SWEET SURRENDER
Leena smoothed his cheek with her hand, and Taurin let a deep sigh escape his lips. Her touch was like an angel’s kiss. His body burned, and it wasn’t from the heat or the energy he’d expended. He burned with desire for the beautiful woman nurturing him. His gaze scanned her face. Her expression, full of concern for his welfare, moved him deeply. Looking into her eyes, he thought he had never seen anything so pure in his entire life.
“Leena,” he murmured.
“Yes?”
She stood on the edge of her bunk to be eye level with him. He reached out a hand to cup the back of her head. Her hair felt like spun silk, and his resolve evaporated. He’d been able to push away from her at Hathers Beach, knowing it wasn’t right for him to steal kisses regardless of their legal relationship. But now he drew her toward him until his mouth hovered inches above hers.
The words escaped his lips before he could stop them. “I want you.”
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CHAPTER ONE
“If we don’t start soon, I’m going to faint. Dear deity, what if I trip over this thing when we’re called to the dais?”
Leena adjusted her royal blue robe with trembling fingers. Unaccustomed to its length, she grimaced at the sight of her satin slippers peeking out beneath the hem. She couldn’t believe she’d earned the privilege of wearing the sacramental vestment.
Karole patted her shoulder. “You’ll do fine. You always appear so well poised.”
Leena met her friend’s gaze. “Today is different. My father is in the congregation, and I don’t want to embarrass him. And where’s my brother? It’s unlike Bendyk to be late.”
“He could be seated with your father in the Inner Sanctum. They’re not allowed back here.” Karole swept her arm in a broad gesture encompassing the Robing Salon. Their fellow initiates stood around fidgeting like lower school graduates.
“You’re right.” Leena placed the ceremonial headdress over her head of blond hair.
Soon she and her newfound friends would become official members of the aide corps that served the Synod, the ruling body of priests on Xan. They awaited a signal from Dikran, the Arch Nome, who would begin the annual Renewal service. At its completion, Leena would assume her honored role as a Caucus delegate.
Her pulse raced with excitement. Ever since she was a child, she’d wanted to learn more about the Apostles who had established the religion of Sabal on her world. Her father, a high-ranking Candor, had inspired her interest in archeology by his study of ancient religious texts.
Growing up beside a crumbling ruin had sparked her imagination as she thought about life in days of old. Where had the Apostles originated? They’d established the magnificent reign of Lothar, their god, and then vanished. Why did they leave, and where had they gone?
Craving knowledge of her forebears, Leena realized the Synod held the key to wisdom. The ecclesiastical leaders were privy to secrets known to no one else. Joining the Caucus was the swiftest route to enlightenment.
A solemn bearded figure marched into the room. Planting himself firmly in the center, he peered around at the young initiates, waiting until everyone fell silent.
“It is time,” Zeroun intoned.
“Holy waters.” Leena’s knees quaked. “I can’t believe we’ve made it this far. May Lothar guide us.”
“You’re supposed to be near the front.” Karole prodded her. “Get in line.”
Leena wiped her sweaty palms against her flowing robe. Not even her graduation from archeological college had made her this nervous. Was it because Malcolm was in the congregation?
Her wealthy neighbor had been after her hand in marriage for several years now. Lately Leena had been inclined to accept, mainly for the security he could offer. She felt mildly affectionate toward him, but something made her hesitate.
Lining up behind the others, she tilted her chin in the air and marched forward with Zeroun in the lead. Leena had been in the cathedral-like Inner Sanctum many times during the past six weeks of training, but it hadn’t prepared her for the sea of faces that greeted them in the cavernous hall.
She took a seat along with the nineteen other initiates in the front row that had been reserved for them. The members of the Synod filed in, claiming their spaces on the dais.
Arch Nome Dikran sat on a throne-like chair, wearing his gold robe with the dignity that befit his eighty years. A towering headdress covered his head, and it was much more resplendent than the simple ones Leena and her friends wore.
She may not care for formal dress, but because her father held a high position, she was accustomed to elaborate affairs.
As she settled the robe about her legs, she wished for the comfort of the breeches and short-sleeved shirts she wore on her archeological digs. There was no pretense when you scoured a site for ancient treasures.
Malcolm didn’t approve of her career. He would expect any wife of his to stay at home and manage his household. Leena had plenty of experience in managing her father’s property, having done so ever since her mother’s death five years ago. That tragic accident had given her brother his true calling.
Good Lord, where was Bendyk? She craned her neck, searching for her brother’s familiar face, but she didn’t spot his blond head anywhere in the crowd. Returning her attention forward, she mentally checked off the dignitaries on the dais.
Sirvat, the most prominent woman on the Synod, looked stiffly proper in her white robe tied with the gold sash of office. Magar sat beside her, his eyes twinkling beneath a crop of white hair. Karayan, a family friend, caught Leena’s eye and smiled. Flushing, she looked down at her blue robe, eagerly anticipating the moment when she would be given the gold cord signifying her as an ordained servant of Lothar.
She shifted impatiently, watching Dikran rise and approach the podium. His shuffling gait proclaimed his age, but his dark eyes were sharp as they pierced the crowd like orbs of glowing embers. The service began with a hymn praising Lothar for his beneficence.
“We come here today before the face of our deity, the miraculous Lothar,” Dikran spoke into a microphone. “Together in worship, we sanctify our existence and praise Lothar, ruler of Xan. Who is like unto you, O Holy One, majestic and awesome in splendor? Who can compare to your generosity? Let the name Lothar be hallowed unto the world for all time. Let his name be glorified and exalted although he is beyond praise, because he is so mighty and powerful.”
The congregation raised their voices in a hymn, and Leena’s song joined them. The familiar melody brought her the same calm serenity as it had throughout her life at similar services. Renewal was a time to recall one’s past deeds, one’s joys and triumphs, one’s tragedies and sorrows, and to look ahead to the new year with reborn hope.
“May this new year bring us peace, joy, and exaltation.” Dikran raised his arms toward the vaulted ceiling. “May you bless us, O Lothar, with plentiful rains so our crops may grow bountiful and our fields be fertile. May our rivers flow and our lakes remain unblemished.
“We count on you, O Holy One, to maintain our land and to provide us with your blessing that keeps us from ill health. May our redemptive labors make us happy and our struggle for purity not fail. Let us toil at our work to the best of our ability. Blessed is the vision of holiness that exalts us from on high.”
Leena joined in a series of responsive readings. Her heart opened to Lothar and his generosity to her people. Truly they were blessed to have such a wonderful god looking out for them. He provided them with fertile soil with which to grow adequate foodstuffs. Xan was a rich, bountiful world. The lakes and rivers teemed with fish. The land blossomed with fruit, and the air was pure and clear. Truly, what more could anyone want?
Zeroun got up and exchanged places with Dikran. Minister of Religion, Zeroun’s presence was powerful, the hunch of his shoulders indicative of his forcefulness.
“Praised be Lothar who unifies all creation.” His eyes pierced the congregation as though he would read their souls. “May the Holy One fill our minds with knowledge and our hearts with wisdom, and praise those who labor to bring harmony to our world. The new year should be a fruitful one for us. Be gracious, O Lothar, and treat us generously. Be our teacher and guide.” He raised his hands toward heaven.
As the choir began to sing, melodious music filled the clerestory. Leena’s heart soared with faith and love for Lothar. Please help me clear my father’s name, she prayed. I know the answers are here in your Holy Temple. I vow that I will find them before the next Renewal. The communion of those around her filled her with comfort and peace as she followed the service.
“Let us bend in humility before Lothar.” Zeroun bowed low, his headdress dipping. “Let us give praise unto the one who established our land.”
“May the Holy One be gracious and bring us peace,” the congregation intoned in unison.
“As the new year begins, so is hope reborn in us,” said Zeroun. “Lothar has been resting after the toil of the harvest, but now is the time for Renewal. We must blow the sacred horn to awaken our god from his rest so the life cycle may begin anew. Behold the vessel for summoning Lothar.”
Karayan, Minister of Justice, and Eznik, Minister of Labor, rose and approached a set of immense carved wooden doors at the rear of the Grand Altar. Uttering incantations, they reached out to draw the doors apart in front of the awed congregation.
Leena held her breath. The sound of the horn was more than a symbol for ushering in the new year. It summoned Lothar, and when he awoke, he reset the climatic cycles of Xan for another year. Without his beneficence, her world would revert to the wild, untamed fury of the past. No one ever wanted that to happen. It would mean the end to civilization as they knew it. Renewal was the pinnacle of all the seasonal holidays.
“Show us the horn,” Dikran shouted as he faced the rear.
Karayan and Eznik drew the doors apart, and a collective gasp went up from the congregation.
Emptiness yawned from within the richly lit interior.
“Dear deity,” Leena whispered. Where was the sacred horn?
Dikran had a stunned look on his face, while the other members of the Synod wore horror-stricken expressions. Dikran cast a quick glance at Zeroun before indicating the doors should be shut.
Stepping forward to the podium, he raised his hand to signal the choir. A trumpet always played after the horn to reflect the holy voice. Now the trumpet player began a haunting melody that reverberated throughout Leena’s soul. When he finished, the congregation remained mute.
Dikran, his expression stony, spoke into the microphone. “Our opening of the holy chamber this year was symbolic. The sacred horn, after so many years of continuous use, has required a cleansing in sacramental water. We have blown the trumpet in its stead. It is Lothar’s will that this be done. Hear us, Holy One, and awaken from your rest.”
He raised his hands toward the congregation. “Bless our people and grant them freedom from sickness and sorrow. Let us love our neighbor as ourselves, walk humbly with our god, and convert our thoughts into faith and our words into good deeds. And so we say, Mahala.”
He beamed pontifically. “And now, it gives me great pleasure to call upon our initiates. These young people are dedicating their lives to serving the Synod. By their faith, they serve Lothar and thus you, the people. Treat them with the respect due their station. You may step upon the dais.” He gestured to the trainees with an imperious wave.
Holy waters, it’s time. Leena trembled as she made her way to the elevated platform. On the dais, she faced the congregation in line with her fellow initiates. One by one, Zeroun called them by name. He gave each candidate a lit candle and a gold sash signifying their station. Holding their candles, they repeated the words they had rehearsed.
“We pledge ourselves to serve the members of the Synod in good faith, with loyalty, dedication and compassion, and in so doing we pledge ourselves to you, O blessed Lothar. Praised be the power that brings us peace and prosperity. Praise Lothar, who sanctifies us all. Mahala.”
They blew out their candles to denote the end of the Renewal ceremony. The congregation remained in place while Dikran, the Synod members, and the new Caucus filed from the sanctuary to head for the reception hall.
A huge feast had been prepared, for Renewal was a happy, joyous occasion. Lothar was awakening. He would provide for them for another whole year, a year free from ill health, a year blessed with bountiful fruit and produce of the land.
Leena’s heart soared with joy as she followed her robed companions through the nave toward an archway at the rear.
Someone planted a hand on her shoulder in the reception hall. He whirled her around and planted a firm kiss on her lips.
“I’m proud of you.” Malcolm flashed her a grin that showed his white, even teeth.
Leena scanned his handsome features. His brown eyes reflected warmth and something more when he looked at her.
“Thank you,” she murmured, pleased by his sincerity. “Have you seen Father?”
“He’s over by the refreshment table. Can I get you a drink?”
“Yes, I’d like that.”
She glanced around for Karole, wanting to introduce her friend to Malcolm, but couldn’t locate her in the crowd. People stood about in clusters, drinks in hand, chatting and laughing. Friends and relatives had come from miles away for this special occasion.
Most people attended religious services in their hometowns or at the regional worship centers, but guests of the elite were invited to participate in services at the Holy Temple, and such invitations were highly coveted.
Leena wondered where Dikran had gone. She wanted to put in a good word with the Arch Nome for her father. But Dikran was nowhere in sight, and neither were the top members of the Synod. Where had they gone?
Dikran should be here to give his blessing to the bread so they could eat. But it was Jirair, Minister of Agriculture, who offered the prayer. A moment of doubt overwhelmed her as she recalled the stunned looks on Dikran’s and the others’ faces when they noticed the horn’s absence.
Had it really been intentional that the horn not be here for Renewal, or was this a surprise to the Synod that Dikran had hastily covered up? They were certainly experts at cover-ups, as she well knew.
Malcolm interrupted her thoughts by returning with a cup of fruit punch.
“Thanks.” She gulped the drink down, her throat dry.
“What’s the matter? You look worried.”
She lowered her voice. “The sacred horn… do you really think it’s being cleaned? This seems an odd time to be doing a chore like that. We need the horn blown for Lothar to reset the cycles.”
Malcolm raised an eyebrow. “Are you calling Dikran a liar?”
Leena’s heart skipped, because it was Dikran’s veracity she questioned. Fortunately, she was saved from a response by her father’s arrival.
“Congratulations, my dear.” Cranby embraced Leena in a huge bear hug. He was a large man, and his crimson robe of office made him even more imposing.
“Thank you, Father.” Sliding back, she gazed at him with loving affection.
Gray sprinkled his blond hair, receding from a high forehead. Years of grief over the loss of his wife had dulled a set of blue eyes similar to her own. Clearly a pressing matter weighed heavily on his mind as he regarded her with an anxious expression.
“Have you heard from your brother?”
“He’s not here? I tried to contact him earlier, but communications to Amat were out. I can’t imagine what might have happened. He should have arrived by now.” Her stomach churned. It was unlike Bendyk to be so late.
Malcolm raised his hand. “I’ll go make inquiries. Amat is located at Seacrest Bay?” At Leena’s nod, he hastened away.
“He’s a fine young man.” Cranby eyed her carefully.
Leena lowered her lashes. “I’m still not sure about him, Father.”
His look grew stern. “You’ve achieved a great deal for a woman of twenty-five years, daughter. Now it’s time to think about your future.”
“I’ve just been admitted into the Caucus. My immediate future is here.” Her heart sank, knowing where this conversation was leading, but she tried to head him off regardless.
