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FLIGHT OF THE ROC




 


Lona dashed for the cover of the big oak
tree. She picked up her long skirts, and the tall grass of the
field slapped her bare legs. The low-growing, thorned berry vines
grabbed her ankles. Overhead, the huge roc circled. She had no time
to prepare a spell; her feet had to be fast enough. Nearly out of
breath, she slammed into the tree and collapsed against the base of
the trunk. Her breath coming in huge gasps, she grabbed a handful
of dirt. Struggling to work water in her mouth, she spit into the
dirt, and then blew on it. She crushed the wet dirt into a ball,
and threw it at the bird now gliding into the field, talons
extended. As she threw, she muttered a transportation spell,
fingers crossed for luck. It worked! The roc disappeared.

Lona leaned back against the tree, closed
her eyes, and her heart beat slowed. Too close. If she hadn't been
looking so hard for leaves and berries, she would have heard the
roc coming. Her old master, Rubit, would laugh himself silly if he
found out what a fool she'd been. It was then she realized she'd
lost her basket when she ran. Now she'd have to return to Rubit's
cottage without the berries and herbs and no basket! If only she
could learn how to control her spells, she would be a true
sorceress. She stood and wiped the grass stems and seeds from her
skirt and blouse. Looking around for her shawl, she realized that
was missing, too.

Nothing for it but to get back to the
cottage before dark. She picked her way through the field, dallying
now and then to pick a flower. By the time she reached the main
road, she had a small bouquet. As she strolled down the packed
dirt, she called out to the song birds. A smile played about her
lips; her ability to speak with the animals never failed her.
Except, she thought gloomily, when the animal was a predator like
that stupid roc.

A rumbling noise interrupted her
daydreaming. Lona stopped, turned, and was nearly knocked off the
road as a wagon loaded with market produce sped by. "Get off the
road, you stupid goose girl," the driver shouted, raising his
fist.

Lona thought to throw a rain spell on him,
but hesitated. Young Tom drove the vehicle. He never seemed to
notice her, except to hurl curses. She sighed and brushed the dust
from her clothing. Rubit said she wasn't a stupid girl, but
everyone treated her like a simpleton just because she talked to
the animals. Someday she'd show them. Realizing it was almost dark,
she picked up her pace.

Rubit's cottage sat apart at the north end
of town. She reached it just as the sun settled on the western
horizon. She opened the gate of the crooked cedar log fence which
enclosed a yard covered with wild flowers. Lona looked up at the
newly thatched roof. Several birds had already settled along the
roof line for the night. Although the walls were recently
whitewashed, Lona spotted fresh bird droppings clinging to the side
wall. As she crossed the yard, three geese came squawking from the
rear of the building, wings outspread, beaks thrust forward. The
guard patrol, Lona thought wryly. "Hi, Bessie, Emma, and
Sophie."

The geese stopped their flapping and
squawking and hung their heads, visibly ashamed. They stuck their
beaks out and pulled at Lona's skirts until she bent and gathered
their white feathered bodies into a hug. "O.K. girls, you're
forgiven." The geese honked and pushed their heads into her
skirts.

Just then Rubit stormed out the door. His
long white hair and beard were tangled and disheveled. His brown
robe showed years of wear and little cleaning. "Where have you
been, child? I've been waiting for you for the past three hours to
finish my herbal remedies. Where are the berries and leaves I sent
you for?" Rubit crashed through the gaggle of geese and jerked Lona
to her feet. "Your shawl is missing. What have you been doing?"

Lona hung her head and whispered, "I'm sorry
Master. I didn't mean to be late. It was the roc, again." She
raised her head, buoyed by her success. "I transported the roc. My
spell worked!"

"Bah! Transportation spells. First you learn
the basics, then you learn transportation spells. I've told you not
to try things you don't know how to do. One of these days, you're
going to do serious damage. How many times do I have to tell you?"
Rubit grabbed Lona's ear and pulled her toward the house. "Enough
of this dawdling. Tomorrow you'll go out again, and this time, I
expect twice as many herbs. Now you have chores to do."

Lona hurried after her master, her head
tilted to relieve the pressure of his pulling. Inside the cottage,
Rubit released Lona and pushed her toward the cook stove. She
rubbed her ear to relieve the pain, refusing to cry in front of her
master. Eyeing Rubit as she worked, she busied herself with dinner
preparations. Rubit sat by the fire, his spell book on his lap. If
only he trusted her skills enough to let her at that book. Well,
she'd just have to prove herself.

The next morning she rose before Rubit and
had breakfast on the table when the old man stumbled from his room.
His eyes were bleary, and she knew he'd been up most of the night
working. "Good morning, Master," she said, pulling his chair from
the small wooden table. She sat across from him and poured tea.
"Would you like berries for your porridge?" she asked.

"I thought there were no berries," he
grumbled, and accepted the small bowl of ripe red berries she
offered.

"I got up early and picked a small basket,
sir," Lona replied.

"Hum," Rubit grunted, shoveling porridge
into his mouth.

Lona ate silently, keeping her thoughts to
herself, not looking at old Rubit. Today she would do everything
right.

"You'll go to the roc's nest today. I need a
fresh roc egg for the last spell in my book. If you are successful,
tomorrow I will teach you the beginner's spells."

