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THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM

Prologue
Darien eyed the mouth of the cave. It seemed ordinary enough. He'd seen hundreds just like it on his long journey eastward through the mountains. This one, he knew, was different.
Snow and ice leaked down from the great mass of rock above and formed a column through the center of the opening. Darien bent down and checked the snow around the mouth. He frowned as his eyes searched the ground all around the cave entrance. He wiped away a few inches of the fresh powder, down to the hard snow beneath. His frown deepened to a scowl. He saw no tracks. The lord of his people, the Synriae, was somewhere within, but where were the sentries? Where was his guard? Darien knew the Synriae was strong with the Source, the strongest of all his people, but it was foolish to leave him unguarded. He shook his head as he entered.
The inside was nothing less than Darien expected. Supports and braces held up the roughly cut walls and ceiling, the wooden reinforcements spaced less than twenty feet apart. A thatched torch burned on each brace, the black smoke emitted disappearing as it blended into the rock ceiling.
Darien tried not to pay attention to his surroundings. He didn't like being in this hole in the ground. He could feel the rock's pressure on his temples, pushing and drumming into his head. Sweat began to bead on his brow.
He wiped the back of a gloved hand across his forehead to clear away the perspiration. The rough leather tore over his pale skin and left a streak of black in its wake. He sniffed as he removed his thick riding cloak; it had suddenly become warm inside the dark halls, uncomfortably warm.
He wished he were back out on the plains, back in the midst of the fight. At least there, he thought as he folded the cloak over his arm, he could rationalize his fears and deal with them. It was simple enough; when a sword came at your head, you ducked. When tons of rock came crashing down on you there was no way to escape.
As he walked, Darien dusted himself off. He was so preoccupied with his task that he almost didn't notice when the light dimmed and the hall before him turned to darkness. He stopped and squinted through the black cloud. He could barely make out the outline of a door. His journey had finally come to an end.
Darien stood before the door, motionless. He could hear the flicker of the torches behind him.
"You seek an audience with your lord?" a voice from the darkness asked. Darien's head jerked to his right, surprised by the voice. He could only manage to nod as he peered through the darkness to the figure that lay within.
The figure took a step forward. He knew Darien studied him and was allowing the Jyniaen soldier a better look.
Darien's eyes went down the guard's body to the blade he wore at his hip, then back up to a thin, expressionless face. Darien's jaw tightened and the cloak he held dropped as he reached for his sword. His hand stopped before it could grasp the wire grip, his instinct to fight overcome by common sense.
"I've come from Bre Alt," Darien whispered through clenched teeth. "I've a message for the Synriae."
The Rydi guard seemed aware of only Darien's presence, not his demeanor. "I will tell him you're here," the Rydi said, then turned and faded into the darkness.
Darien watched him go, stood motionless until he heard the door open and the click of the latch as it closed. He had no idea of how to react to what he'd just seen. The Rydi were the most adept and fearless warriors known. They were also his enemy. The Rydi fought only to die. In their twisted, warped minds it was an honor to die in battle, and they thought it was the same for their enemies. There was no mercy, no prisoners. If you fought the Rydi, you fought until they were destroyed, or you were.
"Your Lord awaits," the Rydi said as he stepped through the door.
Darien took a quick breath to steady himself, and then strode into the room, the Rydi forgotten before the door could shut behind him.
He took the entire room at a glance, more from habit and training than curiosity. The room was circular, about fifty feet in diameter and came up to a point at the ceiling more than thirty feet overhead. The place was lit by white light that seemed to come from the ceiling. It was a pleasant change from the torches in the corridor. To his left and right there were large wooden tables. Large sheets of parchment, maps most likely, littered the surface of the tables. Directly in front of him on the other side of the room there was a large hearth and fire. Two high-backed chairs faced the blaze.
"Come and join me by the fire, Darien," a voice from behind one of the chairs beckoned.
Although the Synriae's back was to him, Darien nodded and crossed the room. There was only carpet between him and the fire and his footfalls were sucked into it, only silence followed in his wake.
He sat in the chair beside the Synriae. From his angle, Darien could see only his Lord’s profile.
The Synriae sat in silence and Darien did nothing to change that. Although nervous, he was content to sit for a while. It had been many days since he had left, and in all that time he had yet to rest. It felt good to just sit there and enjoy the fire.
Just as Darien began to relax the light that came from the ceiling began to dim, then faded away to nothing. He looked over to the Synriae. His Lord seemed oblivious to the change.
"We're going to lose this war, Darien," the Synriae said, his once pallid features now bronzed with the light of the fire.
The Synriae, Logan, turned to face Darien for the first time. Although Darien could not read the eyes of the Rydi who guarded his Lord, he had no trouble in reading what lay behind Logan's eyes. There was acceptance, and Darien knew his Lord spoke the truth.
Darien's gaze dropped from his Synriae's and his head fell. He shook it slowly. All of his adult life had been spent warring. Fighting to keep what the other races took and each day losing more and more ground. He had never thought about losing before, never considered it, because losing meant the end of his people. It meant the death of the Jyniae.
"We've retreated, yes, but that doesn't mean we are going to lose..."
"Foolish boy," Logan said, his voice hard. "The war was lost as soon as they pushed us into this accursed land." Logan stood and faced the fire; the flames seemed to rise with his anger. "The Humans and Aanians have us running north as fast as our wagons will take us and those who can't keep up are cut down. There is a trail of Jyniaen blood from Dania to the mountain pass of Bre Alt!"
By the time Logan finished his voice was so loud that it hurt Darien's ears. He found that he was cringing back in his chair. His hands gripped the armrest so tightly that the muscles cramped. He pulled his hands away and began to rub them together to loosen them.
Logan turned back to face him. What Darien had seen in his Synriae earlier faded, replaced with a passion the young Jyniaen commander had never known. He had seen others who had that passion before in those who had seen too much horror, too much killing, and had been driven to madness by it.
The Synriae moved towards Darien and knelt in front of his chair. Although his voice seemed to gain some composure it still carried his intensity. "Our fight is finished for now, Darien, but it is far from over."