“Do you hope to be promoted to Docent, as do many of your peers?” Cranby pursed his lips. “I hadn’t known you to be so religiously inclined.”
Leena guarded her expression. Her father didn’t know the true reason she’d joined the Caucus, and it was best he remain ignorant. Otherwise, he’d warn her against her course of action.
She didn’t mean to stir up trouble but meant to uncover the truth about her religion’s origins to quell the doubts in her heart. Leena wasn’t the only one questioning the faith. The Truthsayers protested rule by the Synod. They demanded reforms, claiming Lothar was a false god created by the priests. The spate of recent weather disasters gave solidity to their words and shook the credibility of their religion.
The Synod proclaimed Lothar was angry at the people and punished them for their doubts, but Lothar was normally a god of compassion and mercy. There had to be some other reason for the climate changes on Xan, something only the Synod knew. That was another item of information she hoped to discover.
Her father shook his finger at her. “Mark my words, not another Beltane will pass with Malcolm and you unpledged. I shall speak to his father myself. It is still within my authority to troth you a husband, miss, and so I shall.”
She lifted her chin. “I don’t want a husband right now. I have too much to do in my new role.”
“Nonsense, that’s just an excuse. You dilly-dally too long, and this indecisiveness is unbecoming in a lady. You’ll lose the young man if you don’t snare him now.”
“I’m not ready.”
“You’ll never be ready at your pace.” He glowered at her. “No more arguments. The matter is settled.”
Leena bit back a retort as the Minister of Justice bore down on them.
“Cranby, my old friend.” Karayan slapped a hand on Cranby’s shoulder, then vigorously shook both his hands as was the custom. “How good to see you again, and what a thrill to celebrate your lovely daughter’s success.” His pale grey eyes swung to Leena, expressing approval.
“I’m looking forward to serving the Synod.” She smiled warmly. Karayan had always supported her father, even during his censure.
Karayan gave a slight bow. “You honor your family by your service.” He tilted his head at Cranby. “I understand your son Bendyk is earning a name for himself as a missionary. We have word that requests are pouring in from the villages for his counsel. If he keeps going at this pace, I see him being appointed soon as a Docent. Where is the young man?” Karayan glanced around. “I thought he was supposed to join us today.”
“Bendyk never got in. I called Amat earlier but couldn’t get through.” Leena adjusted her headdress, which had begun to tilt. The heavy piece made her temples ache. When could she get away to change into more comfortable clothes? Probably not until this reception was over.
Karayan’s eyes widened. “Did you say Bendyk was in Amat? We’ve just received word that there’s been a terrible disaster at Seacrest Bay. A tsunami struck last night. There have been casualties, and a rescue effort is underway. I’m uncertain of the details.”
“Dear Lord.” Leena’s knees quivered. “Bendyk was supposed to leave last night. I hope he made it out.”
Karayan laid a hand on her arm. “The Synod has called an emergency meeting to deal with the tragedy. Come with me.”
She gave her father a brief kiss and hurried after Karayan. Muttering a quick prayer that her brother would be found safe and unharmed, she followed Karayan through the maze-like corridors of the Palisades complex.
CHAPTER TWO
The night before, Bendyk headed for the town council meeting in Amat. He hoped it wouldn’t take long. He’d planned to leave earlier to make the Renewal ceremony at the Palisades, but as dusk rapidly approached, it didn’t seem his departure would occur anytime soon.
Wellis, the village priest, had requested his presence. Now, as he sat across from the older man in the living room of his oceanfront bungalow, Bendyk fingered the medallion hanging from his neck.
“I fail to understand your meaning when you say people are straying from the Faith.” He squared his shoulders. “The turnout at the service this morning was phenomenal.”
“That’s because the villeins are putting on a pretense of piety for your benefit.” Wellis wagged his finger. “They’re afraid you’ll report to the Docent about their indiscretions.”
Pursing his lips, Wellis felt he should know his flock better than any representative from the central authority, such as Bendyk Worthington-Jax. He’d sent for help, realizing the situation could get out of control. After all, on whose head would the wrath of Lothar fall if he failed? His own, of course. But the golden-haired missionary, despite his zeal, had found nothing amiss.
It wasn’t Bendyk’s fault, considering how fearful the villeins were about retribution. The blasphemous talk circulating throughout the town was bound to bring dire repercussions. Wellis had hoped Bendyk would inspire a renewal of faith and, indeed, the service he’d conducted this morning had been exemplary. Perhaps his visit had done some good after all.
Bendyk faced him across a table laden with fresh fruit and nuts. The young man quirked an eyebrow. “Don’t forget it’s tithing time. The tax collector is here, even in the midst of Renewal celebrations. That’s enough cause for heightened tension.”
Wellis gave him a weary smile. “Not in this case. We’ve been fortunate to have the same agent each year. She counts in our favor and exacts a toll of ten percent on less the amount actually produced.”
Bendyk’s eyes darkened to a shade of indigo. “You mean this agent reports an inaccurate count? Why, that’s a criminal offense.”
Wellis leaned back in his chair, relishing the warm salty breeze blowing in from the open windows. His bungalow, a short distance from the ocean, stood on stilts like the rest of the houses by the shore. Further inland, other dwellings rose along a gentle slope that footed the Jerrise mountain range.
His congregation enjoyed a simple life living off the bounty of the sea and their industries of ropemaking and small boat construction. No one had enough revenue to fuel an investigation, so he didn’t see any harm in telling Bendyk of the tax agent’s favoritism.
“It appeases people,” he said with a shrug. “There’s enough grumbling about laws that don’t take into account the needs of individual districts.”
Bendyk scraped a hand through his short, wavy hair. “That’s not true. The Docents are responsible for making adjustments. If they rule unfairly, you can appeal to the Candor.”
“The Candors are concerned mainly with their own wealth. Things have gotten out of hand.”
Bendyk shot to his feet. “My father is a Candor. He’s always judged his people fairly and considered their needs.”
“Cranby is an exception.” Wellis regarded him with shrewd eyes. “Do you deny that dissatisfaction with the Synod’s power is growing? Aren’t your services widely in demand in an attempt by local priests, like myself, to stem this tide of disloyalty?”
“It is the work of the Truthsayers.” Bendyk’s jaw clenched. “They seek to undermine the Faith and establish anarchy in its place.”
Footsteps sloshed outside, and Wellis held up a hand to silence his guest. “Hush, here comes the village council. I have summoned them to hear your advice. Go easy, young man. Your fiery tongue does you well in sermons but not in debate.”
At his signal, Bendyk hastened to open the door. Five older men, the village leaders, shuffled in. To his surprise, a young woman accompanied them. Possessing a willowy frame, she moved with the gracefulness of a forest lyier.
Bendyk’s surprised gaze swept from her pretty face to the short cropped black hair that dipped inward toward her chin. The thrust of her jaw hinted at a stubborn streak, and her unorthodox style of dress confirmed it. Shocked, Bendyk peered at the skintight breeches she wore and the dark green sweater with its revealing neckline.
“I hope I meet with your approval,” she said in a sarcastic tone as he continued his blatant stare.
Startled, Bendyk’s gaze flew up to meet hers. Blazing amber eyes, like two torchlights in the dark, glared back at him.
“I’m Bendyk Worthington-Jax, representative of the Saballic Order of Missioners.” He offered her a slight bow.
The woman stretched out a hand. “I’m Swill Braddock.”
They exchanged a firm handshake. Her palm was small, fitting into his larger hand like a ball into a catcher’s mitt. He liked the weight and warmth of her.
“Swill?” He shot her a questioning glance.
“You got a problem with that?” Her brows furrowed in anger.
Clearly this woman took any remark as a challenge. Bendyk was amused. He’d never met anyone as bold and brazen as she before.
“What are you doing here? Surely you’re not on the town council.” She didn’t fit in with the other robed members with their dignified miens and conservative dress.
“I’m the tax agent. It’s time for the tithing count.”
“You’re the one? I hear your counts are favorable to the villeins.”
She cocked her head. “Perhaps.”
His eyes fired righteously. “Dishonesty is a sin.”
“It all depends on who’s in the know.” Smiling sweetly, she brushed past him and joined the others, who were already seated around Wellis’s oval table.
“Come Bendyk, sit down,” said Wellis.
“Why are your feet all wet?” He gestured toward the trail of water the visitors had left from the door to the table.
“The tide is washing in,” spoke one white-haired gentleman. “It’s higher than normal tonight.”
“Aye,” said another. “I don’t remember it coming up this far in recent years.”
“Never mind.” Wellis indicated Bendyk. “Our guest has to leave for the Palisades soon, so let’s begin our discussion. We asked for Brother Bendyk to serve our village because we’ve heard rumblings of discontent lately. During his sojourn here, he noticed no such problem. Of course the villeins are afraid of incurring retribution should they loosen their tongues.”
“Indeed.” An older woman leaned forward. “Ever since the hurricane that devastated the Rockmount Islands and the tornado on the Ruas Plains before that, people have been questioning Lothar’s actions. Why would our Lord bring such retribution on his people? He’s always been gracious and merciful. Why does he deal us such catastrophic blows now?”
“It is because of this Truthsayer movement.” Bendyk hunched forward in his seat. “Those who protest rule by the Synod would leave nothing but chaos in its place. Our laws were put here for a reason, and we must abide by them to please Lothar. Health care, education, and housing are provided for everyone. I don’t understand what the Truthsayers want instead.”
“They want freedom to control their destiny,” spoke Swill in a low tone.
All eyes swiveled in her direction, and Bendyk became aware of the seductive pull of her presence. She sat across the table from him, but every nerve in his body stood at attention when she directed her gaze at him. Those eyes, round as dew drops, could draw a man into their depths without any effort, and Bendyk found himself eager for her next word.
“People don’t like having no choice over where they can live. If someone wants to move from one village to another, he has to submit an application. Populations are strictly regulated. It’s unfair, and people are tired of having a central authority making these decisions for them.”
“There is a reason for every law.” Bendyk tapped his finger on the table. “A town’s population is limited so it doesn’t overgrow the needs of its citizens. The cities of old were rife with problems: poverty, crime, lack of sanitation. Lothar placed limits on a town’s populace for that very reason.
“In smaller villages, people are loyal to each other. They care about what happens to their neighbor. In large cities, no one has any concern for what’s going on next door. I believe the ruling is a wise one. These Truthsayers are just trying to stir up trouble any way they can.”
His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “And what do you know of their beliefs anyway? What right do you have to report a false count on the tithe? I should turn you in for your dishonesty.”
“Be my guest.” She lifted her chin, her eyes defiant. “The people I serve are happy because I let them keep more of their own produce. Why give it to a central authority that doesn’t even care what happens here?”
“You speak blasphemy.” Bendyk slammed his fist on the table. A strange banging echo caught his attention, only it wasn’t an echo. It was a rhythmic thump-thump that sounded from somewhere below the house.
“What’s that?” One of the elder councilwomen half-rose from her seat.
Wellis’s face darkened. “It must be the empty oil drums banging together beneath the foundation. That means the water has risen to nearly the level of the steps outside. That’s not good. We’d better take a look to see what’s happening.”
Bendyk hastened to the outer porch, not wishing to get too close to the woman named Swill. What an unusual name. But then it went along with her strange manner of dress, short cropped hair, and abrupt manner. He didn’t know what to make of her. Clearly she was a rebellious sort, yet he found her oddly attractive. He was aware when she came outside; he could almost feel her hot breath wafting on his neck. He didn’t glance in her direction, merely kept his gaze turned out to sea.
What he saw made his heart leap in alarm.
It was dusk, and the lights from town lit up the heavens with a soft golden glow. Out to sea, he could still discern the outline where the horizon met the darkened sky, but it was the water by the shore that disturbed him. It had receded, exposing the seabed. Several beachgoers who’d been observing the sunset rushed out to delightedly pluck wet seashells from the newly exposed sand.
“What in the world?” Bendyk had never seen a phenomenon like this and didn’t know what to make of it.
Behind him, Wellis sucked in a breath. “Dear Lord. A big sea is coming. We must flee!”
Swill swung her wide gaze on him. “Do we have time to reach our riders?”
“We can try.” The priest waved them on.
Water sloshed about their legs as they rushed toward their vehicles only to find them jammed together by the latest wave. With cries of dismay, the group turned as one, ran across the yard of the nearest house, and charged inland away from the rising water.
Bendyk’s heart raced as he charged toward higher ground. A dull rumble sounded, like a distant train. It grew into a monstrous roar. Glancing over his shoulder was a mistake. He nearly stumbled at the sight.
An incoming wall of water rushed toward the village center. It must have been easily over six feet tall.
Seconds later, the wave crashed into town with brutal force. Brilliant blue-white sparks marked the impact as the wave shorted out electrical circuits. Loud explosions accompanied the destruction of buildings.
A brief greenish arc flashed through the sky. Bendyk’s jaw dropped. That meant the wave had reached the power plant at the south end of the bay. Sure enough, the entire area plunged into darkness. But it wasn’t so dark that Bendyk couldn’t make out the terrifying wall of water surging in his direction.
Loud booms announced the sound of walls being crushed and buildings being demolished as the wave progressed. Swill screamed as the tower of water descended upon them.
The wave lifted Bendyk and swept him inland. He submerged, and his pants leg caught on a piece of debris. Holding his breath, he tugged with a desperate edge until he broke free.
He kicked to the surface and gasped for breath. Fallen beams, broken furniture, and heavy appliances rushed past, bumping into him and threatening to drag him under again.
He heaved himself onto a wood plank that floated past as a terrible sucking noise reached his ears. His heart pounded. The water would be returning to its home, taking everything with it out to sea.
People fought the current along with the swirling debris. Some rode on the tops of their houses; others clung to treetops. Some people swam, but everyone screamed in terror.