Lona gulped loudly. "A roc egg?" she asked,
a shiver running through her body.

"Yes, child. Are you hard of hearing as well
as stupid?"

"No, sir." Lona wished she had a spell to
put an end to Rubit. Unfortunately, he was the master and she the
student. She would just have to figure out some way to get past the
roc and get that egg. She had to learn Rubit's spells. If she
didn't become a sorcerer like Rubit, what else was there for
her?

Lona finished breakfast, quickly cleaned the
dishes, grabbed a new basket, and hurried out the door. Young Tom
passed by the gate just as she exited the house. "Hey, goose girl,
Old Rubit clip your wings yet?" He laughed and clucked the reins
across his horse's back.

"I'm not a goose girl," Lona yelled. She
grabbed a fistful of dirt, spat on it and blew over it. Throwing it
at Tom, she muttered the words for a rain spell. Unfortun-ately, it
didn't work as planned, and she suddenly found herself drenched.
Tom's laughter floated back to her as her tears mixed with the rain
drops. She stepped out of the small cloud and released the spell.
Hearing laughter behind her, she turned to see Rubit's back at the
window. Fresh tears threatened at the corners of her eyes.

She balled her fists, rubbed her eyes, and
then went to the gate. Her three geese followed, pulling at her
skirts until she gave them each a crust of bread. "Good bye, girls.
I'll be back as soon as I can," she said, latching the gate behind
her. At least the animals appreciated her. She continued up the
road in the direction of the roc's lair. Her feet padded along the
road, causing the dust to swirl around her ankles. As she walked,
she chewed on several ideas to get past the roc. If she reached the
lair at the right time of the day, the roc would be out hunting.
She could only hope. Lona looked up at the sun; she needed to
hurry.

With her mind in the clouds, she smacked
right into Tom. "Oomph," he cried, crashing into the dirt.

Lona looked down, and gasped. "I'm sorry. I
didn't see you."

"Blind and stupid," he retorted, scrambling
up and brushing off his clothes. "Why don't you look where you're
going?"

"I said I was sorry. I have an errand to do
for Master Rubit, and I was trying to devise a way to accomplish
it." She looked at him closely and realized he was a very handsome
young man. She suddenly felt dirty and awkward. Her clothes were
hand-me-downs and her sandals almost worn out. She hadn't washed
her face or combed her long black hair in several days. With
dawning horror, she knew she had begun to look like old Rubit.

Tom looked at her, his blue eyes sparkling
in the morning sun. "You're an odd girl. You know you'd be quite
pretty if you'd clean up a bit." He spit on his finger and rubbed
it against her cheek.

Her hand flew to her face, almost as if it
had a mind of its own. She covered her cheek where he'd scrubbed
and, embarrassed, glanced down at the dirt road.

Tom laughed again. She looked up. "I'd offer
you a ride to wherever you're headed, but my wagon wheel has come
off. You could probably be wherever you needed to be long before I
had the wheel back on."

"I could help you," she said, noticing then
that his wagon wheel lay in the ditch. If she hadn't been
daydreaming earlier, she would have seen Tom and the broken
wagon.

"Hum. Maybe you could at that. If I hold up
the wagon, can you slip the wheel on?"

"Sure," Lona replied. The wheel was heavy,
but bending her knees and lifting, she got the wheel out of the
ditch. Tom strained, lifting the wagon at the axle, and she quickly
rolled the wheel into place. Within minutes, the two of them had
the wagon operable.

"Thanks," Tom said, grinning. "Now I can
offer you a ride." He put his arms around Lona's waist and lifted
her into the seat, then climbed up beside her.

"So what's this errand you're on today?" Tom
asked, clucking at the horse to get him moving.

Lona thought for a moment and decided it
wouldn't hurt to tell Tom. "I've got to get a roc's egg for Master
Rubit."

"You've got to be kidding! That sounds
dangerous."

"If I can complete the task, Master Rubit
will let me begin my real studies."

"I've noticed you're not very proficient,"
Tom said.

Lona glanced at him sharply. He hadn't
laughed, and didn't seem to be making fun of her, so she relaxed.
"No, I still have a lot to learn."

They traveled for a time making polite
conversation. At last they reached the point in the road where she
needed to traverse on foot.

"Thank you, Tom. I've got to leave the road
here."

"Thank you for your help, Lona. Say, do you
want me to go with you? In case you get hurt or something, you
know?"

"I guess it would be all right, if you want
to." Lona swallowed hard. She desperately wished she could rely on
her own skills as a sorceress, but Tom might be a helpful
companion.

Tom pulled the wagon off the road, then
helped Lona get down. He reached into the wagon bed and hefted out
a pitch fork. "Just in case," he said, smiling at her.

"This way," Lona said, pointing to the hills
about two miles from the road. She headed off through the field,
Tom hurrying to catch up.

He grabbed her arm. "Do you have a
plan?"

She shook her head. "Not really. I don't
have much magic, yet, except speaking to animals. Unfortunately, I
can't seem to get through to the roc."

"You actually speak to animals."

"Not all of them, but many."

"Amazing." Tom looked at her, shaking his
head.