<><><>
Long into the night the Synriae spoke and Darien tried to absorb all he was told. He might not have been a mage, like his Lord, but he understood well enough what it was that his Synriae wanted from him.
When Logan finished he turned from Darien and a Rydi appeared. The Rydi guard showed him out of the room. Darien followed silently as the Rydi led him back to the main corridor. They walked for a while, then branched off through a passage that had hadn't seen on his way through.
They moved through the dark corridor without speaking until at last they came to a door. The Rydi stopped beside it and waited. Darien knew this would be where he would spend what was left of the night.
Before Darien opened the door, he looked to his Rydi guide. "You heard what he said in there. You think he's crazed?"
The Rydi shrugged. "I know little and care even less for your people’s magic. On the morrow the Rydi will ride from this place and go to the battlefield. We will find our place in the heavens."
Darien looked down at him for a moment, unsure of how to respond. In the end he could only nod as he walked through the door then shut it behind him. He was too tired to worry about the Rydi and their desire to battle their way to death. Instead, he made his way to his bed. Without removing any of his clothing he lay back and attempted to find sleep.
As he lay there, he thought about his Synriae and what he intended to do. It was madness, he knew, but in that madness there was a strange kind of hope. Hope for the Jyniae. Hope for the future of his people.
CHAPTER 1
Jhonia woke with a scream, his voice cut through the morning silence. Before the last sounds could echo off the stone walls his door burst open. A man dressed in a dark blue hunting outfit rushed in. The long, blue tinted blade he held in each hand lowered slightly as his green eyes crossed over the room until they rested on Jhonia. In one quick motion both blades were sheathed, one over his left shoulder, the other on his left hip. He stood there staring down at Jhonia.
Jhonia rubbed his eyes and tried to clear away what remained of the dream. "It was a dream Alyx, nothing more."
Alyx's eyes narrowed as he ran a hand through his long black hair and brushed it over his head. He nodded, accepting or understanding it. "If you have any more dreams," he said, a rare smile crossing his face, "feel free to yell. I’ll probably come."
Alyx stood there only a moment before turning and walking out. The only sound that could be heard was the soft knock of the door as it shut behind him.
After Alyx had left, Jhonia smiled, shaking his head. It was an odd thing, their relationship. There was a kinship between them, not bound by blood, but one of circumstance. Jhonia and Alyx were alike in many respects. Both of them had only half-Human blood. Alyx was part Rydi and Jhonia part Jyniae. Both were masters of their craft. Alyx was better than any Jhonia had seen with the blade, either Rydi or Human, and Jhonia had the ability to touch the Source. Because they were different, enigmas to the people of Dania, they were feared. With that fear came respect.
Jhonia rose from his bed and dressed quickly. Although it was nearly summer, the nights were still cold and the castle walls seemed to hold the nights chill. When he finished, he walked out his door. He would have to hurry if he wanted to eat in peace.
The dingy stone halls were empty except for a few cleaning people. Everyone else would be at the weekly prayer. Jhonia laughed to himself, not wanting to draw attention. He didn't have any understanding of gods or their purpose and had decided long ago that until they had an impact on his life, he would pay them no homage.
When he finally reached the kitchen the smell of cooked breads and meats fueled his appetite. Navigating through the servants and cooks who were preparing the afternoon brunch, he grabbed the first available food. He took a bite from an overly ripe apple and allowed his thoughts to wander, something they were prone to do, and thought back to his dream while it was still fresh in his mind.
It was odd. In most dreams he was looking down upon himself, but in this one he seemed to be looking through his own eyes. He was conscious of his own body, but he seemed to have no feeling. It was as if he were numb. His eyes and arms moved on his command, but they didn't really seem to be a part of him. He felt like he was only controlling some sort of apparition. When he was a child in Jyniae he'd heard of things called possessions, where a strong mind could take control of another's body. He knew this was no such thing. In a possession the user is aware of the body he controls. Since he hadn't consciously taken control of another mind he ruled out the possibility.
Jhonia looked out over a barren tundra of snow and ice. He could only assume it was his homeland to the north. He tried to get his bearings, and look around, but before he could his vision was propelled ahead at blinding speed, as if willed by some unseen power. Any attempt to look to his left or right made his stomach churn as the scenery blurred past him. The white planes flew by until a dark line appeared on the horizon. At first, he didn't know what it was, but as he got closer he could see it beginning to take shape. Mountains.
When finally he came to a stop, he was thrown off balance only scant feet from the cliffs that rose before him. He could now feel his legs beneath him, their weight an odd sensation after his numbness faded.
Just when Jhonia thought he could walk, the ground beneath him began to shake and down he fell. As he rose he noted what had caused the ground to quake, the mountain seemed to open up in front of him, revealing a large crystalline tower. The tower loomed nearly a hundred and fifty feet above the ground, the rocky cliffs surrounding it midnight black, lit only by the light that came from the crystal walls. Jhonia could feel heat from the tower, almost as if it were alive.
Jhonia was afraid to approach, but he couldn't resist. He was somehow drawn to the radiant tower and his legs moving on their own. Each step he took was painful as he fought to stop his legs. As he drew closer the magnificence overcame him and he resisted no longer. He was drawn to it like a Rydi to battle, his fear outweighed by curiosity.
Ten paces from the structure he began sweating profusely; at five he thought he would surely die from the heat. But just when he thought he would expire, a portal opened at the tower’s base and a cooling sensation spread over him. Without a second thought he entered the tower.
Once inside he could see the nearly invisible shield that prevented the heat from overtaking him. The barrier shimmered slightly as he moved further inward. The tower held but one room that extended upwards a hundred feet or more to a pointed roof. A large altar-like structure sat in the middle of the room.
As he stood gaping at the wondrous sight before him, something clicked within his mind. It wasn't heat he was feeling, but power. The Source was so strong here that it threatened to overtake him. Usually the Source could be felt somewhere in the back of his mind and when he tapped into it; it was as if he were drinking from a cup. Here it was so powerful that it would have scorched his skin had there been no shield. If he opened up to that power it would be like drinking from a raging river. All this power, he thought, and the thought frightened him.
