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Raydin lowered himself to the ground gently, supported by the great 
claws of Maphail. Still, he hissed as his injured arm brushed against 
the side of the great beast. The arrow had gone clean through, but the 
rage and blood flow that came as a result had yet to ebb. Gripping the 
tunic above his wound, he gave a quick jerk and watched the fabric fall 
away.

Even as the grisly sight met his eyes, he looked again at his best 
friend. “You’re not hurt in any way, are you?” His own wounds he 
could  handle.  Any harm upon the  Gryphon and he  would  declare 
vengeance and hunt the villains until the end of their days.

Maphail spread his wings for inspection and yet shook his entire 
body in the negative. Raydin nodded in relief before going to his pack. 
He  had  just  enough  time  to  remove  some  wrappings  when  the 
Gryphon shifted, bringing his great head around in order to sniff the 
hole in his Rider’s arm. Before Raydin could stop him, his long pink 
tongue flicked out and licked at the still bleeding wound.

In  an  instant,  Raydin’s  teeth  clenched  together  as  he  stifled  an 
inarticulate cry of pain. His entire arm seemed to be set on fire as the 
torn muscle and skin began to knit itself slowly back together. Acidic 
vomit built up in the back of his throat as the agony spread through his 
veins.  His  vision became spotted with  black  spheres,  and his  body 
trembled  with  its  own  undeniable  weakness.  All  of  the  things  he 
couldn’t afford to have happen on the hostile plains of Nassia.

Though a Gryphon’s saliva was renowned for its healing ability, the 
amount of pain caused by it was enough to swear off any Rider from 
coaxing the gift from their friend. To heal naturally was to put their 
bodies to the test as well as save them from the intense battle Raydin 
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was now forced to endure. And all the while he struggled to remain 
conscious, he wondered again how he had never felt this type of agony 
on the day he had been bonded with Maphail.

When  his  knees  finally  gave  out,  he  flung  himself  against  the 
Gryphon and clung to the saddle with palms slick from sweat. From 
there, he eased himself to the ground and waited. For smaller wounds, 
he could be on his feet again within moments. For the rebinding of 
muscle and flesh, he wondered how much time was actually available 
to him.

That’s  when he  heard it.  The  enraged cry  of  a  second Gryphon. 
From the little cove of trees Maphail had sought, Raydin could not see 
much beyond the mid-day sun. Then a shadow spread across the sky 
and his eyes widened in recognition.

The Black Gryphon screamed again as his wings folded close to his 
side as he dove out of sight. Following his screams were the sounds of 
human shouts and cries of fear not so far away. Raydin couldn’t keep 
his eyes open—not that it would do him any good—so he strained his 
ears for each solitary note coming from the direction where he was 
attacked.

Suddenly,  a  gut-wrenching scream filled the  air.  Raydin  had just 
opened his eyes long enough to see a man’s body disappear into the 
trees. He had been dropped from above. From heights so high that he 
couldn’t even see the Gryphon until he dove down again. This time, 
Raydin’s eyes were trained on the tops of the tree lines as the great 
black  beast  burst  into  the  sky  once  more.  Two  individuals  were 
clutched in his claws. One was let go just as they came into sight.

Raydin could not look away. Horror and a fierce pride filled him. To 
harm a messenger was to forfeit one’s life, and so he saw the deaths of 
these archers as nothing more than justice. Yet, the rage exhibited in 
each of the Gryphon’s cries and the actions allowed by his Rider made 
Raydin’s stomach turn. He had heard of the viciousness often exuded 
by this pair. Yet, to see it with his own eyes…

His thoughts were still far off when the shadow once more blocked 
the sun from his eyes. A sound like a chirp came from above and he 
could feel Maphail’s response beneath his head before the voice left his 
Gryphon’s throat. A shadow remained over him as the Black Gryphon 
circled into their small glade and then landed with the hard hitting of 
giant paws.

Xzaryth didn’t even have his claws fully on the ground before his 
Rider stripped off her leather riding helmet and gloves. His wings had 
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just folded when she leapt from his shoulder, racing to Raydin’s side 
with only a cautious bow of the head for Maphail. When she had knelt 
by his side, Raydin felt suddenly stunned. It had been ten years since 
Sarrie  had  left  their  tribe,  and  time  had  made  a  most  courageous 
woman out of a most gentle girl.

“Where are you hurt? Is Maphail injured? How many shot at you? I 
should have let Xzaryth take more of them,” she muttered as her hands 
wrapped around his upper arm.

