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“When I’m near you I feel that I own the world,”
he whispered.

His words chilled her with excitement. To know that
she could inspire such passion encouraged her greatly.
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1. Mountain Daughter

The strong are strong for a reason, usually not a
good one. ~ saying of the Patharki Tribe

Gendahl laughed as Hin Lol teased Medu about
riding into a low tree branch and falling off his horse during the
boar hunt. Medu was taking the teasing well, even knowing that his
blunder would be exaggerated when retold at that night’s
banquet.

The dangerous boar had led them all on a
merry hunt. Gendahl and his dear companions had tracked it through
the Espen Forest for three days, beneath the leafy canopy of
patch-worked greens that crowned the ancient trees. After hitting
many dead ends, they had joked that the hefty boar had magic with
which to elude them. Then, late yesterday afternoon, Gendahl and
his warriors had cornered the boar in a canyon, and the tasty
animal had ceased to possess the craft to avoid their spears.
Gendahl and Hin Lol had thrust the killing blows, skewering the
beast from both sides. They had slain the boar beside a dead oak
tree, whose bulky skeleton stood with its bare gray branches
spreading against a bright blue sky. Tiny green sproutlings and
saplings populated the sunlit circle around the dead tree, and,
from a perch in the brittle treetop, a gold-feathered eagle had
watched the boar die with an interested gaze.

Gendahl looked forward to celebrating that
night with his fellow hunters who were as close to him as the
brothers he had never had. These warriors were his Infoh, sworn
bodyguards to the Lord of the Lin Tohs Tribe. They came from
families that had served Lin Tohs leaders for the eight generations
since Gendahl’s illustrious forefather, Axerpen, had founded the
tribe.

It would be tomorrow before the roasting
fires transformed the boar into a splendid main course. Then
Gendahl would feast with his entire household, indulging in the
joys of hearth and home. There would be meat and drink, his baby
son to brag about, and his fine wife to bed as he pleased. When
these luxuries grew boring, he and his Infoh would arrange another
amusing adventure in their remote realm.

Gendahl switched the reins of his mount back
and forth in his hands as he shrugged out of his leather jacket.
This was the first year that the blue-dyed bull skin jacket had fit
him with perfect comfort. Three years ago his late father had given
him the jacket as a present for his manhood year, and it had taken
that long for the leather to mold itself over Gendahl’s
well-muscled shoulders and firm chest that had all the lean
strength of youth without the bulk of later manhood.

Gendahl handed the jacket to his nearest
servant, who spread it carefully across his lap as he rode. Gendahl
shook out his loosely woven red linen shirt that was clinging to
his sweaty bronze skin. He had emerged from the forest into the
outlying pastures of his domain, and the noon-time summer sun
pressed down bright and hot.

Riding at the fore of his sprawling hunting
party, Gendahl was the first to see the horizon scarred by columns
of smoke. An unconscious tug on the reins slowed his horse.

“No,” Gendahl whispered like a little prayer
to Jayshem that he knew could not be answered. The smoke came from
exactly where his fortress, Do Tohsall, stood.

His Infoh began to shout. “My Lord!” “Lord
Gendahl.” “Curse them. It must be the Patharki!”

Gendahl grasped the hilt of his sword and
called for his armor. His body servants jumped from their mounts
and ran to the pack horses to grab his helmet and body armor.

Medu and Hin Lol stopped their horses
alongside Gendahl. Almost in unison, each man drew his
copper-trimmed bronze helmet over his head.

Hin Lol said, “My Lord, Den will be holding
the walls. We can strike our attackers at their backs.”

Medu added, “We can rouse villagers to the
defense between here and Do Tohsall.”

Their voices came to Gendahl’s ears like the
whispers of concerned relatives talking in the next room about his
incurable disease. Already he felt as if his heart had been ripped
from his chest and icy water poured in the hole. The rising smoke
came from big fires -- fires that had been burning while he had
been frolicking deep in the Espen. Fires of victory.

His wife and small son were at Do Tohsall.
Had a grim fate already claimed them while they had no man to
protect them?

The irresistible despair that assailed
Gendahl surprised him with its strength. He had never expected to
feel so deprived of hope and courage when a dark day came to test
him. Gendahl only found his resolve because his loyal men looked to
him for leadership. He must fight and show his good men the hope
that had already been stripped from him like an avalanche wiping
clear a stand of pines.

Gendahl dismounted so that two servants could
swiftly outfit him for combat. He donned again his blue leather
jacket. A helmet settled over his head. The metal cap gave him
strength as the padded interior gripped his skull and the lapis
lazuli beads rattled on the fringe. Next, a heavy net of small
diamond-shaped bronze plates joined by chain links was pulled over
his shoulders and torso and bound tightly around him with strong
cords of braided leather. The servants adjusted the side slit in
the flexible armor so that Gendahl could grasp the handle of his
sword strapped to his hip.

He did just that, and drew out his blade made
of the new metal, the iron that the forge masters made hard and
sharp. Gendahl thought of how Axerpen had carved a noble name for
himself and his descendants. Now Gendahl meant to defend that
legacy, his family….

He looked at the bleary horizon where a sweet
summer breeze smeared the dark smoky bars of the dungeon door
closing in on him. This smoke was born of burning buildings where
many things burned, like furniture, rugs, linens, foods, oils,
animals…people.

Gendahl whispered the names of his wife and
son. His dread pained him. All of his youthful confidence seemed
already to be burning on the fires of Do Tohsall. He felt too
young. His small experiences in battle now inadequate. His prowess
at sport, at riding, at loving, at speaking was now useless.

Armored and mounting up, his Infoh were
ready. There weapons rattled and their squealing horses reflected
their anxiety. Gendahl shouted orders. He designated a group of six
warriors to ride for the nearest villages and rouse the peasants to
the fight while he and the rest of the Infoh raced straight to Do
Tohsall.

But instead of hearing them shout with desire
for battle, Gendahl heard curses and watched horror goad their ugly
rage. He pivoted in his saddle and saw what they saw: armed
warriors pouring through the gaps in the closest hedgerow. Men in
black cloaks and smooth round helms, polished and bright in the
sunshine, rode hard toward Gendahl and his Infoh. After the riders
galloped through the hedgerow, they regrouped into a daunting
charge line, prickly with spears and swords. Long thin red banners
with white symbols and fringe streamed over grim warriors and
marked them as Patharki.

Ginjor Rib, the Patharki King, had harried
the Lin Tohs for several years because he coveted the developing
farmlands and ore mines in the foothills that Gendahl controlled.
At last the desire of Ginjor Rib had matured into outright
invasion. Gendahl had hoped to cure this threat one day with
marriage treaties, but Ginjor Rib had decided to rape him instead.
The Patharki had grown too big and greedy to dicker with the modest
forces of the Lin Tohs.

“Fight!” Gendahl shouted. “Fight!”

Gendahl raised his sword and turned toward
the charge. More warriors came through the hedgerows, darkening the
pasture like flies over a dead bird. Ginjor Rib had sent a surplus
of warriors to hunt down and destroy the Lord of the Lin Tohs who
had so inconveniently been absent from the destruction of his
stronghold. Gendahl saw little chance of hacking his way to escape,
but then he met with his first foe, and his thoughts were reduced
to the next swing of the blade.

A Patharki warrior died swiftly on Gendahl’s
sword, and the screaming spray of blood urged Gendahl to greater
fury. He blocked blows. He killed and rushed on to confront the
next warrior. For an unknown time, Gendahl existed in battle
ecstasy that let him dream of winning, but his warriors were
falling around him and his enemies were pressing hard. Gendahl’s
brief offensive collapsed as he whirled his horse and deflected
weapons from all sides. Without any thought of his pride, Gendahl
retreated.

The Patharki chased him and his scattered
knots of Infoh into the shady edge of the Espen. The servants who
had attended the warriors on the hunt were run down and killed as
the fight swept over them.

It was cooler and quieter beneath the old
trees. The thud of hooves and the grunts of fighting men were
softened by the forest into the subdued beat of a funeral drum.

Gendahl knew the Espen well, and he and his
Infoh gained a lead from their pursuers. The surviving Infoh
reunited with their lord, and they sought a rougher trail that
looped to the east and then out of the forest. Gendahl’s goal
remained to reach his stronghold and join with his people who still
gave battle, if any did.

The noise of warriors rushing through the
forest warned Gendahl that the Patharki were close again. Their
numbers allowed them to spread through the trees and throw a wide
net to find the Lin Tohs.

The Lin Tohs warriors urged their tiring
mounts eastward. Each man knew how to get to the trail. As they
fled with the Patharki bashing through the forest behind them, the
Lin Tohs had a sad moment in which to notice those comrades who did
not ride beside them any more. Already half of them were dead or
dying in the trampled pasture.

The Patharki ranks thickened and cut Gendahl
off before he could reach the hidden trail. The Patharki had known
that their quarry would know the forest well and sufficient numbers
had been dispatched to ensure the capture of the Lin Tohs lord.

When the black-cloaked riders appeared in
front of Gendahl, he cursed them. They popped up amid the trees
like mushrooms after a week of rain. Horns brayed all around as the
Patharki signaled that they had found their victims. Patharki
warriors abandoned the dragnet and rushed toward the wailing
horns.

Medu came to Gendahl’s side. Blood seeped
from wounds on both arms of the loyal bodyguard, and his fun spirit
had been extinguished from his twinkling brown eyes.

“My Lord, keep going. We will cover your
escape. Alone, you can elude these dishonorable dogs,” Medu
said.

“I will fight with you,” Gendahl
declared.

Two more of his Infoh urged him to heed Medu.
They were drawing arrows from their quivers. Iridescent green
feathers fletched the pale wooden arrows that were being set to
bows. Both men insisted that it was their duty and privilege to
fight while he made it away from danger.

“It’s why we are here, my Lord,” Medu
insisted. “It’s your duty to live and find vengeance for our
tribe.”

“You are bold to tell your lord his duty,”
Gendahl scolded.

The two Infoh beside him shot arrows at two
advancing Patharki. True shots both, and the riders fell from their
mounts.

“Go now while you can, dear Lord Gendahl,”
Medu pleaded.

More Infoh were firing arrows, keeping the
Patharki back as long as possible before they degenerated into
hand-to-hand combat with the overwhelming force.

Gendahl looked into Medu’s eyes, knowing
suddenly with awful certainty that he would never look upon that
face living again. Such a short time ago they had ridden on a path
toward merriment, roast pork, and the arms of warm sweet wives. But
that path was gone, washed away by flooding fates.

With the sorrow of their final parting
twisting his face, Medu said, “My dear Lord, let us not fight and
die and not have you escape. An Infoh could know no greater
cruelty.”

Gendahl wanted to say goodbye to them, to
praise their courage and express his love, but words were now
meaningless and time was everything. He yelled to his horse and
slapped the reins. He galloped by the freshly dead warriors with
arrows protruding from throat and chest. Forest litter sprayed from
the hooves of his horse. Infoh rushed through the trees at his
flanks, confronting Patharki with arrows, spears, and swords. The
fighting pressed closer, and he heard the shouts of great effort,
failure, and death bash through the trees.

Utterly alone, Gendahl spurred his horse up
the slope toward the trail on the ridge. The steed labored upward,
but in his desperate haste he had chosen a poor spot to ascend, and
the animal lost its footing in the loose leafy litter over the
rocky soil. The horse fell, and then rolled sideways as it tried to
regain its feet on the treacherous slope. When the horse started to
roll over, Gendahl grabbed a sapling and pulled himself from the
saddle as the horse rolled away. It crashed through underbrush
before righting itself amid flapping leaves. Battered and panicked,
the horse skittered down the slope.

Gendahl swore at the animal. Through a few
gaps in the foliage, he saw Patharki warriors advancing on him.
Then three Infoh overtook the Patharki, rushing like angered
merchants chasing down a shoplifter in the market square. Two of
them were mounted and one was on foot. When Gendahl heard their
battle cries and watched them engage their enemies with furious
metal, he rushed unthinking to give them aid. His booted feet took
long strides down the slope, leaving long gashes in the carpet of
leaves and exposing moist soil.

He recognized the Infoh warrior on foot as
Temdi, who confronted his mounted foe with the strength of a
granite cliff. In an extraordinary move he chopped off the rider’s
hand that held his sword, and then Temdi hacked at the rider’s
torso and knocked him from the saddle. He tried to grab the horse’s
bridle and claim the mount, but more Patharki attacked and he had
to dodge behind trees.

Expecting to see another attacker, Temdi
whirled when he heard someone behind him. Surprise flashed on his
face and he halted his bloody blade.

“My Lord!” he cried. “Go away from us.”

Just then a man cried out as a mortal blow
fell upon him, and one of the mounted Infoh slumped across his
horse’s neck. His blood gushed into the animal’s amber mane,
darkening it with wet gore.

Dismayed by his gathering defeat, Gendahl was
drained of the will to go on. He desired only to die fighting with
his Infoh, who were better than kin. But Temdi was driven by a
different duty. He grabbed Gendahl and started pulling his lord up
the rough slope with great speed. Gendahl ran with him. Fleeing
with a companion felt better.

They reached the trail that threaded its way
along a wooded ridge. The narrow path gripped by tree roots
disappeared in both directions into pleasant secretive shade. They
started east but were soon confronted by riders on the trail. Their
helmets sparkled in the green-dappled sunlight and their black
cloaks joined with the forest shadows. Some men whacked leafy
branches out of their way, whetting their blades’ appetite for
noble blood on the sap of Lin Tohs wood.

Temdi grabbed his lord again and led him in
the opposite direction, deeper into the Espen forest. They ran for
their lives, and for a while their armor was light on their bodies,
but eventually it taxed their stamina, and both men puffed and
sweated with mounting exhaustion. Riders thudded and clanked behind
them.

Gendahl and Temdi realized that they could
not stay on the trail. Beckoned by the comparative safety of the
forest, they dashed into the trees. They ran farther up the slope
and grabbed small trees, roots, and branches to haul themselves up.
They reached the top of the ridge, and Gendahl stopped to catch his
breath. He leaned against a gnarled old maple with his sword
drooping in his hand.

Temdi needed the break too, and he
reluctantly stopped beside his lord. Perhaps it was best to gather
the last of his strength for the final fight. Although the treetops
masked the riders below them on the trail, Gendahl could hear them
slowing and talking. They would see where their victims had left
the trail. Gendahl and Temdi had blundered up the slope without any
craft, and a half-blind old man born of the town could have tracked
them.

The Patharki tongue was not so different from
the dialect of the Lin Tohs, and Temdi and Gendahl heard the
shouted orders for warriors to dismount and pursue them up the
slope.

“We must go on,” Temdi said.

Gendahl nodded, but he paused to survey the
land from his vantage point. The ancient stretches of the Espen
forest unfolded around him and climbed gradually into the foothills
of the Tymelo Mountains. The mountains were tall, massive,
behemoths of blue stone that guarded the sky with their icy peaks.
So much older than men. So much more beautiful than women. Gendahl
admired the landscape and saw its beauty as only a man about to die
can see such things.

Then he was running again, following Temdi
along the ridge, weaving among the trees. He had no shame in
fleeing now. Patharki warriors were swarming up the slope. When the
first four Patharki warriors reached Gendahl and Temdi, they fought
with the ferocity of cornered beasts. They killed the four warriors
and felt the joy of giving pain to their enemies. Lord Gendahl of
the Lin Tohs had bid up the price of killing him.

Although their brief battle had been
victorious, it had slowed them, and now dozens of Patharki warriors
had overtaken them. Gendahl and Temdi swerved down the opposite
side of the ridge. Two Patharki engaged Temdi, and he whirled to
fight them. Gendahl tried to stop and help his Infoh in this final
struggle but the slope was too steep. He skidded and tripped. He
flailed his arms, seeking balance, but the slope turned into a
cliff and he fell. Trees branches and trunks blurred by him and
then he hit the ground. Bones snapped and he shrieked with pain. He
rolled down another small slope and came to rest on a sun-warmed
slab of rock beside water. Pain sickened him, and he groaned and
writhed.

In great contrast to his agony, he had landed
in a lovely spot. A waterfall rained over a cliff and the waters
collected in a deep pool. Not far away a burbling creek quickened
as it flowed away from the pool. Old trees and smooth rock embraced
the pool that reflected fluffy white clouds.

A wonderful place to die. I can accept this,
Gendahl thought.

His pain spiked and he grabbed at his thighs.
His weapon fell from his grasp, forgotten and useless anyway. He
knew that he could not even attempt to stand. The pain made it hard
enough to breathe.

He heard a scream through the trees and then
the metallic crash of an armored body rolling over the cliff and
down the slope just as he had. Gendahl saw Temdi flop and then stop
in the crook of a tree root. Temdi was dead, bloody from a dozen
wounds, and an arrow was broken off in his hip.

Seeking a way down the cliff, the Patharki
shouted different suggestions to each other until someone finally
decided to use a rope to descend the cliff and confirm the death of
Gendahl, as Ginjor Rib had commanded.

Tormented by waves of swelling pain, Gendahl
awaited them. They were taking forever to reach him. He expected
that he was too miserably injured for them to bother hauling him
out of the forest for prolonged torturing. They would give him the
killing blow and rightly punish him for being such a failure. He
had lost what his family had created over eight generations. For a
time, he would be remembered as the man who let the Lin Tohs be
destroyed, and then no one would even remember that the Lin Tohs
had ever existed.

Gendahl tried to unstrap his helmet. To feel
a bit of the cool breeze through his sweaty hair would be a final
mercy. But his gloved fingers lacked any dexterity, and he gave up
after a feeble attempt. Groaning, he clawed at the stone. He tried
to move his legs, but flexing his muscles smacked him with terrible
pain.

“Come get me. I’m here,” he called, thinking
that he was shouting, but his voice was really only a hoarse
mumble.

Water dripped on his face, and he opened his
eyes lazily.

Over him stood a vision of some spirit
daughter of Gyhwen. Long black hair, shiny like spider web strands
of spun volcanic glass, hung wet around her face. Water dripped
from the spiraling ends of her hair and splashed onto him like
sweet rain. Her eyes were black and seemed as if they could see all
the secrets that darkness had ever hidden. Her skin was blue, like
the sky, no…. like the mountains. She was a spirit daughter of the
Tymelo Mountains that had looked over the world of men since their
beginning and would be there to watch their end. Her body
exemplified feminine beauty. Her perfect shoulders, her breasts,
muscled stomach, curving hips and thighs possessed no flaw, and
droplets of water sprinkled her skin like dew on morning
glories.

Indigo blue cloth woven of fantastically thin
fibers bound her breasts. The fabric was so fine and wet it did
nothing to hide her nipples. Her short pants were made of the same
fabric and the clinging thin pants mocked the concept of modesty.
The thick leather belt at her waist only accentuated her lack of
clothing and gear.

She looked deeply into his eyes. Gendahl
realized that he could not blink, nor did he want to. Her curious
penetrating gaze pulled the pain out of him. Gendahl sighed with
relief and relaxed. Pale blue fire began to burn in her eyes,
blazing brighter the longer Gendahl stared at her. He felt like he
looked at the sun but was not blinded.

Somehow he heard the stomp of booted feet and
rattle of gear as Patharki warriors scrambled down the cliff, and
he remembered that he was a broken man lying on the world of
Gyhwen. Gendahl finally looked away from her and saw four men
standing around Temdi’s body. He glanced back up at the blue
female, wondering what her reaction would be, but she had not
shifted the focus of her glowing eyes and showed no awareness of
the warriors.

One of the Patharki squatted next to Temdi
and shook his head. He spoke, but Gendahl did not catch his words.
The others warriors were looking around. Two men broke off from the
group to search under trees, and a third walked out onto the slab
of stone where Gendahl lay at the feet of the mountain daughter.
The warrior apparently had no awareness that his quarry was only
two steps away. Dark blotches of drying blood were visible on the
shiny studs of his gauntlets. His sword was sheathed. The leather
binding on its handle was faded and worn smooth. Veteran warriors
had been sent to hunt down the Lord of the Lin Tohs.

Rage suddenly boiled inside Gendahl, forcing
away the queer peace that he had found in the eyes of the blue
female. Pain returned to him as well when he looked on the flat
brown face of his enemy, whose comrades were no doubt mopping up
the destruction of Do Tohsall.

Gendahl was about to yell an insult, but a
strong will stifled his words.

“Speak not, human man.” The command echoed in
his mind. He let the female voice soothe him and his pain receded
into only a warm fever.

The closest Patharki warrior walked by
Gendahl and his mysterious guardian. The warrior walked along the
water’s edge and looked into the clear pool. He moved up and down
the bank and passed Gendahl several times. Each time that Gendahl
glimpsed the warrior’s face, it bore an increasingly troubled
expression.

He cannot see me, Gendahl thought although it
was difficult to believe. He started to wonder if he had already
died and all this was a confused vision misinterpreted by his
soul.

Gendahl watched the warriors assemble beside
Temdi. They all shook their heads and gestured with
frustration.

“We have to find him!” declared the warrior
who had walked by Gendahl.

The warriors searched again. This time going
farther through the trees and even wading into the pool to check
whether the clear water had played tricks and hidden the body of
Lord Gendahl.

A fifth warrior eventually appeared, huffing
from his descent of the cliff. Gendahl noticed red tassels on the
warrior’s cloak and belt, which marked him as a captain. He glanced
at Temdi’s body with irritation and then stepped onto the sunlit
stone bank. He shouted for the other warriors and waited with his
hands on his hips for them to come to him. He scanned the waterfall
and let his eyes follow the flowing water.

As the four warriors returned from their
fruitless searching, he listened to their reports with a deepening
frown. The body of Gendahl could not be found.

“I saw him go over that cliff myself,” the
captain insisted.

“We have looked all around, even in the
water,” a warrior insisted and then suggested that the current may
have carried away the body of the vanquished lord.

The hypothesis did not seem to impress the
captain. Gesturing at Temdi, he asked if they were certain that
this body was not Gendahl.

“His is an Infoh,” a warrior said. “See, he
wears the bodyguard badge around his neck.”

The captain squatted and tore the amulet on
its silver chain from Temdi’s neck and threw it into the water.
“Fools,” he chided, standing up. “His bodyguards would have sought
to mislead us. Gendahl switched gear with this bodyguard so we
would not know who was who during the fight. Take this man’s head
and be done with it. I want out of this forest before dark.”

“We should check his hands,” a warrior
suggested, but the captain narrowed his eyes at him menacingly. His
men had no place discussing things with him. The captain kicked one
of the gloved hands and grunted that the Lin Tohs were probably too
ignorant to mark their leader with proper tattoos.

