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Books of the Immortals
Air
by Barbara G.Tarn
KINDOM OF LAKESHI
Sarita kept rolling and unrolling the same lock of her black hair around her index finger, almost pulling it out in the process. The air was hot and the caress of the sun on her cheek made her imagine someone's hand touching her gently even in public and with her eyes wide open, she could imagine him and feel him by her side.
The grass felt fresh under her feet and a cool breeze made the sunshine less hot, but she felt as if she was sweating all over the simple thought of him made her smell flowers in the jungle, just because she knew his palace was full of them.
She glanced at her naked arms and suppressed a second sigh: she was too dark for him and nobody must know she wanted him so badly. But today she would see him again, and the thought made her happily restless. She wished she could actually touch his silken clothes and the warm skin underneath.
She looked around at the villagers, all crammed in the small clearing on the side of the little gray temple as if they wanted to protect it except they weren't armed, but in their best clothes. They had known this day would come: the king would visit the humble village to meet the revered guest who sometimes lived in the temple. Sarita thought for the first time he was coming to her instead of her going to the capital and the royal palace to show her work.
She glanced at the almost square building on her right. It was made of local gray stone, with a small porch and no foundation, and had been built on a plinth with two steps. The porch had four paired columns, leaving a wider space between to give easy access to the temple. The flat roof had a second natural cover made by the entwined branches of the nearby trees.
"They're here," an elder said, bringing Sarita's attention back to the sound of drums (very close now) and to the narrow opening in the forest that was the only entrance to the clearing. She could feel the excitement and anticipation of the villagers around her, but her heart raced so much, she feared she would faint. She took a deep breath and chided herself, calming down.
The procession of elephants and people stopped in front of the porch. Drums fell silent as guards and servants invaded the open space. The noble guests dismounted in a shower of petals: now the perfume of flowers was real.
Sarita's heart raced as she stared at gorgeous Prince Anjaan, his clean-shaven face, his silken, bejeweled turban, his golden earrings and torque. He followed his father up the two steps and stopped in front of the temple door without looking around.
"Noble and divine creature, show yourself!" the king called.
Sarita hid a chuckle behind her hand. Her mother elbowed her with a frown and she regained control of herself. A rustle of large wings came from the dark interior of the temple. A brown haired young woman with big brown wings protruding from her back appeared at the door. She wore tight fitting clothes (shirt and trousers, not the gowns women usually wore), and her sky-blue eyes viewed the small crowd with a hint of panic.
Sarita met her gaze and smiled reassuringly. Just a heartbeat, but it was enough for her friend to gain some reassurance.
The king, the prince, the courtiers, guards and servants, who saw the winged young woman for the first time, held their breaths. The villagers relaxed and bowed at she appeared they knew her well by now. The king himself nodded at the creature, impressed. The powerful master of Lakeshi had never before had the honor of meeting a member of the fabled Magical Races.
"My lady, it is an honor to see you," the king said.
"The honor is mine," the winged creature replied with a nod. "Your people told me I could use this temple during the rainy season..."
"Of course, you are welcome, but wouldn't my palace be more comfortable for you? This temple is small and dark, divine one, a very poor shelter for someone like you!"
"It is fine, I wouldn't know how to move inside a palace."
"You can have a big room with a terrace overlooking my garden, and food, rich clothes, jewels..."
"Powerful king, I am grateful, but I cannot accept your offer. As you see, I don't wear jewels. A dress would be uncomfortable during flight. And the fruits of the earth aren't edible for me."
The king exchanged glances with his courtiers and his old counselor moved forward to whisper some advice into his eager ear. Sarita noticed that Prince Anjaan couldn't take his eyes off the winged young woman, and pursed her lips in frustration.
"Do you have a name?" the king asked.
"Winged Jesminder. And I am Sila, not divine." The formal answer. Sarita grinned: she had heard it too the first time.
"Winged Jesminder, you are living proof of the existence of the Magical Races. I would like you to come to my palace, but I will not force you, as you are much closer to divine than I will ever be."
"You are a true and rightful king, may the Immortals always be with you," the winged creature said gravely. "Sila don't need buildings. We don't have houses or other tangible things besides our clothes. We are Air's creatures and we don't like to be locked up."
Prince Anjaan smiled boldly. He had been listening to his father's talk, and his eyes had never left the slim body (so obvious in its tight fitting cover) and brown wings; his barely hidden lust put a lump in Sarita's throat.
"I could entertain you for months," he said.
Jesminder smiled back and relaxed.
"You're bound to earth, my lord, the opposite might be truer," she said.
"Indeed," he grinned. "Your might is known to all of us, the magic of your race undeniable. Would you rescue someone for me?"
"What my son means is that his betrothed has been abducted by an evil sect and we were hoping you could help us to retrieve her," the king added respectfully.
Jesminder looked puzzled.
"I have the magic of Air, but I cannot save someone," she said. "I can fly, but I'm harmless. Maybe a Fajrulo could help you, especially if you pay them in gold. But I don't know any who live around here at this time."
"Can't you even fly to Arquon and free my betrothed?" Prince Anjaan asked, mocking and disappointed at the same time.
"I can fly to Arquon, but I wouldn't know how to free your betrothed," the Sila replied. "I suppose she's well-guarded. And if she's with the High Priest King... again, only Fajrulo can withstand and beat the magic of the Dark Pond that gives him his power."
Sarita couldn't take her eyes off of Anjaan. Why did he want his betrothed back? Love, lust, pride? Was his a political betrothal, or did he really care about the chosen princess? Sarita couldn't tell.
"Well, that settles the matter, I guess!" the king sighed. "Do Sila marry?"
"No, we don't. I'm sorry, your majesty."
"I hope you will visit me one day. A short visit, maybe?"
"I will. Maybe for Prince Anjaan's wedding," Winged Jesminder promised.
Prince Anjaan nodded with a satisfied smile.
"Very well, let's go!" the king declared, going back to his elephant, followed by his son.
Sarita watched the king's procession leave, then turned to Jesminder. She signaled to come over later, and the Sila nodded. Then her mother grabbed her arm, and she waved good-bye to her winged friend as the villagers started leaving with hushed comments.
Jesminder picked up the little statue with a thoughtful smile: another God of Winds according to Human traditions, one of the many offerings collected on the altar and niches of the small temple that was sometimes her shelter. The place was quiet again, but she was still tense from the crowded meeting and kept seeing the faces of the king and his son, hearing their words and thinking about Sarita, who had told her a secret: she was in love with the prince and heir to the throne, and considered him her muse.
A muse, what an interesting notion. Sarita was an artist, not a simple artisan. Her skill and creativity had attracted Jesminder more than anything else. Humans had no magic, but they had other quite unusual talents. And they had feelings, just like the Genn, the Sila and the Waiora. They had relationships and families. They created tangible works of art, sometimes rather naive, like the votive statue she was holding, sometimes very realistic.
The carved rock was porous but with no rough edges, only thick limestone shaped as a man holding an amphora supposedly full of wind. It looked old and also slightly different from the others: either it had been brought here by a foreign traveler, or bought abroad a long time ago.
Humans kept surprising Jesminder with their ideas of the true aspects of the Immortals. None of them seemed to be able to grasp the concept of no physical form, therefore they "humanized" them and called them "gods". Jesminder had lost count of the number of gods adored by Humans. Was it so hard for them to understand there were only five Immortals?
Jesminder put the little statue back on the stone altar, near the others. She caressed the smooth ivory surface of her favorite Goddess of Fertility, who was depicted with a generous bosom and swirling skirt, and admired the carving one more time. Thinking about Human religions had pushed the meeting with the king to the back of her mind, and she relaxed with a deep breath. Time to move on. The inside of the temple was fresh and dark as usual, but there were still a few hours of daylight available. She left the peace of the little square building and went outside, now ready to meet people and talk again.
Her big brown wings made her feel awkward when she walked, but the village was just beyond the trees. Jesminder hated walking, but a northern shoemaker had made her some comfortable boots that allowed her to move easily on the narrow footpath in the woods, shorter than the heights of the trees she'd have to pass if flying. She could never go bare-footed like Sarita and most of the southern populations.
Her appearance in the single, dusty street of Gurvan was welcomed with smiles and nods. Some even bowed out of respect, but nobody approached her: they knew she was still intimidated by them (after five years! Sometimes she wondered if she'd ever get used to them) and kept away, feeling blessed by her simple presence.
Gurvan was only a few mud huts with some trees, built on the shore of a small river with waters as green as the jungle surrounding it. Near the small wooden pier some old men discussed the latest events namely the royal visit, that had left colored flowers fading everywhere along the street. The scent was strong, as if the flowers were still fresh.
Fishermen were out with their boats, women tended their children and small vegetable plots, hunters were still out. Artisans worked in their shops, two potters and a sculptor. Jesminder knew all their names by now. She walked to the sculptor's house, where the sound of chisel and hammer could be heard.
"Ah, Winged Jesminder!" the widow of the sculptor was at the door. "Please, convince Sarita that it's not good for a girl to follow in her father's footsteps."
"Mrs Radha, your husband gave you five daughters," Jesminder said. "He had a great talent, why should his art die with him?"
"Sculpture isn't for women, divine! Who will want to marry a woman who can't cook and spends her life with chisel and hammer?"
"You already married off the other four, you should be glad Sarita stayed to take care of you."
"I'm taking care of her! Dear me, nobody understands me!"
The chiseling had stopped. Sarita must have heard her mother's whining voice. She appeared behind her mother's plump figure and her face brightened with a smile.
"Jez!" she gently pushed her mother aside and hugged Jesminder. The Sila, by now used to this display of affection, let her friend touch her without opening her wings. "Come in, I have work to finish." Sarita grabbed her by the wrist.
Mrs Radha shook her head, moving away from the door to let the two young women in. Sarita pulled Jesminder into her workshop, where she let go of the Sila's hand to go to her stool.
The little room was filled with all types and sizes of rocks, both sculpted and untouched. A wooden table held the smaller pieces and the sculpting tools. Most were human statues, sometimes flowers carved in stone.
As Sarita went back to her sculpture, Jesminder took a knife and a piece of wood: she started carving it, just to keep her hands busy, as Sarita carefully used chisel and hammer on a statue's almost finished face. She specialized in representing human figures.
"I'd say he looks just like Prince Anjaan," Jesminder said with a mischievous smile. Sarita giggled.
"I just had my memory refreshed, I might as well use it," she said.
"And will you show him this statue?" Jesminder asked.
"I'm not allowed to talk to him, Jez." Sarita shrugged. "He's a prince, I'm an artisan. He'll never look at me."
"I'm surprised your mother didn't ask me to talk the king into marrying you to his son."
"Mother knows Prince Anjaan would never marry me, not even if you asked his father."
"You know I almost did?" Jesminder smiled. "When he suggested I consider Anjaan, I was about to tell him, no thank you, but how about this friend of mine?"