“I  am  unharmed,  for  the  most  part.  One  arrow  found  its  way 
through my arm, but Maphail tended to that,” Raydin answered in a 
low voice. Sarrie was still examining his arm while he spoke and he 
noticed the grimace that flashed across her face when he mentioned 
the Gryphon’s ministrations.

“And  you,  Maphail?”  she  asked,  raising  her  dark  eyes  to  his 
Gryphon.

Maphail ignored her question long enough to lean his head down 
and sniff insolently at her hair.  The action brought a most beautiful 
smile  to  her  face  and she  reached up a  hand to  stroke  at  his  soft, 
feathered face. “Yes, I have missed you too, old friend,” she said in a 
low, loving tone.

Raydin  smiled  as  a  dozen  memories  came  rushing  back  of  this 
small, long-haired little girl who rushed forward, pushing through a 
crowd  of  people,  in  order  to  see  the  introduction  of  Raydin  and 
Maphail. A girl who gave him but an hour of talk amongst the men 
and boys in order to receive their congratulations before she boldly 
stepped forth and asked to be introduced to Maphail personally. And 
he could remember how much he had bragged about the capture of his 
Gryphon.

Before he could stop himself, a chuckle escaped his lips and Sarrie’s 
eyes  snapped  back  to  his  once  more.  There  was  no  softness  of 
remembrance in her then. Instead, the focus returned to her eyes and 
she rose to her feet. Ignoring his protests, she leaned back down and 
wrapped her arms around his chest, helping him to his feet.

“Maphail, you have to get him out of here. Fly an hour east. You’ll 
come to a small town on the very edge of Nassia’s border. There is an 
outpost there for those like us. Xzaryth and I still have a message to 
deliver, but we shall be right behind you.”

“No,” Raydin said, more to Maphail than Sarrie. “We, too, have a 
missive to deliver. I am well and healed, the danger has passed, and 
we will see our job completed. Onto Naevus, Maphail. Thank you for 
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your aid, Rider Sarrie and Xzaryth, but we will manage from here.”
Sarrie’s dark eyes studied him as he pulled himself proudly into his 

saddle.  Instead of saying anything,  however,  she merely bowed her 
head and returned to Xzaryth’s side. Once they had each fixed gloves 
and  helmets  in  place,  the  Gryphons  took  turns  exiting  the  narrow 
glade.

As they reached a level altitude, Raydin breathed in the thin air and 
enjoyed each cold, piercing sting as it entered his lungs. Below him, the 
plains of Nassia spread out around the small forest that they had taken 
refuge in. Golden hay fields waved in each subtle breeze as they led 
straight up to the village and manor that had been the destination of 
both messengers.

When Raydin had first approached, there had been archers stationed 
on each thatched roof.  He considered himself  lucky that  they were 
nothing more than a few farmers given bows and ordered to guard the 
Squire against any perceived threat. It was pure luck that one arrow 
actually  pierced  his  arm,  and  not  the  work  of  skill.  Had  it  been, 
Xzaryth would not have been alone in extracting vengeance.

Looking upon the village, now, he could see the fear and devastation 
wrought by the Black Gryphon. Great furrows were torn through the 
roofs of some of the houses, whilst blood soaked another. Three bodies 
sprawled across the roads were the only signs of human habitation. 
And to further keep the people deep in fear of retribution, the Black 
Gryphon let loose another loud scream. A warning to any who dared 
to think of continuing the Squire’s work.

When Maphail  and Xzaryth  back  winged into  the  courtyard just 
before  the  Squire’s  manor,  even  the  gates  were  unguarded.  Raydin 
dismounted slowly, unsure as to what actually awaited them within 
the stone walls. Of late, the Squire had not been known to be a rational 
man, much less an honorable one. If his archers fired on messengers, it 
was no great stretch to assume that he would lay an ambush for them.

Sarrie,  however,  never  hesitated.  The  moment  her  feet  hit  the 
ground,  she  strode  for  the  gate.  Again,  Raydin  was  struck  by  the 
differences  between  the  girl  he  had  known  and  the  woman  she’d 
become. Even now, both of her hands rested on the hilts of two jeweled 
knives strapped to her belt. From the sheaths, he could determine that 
each  one  bore  a  wicked  curve  as  well  as  considerable  length.  It 
confirmed the rumors that the Black Gryphon visited often the country 
of Valhoal.

Following closely on her heels, Raydin kept his eyes peeled for any 
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suspicious activity as they entered the manor. They found no one. Even 
the Squire was absent. Room after room, Sarrie and Raydin scoured for 
signs of life.