The gathered warriors considered what their
captain had said, which seemed reasonable. It did explain why they
could not find Lord Gendahl’s body, but it would be perilous to
risk a mistake with Ginjor Rib.

Gently, another warrior said to his captain.
“Sir, I believe that you have undone this riddle, but our Lord
might know the face of Gendahl from the descriptions of our spies.
Are you sure this is the head that we should take to him?”

The captain gave the questioning warrior a sour look. For an answer
he raised his foot and smashed twice with his heel at Temdi’s face.
For good measure, he gouged a dead eye with his spur.

“Take his head,” the captain ordered. “And
let us be done with this task. The Lin Tohs are no more.”

Obediently, a warrior lifted his blade and,
after taking aim, hacked the head from the body. Stabbed with grief
to witness the defiling of Temdi’s body, Gendahl growled
wordlessly. Abruptly, the Patharki captain and two of his men
turned their heads toward the sound.

“Sssshhhh.”

Becalmed by the female voice in his head,
Gendahl stayed silent. The eyes of the Patharki roved the area, but
still they did not see. The waterfall tumbled and splashed, and the
wind chattered in the trees.

Gendahl watched a warrior lift Temdi’s
dripping head. Even if it was not the head of the Lord of the Lin
Tohs, Gendahl still saw his own death in the ruined face of
Temdi.

The Patharki warriors departed with the head,
and only one of them looked back wonderingly before disappearing
amid the gloomy trees.

With the Patharki gone, Gendahl suddenly felt
as if he had left the world entirely. His domain was surely
conquered, and he sprawled helpless at the feet of a mysterious
creature. She now kneeled beside him, willing to claim that which
cruel fate had chewed but spit back.

“How did they not see us?” he asked her.

The water had dried from her hair and a few
lovelocks fluttered in the breeze. Her hair looked soft and
inviting, and Gendahl wanted to touch it. At first, he did not
think that she understood his language, but eventually she replied.
Her voice was as lovely as the burbling creek but possessed a
timbre that suggested it could speak with the force of the
waterfalls.

“Because I did not want them to see us, human
man,” she said.

She released the strap of his helmet and slid
it off his head. The helmet clanked against the stone and rolled a
half turn closer to the water. She ran her hands over his thighs,
examining his injuries.

“Who are you?” Gendahl asked.

She looked straight into him with her magical
eyes. Sparks of blue fire pulsed in her pupils. “Onja,” she
said.

 


2. Lord-Born No More

Gendahl dreamed often of his wife and baby
son. Their smiling faces and warm touches delighted him more than
he remembered. But disaster always consumed the blissful dreams. A
dark storm sickened the sky and angry winds hurled destruction upon
them. A roof collapsed on them, or a falling tree crushed them.
Once a flood grabbed them tight in its drowning embrace.

Between these unbearable dreams his physical
pain tormented him. Then the beautiful female came and eased his
discomfort. Her powerful aura enveloped him. She was his protector
now. He was a babe in the arms of a new mother. His smashed soul
accepted rebirth into her world.

When Gendahl became lucid, he was alone.
Bright sunshine warmed the air. He heard the waterfalls and smelled
the good water. A flowering bush arched over his head, dappling him
with shade, and a butterfly sipped on a blue flower. Its yellow and
black wings opened and closed lazily.

Then memories of his desperate battle, the
death of his Infoh, and the smoke over his home poured over his
heart like a mudslide gobbling a building. Moaning, he touched his
aching thighs and found that they were bound in mud casts from
crotch to shin. Except for his red shirt, he was naked. Beside him
his armor, blue leather jacket, boots, sword, and other items of
clothing and gear were neatly stacked.

Gendahl stroked his face, trying to judge
from the stubble of his thin beard how much time had passed. His
sprouting mustache seemed to indicate a week. Aching and hungry, he
awkwardly rolled over and dragged himself to a tree. He pushed his
torso up with his arms. His weakness was distressing and he was
puffing by the time he had lifted his butt into the air. He pushed
himself off the ground and quickly grabbed the tree trunk. Placing
more weight on his feet added to his pain, but he pulled himself
straight and tenderly stood up.

Gripping the tree, he circled to its other
side and urinated, taking care not to hit his casts. His life had
been reduced to counting a piss as an achievement.

He called for Onja. His voice mixed with the
mellow rumble of the falling waters. The trees stood watch silently
with their green leafy limbs reflected in the water. Birds flapped
and sang in the branches.

His legs were hurting more, but he did not
want to get back down until he was ready to stay down for a while.
The cool pool beckoned his thirst. When he was ready, he let go of
the tree and bent over. Gradually he shifted his weight forward
until he fell onto his hands and he hand-walked until he was flat
on the ground again. Gendahl soon found that dragging himself naked
out onto the stone shore was unpleasant. He grabbed his leather
jacket and spread it on the ground. Then he shifted his midsection
onto the leather, which would serve as a protective sled.

As he slid across the flat rock, the stone
was hot beneath his hands. The sun beating down on his back soothed
his muscles, and when he dipped his hands into the pool, the cool
water was refreshing to drink. After quenching his thirst, he
washed his face and rolled onto his side. He stared at the peaks of
the Tymelo beyond the waterfalls and thought about how the water
that he had just drunk had journeyed from the snowy crown of
Gyhwen.

Hungry and miserable, he wondered if the
graceful blue spirit daughter had abandoned him. Fear gripped him
as he contemplated not having her help any more.

I deserve no help, Gendahl thought darkly.
After losing his domain and family, he should be left to die
slowly.

Mired in self-loathing, Gendahl stared at the
waterfalls and lost his mind in the ceaseless flow. The sparkling
light upon the falls grew brighter until Gendahl finally blinked.
Onja had appeared.

Hope sprouted in his heart like a new embryo
of life. She stepped out of the waterfalls and dropped into the
swirling frothing waters. When her feet touched bottom, she walked
toward him through the water, ascending the gradual bank and rising
from the pool with water spilling off her perfect body and
glistening like frost on her blue skin. She came to him on the
ledge of sun-warm rock and pulled herself out of the water.

“You should not be moving about, Gendahl,”
she said.

“I was thirsty,” he explained. “I called for
you but could not wait.”

“I heard you,” she said, and then after a
pause, added an apology, “But I do not always realize how time can
pass. I must be more mindful of that.”

She spoke his language beautifully and
without flaw, but Gendahl knew that it could not possibly be her
native tongue.

“Are you from the mountains, Onja?” Gendahl
asked.

She nodded.

“I have heard that spirit creatures live in a
valley surrounded completely by the high snows. They say it is a
paradise where none grow old. Take me to your fair home and let me
dwell in forgetfulness of my sorrow,” Gendahl said.

Onja sensed the grief that clawed at the
human man who had fallen into her care. His belief that her
homeland would save him from his pain made her experience pity for
the first time. It was an intriguing feeling.

Perhaps pity is why I show him such kindness,
she thought, but she knew it was more than that.

“My home is not as you would imagine it,
Gendahl,” she said with sadness.

Her statement disappointed him. There was no
escape from the life with which fate had saddled him.

“I do not remember telling you my name,” he
muttered.

“I do not need to be told that which I want
to know,” Onja said. “Speaking your name helped to soothe you as I
tended your legs.”

He touched one of the casts. His legs were
becoming hot inside the mud casts. With a fearful whisper he asked
Onja if he would walk again although he was not sure why he
cared.

“Yes, I have mended your broken bones with my
power, but some spells only time can cast. You must stay still for
a few more days while the bones become strong again,” she
explained.

Gendahl remembered the ugly snap and
explosion of pain when he had fallen over the cliff. For certain
both legs had been broken. Such an injury should keep a man down
for months, if not forever, but Onja spoke of his recovery being
only a few days off.

“You are magic?” he said although the truth
of it was plain.

“That would be your word for it,” she said.
“But it is normal for my kind. Do you think of yourself as magic
because you can start and control fire? But then, I suppose a
squirrel looks at you cooking food and forging metals and sees
magic.”

“Do you see a squirrel when you look at me?”
he asked, more resigned to the fact than offended.

“I see a human. I know that you are more than
a squirrel, and I am more than a human,” Onja answered.

“What are you, Onja?” he asked.

“I am rys,” she said, drawing herself up
proudly.

“So it is true,” he whispered. “The magic
land of the mountains is real.”

“Jingten,” she said, giving him its name. “A
fair valley with vital forests and a great deep lake nourished from
the womb of the Rysamand Mountains. But it is a troubled
place.”

“They say that none who go into the Tymelo
Mountains ever comes back,” Gendahl said.

Onja smiled. “Then how is it that you have
heard of my magic land?”

Rethinking the drama of the fairy stories
told to him as a boy, he conceded that perhaps the mountains were
not as perilous as reported.

“A human must never discount the peril of the
Rysamand,” Onja said. “But going there and returning are not
impossible. People of your land must have ventured in and out of my
homeland, perhaps before I was born. I know that humans from the
east come and go from Jingten.”

“From the east? East of the Tymelo?” Gendahl
asked with surprise.

“Call the mountains of my home the Rysamand,”
Onja corrected. “Someday the humans of the west shall all call my
home by its proper name.”

“Rysamand,” he said to show her that he would
use the name from now on. “And there are more men east of the
Rysamand?”

Onja answered that it was so and then asked
him why he thought that there would not be more world beyond the
mountains.

“Because the mountains are the roof of
Gyhwen,” he answered quickly.

“A roof with one wall?” she chuckled and made
him see the smallness of his thoughts.

“There is much I do not know, and of what I
did know, I showed no intelligence,” he muttered and dipped back
into his sorrow. He had been a worthless leader. Too young and
optimistic without a chance to absorb lessons or heed counsel
before his enemy had struck. No doubt Ginjor Rib had acted so
quickly after Gendahl had become Lord of the Lin Tohs to take
advantage of a young leader’s foolish first years spent in sport
instead of preparation for the worst.

“You hunger,” Onja observed, trying to
distract him from his depression. “I shall feed you.”

“I want no food,” he said.

Onja bent over him and placed her hands in
his armpits. Tingling energy wrapped him and he suddenly felt
light. He floated more than she lifted him. Onja embraced him and
carried him upright with his feet gently dragging. She was tall,
and Gendahl eased his head onto her shoulder, giving himself over
to her care.

Onja returned him to the bed of leaves and
dried grass that she had prepared for him. She moved her hand over
his eyes and he dozed off, and this time no dreams bothered
him.

When he awoke, the sun was a bright glare at
the top of the ridge and the treetops shimmered gold over darkening
green. A faint rainbow clung to the vapor rising around the falls.
The fatty scent of roasting rabbit nudged his despondent
appetite.

Close by, Onja tended a tidy fire with a
rabbit on a spit. Gendahl watched her remove the rabbit from the
fire. With deft fingers she tore the small tasty animal into two
portions and set it on a smooth flat rock that she had found in the
water.

“You shall eat,” she said and set the stone
within his reach.

For a moment, he appraised the meat with
sullen disinterest, but the splotches of juice on the stone and the
tender strings of meat hanging on the bone called to his animal
desire to live. He reached for the meat and, after each bite, he
ate with increasing gusto.

Onja ate as well. As he observed her straight
teeth biting the flesh and the grease smearing her finger tips, he
could believe that she was something beyond a spirit daughter. She
was flesh and blood, but her magic powers could not be denied.
Under different circumstances, Gendahl suspected that he would be
afraid of her.

When his meat was gone, he sighed. The full
warmth inside his stomach felt good now that he had done it.

“Why do you help me?” he asked.

Onja licked her fingers carefully and seemed
to be overanalyzing the taste of the rabbit. When she was satisfied
that her fingers were clean, she turned her intense black eyes onto
him. “You were hurt,” she replied simply.

Even if he hated being alive, Gendahl thanked
her. Courtesy toward Onja seemed appropriate.

Onja had never been thanked before. To
receive gratitude touched her with unexpected force, and she
rewarded him with a better explanation. “I have never had a human
friend before. This seemed a good opportunity for making one,” she
said.

“I fear you have made a poor choice,” he
said.

She cocked her head, increasingly intrigued
by his growing self-hate. “You blame yourself for being attacked?”
she said.

“I blame myself for not preparing my domain
properly to defend itself. I was playing at games in the forest
when I should have been at home…” he stopped speaking as grief
clamped his throat. Images of his wife and son pierced his mind
with sharp regret. He wrung his hands, rubbing his fingers over his
knuckles and contemplating the blue tattoos. The tattoos wrapped
his wrists in blue stags and sunbursts, marking him as a
lord-born.

Lord no more, he thought.

“Could you have done something to prevent the
killing and destruction that I have seen in the settlements near
here?” Onja asked, curious to learn more about how the humans
interacted, attacked, and defended. For what did they struggle?

“You have seen what was done?” Gendahl said,
agonized by the report.

“I can see near and far,” Onja said and
explained that the sudden death of so many people nearby had
captured her attention and she had watched the progress of the
attack. The gates and walls of the stronghold had been stormed.
Villages torched. People dragged from their homes and slain or cut
down whether fighting or fleeing. Those who had attacked had seemed
to want to eradicate the residents and make the land vacant for
their own purposes.

Gendahl clutched his face as ragged sobs
escaped him. After finally wrestling and pinning his emotions, he
explained in a strained whisper that he had been the leader of that
small but growing tribe.

“My family,” he moaned without any hope that
they had been spared by Ginjor Rib.

“Family,” Onja echoed him thoughtfully.

“Yes, my family. Do you know what that is?”
Gendahl demanded, lashing out in his grief.

The set of her jaw hardened and she looked
toward the Rysamand Mountains. Anger twisted her beautiful face for
a moment, but then she softened and turned back toward Gendahl.

“I did not know those who bore me,” she said.
“I was fostered by many rys over the years, but never truly did I
have any to call my own. I have lived alone of late. I am
different.”

She seemed to Gendahl almost forlorn now.“I
am sorry that I yelled at you,” he said.

Onja shrugged. No hasty words from a human
could hurt her feelings. “You wanted me to understand you. To have
sympathy,” she said. “I shall try, Gendahl.”

Gendahl shut his eyes and reclined onto his
grassy bed. “I thank you again for your kindness, but it has been a
waste of your talent,” he said. “When I am able, I will go back to
my domain. To see what I can do.”

Tears pooled in his eyes. What could he
expect to do? He could not even fantasize about finding his family
alive. His wife and child had probably been dead by the time he
emerged from the Espen Forest and saw the smoke. The best he could
do was go back and get himself killed, which seemed the right thing
to do. He should have died fighting in the forest, refusing to be
taken alive, but instead he had fallen over a cliff.

More days passed and Gendahl lay on his bed
of leaves and contemplated his bleak future. The exercise was
frustrating. Even before the tragedy, he had never given much
thought to his future. It had simply been something set before him.
He was his father’s heir. His life would go by much as his father’s
had.

Onja continued to bring him food. Usually
fish, sometimes rabbit or duck. About half the time, he lacked an
appetite, but he ate anyway because he did not want to be rude to
her. Grudgingly he healed. During the day, he watched the sun
travel the sky and the rainbow sprays around the waterfalls shift
from one side of the pool to the other side. Each night he watched
the horned moon grow and fell asleep staring at its silvery
reflection on the night-black waters.

By the time the moon was half full, Onja
declared that his casts could be removed. She came to him in the
morning with a round rock in her hands. She gripped the rock
tightly and blue light flashed between her fingers. When she opened
her hands, the cracked rock fell away in two pieces that had sharp
serrated edges that she used to saw away his casts of mud and tree
bark.

Although his time healing had been abnormally
brief, already his muscles had begun to wither. His skin was dry
and flaky, and his knees looked big and knobby.

“Move them,” Onja commanded, wondering at his
reluctance.

Gendahl had to make a conscious effort to
control his muscles. Painfully he bent his creaking knees. Stiff
muscles and ligaments groaned, but the striking pain of broken
bones was gone. He bent and straightened his legs until they ached.
Sweat dotted his forehead from the strain.

“Get up now,” Onja said. She stood and
swiftly grabbed him under the armpits and hoisted him to his
feet.

Gendahl bit his lip, fearing to test his
wobbly legs, but Onja gave him his weight gently, and the legs held
him up. The bones were knit, set straight and properly. Such an
injury should have crippled him. Even a skilled healer would have
been challenged to right the bones of both legs, but Onja had fixed
him with swift perfection.

As if he were a baby learning to walk, Onja
stood behind him and held his hands as he took hesitant shuffling
steps. She guided him to the water, and it was a sweet relief to
his crying muscles to get into the pool. Onja joined him in the
water and they spent the rest of the morning walking in the water
until he was exhausted and begged to rest.

Onja helped him out of the water but then,
without a word, she jumped back into the pool and swam toward the
waterfalls. She disappeared behind the curtain of water.

After resting and drying in the sun, Gendahl
struggled to his feet and put on his pants. To be dressed again
felt good after flopping about half naked.

Sitting next to his gear, he drew his sword.
He turned the blade and examined its sheen in the sun. The weapon
that had once given him such a thrill to hold now seemed puny and
useless. A man needed much more than a sword to keep him safe. He
needed to know what was going on around him, where his enemies were
and when they might strike. But too late the lesson had come. The
joys of lordship coupled with the pleasures of a new wife and
family had distracted him. His sense of security and power had
dulled the counsel of wiser Lin Tohs who had feared the greed of
Ginjor Rib. Diplomacy had been boring. There was so much more to
amuse a young lord and he did not want to worry. The Lin Tohs had
always been able to deal with Patharki raiders and common bandits
before. Nothing beyond the dithering of balding warriors, fat from
years lounging in their lord’s good house, was going to happen.

Foolish boy! Gendahl fumed at himself,
suddenly as wise as the hills.

Gendahl raised his left arm and set the blade
along the arteries of his wrist. His guilty conscience demanded
that he make the blood flow, yet the pride of his manhood cried for
vengeance.

“Vengeance,” he whispered derisively. What
hope could he have for vengeance?

He heaved a sigh and sheathed the sword. To
kill what Onja had saved seemed too rude, and Gendahl escaped his
depression in sleep. Free of the chafing casts and itches that he
could not reach, he slept well for once.

Over the next five days, he continued his
therapeutic water walks. Aches and pains went away. He saw little
of Onja, who, as far as he could tell, stayed behind the
waterfalls. Gendahl thought of swimming into the foaming waters and
seeking her lair, but he decided not to disturb her.

He finally dared to approach the spot where
Temdi had died, but there was no headless body. A blackened patch
of ground attested to a cremation likely performed by Onja’s magic.
Gendahl touched the ashes and groaned at the grief grinding his
heart before slinking away.

Through these lonely days of punishing
sadness, he did not draw his sword from its scabbard again, but
sometimes he sat with the covered blade across his knees and
contemplated returning to his domain. Could he seek out scattered
warriors and rally them to attack? But such thoughts stirred no
hope. He doubted that he could find any surviving Lin Tohs
warriors. Ginjor Rib had apparently attacked with overwhelming
force. Any surviving Lin Tohs warriors would have believed their
lord to be dead and had most likely fled the area.

Still I must go back, Gendahl thought. He had
been the lord of his tribe, and he deserved to look upon his
failings.

Gendahl prepared to leave. He washed his
clothes and cleaned his armor. When he assessed his possessions, he
saw that he was woefully lacking in gear and food. The bare minimum
he had—a knife and tinder kit with flint, although he was not
accustomed to starting his own fires.

And he was hungry. Onja had not served any
meat for days, and Gendahl found that he missed the meals because
sorrow was not stemming his appetite so much when food was not at
hand. Plucking greens and foraging for berries was not going to
sustain him. Gendahl fashioned a fishing spear with his knife and a
stick. He moved quietly to a shady section of the pool and spied
some trout. Anticipating their flavorful flesh, Gendahl thrust for
a fish impatiently and missed.

He waited for the fish to return but he
finally had to find another fishy corner of the pool. As he circled
the shore, scanning the water, he saw a shining strand in the stony
silt. Gendahl paused for a long time before he pulled out the
silver chain. A hawk carved from amber dangled from the chain. It
was Temdi’s Infoh amulet, and Gendahl shut his eyes with deep
respectful grief.

The chain was broken. Gendahl tucked the
amulet into a pouch and resumed fishing with a fresh crack in his
aching heart.

After four artless attempts at spearing fish
Gendahl concluded that it was hopeless for him right now. His legs
were not yet strong enough to keep him steady so that he could make
a true throw.

Hungry and sore, Gendahl returned to his
campsite. After repeated effort, he managed to get a fire going
right at dusk.

He crouched over his little fire. Once he had
settled with his tribesmen beside comforting fires. Now loneliness
and bitter shame comprised his retinue of loyal followers. Thinking
of what had likely happened to his wife and son tore at him.

Perhaps they are still alive. Hostages or
trophies, he thought, but he quickly kicked that possibility to the
side of his mind like a dog rejected from the pack. It was
impossible that his son would have been left alive, and his wife,
even if taken as a hostage, would surely have killed herself at the
soonest opportunity.

In the darkness he heard Onja’s beautiful
hard body sliding into the water like one lovely note struck in the
quiet forest. Dripping water pattered on the stone after she got
out of the pool. When the firelight revealed her, she made a
striking figure. Powerful, confident…superior.

The sight of her immediately comforted him.
The destruction of his small life did not mean the world lacked
majesty.

“I missed you, Onja,” Gendahl admitted.

She squatted by the fire and offered him the
fish in her hand. He never saw Onja fish. She simply came out of
the water with a fish. And it was always a big one.

They sat together in silence while Gendahl
cleaned and fileted the fish. He arranged the filets on some
grilling sticks over the fire.

Onja sat down and crossed her legs. Petting
her black hair over her shoulders, she said, “You are going to
leave.”

“I can’t stay here forever,” he said.

“Nor shall I,” she said, although she sounded
sad at the prospect of both of them abandoning their little watery
haven.

“Why are you here, Onja?” Gendahl asked.
“What do you do behind the waterfalls?”

Onja considered his questions, trying to decide if she could even
explain. How could a rys tell a human of rys things?

“I think about my powers. The waters have
come down from the Rysamand, and this is a special place. With the
waters of my homeland flowing over me, I can think on the greatness
of the world. I can learn. There is power in the moving water,” she
said.

Gendahl grasped slightly what she was trying
to say. He understood that forces existed within Nature. Mountains,
moving waters, winds, fire. There were many powers beyond the
control of man, but perhaps not beyond Onja.

“When will you leave this place?” he
asked.

“I shall go home when the snows begin to fall
in the Rysamand,” Onja replied. “It is good to be home in the
winter.”

Gendahl said, “I think that I’ll go soon. I
must see what has happened to my domain.”

Onja frowned. She was uncertain why he would
want to further torment himself by viewing the destruction of his
home. “I have told you what you will find there,” she reminded
him.

