remus,” Niri 

paused. “YOU are not going anywhere.  WE are.  I am a dangerous person and so are you.  

Danger follows us; it is who we are. 

 I would be in no more, nor no less danger if I was alone.  Remember that Remus Darrk-

cofen.  Remember that.”  Niri stopped.  She looked at him a moment longer.  Then she stood and 

held down her hand.  Remus took and stood also. 

 “Ready?”  Niri asked.  Remus nodded.  They began to walk, Niri still holding Remus’ 

hand tightly.  Obsidian and Tracer followed behind. 
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