Reaching the second story,  they immediately agreed to check the 
Squire’s apartments, first and foremost. A guess which proved to be 
the most accurate. For as soon as they opened the door, four armed 
guards rushed them.

Raydin, feeling the imminent danger to himself and his companion, 
charged at the first of these men. He drove his shoulder into the man’s 
midsection, knocking him down, but then had to roll across the floor to 
miss the the heavy axe descending where his back had been. As he 
rolled up onto his feet, he pulled his own long-knife from the sheath 
strapped to his leg. After being a messenger for so long, one learned 
never to take chances and to trust no one.

For a minute, he and the axe man danced around while the other 
man was getting to his feet. Raydin knew that he didn’t have long to 
spend on them—Sarrie was still in need of aid. Before the other could 
fully regain his feet, then, he circled around to him and delivered a 
sharp kick to the back of his knees, where his aging armor left him 
unprotected.

Raydin  would  have  finished  him  there  had  it  not  been  for  the 
advance of the man with the axe. So, dancing away on light feet, he 
managed to put enough space between him and his opponent. Then he 
feinted. First right, then left. Each time, the axe came down as if the 
man were chopping logs, instead of trying to end another’s life. Like 
the archers on the roofs, these men had no skill. And they would die 
for their stained loyalties.

Having finished judging them, Raydin feinted once more to the left 
before approaching on the man’s unguarded right. He finished him off 
with  a  stab  to  the  side  of  the  neck,  bursting  the  jugular.  Then  he 
returned his attention to the man he’d knocked down. Another clean 
cut and both of Raydin’s opponents were dead at his feet.

Unable to find relief in the small victory, Raydin’s eyes scoured the 
room for the two men who dared attack Sarrie. He found them on the 
floor, lying in pools of their own blood. One man had his thigh ripped 
open  by  her  desert  blades,  the  blood  from  the  artery  soaking  the 
flagstones  around him.  The other  had a  stab  wound going straight 
through his neck, back to front. She’d gone after the spine, not the vein.

His eyes wide in surprise, they whipped around to see that she had 
the Squire placed docilely in a chair, both of her bloody blades crossed 
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around his neck. With quick strides, Raydin approached, fury seething 
within as he removed the missive from his pouch.

“Lord Esfarth sends this missive,” he snarled, ripping open the seal, 
“stating that the Squire of Naevus has one week to remove from his 
lands or die a traitor’s death. He will not negotiate with a meaningless 
tyrant and he will kill you himself if you remain.”

“A similar message greets you from your King. But you get only 
three  days  from him,”  Sarrie  said.  Then  her  knives  pressed  tighter 
against his neck and the large man leaned further back in his chair, his 
searching eyes finding no kindness in the Riders. “Of course, that was 
before you ordered our deaths. For that, there is no law to protect you 
and now ten lives lay at your feet. Death is your promised reward.” 
With no other warning, both blades drew across the man’s neck and 
his head slumped forward as a waterfall  of  blood spilled down his 
tunic.  Sarrie  merely  wiped  her  blades  on  his  sleeves  and  sheathed 
them.

When her eyes raised to his, there was a grim set to her features. 
Though she proved that  she found no fault  with killing,  there  was 
certainly no pleasure derived from it by her. Yet, Raydin could not help 
but feel stunned that she appeared calm throughout such a scenario. It 
gave just a bit more insight into the woman’s life; this was not her first 
time killing a man with her own hands.

Gathering his wits, Raydin nodded to the exit, “Our work here is 
done. We should go.”

Sarrie nodded as they turned for the door. “Xzaryth and I head to 
the outpost in the east.”

“Maphail and I will join you. Lord Esfarth can wait until morning to 
learn what has happened here.”

“As can the King. I,  however, could do with a strong drink,” she 
responded as they stepped out into the light of day.

Raydin  chuckled  his  agreement.  Together,  they  mounted  up  and 
Maphail  waited  until  the  Black  Gryphon  was  in  the  sky  before  he 
bounded upwards from the stone courtyard. Together, they flew two 
hours east where a messenger outpost awaited them.

As they came into view of it, Raydin again smiled at the town that 
had formed up around the  great  stables  where  the  Gryphons  were 
kept, and the Eagle Claw Inn which had housed many a Rider. Not too 
long  ago,  it  had  been  just  those  buildings.  Yet,  over  time  a  young 
village  had cropped up outside  of  it,  and now a  full-fledged town 
announced the outpost’s location to anyone flying through the sky.
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Glancing over at  Sarrie,  she gave him a wicked smile  before she 
leaned down over Xzaryth’s neck and let him go. Like a black streak of 
night across their day, the Gryphon folded his wings and dove with a 
singleminded purpose. Laughing, Raydin also leaned over Maphail’s 
neck and let the beast do as he pleased. Most people wouldn’t think it, 
but Gryphons were terrible show-offs and indecently competitive.