He flinched with anger and dumped the fish in
the fire. He cried out with frustration. His supper was going to be
incinerated, but Onja swiftly thrust her hand into the flames and
grabbed the filets. Without suffering any burns, she handed them
back to him. Blue sparks snapped in her eyes, and Gendahl knew that
she had used her power to protect her flesh from the heat.

When the fish was sufficiently cooked, he
offered her some, but she was not hungry. As Gendahl flaked the
food into his mouth, he told Onja that he had no where else to go
except back to his domain.

“What will you do there?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he snapped. “Try to find out
what happened to my family.” His voice cracked when he said
“family.” He shoved the rest of the fish in his mouth, eager to be
done with the chore of eating. Surly, he stretched out. “I must
sleep. I will go tomorrow. I am well enough.”

Onja watched him roll over and put his back
to her. Having nothing to say, she left him.

Eventually Gendahl wiped his eyes and tried
to think more rationally. Onja was right to ask him what he might
do. Simply wandering around whatever horrors he was sure to find
was going to accomplish nothing and probably get him killed when
the Patharki discovered him.

There was a path open to warriors whose lives
were ruined for one reason or another. Those who had murdered,
stolen, or committed adultery and could no longer live within
decent tribal society. Those whose lands had been lost or overrun.
Or, those whose lords had been vanquished. Such warriors could take
the bandit path. Some lived as pure criminals, menaces to all, but
others lived in enclaves of semi-criminals and mercenaries, who
lived by their own laws and sold their loyalties at their
convenience, if at all. Most infamous among them were the Kez.

But Gendahl was lord-born. His tattoos marked
him as such. They were traced into his skin in childhood to forever
place him above the lesser segments of society. Hiding his identity
would be hard. The evidence of his high birth would draw attention,
and it probably would not take other criminals too long to figure
out who he was. His Lin Tohs accent would always be strong in his
speech, and someone would eventually get the idea of hauling him to
Ginjor Rib and asking for a bounty.

Gendahl was surprised that the option of
turning bandit did not disgust him like a mouthful of vomit. Before
the Patharki attack, he, like any man of any tribe, had viewed the
outlaws as scum. The bandit folk were the grime that made decent
society shine that much brighter.

But now Gendahl could not imagine a fate
better suited to his disgraced existence. Best that he let Gendahl,
Lord of the Lin Tohs, stay dead in the minds of all who might care.
His foolish inadequacy as a leader rightly decreed that he should
slink from society in shame. A lord-born without lands or retainers
was worse than dead. The only place he could go was to the criminal
underworld.

He wrung his hands against his tattoos. The
indigo stains in his skin had once been such a source of pride, but
now they were shameful and dangerous.

Gendahl squirmed fitfully for most of the
night. A thousand fears assailed him. Since falling from the cliff,
his life had become a surreal mystery that sheltered him from the
full impact of his grief. His strange circumstances kept the
crushing loss of his family and tribe at a distance. Tomorrow when
he walked out of the Espen Forest, he would be rushing into the
burning building of his ruined life.

Gendahl wanted to sever himself from the
hideous feelings. He wanted to be spared dreams of his family that
was surely lost. He wanted no more to think of Temdi’s head being
carried away in place of his own. Gendahl must cease to exist.

******

When morning came, Gendahl’s scream roused
Onja from her watery lair. She burst through the waterfalls, swam
across the pool like an excited otter, and sprang onto the shore.
She marched purposefully to Gendahl’s camp. His back was to her,
and she grabbed his shoulder and flung him back from the fire. He
writhed on the ground, holding his hands out and shaking. His
wrists and palms were red and black, charred by the fire, where he
had been holding them against the coals and flames with all of his
will.

“What are you doing?!” Onja yelled, astounded
by his action.

Tears streamed from Gendahl’s eyes and he
could only gasp in pain. The skin split on his fingers and a rugged
spasm of shock wracked his body.

Onja exhaled sharply with exasperation and
understood the futility of questioning him at this moment. She
knelt beside him and seized his forearms. He had rolled up his
sleeves, showing more concern for his shirt than his flesh.

Blue light rose in Onja’s eyes until they
brightened her whole face. Wispy blue fire radiated from her hands
over Gendahl’s wrists and then his hands. His pain stopped entirely
as her magic soaked into the charred skin and he relaxed against
the ground.

Onja pressed on with her magic until blisters
receded and fresh pink skin glowed with health. When she was done,
she brushed ashes from his hands. His burns were gone, replaced by
tender new skin that was pale next to his brown skin. Only
scattered remnants of his tattoos remained. They looked like the
shards of a painted vase broken on a floor.

“You are a wonder, Onja,” Gendahl murmured,
not ungratefully.

“I do not understand this,” she said.

“The tattoos,” he said. “I must get rid of
them.”

Onja leaned away from him and put her hands
on her hips. Angered, she demanded if he had counted on her healing
him.

“That was and remains your choice, Onja. I
only knew that the tattoos had to go,” Gendahl explained. “If you
are upset with me, you can stay to watch me suffer for I must burn
away what remains of them.”

“Foolish human,” she scolded. “Why did you
not ask me to rid you of your marks? I could have done it without
causing you so much pain.”

He answered, “I have never asked anything of
you.”

“No, Gendahl, you have not,” Onja agreed.
“But you may ask. I have much that I could give.”

His dark brown eyes glistened with curiosity,
perhaps even temptation. Onja had frequently analyzed his thoughts
about vengeance, and she wondered if he would ask her for the power
to pursue his enemies.

With polite humility, he asked her only to
remove the remainder of his tattoos. He said nothing as Onja worked
on his skin. Gendahl paid attention to the sensation of having her
magic touch him. She was blocking the pain as she burned the
pigments bit by bit from his flesh, and then healed the skin as she
went. The stags with their blue antlers gradually disappeared, and
Gendahl forced himself to accept the end of his old life. It was
the only way he could even attempt to go on. Gendahl could not be
forgiven.

A breeze stirred and it was cool against his
sweaty skin. He stared at his hands. The absence of his tattoos
made him feel different. When his skin was tattooed, he had been
only a small boy, and the painful task was one of his earliest
memories.

This is my earliest memory of my new life, he
thought.

With Onja’s firm slender fingers massaging
his hands, Gendahl wondered if it had been the will of Jayshem, the
God and creator of Gyhwen, that he experience a life other than
being Lord of the Lin Tohs.

“Does it comfort you to think that your God
willed your suffering and loss?” she asked.

Taken aback by her knowledge of his thoughts,
Gendahl pulled his hands away. “What else can I think?” he asked
back.

She lifted her eyebrows thoughtfully. The
slight stretching of her eyelids sharpened the beauty of her
features. His answer intrigued her greatly.

To change the subject, Gendahl examined his
hands and thanked her. “I could not go on with my lord-born
markings. I am lord-born no more,” he announced.

“You are still what you were, Gendahl,” Onja
contradicted. “Tattoos did not make you a lord.”

“But they showed others what I was. I am
something new now, but I know not what,” he said.

“You are Gendahl, my friend,” Onja said, and
she smiled.

Her smile seemed to reveal a vulnerability
that he would not have expected from her. She was alone as
well.

“Your friend,” he said although he had no
smile to give. “But call me Gendahl no more. I am Amar.”

“Amar,” she said and liked the name.

“I must go,” he said. He scanned the trees,
rocks, waters, and mountains around him. Onja’s presence enchanted
the landscape and made it more beautiful. It was a good place to
die and to be born. “Back to the world of men,” he added.

Onja nodded with understanding. The time
would come when she would go back to her kind as well. “If you want
my help before I go back to Jingten, I will be here until the day
equals the night,” she said, still hoping that he would make a
request of her.

“Thank you, Onja,” he said and stood up.

Onja reached into his pile of gear and pulled
forth his weapon. Proffering it, she said, “Your sword, Amar.”

Receiving the weapon from her opened a door
in his mind, but he did not yet dare to look inside. He was not
ready to receive any knowledge from this awesome being. As he took
the sword from Onja and strapped it over his shoulder, he looked
into her eyes that sparkled with powers to which no man could
aspire. He would miss her.

Amar said, “I start a new life today. It is
not a life I want, but perhaps if I keep living, the path to
vengeance will present itself.” He decided that he needed this goal
to keep going. He would view his smashed domain and take to the
bandit life, and he would look for a way someday to hurt the
Patharki and Ginjor Rib.

He parted from Onja without any more words.
Planning to follow the stream through the hills, Amar walked away
along the bank. When he turned back, Onja lifted a hand in farewell
and he waved back to her. Onja sensed among his many harsh
emotions, his sadness at leaving her. It was good to have a
friend.

You shall have your vengeance, she
thought.

 


3. Volatile Spells

The road to Jingten was familiar to Breymer,
but the destination disturbed him. His caravan stopped at a great
tower beside a lake in the isolated valley. He stepped out of his
coach and inhaled deeply of the pure pine air. The alpine landscape
was lush and enthusiastically green at the height of its short
summer. Even four centuries after the Kwellstan Sect had founded
this colony, the place still seduced him a little. He exhaled and
reflected upon how the profound perfection of the landscape had
inspired his colleagues to pry open the toolbox of creation and
tinker.

In this stimulating land the tabre priests of
the Kwellstan Sect had sought to expand their powers and improve
their race. Breymer had been among those bold tabre. He had been a
Master Priest then and had enjoyed the ecstatic glories of the
work. Now he was the Daykash of the Kwellstan Sect, second only to
the Grand Lumin, and his mission concerned the results born of
those daring experiments.

Breymer looked across the dark blue waters
that warned of a frighteningly deep lake. He knew that this
water-filled gap in the land reached into the colossal forces
within the living body of Ektren. Minds such as his were sensitive
to this power and could tap into it and work high magic. This place
felt so different from the lowlands of Nufal. Here the elements
were raw and treacherous. Pleasure surged inside him as he stood
again in this potent place after long years of absence. But he
squashed his feelings, except for regret.

By tapping into the forces emanating from the
Rysamand Mountains, the tabre had expected to bring forth a more
powerful and enlightened generation. The magic of the Kwellstan
Sect had already been uplifting the tabre race for thousands of
years, and its ambitious priests had anticipated success, but they
had spawned a new race instead. The offspring in Jingten were
always rys, and the tabre shrank from their kinship with their
visions wrought in flesh and blood.

The rys were abominations, and they were
breeding. The Kwellstan Sect could no longer ignore its looming
problem of what to do with them.

One rys in particular was aspiring to
inclusion in tabre society. Daykash Breymer felt the mind of this
one watching him from the tower. Hope normally excited Breymer when
he tested a worthy student, but this time he dreaded what his tests
might reveal. The power of the mind spying on him was
disquieting.

Turning away from the lake, he looked up the
stark stone walls of the tower. Only the surrounding vista of blue
stone mountains subdued the otherwise grandiose structure. The
shadow of the tower was upon the Daykash, and a chilly foreboding
prickled his sensitive dark skin. He pulled his formal outer robe
over his shoulders and buttoned it across his chest. The dense red
fabric was slick against his fingers. Talented weavers cast spells
to tighten the threads during its crafting, which made the fabric
impermeable to liquid and fire resistant.

The Daykash’s attending priests dismounted
their horses and clustered behind him. Resident tabre were
assembled at the tower doors to receive him, but he ignored them
and continued to study the tower. Enchantments flowing from the
stone blocks stroked his senses. He had been among the tabre who
had built the tower. They had strengthened it to last the ages with
the secret spells of the Kwellstan Sect.

“Daykash Breymer, I welcome you,” announced a
tabre who stepped forward. He wore a red and black robe that marked
him as a Master Priest.

“Thank you, Master Halor,” Breymer said
tersely.

“Jingten is honored by your visit,” Halor
added.

Breymer’s smooth face twitched as if he
smelled something bad. Halor ushered the Daykash toward the tall
doors. The other tabre bowed as their Daykash passed, and their
black hair fell across their dark faces.

“How was your journey?” Halor inquired.

The Daykash recalled the open undulating
grasslands he had crossed to reach the mountains and then the
twisting ascent up the pass into the Jingten Valley made possible
by the excellent road built by the Kwellstan Sect. “Uneventful,” he
responded. Nothing ever happened on the Nufalese frontier.

A wide hallway led into the heart of the
tower and terminated at its grand reception hall that was open all
the way to the tower’s roof. Sunlight streamed down from skylights
on the soaring observatory level. A platform of white and black
marble filled the back of the chamber, creating a broad threshold
for an ornately framed doorway that was dark within.

The priests and acolytes that had come with
the Daykash filed in behind their leader. The resident acolytes and
priests escorted them into the dark doorway where they levitated
upward two by two. Halor and Breymer were left alone in the
magnificent space. The Daykash stepped onto the platform. The
polished stone reflected his image as if he stood on perfectly
still water. His magic lit his eyes and his senses searched out the
one he had come to see.

Nervousness eroded Halor’s patience and he
asked, “Daykash, shall I show you to your quarters?”

Daykash Breymer blinked and came back to
himself. “Do you expect your student to pass my test?” he said.

Halor hesitated before answering yes. He knew
it was not what the Daykash wanted to hear.

“Bring Dacian to me now,” the Daykash
said.

Halor bowed and hurried into the levitation
shaft to fetch his student.

******

A crucial rite of passage was upon Dacian.
The Daykash had come. Amazingly Dacian was not as nervous as he had
expected to be. He had been ready for this moment for years.

At last his extraordinary talents had earned
him the right to be tested. After passing the test he would advance
to studying at the Atocha in Kwellstan, where he would ultimately
become a full Nebakarz priest of the Kwellstan Sect. He had dreamed
of this achievement, but not just for his satisfaction. He wanted
to show that rys were as good as tabre. Dacian wondered if he would
look back on this day as the time when the tabre began accepting
rys as their equal kin. For decades that hope had sustained
him.

The Daykash seemed to share in Dacian’s
eagerness because Halor soon darkened the door to Dacian’s chamber.
Dacian noted how his master rubbed his pinkies against his thumbs.
This sign of Halor’s fluster amused Dacian. Usually Halor was calm
and controlled. He set an example of order as he taught Dacian the
value of it. Power required control, Halor always said. Without it,
power became chaos. Even the storming heavens focused its greatest
energy into lightning instead of exploding the sky.

“The Daykash summons you,” Halor said.

Dacian rose from a glossy stone window seat,
smoothed the front of his long shirt, and petted the white fur
collar that ringed his blue neck. The soft fur was calming. He took
a slow deep breath and observed the morning light that glowed
through the stained glass window. Twenty-nine triangles of
different sizes made up the design. Dacian had counted them decades
ago when Halor had first assigned him this room. Only shades of
purple, a difficult color even for a rys glassmaker to imbue into
glass, were used in the design, and the purples turned the warm
sunlight cold to match the snowy mountains beyond the window. The
sight of Dacian’s native Rysamand Mountains encouraged him. All
things seemed possible when looking upon them.

Dacian inhaled the destiny that he had
imagined for himself like the aroma of bread baking in an oven. The
arrival of the Daykash proved to Dacian that he would become a
Nebakarz priest. The Daykash only tested those who qualified for
further training. And, after his ultimate success, Dacian knew that
he would inspire more rys to do great things, and then Nufal would
be greater for it.

“I am ready, Master Halor,” Dacian said.

Halor stopped rubbing his pinkies. “I know,”
he said, somewhat wistfully.

Dacian followed Halor into the curving hall.
Their soft suede boots padded gently on the tile floor and the
glowing crystals set in the walls grew brighter as they passed
them. The bronze-bound wooden doors of other modest chambers were
all closed. Most of them were unoccupied. Dacian had few neighbors
in the Jingten Tower. A few rys worked as servants in the tower,
but they lived in quarters on lower levels. Dacian was privileged
to live in the middle levels reserved for Halor’s few acolytes.
Nebakarz priests who worked as bureaucrats in the Jingten Colony
lived in the levels above the student levels.

Halor surprised Dacian when he stopped at the
stairwell instead of the levitation shaft. The crystal glow from
the hallway revealed only a few steps, and darkness quickly
consumed the steps beyond the entrance.

“The stairs, Master?” Dacian asked, looking
down his nose at the steps used only by servants.

“A lesson in humility, Dacian,” Halor said
firmly.

Dacian comforted himself with the belief that
surely Halor’s lesson had value. “As you say, Master,” he said.

“I will be waiting below,” Halor said.

Dacian shyly entered the stairwell. It was
unlit, but the darkness hardly hindered him. His mind could sense
and map every surface, crack, and angle of the stairs. He descended
quickly. Blocks of light came in at the entrances of each level. At
the bottom, bright light blasted in from the reception hall.

Dacian exited the stairwell, and the awesome
grandeur of the Jingten Tower consumed him. On the uppermost
levels, balconies clung to the inner edge of the tower’s hollow
center, but most levels of the tower were closed off from the
inspiring space.

Halor and the Daykash were cross legged and
floating about three guli above the marble platform.

Halor had instructed Dacian that he would be
expected to kneel. Dacian approached the platform, and with sincere
respect went to his knees at the edge of the thick marble.

“Daykash Breymer, meet Dacian, my finest
student,” Halor said.

Dacian shivered with pride. For his tabre
Master to praise him in front of the Daykash meant a great deal to
him. No rys had ever been blessed with such an honor.

“Come closer, Dacian,” Daykash Breymer
invited. Nearly ten centuries of life had eroded the sweetness of
spring from the Daykash’s voice, leaving it gravelly and with
little emotion.

Dacian stepped onto the enchanted marble
platform. He pushed himself into the air with one springy step,
folded his legs beneath him, and levitated forward. He came to a
gentle stop before the Daykash. Blue light glittered in Dacian’s
eyes, the tint of which was in contrast to the pure white fires
that burned in the magical eyes of Halor and Daykash Breymer.

“You honor me and my Master by your visit,
Daykash Breymer,” Dacian said.

“I am pleased to be here,” Daykash Breymer
said.

Dacian sensed insincerity in the voice of the
Daykash, but he quickly admonished himself for analyzing his
superiors. It was enough that Daykash Breymer had said that he was
pleased, whether he meant it or not.

Halor spoke. “Daykash Breymer has accepted
your request to be tested, Dacian.”

A happy aura flared around Dacian. “I am
blessed by your consideration, Daykash,” he said.

Breymer said. “Many tabre aspire to the
priesthood, but few are worthy of acceptance into training, and
even fewer graduate.”

Dacian dipped his head respectfully,
uncertain of what he should say.

“Dacian, the Daykash’s time is precious,”
Halor said. “Follow his instructions without hesitation. Complete
each task as it is set before you. Ask no questions.”

“Yes, Master Halor,” Dacian said.

Without delay, the white fires within the
eyes of Daykash Breymer intensified, and the smooth features of his
dark gray face were obscured in the brightness. His voice sounded
inside Dacian’s mind. “Create two warding crystals. One is to be a
basic spell blocker and the second is to be a basic mind
blocker.”

Dacian obediently descended into trance. The
details of the fabric of existence sharpened in his mind. The weave
of energy and matter and lifeforces and the omnipresent elemental
forces of the world were clear to Dacian. He could see the
interconnected lines and manipulate the forces with his natural
magic. His ideas could become spells, and his spells could become
real forces that acted upon the world.

Tabre often concentrated their spells into
warding crystals as a means of preserving the magic for repeated
use. The crystals made for handy containers for their magic, and
their spherical shape cast the enchantment in all directions
equally. Dacian had been able to make them since his fifth decade
of life, which was tremendously precocious because tabre and rys
were not considered mature until age one hundred. His first efforts
at making warding crystals had been toddling devices of limited
enchantment, but now at age one hundred eighty his warding crystals
were potent.

Although Dacian had the magic blocker spell
memorized, he modified it a bit to make it unique. He altered
slightly the enchantment of each warding crystal that he made
because it challenged him to do so and it left no clear signature
upon his work. He liked being difficult to identify.

When the magic blocker spell became clear in
his mind, Dacian clasped his hands and focused the energy into
matter and began organizing the structure of the crystal. Within
his palms, intense heat blazed harmlessly against his skin where he
formed a smooth crystalline orb. Finishing, he released the crystal
orb from his hands and it floated outward and stopped between him
and Daykash Breymer. The crystal pulsed faintly with blue
light.

Without pausing, Dacian created the mind
blocker crystal, which soon drifted out from his blue hands to bob
in the air near the first one. Although his assignment was
complete, Dacian scrambled together another spell and released a
third crystal from his hands in a hot flash. This one he let spin
over his left palm.

“A mind and magic blocker,” he announced as
the bubble of double warding enveloped him. He felt the minds of
Halor and Breymer press against the warding as they tested his
claim. Their initial effort could not penetrate the invisible
barrier of magic that shielded him.

“Enough, Dacian!” Halor said impatiently.
“This is not a game. Stand in submission.”

Dacian had expected his teacher to be pleased
by such a wondrous display from his student. But, shamed by Halor’s
chastisement, Dacian lowered all the warding crystals to the marble
floor and eased his feet down. His power receded into his
lifeforce, and he stood before his superiors naked of magic.

Daykash Breymer eyed him with great
seriousness. He reached out with his right hand and the third
crystal that Dacian had made flew into his grasp. While examining
the warding crystal, the Daykash complimented his work. The
crystal’s quality was high and its creation speedy.

“Thank you, Daykash. Do you have another
test?” Dacian asked.

A sharp look from Halor made Dacian drop his
gaze. He should not impatiently goad the Daykash for tests as if
they were trifling riddles meant for amusement.

The Daykash said, “The path to Nebakarz
priesthood is made of tests. Your testing will never truly be
finished, not even a full priest ceases to be tested.”

“Of course, Daykash, my question was stupid,”
Dacian said.

Talent is often eager to show off, the
Daykash thought. “Your work is good, Dacian,” he said.

The praise relieved Dacian, who had been
worried by his Master’s severe reaction. Dacian realized he had
been cocky making the third crystal, but he desperately wanted to
amaze the Daykash. Dacian had studied his whole life to get his
chance with the elite of the Kwellstan Sect. If he could prove his
value, then the status of all rys would be lifted. Dacian struggled
to calm his needy emotions. He must not let the high stakes muddle
his discipline at this crucial time.

The Daykash released the warding crystal from
his hand and targeted it with his magic as it floated away. Dacian
had to squint against the bright white light that vaporized his
crystal. A strange burning odor wafted toward him.

“I see you hope to impress me with little
things,” the Daykash said. “But to be a Nebakarz is to have a
strong mind. How strong is your mind, Dacian?”

The tabre spoke the rys’s name like the crack
of a whip, and an egg-shaped aura of pure white enveloped the
Daykash’s floating body. He hurled his immense mental bulk at
Dacian’s undefended soul.