A body swept past, and Bendyk’s gut lurched in sudden recognition. Letting go of the plank, he swam with the current, grabbing Swill by the shoulder and flipping her over to raise her face out of the water. It was difficult to support her while they were both swept along, but he managed to keep both their heads up. She had a gash on her temple, but she was breathing, and that was all that counted.
As the water ebbed back to shore, his feet touched solid ground. Bracing his legs against the remains of a stone wall, he prevented them both from being pulled out to sea. He spotted one of the town leaders wedged with an arm trapped under a fallen tree. Of the other council members, he saw none.
Collapsed cottages, downed wires, concrete rubble, and smashed vehicles collected near the shore. After the sea subsided, people lucky enough to have survived began to stir and call out. Frantic parents searched for their children. Children wept for their missing parents. Husbands and wives sought absent spouses, and the first rescue efforts began.
Not one residence remained standing. The center of town yawned as an empty, dark hollow. In the ocean, heads bobbed in the heaving water as those swept out to sea struggled to stay afloat.
Bendyk laid Swill on the ground and examined her wound. As he touched her skin, her eyelids fluttered open, and she gave a soft moan.
“Do not move,” he told her, annoyed with himself for noticing how her sodden clothes clung to her body. He knelt at her side, ignoring the discomfort of his own wet shirt and trousers. “You’ve been injured. How bad does your head hurt?”
She stared at him, her amber eyes wide. “I’m dizzy. What happened to the others?”
“The tsunami demolished everything. I saw only one member of the council. I don’t know if anyone else survived who was in that meeting. I don’t understand.” He shook his head. “This region hasn’t had waves like this in hundreds of years. It must be a sign of Lothar’s wrath. Wellis admitted the people were harboring doubts. This must be Lothar’s retribution.”
Sighing, he surveyed the sorry scene about him as people wailed for missing relatives and their destroyed homes.
“Perhaps as a result of this tragedy, the villeins will confess their sins and give themselves to the Lord.”
Swill brushed his hand off and sat, her limbs trembling. “Is that all you can think about? Your stupid religion? People here need help. Where are the healers? We need lights. No one can see anything.”
A cool breeze raised the hairs on his arms. “We’ll get chilled in these wet clothes. We can’t help anyone in this condition. We should find shelter.”
“We need to help these people.” Swill attempted to rise but stumbled and would have fallen if not for his intervention. She swatted him away. “I can manage by myself, thank you.”
“I think not.” He gripped her around the waist. Rather than protesting, she leaned against him.
Bendyk considered how long it would take for word to reach the outside world about what had happened. For now, he had no way to contact Leena. She’d be worried when news of the tsunami reached her.
But even if he could find a means of transportation, he’d choose to stay. The survivors might wish to express their gratitude to Lothar, and Bendyk knew he should be the one to lead them in prayer.
Holding onto Swill’s slim waistline, he hoped he could convince her to join them.
CHAPTER THREE
Kolb and Voshkie were engaged in a heated argument when Leena entered the meeting chamber of the Synod.
“We need to assemble an emergency response team,” Kolb insisted.
As Minister of Health, the lean, thin-faced gentleman was responsible for the worldwide network of trained healers. While Lothar’s lozenge, which everyone swallowed each year at the festival of Mistic, would prevent disease, injuries still required the care of skilled personnel.
“The expense would not justify such as alarming action.” Voshkie, in charge of commerce, constantly railed against people’s demands for a broader choice of consumer goods.
In the short time she’d been there, Leena had assessed the attitudes of most Synod members, and Voshkie’s dislike of materialism was well known. The black-haired woman led an austere life, setting an example for those who wished to emulate her.
In contrast, Sirvat, in charge of the Treasury and the other prominent woman on the Synod, dressed with more attention to detail. Sirvat wore her thin red hair coiffed beneath veils and hats. Her manner of dress was stylish, but her reed-like figure did nothing for her womanliness. Her unsmiling mouth and the permanent frown on her face bespoke of her frustration as a spinster of fifty-two years.
Sirvat’s green eyes, pale as a frozen sea, flickered briefly in Leena’s direction. Seats were arranged around a central table in concentric circles. The members of the Synod had the first tier of seats, directly against the table. Behind them were the aide corps. Leena found a seat next to Karole and sat as unobtrusively as possible.
“I trust you are discussing the tsunami at Amat,” said Karayan, settling his robes as he took his chair. “Missionary Bendyk was last known to be at that location. Has anyone heard from him or have news of survivors?”
“Communications have not yet been established,” said Lendork, Minister of Communications. “In any event, that’s not why we are gathered here.”
“Ah, yes.” Karayan’s gaze lit. “We have a much more pressing matter that needs our attention.”
With those words, all eyes turned to Dikran, who sat silently at the head of the table. Nodding for the door to be shut, Dikran spent a few moments in silence, peering at each one of them, including the new members of the Caucus.
“We have a grave matter before us.” Despite his age, Dikran’s voice retained its forcefulness like when he was giving a sermon. “The sacred horn is missing.”
The Caucus gasped in unison.
From the looks exchanged among the Synod, it appeared as though they already knew, Leena surmised.
“I’d claimed it had been taken out for cleansing to avoid panic.” Dikran leaned forward. “Sooner or later, questions will be raised. We must find the horn as soon as possible.”
“But what happened to it? Where is it?” Zeroun’s dark brows drew together. “This whole matter is an abomination.”
Dikran raised a hand for patience. “No one has access to the sacred closet,” he said, referring to the small chamber in which the horn was kept. “Except for us. That can mean only one thing as far as I am concerned.” He paused, eyeing each one of his ministers. “One of you has stolen the horn.”
Cries of outrage sounded throughout the room. Leena glanced with fright at Karole. By all that was holy! One of the Synod had taken the horn? But why?
Her doubts rushed back, and she stared at Dikran, her mouth hanging open, waiting to hear what he would say next.
“This is absurd.” Karayan jabbed a finger in the air. “You are accusing one of us of being a thief?”
Dikran nodded solemnly. “I see no alternative. Only the fourteen of you plus myself have access to the Inner Sanctum. The horn must be returned.”
Dear deity, Leena thought. What would happen if it was not found? Truly the trumpet was insufficient to awaken Lothar. He needed the special frequency of the sacred horn. And if he did not awaken, their climactic cycles would not reset.
Rains would not come during the winter. And what of the lozenge? Lothar provided it every year at Mistic. If they didn’t partake of his bounty, sickness could devastate the land.
“We are now in the final cycle of the year,” Dikran reminded them. Lothar timed his renewal to begin in Fearn, the winter season. “If we do not find the horn within the next three months, other disasters of even greater magnitude will occur. It must be found. Unless, of course, one of you wishes to return it immediately.
“If you do not wish your identity to be known, place it in the sacred closet when no one is about. Further questions will not be asked. But if the horn isn’t recovered by this time tomorrow, we will launch a thorough investigation.” He paused. “I assure you, every piece of information that was ever known about you will be uncovered.”
Silence descended upon the room like a tomb while Leena’s mind reeled with possibilities. No horn to awaken Lothar? No resetting of the weather cycles to keep their climate on a steady course? No lozenge to prevent ill health?
Surely disaster would befall them.
Dikran dismissed the gathering with instructions that they should reconvene in the same place at the same time the following day if the horn had not been returned. Meanwhile, the Caucus was to assume their duties immediately.
To Leena’s disappointment, she had been assigned to Zeroun, Minister of Religion. She had hoped she would be with Karayan since he was her father’s friend, but the artifacts she had been studying were the property of the religious order. It was logical she should be assigned to the Department of Religion.
She trailed Zeroun to his offices in another section of the Palisades. Each department had its own wing. Civilians performed the clerical functions. By being in the religious hierarchy, Leena became a personal aide to Zeroun. With the privileges accorded to her status, she could attend his private meetings, sit in on Synod councils, and carry out his direct orders.
Marching into his office, he sat behind his desk chair while he indicated for her to take a seat opposite. His close-set ebony eyes pierced her like an avenging angel. Dark thick-slashed eyebrows converged into a frown as he stared at her sternly and reviewed her duties.
His thin compressed lips and hawk-like nose completed the image of a man who would let nothing stand in the way of his goals. Even the puffs of black hair rising up behind his ears and flanking his receding hairline proclaimed his staunch aggressiveness. Disciplining his body as well as his soul, Zeroun maintained an athletic figure, an accomplishment for a man of sixty-four years.
Leena trembled in her seat as she listened. She wanted to ask him what he had done with the artifact he had confiscated from her but was afraid to mention it for fear of being disciplined. Zeroun was vehement in his faith, and he allowed for no dissension. Those who talked against the faith were even known to have disappeared, if not being outright banished to the pagan Black Lands.
Of his role in her father’s censure, she was unclear. Cranby had never talked much about the incident, but she knew it had greatly disturbed him. Rather than face banishment, as would have been the punishment for one of his station, he had chosen to renounce his words and submit to a year of penance as was his due. Knowing her own background was less than exemplary, Leena scurried to obey Zeroun’s commands.
It was a relief to retire to the dormitory-like quarters she shared with the other female initiates at the end of the day. They ate their evening meal in the dining commons and then were free for the rest of the evening. Everyone was eager to discuss recent events, and so the time passed quickly.
Leena’s father came by and gave her the good news that Bendyk had contacted him and was safe and would be arriving within the next forty-eight hours, having made plans to take the first transport out. In the meantime, he was busy helping with rescue efforts in the village.
Leena tried to discuss the matter of the missing horn with her father, feeling she could confide in him if no one else, but Cranby didn’t seem to want to hear her news. He waved his hand, brushing off her report as though it were nothing more significant than a schoolgirl’s tale.
“I would advise you to keep your ears open and your mouth closed. If you do as you are told,” Cranby said, his eyes skittering away, “your efforts will be rewarded.”
Karayan was more sympathetic, listening to her fears and worries and reflecting them with his own. “Indeed, this is a grave matter,” he told her when they encountered each other in the corridor the next morning. His handsome solid features brought her a measure of comfort as he gazed at her with an open friendly expression. “Dikran checked this morning, and the horn still is not in its proper place. I’m going to recommend that you be allowed to investigate.”
“Me?” Leena gaped at him, open-mouthed.
He laid a hand on her shoulder and smiled. “You’re the only one among us who has knowledge of these ancient artifacts. With your dedication and energy, you’re the perfect choice to lead an investigation. The new members of the Caucus can aid you.”
Leena stared at him. A stickler for propriety, Karayan always presented a well-groomed appearance, from his carefully-styled brown hair to his manicured fingernails to his personally-tailored frock coats and trousers.
As Minister of Justice, he supervised the higher courts led by the Candors with the same enthusiasm that he exhibited for his favorite hobby of art collecting. Leena was impressed by his air of quiet confidence. She had visited his estate and knew he managed his affairs with the same meticulous detail as his own appearance. At fifty-eight years, Karayan was one of the youngest members of the Synod, and also one of the most energetic. Leena glanced down, and her eye caught on the large gold pinkie ring on his left finger.
“I shall do my best to follow out any instructions I am given,” she murmured, aware of her father’s admonition.
Dear deity, how can I be in charge of finding the horn? Dikran and the others won’t agree. I have no status here, no power. I’m just a simple aide. Why would they choose me?
As Minister of Justice, Karayan should be in charge of any investigation. But when the Synod and the Caucus met later, Dikran had his own opinion.
“The thief is one of us.” The older man’s voice shook with distress as he glared at his colleagues. “Whoever leads this investigation must check into our backgrounds.”
“Exactly.” Karayan rose and brushed off his robe. “This requires a two-pronged effort. We need someone here at the Palisades to investigate each one of us, but we also require another party to search for the missing horn. It is my recommendation that Leena Worthington-Jax be put in charge of this investigation. Her life’s work has been to study the relics of our past.”
All eyes turned in her direction, and Leena felt like sinking through the floor.
Karayan continued. “Her brother Bendyk is a missionary with an exemplary track record. We need an objective person to check into our backgrounds while Leena pursues the missing horn. Why not select Bendyk to work with his sister?”
The Synod voted, and Leena and Bendyk were chosen to work together. They’d each get a letter authorizing them to seek whatever help or counsel they’d need.
Stunned by the responsibility assigned her, Leena strode down the hallway later barely aware of her surroundings when she heard her name mentioned. She flattened herself against the wall beside a partially open door to eavesdrop.
“How can you let Leena take charge of such an important matter?” Zeroun demanded. “She’s a danger to our faith. We only invited her to join the Caucus so we could keep an eye on her.”
Leena gasped. Was this true?
“She has the background to verify the horn’s authenticity,” replied a muffled male voice. “As an expert on the carvings left by the Apostles, she’s familiar with the symbols etched onto the horn’s surface. No one else has the equivalent expertise.”
“I suppose you’re right. The Truthsayers may try to prevent her from recovering the horn. They’d like nothing more than to destroy our credibility. It would serve their purpose if the holy relic was never found.”
“Perhaps they stole it in the first place.”
“Maybe Leena is one of them. She asks too many questions. Let’s keep a sharp watch on her.”
A rustling noise indicated the speakers were about to depart. Leena slipped inside the next open doorway, waiting until she heard their footsteps pass.
Trembling at what she’d overheard, she considered the repercussions. Zeroun didn’t trust her, yet she came under his authority as a member of the Caucus.
Not anymore, she reminded herself. He was subject to her scrutiny same as the others.
His words about the Truthsayers gave her pause. Maybe they were involved in the theft. They claimed Lothar was a false god the priests had created to bolster their power. Without the horn being blown, Lothar would not reset the climactic cycles. Disaster would ensue. She envisioned a society torn by anarchy. Her world must not come to that. She had to find the horn, but the awesome responsibility made her quiver with dread.
“Bendyk, come quick,” she whispered. She needed her brother to start the investigation, for who else could she confide in?
<><><>
Hours later, Bendyk finally arrived. After he exchanged greetings with their father and Karayan and filled them in on the latest news, he retired with Leena to a private corner of the dining commons.
“Many people were lost in the tsunami.” Dark circles showed under his eyes. “I did what I could to help, but there is still much more to be done. At least communication has been restored.”