"You wouldn't dare!" Sarita was both pleased and shocked.
"Why not? I'll do it, if you want me to. I'll go to the palace and tell him..."
"No! Thank you, Jez, but it won't work anyway."
"Your mother wants to see you married, like your sisters."
"Yes, with a soldier, an artisan, a peasant, whoever might have me without a dowry, because there's not enough money, unless I make some with my sculptures."
Jesminder stopped her carving to ponder.
"Earthlings' society is quite complicated to me," she sighed at last.
"It's because the Sila are all equal," Sarita observed. "And you don't own anything. You're not dependent on money. You don't crave power, and wealth, and..."
"But you have so many different talents! All we can do is fly, sing and stay with Air..."
"Well, you can carve wood," Sarita grinned, going back to her work.
Jesminder turned around the piece of wood, unconvinced. This wasn't a talent. Drawing maps was a talent, but she couldn't do it. She wasn't very good at anything, actually, and sometimes it was frustrating, especially when she compared her humble self to gifted people like Sarita.
She carved some more, musing over the strange friendship Air had put in her path five years before. It was true that she could travel freely, but some Human tribes were still quite hostile to Magical Races. She had been flying over one of the northern kingdoms that had risen from the ashes of the Moren Empire when an arrow had hit her. The pain had numbed all other feelings, she must have fainted, but Air had kept her at a safe distance from the ground, until she had come to her senses. She had been exhausted by then, so she had glided down to the trees, hoping to find shelter in an unknown forest, where she could at least heal herself.
Once on the ground, she had found the little temple, and Sarita, mourning her father's death. Both had been scared of each other at first, but she was too weak to run away, and Sarita quickly understood that she wasn't a threat, but in distress. She had run to find herbs to help her recover from the wound and told her to hide in the temple until she felt strong enough to leave.
From a hostile northern kingdom to a friendly southern community. Jesminder had kept going back to Gurvan afterward, and in five years had built a strong friendship with the young sculptor a teenager when she had first met her, now a young woman in her early twenties.
Again Jesminder observed her friend's unruly black hair, loose on her friend's shoulders, the bronze skin, big black eyes and fleshy lips. And the bosom now fully developed: Sarita was definitely a woman now.
Sarita stopped chiseling to look at the statue. She dusted it and touched it here and there, feeling the stone with her fingers. She nodded in satisfaction, turning to her winged friend with a proud smile.
"What do you think?" she asked.
"Definitely Prince Anjaan," Jesminder answered. "Are you hoping he'll pick it up himself?"
"He's probably halfway back to Jevina already." Sarita shrugged. "I know, he'll never look at me. If only I had Princess Indira's pale complexion..."
"She is lost to him," Jesminder reminded her.
"If it wasn't for you, Prince Anjaan would never have set foot in Gurvan."
"And I would have never known what your secret love looked like."
"How do you find him?"
"Prince Anjaan is gorgeous and he knows it."
"Yes, but his charm doesn't work with you."
"He cannot have me, but now that his betrothed is gone, he might as well consider you."
"A princess of Akkora or Gajendra is more likely! This world is complicated, Jez. Why do you think you're my only friend?"
"I don't know, you do seem different from the other villagers."
"I am, always was. This village is too small for me. Whenever I go to Jevina I feel so alive! Someday I'll have to gather the courage, and the money, to leave. But without a husband..." Sarita shook her head, staring at the statue of Anjaan with a depressed expression.
"I've heard there's a country far away, ruled by women," Jesminder said. "Do you want me to take you there?"
Sarita snapped out of her gloomy mood and smiled again.
"No, thank you! I'll find my own way out, don't worry."
Sarita switched off the oil lamp and went to bed. In the darkness the image of Prince Anjaan came alive for her. Her imagination was so visual; she could actually see him lying by her side. He smiled at her, caressing her cheek with his fingers.
"Hello, love. How was your day?" he asked.
"The usual," she replied, staring at him, enchanted. "Except you had eyes only for Jez."
"Winged Jesminder is a divine Sila, worthy of a king. But she won't marry me, and you know it. You're my one and only."
"I love you too." She embraced him, caressing his nose with hers, teasing him into kissing her.
"When we meet again in the real world, will you marry me?" he said tenderly.
"When we meet again in the real world, you won't even see me. But thank you for being here now."
"My pleasure..." he finally touched her skin with his lips, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine. She closed her eyes with a sigh.
"I'm tired," she said.
"Then sweet dreams, love."
"Let me sleep against you."
Sarita held the pillow tighter, imagining her prince's heartbeat. She slowly fell asleep.
ARQUON
Indira stared in horror at her groom. He was handsome, yet something in his eyes repelled her; something evil and perverted that made him worse than anyone she had met before. She had told her father she didn't like Prince Anjaan, but the king of Arquon was much worse.
He smirked at her, caressing her cheek. She pulled back instinctively. She hated to be touched by anyone, but especially by him: he made her skin crawl. He had stolen her from her father's palace with the help of a demon, and now he appeared to her as a heartless giant.
She knew who he was a usurper of the Arquon throne, a high priest who became king after he had slaughtered the legitimate royal family or turned those left alive to his Church of Darkness. Whatever he wanted, he took. And now he wanted Indira. Her consent (or her father's for that matter) meant nothing to him.
And now she was here, in the royal palace of Arquon, dressed like a bride and made ready to become his wife. Her father in all his might was powerless against him, as were the other kings. They feared his majesty the High Priest King might decide he wanted all of their kingdoms for himself. It hadn't happened yet, but Indira wasn't the first princess taken to Arquon by force. Her own brother had been killed by the Sect and other royal family members had been lost to it or killed by its bloodthirsty adepts.
Indira lowered her eyes as her heart sank under the gaze of king's cruel eyes. There were rumors that all of the young women taken had been killed to keep him young. He must be her father's age, at least, but looked much younger, though in a sinister way.
"Welcome to Arquon, Princess Indira," he said. "You are indeed the most beautiful and haughty living princess."
"What do you want from me?" she asked, trying to keep calm.
"You are full of light, my lady. Your power will give me strength. And I'm sure you will end up enjoying your... education very much."
"You already killed my brother, will you kill me too?" she blurted out, incapable of hiding her feelings any longer.
The king stared at her, thoughtful.
"I didn't kill your brother," he declared. "He wasn't my toy. Ever heard of the Black Dame? She haunted him and lured him, and eventually killed him. Behind my back. It won't happen again, trust me." He sneered and she gasped.
"I don't believe you!" Her voice trembled with fear.
He smiled pleasantly before answering: "I don't care."
He pulled her closer and tried to kiss her, but she turned her face. She cringed when his lips touched her cheek. He chuckled and whispered in her ear.
"So you don't like being touched, eh? Excellent." He licked her earlobe and she struggled to get free to no avail. "When released, your energy will be even stronger," he continued.
"Let me go!" she moaned. He did, so abruptly that she fell on her knees.
He smirked and took her chin, forcing her to look at him as he towered over her.
"Don't worry, not now," he said. "I'll let your fears grow, so the explosion will be mightier! You shall become my whore, princess, whether you like it or not. And your energy will feed me for years."
He let go of her chin and she slumped back with a shiver. What was he talking about? What kind of magic would he use?
He scoffed and left, leaving her panting with fear on the floor.
Keiko was restless. Ramesh had taken Tarun's sister for his next sacrifice. Not that she cared about another silly princess or the punishment he had bestowed on her when he had discovered her toy. Her relationship with the High Priest of the Sect was a complex mix of love, lust and hatred that had started fifteen years earlier. Her life had had no meaning since she had lost her one and only love. Sometimes she wondered why she was still alive. Sometimes she was aware of the power of sex and blood, and it intoxicated her. She was addicted to it.
Her lust grew every year, and Prince Tarun had been beautiful. And noble, gentle, courageous, so full of light, she had really enjoyed tearing him to pieces and giving him to darkness. If Indira had only half the light that Tarun had possessed, Ramesh would be very powerful again and might decide to punish her harder. That, she couldn't allow. Since he had moved to the Royal Palace of Arquon, leaving her in charge of the underground city of the Sect as High Priestess, she had found some sort of peace. If he came back just to remind her who was actually the master, she might explode, and use whatever power she could gather, probably dying in the attempt. But she wouldn't let him touch her ever again.
She was sick of living anyway. "If he comes back, I'll kill him, or die trying," she decided.
"We'll die at last," Hayato whispered, relieved. She could feel his exhaustion, but it only fueled her anger.
"Shut up!" she snapped. She looked around the window-less, cave-like room that had become her home. She didn't mind living underground. She didn't miss the jungle, or the dirty streets of Leland. She didn't want her old life back. But she couldn't go on like this forever.
She stared at her black dress. The Black Dame. That's what they called her. Still, her skin was as pale as the moon. Her exotic looks had won the heart and body of the Captain of the Royal Guard of Rajendra, who had betrayed his king and prince to become her most faithful bodyguard. And she knew Ramesh still wanted her for that very reason not that it made any difference for him if he had a man or a woman. His lust was even mightier than hers.
That was probably the reason he still had power. And because the Pond obeyed him, of course. Keiko knew he had been using the power of darkness for twenty-five years. He was stronger than her. But she didn't really care. Since he had captured her and forced himself on her... no, forget that. Since he had killed her beloved, she had stopped caring. Until now.
Hayato had lost track of time. Since Tarun's death, he didn't even bother to get out of bed. Sect members brought him food and he could still feel Keiko through their bond as twins. She might be restless, but he was simply exhausted.
He was tired of the dark room lit by torches; tired of the Sect's bloodthirsty and sex-crazed members; tired of the sacrifices to the Pond of Dark Magic that drained him of his own inner light.
He knew Tarun's sister was in Ramesh's hands now. He had sensed the demon coming out of the Pond and flying to Rajendra to abduct the princess.
Hayato could feel Indira's light as much as he had felt her brother's, even if she was in Zarquon and he was captive in the underground city. He wondered if he could reach out to her. She must be extremely scared. He knew how terrifying Ramesh could be. But he was too weak to follow her light signal or get in touch with her. So he turned to Keiko instead.
"Have you had enough?" he asked, closing his eyes and sending the message to her mind. He felt her stir, frown... a few moments later she stormed into the room.
"Enough of what?" she asked.
He pulled himself up and hugged his knees, staring at her. She was upset. Ramesh hadn't been kind. He wondered what form of sexual torture he had used to punish her. Whatever it was, it had left no scars on her round face or cleavage, but it had certainly left its mark in her black eyes.
"This life," he said. "Ramesh isn't a lover, he's your master. Havent you had enough of being his slave?"
"I was able to sleep with princes," she spat out haughtily. "None of them would have looked at me out there."
"And?" Hayato smiled. "You've only wanted our Little Prince. None of the others were really important, were they? None of them married you, and you even killed one. You never had children."
"Of course not," she shrugged. "I don't want any. The only man I wanted to marry and start a family with is dead."