Dacian stepped back and clutched his head.
Caught off guard, he reeled as he tried to cope with the stampede
of outside thoughts violating his mind.

The Daykash badgered him with questions. “Can
you defend your thoughts? Can you maintain your independence? Can
you resist my will?”

Dacian’s vision blurred as his mental
faculties were slapped around by the intrusive lifeforce.

“Go away. You’re not worthy to be Nebakarz!”
commanded the Daykash and Dacian felt his feet move back.

“No!” Dacian gasped and reclaimed control of
his limbs. The Daykash was trying to control him through his own
mind! This realization horrified Dacian. And resisting was so hard.
He respected the Daykash and the Kwellstan Sect. Respect and
obedience were pillars of Dacian’s existence. He believed in the
glory of the Kwellstan Sect and wanted to add to it. But to be
bullied by the will of another was abusive. And to be rejected was
intolerable. Was the true test one of resistance? The Daykash had
asked how strong his mind was, and Dacian decided he would prove
his strength.

He rallied his mental discipline and summoned
his magic. He grappled mentally with the Daykash, who persisted in
trying to control his body and physically make him leave. Dacian
asserted his will and blocked his tormentor, but the Daykash
assaulted Dacian’s mental integrity from various angles. Driven by
defensive instincts, Dacian sought to seize the energy of the
Daykash’s lifeforce. Dacian had never attempted such a thing
before, and Dacian could not trap the invasive mind. Seizing
control of his opponent’s will was like trying to catch a fish with
his bare hands while not being able to look in the water.

Dacian pitted his youth and raw talent
against a thousand years of experience and blundered into a
prolonged stalemate. Time disappeared from his perception as he
began to thrive upon the pure challenge of the difficult test.
After achieving a full defense of his physical body and
consciousness, Dacian continued to pluck the thorns of the
Daykash’s mind from his own even if the task seemed futile. The
Daykash battered him mentally without pause as if he truly wanted
to inflict crushing defeat. Indeed, Dacian began to sense that the
Daykash was frustrated that his assault had been even partially
repelled.

As this battle of wills dragged on, the
Daykash added a psychological attack. Intruding upon Dacian’s mind
had given him insight into this rys’s motivations.

“Stop. You’re not doing the test right,” the
Daykash announced inside Dacian’s mind.

Dacian almost faltered, appalled that he
might have made a costly mistake, but he realized this might be a
trick. The Daykash’s test was supposed to be intense. No one, not
even Halor, had been willing to describe what this intimate
entrance exam would be like, and Dacian decided to persevere.

Reclaiming his confidence, he forced his own
words inside the mind of the Daykash. “Have I shown my strength
yet?” he dared to demand. An incoherent burst of indignation
erupted from the Daykash’s thoughts, and Dacian pushed back even
harder. The invisible fingers of the Daykash slipped from his mind,
and a surge of fresh power reinvigorated Dacian and his magic
flowed unhindered. He thrust his will against the lifeforce of the
Daykash while casting a new levitation spell. The tabre and the rys
pushed so hard against each other with their thoughts that the
opposing forces set their floating bodies in motion. They orbited
each other with magical light blazing from their eyes.

At last Dacian sensed a crumpling of the will
of the Daykash, and he tried again to pin the lifeforce of the
illustrious tabre leader, but it was a trap. The weakness of the
skilled Daykash had been a feint, and he seized Dacian’s mind.
Startled, Dacian was suddenly sundered from his thoughts, and
blackness consumed his powerful perception. The effect was
fleeting, but when he flared back to consciousness, he was on the
cold marble floor and the Daykash was levitating over him.

“Enough,” the Daykash declared and settled
onto his feet. His white aura receded.

With the crisis passing, fear and regret
replaced Dacian’s confidence. He moved onto his knees and said,
“Daykash, forgive me if I have given offense. It seemed you wanted
me to defend myself.”

The Daykash stared at him with an inscrutable
face. At length he said, “Leave the tower.”

Dacian slowly got to his feet. An exhaustion
never before experienced dragged at his body and mind. He glanced
at Halor who hung nervously in the background. His Master gave him
a clipped but reassuring nod, and Dacian felt better. After
studying under Halor for eight decades, he could tell when his
Master indicated success.

Dacian bowed his head and thanked the Daykash
for the privilege of being tested.

“Privilege indeed,” the Daykash said and
resisted adding the derogatory words “for a rys.”

Dacian understood that they wanted privacy so
they could discuss his performance. Being asked to leave was
actually a good sign because it showed that they acknowledged his
mental abilities. They assumed they needed the heavy enchantments
wrapping the Jingten Tower to block his perception. Once Dacian
turned away from them, he smiled. After decades living in the
tower, all the secrets of its layers of enchantments had been
peeled by his mind like brushing sediments aside to reveal a fossil
long locked in total secrecy. Even Halor did not suspect how much
Dacian understood the advanced Nebakarz magic insulating the
tower.

Although capable of spying on the Daykash and
Halor, Dacian resolved not to do it. Halor and the Daykash would
likely sense his mental presence if he listened in, and Dacian did
not want to anger them. He believed that he must have tested well.
How could any acolyte have done better? Surely he had shown that
rys were just as good as tabre. The Daykash had needed to expend
considerable power to best him. Dacian had not even realized a
tabre could act with such force. Now that the possibilities had
been revealed, he now wondered just how much force he could exert
with his magic.

The entrance of the tower stood open. High
doors built of timbers harvested from the local forest were bound
by bands of metal that gleamed like gold but were as strong as
iron. The alloy was a Nebakarz secret. As Dacian passed through the
doors, he felt the push of Halor’s spell that closed them behind
him.

After the timbered doors shut with a
ponderous thud, Halor set his feet on the platform and straightened
his robes.

“He has grown powerful, Master Halor,”
Breymer said.

Staring at the doors that presumably
insulated him from the perception of his greatest student, Halor
said with some affection, “Dacian is extraordinary.”

Breymer sighed and rubbed his temple. The
gray skin of his hand was darker, almost black, when seen against
his lighter face.

“The Grand Lumin will not like what I must
report to him. I’ve never had a tabre resist so well. Only his
naiveté made it possible to beat him down,” Breymer said.

Responsibility settled onto Halor’s shoulders
with visible weight. “Perhaps this does not have to be treated with
such negativity. Dacian proves our case for colonizing the
Rysamand. Expansion across Ektren has expanded the powers of our
race. A greater footprint upon Ektren made us grow in spirit and
intellect.”

“A grand idea that in reality did not fit the
vision,” Breymer said with regret, but then, with a firmer voice,
he declared, “Your Dacian is not tabre, Master Halor. None of those
rys are. They are abominations.”

“Daykash, they were born of us,” Halor
reminded, but his meek posture drained his opinion of power.

“Born of us, but not of Nufal. These
mountains make their own creatures. The tabre should not have come
here. We were wrong. Great Divinity, the Drathatarlane Sect was
right to warn us not to come here,” the Daykash said, referring to
their rivals who considered tabre expansion to be heresy. He added,
“The current Grand Lumin accepts what his predecessor refused to
see. No more tabre will settle in Jingten. None wish to. Indeed you
must acknowledge that almost all tabre settlers have moved back to
the homeland already.”

Halor agreed sorrowfully. He knew that no
more tabre wished to risk producing rys offspring. It had begun as
soon as tabre had settled in the Jingten Valley. Their tablings had
been born with blue skin instead of the dark gray skin of their
Nufalese parents. The tabre had been horrified. They had adjusted
their spells to correct the situation, but all reproduction
produced the same result: a breed apart. Those tabre with harsher
hearts had even abandoned their offspring.

Strolling around the marble platform, Breymer
looked up the center of the tower. “A pity this building is here.
It really is some of our best work,” he commented.

“Yet again our theory is proven,” Halor
murmured, persisting in his defense of the Jingten Colony.

Breymer was not angered by Halor’s lingering
enthusiasm for Jingten. “Sometimes it is not such a good thing to
be right,” the Daykash reminded.

“But is it not good to show that we have
power greater than the Drathatarlane Sect?” Halor rejoined.

Breymer smiled in agreement. His contempt for
the Drathatarlane was innate. Although the Kwellstan Sect had
become distressed by the unexpected developments in the colony, it
remained rewarding to see the Drathatarlane Sect nervous. Something
new, potentially radical, had resulted from the experimental
colonization of the Rysamand Mountains. The onset of rysness from
tabre stock disturbed the tabre, but this new thing belonged to the
Kwellstan Sect and not the Drathatarlane.

“Halor, I can see that you have some sympathy
for these rys, but as the deputy of the Grand Lumin, I am here to
remind you that you must maintain control. There could be others
like this Dacian, perhaps just reaching maturity. They all must be
kept in submission to the Kwellstan Sect,” Breymer said.

“I am aware of my purpose, Daykash,” Halor
said defensively. “Surely you see how well I have done with
Dacian.”

Grudgingly the Daykash agreed, “Yes, Master
Halor, you deserve praise. I see the respect you have instilled in
Dacian. He is obedient. His juvenile eagerness to join the Nebakarz
was easy to sense. He is naive and therefore controllable, but I do
not want you to become lax because of your success. Dacian is
young, and youth and power cast volatile spells.”

“I will not become lax with him, Daykash,”
Halor vowed. “I know more than anyone the power he possesses. I
have used great care in guiding his attitude toward Nufal and the
Kwellstan Sect.”

Although Daykash Breymer agreed, he still
seemed dissatisfied, and Halor continued, “Once Dacian is accepted
into the priesthood, his potential for ambition can be distracted
by serving our society. He values the order and greatness of
Nufalese society.”

Growing stern, Breymer said, “He will not be
allowed to enter the Nebakarz priesthood.”

The statement stunned Halor. How was he
supposed to deflect Dacian from his life’s dream? Why would the
priesthood spurn such talent?

Breymer said, “We will have no rys. The Grand
Lumin has said so himself. This place must wither and we will
salvage what we can. The rys must always believe that they are
beneath the tabre because they are not born of the homeland. This
is our official policy now, but it only makes clear the truth in
our hearts.”

Halor said nothing as he absorbed the
knowledge of how much the tabre had come to dislike what had
happened in Jingten. The grand experiment of expanding the tabre
range had resulted in a subspecies, and the impurity was not going
to be tolerated. Having lived and worked so closely with the
emerging rys population over the last four centuries, Halor felt
much more comfortable around the rys than his associates in Nufal,
but he now realized that, deep in his heart, he considered himself
superior, cleaner, better than all of them.

The Daykash understood that he had placed
Halor in a difficult position. In a supportive fraternal manner,
Breymer said, “An excuse will eventually present itself that will
allow us to deny Dacian a Nebakarz education and ordainment. I will
strive to separate you from the ultimate disappointment of your
brash pupil. Proceed, for now, as if Dacian is on course for the
priesthood.”

Halor felt a brief urge to argue on Dacian’s
behalf, but Halor knew not to contradict the Kwellstan leadership.
He served his Sect faithfully and believed utterly in the authority
of the Grand Lumin. Halor had his career to consider as well. The
difficulty of his assignment in Jingten would be rewarded in due
time.

“Such a pity,” he murmured. “Dacian had much
to contribute.”

 


4. Kwellstan

When I could not move my body I begged my friends to
kill me. How could I return to my family like this? They ignored my
pleas and took me across the wild lands to the nearest temple. The
tabre healers could only restore half my body. Am I grateful? Yes.
I’ve watched my children grow and learned from watching my wife the
true meaning of duty. ~ Journal of Zehn Chenomet, 2042 Kwellstan
calendar

The final Bozee bout of the summer was about
to begin. Spectator barges filled with tabre and humans converged
on the watery arena in Lake Kwellstan. For centuries the
competitions had been among the fighting guilds of the Kwellstan
Sect, but in recent years a pair of Bozee champions from the rival
Drathatarlane Sect had claimed all glories. Their extraordinary
skills kept them undefeated, and the crowds swelled more every
summer when they fought. The Kwellstan Sect organizers had begun
limiting spaces for human spectators, but the big event still put
the whole city in a festive state.

Cruce Chenomet was excited to have obtained a
place on a spectator barge. Because of high demand for the
available spots, the Kwellstan Sect issued barge passes through a
lottery to members of the estate and trader classes. Cruce’s sister
had won two passes. She would have preferred the company of her
favorite suitor, Radello, but Cruce had blackmailed her for the
extra pass by threatening to tell their father about her escapades
with her lover.

“Radello should be seeing the twins and not
you,” she complained.

“Forgive me, Dayd,” Cruce said without a hint
of regret.

Dayd moped over the glassy smooth wooden rail
of the barge. Her bare arms glowed like warm ivory in the sunshine.
A thick bracelet of jasper beads clustered around her left wrist,
and her lacey white dress fluttered in the breeze. Her blue eyes
matched the lake splendidly, but her long golden hair that she had
so painstakingly curled that morning was going limp in the
humidity.

Before she had become a woman, and a bold one
at that, Cruce and his older sister had spent their childhoods
together in fun and sport. It was nice to have some time with her
again.

“At least you get to see the twins fight,”
Cruce offered.

Dayd straightened from the rail and fussed
with her hair. “You should be embarrassed to be seen out with your
sister. Can’t you find a girl to spend time with you?”

Cruce answered, “If you’re so concerned about
my love life, you should have given me your pass too so I could
have invited a girl.”

Dayd shot back that it made just as much
sense that she should be there with Radello.

Anticipating his little victory, Cruce said
slyly, “Your love life doesn’t need any help now does it?”

Dayd smirked. She supposed there was no point
in spoiling the day to spite him. “I hope they are as marvelous as
I have heard,” she said. Twins among the tabre had never occurred
before. The twins, Tempet and Alloi, were the pride of the
Drathatarlane Sect, and their powers were the envy of the Kwellstan
Sect. For ten years, the twins had made Kwellstan their summer home
in an unprecedented display of Drathatarlane diplomacy. The more
cynical among the Kwellstan residents, both tabre and humans,
insisted that the twins only summered in Kwellstan so they could
show off their supposed Drathatarlane superiority. A friendly
spirit of competition could not have been the sole motivation for
the twins to end their seclusion in Drathatarlane, as was expected
of adherents of that Sect.

A final thump was struck on the drum and the
rowers brought in their oars. The barge slowed and anchors were
cast off each side. Cruce moved closer to his sister as the
observation deck became more crowded. Other barges were anchoring
in a semi-circle on both sides of their vessel, and slender skiffs
were slicing toward a cluster of tiny islets that sprouted from the
shallow north shore of the otherwise deep lake. Banners flew from
poles at the back of the skiffs where sculpted tabre warriors
paddled vigorously. Male-female fighter duos occupied each skiff.
There were seven teams. Four from Kwellstan, two from Kahtep, and
the twins from Drathatarlane. All the colors of the major Bozee
guilds flapped over the waters that dazzled in the noon sun. The
Kahtep guilds flew crimson or green and beige. The orange and blue
stripes of the top Kwellstan pair were in the lead skiff ahead of
the white and gold stripes of its sister guild. Kwellstan fighters
had the advantage in water fighting because their city bordered the
lake, but the battle skills of the Drathatarlane twins had usurped
the glory of the traditional champions.

The twins approached at a leisurely pace.
Their confidence was total and they had no use for haste. The male,
Tempet, precisely plied the water with his paddle. Water hardly
dripped from the paddle when he raised it, and, when he plunged the
paddle into the lake, he pulled hard and efficiently. His arm
muscles rippled and his lower body was steady inside the skiff. His
skin was darker than most tabre. His black hair was cropped short,
which drew attention to his sharp symmetrical face and full lips.
White enameled armor encased his torso and his white pants met the
straps of his white sandals just below his knees.

His sister, Alloi, stood behind him with the
black and white flag of Drathatarlane rippling behind her. Her hair
was long, and its onyx shine was striking against her white
tunic.

The crowd around Cruce and Dayd murmured with
excited observations as the twins cruised by their barge. Tempet
did not deign to look upon his admirers but Alloi raised a hand to
them. Her eyes twinkled with her rising powers, and, as she passed
by, every man and woman on the barge felt that she had looked at
each of them individually.

“Ah, if only Kwellstan could have two such as
that,” Cruce lamented quietly.

“Are you going to cheer for Drathatarlane?”
Dayd asked.

Cruce glanced over his shoulder. Everyone on
the top deck still tracked the twins with their eyes. “I want any
team from Kwellstan to win, especially Tavo Guild,” he said.

“Oh,” Dayd said, uncertain of his sincerity,
but it did not matter. It was appropriate for Cruce to speak his
support for the Kwellstan Sect, which contracted with their family
for food, horses, copper, iron, precious metals, and other
supplies.

Once the skiffs had passed the spectator
barges, they fanned out among the islets. Cruce and Dayd watched
Alloi hop lightly from her skiff and climb to the top of one of the
chimney-like islets. The female partners of the other warriors were
doing the same. The lone males paddled vigorously back to open
water. The people on the barge jittered with anticipation, and
those near Cruce and Dayd pressed closer, coveting their good spots
by the rail.

The males formed a ring with their skiffs.
The combat had few rules. Nothing prevented teams from negotiating
deals ahead of time to gang up on other pairs. A team was finished
once either fighter was knocked into the water although a fighter
could enter the water voluntarily as long as he or she was not
forced by an opponent.

The male fighters set down their paddles, and
their skiffs bobbed gently. Each picked up the single weapon that
he had selected for the battle. Four carried simple staves, one a
flail, and two had whips, including Tempet.

“He’s not used the whip before.” Cruce
overheard a man behind him say. Cruce assumed he spoke about
Tempet.

The nearest barge to the competitors bore the
Nebakarz priests who presided over the event. Only members from the
Kwellstan Sect were present because Drathatarlane priests rarely
left their sacred city in the mountains. The tabre priests in their
red and black robes began chanting in their temple language that
the humans did not understand. The low pulse of their voices came
across the water.

“I can feel it happening,” Dayd breathed
excitedly. She had been told that people could feel the rise of
magic when the bout began. She felt it start inside her and swell
like the thrill of waiting to hear the winner of an award.

The sensation peaked and then the fighters
erupted into action. Four tabre sprang from their skiffs, buoyed by
levitation spells, and jumped onto the skiffs of opponents. Two
landed on Tempet’s craft, obviously trying to knock him out fast
and early. One fighter swung at Tempet with his flail. Tempet
ducked low. His whip remained coiled in his hand and he fought with
his magic. He appeared to the humans as only a blurred ball of
white light and then he was gone. The two fighters on Tempet’s
skiff looked around frantically, seeking to spy him under the
water. He had slipped into the lake before they could touch him.
Tempet pushed his skiff out of the water with an explosion of
magic. The fighter from Kahtep was dumped into the lake, the first
loser of the day. The other fighter from the local Tavo Guild
bounced himself off the surface of the lake with a fast levitation
spell and landed back onto the small deck of the skiff.

Tempet grabbed the edge of his craft and
pushed himself quickly out of the water. Steam rose from his skin
and armor that were hot from his magic. He landed in a crouch on
his skiff and met the descending staff of his opponent with a bare
hand. He grabbed the staff, twisted the fighter off his feet, and
then shoved him into the lake with a fierce attack spell that
caused a cloud of steam to explode from the water and even left
part of the skiff smoldering.

“So much for Tavo,” Cruce muttered, glad that
he had not placed any bets on the fights.

The other skiffs moved toward Tempet, except
for one who started paddling toward Alloi on her mount of rock. A
cheer rose from the Kwellstan spectators as they saw their Bozee
fighters continue to press the Drathatarlane pair.

Three skiffs came alongside Tempet, and he
put his whip into action. The lash coiled around the pointed prow
of the closest skiff and, with a mighty pull, Tempet upended the
craft. The tabre fighter hovered a moment with his magic, seeking
purchase with his feet on the flipped boat. Tempet raised his hand
and a flash of attack magic flew from his fingers. It struck the
armored chest of the fighter and sent him into the water.

Just as two tabre attacked Tempet, he jumped
onto the upturned boat and shook loose his whip. Attack spells
crackled around him, but he kept his balance on the rocking boat.
One tabre leaped onto to Tempet’s empty skiff, and Tempet jumped
back onto his boat to confront the opponent. He punched the
Kwellstan Sect tabre, whose face twisted aside from the impact.
Tempet kicked the tabre’s legs out from under him and grabbed him
with a levitation spell and made him slide into the water.

The remaining tabre confronting Tempet
struck. He used a whip also. The harsh leather braid laced with
threads of enchanted metal coiled around Tempet’s waist. He braced
himself with one foot against the side of his skiff and resisted
the pull of his opponent. They were stalemated physically, so
Tempet cast an attack spell. But the Kwellstan fighter was
protected by the magic of his female partner. They had combined
their shield spells into a double layer of magical resistance to
fend off the powerful Drathatarlane fighter.

Alloi wanted to the assist her partner, but
the two remaining female fighters were hitting her with attack
spells, and the male fighter who had broken off to come to her was
now climbing her rocky perch. The worthy challenge of three
attackers excited her and added to her power and confidence.
Dividing her mind among the trio, she kept the attack spells of the
females at bay with her shield magic, and then created another
spell in her mind. The stone islet beneath her feet grew hot and
started to crack. She shoved her mind into the fracturing stone,
guiding the cleavage. The rock crumbled and cracked beneath the
hands and feet of the male fighter climbing the islet. He scrambled
to gain new purchase and grabbed the hot broken edge of the islet
and started to pull himself up, but Alloi exploded more rock and
flung him back. With chunks of rock pelting him on the way down, he
landed hard on the water, back first. Stunned, he sank until
struggling weakly back to the surface.

When Alloi defeated the advancing male
fighter, his female partner was obligated to break off her attack,
defeated as well. Harried now by only one attack spell, Alloi threw
back the other female’s magic and bested her with an attack spell
that sprawled her across her rocky mount. Rattled, she clung to the
rock, trying to unscramble her mind and cast another spell.

Tempet finished the contest. Because his
opponent was no longer assisted by his partner, Tempet crushed his
shield spell as if he squeezed a rotten tomato in his hands. Then
his whip grabbed the fighter about the neck and pulled him down.
The tabre fell hard on the edge of his skiff. Tempet let go his
whip and jumped into the rocking boat. He reached down and grabbed
the fighter by his armor and tossed him in the lake. Breathing
hard, he raised his arms to exult in his victory.

Defeated fighters slowly pulled themselves
back onto their skiffs as the Kwellstan priests in the barge looked
on with palpable disappointment. Being bested again by the
Drathatarlane fighters stung, especially in front of a home
audience.

The human spectators on the barges clapped
and cheered. Although their local champions had not won, the
fighting talent of the twins had been amazing to see.

Cruce leaned into his sister’s ear. “It took
longer to cross the lake than to watch the combat,” he said, almost
complaining.