They walked on through the field until they
came to the base of the hill. On the top was the roc's nest. Lona
squinted, looking up. The roc had gone hunting, but how could she
get to the nest? She scanned the face until she found an animal
trail.

"There," she said pointing. She led Tom to a
berry thicket. They hunkered down and crawled through an opening in
the patch. Her long skirts caught on the thorns and threatened to
tear. On the other side, they found the trail leading up the
mountain.

Lona reached down between her legs, grabbing
the back part of her skirt. She brought the skirt up and through to
tuck in the top of her waistband, thus transforming her skirt into
a pair of pants. Lona heard Tom suck in his breath and turned to
look at him. He stared at her legs.

"Women have legs, too, you know," Lona
said.

"I know," Tom replied. "I've just never seen
them before."

"Well, don't let them distract you. I've got
a job to do. Come on," Lona said, heading up the path. Rocks
littered the trail and parts were slick with loose gravel. She
stumbled a couple of times. Each time, Tom reached out to steady
her. His company gave her a sense of security. The sun beat down on
them, and they found a small stream from which to drink. They
rested a short time, then returned to their climb. By midday, they
reached the roc's habitat.

"It's huge," Lona said, peering over the
edge of the stick and mud nest.

Tom poked his head over for a look. "I'll
say. How will you carry one of those eggs down? They must weigh as
much as a small boulder."

"First I have to get one, then I'll figure
out the rest. Help me get up."

Tom stooped down, placing his hands by her
foot. Lona stepped in. She pulled with her hands while Tom pushed.
The momentum brought her up high enough that she was able to bring
her leg over the edge of the nest. She straddled it for a moment,
hesitating.

"How will you get back over?" Tom asked.

"I hadn't thought that far. I'll think of
something." Lona brought her other leg over and jumped down into
the nest, narrowly missing one of the huge eggs. Squatting down,
she picked up the nearest egg. She ran her hand over the grainy
brown shell. It felt warm to the touch and vibrated slightly.
Quickly she withdrew her hand. "I think it's getting ready to
hatch," she called up to Tom.

"Try another one," he suggested.

Carefully she wove her way around the eggs,
feeling each one. All seemed to have life ready to burst. The last
one she touched, cracked slightly as she withdrew her hand. "I
think this one's going to pop right now," she cried. Curious, she
put her face closer to the egg. A small peeping noise snuck through
the crack. Mimicking the sound, Lona talked to the egg. Slowly the
crack became larger as the small roc pushed his way free.

"Hurry Lona. I think the mother's coming
back," Tom said. He had climbed up to perch on the rim of the nest.
"Come, give me your hand. I'll help you up."

"This one is almost out. I can talk to him.
He's not a predator yet," she said. She held her hand out and
peeled away a corner of the egg shell. The little featherless head
flopped out, its body wet and helpless. She scooped the creature
out and held it wonderingly in her hands. "It's so amazing, Tom,"
she whispered.

"Please Lona, we have to leave," Tom
begged.

"Oh, all right." She put the hatchling back,
soothing it with roc words. "I have to bring back an egg,
though."

"Grab any one, but please hurry."

Lona grabbed the egg nearest to Tom. It was
heavy, but she managed to pass it up to him. He settled it on the
rim of the nest, then leaned down to grab her hand. She stuck her
feet into the rough edges of the nest and with Tom's help climbed
up to sit beside him.

"I'll jump down first. You can hand me down
the egg, then jump," Tom said, leaping to the ground. He held his
hands up, and Lona dropped the egg into his hands.



"Good catch," she said, watching as he
placed the egg gently on the ground. He turned and held his hands
up to her. She turned around on the edge of the nest and felt with
her foot for a toehold. Holding on to the rim, she felt her way
down the side of the nest until Tom's strong hands grabbed her
waist and she jumped. "Thanks," she said, turning into him.

"Any time, goose girl," he said.

She bent to retrieve her egg. The baby roc
she had left in the nest called to her, and in his language she
called back. They scrambled back down the path, Tom helping Lona to
keep upright, while she cradled the egg in her arms. About halfway
down, the egg cracked and a new peeping sound emerged.

"Oh, no," Lona cried. "This one is hatching,
too. I can't take it away from its mother. We've got to bring it
back."

"We can't. The mother's not that far away.
If we don't hurry, we'll be dinner for these chicks. Lona be
sensible," Tom urged.

Lona dug her feet in and refused to budge.
"No, Tom. If you're afraid, you can go, but I've got to bring the
chick back. I can talk to these babies. They aren't afraid, and
they don't hate me. I can understand them. They need their mother.
I'll just have to find another way to get Master Rubit to teach me
his spells." Lona turned around and trudged back toward the roc's
nest.

Tom called up the path. "You're crazy, goose
girl."

She could hear him running away from her,
but she knew she did the right thing. By the time she reached the
roc's nest, the hatchling was almost completely free of his egg. "I
don't know how I'll get you back, little fellow, but I'll try."
Lona undid her skirt, then picked up only the front, making a sling
for the hatchling. She held the edge of the skirt up with one hand,
so the hatchling was snug. With the other, she grabbed an overhead
branch sticking out from the nest. She leaned into the nest,
finding toeholds, then reached up to find another branch, thus
slowly pulling herself up to the top. Sweaty and dirty, she reached
the top, the hatchling still peeping softly in her skirt.