Folding  his  wings,  Maphail  dropped  into  a  dive,  spinning  and 
turning as he went. Raydin clung with his knees and his hands as he 
waited for the beast to come out of it. At last, before they could touch 
the tops of buildings, Maphail spread his wings and let the sudden air 
current  carry  him back up a  ways.  Then,  however,  they were  back 
winging into place and Raydin was able to dismount with only slightly 
blurry vision.

Laughing, Raydin kept a fist on the brute’s shoulder as he led him to 
the great barn that served as the Gryphon stables. Xzaryth and Sarrie 
were  already  inside,  removing  his  saddle  and  passing  it  off  to  a 
stablehand  to  have  cleaned.  As  soon  as  Maphail  entered,  another 
young boy rushed up to  them.  Raydin removed his  personal  items 
from the Gryphon’s back and then began unstrapping the saddle that 
kept him in place. Handing over the tack to be cleaned, he let his fist 
bump against Maphail’s shoulder one more time.

Shaking himself out, the Gryphon took a few more bounding steps 
into the center of the barn before his wings spread just far enough to 
carry  his  leap  a  little  higher  into  one  of  the  roosting  nests  made 
available.  Raydin  smiled,  happy to  see  his  companion content  in  a 
place made specifically for his kind.

When he turned away, he was surprised to find Xzaryth still on the 
ground,  in  communion  with  his  Rider.  They  were  staring  at  one 
another intently, and all the while Sarrie crooned words to him that 
Raydin couldn’t understand. It was another mystery to put to the pair 
before him. Xzaryth, sensing he was being watched, soon raised his 
head over Sarrie’s and gave an inquisitive chirp.

“As you wish,” Raydin said, turning and leaving the stable as the 
Black Gryphon had requested. He knew better than most the time a 
bonded pair needed to themselves. Especially if they’ve been amongst 
too many people for an extended period of time.

Knowing that Maphail could very well care for himself in such a 
luxurious  space,  Raydin  decided  it  was  high  time  to  find  his  own 
comforts. So it was that he had just entered the Eagle Claw Inn when 
Sarrie came loping up behind him.
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“Table for two?” she asked him, and instead of waiting for his reply 
she went directly to a table against the outer wall of the Inn. Raydin 
stared after her, again wondering what had happened to alter her so 
completely. Which meant his curiosity urged him to follow after her.

Taking a seat opposite her, Raydin stretched out his legs and became 
as  comfortable  as  the wood chair  would allow.  In that  moment,  he 
couldn’t decide if the chair or the ground would be more preferable 
after sitting in a saddle for nearly two days. But as the chair was what 
was available to him, he stretched as far as he was able and reclined as 
much as possible.

For a moment after they sat, a silence fell over the pair. Were their 
eyes  not  roving each other’s  features,  one  might  think them in  the 
frozen state of death. As it was, Raydin was doing his best to pick out 
the features of the girl he once knew in the woman’s face that now 
looked back at him. If it were possible, he would have said that Sarrie 
had grown more beautiful as time passed. Yet, there was no longer any 
of the softness or gentility he had so admired about her in her youth. 
The loss of them almost made him sad.

When a barmaid finally stepped up to their table, they each ordered 
a pint of their strongest ale. The look they shared had them smiling 
secretly to one another. After the day they had, they could both use it.

Only after the drinks were set down before them and an order of 
roast and fresh bread was sent back to the kitchen did Raydin begin to 
speak. “Where in all the lands did you learn to fight like that?”

“Thalon,” she answered, taking another pull of her ale. “When I’m 
in Valhoal, the Queen and I train every evening at dusk. It was she 
who taught me to wield the sword of her people and the long-blades 
that I now carry.”

“You spend a lot of time in Valhoal, it would seem.”
Sarrie’s  eyes  shifted  to  the  side,  as  if  she  were  looking  for  her 

Xzaryth. “It is the closest thing to home we now have,” she answered 
softly.

Raydin felt  his  throat tighten.  Reaching a hand slowly across the 
table, his fingertips barely touched hers as he whispered, “I am sorry 
for that.”