It was then, in his dream, that he realized he was not the only one in the room. The Jyniaen society was one built on the foundations of magic, but very few were actually skilled enough to be allowed to shape and control it. These mages were held in high regard; only the Synriae sat above them.
There were nearly thirty mages gathered around him. He knew their purpose; they were slowly tearing away at the globe that protected him. Jhonia could feel the heat as it began to seep through . . .
Jhonia came out of his trance with a shudder. He had no desire to relive the end of the dream where his body was charred to a crisp with the onslaught of power. He looked down at the apple that had only a single bite out of, but his hunger was suddenly gone. Without a thought he tossed the fruit back into the bowl.
<><><>
Adrea trailed behind Captain Jeffries. She deliberately allowed him to get ahead of her. It was the first time she had been allowed outside of the courtyard since winter. She didn't want to have to spend the time with her fathers Guard.
Well, she thought, if she had to have a constant watchdog, better it was Alyx than anyone else. He didn't talk much and she knew he was competent. Nothing was more annoying than having to spend your time with a guard that never knew when to keep quiet.
She noticed Alyx had stopped his mare. He seemed to be waiting for her to catch up. Sighing, she reined in beside him.
"Stay close to me," he said.
"Why?" she asked.
"We're being followed. Now keep close and keep quiet."
"Followed," she said, looking back. "By who?"
Before Alyx could respond, a green-clad figure appeared to his right. As quickly and easily as he drew breath, both his blades were out and he was turning towards the lone figure. Reaching behind the Princess, he swatted her horse on the rump with the flat of his blade. The horse jumped, and then flew into a run.
Adrea held on for dear life as her mare bolted. Somehow, she managed to hold on as the animal sprinted ahead. Andrea managed to right herself in the saddle, but her success was short lived. As she tightened her fingers on the reigns something flew into her and she was sent sprawling to the ground. By the time she regained her bearing and managed to sit up the figure that had struck her loomed over. As he grabbed a handful of her black hair with his left hand, the assassin raised a dagger in his right. Adrea could only remember that she screamed as a bolt of pain swept down her spine from the force of the assassin's grip. Just when she thought her life was going to end the grip loosened and then released. A warm shower flooded her back and neck. She reached behind her head and touched something sticky. She rubbed it between her fingers and thumb. When her hand passed in front of her eyes, it was stained deep red. She saw Alyx's dark form in front of her, but as she lost consciousness she knew he was already too late.
<><><>
Alyx saw Adrea knocked from her horse and a green clad body tumble after her. Instantly he was off his own mare, the horse blocking him from his attacker, and moving. He covered the ground between himself and the Princess in three quick steps, both his blades slicing through the air. Before the assassin's dagger could fall he looked up, his eyes growing wide. In a vain effort to shield himself the assassin put his small knife up to block. Alyx's blades never slowed and the assassin died.
Alyx turned from the body before it hit the ground, he knew already that it was dead, and looked back up the path. The figure that had surprised him earlier had been joined by three others. His eyes went quickly back to the Princess. She appeared to be unconscious and wouldn’t be able to run for it, so he planted his feet and stood in front of her.
The four who remained seemed to be in no hurry to test his skill, instead, they stood and watched him. The only thing Alyx could see through their masked faces was their eyes as they looked him over. Then, with just a flick of the wrist, one of the assassins sent a knife hurtling towards him.
The blade was off target, to hit him, but was headed towards the Princess. He didn't even try to deflect the blade with one of his swords; the chance of missing was too great. Instead, he kicked out with his left leg. The tip of the knife struck his shin just below the knee then deflected over the unconscious Adrea. Alyx barely flinched as he slid to his left to regain his balance. A small black stain began spreading down his leathers to his boot cuff.
The assassin who had thrown the dagger began to laugh softly, as if taunting him. There was something familiar about that laugh, Alyx thought, about that voice. He didn't worry about trying to figure out where he'd heard it before. Instead, he lunged.
With the speed and agility only a Rydi could attain, he rolled, came up, and swung both blades. The surprise at the speed and boldness of the move was the last emotion to come over two of the three assassins masked faces. The assassin to his left died instantly, the Rydi steel slicing through ribs and finding his heart. The one to his right wasn't so lucky. The blade sliced into a lung and the assassin went down clutching his chest, gasping for air.
The remaining two didn't bother with their thrashing companion. They had seen enough. Before they could sheath the short swords they carried they were gone, running in separate directions. Alyx didn't bother to go after them; he had to attend to the Princess. Without wiping his blades he sheathed them and went to her side.
The first thing he did was made sure that her heart was still beating. He sighed when he put his hand to her neck and felt her blood pumping. After finding no wounds, he moved her into a sitting position against one of the numerous trees. Her color was good, he decided. A little pale, but she didn't appear to be in any immediate danger. He assumed she had hit her head when she had fallen from her horse and had been knocked unconscious.
Alyx shifted his gaze from Adrea to one of the attackers; he looked the body up and down. Covered in green from head to foot they had tried to camouflage their movement through the forest. Upon further inspection, he saw that they were all armed with small, light weapons. Shrugging, he reached down and removed the hood from his first kill. His face fell as he looked at the pale features. He knew how he had recognized the high-pitched voice. He'd heard it often when he had been a Ranger of the Thorn. The voice belonged to a Jyniae, a female Jyniae.
<><><>
The courtroom, as usual, was packed. Each sixth day King Raliegh saw fit to open his court to anyone who had a complaint. Although Jhonia didn't like it, he could see the need. It made the people feel important when they knew that their King would listen to their problems personally.
To Jhonia, the whole thing was about as exciting as watching grass grow. He had no concept of time during this day, as it seemed to pass painfully slow. He had no idea, nor did he care for that matter, what case was being tried in front of them. They were all pretty much the same.