"We made it, little guy. Now to get you back
down." She peered over the edge. Most of the eggs had hatched. The
peeping was deafening. Fearful of jumping, lest she land on a
hatchling, Lona turned around and felt her way down inside the
nest. Reaching the bottom, she unrolled her skirt, lifted the baby
roc out, then placed him with his nest mates.

She spent a few minutes, talking to the new
rocs. Engrossed in the conversation, she didn’t hear the mother roc
until it screamed over her head. With her heart thumping wildly,
Lona shot up to a standing position. Quickly using the baby roc
language, she spoke to the mother. The mother screeched again.
Talons extended, the roc zoomed in, grabbed Lona by the back of her
blouse, then lifted her from the nest. Lona screamed, begged and
cried. Fearing death would come at any moment, she squeezed her
eyes shut. The huge bird flew from the mountain, Lona clutched in
her talons.

Awaiting certain death, Lona thought through
the spells she knew. Everything she had already learned required
earth, water and air to work. She remembered Tom commenting on her
dirty face. Wiping the tears and dirt from her cheeks, she
collected a small dollop of mud, upon which she blew. Flicking the
mud away, she commanded the roc to transport her to the ground.

Opening one eye, she found that the roc was
indeed hurtling toward the earth. At first petrified, Lona soon
decided since this was the last thing she would ever do in her
life, she might as well enjoy it. She opened both eyes and gasped.
She felt free as the roc soared and dipped on the currents of air.
The fields and trees flew by at enormous speed.

The creature circled back toward the
mountain. Oh, no, she thought, the mother is going to smash me into
the side of the mountain. Her transportation spell hadn't worked
after all. Then she thought if she couldn't transport the roc,
perhaps she could transport herself. She felt her blouse pulling
tightly, the threads straining. If she squirmed hard enough, the
old material might rip. Lona twisted, turned, and tugged until she
felt the blouse ripping. Quickly, she wiped her cheek for another
dollop of mud, blew on it and flicked it to the field flashing
below. Her blouse ripped and she dropped. She called out
transportation spells, flying spells, and floating spells, in a
wild effort to slow her progress to the ground.

The roc screamed. Lona looked up. The bird
must have realized it had lost its prey. Lona yelled at the bird,
"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to hurt your babies. I'll never do it
again. I can talk to them. I love them."

Her rapid descent slowed, and she began to
float to the ground. One of her spells worked! She had no idea
which one, but that didn't matter. She wasn't going to die.

"Lona. Lona," Tom called. She spotted him
loping through the field, one hand clutching his side.

Lona landed lightly on the ground, her
skirts billowing up, and her blouse in shreds. Quickly she smoothed
her skirt and arranged her tattered blouse.

"I thought you were dead," Tom cried,
grabbing her.

She looked up at him. His sandy brown hair
was windblown and his face red from exertion. "I'm a little shook
up, but I'm O.K. I don't know if one of my spells worked or if the
roc understood me." She peered over his shoulder. She could see the
roc circling its nest. Stepping away from Tom, she said, "It was
incredible to be flying. If I hadn't been so scared, I would have
enjoyed it." She shivered.

"Here, take my shirt," Tom said, peeling it
over his head. His body was muscled and lean, the body of a
hard-working man.

"Thank you," Lona said, averting her eyes.
"I guess I'll have to tell Master Rubit I failed." She slipped
Tom's shirt over her torn blouse.

"You're either a brave girl or stupid. Why
did you bring that egg back?" Tom demanded, his hands clenching her
shoulders.

"I couldn't take it away from its mother.
Besides, Master Rubit wanted a fresh egg, not a hatchling." Lona
shrugged away from Tom's grasp and set out for the road.

"No, wait." Tom grabbed her elbow. "You
didn't fail. You talked to the roc, and you saved yourself."

"But, I don't know what I did to save
myself. It's no use, I'll never be a sorceress. I can't even do
simple errands for Master Rubit," Lona wailed, tears in her
eyes.

Tom shook her shoulders. "You did do a
spell, so stop whining."

Lona sniffed and wiped her nose on Tom's
shirt sleeve. "I did, didn't I?" She squared her shoulders and held
her head up. "It may take me awhile yet, but I will become a
sorceress. I know I've got magic in me. If old Master Rubit won't
share his knowledge, I'll find someone who will."

A large shadow passed over them, and the
grass bent with a sudden wind. Looking up, Lona spotted the roc,
clutching something in her talons. Tom and Lona dropped to the
ground in an attempt to hide in the tall grass. The roc circled
lower, then dropped its small bundle next to Lona. Tiny peeps of
distress alerted Lona to the identity of the strange package. She
scrambled up and unwrapped the package of grass, leaves, and
shredded bark. The baby roc she had returned to the mother was
inside. His mouth was open, and hungry cries pierced the late
afternoon air. Lona cradled the little creature to her breast,
tears of wonder in her eyes.

"Looks like the mother didn't want the
little fellow back. Now what will you do with it?" Tom asked.