Immediately, she pulled her hands away and shook her head. “No 
need. We are free. It is all I have ever wanted and I would not change 
any of what happened that day.” Then she took a long pull from her 
mug. 

Raydin  smiled  at  her  and raised  his  own earthenware  mug.  “To 
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freedom, then.”
“And the Gryphons who allow us to share in it  with them,” she 

added, raising her mug to the toast.
After their glasses had touched, Raydin found himself draining the 

rest in one go. Sarrie, too, set down her mug, wiped her mouth, and 
grinned at what she’d done. And as soon as their food was set before 
them, they called for a second round.

It was only after their third round of ale that the two Riders began to 
feel as if they might have overdone it. Raydin had just finished telling 
her a story about one of his runs earlier in the year and they were both 
laughing without restraint. Sarrie was shaking so hard and breathing 
so  little  that  her  face  had  flushed  red  and  Raydin  couldn’t  stop 
laughing because she looked so ridiculous.

Shortly thereafter is when they began to grow more somber. Every 
few seconds, one would let loose a bout of chuckles, but they were able 
to maintain at least a little more composure than a few moments prior. 
At last, Raydin seemed to have mastered the last of his mirth as he 
leaned over the table, staring into his mug.

When he looked up, it was to catch a glimpse of gorgeous brown 
eyes. A smile grew on his face as the memories came unbidden but not 
unwelcome. Those same eyes had looked up at him so long ago as she 
questioned  him  about  Maphail.  They  had  sparked  with  such 
excitement and enthusiasm. Her words had come in a brash voice and 
it  seemed  not  to  bother  her  at  all  that  she,  a  mere  child,  was 
questioning a man about something that was only a man’s concern. 
Even now, staring at her twelve years after that incident, those same 
eyes made something come alive in him. And he shook his head at his 
own foolishness,  as  he had ten years  ago when her  motives  finally 
became clear.

“I would have married you. But someone else had already made his 
claim on you.”

Sarrie smiled slightly as she raised her mug to her lips. “You’ve said 
that once before.”

“I still mean it,” he surprised himself by saying.
A single  black  eyebrow  arched  in  doubt  of  his  statement.  After 

studying him for a bit, Sarrie shook her head and took a drink. “How 
can you be sure of that? You’ve never really known me.”

Raydin leaned back, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Oh, I knew 
you. I knew how passionate you were. How stubborn. And clever. You 
were always the most determined, direct girl in the entire tribe. And 
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from the moment you asked me to introduce you to Maphail, I knew I 
wanted to marry you.”

Sarrie shook her head, a sarcastic smile twisting her lips. Yet, her 
eyes were trained on her empty mug. She wouldn’t look him in the 
eye, no matter how hard he tried to capture her gaze.

“I loved you, Sarrie,” he said casually.
Her eyes snapped up to meet his and a fire lit within her gaze while 

her chin lifted almost as if in challenge. Yet, her voice was a whisper 
when she said, “No, you didn’t.”

“I did. In the way young people always love one another. Without 
thought or surprise or fear of it. I loved you in a way that was beyond 
reason, and respected you all the more for never loving me back.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, though they told him all he had ever 
known. As he’d said before, her heart was never available to him.

Chuckling to himself once more, Raydin said, “If it had been another 
man who stole your affections, I think I might have killed him. I was 
that  young and foolish.  And I  suspected  your  heart  lay  elsewhere, 
though I refused to allow you to see my suspicion. You can’t imagine 
my relief that day you soared in on Xzaryth. To know that it was a 
Gryphon who had you all that time… Well, as I said, I wouldn’t trade 
Maphail for my life. I could never expect you to do the same.”

Staring at  her  mug,  Sarrie  refused to look up at  him.  Through a 
throat tight with emotion, she finally managed, “Well, the girl is gone, 
and you’ve no danger to be found in the heart of the woman she has 
become. For there is still only one love of her life.”

Raydin suddenly leaned forward. Reaching out a hand, he pushed 
the longer pieces of her shorn hair out of her eyes, letting his fingertips 
linger on her skin. “I loved that girl, and the woman she has become is 
even more bewitching.”

Sarrie smiled in a way that was almost sad. Seeing that caused his 
throat  to  tighten  and  he  rushed  on  with  all  the  things  he’d  never 
thought to say.

“No, you’re not the same girl that I loved. That doesn’t mean I’m 
safe  from loving the  woman you’ve  become.  For  she  is  a  far  more 
exotic creature and has not the fear or secrets that once restrained her.” 
As he spoke, he twirled a stray strand of her black mane between his 
fingers.