"It's been fifteen years, Keiko. Are you going to punish yourself for the rest of your life?"
She stared at him, then came to sit near him by the bed. Her face softened.
"I'd be dead already if you weren't here with me," she said.
"You're killing us both," he replied. "You could have let me go."
"And where would you be today, my dear brother?" she scoffed. "Back to the Islands Empire with the rest of our family?"
"Maybe," he shrugged. "Have they gone back?" he wondered.
"Yes," she said averting her eyes. "Tetsuo has brought what's left of his family back to Shikku."
"Can you see that far?"
"No, but I know they left the southern kingdoms."
"Oh." He pondered. "I have never been to Shikku. Why don't we go? Aren't you curious to see our ancestors' country?"
"No," she said. "My heart died here, and my body will be buried here."
"Let me go, Keiko," he pleaded. "I'll come back and save you once I recover my strength."
"I don't want to be saved," she whispered into his face. Then she stormed out as fast as she had come.
"I do," he said to the empty room. He sighed and lay down again. Who could save him?
A gush of wind swiped the window-less room. He smiled. The Gods were with him. He started praying for the safety of himself, his sister, the rest of his family, his long lost friends. Sending out love and prayers gave him strength. Something told him that he'd soon be free.
Indira was locked in a bedroom when night came. The wedding ceremony was over, the banquet almost finished, and her husband had decided she needed rest. Still, she feared the coming of the High Priest King claiming his prize, although she wondered why he had bothered to marry her first. He wasn't of true royal blood, so what was he trying to prove? The threats before the ceremony were clear. Why waste time with a marriage?
She lay on the bed, awake, startled by every sound. But no footsteps came to her door. Music in the banquet room faded, and laughter and chatter turned to whispers and moans. The sounds of pleasure grew louder, but not closer.
Indira got out of bed and walked to the window that opened onto a little balcony. The moans grew louder, as if someone was having sex in the open. Hesitantly, she stepped out. She had never heard so many groans and moans, both male and female. Actually, she had never seen anybody having sex, although she had heard a couple of servants once.
She reached the low, sculpted parapet and looked down. The small garden and the porch were the theater of an orgy. She gasped as torches flickered on naked bodies intertwined. She pulled back, covering her mouth to muffle a scream. What was that? The Sect allowed promiscuity? She had never heard of such a religion!
She caught her breath and slowly bent to look down again. This time she saw the High Priest King with two women and a man. And he saw her and blew her a kiss.
Indira ran back into the room and threw herself on the bed, sobbing. The orgy was staged for her benefit. Her husband wanted to show her what awaited her. Had they done this to her brother as well? Had Tarun been abused too? Who would save her from this wicked palace?
A shadow of darkness touched her shoulder, startling her out of her sobs. She screamed and stopped crying, staring wide-eyed at the energy filling the room and darkening the oil-lamp light. She couldn't move, she couldn't speak...
A cackle teased her, and the darkness vanished.
Indira fainted.
Keiko was brooding, brushing her hair and staring at her face in the mirror, when Ramesh's face appeared behind her. The High Priest King smiled and caressed her head as she put down the brush.
"What do you want?" she snapped. She could feel no immediate threat.
"I was expecting you to join my wedding banquet," he said, pulling back to allow her to stand and face him. She barely reached his shoulder.
"I didn't know I was invited," she said sarcastically.
"Of course, my dear," he teased. "You should have brought Nazir, we could have tested his fealty. I'd have loved to see his face when I married his princess."
She scoffed.
"Nazir sees nobody but me now," she said scornfully.
"A tribute to your beauty." He tried to caress her cheek but she slapped his hand away. He tut-tutted, shaking his head.
"Didn't you have enough with your bride?" She walked to the bed, turning her back on him.
"Oh, but I didn't touch her," he smirked. "I made sure she knew what awaited her, though. Her fear and distress were intoxicating."
"I'm sure they were," she grunted. "Will you bring her here?"
"No, but I want you at the Zarquon royal palace tomorrow," he said. "I need you to see her. And bring Nazir."
"I told you Nazir..."
"Yes, you told me, but imagine Indira's face when she sees her Captain of the Guard by your side."
"Umph," she grumbled. "If you'll let me sleep, my lord, tomorrow I'll be at your bidding," she mocked, lying down as if to sleep.
"Keiko, don't challenge me," he warned, then vanished the way he had come.
She could use those same transfer spells. Why didn't she leave with Hayato now?
Keiko shrugged and decided to try to get some sleep. She had nowhere to go.
Indira stared with anguish at the veiled woman in black. She had heard so much about her evil powers, she couldn't help being scared by her simple presence. That woman had killed Tarun. That woman obeyed the High Priest King.
The Black Dame walked to her, her face hidden, but Indira could feel the Dames piercing eyes on her. Indira averted her head with a shiver as the woman put a cold hand on her pelvis.
Indira's heart sank and she stared at the king with a silent prayer: please, don't let her hurt me!
The High Priest King observed the Black Dame's examination of Indira with glee.
The woman in dark clothes and silver jewels turned to him. "She's just perfect."
The High Priest King smiled, which didn't reassure Indira at all.
"What will you do to me?" Indira inquired, anxiously.
The king caressed her cheek, and she pulled away abruptly.
"I'll have a baby with you," he promised. "Not now, though. I'll let your fear grow a little more."
"How can you..."
He put a hand on her mouth, gagging her.
He signaled the Black Dame who went to the door and let in another man. He took his hand off Indira's mouth.
As Indira recognized the man, she had a sudden hope that she would be saved.
"Nazir!" she screamed in relief, then stared in horror at the captain of her father's guard. He wore the red turban of the Sect, and new tattoos on his torso. His cold gaze barely looked at her, turning adoringly to the Black Dame.
Indira closed her mouth. She'd be strong. She wouldn't let them see her upset. Her pride made her frown at the High Priest King's smirk, and she averted her eyes from her former servant and the Black Dame.
"Haughty princess," the High Priest King mocked. "We'll see how long you resist when the three of us next visit you."
Indira shivered but kept her mouth tightly shut. She prayed fervently to the Gods to save her.
Nazir was asleep, but Keiko's eyes were wide open. She stared at the cave-like ceiling without really seeing it. In the darkness, she relived the sacrifice again, traveling back fifteen years in a heartbeat.
Her Little Prince was wounded; shocked silent by Ramesh. His eyes were wide open, but unseeing; he was panting, not from fear, but from physical pain. He was too weak to resist.
They had lowered him into the Goddess Pit while she screamed and tried desperately to jump in with him. Of course Ramesh had stopped her. She had felt her heart break and die when her Prince had disappeared.
Someone had told her he wasn't dead. She couldn't believe that liar, though. She had seen him dying, even if she had no explanation for the vanishing of his body. She could still see his sweet, sweating face, parched lips and shivering body in the cage. She still missed him. No man could compare to him. Maybe she should just join him in the Afterworld.
RAJENDRA
The blade cut deeply into his belly, taking him by surprise. He was fighting too many at the same time and his ability was no match for this. He fell, wounded not only in body. He had just lost the greatest battle.
But they didn't want him to die. Not yet. They tended his wound, so he could be alive and conscious for the sacrifice.
He saw the Goddess Pit beneath him, fire and magma and mortal heat. He tried to move, to free himself, but it was a useless struggle.
They lowered the cage into the well, slowly, chanting to the glory of the Goddess. The lava river almost blinded him, the flames almost touched him.
Kumar woke in anguish, breathless. He hadn't had that dream for years now. His heart still racing, he touched the familiar shape by his side, feeling the coarse elephant skin and listening to the jungle's noises.
He thought he heard a voice whisper, "You must live, Kumar."
Was he still dreaming?
Maya put her trunk around his shoulder, comforting him. He took a deep breath to calm down, settling against the elephant more to get back to reality than because he was afraid.
He dismissed the nightmare, the thought, the memory. He untangled himself from Maya and went to a nearby stream to drink. A snake slowly uncurled from a tree branch to reach him, but he threw it away, unconcerned. He was sick of hunting snakes.
He might try tiger hunting again. Tiger hides were better paid than snake skins, providing he had the king's permission to hunt, of course. He didn't want to see the inside of another prison.
He returned to his sleeping spot and sat near his animal friend. He closed his eyes again, lulled by Maya's breath, and soon fell back into sleep, dreamless.
Kumar rode for hours on Maya's back across a beautiful country of unploughed ground and forest, little hills that were green and blue from an abundance of water. He stuck to the forest to spare Maya the glare of the full sun and allow her to eat. They could stop and bathe frequently in the clear water, which they both greatly enjoyed. The water was pleasantly warm and neither of them was bothered by the slimy ground underfoot.
Kumar climbed palms or coconut trees to cut good branches for Maya, who waited patiently. Sometimes Maya hurt herself while feeding as she rubbed against rough tree trunks or tripped on a root or a rock, but Kumar was always ready with the natural liniments of medicinal plants and buffalo dung, readily available around them.
They eventually reached the town of Argantael, capital of Rajendra, famed for the elaborate beauty of its architecture. Every doorway was covered with scrolls of fruits and flowers, birds and beasts entwined in them. It was a walled city with large gates and multi-storied buildings with arched windows and doors. Kumar wasn't particularly impressed, although he could see the difference between this kingdom and his native Akkora. It was just another town, full of people and maybe work. He didn't mind company every now and then.
He left Maya free to feed in the jungle and entered the town by the south gate, walking up a long ramp to an open air market in the largest square of the town. The market was a vibrant place, full of life; the air was heavy with noise, people, and the smell of meats grilling on coals or freshly baked bread. Above the shops, the residences of multilevel houses were connected by stairs, wooden passages and a labyrinth of alleys.
Kumar bought a bowl of rice and sat on a stone bench. He ate, lazily watching passers-by and the ornate towers and balconies of the palace on the other side of the square. This kingdom seemed to be very fond of sculptures, and all the buildings had so many carvings and statues that they looked like sculptures themselves. He imagined himself climbing on those buildings, a thing made easy by all those stone ornaments: they obviously didn't fear assassins or thieves, or maybe they had very strict laws for trespassers. He didn't really want to find out, though after all, he had left Akkora behind because he wanted a new life.
How should he introduce himself in this kingdom? Should he pick a smaller village or town? He could be anything... nobody knew him, and he could invent a new profession or use an old one. That place was full of possibilities.
His ears picked up a conversation nearby: two merchants and a guard were talking in front of the rice seller and Kumar couldn't help hearing when one of the merchants exclaimed, "Prince Anjaan refuses to fight for his bride and Prince Sajid can't make up his mind! What is King Arjun supposed to do now that Prince Tarun is no more?"
"Everybody is scared of Arquon," the guard said. "It swallowed our previous captain, and, unlike our prince, he hasn't returned."
"Akkora lost Prince Yash to an Arquon princess years ago," Kumar said interrupting them. All three turned to look at him, the merchants with curiosity, the guard with suspicion. "I wouldn't want to have royal blood until Ramesh sits on the Arquon throne," he added with a scoff.