Lona glanced at Tom. Funny how he thought
she was the stupid one. "I'm going to raise it, of course. I can
speak to this roc, Tom." Lona looked up into the sky at the
departing mother roc. "Did you know that rocs possess magic, Tom?"
Lona said thoughtfully. Ignoring Tom's stammered response, Lona
started her long walk home, the baby roc nestled in her arms.

 


 


BLURRED VENGEANCE




 


Temar pinched a plug of dreamwort from his
leather pouch and placed it inside his lower lip. He danced as the
hallucinogens infused his blood stream. Faster and faster he
spiraled, weaving around the fire-pit, trilling a shrill, bird-like
call. His ancestors appeared, and he cried out to them for
guidance.

“Avenge my death and take no prisoners,” his
father’s spirit commanded.

Temar’s body jerked, and his mouth foamed as
he crashed to the ground. For a few minutes his body thrashed
against the hard earth of the steppes, then he lay quiet, his eyes
staring.

At last, he rose from the ground and
stumbled from the dream ger. He untied his pony from its tether,
mounted and rode to his mother’s ger. Temar looked down at the old
woman.

“Mother, I must go,” he said.

She touched his booted leg and smiled. “I
know. Take care, my son.”

“Do not fear for me, mother. Have you
forgotten so quickly?”

She shook her gray head slowly. Though it
was many moons ago, he knew she still remembered his birth, the
caul over his face and the blood clot clutched in his tiny hand.
The midwife had told her then that her last son was special. The
rest of her sons had died, now only Temar remained.

He leaned down and kissed his aging mother’s
head. “Father’s death will be avenged Mother.” He circled his pony,
then rode off, turning once to lift his hand in final salute. Temar
kicked the flanks of his pony urging him to a faster walk. The
nomads’ village was spread out over the steppe, and his friend
Jamthrak’s ger was at the far edge. Beyond the collection of felt
gers, the tribe’s stock of horses, oxen, camels, and goats grazed
on the steppe grasses.

“Temar!” Jamthrak yelled from in front of
his tent. Waving his hands over his head, a grin spread across his
face.

Foolish
Jamthrak, Temar thought. He
thinks we go on a pleasure outing. Temar checked his
weapons as he rode, assuring himself that he hadn’t forgotten
anything. Satisfied that all was indeed in order, he lifted his
hand to Jamthrak. “Hail, my friend, are you ready to
travel?”

“As ready as you, Temar.” Jamthrak swung
into the saddle of his pony waiting by the ger.

The two friends clapped each other on the
back and laughed out loud. Their deep bass voices boomed through
the camp.

“It’s a good day for an adventure Jamthrak,”
Temar said, glancing at his friend. “It is also a good day to
avenge my father’s death.”

Jamthrak’s dark eyes sparked, and his smile
flashed across his golden brown face in response to Temar’s claim.
The face was much like Temar’s own, with high cheekbones, dark
facial hair, and shoulder-length black hair.

“Do you truly expect to find Darjeel in Xi
Xong?” Jamthrak asked, urging his gelding to keep pace with Temar’s
fiery stallion.

“Have you forgotten about my vision, my
friend? Darjeel is in Xi Xong. His head will adorn my saddle on our
return home.”

“Have you seen that also, Temar? Darjeel’s
head upon your saddle?”

Temar hesitated for only a moment. “No. But
I will make it so, you will see. Come, let us race.” Before
Jamthrak could protest, Temar spurred his steed, and the animal
responded until he felt as though he flew across the rugged steppe.
The wind blew his hair free to spread behind him like a black
cloud. His laughter rose to join the eagles soaring overhead.

It took only one misstep of his steed to
send the horse to his knees, and Temar crashed to the ground.
Jamthrak rode up only moments later. Temar heard his friend’s
horse, but his vision blurred.

“Are you hurt, Temar?” Jamthrak cried, as he
crouched beside the fallen man.

“My head is throbbing, and my eyes do not
work properly.” Temar gingerly touched his head. His fingers came
away red and sticky.

Jamthrak grabbed his hand. “You’re bleeding.
Let me bandage your head.” Gently, he placed Temar’s head upon his
rolled cloak, returning moments later to rinse the wound and wrap a
bandage around his head. “There, now you look like a Chan.”

Temar struggled to sit and finally, with
Jamthrak’s help, made it. “When I return with Darjeel’s head, then
I’ll be Chan, but now, where is my horse? Has he broken a leg?”

“Your horse is by mine. I’ll check. Wait
here,” Jamthrak said, then went to assess the stallion’s
injury.

His head cradled in his hands, Temar watched
his friend. His world appeared doubled and seemed as though he
viewed it through water. “Is he all right?” he called.

“It’s only a sprain.”

Temar sighed heavily. He would rather take
his own life than that of the stallion. “We will have to ride
together on yours to save my mount further injury.”

“Of course, Temar.” Jamthrak returned.
“Here, let me help you up. Can you walk?”

“It’s only a slight wound. I’ll be all
right.” Leaning heavily on his friend, Temar walked to examine the
stallion further. His experienced hands felt along the horse’s leg
and noticed some swelling, but as Jamthrak had said, nothing was
broken. “We will need to find some wild Knitbone to make a poultice
for this leg.”

“It would be good for your head wound as
well, Temar.”