“I’m just so glad you’re here.” Leena basked in the warmth his presence brought her before informing him of their recent assignment.
He stiffened. “What? The sacred horn is missing?”
“Hush! Lower your voice.”
“What do you mean, I have to check into the backgrounds of the Synod members?” Bendyk leaned forward. “Why me?”
Leena gave a harsh laugh. “That’s what I’ve been asking myself. You’re not attached to the Synod. You can pursue this with an objective mind.”
His blond eyebrows furrowed. “I’ll have to examine their individual records, background checks, financial records. I can’t do it alone.” He tilted his head. “When I was in Amat, I encountered a local tax agent, a woman named Swill Braddock. She’s supposed to be a whiz at finances. Maybe I could request her for my assistant.”
Leena noticed the gleam in his eyes. If she didn’t know better, she thought her brother looked forward to seeing this woman again.
“And you met her how?”
“She helped out after the disaster. She’s a forceful woman who knows how to get a job done and yet can sympathize with the common folk. I hope she’ll agree. Did I mention she can be very opinionated?”
Leena grinned, eager to meet this paragon. “We have a meeting with the Synod to discuss strategy. You can mention bringing her into the fold at that time.”
At their next gathering, the Minister of State addressed Leena after a round of subdued greetings.
“You’ll need protection,” the seventy-year-old, silver-haired gentleman told her. “The Truthsayers may try to stop you from recovering the horn, or your search could take you into dangerous territory. Our representatives may not always be available to render aid. I know a man who’s perfect for the job if he’ll agree.”
Magar supervised relations among the different districts. His twinkly blue eyes and ready smile engaged her trust. Responsible for entertaining visiting dignitaries, he made his preference clear for fine wines and dining by his portly figure and rolling gait. A casual dresser, Magar favored comfort over formality. He presented quite the contrast to Karayan, who always dressed in a perfunctory manner.
Leena wondered who Magar meant to ask to accompany her on what could be a perilous journey. She wasn’t aware of anyone who could defend her in the manner Magar intended. Her people were a peaceful race. Few had experience in combat or aggression, although it seemed the Truthsayers leaned in that direction.
“Who is this man?” She’d prefer going with someone she knew. It would make for a less awkward situation.
“His name is Taurin Rey Niris.” Magar scratched his arm. “He has the experience you’ll need.”
“Where can we find him?” Karayan cast her a protective glance.
Leena was grateful for his presence. It was the closest thing to having her father there. She wished Cranby would attend these meetings, but she’d seen his diffident manner around the members of the Synod and despised his cowardice. He humbled himself before them, and it only served to humiliate her family.
She wondered again why she and Bendyk had been chosen to find the horn as tendrils of dread tickled her spine.
“I’ll provide that information later.” Magar’s voice hardened. “Leena, have you thought about where to begin your investigation?”
Leena understood that he didn’t want the others inquiring too deeply into the background of this man named Taurin and wondered why. Who was the fellow? Where did he come from? Where would she have to go to ask for his assistance?
Sirvat spoke up. “If the horn has been stolen, it’s very likely passed through Grotus’s hands.”
Leena’s eyes widened. Grotus was a renowned dealer of stolen artifacts. Suspected to have a worldwide network of smugglers, he’d evaded prosecution so far to the annoyance of the authorities. If someone had stolen the horn for money, it would very likely go to Grotus first. He seemed as good a place as any to start.
She shrugged. “Very well, I will seek out the help of this Taurin Rey Niris, and then we’ll travel together to see Grotus.” She’d need the man’s protection if what she had heard was true, that Grotus lived on an isolated island fortified with defenses.
She had no idea how she would get herself admitted to see him, let alone why he would share information with her. But she would worry about that later. First, she’d better see if this Taurin fellow was willing to help her. She agreed that it could be dangerous for her to travel alone. The Truthsayers posed an ever present threat, and who knew what other peril would find her?
As she and her brother said their goodbyes—he on his way to contact Swill, and Leena en route to find Taurin—her brother regarded her solemnly.
“I am less than thrilled about you traveling the globe with a stranger.” He stroked his jaw while eyeing her.
“We don’t know if he’ll agree to help. If he refuses, I’ll call you, and we’ll revise our plans.” She lifted her eyebrows. “And you’ll have to let me know if this tax agent agrees to work with us. It would be useful to have a financial expert on our side.”
Bendyk nodded. “Have you thought about a motive?”
“Maybe one of the Synod needs money. You’ll find out when you check their records. Otherwise, I could ask Father if he has any ideas.” After so many years in the service of Sabal, her father might possess knowledge of priestly secrets that could prove useful.
“I don’t think we should tell him what we’re doing.” Bendyk’s mouth turned down. “Promise me, you’ll call as soon as you make contact with this man Taurin.”
“Of course. I’ll let you know what happens.”
“If he agrees to your proposal, you must not travel with him in sin.”
Her breath hitched. “What do you mean?”
“Traveling alone with a strange man, Sister. Have you no notion of the harm that would befall your reputation?”
Leena laughed. “We have no such strictures in our society.”
His face pinched. “This is not Beltane, when coupling is encouraged and trial marriages take place. If you are allowed such freedom, your future plans may be jeopardized.”
“Oh,” she said, catching his drift. “You mean Malcolm? He need know nothing about this.”
“And what if he finds out? Do you think he would take it lightly that you were traveling around the country with an unattached male?”
“If he hears my reasons, he’ll understand. At any rate, he’s not supposed to know anything about this mission.”
Bendyk glowered at her. “Let’s hope your suitor doesn’t learn about it from anyone else. Call me the minute you and Rey Niris reach an agreement.”
“If we reach an agreement.”
His expression turned sly. “I shall see to it that you behave with propriety. Leave the matter to me.”
Her brother could be a pompous ass sometimes, Leena thought. Nonetheless, his words filled her with misgivings. Just what did Bendyk have up his sleeve?
CHAPTER FOUR
Leena drove her sleek red rider along a rural road flanked by rolling green fields and wooded hillsides. Ospreys swooped and soared over a broad stretch of brown stubble, the remains of a recent grain harvest. Their graceful bodies were stark white against the muted earth tones.
The Blenheim region was one of the most fertile in Celia, the province that housed the Palisades in its central hub. This area supplied a bounty of fresh produce, milk, and cheeses savored around the globe. Magar’s estate was close by, his family being one of the largest landholders in the area. Leena hadn’t realized Taurin resided in the same locale and was surprised Magar neglected to mention it.
Glancing at the paper with his written directions on the seat beside her, she noted that the turn-off to Taurin’s place should be coming up ahead. Sure enough, it was just around the next bend. She followed an oak-lined private road that ended in a circular driveway. Stopping her rider with a squeal of brakes, she shifted gears and turned off the ignition.
An attractive, tidy house faced her, and beyond it were cultivated fields. Was Taurin a farmer, and if so, what did he raise? Her curiosity climbed a notch as she examined his home.
A trimmed yard spread out in front like a brown-tinged carpet, the grass obviously too dry. Bordering the foundation of the house was a rounded evergreen hedge. A short flight of steps led up to a wraparound porch on which sat a couple of cushioned lounge chairs, a small table, and various potted plants.
The one-story dwelling was painted pastel blue with white shutters edged in a scallop design, giving Leena an impression of neatness and simplicity which appealed to her the way a home-cooked meal would appeal to a frequent traveler.
The quiet, still exterior of the house greeted her as she emerged from her vehicle. Unseasonably warm autumn air struck her like a blast from a furnace. Glad that her gown was made of a lightweight silk, she climbed the few steps to the portico.
No one responded to her loud knocking.
Buggers, Taurin must have gone out. The driveway held no other vehicles besides her own.
Taking an appreciative sniff of the rich, earthy scent coming from the freshly-plowed fields, she was startled at a sweet fragrance that drifted into her nostrils. Following her nose, she trailed around to the rear of the house to stare at row after row of brilliantly-colored flowers.
Taurin Rey Niris grew flowers? She pictured a rural farmhand and couldn’t conceive of him protecting her from danger. The thought conjured laughter from her throat.
This hadn’t been a good summer for farmers with the hot and dry weather, but Taurin looked to have done well. Was the difficult climate a result of Lothar’s wrath at his people’s unfaithfulness, as the Arch Nome proclaimed, or could it be another sign that something was deeply wrong on her world?
Squinting in the bright sunlight, she decided to return to the house before her shoes became encrusted with dirt. The shade of the porch beckoned to her, so she climbed the steps, approaching a back door.
A glimpse in a window showed her that the small gold circlet covering her head had become tilted. She straightened it along with the attached blue veil that matched her elegant gown. She wore her hair loose, preferring a freer style in defiance of propriety, which demanded that unwed females fix their hair in a modest upsweep.
Beyond her reflection, Leena’ gaze fell on a pile of books visible through the window. She could just make out the titles. Her curiosity piqued at noting they were archeological texts.
Disregarding her sense of caution, she pressed her nose against the pane to get a closer view. She surveyed a broad tile counter holding woven baskets with yellow onions, polished red pommes, potatoes, and green stiglers. The baskets were arranged in rows like the flower beds outside. Not a dirty dish was in sight. Was Taurin so tidy, or did he have a housekeeper? Even his kitchen utensils hung with an eye to precision.
Then again, what made her think he lived alone? She’d gotten that impression from Magar, but maybe it was wrong. And if not, what kind of man would live in isolation, raising flowers and studying archeology texts?
She strolled to another window to search for more clues as to the man’s puzzling nature. She spied a living area, a cozy room with a stone fireplace and couches you could sink into and—what were those—drawings? Yes, it appeared as though Taurin was working on something. An easel stood in a corner.
So now she had a flower farmer with aspirations of becoming an artist. But wait, those figures on his sketch struck a familiar chord.
She stepped to the side, and her ankle banged against a solid object that crashed to the ground. Dear deity, she hadn’t seen the flower pot. Bending her knees, she gathered the broken pieces from among the spilled dirt then heaped them in a pile. She straightened, flushing with guilt. Now Taurin would know for certain someone had been snooping around.
Brushing off her hands, she headed toward her rider, deciding she’d return later. In the meantime, she was thirsty and could use something to eat. On her way through the town, she’d noticed a pub. It would be a good place to get a snack while seeking information.
<><><>
The dimly-lit interior of the pub was a welcome respite from the unusual heat of the late-afternoon sun. Leena stood just inside the doorway so her eyes could adjust. Straight ahead was a polished mahogany bar with gleaming brass trim. Glasses hung on racks overhead, and behind the bar were bottles and kegs in differing sizes.
The tantalizing smell of sautéed onions drifted into her nostrils from a dining room off to the right. A few of the tables were occupied. A young couple claimed one corner. They were fancily dressed as though they were visitors like herself. A family with three noisy children occupied another table. Roughly-dressed farmhands hunkered down at the far end, drinking ale and chatting in loud tones.
Leena strode to the bar to place her order.
“I’ll have a glass of claret, and I’d like to see a menu, please.”
The bartender, a large burly fellow with a shock of red hair, complied.
As he handed her the menu, Leena smiled sweetly at him.
“I’m looking for a man named Taurin Rey Niris. Would you know where I can find him? We have something urgent to discuss.”
The bartender looked her over. His eyes widened when he noted her telltale gold circlet. He leaned forward with a conspiratorial grin.
“Rey Niris sits in a booth yonder.” He nodded at a dark corner. “Be cautious of that one, your honor.”
Leena stifled a smile. Obviously he didn’t know the proper form of address for a Caucus member. “Why should I be?”
The bartender’s face closed, and he withdrew to pour her a glass of red wine. “Just heed my words.”
Leena accepted the glass and a menu and sauntered toward the shadowed nook. With his back to a wall, the man facing forward was barely visible in the gloom. No wonder, she thought, clearing her throat as she approached.
Rey Niris was swathed totally in black, including a covering wrapped around his head. The cloth shaded his eyes so she couldn’t read his expression, but she sensed an air of tension about him. His broad shoulders hunched forward, as though he were ready to spring up at a moment’s notice. She could imagine his eyes darting toward the entrance, searching for the first hint of a threat. But what threat could there possibly be in this peaceful village?
If he turned out to be the man she sought, how could she convince him to assist her? He appeared much more formidable than she’d expected. Nearing his table, she muttered a quick prayer to Lothar for guidance.
<><><>
Taurin noticed her the moment she stepped through the door. Backlit from the sunlight streaming in the entrance, the woman appeared a vision of loveliness. If Taurin were a religious man, he would have heard the music of angels accompanying her presence. A mass of golden hair floated about her head like waves of spun silk, framing a face with features as fine as porcelain. He couldn’t see the color of her eyes, only that they were large and round as she peered about the room. Her body, slender and curvaceous, was encased in an exquisitely-styled gown that was cinched at the waist and flared out in a skirt that drifted about her ankles with each graceful movement.
What was a woman of her obvious wealth doing here?
He watched while she exchanged words with the proprietor. Holding a glass of red wine, she approached in his direction. As she got closer, he realized she wore the gold circlet and blue veil that signified a Caucus disciple. Her eyes matched the royal blue of her gown, and he could only stare in awe as she stopped in front of him.
“Good and welfare, brother. I’m looking for a man named Taurin Rey Niris. Are you the one I seek?”
Her voice, sweet and musical, rang in his ears like a spirit calling him to worship. She inspired idolatry, he thought, gazing into her eyes.
He couldn’t let her know how strongly she affected him. “What is it you want?” he asked bluntly.
“I have a proposition to make.”
“Who are you?”
“My name is Leena Worthington-Jax.”
“You’re in the religious order.”
“So I am. Look, are you Rey Niris or not?”
At his curt nod, she placed her glass on the table and took a seat. Taurin shrank further back into the shadows so she couldn’t read his face. “I have no interest in anything you have to offer. Who sent you here?”
“Just listen, will you? I need your help, but this is something we should discuss in private.” Her hands trembling, she took a sip of wine.