Dayd continued to clap. “Do not tell me you
are disappointed after ruining Radello’s day,” she warned
playfully.

“I’m not disappointed,” he said and admired
the Drathatarlane twins as Tempet paddled toward the islet to
retrieve Alloi.

Alloi descended onto her skiff in the glow of
a levitation spell. After she landed on the deck, she took the flag
into her hands and lifted it higher. The black flag showed a white
tree inside a comet. Tempet paddled the skiff in a victory lap
around the spectator barges.

Cruce watched the twins cruise by. They were
beautiful and powerful, and Cruce was thankful that tabre Sects no
longer fought in real combat. Bouts such as these were only
ceremonial remnants of the actual battles once waged long ago among
tabre factions. In the old days, the tabre of Drathatarlane had
sought dominance over the other tabre settlements, at least as the
story was taught in Kwellstan, but the separate tabre groups had
finally allied and fought Drathatarlane to a stalemate that
eventually created a society of peaceful coexistence.

Cruce appreciated the course that history had
taken. His ancestors had found civilization among the tabre in
their land of Nufal, and they had been welcome in the tabre cities
with the exception of Drathatarlane. Humans were not allowed in the
secluded mountain city where the twins had been born.

Although humans were a part of
Kwellstan-ruled Nufal, no one had any illusions of equality between
humans and tabre. Many tabre enjoyed humans for company, made
friends, and respect was often given, but tabre were superior and
the Nebakarz were supreme. Officially, humans were to look to them
as the agents of the Great Divinity. The Nebakarz reached out to
the divine for the benefit of the world and they offered the humans
spiritual guidance and morality as well. The Nebakarz were
typically disinterested in the economic and petty concerns of the
human society in their midst. Wealth was the birthright of tabre
for fine homes and jewels and all the bounty of Ektren were theirs
to have. Their magic made all things easy and they had never known
want. They could survive such hardships as bad winters and failed
crops much more easily than tender humans whose mouths always
needed to be filled.

As the crew of the barge weighed anchor and
the rowers extended their oars, Cruce watched the twins finish
their victory lap and paddle to the Nebakarz barge. The Bozee pairs
that had lost lined their skiffs up and saluted the victors when
they reached the priests’ barge.

The crowd loosened up on the spectator barge
as people moved away from the rails. Cruce turned his back to the
lake and lounged with his elbows on the rail. His blue shirt with
black trim was open across his chest, where a few hairs curled upon
his lean but maturing chest. His brown hair was thick and
short.

Fidgeting with the black horn handle of his
dagger in his silver studded belt of blue leather, Cruce remarked
to his sister that he was glad that the tabre had no cause to fight
for real.

Dayd chuckled at the silly concept. “They are
too civilized for that. All men would do well to follow their
example,” she said.

“Truly,” Cruce agreed. Although Kwellstan in
the heartland of Nufal knew only peace, Nufalese militias defended
frontier settlements beyond Kahtep from marauding savages.

The plodding thump of the rowers’ drum
started again and the barge swung ponderously back toward the city.
Dayd slipped away from her brother to mingle in the crowd. She was
young and lovely, and not quite officially unavailable, and she
enjoyed a good flirting session.

Cruce scanned the crowd. He had not actually
needed a second pass to invite a young woman who interested him
because she was already in attendance, but Cruce had not roused his
nerve to insert himself into her company yet. He would have to do
it soon or lose his chance.

“Cruce Chenomet?” a man said.

Cruce tore his focus from scanning females
and saw a man he did not immediately recognize. By his nice
clothing and the fact that he was on the barge, he had to be estate
class or trader class, and Cruce thought that he should know the
man who looked a few years older than himself. He had tan skin,
gray eyes, and wavy light brown hair. Over a white shirt, he wore a
stiff vest of leather armor, beautifully tooled and dyed burgundy.
Then Cruce noticed the blue and green patch on the man’s sleeve
that signified the Kwellstan Militia.

He was the commander of the Kwellstan
Militia, and Cruce finally remembered his name. “Bradelvo?”

“Gehr Bradelvo,” the commander said and
lifted a hand. “What did you think of the bout?”

Cruce clasped Gehr’s palm in the upright
handshake that was standard between Kwellstan men. “It was a short
show,” Cruce said as he recalled that the Bradelvo family was a
minor estate class family. Gehr was the son of his family’s
matriarch, who had never married. Their name was not on the
Founding Tablets, but they did hold upland pasture lands between
Alicharat and U’telmeran where they grazed sheep and therefore
supplied a good portion of the wool market. But it was not a
glamorous or exclusive commodity, which limited Bradelvo affluence
and probably accounted for Gehr’s militia career.

Gehr laughed, and his grin showed his
appreciation for Cruce’s willingness to criticize the season’s most
hyped event. “Maybe it does not go so quickly for tabre eyes,” Gehr
suggested.

Cruce shrugged, supposing that made sense but
starting to wonder why this man had struck up a conversation.

Rolling his eyes toward the Nebakarz priests’
barge, Gehr commented, “I’m sure our Divine Lords are just
thrilled.”

“Beating the twins does not seem possible,”
Cruce said. He was not happy with the Drathatarlane victory. Like
any Nufalese, his faith was guided by the Kwellstan Sect, but there
was no denying the Bozee skills of Tempet and Alloi.

Gehr said, “Fast as it was, it was still
awesome to see. I’ve been trying to get a pass for the lake bout
for three years. The Kahtep temple finally decided to reward
militia commanders for once and I got one.”

“You fight on the frontier?” Cruce said,
realizing he wanted to hear about it.

The pleasant mood that lighted Gehr’s face
dimmed. “Yes, I fight the savages,” he said. “If you want to hear
about it, I’m having a party tonight. My friends and some other
militiamen. I’ve got a place off Fisher Circle.”

Like any eighteen-year-old, Cruce perked up
at the mention of a party, especially an informal one not hosted by
stodgy parents. “Thanks. Sounds fun,” he said and then gestured to
Gehr’s leather armor and told him it was nice and asked him who had
made it.

Gehr explained that a craftsman in Kahtep did
the work and added, “It’s just for show. I don’t actually wear this
when I’m on patrol.”

A couple men near Cruce parted to make way
for Dayd. She smiled to Gehr and welcomed him back to Kwellstan.
“Enjoying your summer leave, Commander Bradelvo?” she inquired
politely.

“More now, Lady Chenomet,” he said and deftly
plucked up her right hand and kissed her fingertips. “Please, call
me Gehr,” he insisted. Their eyes danced together. Dayd withdrew
her hand, but her gaze remained engaged by Gehr’s eyes that were
disarmingly bright on his tan face.

Gehr continued, “I was just telling your
brother about my party tonight. If you were to attend, I’d promise
to be on my best behavior.”

Dayd tried to avoid smiling with naughty
interest. “Is Cruce going?” she asked and skewered her brother with
a demanding look that warned him she was about to assign him a
position in one of her games. Cruce considered a moment and then
nodded. He wanted to go to the militia party. Gehr Bradelvo surely
had many interesting experiences to recount and his easy confidence
was the type that any young man wanted to be around.

But Dayd had Gehr’s attention now, and Cruce
was more interested in his own opportunity to flirt, which was
quickly ending as the barge closed on the shore. He spotted a trio
of young ladies, pleasing as flowers in their pastel summer
dresses, climbing the steps to the upper deck.

Cruce slipped through the crowd like a snake
through daisies and caught up to the women. He greeted them
confidently then focused on the girl he admired. “It is good to see
you, Ribeka,” he said, enjoying the quickening pace of his
heart.

Her hair was dark brown, like deeply polished
hardwood, and her eyes were an intriguing hazel. Under the bright
sun, they seemed to be all colors. Ribeka smiled to him reservedly
with little uncertain curves at the edge of her exciting lips. At
her side was her older sister, Chelma, who was not nearly so
attractive. She had a plain face and dishwater hair, and was
drifting toward plumpness. They were estate class like Cruce
although their family, the Larka, was not nearly as prestigious as
the Chenomet. Growing up in the same social class, Cruce had met
the sisters superficially over the years, and he had recently
decided to expand his relationship with Ribeka, if he could. The
third girl, he presumed to be one of their friends.

“Cruce Chenomet,” Chelma said like a
challenge. She edged just a bit between him and her sister. “Are
you having fun playing the little lordling?”

The derogatory question jostled his poise.
How else would a young male heir comport himself? And Chelma was
only one year his senior, which he hardly considered license to
treat him like a child.

“I am not playing at anything,” he said and
cursed the hurt tone in his voice. After clearing his throat, he
asked the women if they had enjoyed the show.

“Oh yes. Alloi is breathtaking. Oh, to have
such power,” sighed the girlfriend.

Cruce nodded stupidly, wishing Ribeka would
say something.

“I saw your sister,” Chelma commented.

“We came together,” Cruce said and then
thought how lame that sounded. The confidence that had taken him by
the shoulders and marched him over to the women was stumbling.

“What are you doing when we get to shore?”
Cruce asked, making sure not to direct the question to Chelma.

Ribeka actually responded. “Our parents have
arranged a concert at our house,” she answered.

Merciful magic, she spoke to me, Cruce
thought. “That sounds nice, but, um, would you like to go to a
party with me?” he said, relieved somewhat to have forced out the
words, but now aching for acceptance.

Chelma presumed to answer. “We’re expected at
home,” she insisted.

“Sorry. Maybe next time,” Ribeka offered and
Cruce rummaged out a smile for her despite his disappointment.

Chelma slid a hand around her sister’s waist
and moved past Cruce. “Have fun,” she said with a triumphant air
that annoyed Cruce. He even narrowed his eyes at her before he
could help himself, but it only seemed to amuse Chelma. He could
not imagine why she wanted to give him a hard time. At the age of
eighteen and the Chenomet heir, he presumably was wildly
appealing.

The ladies brushed past him although Ribeka
did glance back. “Have a nice evening,” Cruce said to her.

Ribeka turned away and Cruce stared at the
laces on the back of her dress. He sighed with frustration. He had
approached her with such confidence but had lacked any game plan
for retaining her attention or sidestepping her bothersome sister.
Tension squeezed his shoulders and he glowered at the scrubbed
boards of the deck.

Discouraged, he returned to where his sister
was still chatting with Gehr.

“Who were you talking to?” Dayd asked.

“The Larka sisters,” Cruce said, trying to
sound indifferent. He could see in her eyes that she knew about his
growing crush on Ribeka, but she was kind enough not to tease
him.

The Kwellstan docks grew closer. The tall,
conical and segmented building that was the Nebakarz temple called
the Altular loomed above the city. The polished granite temple
seemed to absorb the sunshine and glisten with its
never-diminishing power. With the exception of the four towers of
the Atocha, the great school of the Kwellstan Nebakarz, the rest of
the city seemed small beneath the temple, like kittens gathered
around their mother cat. Most of the buildings were constructed of
cut blocks of granite. The tabre dwellings were encased in polished
marble or limestone. The human buildings were left as bare granite,
but they were decorated with bright flags, glass windows, and
red-painted trim. Great old trees thrived in the city that was
carefully built into the ancient forest that filled the Valley of
Nufal. The trees’ crowns spread over the cobbled streets and slate
roofs. Thick green flowering hedges grew in the boulevards that all
met at the docks and dissected the city like the spokes of a wheel.
East and the west of the docks artificial shores of enormous stone
blocks framed waterfalls that poured into the lake. The famous
springs of Kwellstan were organized by channels and collection
pools throughout the city, and the waters exited through the
falls.

With an elbow on the rail, Cruce watched the
city draw closer. Dayd and Gehr joked with each other and talked
about people who were a few years older than Cruce. A couple times,
he wanted to join the conversation and ask Gehr a question about
the militia, but he supposed he would hear enough about it at the
party. Although bored, Cruce discarded the idea of seeking out
Ribeka again. He figured bungling one attempt to speak with her was
enough for one day. He made a mental note to try to run into her
when Chelma was not around, if that ever happened.

The drum beat of the rowers slowed as they
maneuvered into dock. The other spectator barges were lining up
behind the barge in which Cruce rode. The docks were crowded with
people. The tabre on shore would have already spread the word of
who was the winner of the combat, and presumably people lingered
for a glimpse of Tempet and Alloi when they returned. The barge
with the Nebakarz priests and tabre fighters was still across the
lake though.

Before being engulfed by the urban press,
Cruce lifted his gaze and took in the vista around the lake.
Kwellstan and its lake sat in the center of an oval valley that was
surrounded on all sides by mountains except for a gap in the west
that opened onto a prairie. Two cities were set above the valley on
the lower slopes of the mountains, and Cruce could see them.
U’telmeran in the east and, to the north across the lake, the
buildings of Alicharat rose bright and white amid many green
terraced fields. Only forest and open water surrounded Kwellstan.
The woodlands had not been cleared for agriculture. Food was
shipped in from the grain fields and pastures of the prairie towns
or the terraced gardens and orchards of U’telmeran and Alicharat.
Except for home gardens, Kwellstan did not undertake the mundane
task of large-scale food production.

When the barge docked, Dayd took Cruce’s hand
and told Gehr that she would see him later, and Gehr melted
appropriately into the crowd.

Radello was waiting for them on the docks.
Dayd waved to him happily as she and Cruce waited in line to get
off the barge. When they reached Radello, Dayd kissed him merrily
on the cheek. Radello was shorter than Cruce and he kept his light
brown hair long. He wore green trousers, leather sandals, and a
sleeveless cream-colored linen tunic. Radello smiled to Dayd with
genuine pleasure and then greeted Cruce curtly.

“You didn’t miss much, Radello. It went
quick,” Cruce said. “I won’t steal your place in the future.”

“Nice,” Radello grumbled, uninterested in
Cruce’s condolences. Putting an arm around Dayd, Radello led them
through the crowd. He was stout and broad-shouldered and had little
trouble making his path clear.

Cruce hung back, finding his own way off the
dock. He noticed Gehr reuniting with a half dozen of his militia
comrades. By his sweeping hand gestures, Gehr was presumably
describing the action of the combat to them. Gehr noticed Cruce and
waved to him invitingly.

A little surprised, Cruce hesitated but he
did not want to be unfriendly so he joined the group of
militiamen.

“Cruce, hello,” Gehr said jovially. “Tell my
fellows how fast Tempet is. He makes the other tabre look like
turtles.”

Cruce grinned and shared his observations
about the fight. Gehr then told everyone that Cruce was coming to
the party that night, and the other militiamen approved. When Cruce
took his leave, Gehr ducked close and said, “Even if your lovely
sister changes her mind, you still come.”

Cruce moved on. It felt good when he reached
the shade of the stately old maples that lined the meandering
avenue to his family’s home. His skin stung slightly from being in
the sun on the open water half the day.

Ivy-coated stone walls encased the grounds of
the Chenomet house that lounged long and low among ornamental trees
whose red or purple leaves mingled with pale green willows that
hunkered like shaggy cows in a flower garden. The gates were open.
They were always open. As Cruce entered the yard, an orange cat
stood on top of the wall, stretched, and then settled back
down.

“Good afternoon, Slick,” Cruce greeted the
cat that was so named because supposedly not even a tabre could
catch him. Tempet or Alloi could, he thought.

Blaker, the head gardener, was trimming
shrubs near the front entrance. Snips of branch and leaf were
speckling the ground around his worn leather sandals like dandruff.
Blaker waved to Cruce with his wood-handled bronze clippers. “How
was the show, Lord Cruce?” he inquired cheerfully.

“Quick, yet amazing,” Cruce answered and
continued down the lane.

The front doors to the house were painted red
and had brass handles and hinges. Cruce pushed one open on its
quiet oiled hinges. The foyer had a domed roof, and slender
skylights let sunlight peek down unto the polished birch floor.
Cruce crossed the golden floor and headed down the left-hand hall
to the informal chambers of his family. The right-hand wing of the
house was for formal gatherings and the central wing was for the
kitchens, workshops and servant quarters.

The walls of the hall Cruce walked down
alternated between stained wood panels and paintings of Chenomet
ancestors in various settings. Women and men dressed in the
fashions of their times watched Cruce go by. Some of them looked
strikingly similar to Cruce, while others did not. The older
portraits had been preserved with costly tabre spells to delay
decay.

Because it was summer, the windows of the
home were open, and lightweight linen drapes with delicately
embroidered edges fluttered in the languid afternoon breeze. Tiny
chimes hanging in the windows tittered happily.

Cruce entered his family’s private water
chamber. The burbling water fountains and pools made the
marble-paved room cool, and gauzy curtains across the ceiling
filtered the sun through the skylights. Here he found his father,
Zhen.

Zhen bathed in a deep pool. Beside him on a
stool sat a tabre small in stature with large eyes and thin silvery
hair. Steam rose from the pool that had been heated by a tabre
spell. The steam mingled with the therapeutic vapor drifting from
the simmering pots of herbs, also heated by the tabre.


“Father,” Cruce said and bowed his head
respectfully. “Artor,” he added in greeting to the tabre.

“Greetings,” Artor said pleasantly. He liked
Cruce as most tabre did. They found him more interesting and worthy
than most humans, although he could not guess why.

“Cruce, I did not expect you so early,” Zhen
said.

Cruce explained that the combat had been
quick.

“Tempet and Alloi the victors?” Artor said as
if resigned to the fact.

Cruce nodded. “I am sorry, Artor, they are
much better than our Kwellstan champions. I must admit it.”

“Drathatarlane pride will run like rivers in
spring,” Artor muttered.

Zhen chuckled. “We don’t envy them on their
bleak mountain, do we? Kwellstan is beautiful, and we are luckiest.
Cruce, get me that robe.”

Cruce picked up the cream colored robe draped
on a bench and stepped closer to the pool. As he held the robe open
for his father, Artor lifted his hands like he was feeling his way
in the dark. White light snapped in his eyes. Slowly, Zhen rose
from the water. The skin on his soft skinny body was pink from the
heat and his withered legs were wrinkled from the soaking. Cruce
held the robe out so that his levitating father could put his arms
through the sleeves. Zhen tied the robe closed and Cruce slipped
his arms beneath his father’s armpits and embraced him from behind.
As the levitation spell ended, Cruce bore the weight of his father
and took him to his nearby wheelchair. Zhen relaxed into the chair
that had conveyed his body for over a decade. Artor inhaled deeply
to recover from his exertion.

Zhen thanked his tabre physician. “That bath
was most soothing,” he said.

Cruce moved behind the wheelchair to push it,
but his father waved him off and grabbed the wheels himself. His
muscles bulged in his thin arms and the chair started to move,
slowly. Fine crafting and maintenance kept the tabre-engineered
chair in good operating condition and allowed Zhen some mobility in
his crippled state.

Zhen told the tabre that he would see him
tomorrow.

“What of your treatment?” Artor inquired
gently.

Cruce knew that Artor referred to the regular
pain treatments the tabre applied with his magic healing powers.
Since Zhen Chenomet’s horse riding accident while hunting, his body
had been broken and left in chronic pain.

“The bath will suffice,” Zhen said, and Cruce
was heartened to hear that his father was presumably having a good
day. Pain ruined many of his days. Since the effects of drugs had
weakened over the years, Zhen had needed to seek tabre healing more
often.

“As you say,” Artor said, although he did not
sound convinced.

Artor set the stool against a wall and then
held open the curtains of a doorway for Zhen. Cruce followed his
father out of the water chamber and Artor took another way out.

Cruce walked slowly beside his father.
Although he wanted to push his straining father, Cruce admired how
his father labored with the wheels. Moving his wheelchair had not
always been so difficult, but Zhen’s strength ebbed a little more
each year.

When they reached another door, Cruce opened
it and Zhen rolled down a ramp that had been installed since his
accident so that he could access an inner courtyard. The sun was
bright and hot. Sweat sprouted on Zhen Chenomet’s balding head by
the time he managed to reach the shade of a dogwood tree’s
spreading braches. Groupings of roses grew throughout the
courtyard, and the perfume of their full blossoms weighed upon the
air like an invitation to dream.

Cruce sat on a bench in the shade next to his
father.

“Is my son troubled?” Zhen prompted.

Cruce shrugged. “No.”

Zhen raised his eyebrows, showing his doubts,
but he accepted the answer. A son new to manhood did not always
need or want to take his father into his confidence about
everything.

“Did your sister come home with you?” Zhen
asked.

“I think Dayd is on her way,” Cruce said.

Zhen chuckled and told his son that he was a
loyal brother.

“I am supposed to go out with her this
evening,” Cruce said.

“Not as her chaperone, I am sure,” Zhen
remarked.

“Father, she is twenty one,” Cruce said,
trying to prove he had no way to be responsible for her.

“I know, Cruce. And she’s a fine daughter. I
am not worried by her,” Zhen said and he meant it. A Chenomet woman
was supposed to be bold. He then urged his son to describe the
combat. It had been many years since Zhen had watched one. He
stayed home mostly, receiving visitors and conducting his business
in private. Although he had accepted his infirmity, he remained
reluctant to face the public. Competition among the estate class
families for Nebakarz contracts, land, and markets was an
omnipresent reality, and he did not want to project weakness.

As Cruce described the combat to his father,
he recalled Tempet’s unconventional tactics and the precision of
his fighting moves. Surely such a warrior had not been born since
the dim ages of the Sect War.

Listening to his son speak, Zehn admired how
well his son had grown up. Cruce was everything that Zehn had once
been: vital and strong, handsome and swift. Seeing that the future
of the Chenomet family was secure comforted Zhen more than tabre
spells. He believed that Cruce was ready to accept the reins of
family leadership. The maintenance of Chenomet political power
needed youth and energy instead of the tinkering of a recluse. Zehn
could not delay transferring these burdens to his son much
longer.

 


5. Lords of Opportunity

After slinking away from his ruined domain,
Amar lost himself in lawlessness.

“Be quiet, woman!” snarled the thief who Amar
knew only as Smart Grab. The thief was short with shoulders and
arms so thick that they made his greasy-haired head look small.

The woman, draped in simple cream-colored
garments, travel stained at the hem, pleaded for the thieves to
stop tormenting her husband, who was face down in the road. Another
thief named Huan ground his boot between the man’s shoulder blades.
Smart Grab struck the increasingly shrill woman across the side of
her covered face and sent her crashing into the side of her donkey
cart.

Amar watched the abuse from atop his stolen
horse. Part of him lurched inside as the woman cowered, finally
silent after the blow from Smart Grab. Her headdress was askew and
she struggled with shaking hands to straighten it and uncover her
eyes.

Harshly, Amar pushed back his feelings. They
belonged in Gendahl’s grave where he now stored his many griefs.
Better to be this animal that had no compassion or
responsibility.