"Where are you from?" one of the merchants asked.
"Akkora."
"What is your trade?" the guard asked bluntly, eyeing his scimitar.
"Mercenary."
"You should report to Captain Naveen, then."
"I'm not looking for work, yet."
"Pity. There's a good reward for whoever brings back the princess safe and sound."
"How long has she been gone?"
The three men exchanged uneasy glances.
"One week," a merchant said. "The demon came at night and abducted her from the palace. We all had nightmares when it happened."
Kumar scoffed and shook his head.
"That's the way of the Sect. Night is their strength," he said. "I doubt she's safe and sound. Alive, yes, but untouched..." he shook his head, skeptical.
"You seem to know a lot about them," the guard grunted. "I'm sure Captain Naveen would love to talk to you."
"And end up like his predecessor?" Kumar asked innocently.
"We don't know what happened to Captain Nazir. He went to Arquon to save Prince Tarun and didn't come back."
"Then he's still there, he's one of them," Kumar shrugged.
"Don't you dare..." the guard was about to unsheathe his scimitar, but one of the merchants put a hand on his shoulder.
"Peace, Anupam," he said. "The stranger is probably right."
"The Sect took our prince first, then our princess," the other merchant told Kumar, "Our king is desperate. He'd give anything to have at least his daughter back."
Kumar smiled.
"How come the mighty king of Rajendra hasn't raised an army and marched on Arquon to get rid of those wretched people? There's a limit to the number of demons the High Priest King can summon. If the other kings united against him, he'd be crushed."
"The royal families of the south are running out of children to mate to forge alliances," the merchant said.
"The king of Akkora did nothing when Yash was killed. He actually married him off to Arquon! He could have betrothed his daughter to your prince and..."
"He did," the guard interrupted. "Princess Lalita was betrothed to Prince Tarun. She tried to save him with a magical sword, but failed."
"Then why don't Akkora and Rajendra unite?" Kumar asked. "Do these two kings really need a wedding to avenge their children's deaths?"
The three men shrugged and looked uncomfortable.
"Why don't you try to save Princess Indira?" one merchant suggested. "A single man might succeed where armies are powerless. You seem to know more about them than any of us ever will. Bring back the princess and King Arjun will cover you with gold."
Kumar scoffed, then pondered. Going back to Arquon when he had spent the last fifteen years trying to stay away from it seemed insane. But the money was tempting. He could buy his own place and live somewhere. Maybe even take up a trade and keep traveling.
But it would mean reopening a very old wound, something he had buried deep inside himself; something that was coming back in his nightmares. He didn't really care about living; he certainly didn't want to live forever, but confronting his past now? Was it worth it? Could money buy him freedom?
He pursed his lips, staring at the three men. Why not? It was just another job. Greed was stronger than the fear of something ephemeral as a fading memory or a dream. And he wasn't a common mercenary, after all.
"I'll think about it," he said, rising. He gave back the empty bowl of rice and turned to leave.
"Do you need a horse or any other means of transportation?" one merchant offered.
"No, thank you, I have my own," he replied.
"Wait, what's your name?" the guard asked.
"Kumar," he said quickly, walking away from the crowded square as fast as he could without running. He didn't look back he never did. Only his dreams brought back faces and places.
He didn't return to the same place twice normally. He needed a good reasons to do that a strong personal call, or, more likely, greed. He would do almost anything for money, but always spent it quickly, so he was always broke and would move back to the jungle with Maya until the next work came along. This time it would be an interesting challenge indeed.
Maya was waiting where Kumar had left her. She was bathing when he joined her, forcing a smile on his face.
"Get out of the water!" he ordered teasingly. "We must go back to Arquon."
Maya trumpeted her disapproval, but obeyed. She helped him to climb on her back and set off south, eating along the way in the luxuriant forest. On her back, Kumar had to avoid low branches, but mostly was free to consider his options, which were not many. His mind immediately went to the first meeting with the man, formerly known as High Priest of the Sect and now as king of Arquon. Not a good memory, no.
At least we both know the territory, Kumar considered, patting Maya's head. Not many could say they had survived Arquon's mysteries.
Maya wasn't just an elephant, she was his friend. Her honey-colored eyes followed him everywhere, while her large ears fanned her big black body with a slapping sound. He had never been trained as a mahout, but he had bonded with her nevertheless. Their relationship was special; they had saved each other too many times. He had never used restraining or controlling devices to train her. She even had twenty nails, which, he had later found out, was very rare and auspicious for an elephant. Her jet black skin was resilient and she made a gurgling sound each time she saw him. They were an excellent team, but maybe it would be better to leave her hidden outside Zarquon, the capital of Arquon. If his opponents thought he was on foot, he had an advantage.
Monkeys played around him, jumping from tree to tree, but Kumar ignored them. He pulled the scimitar from his belt, whirling it around with fake ferocity, and cutting down a few branches as if they were enemies: he looked forward to getting back into action especially if, instead of the branches, he could cut off Ramesh's head.
ISLANDS EMPIRE
"What?" Junko's eyes widened in horror at what Takeshi told her.
"I killed Ryu," he repeated, but he still couldn't believe it himself.
Junko's arms fell on her embroidered dress, her almond eyes filled with tears.
"Oh, Takeshi, how could it happen?" she inquired. "Your captain, your best friend..."
"I don't know. I guess I'm not much better than our father, after all."
He looked around their small house, feeling lost for the first time in years. Junko looked at the moon outside the window.
"Leave, Takeshi," she ordered. "Leave now, before they find his body."
"But where can I go?" he protested. "And what will happen to you? I will stay and take responsibility..."
"Takeshi, they will sentence you to death. You murdered your captain! I can't afford to lose you. You're the only brother I have left..."
"Well, we don't know about the twins. Maybe they're still alive."
"And in a land far, far away. Here's what you should do: go back there. I'll follow you, and we'll meet in Sutra."
Takeshi pondered. This didn't sound like exile, more like going back to their roots.
"Do you remember Sutra?" he wondered, staring at his younger sister.
"It's the place we left to come here, the last town I saw," she answered.
"It's the closest port to the Islands Empire, and where the twins were born," Takeshi mused. "Yes, we could meet there and go looking for the twins."
"Leave now, and give me a few months to get there. I don't want them to think that I know where you are."
"We'll be out of the Emperor's jurisdiction anyway. Are you sure you want to leave too?"
"Yes, Takeshi. I'll see you in Sutra. Go now, before the sun comes up."
Takeshi nodded and hugged her. He quickly picked out some clothes and gathered his weapons, while Junko put some food into a bag. He jumped onto his saddle and with a kick urged the horse away from the sleepy village of Shikku and the house he had called home for twelve years.
He kept seeing Ryu's body and Junko's face as he galloped away into the night; his dead best friend and his last surviving sister. He had often considered going back to the kingdoms where he was born and his family had prospered for many years, but the fear of not being able to blend in again had always prevented him. He had the almond eyes and fair skin of the Islands Empire; he would always be seen as a foreigner even in the faraway town where he was born. And he was a warrior now, not a merchant like his father. A warrior on the run. A traitor and a coward, though he was still confused about the whole evening. May the Gods protect him all the way to the Southern Kingdoms in spite of the murder...
By the time Takeshi started climbing on foot towards the snowy tops of the mountains, his heart was already as cold as winter; his pain had crystallized like a block of ice, heavier with every step, pressing inside his chest as if it would tear him apart. He stopped to catch his breath, leaning against a rock not very comfortable, but the grass was cold and wet, so he couldn't linger. He puffed on his cold hands and carried on walking.
It wasn't only the altitude, or the cold, that made him stop breathless on steep passages and look down to the plain as if he wanted to dive without wings into that green sea. He had already lost his horse to a steep ravine. He could have followed easily and put an end to his misery, but he kept walking, numbed by pain, no longer even aware of where he was going. With each step he felt that he didn't want to leave the country he had called home for twelve years, almost half of his life, and where his ancestors had dwelt for centuries.
At sunset he found a small cave, more an opening between two huge rocks that would protect him from wind and rain. He reluctantly ate a handful of cold rice, but even his stomach was closed. He was tempted to keep going, in spite of the risk of ending like his horse, so that he wouldn't have to sleep and risk dreaming about what had happened again.
Outside, it was dark and against the starry sky he could see the village of Shikku, the houses lined up on both sides of the single, dusty street, surrounded by the river to the south, the fields on the east and the forest to the north and west. Junko had told him to use the longer route to Sutra, but he had no idea why he had decided to climb towards almost certain death. The drug was probably still confusing his thoughts, in spite of the two days that had gone by.
He shivered in his temporary shelter. He still couldn't remember what exactly had happened, except that he had tried a drug that excited him at first, then left him stunned and shocked, staring at the corpse of his best friend. Ryu wore an expression of surprise, as if he hadn't expected death. Damn the day Takeshi had decided to prove to himself and the world that he wasn't weak like his father, the alcoholic of the village, to whom he hadn't spoken in years!
I thought I could control myself, he pondered. I thought it was a game. I thought I could come out clean. I had no idea of the effects. And I still don't remember much of it. I still have no idea of how I ended up killing Ryu.
The icy block of his heart was melting and guttural sobs choked in his throat. His captain, his best friend, had died by his hand, and not on the battlefield or on duty, but during a damn celebration where everyone had drank and smoked too much.
But it was his knife buried in Ryu's chest even though he didn't remember doing it. Junko's suggestion had been for the best, and it spared him from having to face Ryu's wife, or anybody else, but he was a fugitive now. His only consolation was that Junko had promised to join him, so he wasn't leaving anybody behind.
He caressed his saber, his faithful travel companion along with bow and quiver. He was a warrior, a young man who dreamed of a wife and children, but for Ryu's destroyed family, he would renounce his dreams. To which god should he turn now? Maybe the magic creatures of the mountains could point him in the right direction. He had promised Junko that he would cross the sea, and he still remembered the very different temples and monasteries of that other country. He remembered those gods' names, and the ascetics who taught their words.
Eventually sleep took him and he dreamed of riding with Ryu on missions to hunt down bandits, on night watches or playing chess, and his older friend's smile which promised: "Takeshi, I'll always be with you."
He woke at those words to a cold, cloudy morning, and felt a little better. He ate something and moved forward at a steady pace. He could feel Ryu walking by his side.
"Takeshi, you're lost, go back," Ryu ordered patiently.
"This footpath must lead somewhere and I'll follow it to its end," Takeshi replied stubbornly.
"You might wander for days and run out of food and water," Ryu insisted.
Takeshi stopped, snorting. He looked around, but could see only rocks and the sky around him, and the snow was closer and closer. Ryu and his common sense were right. Better to go back before finishing his supplies on these bleak mountains.
He turned on his heels and retraced his steps. He reached a crossing he hadn't seen on his way up. Which way had he come? He looked at the stones, trying to recognize something, but everything seemed different from this new viewpoint.