Was she afraid of him, or did she fear his refusal to help her? Taurin couldn’t possibly imagine what she wanted or who had encouraged her to approach him. Necessity had forced him to keep a low profile since his arrival, and he’d succeeded in keeping mostly to himself except for occasional excursions into town. Why, then, was she here? What did she want? And who had put her on his trail?
Curiosity overwhelmed his better judgment. “There’s a room upstairs. I’ll ask the owner if we can use it.”
Leena followed him toward the bar and was gratified when the owner agreed. Taurin stood aside so she could pass and precede him up the steps. She brushed against his arm, the contact eliciting a shiver. The man presented such a dark imposing figure. She could barely make out his face under the covering that swathed his head.
Upstairs, they entered a private dining room that reeked of stale liquor. Taurin had ordered a drink brought up from the bartender, and they waited in tense silence until it was served. Bright lamp lighting gave her a glimpse of his steel gray eyes and the shock of black hair that curled onto his forehead.
A forbidden thrill warmed her blood, but she pushed it aside to focus on her mission. His aquiline nose and firm jawline proclaimed him a man of character. Hopefully his sense of honor would prevail, and he’d agree to help her.
They took seats opposite from each other at a small round table. Taurin gulped down a few swallows of his ale.
“What I’m about to tell you must not leave this room.” She leaned forward. “You will not reveal a word of it to anyone. Swear it upon your sacred honor.”
He quirked an eyebrow. “You have succeeded in arousing my curiosity. I swear that whatever words we exchange here will go no further.”
“Someone has stolen the sacred horn, and it has not been blown at this year’s Renewal ceremony. We are facing disaster if it is not recovered by the month of Fearn. I have been assigned the task of retrieving the horn, and I need your help.”
His gaze darkened. “Absolutely not.”
“Magar told me to ask for your assistance.”
“He did, did he?” Taurin didn’t sound pleased.
“My quest is dangerous. The Truthsayers could be involved, and they might try to stop me from succeeding. Magar said you’re the only one who could provide protection.”
“What else did he say?” With a jerky movement, he brought his glass to his lips and finished his drink.
“Very little,” Leena admitted.
Taurin scraped his chair back and stood. “I will not be involved in the affairs of your kind.”
“What do you mean? Everyone will be affected if the horn isn’t blown, even you. Your crops will wither and die, and your farmland will languish. If you assist me, you’ll prevent that from happening.”
“Sorry, you’ll have to find someone else. I’m not your man.”
She opened her mouth to make an angry retort, but a loud commotion erupted downstairs. Raised male voices yelled over a couple of heavy thuds. The sound of glass breaking reached her ears.
Without so much as a backward glance in her direction, Taurin thundered down the stairs into the dining room, where workmen were engaged in a brawl.
Leena gasped as Taurin threw himself into the fray. In a flurry of well-placed kicks and punches, he subdued the combatants within minutes. They lay sprawled around the room, staring at him in fear and wonder.
“Fighting is not to be tolerated,” he announced in an authoritative tone. “You will make reparations to the owner of this establishment. Is that understood?”
The men nodded their agreement, their expressions making it clear they feared a reprisal should they refuse. Clenching his fists at his side, Taurin hovered over one cowering miscreant, as though wishing the fellow would lash out at him so he could react in violence once again. A shudder racked his body as he straightened himself upright. Without another word, he stalked toward the door and departed.
“Wait!” Leena rushed outside, but when she emerged into the sunlight, he wasn’t anywhere in sight. She glanced at the riders parked along the curb. One was just pulling out, and as she tried to identify the driver, the vehicle roared away.
Cripes, that had to be Taurin. Now she’d have to make a repeat trip to his farm. Raking her fingers through her hair, she strode toward her rider, hoping he’d go directly home.
The violence she’d seen unleashed in the pub made her heart race and dread pit her stomach. It was truly a sign that people had strayed from the Faith. Hardly anyone ever fought on Xan, even when intoxicated. It wasn’t their way of life and defied Lothar’s teachings. Change was in the wind and it didn’t bode well for her world.
Taurin had jumped into the fight without so much as a second thought. That demonstration of his skills proved he could serve as her protector. The man was no gentle flower farmer.
Dressed in black with tension emanating from every pore, he appeared more like a warrior of storybook fame than a simple farmhand. His choice of occupations and hobbies intrigued her. The different sides of his personality didn’t mesh, making her wonder at his origins.
His farm occupied a corner of Magar’s huge estate.
Was he a tenant farmer, offering part of his produce to Magar as rental payment? Or was he a freeholder, owning the land himself? She couldn’t conceive of their relationship and resolved to question Magar about it at the first opportunity.
Her stomach grumbled, and her glance strayed to the timekeeper. No wonder! It was six o’clock, and she’d missed having an afternoon snack.
She detoured by a local market to purchase a loaf of crusty bread, a hunk of cheese, and some bottles of cider.
After putting her purchases into the back seat of her rider, she slid in front and turned on the ignition. A warning light glowed red on the dashboard, but Leena ignored it as she had on her way into the village. She’d take care of it tomorrow; today her business was too pressing.
She approached Taurin’s house, intending to plead her case again and leave. His windows were open, letting in a fresh breeze. With the sun’s descent, the air began to cool. Soon it would soon be dark. If the man agreed to help her, she’d return tomorrow to further their discussion.
She gathered her bundle of groceries and marched toward his front door. The door swung wide at her summons.
“What do you want?” Taurin scowled at her. “I thought I made it clear that I would not help you.”
He’d removed the cloth swathed about his crown, and a riot of black curls covered his head. Angry slate gray eyes slammed into hers with a fierceness that took her breath away.
“I brought some food. May I come in?” She used her sweetest, most beguiling tone of voice, but it didn’t budge this man. He stared at her unmovingly.
“Go away,” he said, about to shut the door in her face.
Leena wedged her foot inside. “We haven’t finished our discussion.”
“Indeed, we have.” The hunch of his shoulders told her he would resort to force to remove her if necessary.
“I told you Magar sent me,” she inserted hastily, hoping the name of his neighbor or landlord, whichever it was, would influence him.
Taurin hesitated, and Leena snatched the opening. “I see we have similar interests.” She nodded at his easel propped in a corner. “I’m an archeologist. My background and experience are why I’m the one assigned to find the sacred horn.”
“An archeologist?” He studied her with renewed interest. “Perhaps you should come in.” His voice softened ever so slightly. He stood aside while she brushed past, bundles in hand.
Leena’s breath came short. He presented such a dark, menacing aura that she trembled in his presence. But her mission was too important for her to be awestruck by the man. She needed his help, and she’d get it any way she could.
She aimed for his kitchen, where she plunked down her packages and unpacked the contents. “I brought bread, cheese, and cider. Would you like some, or have you already eaten?”
“I haven’t had the chance yet. Your repast is welcome.”
“You could get me some plates and a knife. I’ll cut this cheese into wedges.”
He complied, observing her as she busied herself with nervous fingers. The man totally unsettled her. She felt like an intruder in his home, and he undoubtedly resented her presence.
When she’d completed her preparations, she whirled around, her gown swishing at her ankles. She smiled bravely and offered Taurin a plate of bread and cheese.
Without uttering a word of thanks, he took it from her, helped himself to a mug of cider, and sat at the polished wooden table. She took a seat opposite and examined at him openly. His irises were a dark shade of smoky gray. Something greenish flickered inside them whenever a shadow crossed his face. Fascinated by the dancing lights in his eyes, she didn’t realize she was staring until he glanced away. His gaze roamed from her circlet to her wavy hair to her breasts and then lifted.
“Does your mate know you have come on this errand?” he asked with an implacable expression.
Leena quirked her eyebrows. “I have no mate.” Why would he ask such a thing?
“You’re a member of the religious order, meaning you follow strict directives. Your loose hair denotes your married status, although you don’t wear a ring.” He indicated her left hand.
“Oh, you wonder why I wear my hair loose? I prefer the style.” She gave a defiant grin then sobered. “My presence here in no way threatens my reputation. Bendyk, my brother, knows I have come. So do the members of the Synod.”
She took a bite of bread, wondering if he disapproved. She couldn’t read his face to determine his opinion. The bread was crunchy on the outside, but soft inside, and it melted on her tongue.
“Tell me about the missing horn.” He popped a chunk of cheese in his mouth and chewed.
Leena’s skin prickled. She was alone in a house with a strange man whose violent nature had just blatantly been demonstrated. Magar wouldn’t have sent her if he didn’t trust the fellow, though. She squirmed in her seat, half-fascinated by Taurin and half-wary.
“The horn could only have been taken by someone with access to the Inner Sanctum. That points to one of the Synod members. My brother Bendyk is looking into their backgrounds. Financial strain could indicate a motive. Meanwhile, you and I can contact Grotus, a dealer in stolen artifacts, to see if the horn has passed through his hands. Or if he has it, we’ll offer a ransom.” She leveled her gaze on him. “I am prepared to give you a substantial sum for assisting me.”
Taurin took a large draught from his mug of cider. “I have not agreed to help you.”
He couldn’t conceive of this fragile female meeting with Grotus by herself. He had heard of the man, and Grotus was not the sort Leena should encounter alone, if she was even able to procure an audience with him.
“I have my farmlands to tend,” he said, denying the flame of desire that sprang up unbidden from his core. That wistful look in her sapphire eyes tugged at a soft spot in his heart.
“Your crops are not doing well. If the horn is not blown, how will your fields prosper?” Her lips pursed. “This drought will worsen, and your blooms will die. Nothing can grow in this heat spell. Do you not wish to see Lothar awaken from his rest?”
“Lothar be damned.” He knew her god was not responsible for the climactic cycles, at least not in a direct sense. He didn’t understand what was happening on this world, but it wasn’t his job to find out either. He just wanted to live in peace, undisturbed and unmolested. He had been through too much horror to seek violence again. This was his haven, and he had no desire to leave it.
“I’ll take my chances like everyone else.” His firm tone challenged her to refute him.
Leena’s fingers tightened around her mug handle. “Don’t you care that people are going to get sick and die if Lothar’s lozenge isn’t made available in the month of Mistic? People are facing sickness and hunger, not to mention these unnatural weather disasters causing havoc around the world.”
She leaned forward. “My brother Bendyk was just in Amat on Seacrest Bay. It was hit by a tsunami. Scores of people died, and many others were injured or lost their homes. Do you want this to continue? You’re being given a chance to help. I can’t do it alone.” Moisture flooded her eyes as a desperate edge entered her tone. “I trust Magar sent me to the right person.”
Taurin didn’t answer. Magar knew his talents very well. Indeed, he was the only person in this entire region who could protect this woman from trouble, but by involving him, Magar put them both at risk.
Damn, what was he to do? Shoving his chair back, Taurin stood and paced the kitchen, dashing a hand through his unruly dark hair. So she was an archeologist, was she? Maybe she could help him interpret the secrets he’d kept hidden all these years.
Leena’s gaze radiated sympathy. “Look, I’m sure I can get the Synod to send someone to tend your farm if that’s your main concern.”
True, Taurin wouldn’t want to see all the work he’d put into the place gone to waste. He’d toiled long and hard to make this piece of land prosper, and the flowers he grew were important to a significant someone in his life. He didn’t want to disappoint that person by not being able to make his monthly shipments.
“Let me show you something. Wait here.” He disappeared through the doorway into the living area then returned a moment later holding his sketch from the easel.
Leena rose, her skirt swaying about her ankles. “Where did that come from?”
“I’ve made a study of these symbols. Since you’re an archeologist, perhaps you can interpret them for me.”
“I’m afraid I am unable to help. Those are similar to the inscriptions that mark the ancient ruins around the globe. No one has been able to decipher them. I suspect they’re messages left us by the ancient Apostles. I’d like to learn where they originated and why they left.” She gave him a pointed glare. “So will you help me in my quest or not?”
“All right,” he muttered reluctantly, “but I would like someone to work the fields in my stead.”
“I’ll make arrangements. I need to return to the Palisades to pack.” More sure of herself now that he’d agreed to assist her, she regarded him with a determined gleam. “How long of a journey is it to Grotus? Do you know anything about him?”
“Not much.”
“I’ll ask Sirvat for details. She’s the one who suggested his name to me. Sirvat is in charge of the Treasury,” Leena explained. “Anyway, I’d better leave now. I’d like to get back before it’s too dark.”
<><><>
Taurin didn’t make a move to open the door for her or render assistance. He stood on his porch as still and silent as a statue, his expression stony. Leena wondered how far they would have to travel to reach this Grotus person and hoped it wouldn’t be a long trip. Certainly her brother Bendyk’s concerns were justified. How could she go on such a journey with someone so disinterested in her welfare?
It was worth any peril if she could recover the horn.
She keyed the ignition, but nothing happened. The engine didn’t turn over, nor did the headlights come on.
Oh, no. She pounded the steering wheel in frustration. The recharger must be dead, and all the stations would be closed. She couldn’t get it fixed until tomorrow. Now what?
Biting her lower lip, she supposed she could call Bendyk to pick her up, but it would be an hour and a half drive in the dark. She hadn’t noticed any hostelry nearby either.
Taurin sauntered over and peered through the open window. “Having a problem?”
“My charge is drained.” Leena felt foolish. She’d never ignored a warning indicator before, and now look what had happened. Once emptied, the circuit chamber needed hours to renew.
“The nearest station is closed. You’ll have to wait until morning to request assistance.” Taurin stared implacably at her as though unwilling to burden himself with her difficulty.
With an annoyed frown, Leena stepped from the rider. “I’ll call my brother. He’ll come and get me.”
But when she messaged him, Bendyk wasn’t at the Palisades. He must have left to seek the help of the Swill woman.
Leena turned to view her host with trepidation.
CHAPTER FIVE
Bendyk remembered Swill saying she’d be going home from Amat to spend her earned leave time with her family. The town of Kameron-by-the-Knoll was located in one of the most desolate, uncomfortable settings he’d ever set foot in. Having arrived by special air transport, he’d hired a ground vehicle to take him to her address, which Sirvat had supplied. As a tax agent, Swill’s job came under the Treasury Department.