The King, on the other hand, seemed to enjoy this day thoroughly. His dark eyes skittered back and forth with bemused interest as the two gentlemen before him pleaded their case. When the two finished, the King nodded slowly, seemingly lost in thought. Jhonia knew this was all show. The King already knew his pronouncement; he just liked the people to think that he considered each matter with the utmost importance.
"And what do you think, Jhonia?" the King asked, surprising him.
Jhonia shrugged as the courtroom quieted so all could hear what the mage had to say. "I think we should hang them both for wasting our time with such petty matters."
Some of the people who had crowded into the courtroom began laughing. The King smiled. Waving his hand to silence the room the King began to pronounce his verdict. Before he could say anything a commotion broke out in the back of the court, just outside the open doors that led to the main entry.
Probably another group dissatisfied with the King’s judgment, Jhonia thought, and decided to fight it out amongst themselves. The King called for silence, but to no avail.
"Go see what's going on," King Raliegh called over his shoulder to Jhonia. "Where are my guard," he said, and was instantly flanked by two men.
Jhonia didn't hear what was said after that, he was reaching for the Source. Opening himself up he let the Source enter him and flow through his body. Fearing the dream as some kind of premonition, he kept a tight leash on it. He allowed only enough of the Source to enter him to accomplish the task at hand.
With his mind he formed a wedge as tall as tall as he was and twice his width. The wedges physical counterpart came shimmering into view from Jhonias thoughts, exactly as he pictured it. The wedge began moving forward with the force of the mages will. The crowd was thrust aside like water around the hull of a ship as the wedge pressed thru them.
Jhonia stayed close to his wedge so the crowd couldn't reform in front of him. He propelled it as quickly as his mind could push, but still it was slow going. When he finally made it to the great double doors, the crowd had become much thicker. He knew he was nearing what had peaked their interest. Growing more curious, he doubled his efforts. He got more than one dirty look from the faces that were forced aside.
Ten or twelve of the regular army had formed a circle around what appeared to be Alyx and an unconscious Adrea. Seeing this, Jhonia lost his concentration and the wedge winked from existence, but that didn't matter. He was close enough now to push and shove his way to the circle of guards that had formed around Alyx. The soldiers let him through without question.
Gliding past Alyx, who was saying something to one of the soldiers, he kneeled at the Princess's side. He was just beginning to examine her when he felt a hand on his shoulder.
"She's all right," Alyx said. "Just a bump."
Jhonia looked up at the Captain of the King's Guard and wondered why he had brought her through the front doors. He left that question unasked in need of voicing another. "What happened?"
"Later," Alyx said, "and in private."
Jhonia sensed his concern and nodded, then turned his attention back to Adrea.
<><><>
Jhonia paced back and forth across Alyx's small bedroom, his brow drawn in concentration. Jhonia seemed convinced that the two incidents were somehow linked. He thought that an attack by the Jyniae on the same day of his dream was more than coincidence. Alyx had no idea as to what, if anything, the two incidents might have in common.
"I should go back and get rid of the bodies. Someone might find them. It would do no good to have the King discover I misled him."
Alyx had hidden the bodies then lied to the King, saying that thieves had set upon them. Alyx had lied because he knew how the King could sometimes be rash, especially where his daughter was concerned. There was no telling what lengths King Raliegh might go to over this, best that they didn’t find out.
Jhonia stopped his pacing abruptly. "I don't understand," he said to no one in particular. "I hear everything the King does, but no one from the Edge of Thorns has reported any problem with the Jyniae." He stood there for a moment, thinking. "Well," he said at last, "there's only one thing I can think to do." He looked over to Alyx, the hint of a smile on his face. "When was the last time you had a vacation?" Alyx frowned and Jhonia doubted he even understood the word. "I think it's time both of us took one. You go and get rid of the bodies," he shrugged, "burn them. I'll tell the King that you and I are going to Valrean. It's time we saw the Myrians."
Alyx had heard of the Myrians and their great libraries, but he'd never been far enough south to see them. "Why the historians?" he asked. "What could they possibly know?"
Jhonia looked at him for a moment; he seemed to be debating something. His face fell and he sighed. "I think my dream was not only a premonition, but also has something to do with my past, with who I am. It is something they might know."
"And how would they know of your past?" Alyx asked, genuinely mystified.
"It's said they have magic of their own, the Myrians. Not like the Jyniae, but magic nonetheless."
"And if they know something of your dream," Alyx said, "and the attack is linked to it, as you believe, then we will know something of both?"
Jhonia nodded, appreciating the fact that the Rydi's senses went further than the lengths of steel he carried. "Now go and take care of the bodies."
Alyx nodded and headed for the door. Before he could reach it, a hand grabbed his trailing cloak.
"No one must know about this," Jhonia said.
Alyx's expression never changed. He only looked away for a moment then turned and was gone.
<><><>
Later that night, after he had returned from the King's Roll, Alyx sat in silence overlooking the still form of the Princess. It was no secret that he disliked her, but it was still his sworn duty to protect her and the Royal family. He was the Captain of the King's Personal Guard and this was not a position he took lightly. In times of war, which was something that he had yet to see with the Humans, he was considered a field General. While the regular army Generals discussed strategy, he commanded the men in the field, not only in manner, but in respect as well.
When he had first come to Dania, he was but twenty-two years. They had disliked him for his youth and skill, but soon they learned to admire and learn from him. Rydi superiority with the sword was known throughout the land, and although only half-Rydi, Alyx was no exception.
He had worked hard for his position and he didn't like to think about the near catastrophe that had happened in the forest today. No, he didn't sit near the Princess's bed for any feelings he may or may not have for her. He did it only to mend his wounded pride at having nearly failed in his duties. Although the King had commended him on his bravery and quick wits, he knew the truth. He had come to realize that when someone told you that you did your best they really meant to say you failed. He had been a failure in the eyes of the Rydi. He had vowed it would never be said again.