“You speak as if you’ve seen all of me,” she whispered, letting her 
eyes drift closed as he continued playing with her hair.

“No. Just enough to know that I’m in as much danger of loving you 
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as I’ve always been. Even ten years cannot change that,” he sighed. 
Then Raydin leaned away, drawing his hand back reluctantly. Rising to 
his feet, he let one finger drift over her cheekbone. “Which means that I 
must say goodnight to you, Rider Sarrie. And farewell.”

Sarrie’s eyes snapped open and a new heat gazed upon him. She 
had done nothing more than look at him, but already he could see the 
stubbornness rising up inside of her. That same domineering attitude 
that had gained her her freedom, though it  had cost her their tribe. 
Tonight, he was suddenly sure, she would gain more than she wanted, 
and he would lose more than he could afford.

Getting to her feet beside him, Sarrie had to lean her head back in 
order to meet his gaze. And still he could see the intent in them. But he 
couldn’t make himself look away. Or act any differently.

Whether it was the ale or her closeness that provoked him, Raydin 
would never know. Either way, he couldn’t even feel surprised when 
he placed a hand on her slim waist and drew her against him. When he 
pressed his lips against hers, it was not a gentle question, but a hungry 
demand for her. A display of a need that had gone unanswered for ten 
years too long.

Sarrie’s  hands  reached  up  to  wrap  around  his  neck  and  Raydin 
crushed her to him in response. Somewhere in the depths of his being, 
he knew that this one night was all they would have. He would make 
the most of it.

Not  bothered by the  watching eyes  of  the  other  patrons,  Raydin 
continued to kiss her. Claiming her in any way that was available to 
him. And when Sarrie uttered no word of protest, he lifted her from 
the floor and began to carry her towards the stairs.

Only then did she begin to shake her head. Stifling a groan, Raydin 
released his hold on her even as he felt his mind begin to burst. If only 
she had stopped him in the beginning…

“Come with me,” she purred, taking his hand and heading for the 
door.

Confused, Raydin allowed her to drag him through the Inn and out 
into the last of the spring air. She led him out past the Inn, past the 
stables, and past the little part of the town that existed behind it. Out in 
the open plains of Nassia did she finally stop and turn to him. The 
hunger was still there in her eyes and he found that he could feel it in 
no smaller measure.

“You  once  said  you  would  marry  me,  Raydin.  Come.  Be  my 
husband for a night.”
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The time for words had ended.
Raydin loved her as much as he could for as long as he could far 

into the night. Beneath the sky in an ocean of grass, he took her as a 
man is meant to take a wife, and she marked him as any woman marks 
a husband. And until dawn broke apart their night, they lay wrapped 
in each other’s arms hoping to stave off the daylight.

When they could pretend no more that the world would not go on, 
Sarrie gently began to pull herself away from him. Raydin held her 
only tighter. That he would lose her the moment he released her, he 
knew deep in his soul. And it was killing him.

Already, he had fallen. And there were no wings to catch him now.
But let her go he must.
Raydin loosened his grip,  though he let  his  fingers trail  over her 

satin skin one last time. His eyes he would not open. It was not for her 
to see how she was destroying him. And until he was sure that nothing 
would be betrayed by doing so, he would forego even the sight of her.

It was a resolution to last only long enough for Sarrie to press her 
lips to his and murmur, “That is a true farewell. For ones such as us.”

When he opened his eyes a moment later, she was gone.

It  was  unusual  for  a  messenger  to  receive  a  message.  Even  more 
unusual  for  them to  receive  a  message sent  from a  messenger.  Yet, 
word had reached Raydin that such a missive was for him. The note, 
sent  outpost  by  outpost  until  it  found  him,  told  him  of  one  who 
waited. One who waited at the place where one night was shared over 
a year and a half ago.

Maphail  had flown a  day and a  night  without  respite.  From the 
moment it was delivered unto him, Raydin had felt his heart constrict 
and a fierce need arose in his chest. That he had neither seen nor heard 
from her in so long did not matter. She had asked for him. He would 
come.  And  so  he  had  told  Maphail  and  the  great  Gryphon  had 
challenged every form of element to come across their  path so that 
they may reach the ones belonging to them.

At  last,  the  outpost  of  Nassia  came  into  view.  And  with  it  the 
glorious  sight  of  the  great  Black  Gryphon soaring  through the  sky. 
Even as the smile spread across his face, Raydin felt the fist around his 
heart loosen.