The town was at the heart of a dustbowl, where dried weeds tumbled through the streets on a breath of hot wind. Digging for scaly grubs was the main industry, according to the rental agent. The grubs, considered a food delicacy in certain parts of the world, commanded a high price. However, the cost of living in such a place discouraged all but the most solitary souls from pursuing the trade.
Swill’s parents owned a squat tan house in a sparse development that ran up a hillside. Cactuses and hardy weeds provided the only greenery in sight, while the sun blazed overhead. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to stay long. The pilot had orders to wait for him at the airfield.
He rang the doorbell and waited on the front porch.
Shuffling footsteps approached from inside the house, and then the door was thrust open. “Yo! Who be you, young ‘un?”
“Good and welfare, brother.” Bendyk took a step back.
The smell of spirits hit his nose, and from the bloodshot eyes of the stout man facing him, Bendyk would say he’d been drinking. The man’s plaid shirt hung loose over a pair of baggy pants, and his work shoes were encrusted with dirt. He reeked of liquor and sweat, making Bendyk force himself to smile politely.
“I’m Bendyk Worthington-Jax, servant in the Sabalic order of Missioners.” He fingered the medallion dangling at his chest. Because he worked among the people, he could wear clothes of his choosing. The medallion signified his station.
“So?” Clearly unimpressed, the fellow scratched his balding head.
“I’d like to see Swill if she’s home.”
“Swill? You’re here to see my daughter?” The man’s face broadened into a grin, exposing yellowed teeth.
Krimas, Bendyk cursed under his breath. This was Swill’s father? No wonder she had such a tough attitude.
“Come in, good sir.” Braddock led the way into a living room holding faded secondhand furnishings. He raised his voice. “Swill, get in here! You have a visitor.”
Swill appeared in a hallway and stood stock-still at the sight of Bendyk. His gaze swept over the rust-colored top that barely bound her thrusting breasts and her white shorts that halted mid-thigh. Inadvertently his glance slid down her shapely legs.
Another woman with a worn, tired face and wearing a soiled apron entered the room, diverting his attention, but apparently Braddock had noted the appreciative look in his eyes.
“Gemma, this young man is here for Swill,” he told the woman who Bendyk assumed was his wife.
Her mother rushed forward to shake both of Bendyk’s hands in greeting. “Oh, I’m so glad she’s found someone.”
Bendyk flushed in embarrassment. “I’m not… I mean, I need her to come with me.” He dropped his arms to his side.
“Of course, but first you’ll have to tell us how you two met. Royce? Now you won’t have to worry no more about Swill finding a man. She’s gone and gotten herself a beaut.”
Royce Braddock gave a loud belch. “About time it is, too. Let’s go mix up some drinks to celebrate while the lovebirds greet each other.”
“Pa,” Swill said, “I think Bendyk may be here on business.”
“Nonsense, he’s got eyes for you, girl. You’ve got a good thing here.” Braddock winked. “Give him a proper greeting now.”
He staggered after his wife into another room, leaving them alone.
“Well?” Swill faced him with her hands on her hips. “Are you here to arrest me?”
“Arrest you?” Bendyk stared in astonishment. “Whatever for?”
“For misrepresenting the tithing count. That is why you’re here, isn’t it? You reported me to your superiors, and they sent you to bring me in?”
Bendyk saw the flicker of fear in her eyes quickly hidden by a mask of defiance. “I’m here to bring you back to the Palisades because I need your help with a special project.”
Doubt crossed her expression. “What? You need my help?”
“That is correct.” Stepping forward, he took her hands in his. The contact sent delicious tingles up his arms. “I cannot tell you the details now, but your interviewing skills and financial acumen are exceptional. I need to conduct an investigation and require your talents.”
She moved back, withdrawing her hands as a wary look came into her eyes. “What’s in it for me?”
“An increase in pay and the knowledge that you’re doing the people a service. That is important to you, isn’t it?”
Her chin tilted upward. “Everyone needs a break. I do what I can to help.”
“So I’ve noticed.” He couldn’t help his sarcastic tone, knowing how she didn’t play by the rules. Unlike her, he chose to live with restrictions, believing discipline strengthened the spirit. He wondered at the state of her soul that she mocked their laws.
“This isn’t about anything religious, is it? Because if it is—”
“I can’t give you the details now. You’ll have to trust me.”
“Trust you?” Her eyes chilled. “I’d just as soon throw myself into a kougar pit.”
“Dammit, just agree, will you?” He didn’t have time to argue. Why couldn’t she conduct one conversation without introducing an ounce of antagonism?
Her lips compressed. “I don’t like to be told what to do. I’ve had enough from my Pa in that regard. Sorry, find yourself another assistant.”
Bendyk regretted his outburst of temper. He constantly strove to control his emotions and prayed for tolerance many times. But her irreverence annoyed him beyond reason.
“Very well, then I shall have to assert my authority. If you don’t cooperate, I’ll inform Sirvat of your conspiracy with the villagers about the tithing count. You’ll all be punished.”
“Bastard.” Her eyes glittered. “I’ll make you regret this.”
He gave her a sexy grin and lowered his voice to a purr. “Then I’ll look forward to your retribution.”
She howled with frustration as he turned toward the door, intending to wait outside for her to join him. What was it about this woman that so intrigued him? By all that was holy, she irritated him, but she also stirred his blood. Be careful, he warned himself. Look to your soul, or she’ll steal it like she did Lothar’s tribute.
He exited the house, resolving to offer a special prayer asking for forgiveness. His thoughts of Swill were far from pious, and that indicated a sinful weakness of his spirit.
<><><>
Leena looked so downcast after switching off her comm unit that Taurin couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. If only her eyes weren’t so large and such a unique shade of azure, he wouldn’t feel so threatened. But her presence endangered him because his nerves were so acutely tuned to her.
She wears a circlet, he reminded himself. She’s pledged to serve Lothar.
“What does your brother do?” He wondered if her sibling was also a member of the Caucus.
“Bendyk is a missionary. He’s very dedicated to the principles of our religion. He must have left to seek help from that woman he met in Amat.”
“Too bad. Now you’re stranded here.” He stepped forward until their bodies nearly touched. Her cloying scent pervaded his nostrils, tempting him to do something wicked.
He dare not risk losing control.
“I can drive you home. Leave your rider key here, and I’ll take your vehicle to the station in the morning.”
“I’m sorry to be such a burden, but I appreciate your help.” After retrieving her cloak from the rider and handing him the keys, she followed him to his vehicle.
Taurin held the passenger door open for her, his loins stirring as she gracefully slid inside, folding one long leg after the other.
He forced away the unwanted surge of desire that held him in its powerful grip and pulled a dark cloth from his pocket to swathe about his head. He couldn’t risk the woman seeing his eyes at night.
In the driver’s seat, he started the ignition then set off, rushing along the winding country roads to make the trip as brief as possible. The black painted rider had a low-slung design which made it hug the road like a tightrope walker.
Beside him, Leena clutched her seat, pressing her lips tightly together.
“Can’t you slow down?” She gave him a sideways glance.
Taurin noted her pallor. Without commenting, he eased back on the accelerator.
“I’ll get a ride out here in the morning. It’s best if we don’t delay our journey. Will that give you enough time to get ready?”
He nodded, displeased at the idea of visiting Grotus. He had a feeling Captain Sterckle might have sold his bibliotomes to the unscrupulous artifacts dealer. Sterckle could even have told Grotus about him. Was the danger involved worth the possible rewards? He sought only two things in life: peace for his troubled soul and knowledge of his origins. The first he’d already achieved, but Leena could help him obtain the second.
He was well aware of the danger her presence posed. Her delicate beauty and unattached status offered a temptation he could barely resist, but she was off limits to a man like him. Leena’s station forbade her from associating socially with a mere farmer, and she must never discover his true background.
Magar had sworn him to secrecy in exchange for giving him the small plot of land he called his own. He was obligated, upon his honor and for his safety, to remain silent. But that wouldn’t prevent him from learning what the symbols carved into Xan’s ancient ruins meant. If Leena didn’t know, perhaps they could find out together. Those inscriptions were linked to his heritage. By deciphering them, he might discover his destiny.
Yes, the time had come for him to emerge from his secure cocoon. Magar was sending him on this errand, which meant the situation was critical. The personal danger to himself was minimal compared to what threatened Xan. And yet, as he sped his vehicle through the darkened rural roads, he had the feeling they’d merely touched the tip of an iceberg.
An even greater threat loomed, one that none of them could fathom in its immensity. The signs were there: the missing horn, the Truthsayer movement, the weather changes. Xan was plunging inexorably toward disaster. Would he and Leena be able to stop the forces of evil from overwhelming her world?
Where he came from, they’d already won. Taurin had sworn he wouldn’t let the same thing happen here.
<><><>
Bendyk and Swill arrived back at the Palisades late that night. In the morning they held a strategy council with Leena, who took an instant liking to Swill, noting the rebellious gleam in the girl’s eye. Leena smiled warmly and grasped both her hands in welcome.
“I’m so glad you’ve agreed to help my brother,” she said. Bendyk had told her Swill was twenty-one, four years younger than herself, and two years younger than her baby brother.
The young woman wore a wraparound skirt and sweater, more conservative garb than Leena would have expected from Bendyk’s earlier comments. Swill gave her an appraising onceover, as though Leena wasn’t what she’d expected either. Leena wore her long hair loose in defiance of the custom, and she lacked the righteous airs her brother possessed.
“I didn’t agree to anything,” Swill confessed, slipped her hands free. “Your brother blackmailed me into coming here.”
Leena cast a startled glance at Bendyk, whose eyes shone with amusement. “Oh? Would you care to elaborate?”
He shook his head. “It’s a private matter between Swill and me. We’ll do fine together,” he asserted confidently.
Swill muttered an expletive, then apologized to Leena. “Sorry. I forget I am in a holy place.”
Leena suppressed a grin as she studied the fine contours of the girl’s face and the upward tilt of her chin, which indicated strength of character. Her blunt haircut and unadorned clothes showed that comfort and practicality were more important to her than the mores of society. Clearly Swill must offend her brother’s sense of propriety!
Her gaze swung to Bendyk, whose eyes hadn’t lifted from Swill from the moment they’d all stepped into the room. Leena wondered at his interest. What had occurred between the two of them to make Swill have such antipathy toward him?
Bendyk appeared entertained by the girl’s attitude. She thought about her father who had been wishing they would both settle down. Bendyk was young yet; he had time to seek a mate. But Leena had often wondered how he would find a woman who appealed to his sense of moral righteousness. She’d always thought the daughter of a Candor, someone like herself, would attract him, but it appeared instead that this rebellious young woman might have captured his attention.
Leena grinned broadly until her brother snapped, “What do you find so funny?”
“Nothing.” She shrugged. “Let’s discuss how we’re going to keep in communication with each other. I’ve asked Sirvat to join us so she can give me further instructions about locating Grotus, and Karayan said he would stop in also. Have you partaken of your morning meal yet?”
“Aye,” Bendyk said. “We had breakfast delivered to our apartments earlier this morning. “I’m not sure where we should begin our investigation either.”
“It’s too bad we can’t ask Father to advise us.”
“Tell me about this Taurin fellow.”
Leena’s expression grew thoughtful. “He’s very strange.”
Before she could say another word, Karayan marched into the room, greeting each one of them, including Swill to whom Bendyk introduced him.
“Good and welfare, children.” Karayan beamed at them all. “Have I interrupted your discussion?”
“Leena was just telling us about Taurin,” Bendyk told his father’s friend.
Leena nodded. “The man has agreed to help me, but he wishes for someone to tend his farm while we are gone.”
“His farm?” Karayan lifted an eyebrow. “Where does he reside?”
“He raises flowers down at Lexington Page,” she said, indicating the nearby town. “Isn’t that where Magar has his estate?”
“Yes, it is. If you recall, Magar is the one who suggested I approach Taurin.”
“Indeed.” Karayan’s brow furrowed. “What else did you find out about this fellow?”
“He lives by himself. He has an interest in archeology. I saw some sketches of the carvings I’ve been studying, but I’m not really sure of the reason for his pursuit of the subject. My mention of being an archeologist seemed to sway him in favor of accepting my proposal.”
“Did he say where he came from?” Karayan asked.
“No. He told me nothing about his background. The man is a skilled fighter. He broke up a brawl in the town pub. I feel he is the right choice for a protector, but it will be difficult traveling with him. He has a taciturn nature and reveals little about himself.”
Karayan’s face took on a troubled look. “I don’t know if I am pleased by your words or not. Your safety is our prime concern. How do we know we can trust this man?”
“Magar recommended him,” she reminded him. “The Minister of State would not have sent me to someone untrustworthy.”
“What is your destination?” Bendyk cut in.
“Sirvat still needs to give me that information,” Leena answered. “I believe I hear footsteps outside. Maybe that’s her coming now. Swill, could you please open the door?”
Sirvat, her thin red hair coiffed above her head, walked in amid a swish of white robes. “Karayan,” she snapped. “What are you doing here?”
“I was just looking after these young people’s welfare,” he stated amiably, flicking a speck of imaginary dust from his tailored frock coat. Aside from religious ceremonies, he preferred his own style of dress to ecclesiastical garb. In contrast, Sirvat liked to flaunt the embellishments of her station.
“Our conversation must be private.” Sirvat gave him a meaningful glance.
“In that case, I was just leaving.” Karayan offered her a mocking bow, then turned toward Leena and Bendyk. “Message me if you need any assistance, children. I am always available to help you.”
“Good and welfare,” Bendyk cried as Karayan stalked out.
“This is your brother?” Sirvat asked.
Leena hastened to introduce him and Swill, realizing Sirvat hadn’t had the chance to meet them before.
“Where are you going to start your investigation?” she queried Bendyk.