He chose the footpath that appeared to go down, hoping it would take him back to the plains and the civilization he had left behind. The forests and fields weren't visible anymore, so he could only guess.
A little later, the climbing resumed. Breathless, Takeshi wondered if he had chosen the wrong path.
"We're headed to the Top of the World," Ryu noted.
"Maybe that's where the magical creatures can be found," Takeshi said, hopefully.
"Do you really think they'll let you see them?"
"Damn it, Ryu, don't be such a pessimist!"
Having discussions with an imaginary Ryu helped to keep his mood high. The memory of his friend was so strong that the conversations seemed real. Ryu's body might be dead, but he hadn't abandoned him.
If only he had wings, he'd be out of these mountains, he thought with a sigh. Going there didn't seem like a good idea anymore. What was he thinking? Self-exile and death? I'm too young to die, he decided. He stopped for the night and sent a long prayer to the Gods, that they might deliver him from the labyrinth of the mountains.
The snowstorm surprised him before he could find his way back. Takeshi was lost on the mountains; wind and cold demanded payment.
Breathless and freezing, Takeshi fell on the fresh snow. He was too tired, the footpath was gone and he might fall into an icy hole at any time.
The intense cold that had wrapped his heart when he had left Shikku was now claiming his body. He closed his eyes, beginning to lose consciousness. The part of him that spoke with Ryu's voice yelled to get up and keep going, knowing that if he fell asleep he'd never wake up, but he was too tired to listen. Freezing to death didn't seem so bad now, and perhaps it was the only way to join his friend in the Afterworld and beg his forgiveness.
A shape covered in thick white fur, a hood hiding the face, shook him from his torpor. He didn't have the strength to walk, but he let the strange being carry him. He lost consciousness again as the wind slapped his face, trying to keep him awake in vain.
He no longer knew if he was awake or dreaming, but his life seemed to scroll before his eyes; mostly his life in Shikku: the little house he shared with Junko, the guards barracks and the palace of their lord, with its gardens and many-storied buildings under pagoda-like roofs. He saw his friends and companion-at-arms. He saw Ryu and his family his wife, son, daughter, and sister. He sat in Ryu's living-room, drinking tea with the women, duty and uniform temporarily forgotten.
"A chess game?" Ryu suggested with a wink.
He accepted immediately, leaving Junko with Naomi and Mayumi. Ryu was his teacher in everything except chess. Takeshi had learned to play when he was very young, taught by his father and his older brother, Hayato; one tradition of the Islands Empire that Tetsuo had passed on to his sons even when they moved abroad. His father no longer played, but Takeshi had become proficient, and Ryu often suggested he tried the national championship though he felt too shy to try.
In spite of his nomadic first thirteen years (or maybe for that very reason), Takeshi wasn't too keen on moving away from Shikku. Unless patrol duty pushed him a little further through the lands of his lord, he stuck to the village or palace service. He didn't like going to town. He enjoyed knowing everybody, even if not everybody was to his liking, and he was always polite.
He remembered Junko in male clothes, her hair hidden under the uniform hat, trying to get into the guard Ryu had to turn her down, of course, but she didn't hold a grudge.
"Whom would you like to marry, Junko?" Takeshi asked her.
"I want to be on my own," she pouted.
"Come on, don't you want a family?"
"To see it split like ours?"
"We've been unlucky. I want a wife and children I'll always keep with me!"
"What if a disease kills them? Or an accident?"
"Gods, Junko, don't be such a pessimist at your age!"
He was always the happy-go-lucky, always smiling, even when he was tired. Junko was wilder compared to him, and she didn't want a relationship. He wanted to be like Ryu, except that he hadn't found the right woman yet. She wasn't in Shikku. That's why he had finally considered traveling to the Chess National Championship, in the hope of meeting a woman he could love and start a family with.
He easily beat Ryu who laughed, good-natured as usual.
"You should really compete, Takeshi, you'd be famous in no time!"
"And then what?"
"Dozens of women would show up at your door."
"And marry me because I can play chess? Please, it's the national game, but still... I'd rather be loved for something else."
"The most faithful guard Lord Shinichi ever had?" Ryu smiled.
"Very funny." Takeshi pondered. "I wonder if Hayato is married..."
"You don't even know if he's still alive!"
"Well, maybe I should take a year off and travel to the southern kingdoms and check, what do you think?"
"I think that if you save enough money, you can do it. As Junko doesn't seem to need a dowry, you might as well take her with you."
"Oh, yes, please, let's go!" Junko had exclaimed.
But it was just a memory, and he had left on his own, and taken the wrong road. He could see his body abandoned in the snow, an ice statue nobody would ever find.
What was going on? Was he dreaming? He thought to wake up in his bed, but the house felt strange, different, and his senses were numb. In his confusion, he didn't know what to do, and fell back to sleep.
Takeshi opened his eyes in a small warm cave, lit by a crackling fire. His clothes were dry and the warmth had put color back in his cheeks.
He sat up, still dazed and amazed at being alive, and sheltered from the snowstorm. He could see it swirling in front of the opening, but not a single gust of wind came inside. He was pondering this weird phenomenon when a young voice made him jump.
"Are you hungry?"
On the other side of the fire sat a girl with golden hair and eyes so clear they looked transparent. She had lowered her hood, but still wore the thick white fur and looked at him with a hint of a smile.
"Are you the Snow Queen?" he asked surprised.
She giggled.
"If you like calling me so," she replied.
"Our legends tell of a cruel queen who captures bold men and keeps them in ice..."
"Is that why you came up here?"
"I don't know," he admitted. He stared at the fire. He realized she had saved him from certain death. She couldn't be the Snow Queen. "Who are you?"
She shook her head and smiled. No questions.
"Are you hungry?" she repeated. "I'm sure you are. Please, eat."
She made a slight gesture with her little pale hand, and a low table with a full meal appeared in front of him.
Takeshi's eyes gazed in awe at the food that had come from nowhere, and then at the magic creature who had saved him. He touched the miraculous apparition, uncertain, and was met by the familiar feel of wood and pottery, and the heat of warm fresh food.
"What... are you?" he dared to ask.
"You can call me Cinder," she answered with a shrug. "If you would accept my presence without questions, you'd save me from giving you inadequate answers."
"I'm sorry." He lowered his head and his nostrils filled with the smell of food. His empty stomach shamelessly betrayed him.
"I told you to eat," she said. "You're starving, go ahead, it's all for you!"
This time he obeyed, still confused at awakening in this cave and by her strange presence. She wasn't Human, and she was magic. What exactly her nature might be, he couldn't tell. His faith made him hope he had met a Goddess, but he didn't dare believe in so much. Why would a Goddess save a murderer like him?
"You wonder too much," she said quietly, breaking the silence. So she could read thoughts.
She smiled at him and nodded.
"Then you will tell me only what you think I need to know without me asking questions?" he inquired.
"Good boy. Stop wracking your brains, you won't leave without the necessary answers."
He nodded and finished his meal. He drank the light wine that came with it, and his head didn't spin. But he still felt very tired and wished he could go back to sleep.
"Please do get some more rest," she said. "We'll talk later."
Grateful, he lay down on ground that felt softer than a bed, and fell asleep, peacefully.
This time his childhood visited him. The twins, Yuki and Sayuri, and his mother. The white towns of the southern kingdoms, the sculpted temples, his father's shops through the years. Leland was the town he remembered best, because he was older and it was the last place where he had been happy, and his family still whole. He wanted to be with gentle Hayato and wild Keiko, but one day they were gone, lost to Akkora, leaving him a lonely child although he still had three sisters.
Hayato's teenage face became Ryu's again. Teacher, brother, father, Takeshi had tagged behind him for years, copying his walk, his behavior, everything; until Ryu had adopted him as younger brother and trained him to become a guard. Takeshi thought Ryu was the most loved captain of the kingdom, all his men adored him and their lord was very proud of him. Not as proud as Takeshi, though.
Ryu had ended up marrying Takeshi's cousin Naomi, and asked Takeshi to be godfather to his son. Through Ryu, Takeshi had finally accepted all his cousins but still rejected his father, who had become an alcoholic hermit who didn't see anyone.
When he was drunk, Tetsuo insulted a dark goddess who had taken his family, but Takeshi didn't remember her ever being mentioned in the southern kingdoms. He thought the Bloodthirsty Goddess was a figment of his father's imagination and ignored his ramblings as much as he could.
In his dream, he saw his mother's sudden death and his sisters' mysterious end. All three had died suddenly without a hint of what had killed them, except the lingering suspicion that some evil magic was involved. But who would want a merchant's wife and daughters dead?
The pale corpses seemed to whisper "go back to the southern kingdoms", as Takeshi slowly drifted into a dreamless sleep.
THE DANCER
Jesminder walked back to the temple, deep in though. Relationships with and between Humans weren't easy. They had so many strange rules, customs, and ceremonies. Sila had a few ceremonies too, but not as many as Humans. Sila knew how Mother Nature worked by instinct, and didn't need religion or other beliefs to explain daily events.
She flew to the flat roof of the temple, where at least Humans couldn't bother her. If she sat back far enough, they couldn't even see her. But soon birds started visiting her, single, pairs or whole families.
Jesminder listened, smiled, answered each and every one, but sighed with relief when the approaching sunset forced the last couple of hawks to fly back to their nests. Socialize, always socialize. In the air or on the ground, there was no escape. The Sila didn't build relationships with Humans, but birds considered Sila to be like older relatives, and often went to them for advice.
But what advice could she give? She who was so often on the ground and had never left the continent where she was born. She, who had found that temple, Sarita and the village of Gurvan by pure chance, or rather with the help of Air, and only because she had been too close to that other hostile Human dwelling and almost shot her down.
She opened her wings and made a short flight to find food. The stars were shining, but soon the monsoon would bring clouds and endless rain. This region had strange seasons, though Jesminder was used to them now.
She almost choked on the clouds nectar when she noticed two Sila, a couple. They were no more than a blurred vision, obscured by the night and the distance, but nonetheless she knew that they were Destinito, even if she couldn't hear them.
"Where is my Destinito, Air?" she demanded. She was in her element, she could feel it all around her. She knew Air heightened her senses when she was off the ground, especially when other Sila passed nearby.
"You must be patient, Jesminder, your time will come." The shade of white wrapped her, talking soothingly without words.
She relaxed in Air's invisible embrace, but still felt like a hurt child. The Immortals were like parents to the Magical Races, the Elders of the Elders, even if they didn't need a physical body.
"I'm twenty-nine, why does it take so long?" she lamented. The stars blinked around her, so she closed her eyes, listening only to the whisper of the wind.
"Jesminder, you're Sila. You will live longer than your Human friend. She is considered a spinster by her peers, but you are still young by Sila standards. Besides, Sila don't get married, do they?"
Jesminder sighed.
"You are right, Air, I'm sorry. I guess spending too much time with Humans has changed my own perception of time."