Just  as  suddenly,  his  heart  stopped.  For  though  the  great  beast 
greeted them as friends and with no small amount of cavorting with 
Maphail, he was Rider-less. Seeing this, Raydin urged Maphail to land 
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as quickly as possible, despite Xzaryth’s excited challenges. Once on 
the ground, he barely thought of stripping the riding gear from his 
friend, so anxious was he for the woman who had called to him.

He had just turned to leave the stables when a voice called from 
above, “You’ll not find ’er in there.” Raydin stopped to examine the 
boy as he took the ladder down from one of the nests. “’Ere. Said to 
give ya this when ya landed. Said any man lookin’ ’alf-mad ’ould be 
the one ta give it to.”

Even before the lad had finished speaking, Raydin had torn the note 
from  his  hands  and  ripped  it  open.  The  words  could  have  been 
nothing less than expected. ‘I  will  see you where last you saw me.’  He 
crumpled the note in his  haste  as  he turned and sprinted from the 
stables.

Raydin  didn’t  slow  until  he  plunged  into  the  waist-high  grass. 
Blocking the easterly sun with his hand, he felt the fist around his heart 
loosen once more. For there she was. Her ebony hair cut close to her 
skull, her light frame wrapped in a shawl against the early morning 
chill, and her slender neck bent down as if in prayer.

His heart  felt  as  if  it  would stop beating altogether.  Or,  rather,  it 
would  simply  explode  from  the  joy  seeing  her  made  him  feel. 
Ridiculous as it was, and as often as he’d tried to deny it from that 
night on, this woman would always be his wife. Forever. And only one 
night.

“Sarrie,” he finally sighed as he approached.
She did not look up at her name. Instead, her arms drew closer over 

her chest and he heard a sigh fall from her lips. His pace quickened 
until he was nearly at her back. Then she turned and he stopped dead.

“Raydin,” she said, her dark eyes daring him, “come and meet your 
son.”

Raydin had been cradling the boy in the crook of his arm for over an 
hour  and he still  could not  believe it.  Even Maphail,  when he and 
Xzaryth came to investigate their whereabouts, had sniffed at the child 
in confusion and opened his wings in a slight question before going off 
to sunbathe. Now, the Black Gryphon and his Rider continued to study 
them expectantly. As if it should be just as easy as recognizing your 
own.

Once more, Raydin trailed his finger over the boy’s face in order to 
push the long black hair to the side. This was no newborn son for him 
to hold, but a boy of nearly a year. It made it easier to look at him and 
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see  a  younger  version  of  himself.  In  his  son’s  face  Raydin  could 
already see his lips, chin, and ears. It was lucky for him that he got his 
mother’s eyes, though the nose he bore had somehow been a creation 
of both parents’. Dark eyebrows pinched together in his sleep and he 
shifted for the fifth time in the hour.

“He is perfect,” Raydin whispered at the same rate.
“He is yours,” Sarrie said as if that explained everything.
“Ours.”
Sarrie shook her head before leveling him with a wary gaze. “No. 

Not ours. For he can be no son to me where you take him.”
Stunned,  Raydin’s  eyes  ripped  from  his  son’s  face  to  meet  her 

penetrating stare. “What?”
He watched as  she  swallowed hard,  looking away as  she  spoke. 

“Ryin is a young man without the need of a mother. He is old enough 
now that he may return to the land of his father. To live amongst his 
father’s people.” No amount of stubborn bravado could hide the pain 
in her voice.

“No,” Raydin whispered in horror. “He is your son, Sarrie. Do not 
think I will take him from you.”

“Do not think I will allow him to be earth-bound,” she snapped as 
she wiped the tears from her eyes.

Like an animal caught in the eyes of a predator, Raydin didn’t move. 
He was paralyzed. With both fear and elation. Of all the blessings he 
had ever been given, he had never thought a son would be amongst 
them. Now, to hold the infant in his hands, his greatest fear was that 
she would take him back and disappear again. To know that her plans 
were so far opposite was enough to terrify him.

“As my son, he will live in a palace. He will grow up near-kin to 
Valalya and her brothers. He will know the ways of the desert and how 
the  great  Desert  Eagles  protect  our  home.  And  he  will  watch  his 
mother  fly  off  on  missions  without  ever  knowing  the  freedom  of 
having wings himself.”