“You’re right, of course, but my animal
comes first. Let’s not waste any more time. There should be some
Knitbone growing near the next shaded water hole.” The men mounted
the gelding, Jamthrak in front while Temar rode the rear holding
his horse’s reins.

Jamthrak kept his horse to a slow walk, so
as not to stress the stallion, who hobbled behind. While they
traveled, Temar slipped in and out of reality. The wound on his
head throbbed and his vision blurred. He kept his one arm wrapped
tightly around his friend’s waist. His other hand clutched his
horse’s reins.

Without warning, Jamthrak stopped short.
Temar’s head bounced against Jamthrak’s strong back. The pain
brought him out of a doze. “What is it, Jamthrak?” he asked.

“We’re still too far to tell for certain who
waits, but I see horses at the water hole.”

“Can you distinguish colors?” Temar shaded
his eyes with his hands, but his vision remained blurred and
uncertain.

“They wear yellow.”

“Yellow? Are you sure it’s not red?” Temar
asked anxiously.

“I’m certain. It is yellow.”

Temar swore. “Then it’s Memuba’s tribe, the
Seichen. We must be cautious. They would just as soon carve our
livers as let us share water from the well. I do not understand. I
did not foresee so much trouble in my vision.”

“Should we turn back?” Jamthrak asked.

“What are we cowards? We are Mongarks! Never
do we run from a fight. We run to it.”

Temar dropped his horse’s reins and pulled
his bow from its place on his back. “Stay,” he commanded his
stallion and kicked Jamthrak’s gelding hard in the flanks. The
horse although burdened with two men bolted into a gallop. Ignoring
the pain in his head, Temar focused inward, drawing from his own
source of power, and a low rumbling sound emanating deep in his
throat soon became a thunderous roar.

While Jamthrak looped his reins around his
saddle horn, and retrieved his bow, Temar had already nocked an
arrow. Jamthrak drove the horse directly into the Seichen camp, as
both men fired a steady stream of arrows. When they were too close
to shoot, Jamthrak retrieved his reins and maneuvered his horse
through the fallen bodies as Temar hacked at the remaining Seichen
with his sword. At last, the power left Temar, and they both
slipped from the gelding to stand amidst the carnage.

“There are no warriors among them, Temar.
This could be a bad omen,” Jamthrak said, poking at the bodies with
his own sword.

“Perhaps it was unwise to charge their camp.
They may have meant us no harm, but it’s too late to worry over
innocent blood. I will make a sacrifice when I return home. Now, I
must find some Knitbone. My head is about to split from the pain.”
Temar whistled loudly for his mount. Long before he could see his
faithful steed, he heard the pony’s hoof beats and knew the
stallion had responded.

While he waited for his mount, Temar poked
among the weeds surrounding the water hole. As he suspected,
several Knitbone plants grew in the moist shade. He gathered their
leaves. When his horse arrived, he removed the animal’s saddle and
packs, then made a small fire. Over the fire Temar cooked water and
Knitbone leaves. After the mixture had steamed and the leaves had
softened, he drained the liquid into a cup. He drank half, then
gave the rest to his horse. The softened leaves, he packed around
the horses swollen limb. When he finished, he wrapped the leaves
and leg with a strip of cloth. He then unwound his own bloodied
turban, placed softened Knitbone leaves on his wound, and
re-wrapped a clean bandage over the poultice. As he worked, he
chanted the words of healing passed down over the centuries from
father to son.

By the time Temar finished, Jamthrak
returned from removing the bodies of their enemy. “I placed them
away from the water hole for the carrion. Have you finished your
work, here?” Jamthrak asked.

“Yes. My pony and I should both heal, but I
am weary and need rest. We can camp here for a few hours, yet still
get to Xi Xong before dark. Will you watch while I sleep, my
friend?”

“You have no need to ask. Rest, now. I’ll
wake you when the sun has traveled a quarter of the way in the
sky.”

Temar clasped his friend’s hand and then
sunk to the earth, wrapping himself in his horse’s blanket. His
eyes grew heavy and he slept.

What seemed like only moments later, Temar
felt his shoulder shaken and Jamthrak’s voice in his ear. “It’s
time to awaken. We still have far to go.”

Temar opened his eyes and sat. His vision
had cleared. Removing his bandage, he found the pounding in his
head already gone. “If my horse has healed as I have, we will be at
Xi Xong for dinner.” Temar stood and went to his horse. Gently, his
hands removed the bindings and poultice. He felt the leg and
nodded. “The swelling has gone, and he stands on all four feet. We
can travel.”

The two friends rode on through the day in
the direction of Xi Xong where the murderer of Temar’s father
dwelt. As the evening prayer bells rang from the temples, they
reached the walled city. With several other travelers, they slipped
in through the city gates before the guard made the final rounds
prior to locking the city in for the night.

“Food and drink first, eh Jamthrak?” Temar
said, steering his friend in the direction of a drinking house. The
place was clean yet crowded, still they found a table recently
vacated.