The Princess was still out cold and had only awoke once since the attack. She seemed to be suffering from some kind of intense fear. Alyx, just like most other Rydi, couldn't understand this. The only thing people had to fear was death, and no Rydi feared death. They are taught from birth that death is the only certainty in their life, and they are taught to accept this. With this acceptance there is no fear, only the desire to meet it bravely and be worthy of it. There is a saying among the Rydi: You will not be remembered for how you lived, but your death will be remember forever. Make it worthy of your life.
When a guard came in the next morning to tell him that Jhonia was ready to leave, Alyx was still sitting next to Adrea's bed. He stood and stretched his sore, aching muscles.
"Tell the mage I will meet him in the stables."
"Yes, Captain." The guard gave a quick salute then left.
Alyx walked to the window and threw it open to let the rising sun shine in. It was going to be a warm day, he thought. It was going to be a good day for a long ride. The Princess, and his wounded pride, would have to heal while he was gone.
CHAPTER 2
Jhonia decided that they would follow the Beliox all the way into Daighlin; from there they would find passage on a ship. There would be many traders heading south this time of year to pick up silks from the south before the summer heat ended the growing season.
It might not be the quickest route, but it would be the least dangerous. The plains were difficult terrain to maneuver in the spring; it would do no good to lame their animals in a mud hole. There was also the chance of being spotted by a Rydi hunting party. On the plains they would fine little to no cover, at least the riverbed was thick with trees and would keep them shielded. It would be unwise for Alyx to be spotted by the Rydi, considering his past, and better for all concerned if they avoided such an encounter. The Rydi were not, for the most part, hostile, but he was unsure of their reaction to seeing Alyx traveling with a Jhonia. His exile from the Rydi lands was well known by most and they wanted no confrontation.
Jhonia decided that they should make the journey alone, not only because of urgency, but because there was no need to involve more people than was necessary. Jhonia knew how quickly rumors could spread. Already there were bounty hunters in the King’s Roll searching for more thieves. He had no desire to let the populace think that there was Jyniaen involvement. He feared it would start a panic.
All of these things went through Alyx’s mind as he tied the last of his provisions to his mare and mounted. The mare swaggered its head in protest of his weight, her large eyes showing white. "That's a good girl, Greymher."
Jhonia looked up from the gelding he was attempting to mount. "You always talk to your horse?"
Alyx shrugged. "Doesn't everyone?"
"No. Not us civilized people anyway."
Alyx smiled as he wheeled Greymher around. "Better conversation than I get from you, Mage,” Alyx said as he rode from the stables.
Jhonia could only smile as he mounted and followed Captain Jeffries out of the gates and into the streets.
<><><>
Once they got on the plains and out of the city, Jhonia settled down a little. Although he was a poor rider, he felt better than he had in days. The cool air and the thought of a warm summer drove all the discomfort of the saddle from him. Even though he was still a little hesitant to leave the Royal Family when there might still be assassins about, he had to find out what his dream of his former homeland and the attack by his people had in common, if anything.
The dark-clad Rydi next to him interrupted his thoughts. "You know," Alyx said, "if you quit trying to go with the horse's motion and relax you'll be a lot more comfortable."
Jhonia looked at him blankly for a moment, still amusing himself with his rampant thoughts, then blinked his eyes. "Like this?" he asked.
Alyx chuckled. "Better. Not much, but better." Shaking his head he kicked his mare into a trot and pulled in front of the mage, angling towards the path that followed the Beliox south.
For four more days they followed the river south, covering more than one hundred and forty miles. They kept a good pace and talked little, both men caught up in their own thoughts. On the fourth day, Jhonia turned them west. Another one hundred and fifty miles still lay before them.
Jhonia watched the young half-Rydi Captain as they traveled. Although Jhonia was as close to Alyx as any, he had never seen the Captain out in the wild. It amused him to no end to see the amount of precaution Alyx took. Each night he would go out on foot and scout the area. Before they left each morning he cleaned the camp, destroying any signs of their stay. One morning Jhonia asked why they needed to be so careful.
"They knew the Princess and I went out alone, they knew where we went." He looked at the mage, his expression never changed. "They know you and I have left and they follow us."
"You're sure they're following us?" Jhonia asked, his head turning eastward. He saw nothing.
Alyx's gaze followed Jhonia's. "I'm sure."
"Then we should do something," Jhonia said. "Try and lose them?"
Alyx snorted. "Why? They know where we go. There's not much in front of us."
Jhonia could understand that. The only thing that lay before them was Daighlin. Without another word the two cleared their camp and headed out again.
For the next day and a half Alyx said nothing unless Jhonia asked a direct question. It surprised him a little when the Rydi broke his silence.
"I've often wondered something," Alyx said from beneath his hood. "Why do you stay in Dania? I've seen the way they look at you, the way they treat you. You aren't given the respect you deserve. Why is it that you stay?"
"You should know the answer to that already," the mage said. "Although I don't know the circumstances that brought you to Dania, I doubt they are much different than mine. It's hard to find a place that will tolerate a Jyniae, even a half breed bastard like myself." He chuckled; those words sounded strange coming off his own tongue. "I can never go back to the north, that much is certain, so I go to the only place that doesn't hate me." He shrugged. "I may not be liked, but at least I’m not forced from the city with swords and stones."
Alyx didn't reply, instead he shook his hooded head slowly. The rest of the evening was spent in complete silence as the two continued westward.
<><><>
Jhonia was becoming anxious to get to Daighlin. Although he liked being on the road, the sound of the river they followed was beginning to drive him mad. He wasn’t used to hearing the sounds that accompanied the outdoors.
"Yesterday I answered a question for you," he said. "Now I think it's your turn."
Alyx looked over at him. From beneath his hood Jhonia could have sworn that the Rydi was smiling. "All right."
"You're what, twenty-five?" Alyx nodded. "Where did you learn to use the sword?" Jhonia held his hands out, palms up. "I mean, I've heard some fairly impressive stories about you from some of the Rangers you guided, and they swear that you're the Rydi god of battle himself."
What could have been a smile now turned genuine as the Rydi began to chuckle softly.