Huan stomped the squirming man. He shook the
confiscated purse containing only a few copper rings over the man’s
head and demanded to be told where the rest of their market coin
was.

“I know you have more than this,” Huan said.
“Your carts are empty. I know you sold goods in town.”

The dust of the road made mud on the man’s
bloody, tear-streaked face. The man insisted that he had given them
everything. He begged to be left alone and then offered his donkey
and cart. The desperate generosity irritated Huan immensely. He
kicked the man in the ribs and spat at him.

Amar turned his horse that he had stolen five
weeks earlier from Patharki warriors and surveyed the area. A tall
field of sorghum, green with brown crowns of grain, hid their
activities from the direction of the nearest village, and the cut
hay fields on the other side of the road were empty. The hay was
curing in the hot sun, and its sweet grassy scent wafted over the
bitter drama unfolding on the road.

“There’s only one place left to look,” Smart
Grab decided and reached for the woman. He jerked her harshly to
her feet and tore at her voluminous garments. She fought him
frantically, wailing for help. Her husband, despite his cracked
ribs, tried to rise, but Huan hit him in the face with his
confiscated purse and then, with frightening speed, cut his throat
in a dagger flash.

Amar heard the unmistakable gurgle of blood
in the throat and watched the progress of his two loathsome
companions.

Huan put his dagger away and assisted Smart
Grab in pinning the woman to the road in the shade of the cart. The
donkey, heedless of it masters’ suffering, blinked patiently at
flies. Perhaps the donkey had been worked too hard to care about
the fate of its owners who had burdened it for years.

Once the woman’s clothes were half torn away,
Smart Grab shouted with victory as he lifted out the fatter purse,
heavy with coins from her time at market. Huan laughed at the
silliness of men who expected the bodies of women to hide their
coins when they could protect neither. Huan pushed off her
headdress. Her begging for mercy was sobbing gibberish. With her
husband’s blood soaking the dusty road in the late summer heat, she
knew that she would not escape more suffering.

Amar saw her wild white eyes and silver hairs
streaking her black braids that had been loosened in the
scuffle.

Smart Grab moved quickly to dishonor her.
Huan, still laughing, got up and bounced the purse in his bloodied
hand.

“I told you they would be easy pickings,
Amar,” Huan said amiably and walked over to him.

“I had only said that they were hardly worth
the trouble,” Amar said defensively.

“I know,” Huan recalled and peeked inside the
purse. “But even wolves hunt mice.”

Amar did not comment. He still was not quite
sure how to talk to a man who would murder for the pittance paid a
peasant’s produce.

The moans of the woman decreased as she
diminished into silent horror, waiting for her attacker to
finish.

Huan gathered the reins of his skinny horse
and then swung into the saddle. “You want to have a go at her?” he
asked Amar.

Amar narrowed his eyes contemptuously and
still said nothing. He had found that his silence tended to elicit
respect from rogues.

“I know. She’s too old for a young vulture
like you,” Huan said. “Come on, Smart Grab, I’ve seen this show
before and it’s not entertaining.”

Vulture. That’s apt, Amar thought. Many
carrion birds had wheeled over the lost domain of the Lin Tohs.

Smart Grab left the woman crying and drooling
in the dirt. He pulled up his pants and tied them closed and then
proceeded to unharness the donkey from the cart. After scratching
its face with an innocent friendliness that defied the nearby
evidence of his viciousness, he swatted the animal playfully on the
back and shooed it away. The donkey trotted into the hay field and
began to eat.

Amar glanced questioningly at Huan, who
shrugged. “He always sets donkeys free,” he explained.

Amar had not expected to discover a trait in
Smart Grab so benign. Once Smart Grab was back on his horse, they
rode away quickly. Although Amar tried not to look at the poor
woman, he glanced down at her as he rode by. They had left her
alive, but it was no mercy. A rape victim was expected to commit
suicide. The shame would be too much for her family.

Agony exploded inside Amar as thoughts of his
lost wife barged into his mind. Had she had a chance to kill
herself when the Patharki broke through the defenses? Or had she
been violated and then killed?

A sick chill swept through his soul. He
kicked the ribs of his horse and galloped ahead of his companions.
Emotions clawed at him like starving senshals quarreling over a
rabbit. He had learned to block his tears, but memories of what he
had seen in his devastated homeland could still break loose.

Images stampeded through his mind. He saw
again the charred heap of fallen stones that remained of his
stronghold at Do Tohsall, where once he had been lord. Thick
timbers stuck out of the debris, blackened and crumbling. All the
villages had been burned, except for a few houses here and there
that had escaped the flames by only chance or laziness. The ashen
remains of pyres accompanied each settlement where the bodies of
people and animals had been burned. Bodies hanging from trees,
bird-pecked and rotting, swayed in his mind. By their defiled
clothing, Amar knew that they had been warriors in his service.

The demons of his memories were inescapable.
The bitter punishment of it all smashed Amar’s heart upon a rock
over and over. But he deserved his suffering, and it was far better
retribution for his failings than quietly killing himself in the
forest. He had no family left to shame.

Amar urged his horse to go faster and he
veered off the road, cut across the last hay field and entered the
forest. He wove between the trees, heedless of where he was going.
He let the horse choose the path if only the animal would go fast.
Wind rushing in his ears and the slapping of low branches helped to
distract the mad rages in his head.

Eventually his mount tired of the pointless
course and stopped by a stream to drink water. Amar dismounted. He
stared at the flowing water. Vaguely he was thirsty, but he did not
have the ambition to bend and scoop the water into his hands. He
sank to the mossy bank and let his memories spill over him,
surrendering to the current of his horror.

He recalled staggering from burnt village to
burnt village in his former domain, weeping often and collapsing
with grief. Only when he had been completely parched had he sought
a creek from which to drink because he dare not draw any water from
the wells.

As Gendahl’s tormented shade, he had wandered
his old domain. This land that had always been his home had become
entirely foreign to him. If the Gods of Gyhwen had not killed him
here, then it was his place no longer.

He had resolved to leave. He would cast
himself upon the world and fall into whatever crack opened for the
ruined and damned. But before he went, he had traveled the roads of
his domain again and cut down the bodies of his warriors. Digging
them graves was too difficult but he had managed to pile crude
cairns upon them. The effort had been exhausting and prompted him
to seek food. From abandoned orchards he had found ripening fruit,
and the occasional root cellar had been unmolested and given up
vegetables for him to roast. The first time he had tried to eat, he
had retched it up. The stench of death had permeated the land as
well as his mind, but on subsequent tries, he had kept down some
food.

Without Onja to provide for him and coax his
body toward health with her power, his ribs had become more
prominent and his cheekbones had sharpened. Yet he had continued to
prowl about the Lin Tohs Domain in his sad limbo and attend to the
bodies of his warriors, who unlike the common folk, had been left
to rot instead of being burned.

As far as he could tell, he had finished the
grim task late on a particularly hot day when the grip of summer
was strongest. While washing his hands in a pond, Amar had heard
the rumbling of approaching riders. Instinctively he had crouched
among the reeds and watched a dozen Patharki warriors pass the pond
on the road to the nearby village. He had presumed the warriors
were there to begin staking out their land claims, which would be
their rewards for the extermination of the tiny Lin Tohs Tribe, up
and coming as a people no more.

They had slowed and then stopped when they
had passed a row of fresh cairns. Amar had been able to faintly
hear them discuss the cairns, but distance and their dialect
prevented him from understanding them.

Bending deeper among the reeds, Amar had
waited for night to fall. After having spent so much time outdoors,
the half moon gave him plenty of light to see by. The campfires of
the Patharki had been bright, and Amar had crept close to the
tethered horses with his sword drawn.

With silence and swift anger he had slain the
sentry posted on the horses. The blade chopped through muscle and
bone and the sagging head never issued a warning cry. Amar had gone
to his knees as the body slid off his blade.

Killing after so much time spent in useless
despair had made his blood run hot again with life. Perhaps a cruel
world had bequeathed him only cruelty as pleasure.

Amar had wanted to rush into the camp and
kill as many Patharki by surprise as he could before being
overwhelmed. But a chilling rationality had consumed his mind as
the Patharki warrior cooled on the ground.

Gendahl is gone. Let Amar be what Amar can
be, he had thought.

Amar had then stripped the dead Patharki. He
had taken a sword, a dagger, some silver coins, and various small
tools useful to life in the saddle. He had selected a horse and led
it quietly away. With enough of a head start, Amar had escaped
whatever pursuit the warriors had launched after finding their dead
comrade. Amar had ridden west from his lost domain, descending the
rougher foothill country and entering the flatlands. In the dense
forests between the tribal domains, Amar had encountered his new
companions.

Smart Grab and Huan had of course tried to
rob him. They had confronted him openly in daylight as he rode a
lonely trail between the lands of the Tacolucus and the prominent
domain of the Temulanka. From the outset, Smart Grab and Huan had
been assessing him because they suspected that he was more rogue
than foolish traveler. Amar had met their threatening presence
without fear. After drawing his sword, he had rolled his shoulders
to warm up his body for the fight.

Naturally, Huan had chuckled. “You must have
many valuables to risk fighting us, young man,” Huan had said.

“The Philosophers say that one’s greatest
value cannot be taken,” Amar had said back.

“The Philosophers? What a high-born wanderer
you must be,” Huan had said.

“The prattle of the Philosophers is no secret
to common men who do not favor ignorance,” Amar had said. “Now move
aside and let me pass or start this fight.”

But there had not been a fight. Huan had
exchanged a look with Smart Grab, and in the silent way of men who
ride together and commit crime together, they had made a decision
without discussion.

Huan had asked Amar where he was going, and
Amar had said that his business was his own but had added, “And who
are you to question travelers in this place? Would you be the lords
of this land?”

“We are the lords of opportunity. We obey no
laws and impose few,” Huan had answered. “You, I’m thinking, are a
citizen of our realm.”

Amar had given them his name then and they
had done the same. He had been riding and thieving with them since
that day, and they had pried little into his origins, except to ask
him about his burnt hands. Amar had told them that it had been an
accident with an oil lamp, which was plausible enough. With a sly
and suspicious look, Huan had asked Amar about one of his swords.
Not the common warrior’s sword taken from the Patharki, but the
other blade that was smithed by a skilled man and crafted for a
lord. The blade was of iron, not bronze. To maintain his aura of
mystery, Amar had said that he did not recall where he had stolen
it.

Amar supposed that soon enough he would lose
track of what he had stolen or not stolen. With Smart Grab and
Huan, he had robbed eight people and broken into three homes. He
was not proud of it, but nor did he dislike it. There was a genuine
thrill in living outside the confines of society and law. He could
do what he wanted without regard to duty or family, past or future.
He could forget himself.

Today had been especially violent though.
Amar had no desire to be wanton with the employment of terror, but
he had no right to judge his companions. They were vicious, and
Smart Grab was arguably crazy, but they did not judge him and did
not compel him to be overly violent if he had no urge to do so.

Amar blinked. The sunlight was dazzling on
the jingling stream that he had been staring at for some time. He
took a deep breath and emerged from his fog of memories. The pain
remained, but his mind had regained a hold on the moment.

Suddenly, he realized he was not alone. He
spun around and drew his sword. Panic slapped him for being
oblivious to his surroundings.

Huan and Smart Grab stood among the trees
just beyond the bank of the stream. They had chosen their ground
well. The shadows of the trees fell across them, making it easy for
the eye to pass over them if they did not move.

Amar lowered his sword warily.

Smart Grab moved through the foliage that
crowded the bank. The sunlight over the stream was shiny on his
oily hair. “What are you doing, Amar?” he said.

Amar did not answer.

Huan followed Smart Grab into the light. “If
you meant to steal the loot and run off, you forgot to rob us,” he
joked.

“I wanted to be alone,” Amar said
grudgingly.

“Are you done?” Huan asked.

Amar nodded and splashed down the stream to
retrieve his horse that had wandered down the bank. Huan called
after him that they needed to ride all night.

Returning with his horse, Amar asked why.

“Summer’s end has a Thievesmeet,” Huan
replied.

Amar wrinkled his forehead questioningly. It
made him look young and naive.

Smart Grab chuckled. “He knows nothing.”

“That’s why he’s got to be introduced
around,” Huan said.

Annoyed to be spoken of in the third person,
Amar demanded to know what they were talking about.

“The weaklings who hide behind their lords’
laws have their faires and festivals. We have ours,” Smart Grab
said and clearly he thought that Amar was hopelessly green.

With sudden seriousness, Huan said, “Amar, I
see that you suffer. This is the life for men who have lost their
place in the other world. You have nothing left to lose. That is
why you are with Smart Grab and me. I know this.”

Amar had not expected such analysis from
Huan. He had expected even less for Huan to care anything about
him, but he seemed to be reaching out to him. Huan, and perhaps
even Smart Grab, had shown him the concern of genuine companions.
The bandits and rogues who roved the gaps between the tribal towns
and cities were men as much as monsters. Amar realized that there
was a culture in which he could live. At the very least, he
supposed he needed a community where he could survive the
winter.

“I lost my family,” he whispered. Harshly he
chastised himself for sharing the detail. Exposing the
vulnerability of his emotions was risky but the words were
spoken.

Huan nodded and seemed to be on the verge of
saying something meaningful, but he reverted to his lighter side
and said, “Maybe you’ll have another someday.”

No, Amar thought without any doubt.

They traveled north. Smart Grab apparently
knew every deer trail between the Temulanka Domain and the northern
Kelsur frontier. They kept to the forests and did not use the
roads, which was surely to the benefit of travelers.

After three days, they met another group of
four men, who appeared even rougher and more dangerous than Huan
and Smart Grab. They wore armor, much of it scuffed, dented and
mismatched, and they bristled with maces and shields in addition to
swords and daggers. One carried a bow with a quiver of arrows
fletched in black and iridescent blue. Two dead ducks hung from his
backpack. The men wore no tribal insignia that Amar recognized, but
he saw how war had hardened these men. They were not just robbers
and scoundrels. They were mercenaries.

Huan clasped his hands together and walked
slowly toward the mercenaries. When Amar saw that Smart Grab was
doing the same, he intertwined his fingers as well, but still hung
back.

The mercenaries stared at the three thieves
for a long uncomfortable moment, until the captain joined his hands
in the same way and introduced himself as Rakir. Then the tension
dissolved, and they all exchanged names. The other three
mercenaries were Utuh, M’hen, and Daso, the archer.

Rakir and his fellows were traveling north to
the Thievesmeet as well, which Amar surmised welcomed mercenaries
as well. They all camped together that night, and Amar listened to
Rakir share news of the larger world. Hearing about the intertribal
goings-on interested Amar more than he had expected. Maybe he might
be able to take an interest in the world again. Trying to function,
even among the lawless, was better than blundering in his grief.
But when Rakir started to speak of the destruction of the Lin Tohs,
Amar’s stomach strained queasily against his supper.

“No one saw how hard the Patharki were going
to hit that little tribe,” Rakir said. He paused to suck some meat
off the leg bone of a duck.

I should have seen it, Amar thought, and
Gendahl’s shade stirred restlessly. Amar could try to stow away his
grief, but he had only leaky jars to hold it.

Rakir continued, “Ginjor Rib, cheap bastard,
didn’t hire any mercenaries to keep it all quiet. But I’m thinking
next year, we find some work with the Tacolucus or maybe even the
snobby Temulanka. They’ll be nervous from this boldness shown by
Ginjor Rib. I’m thinking those tribes might want the Patharki
annoyed and distracted on a regular basis.” He tossed his bone
aside. “We’ll see.”

“I heard the Patharki made a thorough ugly
job of their attack,” Daso said in a whispery voice reminiscent of
an arrow hissing through the air.

Amar’s guts coiled around themselves. Even
with his appetite killed, he shoved the duck wing in his mouth and
picked at it with his teeth as a way to keep his horror from
showing on his face.

Daso said, “It is being said that the Lin
Tohs are no more. Has anyone seen stray warriors escaped from the
fight?”

“I heard some rumor of a few going south,”
Huan answered carelessly.

Amar wondered if there was any truth to
Huan’s statement. Then he noticed Smart Grab giving him a queer
look across the campfire.

He knows, Amar thought, but what did it
matter? As long as no one suspected that he was Gendahl, he was
just another ruined warrior without a home.

Rakir said that he believed hardly any Lin
Tohs escaped the carnage because of their remote home. The Patharki
would have had much opportunity to cut them down before they could
reach distant towns or cities into which they could disappear into
anonymity. “Or, they have gone into the wild lands that surrounded
their domain,” Rakir suggested.

At the mention of the wild lands, Onja sprang
into Amar’s thoughts. Her beauty and power exploded brilliantly out
of his memory, and he was comforted to know where she dwelled in
the Espen Forest. With a sudden pang of regret, he wished that he
had not left her.

Amar considered returning to her. He was not
so close to these new companions that he needed to give any
explanation or excuse about leaving. He could just ride away, but
curiosity compelled him to stay. Amar wanted to see the Thievesmeet
and learn more about the workings of the underworld.

I will look for Onja after I have done this,
he thought and he liked the decision. He could discuss what he
learned with Onja. He suspected that she would be interested.

The next morning, the thieves and mercenaries
started early when the birds were just greeting the dawn with
songs. They broke their fast on the trail, eating hard stale hunks
of bread. Amar considered how they killed for money yet lived with
no luxury. Perhaps it would be different at the Thievesmeet.

 


6. The Thievesmeet

Chatting seemed to interest everybody more
than speed while traveling to the Thievesmeet. Because the
mercenaries were on foot, Amar, Huan, and Smart Grab walked and led
their horses. Heading north through hills and forests uncut by
plows or parceled by fences, Amar listened to their conversations.
Rakir and his fighters recounted many battles, especially from the
notorious Temulanka-Sabar’Uto War that had ended six years ago
after a decade of conflict. The mercenaries mixed their exploits
from that big war with episodes from tiny interfamily and
intertribal squabbles.

Amar remembered hearing about the
Temulanka-Sabar’Uto war. Although distance had shielded the Lin
Tohs from the violence, the scale of the conflict had been well
known and the terrible stories of sacking, burning, raping,
killing, abducting, and mutilating had been carried to all hearths
in Gyhwen. Even as an adolescent, Amar, or rather Gendahl, had been
sometimes shocked by the cruelty reportedly exchanged between the
large tribal kingdoms. In retrospect, he should have become wary of
such tactics instead of shocked. The brutality of the war had
evidently given Ginjor Rib inspiration for cleansing one of his
borders of inhabitants.

Huan shared many tales from his criminal
history. Amar suspected that Huan often exaggerated the grandiose
amounts of gold and silver he had stolen. By Huan’s accounts, he
should be a wealthy lord by now, and Amar could not imagine that
one man could have spent it all on whores and strong drink.

The mercenaries accepted Huan’s stories
without criticism. Whether they believed him or not, Rakir and his
fighters enjoyed the telling of the tales, which Huan had a skill
for enlivening by changing his voice to perform the complaints of
his victims and gesturing broadly to demonstrate his bold
struggles.

Like Amar, Smart Grab was mainly quiet. Amar
suspected that Smart Grab’s stories would be unfit to share with
even this rough lot.

On the sixth day of travel, they swung east
into a rough piney forest and entered the foothills of the Tymelo
Mountains.

The Rysamand, Amar reminded himself.

Great granite boulders dotted the land, like
the discarded blocks of child gods. Buttes of gray and pink granite
and hard facades of blue stone that matched the great mountains
broke the landscape and created a giant shattered stairway on the
threshold of the mountains. On secret trails that ascended through
the broken places in the buttes, the men hiked until they came upon
a wide wall of cliffs that jutted above the forest.

Amar smelled cooking fires. His stomach
rumbled for something fresh and savory to eat. As they headed
toward the cliffs, the land dipped and they emerged from the trees
on the shore of a narrow lake below the cliffs. Many tents, people,
and horses were clustered on the far shore, and the music of pipes,
strings, and drums crossed the open water. The festive sound
startled Amar’s spirit that staggered in gloom.

A clear wide path circled the shore and many
fresh footprints were pressed into the moist soil. As they walked
around the lake, they encountered men and some boys. Some wore
tattered clothes, but others were better dressed in newer clothes
dyed red, blue, and yellow, and others had a more military
appearance like Rakir and his mercenaries. All of them, even the
younger ones, had watchful predatory eyes, but their faces bore
smiles and they called out to Amar and his companions words of
welcome in a variety of dialects.

Some campers recognized Rakir or Huan. Amar
watched the reunions closely, marking those who called themselves
friends of Rakir or Daso or Utuh or M’hen or Huan. No one rushed
out to greet Smart Grab, which did not surprise Amar nor seem to
bother Smart Grab.

Amar and his companions hastily claimed a
little area for a camp, unpacked their few possessions, and staked
the horses to graze on meadows beyond the reedy shallows of the
lake shore. When Amar was reluctant to leave his things, the others
laughed and insisted he had no need to fear for his possessions at
the Thievesmeet. Although doubtful, Amar allowed himself to be
ushered away.

When they entered the main camp, everyone
shouted to the new arrivals. Drums beat out the message that more
men had come. Within the camp, Amar noted the presence of women as
well, some young, some old. Their heads were uncovered and knives
jutted from their sashes. Several women rushed forth to greet the
newcomers with horns of drink. A white-haired and toothless woman
shoved a polished cow horn rimmed in copper into Amar’s hand. She
cackled happily, squeezed his cheek, and spoke to him in a language
he did not know.

“Drink!” Smart Grab commanded and thumped
Amar on the back in an unexpected burst of camaraderie. Smart Grab
lifted his horn and drank deeply.

Amar nodded in thanks to the old woman, who
trotted off to her campfire. When Amar looked at his horn of light
brown liquid, he noted the snake and daisy design in the copper
lip. The design was Temulanka.

Stolen, he thought and raised the horn to his
lips. The drink was strong, burned his throat and warmed his chest.
On the second sip, the sensation was more pleasant, and Amar was
suddenly tempted by the sweet sanctuary of intoxication. But the
desire was fleeting. Drink could not compare to the relieving
embrace of Onja’s magic, and Amar suspected that he would do best
to keep his wits active in this throng of scoundrels.

Smart Grab drained his horn and traded it for
another proffered by a dark woman. He grabbed her breasts as she
handed him the horn, but she smacked him off with a scolding laugh.
She whirled away and danced into the growing crowd.

Again Smart Grab told Amar to drink but he
did not wait to see if his companion complied. With his horn lifted
and chin dribbling, he stomped off.

Cautiously Amar nursed another sip and moved
aside from the parading traffic. Rakir bumped up against him and
encouraged Amar to have fun. “You are among friends here,” he
said.