Raydin could see it as she described. Yet, when she prophesied the 
last  part,  he  could  not  help  but  shudder.  To  be  the  offspring  of 
Gryphon Riders was to know the freedom of the sky. Above, below, 
and all around. Without that…

“But as your son, he will grow in our ways. Be taught our lessons. 
Learn from our people and come to earn his place as a man and a 
Gryphon Rider. Love him as I do, I cannot keep that future from him. It 
is his birthright. And only through you will he ever fulfill that destiny.”
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“He is still your son, Sarrie.”
“And I am making the best decision for him that I am able. Be sure 

he knows that,” she added in a whisper.
“You will still see him,” he accused. Already he knew the answer.
“The borders of the Forest have been closed to me for a long time 

now. When Ryin passes beneath those trees, I will see him only in my 
dreams. Until he becomes a man, my son will be lost to me.”

Unable to hold it in any longer, Sarrie crumbled in on herself. She 
bent forward at the waist and seemed to fold to the ground from there. 
Great  wracking  sobs  shook  her  body  and  a  high-pitched  keening 
escaped her lips.

In an instant, Xzaryth was there, shading her beneath a great wing 
and  nuzzling  his  beak  into  the  crook  of  her  neck.  As  if  he  were 
whispering  soothing  words,  he  huffed  into  her  ear  after  every 
shuddering gasp. And she clung to him the way she would never cling 
to another living soul.

Raydin sank to his knees, clutching their child to his chest as tightly 
as he dared. The scene that had unfolded before him had drained him 
of thought and energy. Though he loved his son and his Gryphon, he 
somehow felt that he knew nothing about the love for either when he 
watched the torment Sarrie was now experiencing.

“How?” he finally croaked. “How can you ask this of me when I see 
what it is doing to you? How can I look after a son when his mother is 
barred from our home? How can I watch this boy grow into a man and 
not share that with the woman I love?”

Taking  deep  breaths,  Sarrie  was  finally  able  to  compose  herself 
enough to say, “Because you have to.”

Again, Raydin bowed his head over his child and let the tears fall 
from his eyes, just as he had the moment she first laid the boy in his 
arms. And just as Xzaryth had done for his Rider, Maphail rose from 
the ground and came to Raydin’s  side.  Lying down beside him, he 
sniffed again at the infant before meeting the watery gaze of his Rider.

Watching them, Sarrie had grown calm again. Only silent tears now 
stained her face from where she was curled into the side of the Black 
Gryphon. “We should get him inside,” she whispered at last.

Raydin could only nod as he rose slowly to his feet. Together, the 
Riders  were escorted back to  the Eagle  Claw Inn by their  watchful 
Gryphons. And as soon as Raydin reached the rooms where they had 
been staying, he settled Ryin into the cradle that had been provided for 
him. For another quarter hour or more, they continued to watch the 
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steady rise and fall of their son’s chest.
Finally, Sarrie stirred. She rose to her feet and went to a water basin 

set  in  a  wash stand.  There,  she scrubbed away the evidence of  her 
turmoil.  Yet,  even  with  the  tear  stains  gone,  Raydin  could  see  her 
defeat in the set of her shoulders and the weariness in her face.

Rising from the bed, he strode across the room and wrapped his 
arms around her. For a moment, she was stiff in his arms. Then she 
melted into them and he felt as if she belonged there and nowhere else. 
And  somehow,  he  found  himself  wondering,  after  all  she  put  him 
through, how could he still be so in love with her?

Nothing could support his thoughts more than her next words.
“Raydin?”
“Yes?”
“I want you to do one thing for me. I … I want you to find him a 

mother. I want you to find a wife.”
He  felt  as  if  he’d  been  struck.  Stepping  back,  he  couldn’t  even 

imagine  what  she  was  seeing  in  him.  The  emotions  he’d  endured 
throughout the day were nothing compared to the storm absorbing 
him now. Once they settled enough, however, Raydin angrily grasped 
Sarrie’s shoulders and barely refrained from shaking her.

“Don’t you ever say that again! Ryin has a mother. And I have a 
wife. You are ours, Sarrie. You always will be. I will never take another. 
Do you understand me?”

Looking  at  the  floor,  she  nodded  slowly.  With  a  sigh,  Raydin 
released her shoulders. Only to grab both sides of her face and raise 
her head so that she had to look at him.

“You mad, irrational woman. Do you not know yet how much I love 
you? And how much it hurts me to be away from you?”

Before she could answer, his lips fell overtop her own in a kiss as 
desperate as the last night they’d spent together. When he pulled away 
a few minutes later, he pressed her against his body and buried his face 
in her hair.

“You are ours. And our son will grow into a powerful man who will 
always know that his mother is Sarrie, Rider of Xzaryth, the greatest 
Gryphon our tribe has ever seen. Ryin is the son of a True Rider.”