"What," Jhonia asked, "did I say something funny?"
"Teal," Alyx said plainly.
"Teal?"
"The Rydi god of battle," Alyx said, "and a woman."
Jhonia smiled. "So, they think me a demon and you a woman." He shook his head. "You're right, we don't get enough respect."
Alyx shrugged. "As to your question," he said. "My mother taught me."
Jhonia's eyebrows went up. "Your mother?"
The Rydi grinned. "Your people and mine are very different. The Rydi women are as respected as the men. There is no difference when it comes to battle."
"When I was exiled, I was only nine years old. My mother thought I would die out on my own and followed me." Alyx shook his head slowly as he remembered. "In her last five years, she taught me a lot."
"You're right," Jhonia said. "The Jyniae and the Rydi are very different." He chuckled. "But you and I don't really have to worry about that, since we are neither."
"I am Rydi," Alyx said. "I will always be Rydi, no matter where I go or what I do. It is all I know."
Jhonia looked at Alyx for a moment as they rode side by side, then nodded. It was true; Alyx was Rydi just as he was Jyniae. He could live with the Humans for the rest of his days but he would never understand them. He knew what it was to be Jyniae and he would always know that.
<><><>
When Daighlin came into view only eight days had passed. The cool breeze of the sea smelled of a freshness that seemed to invigorate them as they gazed down from the rise into the city.
It was no different from most cities, Alyx thought. Only the sails in the harbor and the lack of a walled castle reminded him that it wasn't Dania.
"C'mon," Jhonia said. "It'll be dark soon and although sleeping outdoors has its advantages I could really use a hot meal and a bed."
Alyx didn't even have time to nod before the mage put his heels into his gelding and raced towards the city. Alyx did the same and followed.
Once inside the city Jhonia led them through the crowded streets as if he'd been born there. He made various comments along the way.
"That," he said, pointing to a nondescript one-story dwelling, "is where I stayed when I first came here."
"What in Noswal's name is it?"
"A kind of healer," he said. "He grew herbs."
"So you worked for him?"
Jhonia snorted. "Learned from him. He gave me a roof and food, that's all. Taught me something of a trade."
Alyx nodded, and they continued down the street. They had gone another block when they noticed two men approaching, dressed in the distinctive gray, red, and black of the town guard.
The taller guard spoke. "You didn't happen to notice the sign on your way into town?"
They had both been riding hard, and neither had noticed any signs. Jhonia shook his head.
"No horses allowed," the guard barked. "Town ordinance. Too many people for horses. Folks getting stepped on and kicked." He reached up to grab at Alyx's reigns, but the mare dodged his hands. He gave up after his third attempt.
"I'm gonna have to ask the two of you to step down," he said, frustrated with the mare. "There's a fine for riding."
Jhonia frowned. "A fine for riding, eh?" he said as he began to climb from his mount.
"Yup," the guard responded.
The mage chewed his lip as he dug into his pocket. He sighed as pulled out 2 silver coins. "Will this cover it?"
The Guard looked at the coins, and then glanced to his partner. Both Guardsmen smiled. “That'll do,” the guard said.
Jhonia looked up to Alyx and nodded. Alyx climbed down from his mare.
"Get the provisions," the mage advised.
Alyx nodded as he began pulling through his bags, taking his essentials.
Jhonia turned back to the guards. "I trust you will take these animals to the stable?" he asked, another silver coin finding it's way to his hand.
The guards both eyed it, nodding slowly.
"Good," Jhonia said. He began pulling his own equipment from his mount. He looked over to Alyx when he was finished, noting that the Rydi's swords were neatly tucked away within the folds of a blanket. Although he didn't think there would be any questions if he wore them openly, they didn't want to take a chance. A lot of people had heard of the Rydi and Jyniaen mage. They didn't want anyone, even the guardsmen to make that connection.
Both men handed over their reigns; the guards took them without a word.
"Horses will be held in the stable, north gate. Will probably need to pay the stable hand to get them back, though, for their care," one of the guards advised.
Jhonia merely nodded as he and Alyx shouldered their packs and headed back down the street. He would worry about the horses on their return.
<><><>
After about thirty minutes of walking Jhonia had them perched in front of a pale green building. Fresh paint still showed marks of running down the front of the wooden structure. A sign hung above the only door that Alyx could see, "The Poison Ivy".
"Hurry," Jhonia said. "This place will be full up soon enough, and I want to make sure we get a room. I'm a bit tired of sleeping on the ground."
The inside was plain enough. Chairs, tables, benches scattered through out the room with little care in their placing. A long bar in the back ran the length of the room and a single door exited out the back. There were three young girls waiting tables, dressed loosely and lightly. Alyx could see the sweat glimmer off their faces from the light that the four windows provided. It would be dark in here shortly, with only candles to light the place.
Jhonia stopped short of the bar. Alyx was one step behind him. The Mage noticed Alyx's gaze moving over the room. "Something amiss?" He asked, genuinely curious.
Alyx shook his head slowly. "No," he said. His eyes went to one of the girls, Jhonia followed them. "Is this a brothel," he asked.
Jhonia had a hard time reading the Rydi's expression. "No," he said. . "Myra, the owner, hires girls who are trying to get their lives back on track. Broken families, homeless girls."
"A crusader?" Alyx asked.
"Something like that," Jhonia said as he led Alyx to the bar and took a seat.
The two sat on the tall stools at the bar, and a young lady was already waiting on them. "What will it be?" she asked. The girl was around eighteen or nineteen, by Jhonia's estimation, with sandy brown hair and dark eyes. There was something about her dark complexion that made her quite pleasing for the mage to look at. Although she'd been addressing his companion, Jhonia answered.
The girl seemed to register his presence for the first time. Although he was part Jyniae, Jhonia still had enough Human blood to look like a northerner to those who didn't know the difference. Few did know the difference, as the Jyniae were something they only heard about in stories, nothing more.
"How about something to eat, some wine, and Myra?"
With the mentioning of the name the girl's eyes narrowed a little. "What do you want with her?"