“Perhaps we should look into the Treasury funds,” he said mildly, watching for her reaction.
Sirvat stiffened. “My department can undergo any kind of scrutiny. You’ll find our record-keeping is exemplary.” Her eyes narrowed at Swill. “Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”
A smile quirked the corners of Swill’s mouth. “I work for your department, your honor. I’m one of the tax agents.”
“Ah, I thought you looked familiar.”
Leena cut into their conversation, hoping to get the information she required. “Taurin Rey Niris has agreed to accompany me on my journey. What can you tell me about Grotus? Where can I find him, and what makes you think he might have the horn?”
“I have no idea if he has the horn,” Sirvat confessed, “but I believe he’s the best person to ask. If anyone stole it for money, it would have crossed through Grotus’s hands by now. And if not, perhaps his agents possess useful information. You can always suggest a trade,” she said, a sly look coming over her face.
“What do you mean?” Leena asked.
“If Grotus has not heard the horn is missing, you’ll have valuable information to offer him. In return, there are things he might know that you could find of interest.”
“Such as?”
Sirvat shrugged. “That’ll be for you to find out.”
Leena peered at her suspiciously. Sirvat appeared to know more than she was willing to tell. It would be interesting to see what Bendyk’s investigation uncovered. “Where do I have to go?” she said, curiosity taking hold.
Sirvat reached into a pocket in her voluminous robe and drew out a piece of parchment. “Come.” She strode to a table and unfolded the document, which turned out to be a world map. “We can provide air transport for you to Port Donner, located here.” Sirvat pointed to a spot on a coastline in a subtropical region halfway around the world. “From there, you’ll have to find a means to cross the Tortis Sea to the Black Lands.”
Leena gasped. Those who defied the Faith were banished to the Black Lands, and since they didn’t worship Lothar, the region lacked his protection. She had never dreamed that her quest would take her into such a wilderness.
“There is commerce between Port Donner and Garu, the southernmost village in the Black Lands,” Sirvat went on. “Transport should be available between those two points. You may have greater difficulty traversing the land mass. The Black Lands, as you can see, is one of the largest islands on Xan. With an area of over three hundred thousand square miles, its terrain varies from rugged, snow-capped mountains in the central portion to hot and humid coastal lowlands.
“Many rivers and streams flow down the mountain slopes and cross the lowlands. The largest river, called the Kile, has a broad swampy delta. Steep mountain ridges, grassy plateaus, and deep forested valleys cover much of the interior.”
Leena swallowed hard. Missionaries had gone into the area to convert the native tribes, as well as to counsel the dissidents, but their reception had been hostile. Indeed, some of them had never been heard from again.
“It is said Grotus resides on an island in this archipelago.” Sirvat indicated a series of dots in the Pavian Ocean, located off the northern coast of the Black Lands. “No one knows his exact location. You’ll have to find some means to reach his island, assuming you’re able to pinpoint it. Grotus must have his own secret method of transportation because his movements are untraceable. Be cautious when you make inquiries: Anyone attempting to search for Grotus’s hideaway has vanished.”
“Vanished!” Bendyk exclaimed. “What do you mean?”
“He guards his privacy as a langmuir does its den. It is impossible to get close to him. As you know, there has been an ongoing theft of artifacts from holy sites around the world. We suspect the smugglers are linked in a worldwide network reporting to Grotus, but no one has been able to determine their methodology.
“Unscrupulous collectors would pay anything to get their hands on these valuable objects, which is why I am sending you to Grotus to search for the horn,” she added. “It is a dangerous journey. Even if you managed to reach his island, he might have you killed.”
Her cool jade gaze focused on Leena. “Take your circlet along to convince Grotus of your identity, but keep it hidden during your voyage. If the Truthsayers get wind of your mission, they’re apt to try to stop you. It would be best if you travel incognito.”
“But how would the Truthsayers know what she’s doing?” Bendyk waved his hand. “Only the members of the Synod and the Caucus, along with Swill and I, know of her assignment.”
“One of us stole the horn, remember?” Sirvat’s eyes blazed. “I don’t trust anyone in this place.”
Brother and sister exchanged glances. Leena was fast learning she had no one to turn to except her own brother. How sad indeed that her world’s leaders couldn’t even be trusted. For that matter, how did Sirvat know so much about Grotus? Her detailed descriptions were odd unless she’d had the smuggler investigated by her Treasury department.
Sirvat brushed a wisp of red hair off her stern face. “After you’ve seen Grotus, message me immediately. I’ll do what I can to aid you in your return journey. Dikran said he wishes for you to report back to the Palisades when you have finished this task.”
Their chances for success seemed slim, and Leena’s spirits sank. “What if we fail to obtain news of the horn? Grotus may know nothing about the theft.”
“True, but once he learns it’s on the market, he may pursue the horn himself. You can keep an eye on each other.”
CHAPTER SIX
Once they were alone, Leena smiled at her brother. “I like Swill. She seems to have a sensible head on her shoulders. She’ll give you good advice.”
Bendyk grimaced. “If she talks to me. In your presence, she acts polite, but when we’re alone, she barely speaks.”
“Do you insult her with your religious dictates?”
He stiffened. “I merely comment on the moral standards applicable to our society.”
Leena snorted. “No wonder she resents you. Go easy, and you might find her more likable.”
Bendyk put a hand on her shoulder. His eyes, as deep blue as her own, held a serious expression. “I’m worried about you. Your journey is dangerous, and you travel with a stranger. I don’t like the tone of this mission. It is I who should be going on that pursuit. I am used to traveling and meeting with all types of people.”
“But only I can identify the horn. What if someone produced a counterfeit and tried to ransom it back to the Synod? The horn is inscribed with the same carvings I have been studying. It is an amazing piece,” she told him. “There is nothing else like it on our...” Halting abruptly, Leena bit her tongue. She had almost said there was nothing else like it on this world. What had she been thinking to nearly blurt out such a thing to her brother?
It was the same type of observation, made about the ring she’d found in the ruins on her last dig, that had gotten her into such deep trouble with Zeroun. No one was allowed to question the teachings of Lothar, or to speculate about where the Apostles had originated. To even conceive that they might have come from another world was to doubt their divinity.
She’d tried to interpret the inscription on the ring’s thin band. It was the same sequence of symbols she’d seen on the walls of ancient ruins and on the horn, but now she didn’t have any more success than in the past. Taurin’s sketch displayed the same markings, she reminded herself, vowing to learn more about him at the earliest opportunity.
“What type of clothes should I take on this trip?” she wondered aloud.
“You’re liable to run into savages in that untamed land.”
“Perhaps I should take my archeological garb.”
Bendyk stared at her in horror. “How dare you think of such a thing? Wearing breeches goes against your womanly nature. It is unnatural, Sister. You’ll take your gowns lest this Taurin fellow thinks you’re a loose woman.”
He’s probably right, Leena thought, but still she would pack a couple of her outfits into her valise just in case. Perhaps some of her tools as well.
And so it was that several hours later she was packed and ready to depart. Dikran, the Arch Nome, summoned her for a final audience.
“I wish you to report directly to me upon your return.” The old man shook a finger at her.
“Yes, your eminence.” Leena was dismayed by the distressed look on Dikran’s face. He must be terribly shaken by recent events, and now he could trust no one among his senior counselors.
She pitied him because age had claimed his strength, and he no longer had the power to command his people with the rigid authority that was required. Zeroun might do well in his stead, but she feared that under his dominance, oppression would rule the land.
There was no easy solution, except for her to find the horn and bring the situation to rights. The dissension and uprisings were for people like her brother to eradicate. Her job remained within the archeological realm, and for the first time a sense of excitement filled her veins. This would be the ultimate adventure, and the recovery of the horn, her greatest find. She must succeed!
She bid farewell to Dikran and hastened through a series of elegantly-appointed chambers to the exit. Bendyk waited for her in a rider outside, her luggage already secured in his trunk.
“I’m looking forward to meeting your escort.” He squinted in the sunlight. “If he doesn’t measure up, I won’t allow you to go with him.”
“Nonsense,” Leena scoffed. “Who else will protect me? I’ve witnessed with my own eyes his prowess as a fighter. His violent nature doesn’t thrill me. Nevertheless, he has been chosen for this mission. Where is Swill?”
“She has already begun to audit the Treasury records. I plan to meet with her later this afternoon. Since you have agreed, I used our authority to enlist the aid of the Caucus in running background checks on each Synod member. I will supervise those efforts myself.”
“Be cautious. One of them is a thief, who won’t want his perfidy to be discovered. There could be danger for you at the Palisades, even though it may be less evident than the road I travel.”
“Understood.” A frown creased his forehead. “It disturbs me that I won’t be able to contact you.”
She laid a hand on his arm. “I promise I’ll message you at the earliest opportunity.”
The drive took an hour and a half, and Leena enjoyed the breeze that blew in from the open rider windows. Bendyk’s vehicle was a sedate, forest-green sedan. Like Voshkie, Minister of Commerce, Bendyk didn’t believe in conspicuous consumption. Modesty was his byword, and he had looked with disapproval at the two huge suitcases she’d brought along.
“You told me to pack my gowns,” she had reminded him.
“Yes, but you’ve brought enough for months of travel.”
Leena shrugged. “Who knows how long we’ll be gone?” Inwardly she quivered at his words. For all she knew, they could be true, and she dreaded spending so much time in Taurin’s taciturn company.
Taurin obviously was expecting them. As soon as their vehicle pulled into the driveway, he flung open his front door.
“You must be Bendyk,” he told her blond-haired brother, shaking both his hands in greeting. Taurin’s muscular build was barely concealed beneath a belted black longshirt and a pair of hip-hugging trousers. “I took your sister’s rider in for servicing this morning and got a lift home. Perhaps you can retrieve it when the work is done, since Leena and I will be gone.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Bendyk agreed.
As Taurin handed him the receipt from the station, Leena cast a surreptitious glance at the tall, darkly handsome man. She was pleased to find his head uncovered by the cloth he favored. Recalling that he’d only worn it in the tavern and the darkened interior of his rider, she wondered at its purpose. Unencumbered, Taurin’s striking features commanded her attention.
“I go on this journey with your sister because I hope to learn the answers to questions similar to hers,” Taurin told Bendyk, a steely expression in his gray eyes. “I know little about your god or this missing horn but will do my part in helping to find the holy object.”
Bendyk pounced on his words. “What do you mean you know little of our god? Do you not worship Lothar?” Disapproval rang in his tone.
A half-smile twisted Taurin’s countenance. “I have my own beliefs, or lack of them. What I feel is irrelevant to our mission.”
Bendyk’s hair glinted gold in the sunlight. “Indeed, your beliefs have relevance. I won’t allow you to travel with my sister in sin. There’s only one option. I will see you both wed ˊere I go.”
“What!” Leena cried.
“Normally a trial marriage may only take place during Beltane, but exceptions can be made. I have the authority to make such a decision. I repeat, Sister, you will not travel with this man in sin. I will marry you, and when you complete your mission, the vows can be annulled. They need be in name only, but it will legalize your companionship.”
Taurin’s face darkened with fury, and the menace looming from him was like a huge thundercloud blotting out the sun. “This is absurd. Let’s get on with our business. We must leave immediately.”
“We have a flight to catch in forty-five minutes,” Leena reminded her brother. “We cannot waste time.”
Bendyk’s hand clasped her arm. “I insist on this, Leena, or I’ll tell Father what you’re doing.”
“So what? It would only spoil my chances of marrying Malcolm.”
Taurin’s ears perked up. “Malcolm? Who is that?”
“A man she will be wed to come next Auden,” Bendyk said. “Malcolm will understand the circumstances once your role in recovering the horn is explained, but he would never forgive you if he learned you traveled with a stranger under immoral conditions.”
Leena’s heart twisted with indecision. At the moment she didn’t care what Malcolm thought about her, but she had been considering accepting his proposal. She’d messaged him and her Father to let them know she’d be away on ecclesiastical business without going into any details. Malcolm had wanted to see her to discuss a date for a formal betrothal, but she’d put him off.
Facing him upon her return would be easier if she didn’t have to rationalize her situation. She and Taurin had no idea what arrangements they would have to make in traveling together. It would be convenient if she could say he was her husband, although the notion was extremely distasteful.
Slowly she raised her eyes. The dark expression she saw on Taurin’s face brought a shiver to her spine.
“It would bring me a measure of comfort,” she told him quietly. “My brother is empowered to conduct the ceremony. We shall be wed in name only, and you will have no further obligations when our task is finished.”
Meeting his gaze, she swallowed hard, afraid he would reject her offer, but the man stared at her with an odd light in his peculiar gray eyes.
“All right,” he said. “I agree. But like all good wives, you must obey my commands thereafter.”
A beatific smile lit Bendyk’s face. “That’s a fair agreement.” He hated his part in this deception, but he wouldn’t want it said that he let his sister travel with a strange man in an improper fashion. This was the best solution, as he saw it. “Where do you come from?” he asked Taurin, hoping to learn more about the man about to become his sister’s temporary mate.
Taurin’s gaze skittered away. “I’m from Iman.”
Bendyk nodded. He knew of the remote region even though he’d never traveled there himself. That would explain the man’s abrupt manner.
He performed the marriage ceremony with haste in Taurin’s living room. When it was over, Bendyk glanced around with interest. Sketches were everywhere, ink drawings of inscriptions that he assumed were copies of symbols from ancient ruins, as Leena had stated. Taurin did appear to have an interest in archeology as evidenced by books on the subject lying about the room. The house was kept in a meticulous fashion, and Bendyk approved of the man’s cleanliness and tidy habits.
Taurin had only one valise. Bendyk put it, along with Leena’s luggage, in the trunk of his vehicle. He would drive them to the airfield and then return to the Palisades to pursue his own investigation.
Leena sat in front beside him, as though afraid to be near Taurin, who’d climbed into the backseat without a word. At the last minute, Taurin had decided he didn’t need anyone to tend his farm in his absence, and Bendyk realized he didn’t want anyone snooping around his place.