An extraordinarily tall and burly man with
shaggy black hair stood at the opening of a large tent of skins. He
bellowed to Rakir, who yelled back and quickly rushed to greet his
friend. The big man grabbed Rakir and pounded him on the back in an
embrace that seemed more an attack than a greeting. Amar veered
away from the tent and caught up to Huan, who was talking to an
elderly man clutching a gnarled staff with both hands.

Huan greeted him happily. “Good thinking to
stay close to me, Amar. A man can get pulled into many directions
at his first Thievesmeet. You don’t want to end up sharing furs
with a murderess or sorceress, do you?” Huan asked playfully.

“No,” Amar said with a wary glance at the
drink-toting women in the crowd.

“That how I get this nasty son,” the old man
announced with a thick accent.

“Amar, meet my father, Gadoh,” Huan
introduced.

“Of the Kelsur Tribe,” Gadoh added with a
regal nod.

“I am pleased to meet you, Gadoh,” Amar said,
and the courtesy seemed to amuse the old man.

“Is this Kelsur territory?” Amar asked. He
had heard of the Kelsur, a wild nomadic people whose exact numbers
were unknown. Where and how far they ranged beyond the borders of
the civilized tribal kingdoms he knew not.

“Any territory can be Kelsur territory,”
Gadoh said matter-of-factly.

More practically, Huan explained that the
Kelsurs attended the Thievesmeet to trade goods, stories, and
news.

“And women,” Gadoh said. He smacked his son
on the chest and added, “And boys dreaming of cities and foolish
riches.”

“And I have had both, Father,” Huan
responded.

Gadoh sighed. “I come every year to see if my
son is ready to return to the free lands and be a proper
Kelsur.”

“He has been a proper friend to me,” Amar
said, groping for something polite to say.

“Hah! You must have nothing to steal then,”
Gadoh said.

“No, I have nothing to steal,” Amar
agreed.

“Except that nice sword,” Huan noted with a
greedy glance.

Amar placed his hand on the handle of his
lord’s sword and commented only with a reproachful look.

Huan tossed an arm around Amar, who could not
help but tense a little. He had ridden for some time now with Huan
but this closeness surprised him. The atmosphere of goodwill and
fun at the Thievesmeet would be difficult to get used to, and Amar
considered that he should not be too trusting of the friendliness
all around him.

“We need to show Amar around,” Huan said.

“I stay here,” Gadoh said. “Trade minerals
and balms.”

“Trading,” Huan huffed as if his father were
hopelessly old fashioned.

Huan tugged Amar through the crowded camp
toward the looming cliffs. Amar shrugged out of Huan’s brotherly
arm.

“I can drink with two hands if I must,” Huan
said and reached for a horn and cup carried by passing women.

One of the women stopped and offered a full
horn of drink to Amar. She had a triangular face made more severe
because her black hair was pulled back so tightly. She was thin,
except for the round swell of pregnancy pushing at her dress, and
her wiry brown arms showed through the slits in her sleeves. Amar
declined the drink, and she moved on after giving him a puzzled
look.

“I would eat if I could,” Amar mentioned to
Huan.

Wiping his chin after sloshing the horn to
his mouth, Huan nodded and assured his friend that there was
feasting to be had. Gesturing vaguely toward the cliffs, he led
Amar across the camp.

Tiny waterfalls trickled down the cliff in
many places. The water collected in small pools and then spilled in
streams toward the lake. At the base of the cliff, Amar saw the
wide mouths of deep caves overhung with ivy and dripping water. At
the threshold of the caves, hunters had hung dozens of deer from
trees and were cleaning and skinning the animals. Fires and
roasting spits were being set up, and boys were scurrying to unload
the wood that they had gathered.

“See, much food to come,” Huan said.

Amar nodded approvingly and lifted his horn
to actually take a drink, but a commotion of shouting behind him
distracted him. Even as he turned to see what was happening, Huan
pushed on his chest, spilling a little of his drink onto his armor
and moving him aside.

The crowd of revelers was parting for a group
of three dozen warriors that marched toward the largest cave
entrance with ominous confidence. Their steps never slowed as they
pressed forward because they knew that everyone would get out of
their way. The sides of their heads were shaved, but the hair on
top of their heads was long and sometimes braided into thick coils.
Feathers stuck out from some of the braids, and bronze helmets
bound with black leather cording hung down their backs from
loosened straps. They carried warhammers and spears, and each man
had at least two daggers sheathed at his waist along with a
sword.

From the cave emerged a tall muscular man.
His bare chest was sweaty in the heat, and he wore leather pants,
dyed a deep red, with fringes of leather down the sides of the
legs. As he came out of the shade of the cliffs and the sun hit
him, jewels twinkled on his many necklaces and bracelets and his
bare head gleamed from a fresh shaving. Black makeup surrounded his
eyes, giving him a pantherish gaze. He awaited the approaching
warriors.

Amar leaned close to Huan and asked if the
man from the cave was a chieftain of some kind.

“Oh, yes,” Huan answered. “He is Lax Ar Fu.
Overlord of the Kez.”

“The Kez,” Amar repeated, startled. He knew
the Kez were the elite among outlaws, ostensibly priests to Vu, the
God of Contests. They were often hired to serve as guards at tribal
negotiations because they would be loyal to neither tribe in a
dispute. When tribes decided to meet in parley between battles,
they both contributed to the pay of Kez to provide security at such
meetings. The Kez fought as dreaded mercenaries too. They had made
much profit during the Temulanka-Sabar’Uto war. Amar had not
expected to see them here, and he said so.

Huan chuckled at his ignorance. “They are
kings among rogues. They fight for the highest bidder, they steal,
they meddle in the affairs of lords. They make trouble to amuse
themselves. They will do anything. Even us thieves are cautious of
them. They come here to hear news, rumors. They have an eye open
for talent too. Be careful of them, Amar. That’s the best advice
I’ll ever give you,” Huan said.

Amar eyed Lax Ar Fu thoughtfully. “They will
do anything,” Huan had said, and the statement spawned
possibilities in Amar’s thoughts -- ambitions that he had not
expected to feel.

Amar then took a deep drink that he hoped
would help him dodge the dark cravings of his splintered soul.

The Kez warriors reached the black-eyed Lax
Ar Fu, who raised his arms in a symbolic embrace of the warriors.
The men thumped their chests with their right hands and then held
out open palms to Lax Ar Fu to salute him.

Lax Ar Fu welcomed his Kez warriors. They
shouted his name and the warriors dispersed into the crowd, except
for two warriors who ascended the rocky threshold of the cave and
joined Lax Ar Fu. Amar watched the three men go into the cave. He
sipped from his horn and realized he disliked watching leaders from
a distance, like a field mouse observing a coven of cats.

Losing everything had been horrible, and
being nothing tore open stubborn wounds.

Huan pulled Amar away from his brooding. They
wandered the festive sprawling camp. There were jugglers and
singers and magic-workers, all of whom entertained Huan thoroughly.
He picked up a woman on each arm and shook his head every time Amar
declined the advance of female company.

Amar traded his drinking horn for a plate of
crispy fried fish, fresh from the lake, delicious and spicy with an
herb he did not recognize.

At summer’s leisurely pace, the day dawdled
into dusk. The setting sun blazed on the west-facing cliffs as it
sank farther into a forested landscape vast and dotted by distant
mesas. The heat diminished and a breeze off the lake carried a
fresh coolness into the camp.

Huan was staggering drunk at this point and
he shook off his female companions and took Amar by the arm.
Without knowing what else to do, Amar guided his friend back to his
father’s campsite. Gadoh was sitting cross-legged with another man
going over several small piles of colorful powders displayed on a
skin. The elderly man rolled his eyes when he saw the condition of
his son.

“Put him in my tent,” Gadoh said.

The man with whom he was meeting took a pinch
of orange powder from one of the piles, rubbed it between his thumb
and finger, and sniffed at it.

Huan leaned heavily on Amar, who tried to
slip past Gadoh and his customer, but Huan managed to trip over his
father’s staff and knock the stick into the displayed powders,
smearing three piles into each other.

Gadoh barked in his own language, presumably
cursing at his son. Amar rushed his companion toward the open tent
flap and rolled him inside. He hurried back to pick up the staff
and try to set things right, but Gadoh snatched the staff and
shooed him away.

Amar decided to check on his horse. As he
rushed away, he overheard Gadoh’s customer dickering for a lower
price on the contaminated samples.

To Amar’s genuine surprise, his horse was
staked where he had left it. Amar led the horse to the lake to
drink and then staked it out in a fresh area to graze through the
night.

Beyond the cliffs, the stars were coming,
twinkling over the peaks of the Rysamand that looked tall even next
to the heavens. Only a turquoise glow remained of the sun in the
west. Music and laughter rumbled from the Thievesmeet. Amar paused
to appreciate the stillness of his separation from the gathering.
He patted the neck of his horse and hoped that the animal would be
there in the morning.

I could always steal another, Amar thought,
wondering why he bothered to worry. He lived free now. Anything
that he could take could be his.

Mosquitoes that had been gathering over the
lake were moving onto land, and Amar hurried back to the camp where
the smoky commotion would help keep back the whining biters. While
still on the lake shore path, he spotted hundreds of blazing orange
torches atop the cliffs. Many blasting horn notes spilled over the
cliffs onto the Thievesmeet.

Amar rushed back to Gadoh. The old man’s
customer was gone and his powders were put away. Huan’s snores
rattled from the small tent. Gadoh stirred a pot of broth on his
fire, and he greeted Amar with a smile. His teeth were good for an
old man.

Amar apologized for his sloppy delivery of
Huan earlier.

“Not your fault,” Gadoh said.

Another bombast of horns sang from the
cliffs, and Amar peered at the fluttering torches high in the night
sky. There were at least a thousand now.

“Who are they?” Amar asked.

“The Kelsur,” Gadoh answered with
considerable pride.

Amar asked if the whole of Gadoh’s tribe had
come, but Gadoh only chuckled.

“How will they get down?” Amar wondered. The
torches were clustering along the edge, lighting the landscape with
a line of fire as if a giant floating field was being burned of
chaff and stubble.

Gadoh hauled himself to his feet with his
staff. He cleared his throat and said, “Only one way to get down a
cliff alive, young man.”

People were rushing to the base of the cliffs
and coming out of the caves as well. Fresh fuel was thrown onto
campfires and braziers, illuminating the lower cliffs with a
milling mix of human shadows.

Dark lines streaked the cliffs, uncoiling and
dangling like snakes held by their tails. Soon many ropes draped
the cliffs, and Amar watched people swing off the edge onto the
ropes even as the lines were falling. People poured over the cliff,
rappelling rapidly with breathtaking confidence. Some even had
torches stuck through their backpacks with the flames burning just
above their heads as they descended.

Kelsurs scuttled down the cliff like hatching
spiders, but the mass of torches atop the cliffs did not diminish.
The Thievesmeet swelled from the arrival of several hundred people.
Kelsurs spread through the camp like flooding waters, and Amar
watched them walking by. Five of them, four men and a young woman,
joined Gadoh, who promptly dug five bowls out of his pack and gave
them to his guests and gestured to the hot broth. Amar watched them
dip out the modest meal and sip from the bowls. They varied in
appearance. Some taller than the others. Some with slender faces.
Others had round broad faces. Four of the guests had black hair,
but one of the men had lighter hair that was reddish brown. Amar
had not seen hair that color before. They wore leathers and furs,
and the woman was dressed much as the men were in breeches and a
tightly laced vest trimmed with polished stones.

None of them gave Amar more than a passing
glance. Gadoh chattered to them pleasantly in the Kelsur language,
and after one of the men gestured toward the incapacitated Huan,
they all shared a laugh.

Amar looked back to the cliff. Many thousands
of Kelsurs still remained above, and he imagined their grand camp
up there under the stars.

A deep long note sounded from yet another
horn and the raucous Thievesmeet grew quiet. The five guests at
Gadoh’s fire set down their bowls and stood.

Gadoh came over to Amar and was excited to
explain what was happening. “She is here. Loxane, our Shamaness,”
Gadoh said. He herded Amar forward with his staff. “Come. See her
close. Make a path for an old man. You must see her, Amar. Your
civilization blindfolds you. Hides many wonders, and Loxane is one
of the greatest.”

Willingly, Amar shouldered his way through
the crowd, with Gadoh eagerly steering from behind. They made their
way to the front of the crowd gathered at the threshold of Lax Ar
Fu’s cave.

Another horn note sounded, hanging in the air
meaningfully before fading away. Torches were thrown down onto the
threshold of the cave. They landed in a semi-circle, forcing the
crowd back.

People started to cheer and Amar looked up
and spotted three figures coming down on ropes. Two men rappelled
alongside the third figure that was draped in a voluminous hooded
cape. Torches burned on the backs of the men, and the firelight
rippled on their well-muscled arms as they came down the ropes.

When they reached the top of the cave
entrance, they had no more rock to rappel from and they climbed the
rest of the way down with their hands and feet on the ropes. The
men alighted on the smooth rock before the cave, and they drew
their torches off their backs like they were drawing swords. More
slowly, the cloaked figure came down the rope and touched the
ground between the two men. Wrapped tightly in the cloak, the third
person advanced with the two men into the semi-circle of torches.
The crowd became hushed, and Amar found himself sharing in the
excitement. The sensation of awe and anticipation surprised him,
and he thought nothing of his sorrows for more than one
heartbeat.

When the Shamaness Loxane threw off her cape,
people cried out with reverence and joy. She was naked and her
wonderful body, both strong and soft, glistened in the torchlight.
Tattoos of green and blue adorned her body, bright upon her
exceptionally light skin. Her hair was long and curly and the most
amazing color that Amar had ever seen. Red it was, like copper made
soft and inviting. The enticing locks flowed over her shoulders but
did not cover her full breasts that displayed her femininity
unabashedly.

A sunburst tattoo encircled her navel and
tattooed eagles adorned her thighs and perched on her knees. Snake
tattoos coiled around her arms and their heads were drawn onto the
backs of her hands with forked tongues going down her middle
fingers. When she turned, Amar saw an elk tattoo on her back. Its
great rack of antlers spread over her shoulder blades and its snout
reached to the small of her back. The animal had starbursts in
place of eyes, and when Loxane began to sway her body, the elk
looked to be shaking its head.

Loxane began to move more of her body, limb
by limb. Her hands rotated and then her arms lifted and her
shoulders circled. Her torso circled with ever-increasing
exaggeration of movement and her pelvis gyrated. Her buttocks
lifted and squatted, glorious in their curvaceous smoothness.

The Shamaness Loxane danced naked in front of
the gathered rogues and lawless wanderers, and she had no shame.
Amar watched every move of her body, only blinking when he
consciously thought to do it. Never had he seen, nor imagined, a
woman making such a display of herself. And never had he imagined
that a woman could be so beautiful, so powerful, but so wicked.

People were playing drums for her. First one
drummer, and then three, and then dozens pounded a beat that was
all life and no judgment. Their rhythms guided her and coaxed her
to move faster. Her body joined with the beating of the drums,
until the drummers seemed to respond to her movement as much as she
responded to them.

Loxane moved to the edge of the semi-circle
of torches and began to dance around the edge. People reached out
to her but did not touch. She arched and swayed just beneath the
fingertips of her admirers.

The crowd pressed hard against Amar and Gadoh
as Loxane came closer to their position. Like all the others, Amar
had no intention of giving up his spot. He turned sideways so that
two more men could squeeze in next to him. Behind him, Gadoh
giggled.

Closer she came to Amar, and his breath
quickened and his eyes widened. The absolute scandal of her brazen
nudity and erotic dancing pounded against all that his culture had
ingrained in him about the modesty of women. Far back in his mind,
his sensibilities railed against her outrageousness. She was the
worst of the worst, criminal beyond the most wanton whore, but Amar
paid less attention to the dogma of his upbringing the closer she
danced to him. Indeed, as Gadoh had said, Loxane was among the
greatest of wonders.

Although enthralled by her provocative
display, Amar did not reach out to her when she danced before him.
The fellows alongside him spread out their hands toward her, just
barely missing her skin, but Amar only looked. His eyes went up and
down her body, and he was truly awed by her lovely strength that
went past simple maddening sexuality. His eyes traveled up her
naked body, pausing at her breasts that glistened with the sweat of
her dance, and then he looked at her face. Loxane’s eyes were half
rolled back. The trance of her dance was deep upon her. Her lips
hung open as if she would cry out with ecstasy at any moment.

Amar envied the oblivion on her face,
doubting he could ever experience such inner peace.

Loxane’s eyes snapped into focus. The men
reaching for her withdrew their hands, each gasping as if the
snakes on her arms had come to life with venomous anger. She
stopped dancing and lowered her arms. Her chest heaved with hard
breathing and she stared intently at Amar.

He looked into her eyes that were shockingly
blue.

In the background, the drums continued to
beat, loud and hard like the heartbeat thudding in Amar’s ears.
Just when the drums started to slow, she began to dance again, but
this time with her eyes firmly on Amar. She took her gaze from him
only when her dancing steps spun her around. She studied him and
then step by step moved away. Amar watched her go. He could not
have described his feelings. Desire, curiosity, perhaps even
wariness confused him as he realized that she had shown him special
attention.

Loxane finished her circuit and danced back
toward the cave. Lax Ar Fu waited for her at the cave entrance.

She went to him. As if in a meeting of
equals, they bowed to each other. They exchanged words but the
drums covered what they said.

The crowd loosened around Amar as people
started to dance. Loxane had enflamed their passions and people
swayed, kissed, caressed, and invited pleasure into their bodies.
At the heart of the thumping mass of dancers, Lax Ar Fu extended a
hand to Loxane, and he took half a step toward the cave, apparently
to guide her inside. She reached slowly for his hand, but then
withdrew it and looked over her shoulder at Amar who had not moved
from his place.

When Loxane stalked toward Amar, Gadoh
cringed and clutched his staff close. The other people still near
Amar moved back, leaving him exposed. Gadoh began to do the same,
but Loxane speared him with her striking eyes and commanded him in
the Kelsur language to stay.

Gadoh dipped his head respectfully to the
Shamaness. “How may I serve she who dances with spirits?” he asked
in the Kelsur language.

“I would speak with this stranger. He does
not know our tongue, does he?” Loxane said.

“No. What would you say to him?” Gadoh
asked.

Loxane made her statement and Gadoh pondered
his interpretation.

When Gadoh turned to Amar, the old man looked
at him in an entirely new light.

“What does she say of me?” Amar demanded.

“She says you spirit-touched,” Gadoh
said.

Amar frowned and looked at Loxane suspiciously. Onja, he realized.
She knows that magic has touched my body.

He nodded. “Ask her if she has been to the
Rysamand?” he told Gadoh.

“What?” Gadoh said.

“The Rysamand,” Amar said louder, directly to
Loxane.

She did not need the interpretation. She
recognized the word.

“Have you been there?” Amar asked, but when
Gadoh relayed the question, Loxane shook her head. She began
speaking, and Amar awaited the translation impatiently.

Gadoh finally told him that Loxane said that
her ancestors had come from a land beyond the mountains. She was of
a special lineage, the blood of the sun it was called. Other
Kelsurs did not possess the knowledge that was her heritage.

“What do you know of rys?” Amar said.

Loxane looked down wistfully and spoke in a
tone of ripened sorrow. She explained that her grandmother had
taught her about rys when she was a small girl. Her grandmother had
been into the mountains, in the Valley of Powers as she called it,
and she had encountered the rys and learned what she could of
them.

By now, Gadoh had warmed to his role as
interpreter because of the fascinating topic. He said, “Loxane asks
where you saw rys?”

Amar withdrew physically from the question.
The growing intimacy that had been quickly forming between him and
Loxane receded, and he noticed again her wild nakedness. Her brazen
body distracted him and added to the threat he felt at her
question. Even though she had freely told him about herself, he had
no desire to speak of his experience. His time with Onja was his,
and not to be spoken of loosely.

“I have not seen these creatures,” he
replied, but looked at the dirt as he said it.

Loxane sneered at his lie.

“Elder Kelsur,” Loxane said to Gadoh. “Tell
this man born under a roof that rys command the powers of Nature.
They perhaps even dip into the well of creation, but their hearts
remain the hearts of animals. In their thoughts and deeds they are
no better than man or woman. Beware them.”

When Amar heard the translation, he spurned
the warning of Loxane. He knew more of rys than her little girl
bedtime stories that she sold as wisdom. Who is this woman who
would call Onja an animal? he thought with much disdain. Onja’s
power is true. Not some trick from a shameless savage Shamaness who
confuses sex with power.

Amar crossed his arms and indulged in one
long good look up and down her truly luscious body. “Loxane of the
Kelsur, you were kind to speak with me,” Amar said with cool
courtesy.

After Gadoh told her what he had said, words
hesitated on Loxane’s full lips until she decided to say nothing.
She gave Amar one more quizzical look and then spun around. Her red
hair, glinting in the torchlight, flipped off her shoulders and
bounced and swished as she trotted toward the cave.

Amar watched her go until he noted the dark
piercing eyes of Lax Ar Fu that were trained on him. Male jealousy
seethed on the face of the Kez leader, but Amar did not flinch from
the hostility. With neither fear nor anger, Amar met the look of
Lax Ar Fu.

It was Lax Ar Fu who disengaged eye contact
first when Loxane took his hand and they walked into the cave and
were swallowed by the dark gash in the cliff. For the first time
since his new and rotten life had begun, Amar felt alive. Fate had
more plans for him than tramping about with Huan and Smart Grab.
The cold twinkle in Lax Ar Fu’s eyes had shown him as much.

 


7. The Brotherhood of Vu

Peace is death. Battle is life. Victory is
everlasting heaven. ~ Incantation to Zatooluh, God of War

Amar needed relief from the dense crowd. He
returned to his camp at the sprawling fringe of the Thievesmeet
where Smart Grab was already sleeping contentedly, like a child who
had played hard. Amar went to sleep as well, but he tossed with
dreams of Loxane. Her flowing body saturated his sleep with her
naked energy, and his mind ran laps around his encounter with
her.

Eventually he escaped the dream and took deep
slow breaths to try and clear his mind. He forced away the image of
Loxane and eased himself back into sleep. This time Onja’s face
greeted him, and he welcomed her soothing beauty. Sparkling water
drenched her head, flowing through her hair like liquid crystals
and her eyes gathered the light of the dancing droplets and grew
brighter. He slept more deeply. His flesh was renewed as his spirit
snuggled with the memory of Onja.

Amar was as defenseless as a babe when two
pairs of hands grabbed his arms and jerked him to his feet. Fright
obliterated his sleep. Before he could even struggle, the two men
were dragging him away.