“Koumiss,” he said to the serving girl who
appeared by Temar’s side. She flashed him a broad smile between two
painted lips and leaned across him to wipe the table. Her breasts
swelled above her bodice like two ripe melons inviting a shopper’s
squeeze. Winking at Jamthrak, Temar grabbed her, pulling her down
onto his lap. His hand slid under her skirts as his mouth sought
her full lips. The girl struggled and scratched his face, drawing
blood. As quickly as a striking snake, he unsheathed his dagger and
held it against her throat. The girl’s eyes opened wide, a small
moan escaped her lips and her breath came rapidly. Tears glistened
in her black eyes so they shone like polished ebony.

“You wish to deny me what you offered so
freely only moments before?” Temar asked.

She shook her head fearfully, swallowing
against the blade at her throat. A small trickle of blood slid
between her breasts and Temar licked it, his tongue lingering, then
darting about like a persistent fly. Gooseflesh erupted on the
girl’s skin as she shivered. Temar laughed and pushed her from his
lap. “Koumiss,” he repeated and turned to Jamthrak. From the corner
of his eye, he watched the girl retreat to the bar. He could still
taste the saltiness of her tears mixed with her blood. He wanted
more of that girl and silently laid plans to take her for his own
later in the evening. She would make a fine brood mare with her
wide hips and full breasts. Perhaps he would bring home more than
the head of his father’s murderer.

He smelled the girl’s return before he saw
her. Her fear created a potent perfume which fueled his desire.
Although he’d had girls in his village, this was a city girl, all
soft and fleshy, not hard and calloused like those of his tribe.
After she set the mugs of fermented mares’ milk on the table, he
grabbed her wrist. She stiffened, and he looked up to see fresh
tears shimmering in her black eyes. Turning her palm over, he
kissed her wrist. “I will find you later,” he murmured into her
skin. Her hand shook and her breath shuddered, then he let her
go.

“Do you wish for trouble, Temar?” Jamthrak
asked.

“No, I wish for that girl, Jamthrak. Did you
not see her, how soft and full she is? A woman like that begs for a
man like me.” He glanced at the girl. Yes, he would find her
later.

“I thought we came to avenge your
father.”

“We will, but I will also bring that woman
home.”

“You’re crazy, Temar.”

The knife appeared as if by magic. This time
it found its way to Jamthrak’s throat. “Never call me that,
friend.”

Jamthrak carefully moved the blade from his
throat. “I meant no harm. Forgive me.”

“Hah!” Temar laughed. “There’s nothing to
forgive. Come drink up, the night is young.” He hefted his mug and
drained his koumiss.

Throughout the evening, the girl brought
koumiss to the two men. Each time, Temar touched her, becoming more
brazen as the koumiss saturated his brain. She brought bread, goat
cheese and spiced meat. He again pulled her onto his lap reaching
one hand under her skirts. She struggled feebly against his kisses,
but did not scratch. The thin line of dried blood decorated her
throat like a necklace of red stones.

At last only Temar and Jamthrak remained in
the inn. “You must leave now,” the girl spoke softly, urging Temar
to his feet.

“Only if you go with me.” Temar leaned
heavily on the girl. Jamthrak snored, his head nestled on his arms
against the table.

“I cannot, sir. My master comes for me
soon.” The girl ushered Temar toward the door. They had nearly
reached it when it crashed open.

Temar looked up with bleary eyes. The man
before him was none other than, Karoom, friend to his father’s
killer.

“What are you doing with this man?” Karoom
roared, slapping the girl across her face. She fell back, releasing
her grip on Temar, and dropped to the floor. Blood gushed from her
nose.

Temar reached for his saber, only to
remember he had placed it on the floor with his bow hours before.
His only weapons were his dagger and his fists. Again his second
sight had done nothing to prepare him for this meeting. If he were
less of a man, he would blame the woman for distracting him, but he
knew it was his own fault for drinking koumiss. There was no time
to reach for his inner fighting powers. Temar ducked as the man
swung his huge fist at his jaw. Smelling the wine on Karoom’s
tunic, he thought perhaps all was not lost.

As if on command, his brain cleared enough
to direct his own punches. Like two drunken brawlers, they fought
using fists and feet. Temar did not draw his blade and Karoom did
not have one. Temar wanted Karoom alive. He needed to know where to
find Darjeel, his father’s assassin. Karoom could tell him that
only if he still lived. They fought on until Temar’s breath came in
ragged gasps. Suddenly he heard a crash and shards of pottery flew
past his face. Karoom dropped from his embrace and fell at Temar’s
feet. Jamthrak’s face appeared in Temar’s vision. In his hand he
held a broken pitcher.

“Thank you, my friend,” Temar gasped as he
slid to the floor.

Then the girl was there, cradling Karoom’s
head. “What have you done?” she cried. She dabbed at his bleeding
head with the ends of her long skirts. “He’ll kill me when he
awakens.”

Temar stood raising the girl to stand beside
him. “If you’re not here, he will not kill you. Go, gather your
things. You’ll leave with us when our business is finished.”

She pulled away from him, fire in her eyes.
“Why should I go with you?”

“Because you’ll be my first wife. What’s
your name?”

“Bota,” she replied.

“Bota,” he whispered, then continued in a
normal tone, “You will bear my heirs, woman, and sit by my side as
I lead my people.”

“Hah, big talk for a drunkard,” Bota
snapped.

“Take her Jamthrak. Be sure she gathers her
things: then meet me at the stables.” Temar straightened his tunic
and leather and returned to their table to collect his weapons. All
lay under his chair where he left them. When he turned, Jamthrak
and Bota were gone.