The shade of white slowly dissolved. Jesminder felt much better. It wasn't only the words, but also Air's presence that had given her new patience and strength.
She glided into the little clearing where the temple stood, relieved. Everybody sooner or later found his or her Destinito even Humans, who didn't really believe in such a thing. She was Sila; she should know how to wait.
Rain came with the monsoon. It was bothersome for her wings, and Jesminder usually left when it arrived. It was almost time to go back north anyway, something she dreaded and looked forward to at the same time.
She didn't want to spend the whole year in Gurvan. Sarita's village was fun, but she must continue her quest. She must find her Destinito, the destined one, the soul mate, the one and only. She didn't have a muse or imaginary love like her Human friend, but she felt empty, as though she was missing something, and seeing other Sila in the distance only worsened her feelings.
She went to visit Sarita to say good-bye.
"When are you leaving?" Sarita asked after her usual welcoming hug.
"Soon. Dankotago is coming," she answered.
"What kind of celebration is that?" her friend asked, puzzled by the word in the Old Tongue.
"We thank the Immortals for the children of Parigha Flugo, or mating flights. Most Sila are born around Dankotago."
"So it's your birthday too?"
"No, I'm Sort-infano, or Child of Destiny. It won't be my birthday for a few more months."
"Someday you'll have to explain your family ties to me," Sarita chided.
"It's complicated," she sighed. "I saw the nomads camped at their usual spot, why don't you join them and travel with them?"
"They're nice people, but they don't have a good reputation." Sarita shook her head. "I mean, they come every year, we know them, but what would I do if I went with them? Learn another trade?"
"There are young, unmarried men in that extended family. You could marry and be free."
"Sculptors don't travel with nomads and I'm not looking for a husband to sustain me. I want to marry for love and have a steady house to start a family in."
"This doesn't really go with your interest in Prince Anjaan," Jesminder smiled.
"I'll never actually marry him," Sarita shrugged, amused. "And I'm not wasting money on a fortuneteller to discover when a husband will come along for me! Suneethi is enough, I don't know why she keeps going to them!"
"Let her dream, if she wants to hear one day she'll be a princess..."
"She's already one in her own house! Saleem adores her, she has two wonderful children. What else is she looking for?"
"She's not really listening to their suggestions. I think she's as aware as you are of her limits. You're not responsible for her, Sarita, she's even older than you!"
"I know, but between her and mother they're driving me crazy!"
"Leave your sister alone. Why don't we ask her what she learned this time?"
Suneethi was two years older than Sarita and still lived in Gurvan, a couple of houses down the road. She and her family welcomed Sarita and Jesminder. They sat in the small living room with juices and freshly baked cookies.
"The nomads say they'll have a dance show this year," Suneethi said, showing she wasn't only trying to see her future, but also collecting news from the travelers camped nearby.
"It's not really their area of expertise," Sarita said.
"They have a new dancer," Suneethi said.
"Will you dance too?" Sarita suggested.
"No, I'm a married woman now," Suneethi answered.
"I haven't seen you dance in a long time," her husband Saleem said.
Suneethi blushed. That look in his eyes still sent shivers down her spine.
"Why don't we just go and ask them if you can dance too?" Sarita insisted, knowing Suneethi had married for love and couldn't resist her husband's requests.
"Please, go," he added with a smile. "And ask the fortune teller if you'll ever become a dancer at our king's court while you're at it."
"I already consulted with her," Suneethi blushed. "She didn't mention dancing..."
"Because you didn't tell her how much you love it and how good you are at it," he chided. "I'm sure you're a hundred times better than this new nomad dancer!"
Suneethi smiled back and surrendered. She followed Sarita and Jesminder to the nomads' caravans to where the musicians were tuning up, sheltered from the heavy rain by a piece of tent tied to both caravans. Their favorite spot was the opening of the forest by the road leading south, where travelers could see them and decide to stop or come back for the show. Gurvan was the closest village, but a couple more were in walking distance, so the gathering was much welcomed, even in the rain.
Sometimes they put up a large tent to perform, but this year they didn't seem to be doing that. Sarita approached the musicians under their temporary shelter to ask if it was possible to participate in the show.
"It's fine with us, but you should ask Aishwarya if she wants to share the stage with someone," the nomad leader said, pointing out a gorgeous young woman with very clear eyes and long brown hair who was standing by one caravan door. She stared at the three of them before smiling.
"My sister would like to dance with you," Sarita said as Suneethi looked at the dancer in nervous awe.
"Sure," the nomad answered. "Let us prepare the steps together."
Sarita pushed her sister forward and took Jesminder's arm with an accomplice's laughter.
"Let them work!" she exclaimed, dragging away her friend. Then she noticed her friend looked very serious. "What?" she wondered.
"Your sister is being honored," Jesminder said. "And so are the nomads this year. Well, so is Gurvan now."
"Is Aishwarya that famous? I never heard her name before."
"The Dancer is one of the faces of something else. If she reads Suneethi's hand, you'll be certain she'll predict the truth."
Sarita turned serious too.
"She has a strange light in her eyes," she admitted. "Is it one of those mysteries we Human can never uncover?"
"More or less. I shouldn't tell you who she is and I have no idea why she is here."
"Maybe she came for you?"
Jesminder shook her head.
"We don't need her physical presence. We're part of her, and we know what she wants without her telling us."
Sarita sighed.
"You're so mysterious! That's when I remember you're a Sila!"
"I thought watching me was enough." Jesminder flapped her wings, causing raindrops to scatter.
"You're showering me!" Sarita protested with a laugh.
"It's been raining all day! You're wet already!"
"I was wondering... why didn't the nomads prepare the tent for tonight?"
"I imagine Aishwarya told them not to."
"How will they do the show in the rain?"
"It won't rain tonight..."
Gurvan's inhabitants thought it was a miracle when the rain stopped falling just before sunset and a warm wind dried up all the puddles. The monsoon had just arrived and dry weather was almost unheard of in this season. They thought their own local goddess had done it, the Sila with brown wings who inhabited their temple. She knew better than to tell them she wasn't responsible for the unusual weather as she walked with them to the clearing where the nomads had set up a great fire and their simple stage.
Musicians started playing and Suneethi came forward with Aishwarya. They were very well synchronized, although they had only rehearsed for a single afternoon, they danced as if moved by a single mind.
"Suneethi was never this good!" Sarita couldn't take her eyes off of her older sister, amazed, as she applauded at the end of the show. Suneethi herself couldn't believe her sudden success, but the Sila looked more amused than surprised.
Suneethi joined them, happy, and Aishwarya prepared for a solo dance. Soon everybody noticed she had restrained herself so as not to over-shadow Suneethi. On her own, her moves were smooth and sensual, like the flame around which she moved, following the rhythm, impalpable as a spirit.
She's not Human, Sarita thought, as she gave up sketching, her heart throbbing with emotion. She glanced at Jesminder who was watching the show with a serene air. A Goddess on earth, Sarita told herself, incredulous, contemplating Aishwarya again.
The dance finished and silence fell upon the small crowd. Everybody was breathless and for a moment only the crackling of the fire could be heard. Aishwarya, who had ended the performance crouched on the ground, lifted her head and stood up. Only then did the applause explode, even louder than before.
"I'll never dance again!" Suneethi declared, tears in her eyes. "I could never reach such perfection!"
"She's not Human," Sarita consoled her. "You can't hope to be as good as a Goddess or a member of a Magical Race."
"Do you really think so?" Suneethi's voice trembled with hope.
"No Human dancer is better than you," Jesminder assured her with a smile.
"Darling, the children need to go to bed," Saleem reminded her.
The small crowd was leaving, murmuring comments.
"Good night," Sarita waved good-bye to her sister's family, then turned thoughtfully to Jesminder. "Do you think I could ask her a couple of questions?" she asked, indicating Aishwarya with her chin.
"As long as you know she can decide not to answer," the Sila replied, amused.
"Or will give me incomprehensible answers like yours?" Sarita joked. "I'll take the risk."
She walked over to the nomad with clear eyes, who seemed to be expecting her.
"I know you're not what you look like," Sarita said hesitantly, "even if I don't know what you really are..."
"I'm real," Aishwarya took her hand and put it on her naked belly. She had a velvety skin, and Sarita felt her bodily heat.
"I know," she said, embarrassed, taking back her hand that felt like it was burning. "But I was wondering... why are you here?"
"I came to announce changes. For the two of you."
Sarita noticed that Jesminder looked stunned.
"Sorto?" the Sila asked, hopeful.
"Yes, but not immediately," Aishwarya smiled. "You must prepare, as your life will totally change."
"Your presence honors us," Jesminder still looked amazed.
"Gods!" Sarita was happily surprised. "I wonder what else awaits me..."
"I know you'll deal with whatever comes, but I wanted to give you encouragement."
"Thank you," Sarita said in awe.
"Go to sleep," Aishwarya said, amused. "I won't see you in the morning."
Sarita and Jesminder left.
"What was that word again?" Sarita asked. "The one you said about changes?"
"Oh, it means Destiny. It's very important for us. It means finding the right person and..."
"We call it love, Jez," Sarita smiled. "Aren't we all looking for it?"
"I guess." Jesminder shrugged. "Good night."
When everybody was safe and sound under their roofs, the rain started pouring again.
THE ASSASSIN
Maya stopped at the forest edge. The king's palace was in sight, not too far off in the sunshine. Kumar sighed. He'd have to walk out there in the open, unprotected except by his own secret skills.
He chewed his lower lip thoughtfully. He could already feel invisible tentacles of darkness crawling out of the palace, hissing, exploring. He knew how to behave with Sect members, but he didn't have the blood-red turban anymore. He had changed, he had completed his training on his own. He might have some secret skill even Ramesh couldn't foresee.
He got off Maya's back. He had a few hours to make up his mind while he walked.
"Wait here," he told Maya, patting her. She trumpeted her acceptance and moved back inside the green shield of the forest, while he started his journey towards the marble palace.
Like most southern palaces, this one didn't look like a sculpture. Plain walls enclosed spaces, with pointed arches on the main doors and most windows. Columns and turrets made the overall shape less square, and glazed or painted tiles gave some color to the white stones.
The palace didn't have defensive walls around it, but it was separated from the town of Zarquon by a flat plain and a river. Nobody could approach it unseen, and Kumar knew he had been spotted. He wondered how many members of the Sect would be there, and if any would recognize him after all those years. Some of their faces were carved into his memory, but he knew that some were dead.
The Fury mounted slowly as he approached. He had lost all his friends to those bastards. Suddenly he was eager to confront the High Priest, now that he was no longer an inexperienced teenager.
He reached the main door at sunset. He felt invisible as he passed by the guards who didn't even look at him. Why should they, someone else was waiting for him. He could feel the call of darkness, stirring the Fury inside him.
Kumar smirked, pulling his scimitar out and moving forward, warily. He knew it was a trap, he could hear the darkness laughing at him.