He’d have to come back and make inquiries as to Taurin’s relationship with Magar. Taurin’s piece of property seemed to occupy a corner of Magar’s estate, but it wasn’t fenced off, which normally would be the case if Taurin owned his own land. Maybe he’d find out why when he checked into Magar’s background.
He should also send inquiries to Iman, where Taurin claimed to originate. He’d like to know more about this man whom Leena could now call husband. He glanced at his sister, noting her impassive expression. He worried for her safety, although he felt Taurin could protect her and keep her from harm. He prayed to Lothar for the success of their mission, and he was still praying when Leena and Taurin’s flight took off from the airfield thirty minutes later.
<><><>
Taurin sat stiffly in a seat beside Leena. They were alone in the aircraft cabin, the vessel having been commissioned for their private use. The crew was up front, behind a cockpit door.
He noted a self-service refreshment center located toward the rear and a rack filled with magazines and books. None of them appealed to him. As Leena sagged back on her cushion and closed her eyes, he stared out the window at passing clouds.
How had he fallen into such a predicament? Leena’s attitude seemed impious compared to her brother’s serious intensity, yet here they were as man and wife. His heart thudded at her proximity. She looked too lovely by far, with her blond hair streaming over her shoulders and the ruby-red gown hugging her curves. Her scent reached his nostrils and his body responded.
How had he let himself become responsible for her? She was dedicated to the service of Lothar, and he, an unholy soul, had been put in charge of her protection. He could barely contain the lust that percolated beneath his surface in her presence. How would he protect her from his own desire? Demon’s blood!
He had never been so surprised as when her brother made his proposal. Too stunned to argue, he had merely let the trial marriage take place. Usually, Beltane lasted for a month, but some trial marriages continued for years.
He didn’t expect their farce to go on for long. Annulments were common after the handfast ended, and doubtless his bride would apply as soon as their mission finished. In the meantime, he’d have to keep his secrets close. His young wife would be repulsed if she learned the truth about him.
Raking a hand through his hair, he shifted his position. The flight was supposed to take eleven hours, with a refueling stop along the way. Without a moving picture to entertain them, it would be a long journey indeed.
Aware that he and his bride had to work together effectively if they hoped to succeed in their task, he broached a subject he knew would interest her.
<><><>
Deep in the bowels of the Palisades, a revered member of the Synod discussed their mission using a scrambled messenger system.
“They are heading for Port Donner,” the Synod member told the person who’d answered the line. “Leena and Rey Niris seek an audience with Grotus. They must not return. Do you understand?”
A chuckle sounded at the other end. “Of course. It is best if the horn is not recovered.”
“Never mind the horn. Leena knows too much. Make sure they’re intercepted when you pick up their trail.”
“Your will shall be done, your honor. Hail to the cause!”
The Synod leader terminated the communication, smiling grimly. The orders would be carried out, and the threat from Leena would be eliminated. The leader would keep an eye on her brother, and if he posed a problem, the young man would be disposed of as well. Their plans had already been set into motion, and no one would be allowed to interfere.
Glory will be mine! Soon all of Xan will bow before me. Lothar’s time is nearly over, and my reign is about to begin.
<><><>
“Tell me more about the missing horn,” Taurin said to Leena after she’d blinked open her eyes.
Leena glanced at Taurin with relief as he posed his question. Her nerves were taut, the unexpected wedding ceremony having taken its toll, especially after Bendyk had said he would enter the marriage into the ecclesiastical books to make it legal. She trembled at the thought of being with this taciturn man in the days and nights to follow.
“You already know the horn’s function,” she replied. “It’s needed to awaken Lothar. I had a chance to examine the horn once. It’s made of a strange material: a creamy, almost translucent color. Have you ever been to the Holy Temple during Renewal?”
“No, I have not.” Taurin glanced away so she wouldn’t see the eagerness in his eyes.
The description of the horn intrigued him. The substance sounded similar to the entwined rings he wore as a band around his right arm, hidden under his clothes where no one could see it. When separated, the three rings served as a baby’s toy. They had been left with him when he was abandoned by his parents, and the gang leader who’d taken him in had let Taurin keep them. Spinning the rings had been one of his favorite pastimes as a child on Yllon. The musical notes had delighted him, and there had been few joys on that violent world.
It wasn’t until he was older that he’d learned how they fitted together into a wide bracelet. Viewed as a single band, the symbols carved into the material became evident. Taurin realized those symbols were significant when he saw them engraved onto books hidden in the repository on Yllon. Those same carvings had shown up on Xan, and it was one of the reasons why he’d settled here. He hoped to learn more about his heritage and how the two worlds, total opposites in nature, were linked.
“What do you know of the symbols carved into the horn?” He kept his tone neutral.
Leena gave him a small smile. “They represent a repetitive sequence. I haven’t been able to decipher what it means. There are many things I don’t understand about our past that I would like to learn. The horn is made of a substance unknown anywhere else on Xan. And so is the ring I found on my last excavation.”
As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized she’d made a mistake. Hopefully he wouldn’t catch her on it. But Taurin was sharp.
“What ring?” He glowered at her.
Leena bit her lower lip. “I’m not supposed to talk about it.”
“If we’re going to be working together, you have to tell me everything you know,” he said glibly, aware of the secrets he was keeping from her.
Leena sighed. It probably would be best if he knew her background. “I uncovered a strange circular object at my last dig. It was made of the same pearly substance as the horn, which I recognized at once. I reported it to my superior, who in turn told Zeroun. He impounded it, saying it was important for the security of the land that we keep this find under wraps.
“It was after that incident that I received the invitation to join the Caucus. I realized Zeroun didn’t want me to report my find to anyone else, and I wondered why. What was the significance of the object? Where had it originated? Where had the Apostles come from? They must have brought these materials with them. Why did they establish the rule of Lothar and then leave?”
She shook her head in confusion. “I wish I had the answers. I feel they would help us deal with the weather disasters that are plaguing us now. I don’t believe they’re due to Lothar’s wrath. Something isn’t right.”
She debated informing him about her father’s deviation from the Faith but decided it wouldn’t be in her best interest to do so at this time.
Taurin pressed his lips together as she repositioned herself. Her slender hands folded one on top of the other in her lap, and he quelled the surge of desire that rose within him. How would he tolerate being in such close contact with her in the weeks ahead?
“How did you get interested in archeology?” he said to distract himself.
She shrugged. “I’ve always been fascinated by Xan’s history. We lived near a ruin where I grew up, and I explored the site. I love the excitement of digging for secrets of the past. What gives you an interest in the ruins, Taurin? Why do you have sketches of those symbols all about your house?”
His expression shuttered. “I’m merely interested. Look, here comes one of the crew.”
Leena glanced up. No one came from the cockpit, but a moment later, the door opened and out strode the co-pilot to offer refreshments and see to their comfort.
How did Taurin know the man would be coming?
She accepted a fruit drink and a snack and waited until the crew member returned to his duty before turning back to Taurin.
“Tell me, what made you decide to raise flowers for a living?”
Taurin munched on a handful of nuts. “I owed someone, a baker who befriended me.” His face took on a wistful look as he spoke. “The man did me a great service, and I wished to repay him. I remembered the candied flowers he used on his sweet breads were extremely expensive, so I decided to raise edible flowers myself. I send him a shipment every month, and the others I sell on the free market.”
His expression relaxed into a smile. “It’s quite a lucrative business. There aren’t many other flower farmers who grow edible blooms.”
“I would think not,” Leena agreed. “And do you pay Magar with produce as well?”
“Magar?” Taurin arched his dark eyebrows.
“I noticed that your property abuts his estate, and I was wondering if you rented from him.”
“No,” Taurin said bluntly. “I own my piece of land.”
Leena fell silent, realizing he didn’t wish to talk about his relationship with Magar. Still, it puzzled her. There was something going on between the two, but this wasn’t the appropriate time to make further inquiries. Besides, Bendyk was working at the other end. He might find out more about Magar and his relationship with Taurin.
“You have no woman,” she blurted out.
Taurin nearly choked on one of the nuts. “Does that disturb you?” He wished he couldn’t smell the tantalizing scent of her perfume.
“It must be a lonely life, tending the farm by yourself and living in a small town.”
Taurin’s lips pursed. “It’s what I’ve dreamed about, the peace and harmony. That’s what I’ve sought my whole life, and I finally found it. Until now.”
CHAPTER SEVEN
He sat rigidly in his seat as she let fatigue overwhelm her, and her head drifted onto his shoulder. Honeyed tresses trailed across his chest, their fragrance as sweet as the blossoms in his garden. With trembling fingers, he touched a lock, relishing the silken feel of her hair as it rippled through his fingers. She breathed softly, her breasts rising and falling with each respiration.
His gaze drifted down the length of her gown. She was perfection, not only in body, but also in spirit. She was devoted to her god and loyal to her people. Intelligent as well as beautiful, she’d make a fabulous mate for a man. If only he could hope for a union with someone like her. But it was an impossibility. She was too good for him, too pure, never mind their difference in stations in life. She would be horrified if she learned his true background.
He’d spoken of peace but now that peace was threatened. The harmony throughout Xan was on shaky ground. Dark forces marched across the land, and Taurin feared their evil. He’d grown up with it and had cast it away, and now it was inexorably creeping in his direction again, drawing him into the darkness.
<><><>
Leena’s senses sharpened as she awakened. With sudden clarity of thought, she realized her head was leaning on Taurin’s shoulder. It was a remarkably comfortable position, but a too familiar one. Despite her being able to call him husband, she wished to avoid personal contact between them. His slightest touch had the power to unnerve her, and she regarded that as an improper response on her part.
Clearing her throat, she straightened and smoothed down her dress. Her motions seemed to discomfort Taurin, who’d been sitting with a rigid posture. Abruptly he got up and strode toward the rear of the aircraft, where the restrooms were located.
Leena ran a hand over her face. The man was so dark and imposing, yet she experienced such a forbidden stimulation in his presence. He’d only left her for a few moments, and already she felt bereft of his company. It was with relief that she watched him return and settle into his seat.
Edging herself away from him, she smiled shyly. “Will we be landing soon?”
“We have an hour left before the layover.” Taurin averted his gaze so he wouldn’t have to look upon her rumpled hair and the sleep-laden heaviness of her eyes.
They devoured a light meal before landing, spent a couple of hours on the ground while the plane refueled, and then resumed the flight. The rest of the trip passed easily as Leena told him what she knew of each Synod member.
They finally arrived at Port Donner on the afternoon following their departure.
Outside, Taurin gathered their luggage and surveyed the scene. The small airfield was not frequented often, and theirs was the only plane in sight. According to what the pilot had told him, outcasts from society were brought here and then taken across the Tortis Sea to the Black Lands, where they spent the rest of their lives in exile. No one else ventured far from here except for some merchant ships, which made regular runs to Garu for trade and mail.
“I’ll find us a ship,” Taurin told Leena after a driver transported them to the wharf. “Perhaps we can sail around the eastern tip of the Black Lands to the archipelago.”
Leena nodded, excited by the idea. It would be much better if they didn’t have to cross the width of the Black Lands. Her eager gaze scanned the bustling waterfront scene. Masts and spars from sailing vessels reached toward the sky like outstretched fingers. Mountains of goods were piled high on the dock. A surging crowd of sailors, tradesmen, and fishing crews toiled laboriously, oblivious to the heat and humidity that caused perspiration to trickle down her face.
She longed for a cooling ocean breeze, but dark clouds lumbered overhead. A heavy stillness filled the air, which stank of fish. Distant rumbles of thunder sounded, and she feared it would rain before they found transport.
“Wait here with our luggage while I make inquiries,” Taurin ordered.
Marching off, he strode along the pier, stopping at each ship until he found a captain willing to accept passengers.
Captain Riez picked at his rotting teeth while contemplating Taurin’s request.
“The facilities ain’t much,” Riez told him, “but you can jine us if you’re able to pay.”
“How much?” Taurin asked wryly.
“Fifty chekels each, and I only got one cabin.”
“What do you mean, one cabin? We require two staterooms.”
“I thought you said you was married.”
“Well… er… yes, but the lady requires extra space for her dressing room.”
“One cabin; take it or leave it.” Riez spat into the water.
“We’ll take it,” Taurin said hastily. “Is there someone who can help us with our luggage?”
The captain gave a short, raucous laugh. “Sorry, brother. We ain’t sailin’ for another two days. You’ll have to put up in town if you want to ship out with us.”
“Two days! You didn’t say that before.”
“You’re not going to find anyone else to take you. I’ll need a cash deposit.”
Taurin saw the avarice glinting in the captain’s jaundiced eye. “Very well.” He pulled a ten-chekel note from the wad in his pocket and handed it over. “Here you go. Is there anything else I should know?”
“Our grub ain’t the best, so if you want to bring any of your own chow aboard, you may want to visit the village market ‘ere you board.”
“Thanks for the advice.” Taurin tilted his head in acknowledgement, turned on his heel, and left.
<><><>
Leena amused herself while waiting for Taurin’s return by watching the frenzy of activity on the wharf. Huge cranes off-loaded bins labeled with the popular Chocola Company’s logo from several vessels. Brawny workmen loaded bags of mail, crates of canned goods, and bales of fabric onto container ships along with machinery parts and medical supplies.
As the laborers caught sight of her standing by in her finery, they gave her lecherous stares that made her pray for Taurin’s quick return.
At his approach, her heart sank. His face wore a darkened scowl. By all that was holy, now what was wrong?
“I booked us a passage, but the ship doesn’t sail for two days. We’ll have to find accommodations in town until then.”
Leena’s brows arched. “Where do you expect to find a hostelry here?” The town was nothing more than a cluster of taverns, warehouses, and small businesses catering to the marine trade.
“We’ll ask in one of the taverns,” Taurin suggested. “I’ll take my case and this one of yours. Can you manage the other?”
“Of course.” She’d carried heavier loads on her archeological expeditions.
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