He sauntered back to Karoom then kicked him
in the side. The man on the floor groaned and opened his eyes.
Temar’s saber pointed directly at Karoom’s heart. “You have some
information that I need Karoom,” Temar said softly.

“Who are you? What do you want? I have
nothing for you,” Karoom stammered.

“Indeed, I believe you do. I am Temar, son
of Marjin and Temu. Do you not remember Temu, Karoom?”

Karoom licked his lips, his eyes strayed
from the saber at his chest to Temar’s face. “Perhaps I do remember
someone by that name.”

“And perhaps the last time you saw Temu he
was dying? Is that not so, Karoom?” Temar pushed the point of the
blade a little harder into Karoom’s chest. The man on the floor
clenched his teeth, refusing to cry out as his life’s blood seeped
onto his tunic. “You will tell me where to find Darjeel. If you
tell me the truth, perhaps I will let you live. My father’s friends
tell me you did not wield the sword which took his head. You were a
bystander, only a witness, so to speak.”

Karoom inched backwards on the floor. “That
is true Temar. I had nothing to do with your father’s killing. I
watched, that is all, nothing else.”

“Of course, my friend.” Temar’s voice was
smooth and oily. “Tell me where I can find Darjeel.” He pushed
harder with his sword.

Karoom licked his lips. “He lives on Shangdu
Street. The fourth house on the right. It’s a large structure with
walled gardens and many bodyguards. It will do you no good to know
where to find him.”

“Shangdu Street, eh? And which room is his
private chamber?”

Karoom’s breathing had become ragged.
Already too much of his blood soaked his tunic. “It’s upstairs in
the rear of the building, on the left. He always posts a guard
outside his chambers in the evening.”

“Thank you, my friend. You have been most
helpful to me. For that service, I will spare you any more pain.”
With those words, Temar plunged his blade deep into Karoom’s chest,
splitting the man’s heart. Blood gushed from the wound, and Temar
removed his blade. He wiped it upon the man’s tunic. Turning to the
bartender, he tossed a few coins on the bar. “For your troubles,
good sir,” he said.

Temar quickly exited the drinking house and
stepped into the street. Xi Xong was an old city, with streets
crisscrossing alleys and dead ends. It would be difficult to find
Shangdu Street. He dared not ask directions. Already his plans
might be carried to Darjeel by the barkeeper. Perhaps he should
have killed him too, but already there were more dead than he
wanted. The Seichens at the water hole were an accident. Karoom was
not. Still, it would anger the gods if he killed more people than
he needed on this journey to avenge his father’s death.

By now his brain was no longer clouded with
koumiss. The fight with Karoom had cleared his head. Looking both
ways down the street, he sought someone he could ask for directions
who would not remember him. There on the far side about four
buildings down, a street cleaner worked, shoveling sewage and slop
into a small horse drawn cart. Temar searched his powers for a
small glamour to disguise his face before approaching the man.

“I need directions to Shangdu Street,” he
growled at the worker.

Startled, the man cowered under Temar’s
glare. “Six streets on your left, then three to your right,
master,” the man mumbled.

Temar flicked his fingers. “Go on with
your work,” he commanded. The man responded as though Temar did not
stand ten paces from him. Good, Temar thought, the
glamour has worked, and the man will not remember even speaking to
me.

Quickly he made his way through the maze of
streets to Shangdu. Temar spotted Darjeel’s residence. Ostentatious
in its appearance, it was indeed the largest place on the street.
Guarded by two men at the gate, Temar spied two more by the main
door. He needed more than a simple glamour to get past those
guards. He did not wish to kill them if he could avoid it.

While Temar squatted in a darkened doorway,
he searched through his pack until he found a salve of mixed herbs,
which when put into the bloodstream caused instant sleep. Temar
dipped his arrows into the salve. With an accurate aim, he could
wound the guards without killing them. The salve would let them
sleep while he avenged his father. The problem would be to shoot
them one at a time without alerting the others. As he worked, Temar
watched the guards. The two by the gate left their posts at
intervals to walk toward the ends of the fence. If he could get off
two shots quickly while their backs were turned to each other, he’d
have a chance.

He took several deep breaths, focusing
inward and searching for the power necessary to steady his aim. He
closed his eyes, and his breathing slowed. He nocked an arrow on
his bow and took aim. Just as the two street guards began their
pace away from each other, he let loose with the first arrow, then
rapidly nocked and fired the second. Both guards went down
soundlessly, dropping to the dusty street. Temar fitted another
arrow into the bow, expecting at least one of the door guards to
come investigate. His timing would have to be perfect in order to
strike before the next guard sounded an alarm. He waited patiently,
and as he expected, one of the door guards came to the street. The
guard spotted his fallen companions, but as he opened his mouth to
utter a cry, Temar shot another salve tipped arrow.

As Temar slunk across the street, he could
hear the last door guard calling to his companion. Temar quickly
flipped the body over and memorized the face. Again he created a
glamour, this time to resemble the fallen guard. He tipped his
dagger with the sleep potion and boldly walked up to the last
guard.

“Togril, what’s going on?” the guard asked
Temar.
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