Nobody seemed to notice him as he crossed the inner courtyard to the throne room. Four Sect members with their blood-red turbans and black tattoos stood armed in front of the door, but ignored him. He pushed the carved, wooden door and went in, ready to defend himself.
"Kumar!" Ramesh's tone was sarcastic. "I thought you were dead!"
"That's what I wanted you all to think," he replied, staring at the tall bald man who hadn't changed in fifteen years. He was half naked as usual, showing his black tattoos with pride: his upper body was almost covered with depictions of snakes, dragons and other dark creatures.
"Even your old friends?" the High Priest sneered.
"I don't have friends anymore," he retorted, tightening his grip on the scimitar. He did friends before meeting the wicked Sect. And of those five teens he was probably the only survivor.
"Oh, poor children," the High Priest mocked. "You haven't changed much since the day we found you, Kumar."
"Neither have you," Kumar replied. Now, fifteen years later, seeing Ramesh unchanged while he had grown up was a strange sensation. He wondered if the lack of change was only physical, or also mental, in which case he knew how to handle the man now. He knew that in spite of all his dark powers the High Priest King was still Human and looked weakened, as if he was waiting for something to enable him to drink from the power of the Pond of Dark Magic.
"Where did you steal that scimitar from?" Ramesh's tone was mocking.
"One of your guards, of course," he replied. "You made me invisible after all."
Ramesh chuckled.
"Still got a sharp tongue, eh?" he smirked. "Some people never change." He had fallen for the lie. He hadn't recognized the silken noose around his wrist. Good. Kumar squeezed the scimitar's hilt eagerly.
"Do you remember, Kumar?" Ramesh asked. "Do you still know how to worship the Bloodthirsty Goddess?"
"You know I do!" Kumar snapped. How could he ever forget the pain, the training, the birth of the Fury inside him, that dark energy taking over and turning him into a killing machine... Did the High Priest know what they had actually done to him? Kumar doubted it. Things burned deep inside him and he was good at hiding them he had always had been good at hiding his emotions.
"You were a pretty boy, Kumar. I see many scars on your body, now." Ramesh licked his lips with a sneer. "I'm sure you're even tastier now."
The abused fifteen-year-old inside him cringed, but he pushed him away in anger. No way. Not again. Never again.
"I find the life of a courtesan quite boring," he said sarcastically. "Maybe because nowhere could I find orgies like the Sect's celebrations."
"So, will you still serve us?" Ramesh asked, raising his eyebrows. Kumar recognized the powerful lust that had almost broken him so long ago.
"I don't think so." He kept the tone low and impersonal. He wouldn't feed Ramesh with his fears. Not anymore. Those old fears were gone, substituted by the Fury.
"Then why are you here, Kumar? To end your useless life for the glory of our Goddess?" Ramesh's snaky smile hadn't changed. But the effect on Kumar had. He didn't shiver or react to it.
"No. I'm here to kill you."
The High Priest King laughed.
"You're only an apprentice of darkness, Kumar. You left before your training was complete."
"You mean you tried to give me to the Goddess before my training was complete," Kumar grunted.
Ramesh's laughter sounded more like a cackle.
"You tried to run away," he said scornfully. "Nobody leaves the Sect, Kumar! You can't abandon the Goddess. And you cannot kill me. But I think it's time to really get rid of you. You need your final lesson in humility."
"Look who's talking! How is it that you haven't proclaimed yourself Emperor of the South yet?"
"Oh, but I will be an Emperor, Kumar. But you won't live to see it!"
Kumar could move fast; faster than when he was younger, and still training. He was an accomplished assassin now, through the hardship of surviving alone in the jungle and with the help of Sameer the tiger hunter, not to mention the assassins who had accepted him in their guild whenever he had decided to go back to towns.
The High Priest King had barely finished his sentence, still summoning his power: Kumar swung the scimitar and cut off the head in one blow, watching it roll onto the floor. Black smoke rose from the severed neck, and moved threateningly towards him. He quickly moved backward, unsure of what to do next. He couldn't use his weapons against intangible darkness, hissing a call to the worst part of him.
Be mine. Take the power, Kumar! You can be invincible, own the world, punish whoever has hurt you... He knew it was a lie, and terror ran through his veins. He wanted to run away from the spellbound palace and the darkness filling it. He had easily defeated the Human minion, now came the worst part of the job. He had to keep the Fury in check or he'd give in to the Darkness trying to lure him.
His feet refused to leave as he stared at the dark tentacles moving towards him. He knew that if they touched him, he'd be lost, but he couldn't leave. The air was so hot, he felt as though he was in the cage again, breathless in the intensity of magic in the room.
Then the black smoke vanished, the hissing call silenced, and the Fury subsided. Panting, Kumar looked around the empty room, expecting the guards to burst in at any moment. But the door didn't move and nobody seemed to have heard anything.
Kumar glanced at the corpse of the High Priest King and decided to move. He had to find the princess, after all, and she must be in his apartments.
The light was fading fast. And darkness was the Sect's strength. He should hurry and get out of the palace before the guards came back to their senses; whatever spell was keeping them passive couldn't last forever.
Keiko quickly braided her long black hair, adding a red ribbon to the whole length of the plait. It was time to go to the Temple. She put on a red and black dress, left her room and went into the underground city of the Sect.
An opening in the high ceiling, like the mouth of a burned out volcano, let the sunlight touch the city, which was built in a huge cavern at the heart of the mountain. The ground had been flattened in the center, forming a large, irregular open area. All around there were square buildings, perched on the irregular walls, facing the strange amphitheater. In the darkest corner, where the sunlight never reached, a giant temple had been built, statues of pain and sorrow decorating it.
Keiko went inside the Temple of Darkness, to the Pond that occupied a corner at the entrance. She sat by it, staring at the still black liquid.
"Show me Zarquon," she ordered, and the Pond complied, opening a window on the Royal Palaces great hall.
Keiko couldn't believe her eyes. She plunged a finger into the black liquid and mixed it, but the image didn't change.
"Kumar!" she whispered in awe.
She heard them talk, she felt Ramesh drawing on the Pond's power. Two darknesses clashed in the royal palace of Arquon but no-one mentioned her. Was she the reason for the fight? Did Kumar know that she was alive?
She saw him move fast and behead the High Priest. A hero. He hadn't changed too much.
The black liquid stirred.
"Come to me," she called. "I will manage you better than he ever did!"
"What will you sacrifice this time, Keiko?" the husky voice of the Goddess asked. "Kumar is stronger than you, he can be king."
"He doesn't want you, but he's mine! He loves me. Come to me, and you will have both of us!"
"What will you give up for me?"
"I don't have anything left."
"A brother, a sister, a father."
"I don't love them. You have drained my heart."
"You still want Kumar."
"It's not love anymore, it's lust."
"Lust is powerful, Keiko."
"Then come to me and we'll have him."
She closed her eyes as darkness flooded her, filling her with its infinite power.
Hayato moaned with pain as the darkness stabbed him. Suddenly he was aware that something had happened. The energy had shifted powerfully: until that moment he had still had some darkness in him, while Keiko had retained a ray of light, but now the powers had divided: he was light and she was darkness, their bond was severed.
Keiko came to his room she too must have realized that their minds could no longer communicate.
"What happened?" Hayato pulled himself up, breathless, and stared at his twin sister who looked the same, but her aura had changed or rather, it was gone.
"Kumar killed Ramesh," she announced with a triumphant smile.
"What? What are you talking about?" He couldn't believe what he was hearing, he must have misunderstood, she couldn't have said...
"Kumar. He's alive. He killed the High Priest." Keiko's face was a mask of pride and lust.
Hayato fell back onto the bed, incredulous. Kumar... Alive? His heart beat faster and started to sing, but then he remembered the second part of the sentence and his dreamy smile vanished. Ramesh was dead. Keiko must have taken his power; that was what had caused the energy shift.
"You became darkness!" he whispered, panicking. She sat by his side, frowning.
"It was me or Kumar," she said bluntly. "I'm sure I can handle this power better than him."
Hayato was speechless. Both options were unbearable for him; his heart was torn between hope and sorrow. He closed his eyes.
Keiko's darkness sucked his energy more than ever before and he lost consciousness.
Kumar came to a bedroom with a canopied bed. The palace was eerily silent, and nobody had bothered to put on the lights. There were no guards or Sect members around no need for Human protection in the palace of darkness. The spell hadn't vanished yet, and Kumar began to worry. The new head of the Sect might strike at any moment now. He had no idea who it might be, and how he could confront him. Darkness had given up on him, even if he could still feel it around him, but where should he go next?
He reached the bed and put his hand across the mouth of the sleeper. He smelled jasmine, felt no veil, guessed he had found what he was looking for. A flash of light energy told him this person wasn't under the spell of darkness she was pure.
He felt her start, but she didn't try to scream.
"Princess Indira?" he whispered. He felt her nod under his hand and freed her mouth. "Come. Quiet," he ordered.
She readily slipped out of bed and grabbed his wrist with both hands, signaling that she was ready. He went back to the door, checked the corridors. Still empty. Darkness stirred, but didn't stop them.
They quickly went downstairs. He felt as if they were both invisible. Whoever they met was still, as if someone or something had stopped all life except them. Kumar hated the feeling; he could feel the darkness hissing threats, unable to strike the Human light near him. He had to get out of the haunted palace.
Soon they were both running towards the forest, under the moon. They stopped at times to catch their breath, but before dawn they had reached the safety of the trees. Still panting, Kumar watched the sun come up and the darkness withdraw. They had let him go. For now. But he had better leave as fast as he could. Well, as fast as Maya could.
He breathed normally again, turned to look around and sent his animal cry towards the jungle. Maya responded, she hadn't gone far.
"Are we escaping on foot?" Indira whispered, reminding him of her presence. Of course, the princess. That's who he had come for. That's what had kept darkness from him maybe.
Kumar turned to look at her. In the growing daylight he could actually see her, and she was beautiful. Brown doe-like eyes stared at him with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension; her delicate hand toyed with a lock of hair that curled on her shoulders and halfway down her back; her nose wasn't small, but not big either, and looked good on her oval face. She was fair-skinned and wore jewels; a yellow bodice, a long golden skirt and a bright blue, silken sari with golden embroidery was wrapped around her slender figure.
Kumar looked at her in admiration, then regained control of himself.
"On elephant back," he replied as Maya came out of the forest to join them. "This is Maya."
"Oh!" the princess looked at the elephant, surprised, then back to him. "And you are?"
"Kumar from Akkora," he answered with a half bow.
"Aren't you a little far from home?" she inquired.
"I don't have a home. Let's go."
He turned his back on her and went to Maya. Indira followed and he helped her to climb onto Maya's back. Kumar sat in front of her, trying to ignore the sensation of her arms around his waist.
"You won't fall," he assured her while Maya moved through the jungle.