Jhonia liked the girl. She was shrewd, something most that worked here weren't. "Tell her that Jhonia is here to see her."
She looked from Jhonia to Alyx, and then nodded. She walked to the end of the bar and disappeared through the wooden door.
The girl emerged only a short time later carrying a pitcher of wine and two steaming plates. After setting the food down, she reached beneath the bar and grabbed two cups. She filled them and set one in front of each of the men.
"Food’s on the house," she said. "Myra wants ya to come to the back when you've finished your supper."
Jhonia nodded. He reached into his pouch and fished out a silver coin. He set it on the bar. The girl's eyes grew wide and she tried, without much success, to hide her pleasure. Grabbing the coin as if it would disappear if it sat there too long, she stuffed it into the apron around her waist. Mumbling her thanks she turned and skipped down the bar to the next customer.
"You know," Alyx said through bites, "that's probably more than she's paid a night."
"It's worth every bit of the Kingdom’s money to see a young woman so happy." Shaking his head slowly Jhonia looked away and began to eat.
When Jhonia and Alyx had come into the room, it was about a third full. With the fleeing sun came a host of patrons. Alyx turned from his food and began watching the door. It was a habit he'd picked long ago. He didn't like crowds and he especially hated having his back to them.
By the time Jhonia had finished eating, the Poison Ivy was nearly full. The bar was crowded and all but a few out-of-the-way tables were occupied. The mage took a long drink from his wineglass, draining it.
"I'll be right back, don't go anywhere." Turning, he rose from his stool and walked through the crowd, his six foot-four-inch frame towering over the others.
And where would I go, Alyx thought? Shaking his head, he filled his glass and faced the crowd again, his back leaning on the bar.
There were all types, he noted: dock workers, carpenters, merchants, and even some vagrants. Alyx did notice one thing, however, as did most the others in the room. He was the only person in the room carrying weapons. He knew there was a dagger hidden here or there, but none were openly carrying a weapon aside from him. This, and the fact that he was part Rydi, seemed to keep a distinct line between them. Some were actually going to great pains to keep their distance. No one wanted to upset a Rydi, especially one who had a long knife at each hip.
When Jhonia returned two women, whom he introduced, followed him. "Alyxandr Jeffries," he said, "this is Myra." He motioned to the older of the two. She was about four inches over five feet with black hair just starting to turn silver with age and worry.
"And this," he said, motioning to the other, "is her daughter, Khori."
At the mention of her name she stepped forward and grabbed Alyx's right hand. "I'm honored, Captain Jeffries."
For a second Alyx couldn't find the words to speak. His tongue felt like it had swollen to fill his mouth. "Please," he stumbled, "call me Alyx."
Khori was tall for a woman, only three inches shorter than Alyx's six feet one inch. Her hair was so black that it seemed to give off a blue glow as it fell to the middle of her back and around her shoulders. Her face was smooth and thin, her skin pale compared to that of the Rydi. Green eyes met his and she smiled.
Alyx decided in that brief moment that this was by far the most beautiful creature he had ever seen and he knew that he was cursed.
Jhonia cleared his throat loudly, interrupting their stare. Myra stepped between them. "Why don't we get a table," she said. "Jhonia and I have a lot of catching up to do."
Leading Khori by the arm, Myra made her way to a table in the back of the room. Alyx followed behind, admiring the way her hips swayed. While she'd never been trained for battle, she still held a warrior's grace in her walk. Where her mother was full figured and shorter, Khori had an athlete’s build. Thin, lithe, but well defined.
Silently Alyx cursed himself. He had to keep these thoughts out of his head, keep his mind occupied with something else. After a few seconds of trying, however, he knew it was impossible. Her image was too fresh in his mind and he could think of nothing else.
After they were seated, Myra motioned someone to get them wine. A girl brought a pitcher and four cups and then filled each in turn. Neither Jhonia nor Myra noticed her; they were far too engrossed in their own conversation.
From his chair across the table, Alyx could only pick up bits and pieces of what they were saying. As he tried to lean forward to listen he felt a hand touch his own. Instinctively he pulled back.
"Alyx?"
As he turned, he felt his stomach churn in the most discomforting way. His mother had warned him about the day this would happen, as it did for some Rydi, but she'd neglected to mention this.
"Are you okay?" she asked.
"Fine," he said a little too quickly. "Just fine."
She seemed to relax a little, her face brightening. "Good," she said. "I just thought maybe you'd like to take those off?" She motioned to his weapons with her right hand; her left had managed to find its way atop his. She leaned close and smiled. "I think they're making people nervous."
Taking his eyes from her, which wasn’t a simple task, he looked around the room. Sure enough, people were beginning to stare. They tried to hide it, but he could tell by the way they lowered their heads when his gaze met theirs. He turned back, noticing both her hands were now on top of his and she was leaning even closer.
"You're right, Khori, but,” he said as he leaned close. “What’s to prevent these savages from ravaging me once I’m unarmed?
Khori's face lit up and she began to laugh. It was not what she had been expecting the Rydi Captain to say. "Don't worry," she said. "I'll protect you."
Alyx smiled. Before he fully knew what he was doing, both daggers were unfastened. Removing his riding cloak, he wrapped them inside. He set the bundle at his feet near his pack.
Khori reached down and gathered the bundle in her arms. "I'll put these away for you, okay?"
Alyx only nodded as he leaned back, again admiring the way her knee-high skirt moved while she walked. When she was gone Alyx again considered what he was doing, how he was only driving the spike deeper. He knew this was a mistake, some vile curse from the vilest of gods, Noswal. But right now it didn't matter. What did matter was how good he felt. If he never again had this feeling, at least he could look back to this night.
<><><>
An hour later, after Myra had managed to separate Alyx and Khori, the two women went back to work and left Alyx and Jhonia alone. The mage took the chair next to the Rydi's and pulled it close.
"Just what do you think you're doing?" the mage asked.
Alyx's hand froze as it was about to tip his glass of water. He'd quit drinking wine some time earlier; he didn't want to lose his head to it. "What do you mean?"