"I don't feel comfortable on an elephant without a howdah," she answered, putting her chin on his shoulder and holding him tighter.
"Sorry, Maya doesn't work for royal families, and that's all I can offer."
"I'm fine now, thank you."
"Don't hold me so tight, you won't fall!"
"How peevish you are, Kumar from Akkora!" she chided him. But she let him go and kept her own balance, with great relief on his part. Maybe saving her hadn't been such a good idea.
"Damn!" Keiko whispered, looking at the moving image of Maya, Kumar and Indira leaving the forest edge. "Why couldn't I stop them?"
"You can't touch Indira from here." Hayato, who had come back to his senses, was now standing behind her. He had found new strength in the knowledge that their Little Prince was still alive. Keiko thought it was odd, but was too busy trying to attract Kumar's attention to bother with her brother.
"Do I really have to let them go?" she wondered aloud, jarred. "I should send a demon after them."
"It would kill them both. I don't think you want them both dead, do you?" Hayato's tone was threatening and gentle at the same time.
"I must lure him back," she said. "I cannot force him either, but maybe, if I ask him..."
Hayato scoffed.
"How about we leave here and join him instead?" he suggested.
"No!" She glared at him. "This is our kingdom. This is our home. With Kumar in it, it will be heaven!"
Hayato sighed and refused to comment.
Keiko stared at Kumar's face in the Pond's reflection again. So handsome... Her lust stirred. She must have him.
THE BLACK DAME
The voice was more a hiss than anything real. "I still want you, Kumar. Come back now." Kumar struggled with the darkness around him. Of course, the Sect knew he was alive now. He was in for many sleepless nights if he wanted to avoid the haunting. It felt like a trance, in which he was completely powerless, and he hated it. The witch was much stronger and more proficient that the one who had tried to break him during the Sect's training. He wondered who this woman was.
Wake up, now! he ordered himself. The hissing voice laughed at him. He clenched his teeth, trying to free himself from the dream.
"Come back to me, Kumar. Running away is useless now. I will always find you!"
"Leave me alone!" he screamed, panicking.
Darkness pushed on his solar plexus, making it hard to breathe. His heart felt about to explode.
He dipped into the Fury. He hated to unleash it, but felt that he had to. The Fury took him and the sinister laughter became a scream, then he heard Maya's call.
Suddenly he was awake, still breathless. Maya kept calling him. Indira stared at him with wide eyes. The sun was up.
Kumar shook his head to clear his thoughts with a groan.
"You looked possessed," Indira said with a trembling voice.
"Yeah, well, you don't want to be near me today," he grunted.
"Are they coming after us?"
"No, they're letting us go."
He went to a nearby pond to wash his face, ignoring her reaction. Indira and Maya both followed him.
Maya used her trunk to shower him with water.
"Hey!" he protested. "Don't you dare!"
Maya gurgled and defecated to show her happiness. Indira smiled against her will.
"Damn women!" Kumar grumbled.
"May I ask what happened to you?" Indira inquired, serious again.
"A powerful woman is after me," he admitted. "She knows my name, but I don't know her."
"I guess the king of Arquon has called upon the Black Dame..."
"He's dead. Who's the Black Dame?"
"The High Priestess. The witch who killed my brother. You say the king is dead?"
"As dead as he can be," Kumar assured her, frowning. "So the power was transferred to the new High Priestess."
"The Black Dame. She's extremely evil," Indira said. "I wonder why she let us go."
"For now," he grunted. "Maybe she doesn't need you, she wants me now."
"I think the king wanted me for my energy. Wouldn't she need it too?" she asked.
"What sort of energy was he looking for?" he retorted, trying to make the connections; but his brain refused to work, the Fury was still grumbling underneath and he was fighting against himself to keep control.
"I don't know, but I'm still a virgin," she blushed. "I think that's what they were looking for. You saved me before the High Priest King actually started his... education, and for this I'll be forever grateful."
Kumar smirked. Of course. The Sect's sexual education and power. The energy that had been awakened inside him by Ramesh so long ago. He had fought long and hard to regain control... but the princess was still untouched. He had felt the light in her too, could still feel it. She was a source of power, even if she wasn't aware of it.
"The power of lust. Then the Black Dame definitely needs me, not you," he said. He could feel Indira's eyes on him, but couldn't look at her. He felt weak, and sat by the pond, trying to regain total control.
"Do you think that power could make you stronger and allow you to take me back to Argantael safe and sound?" she knelt near him and put a hand on his wrist, touching the lethal bracelet that she had no idea was a weapon the assassin's silken noose.
He looked at her white fingers on his skin, the warm sensation soothing his inner turmoil. He finally raised his eyes to look at her.
"I could probably use that power, yes," he said slowly. He was afraid to awaken it again after fifteen years, but maybe it was their only way out. The Black Dame seemed more powerful than the late High Priest.
"Then take me," she offered, her fingers pressing on his skin.
"I don't think your father would appreciate it. He can't give you to another husband if you're dishonored."
"The king of Arquon married me, and supposedly had me on the first night. Nobody knows the truth except me and you. And it might allow us both to escape, right?" She fluttered her eyelids and her hand slowly moved on his arm, sliding onto his chest and slipping under the fabric of his tunic, exploring his skin. He couldn't take his eyes off her, her blushing cheeks, her obvious embarrassment.
"You don't want this," his voice came out hoarse. Their eyes locked.
"I don't want to die, Kumar. If they catch us, will they really let me go?"
He shook his head, unable to talk. She tried to smile.
"I want to live and love," she continued. "It's not easy for me to ask you this, but I trust you."
"You shouldn't," he managed to say. "You don't know me." His limbs were heavy, as though he couldn't move. Her hand had stopped on his heart and he felt numb.
"You came to save me," she said.
"I was told of a golden reward."
"Then you should finish what you started. If you want that gold, take me home."
He lowered his eyes, forcing down his emotions.
She pulled back, worried.
"You don't like women?" she asked.
He relaxed a little, now that she wasn't touching him.
"I do, but not ones as demanding as you, princess," he said.
"Indira," she corrected eagerly with a smile of relief. "Am I your first virgin?"
He smiled ruefully, fighting his need to surrender to her proposal.
"Not at all. Not even the first of noble birth, as a matter of fact," he answered.
"Then do it, and save us." She lay down, her eyes still on him.
Kumar looked around, but Maya was nowhere to be seen. The forest was eerily quiet, as if something was shielding them. And she was beautiful in her chastity.
He surrendered. He could hear the Black Dame scream with rage when he sank into Indira. He took the power of lust and built a wall around both of them. He felt stronger, the Fury under control, the darkness blocked out.
It was easier than expected, although in the past he had been the source, not the handler of the power. He hoped he wasn't hurting her too much but her single scream faded onto moans of pleasure. Maybe he wasn't much better than Ramesh after all.
She huddled against him when he was done. Neither of them said a word. She closed her eyes with a sigh. Damn, he thought, angry with himself. He'd better take her home fast, get his money and get as far away as possible from all the wretched kingdoms.
"How could you do this to me?" the female voice hissed. "I will have you, Kumar!"
Maya showed up, trumpeting.
Kumar shook Indira.
"Do you hear her?" he asked.
"Who?" she wondered.
"You're safe, but I'm not," he said quickly, recovering his clothes. "We need to leave Arquon as soon as possible."
She had no objections, and soon they were on Maya's back, headed north.
Hayato thought he was dreaming when he saw the blonde girl with transparent eyes. How could a being of light reach into the recesses of the Sect's caves?
"You called me," she smiled, answering the unasked question. "You're the only one who still prays here."
"Everybody prays, but to a Bloodthirsty Goddess," he said sourly. "Are you the daughter of the sun?"
She giggled.
"Your brother called me the Snow Queen! I congratulate you both for your imagination!" she said.
"You met Takeshi?" Hayato was puzzled. His little brother was alive! But where?
"I'm taking him out of trouble. Would you like me to take you too?"
"Uh... no." Hayato averted his eyes from the creature. "I can't leave Keiko."
"You can't help her either," she said, gravely.
"I am always powerless to help the ones I love," he grunted.
"You should believe in yourself a little more. You do have the strength if you want it."
"I can stand up to the Pond, but cannot help my sister or my best friend."
"Neither of them wants help, Hayato. They both believe they don't need anyone."
"Did you save him?"
She nodded. "He's not really thankful for it," she pouted.
Hayato sighed. "He's too proud to be thankful..."
Keiko stormed into the room. She must have felt the being of light's presence.
"Who are you and what are you doing here?" she demanded.
"You can call me Cinder, and I was asking your brother if he wants to get away from here, but he's still too attached to you, so I will allow you to communicate through your minds again for the time being."
Hayato noticed that Keiko was nonplussed, and no sharp answer escaped her.
Cinder vanished in a flash of white light and Keiko turned to look at him, furious.
"Who on earth was that?"
"I don't know. Some Goddess in Human form."
"Are you kidding me? There's no such thing!"
Hayato started to laugh out loud. He could read her mind again. And he knew she could read his. He knew she wasn't stupid and she wouldn't deny the truth that had just been revealed to them for much longer. He could see her darkness, but the birth bond was back in place, except that she didn't want to see.
She snorted, frustrated.
"Stop laughing at me!" she snapped.
He calmed down and shook his head.
"Keiko, Keiko, we're both doomed," he said gently.
She glared at him and stormed out, upset.
Hayato sighed.
The invisible shield held until they reached Rajendra. Again Maya stopped in the forest, leaving Kumar and Indira with a few hours walk to the town of Argantael and its royal palace on the hill. Soon they found a paved road, and a mounted patrol who, recognizing the princess, took them to the palace at a gallop.
Captain Naveen, a handsome man in his late twenties, was waiting for them. His guard, Anupam, had told him of the foreigner in the market place and he was curious to meet him. He stared at Kumar, nodding his respect, then immediately called for Indira's servants and led Kumar to a princely guest room where he was able to bathe, shave and relax on silken cushions. The adventurer was given brand new clothes to meet the king. He even had time for a snack before Naveen came to guide him to the throne room.
Kumar followed the captain through corridors, across a patio with a rectangular pool and through smaller rooms with such exquisite stucco-work on the walls that it looked like inlaid ivory. An inner courtyard with a central fountain and a cloister of carved columns led into the throne room: the most sumptuous and delicate decoration was reserved for the king's glory, with lace-like stucco-work on the walls and columns, and multi-lobed arches around all the doors and windows.
The king sat at the far end wearing silken clothes and a big diamond in his turban; his short black beard had its first white hairs, but was neatly cut. Indira looked so beautiful, with shining jewels and precious clothes, her brown hair adorned with pendants and chains. Sitting near her father, she looked like a real princess, and her doe eyes didn't leave Kumar's face.
He kept his eyes on the king, trying to ignore the magnificent room, the waiting servants, Naveen and even Indira, although he could feel her eyes on him. He looked forward to leaving the rich palace and its royal occupants' presence.
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