"You know damn well what I mean," he said. Alyx had never actually seen Jhonia angry, he'd thought the mage was above it, but right now he was fuming. "Khori isn't some whore you can come in here and abuse for the night and then leave on the morrow."
Alyx sighed and leaned back, his eyes focused straight ahead. "You should know better than that mage. I'm not that way."
"Then I will ask you again. What do you think you're doing?"
"You could never understand."
"Then make me understand..."
"Shut up and listen!"
Jhonia was surprised by the sudden passion of Alyx's words.
"You have no idea of what this is doing to me, mage. What this is going to do to me, and, I really don’t understand how this is any of your affair.”
"But it is my affair, Alyx," Jhonia said, not intimidated by the Rydi. "I helped raise that girl. I won't see you come in here and do this to her."
Alyx began to chuckle softly, for some reason it fueled Jhonia’s anger. "What's so funny?" he asked.
He turned and faced the mage. "There are worse things that can happen to a person, Jhonia."
He snorted. "Not to a woman..."
"It is much deeper than that mage, much deeper." When Jhonia's face made it clear that he had no idea what the Rydi meant, Alyx continued. "Let me tell you a story, one my mother told me when I was young."
"In the beginning of the worlds, when there were only the gods, it was said there was a warrior named Teal, one of supreme skill. She prided herself upon it, feeling it was the greatest attribute a being could have. There could be no thrill greater than watching your enemies fall under your blade. She remained like this, content with only developing her skills for thousands of years. Back then the gods were numerous and filled the world, each devising different forms of pleasure as they swept through their immortal lives. Then Teal began to hear of a great and evil god, one who thrived on the pain and agony of others. So, wanting to rid the world of this great evil the goddess, Teal, set upon his fortress."
"Well, she didn't know that the Plagued One, Noswal, was able to use the magic, what you call the Source. She soon found herself in one of his numerous dungeons. For years on end the only sound she heard was the screams of the dying. Thriving on her pain, Noswal decided to make it even greater. He made her watch as he tortured and killed, breaking her spirit until she was void of it."
"Without Teal to train them, the other gods soon lost all memory of battle. They became easy targets for Noswal and his minions, who we believe evolved into the Jyniae. That is a different story though."
He paused, taking a drink of his water. He looked at Jhonia, who seemed to be listening, and continued. "Day in and day out Noswal made her watch his insane crimes until nearly all the gods had been destroyed. You see, it was Noswal's plan from the very beginning to have Teal for himself. In his own mad way he loved her and what she had become. He would kill every other god in order to make her his own."
"The day came when the last living being lay on Noswal's bloodied altar, the last god. Teal, insane now from memories of torture, gazed upon him and her insanity fled. The god upon the altar was Rayl and he epitomized strength and enduring pain. He took the pain from her and gave her the strength to fight back. He gave her one thing more, something that she'd never had, love. From the moment their eyes locked they both knew there could never be another. With the strength Rayl had given her she had the power to fight back."
"Although she didn't have the strength to kill Noswal, for he is the most powerful of the gods, she did have enough strength to free herself and Rayl. Teal now understood what was needed to be a true warrior. It wasn't simply practice and dedication, but also desire. Desire for another had given her strength. In her darkest moment, she found hope in what he had given her."
"So she decreed that her children would all know the joy she and Rayl did. They would be granted a piece of her skill and some of Rayl's strength and endurance. Their skill would come from training, but their strength would come from love, as did the gods."
"You see, Jhonia, some Rydi are given this gift. No matter where they go or what they do, some day the gods will bring them to their mate, their strength. Because without it they are nothing."
Jhonia frowned. "And your point is?"
Alyx held up a hand. "Wait. There's one more thing. You see, Noswal was furious at what happened, furious because together, Teal and Rayl had the strength to fight him, furious because Teal was now forever out of his grasp. So he cursed them and all the generations to come. He couldn't destroy what was already done, so he added to it. He made it so each Rydi could only find one mate, and if that one was lost then there could never be another. He connected them with the threads of their souls."
Jhonia interrupted him. Although he didn't think he believe the story, it entertained him. "Sounds more like a blessing than a curse."
"That's what Teal and Rayl thought, that Noswal had somehow done this in a blind rage and didn't understand. But as time moved on, so did the mortality of Teal and Rayl's children. They started dying off. The gods knew this would happen. They couldn't pass their immortality to their children. So, their children began dying and as they did their mates began to lose a part of their souls. The lost their will, Jhonia. They became only half warrior and only half alive. They no longer had their strength. Teal and Rayl were so upset that they hunted Noswal down and cut out his tongue so he could never again utter another curse."
Jhonia shrugged. "Again, what's your point?"
Alyx sighed in frustration, his gaze straight out into the crowd in front of him. He seemed oblivious to their presence. "Khori is not Rydi. She could never feel the god’s gift to their children because she is not one of them." He looked back towards Jhonia, his smile sarcastic, pained. "I am already cursed with my impure blood. Now half my soul is gone and the Tongueless One laughs."
Jhonia didn't believe such nonsense and he had no idea of what Alyx had just said, but he could feel Alyx's grief and he knew the half Rydi believed it. "C'mon Alyx, what makes you think she won't be able to feel the gift? Can there be no exceptions?"
Alyx shook his head. "She is not one of the god's children, Jhonia. She is not Rydi."
Jhonia sighed. "But you're not even fully Rydi, yet you claim to feel it."
"Another curse, mage. Noswal already held half my soul, and when I leave her tomorrow, he will have the rest. I am damned to his torment. Doomed to never find my strength."
Jhonia had no words for the Captain. He knew that sometimes a belief could be stronger than the truth and Alyx's belief was his truth. Jhonia knew there would be no way to convince him otherwise. He just hoped that it was soon, he didn’t need a love sick Rydi
<><><>
Alyx knew one of the best ways to ease his mind was to work. So, taking a mop from one of the girls he began to work on the muddied floor, swabbing the dirt and grime from the wood.
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