Smart Grab awoke and protested. A wild look
ignited his bleary face. He was half way to his feet when a third
man kicked him in the chest and yelled at him. Apparently Smart
Grab knew he could do nothing because he halted and only looked at
Amar with anxious regret. The third man quickly frisked Amar and
yanked his weapons off. Then the trio hauled Amar deeper into the
encampment. When they broke from the tree cover onto the lake
shore, Amar looked up at the cliffs looming over the mass of
people. Smoke drifted from dying fires. The ropes of the Kelsurs
hung down the cliffs like a great fringed shawl draped over the
land.

Amar seized his senses and recognized his
attackers as Kez. Their braids dangled over the shaved sides of
their heads much like the ropes on the cliffs. The man twisting and
yanking Amar’s left arm had two cream and red hawk feathers
sticking straight up in his hair.

A mass of people carpeted the ground between
the lake and cave. The orgy of the night had collapsed in a stupor.
Men lay with women and men lay with men. Discarded drinking vessels
and clothing peppered the slumbering crowd, and the rising daylight
cast no beauty upon the debaucherous debris. The Kez stepped over
people as they marched Amar toward the cave of Lax Ar Fu. Forced to
be hasty, Amar kicked some unfortunate sleepers.

He passed by the ropes dangling in front of
the cave where Loxane and her attendants had descended. Stumbling
over the rock where she had danced so wondrously, Amar resisted his
urge to shout at his abductors. He would face this trial with what
dignity he could snatch from the situation.

Inside the cave was cool and thick with the
scent of burning incense. Beyond the yawning entrance, the cave
ceiling reached even higher. The cliff was nearly hollow here and
the ceiling was a frightening spearscape of hanging stalactites.
Firelight flickered on gold, red, white, and purple mineral
drippings.

The Kez hauled Amar deeper into the cave.
Torches burned in sconces carved into the walls and on top of
stalagmites. Teeth-like shadows snarled at the paintings on the
mineral-streaked walls. Elk and bears painted in brown, black, and
ocher dominated the scenes where eagles flew and speckled senshals
prowled on large paws with their long tails curving. Kez lounged
around fires. Their shields and weapons and other gear were stacked
against the walls and stalagmites. Conversations died as Amar was
noticed and the snores of those who were sleeping halted as they
were roused to witness the encounter.

In the rear of the cave, Amar was shoved to
his knees before steps carved into the rock. Four steps up, there
was an altar-like platform lit with oil lamps and covered in furs.
Chunks of incense smoldered on the steps and the smoke curled
toward the dark ceiling. Lax Ar Fu rolled out of the altar furs and
came to his feet two steps down. Except for his necklaces and
bracelets, he was naked, still slick from his coupling with a
woman. The black eye makeup had smeared onto his cheekbones and
nose, making him look scorched. The obvious strength of his body
was naturally intimidating. His sculpted biceps and pectorals
advertised his power and his hard abdomen looked like a battle
shield.

He came down the last two steps. Amar was
released and looked up at Lax Ar Fu. He studied the Kez leader but
felt no fear. The numbness that locked much of Amar’s emotions
protected him from caring about his safety. If he was to be
tortured and killed, then that was no less than he deserved, and,
if that did not happen, then he would learn from the encounter what
he could.

“Who are you?” Lax Ar Fu demanded in a
dialect understood among the civilized tribes.

Amar would not answer questions on his knees
and he moved to get up, but one of the Kez slapped a spear against
his thigh, warning him to stay down.

“Answer,” Lax Ar Fu said.

Amar turned away from him and showed only his
profile. With downcast shifting eyes he watched Lax Ar Fu and the
warrior with a spear.

“If you continue to pursue the Shamaness, I
will chop your legs off and feed them to you,” Lax Ar Fu
announced.

A smile cracked Amar’s face that stiffly
resisted the expression. “You have a great sense of possession over
she who dances naked before so many,” he commented and peeked slyly
at Lax Ar Fu, inviting a response.

Lax Ar Fu took a swift terrible step forward
and backhanded Amar to the rock floor. Amar groaned and breathed
hard against the pain as he picked himself up. Sitting back onto
his heels, he held the side of his face and looked directly at the
Kez chieftain.

“I do not pursue her. She talked to me,” Amar
said.

Amar observed how his fearless calm intrigued
Lax Ar Fu, who was used to taking the measure of men but was
finding this prisoner hard to judge.

Does he see what Loxane saw? Amar
wondered.

Almost at the thought of her, she emerged
from the furs on the platform. Wrapped in a cloak of wolf hides,
she came down the steps, nuzzling a fluffy gray tail on her
shoulder. Covered now, her face and eyes were even more striking.
She appeared amused by the situation. She stopped on the last step
and Lax Ar Fu moved over to her.

She rubbed his shaved head and said in her
language, “He is spirit-touched, Lax-a-fu. That is why I went to
him.”

“Spirit-touched?” Lax Ar Fu repeated, and
Amar recognized the word that Gadoh had translated for him the
night before.

Lax Ar Fu asked Loxane if she was certain,
and she widened her eyes with indignation that he would doubt her
judgment of such a thing.

“But none have been touched since your kin
came through the mountains,” Lax Ar Fu insisted and regarded Amar
warily.

Brushing Loxane’s caressing hands from his
temple, Lax Ar Fu approached Amar again. Amar turned away slightly,
disliking the proximity of the chieftain’s genitalia.

“Who are you?” Lax Ar Fu demanded. “What’s
your tribe?”

Again Amar started to rise and this time when
the spear came to restrain him, he grabbed it quick as a lizard and
flung it to the floor. Embarrassed, the Kez warrior rushed forward,
but Lax Ar Fu raised a hand and the warrior withdrew, abashed. Amar
stood up and faced Lax Ar Fu. He was not quite as tall as the Kez
leader, and he doubted that he matched the chieftain’s strength but
apparently being spirit-touched counted for something.

“I am Amar. I have no tribe,” Amar
answered.

Lax Ar Fu walked slowly around his captive,
eyeing him suspiciously. He asked one of his warriors to show him
the weapons taken from Amar. The well-crafted sword immediately got
his attention. A dirty life in the wilds had barely diminished the
precisely made sheath. Every leather stitch was still perfect and
discs of jade carved with spirals adorned it. Lax Ar Fu pulled out
the blade, iron instead of bronze. It glistened with oil and sharp
edges. He asked Amar where he had gotten such a good weapon.

“I stole it. This is the Thievesmeet. How
else do you think I came by it?” Amar said.

Lax Ar Fu pressed the sword behind Amar’s ear
and left the cold edge against the tender skin suggestively. “Of no
tribe? I don’t believe that,” Lax Ar Fu said. “You do not have the
speech of a whore’s bastard. You’re educated.”

“Perhaps I am a very smart whore’s bastard,”
Amar said.

Lax Ar Fu scoffed. He shoved the sword back
into its sheath. “This is Lin Tohs,” he said. “You’re some leftover
retainer from that sad massacre. You probably took this from your
dead lord before fleeing for your life.”

The unfeeling fortress that guarded the
remnants of Amar’s soul cracked. He sucked in his stomach and tried
to keep the sudden spurt of his emotions from surfacing.

“If the Lord of the Kez knows so much why
does he drag me from my sleep to question me?” Amar said, proud of
his cocky tone. This interrogation by a powerful man excited Amar.
The attention summoned ambition. The shell of his brittle soul
cracked and the hungry beak of a raptor broke through.

Lax Ar Fu returned to Loxane. She pressed
against him, covering half his nakedness with the fluff of her
furs. He embraced her with one arm and fingered her red tresses
with his free hand. Lifting a lock to his nose, he savored her
smell a moment and then said, “Amar of no tribe, I brought you here
to warn you against attracting the attention of the Shamaness. Her
power is such that I cannot bear my jealousy. Leave here and do not
come back.”

Amar looked into Loxane’s eyes. Her
fascination for him remained, but she seemed unrepentant about
getting him in trouble with her lover. Amar realized that perhaps
the attention of Lax Ar Fu was not such a bad thing. When was he
likely to have a meeting with a powerful man again?

Daring to reach beyond his defeated
obscurity, Amar said, “Lax Ar Fu, Lord of the Kez, I was told that
the Thievesmeet is a place where thieves and rogues are brothers.
We who live outside the society of farmers and palaces suffer no
judgment here.”

“I make the exceptions,” Lax Ar Fu said.

Amar bluntly asked what would happen to him
if he did not leave.

“Pray to Vu that you don’t find that out,”
Lax Ar Fu warned, but he studied the young outlaw more
carefully.

Unimpressed with the vague threat, Amar said,
“What would the Lord of the Kez do if I said that when I saw him
and his fine Kez warriors yesterday that I decided right then that
I would join your ranks? I would be one of these brothers who know
no law or border.”

Lax Ar Fu frowned. “A man does not just join
the Kez. We recruit only. And you seem to have the brains to
realize you are not being recruited,” he said.

Again, Amar shifted his gaze to Loxane,
flaunting his disregard for the Kez Lord’s jealousy. “There must be
something that you desire but cannot have. Name a thing that would
make you recruit me, and I will see it done,” he said.

Lax Ar Fu separated himself from Loxane and
stalked up to Amar, who did not flinch. He could smell the body
odor of the Kez Lord. Its thick masculine scent was charged with
agitation.

“There must be something that would change
your mind about me,” Amar added.

Finally Lax Ar Fu’s annoyance shifted to
curiosity. Amar of no tribe, who according to Loxane was
spirit-touched, was simply too strange to dispatch with thoughtless
violence. Sometimes strange had its uses, and the Kez could value
that.

Lax Ar Fu turned away from Amar and went up
the steps to the platform where he had lain with Loxane. He
retrieved a fur robe and clothed himself. When he came down the
steps he ordered food and drink and invited Amar to sit at a fire
with him. Loxane stirred the coals and added a few sticks of wood,
and the fire brightened. The orange flames sparkled upon her
wondrous hair like a sunset through amber beads. She settled down
next to Lax Ar Fu and snuggled him affectionately like a cat. She
draped her head against his broad shoulder and idly stroked the
fine hair of his chest, but her blue eyes stayed on Amar.

A man gave Amar a cup of water and a plate of
cold meat and fresh fruit. He ate while Lax Ar Fu told him what he
desired.

“In the war between the Temulanka and the
Sabar’Uto, I was cheated by a warrior chieftain named Wayndo. Both
of us had been hired by the Temulanka to siege the town of Deko. I
was not the Kez Overlord then. I was a lieutenant to my
predecessor, Pepum, and great man that he was, he was often too
quick to make a deal. He was bought by the Temulanka for the siege
before he knew that Wayndo had been hired as well. Wayndo is a
Temulanka, a noble’s bastard, yet a bastard warlord with many tough
warriors.

“Deko was a big job and we needed our
combined forces. We torched the villages and plundered the land. We
strangled that town. The people of Deko knew that their fellow
Sabar’Uto could not come because their armies were bogged down in
fighting with the army of the Temulanka king. Eight times the
warriors of Deko came forth to drive us from their gates, and eight
times we battled them until they buckled and we broke into their
town and laid it waste. Before the smoke of the fires rose very
high in the sky, Wayndo was riding to the Temulanka king to
announce the victory and collect the payment for gutting the
town.

“Wayndo never returned. His arrangement with
the Temulanka king had been to earn estates and legitimate titles
if he could destroy Deko. He kept the pay for the Kez for
himself.

“My Lord Pepum never pursued him as he should
have. I do not know what restrained the revenge he must have
craved. If there was some influence within the Temulanka Tribe that
made him forego revenge, I do not know. But I have not forgotten
this insult. I have always wanted the Temulanka, and especially
Wayndo, to learn that the Kez do not forget.

“I want revenge, but the Domain of the
Temulanka has been full of its warriors since the end of the war,
and it’s been difficult to organize a proper hunt for Wayndo. Amar
of no tribe, since you’re so willing to impress me, you can act as
my assassin. No one will suspect you of being my agent. Bring me
the head and cock of Wayndo, and I will recruit you to the Kez and
you can join the Brotherhood of Vu.”

Amar ate the last two morsels off his plate,
chewing thoughtfully on the tough meat. He doubted that Lax Ar Fu
lacked assassins to send after Wayndo. It was most likely that
Wayndo was a well-protected target and there was no profit beyond
settling an old score in the killing. And Amar suspected that he
was meant to get killed on the mission.

The option to refuse and walk away from the
Thievesmeet remained, but Amar decided to take the offer he had so
boldly gained from Lax Ar Fu. He had nothing else to do, and the
life of common artless criminality that he had fallen into with
Huan and Smart Grab had no appeal. Amar craved to be part of
something larger, and he believed he would find opportunity instead
of death on a mission against Wayndo.

Amar nodded and said, “His head and his
cock.”

Lax Ar Fun grinned for many reasons. “Good,
Amar, good. I will even be generous with you and assign three fine
Kez to accompany you. They will be watching to see that you
undertake what you have agreed to do. A man does not make a deal
with Lax Ar Fu and then not follow through.”

“Yes, Lord of the Kez, I understand,” Amar
said. “I shall go today.”

The three of them rose to their feet. Loxane
let go of Lax Ar Fu and hugged her furs close. Amar noted that she
looked tired now, having no doubt been up the whole night busy with
her depravity.

Lax Ar Fu summoned three Kez to him and
introduced them to Amar. Vame, Kym, and Cybar were their names, and
each of them smirked skeptically when their lord described their
assignment and Amar’s mission.

Amar disregarded their attitude and told them
where he was camped and that they should meet him at midday and be
ready to leave.

Eager to leave the depths of the cave and
feel the warm sun, Amar dipped his head to Lax Ar Fu after a
courtly fashion. “I intend to serve you well, Lord of the Kez,” he
said. Then, he bowed to Loxane and said, “It has been a pleasure,
Shamaness.”

The parting comment visibly rankled Lax Ar
Fu, but the deal had been made and he let Amar walk away.

Outside the cave, the hungover participants
of the Thievesmeet groggily welcomed the day. Fires were stirring,
and people were bathing in the lake. A few Kelsurs were even
climbing the cliff; their packs already loaded with goods for which
they had traded.

Not far from the cave, Amar encountered Smart
Grab and Huan. An expression of happy surprise lighted Smart Grab’s
face, which startled Amar. He would not have expected such a look
to cross Smart Grab’s mean features.

“You live!” Smart Grab exclaimed and grabbed
Amar by the shoulders and gave him a shake. He also looked Amar up
and down as if checking to make sure all body parts were
present.

Huan moaned, “Amar, I told you not to bother
the Kez.”

“They bothered me,” Amar explained while he
gestured to Smart Grab to back off. “But do not worry. I am going
to join the Kez. It’s all arranged.”

Huan laughed and demanded to know what Amar
had been drinking.

Amar walked with his comrades back to their
camp and explained what had happened between him and Lax Ar Fu.

Smart Grab digested the news and then
commented that only a fool would meddle with Wayndo.

Amar stopped. “You know of him?” he
asked.

Smart Grab nodded and almost seemed a bit
insulted that Amar was surprised that he knew something. “I worked
for him seven summers ago. He is cruel and devious. So suspicious
that he kills friends and allies before an enemy can even have the
chance to get close to him,” Smart Grab explained.

Amar asked Smart Grab what work he had done
for Wayndo.

“Things,” he replied with disturbing
suggestiveness. “But too much work. I left. Better to thieve and
have fun with no master.”

“Yes, I see,” Amar murmured. “What does
Wayndo look like?”

Smart Grab told him that Wayndo was wiry with
scarred arms, especially his right arm because it was his sword
arm. He was a little shorter than most men, bald but what hair he
had he kept long and in a single braid.

Amar thanked him for the information and
declared that he would be a fool and seek Wayndo.

They reached his camp and Amar began to
organize his few possessions that had been scattered during his
scuffle with the Kez. Smart Grab and Huan watched him pack. Both of
them were still clearly surprised by his sudden Kez mission.

“You shouldn’t do this, Amar,” Huan
cautioned. “Even if you could get Wayndo and become a Kez, why
would you? The Kez must serve their master and their god Vu always.
You should live free like us.”

Amar tied shut his pack and shook his head.
“I want to be part of a big group,” he said. “But I thank you for
the companionship,” he lied.

Smart Grab snorted with amusement. No one had
ever said that to him before. He slapped Amar on the shoulder and
then strode off toward the Thievesmeet, indifferent to Amar’s
departure.

Huan, however, was annoyed by the
abandonment. “You are too green for this nonsense. Stick with me.
I’ll make a good thief out of you,” he insisted.

“I am sure that you would, Huan,” Amar
agreed. “But I cannot get what I want wandering around with you and
Smart Grab.”

Huan frowned and asked what Amar wanted. In
his mind there was little else to desire besides total freedom.

Amar did not answer. He wanted to hurt Ginjor
Rib, and perhaps he would be a step closer to that goal after
trying his hand at being an assassin. The idea suited him.

“The Kez interest me,” he said simply.

Huan groaned dismissively and seemed very
like his father in that moment. “Good luck to you, Amar,” he said
and left to catch up with Smart Grab.

Without watching Huan or Smart Grab go, Amar
slipped his pack across his shoulders and adjusted his swords. He
would not miss their company. He knew whose company he craved, and
he would seek Onja before confronting Wayndo.

 


8. Primitive Sports

Until the breeding spells are perfected, I recommend
that the rys be kept ignorant of their powers and trained to look
up to native tabre as their superiors. ~ Daykash Fane, 1806
Kwellstan Calendar

The unfamiliar games of tabre acolytes
sparring outside the tower distracted Dacian. Prodding his
discipline, he tried to focus. Halor expected him to discuss
Emjar’s treatise on clairvoyance “Perceiving All” that afternoon,
and Dacian had barely reached the middle of it.

Halor honored him by allowing him to study
the treasured record that Emjar had written a thousand years ago.
Only preservation spells were keeping the book’s delicate binding
and thin stone leaves together. Dacian enjoyed a rare privilege to
actually touch the book that was on loan from the Atocha for the
summer.

Dacian attempted to read again. The fine
script was only faintly etched on the brittle stone wafers, and the
letters blurred in his vision when another blast of raw magic shook
his senses. Leaving the book open on his desk, he went to his
window. The panes with their purple triangle designs were open, and
a fresh pine breeze carried in the omnipresent chill of the nearby
glaciers. Oblivious to the icy peaks, warm sun fell upon a green
valley reveling in its furlough from hard winter. Flowering meadows
and cold sparkling streams fed Lake Nin amid the primeval pines.
Dacian saw the landscape. He smelled it. He heard it. He felt it,
all the way from the drip of snow upon the mountainsides to the
strained grinding of monstrous stone deep inside Ektren beneath the
blue stone mountains.

The Rysamand, he thought lovingly.

Dacian transferred his sight into the
farseeing senses of his mind. Perhaps Emjar’s “Perceiving All”
could teach him the finer points of clairvoyance, but his natural
ability served quite well. Flying through the trees, fragrant with
pitch, Dacian spied upon the tabre acolytes.

He saw two teams of three tabre males running
among the trees north of the tower. They carried weapons and their
eyes blazed with a diamond glow. One of them was sprawled upon the
ground. Pine needles clung to his black hair and stuck to his wet
lips when he rolled over. A tabre came down an outcropping of rock.
Made nimble as a mountain goat with tiny levitation spells, the
tabre descended the rock face where small pines grew in stubborn
defiance of their poor luck in having sprouted in so hard a
place.

The tabre laughed as he jumped onto the
ground and trotted to his victim. Gloating, he prodded the tabre
with his staff.

“I have bested you,” the victorious tabre
said. “You are out.”

But his supremacy ended as quickly as he
uttered the words. Spells latched onto him from two sources. He
cried out indignantly and sheltered himself from the magical
onslaught with a shield spell that encased him in a shimmering
bubble of energy.

Two tabre came out from the cover of the
trees near the rocky outcropping. They intensified their attack
spells as they came closer. The tabre who had been knocked down got
to his feet. Although still swaying, he picked up his staff and
charged his opponent. The two tabre struggled until the one
previously sure of victory was thrown down.

“Nooo!” he shouted angrily, but with the
smooth walnut staff of his opponent shoved under his chin, he could
not work himself free.

The two tabre who had saved their friend ran
up to the struggling duo. While one of them scanned the area
warily, the other insisted that the opponent yield. Pinned by
physical force and magic, the tabre admitted his defeat with a sour
grimace.

Dacian could see the two remaining teammates
of the bested tabre. They were creeping around the outcropping of
rock. They hid themselves with an interesting spell that apparently
cloaked them from their opponents’ perception. Although their spell
wanted to deflect Dacian’s senses and make him see nothing more
than lichen, rock and trees, he still detected them. He studied the
spell, fascinated by the concept. He wondered when the other tabre
would detect the cloaked tabre.

The two cloaked tabre rushed forward. They
were a blur in Dacian’s mind. Too late the trio of tabre sensed
their attackers. Before they could fully turn around, attack spells
blazed across their backs and the two cloaked tabre leaped at them.
One was struck with a high swinging kick to the head and another
tabre suffered a blow from a staff between his shoulder blades. The
attack dropped two of the tabre instantly. The third, who was still
rattled from his near defeat, raised only a puny shield spell, and
the two tabre fell upon him with swift blows. Raising his hands, he
crumpled to his knees and cringed beneath the bashing staves of his
opponents.

“My team is done,” he cried and covered his
head.

The surrender was accepted and the tabre
lowered their weapons and grinned happily. One helped his third
teammate up while the losing team dusted themselves off and rubbed
their sore spots.

For half the morning, they had been rushing
about the forest, hurling attack spells and trading blows like
unruly hooligans. Now they talked as friends, recounting the better
moments of the fighting game.

With the game over, Dacian realized how
caught up he had been in their competition. Their violent struggles
had been thrilling. Dacian wondered what it would feel like to flex
his magical powers in such a contest.

He observed the tabre on their walk back to
the tower, using their staves now as walking sticks. They continued
to chatter about their game. Even from five elti away, Dacian felt
their eagerness as they planned another match for the next
morning.

“Dacian?”

The voice of Halor called Dacian’s attention
back to his body. His senses whirled, and the jagged treetops
veered beneath his farseeing mind. A half dead pine, taller than
the others around it, wore an eagle’s nest crown. His mind flew by
the lofty platform of sticks, and he noticed two fluffy white eagle
chicks before his mind plummeted into the tower.

Dacian turned from the window and dipped his
head to his master.

“You are supposed to be studying,” Halor
scolded and frowned at the abandoned book on the desk.

“I was, Master,” Dacian responded. “But the
fighting of the acolytes from Kahtep seized my interest.”

“Rowdy fools,” Halor muttered. He fidgeted
with his collar. “They treat their visit here like a holiday
instead of taking their tour of the realm seriously. I should tell
Master Darjeir to mind them more closely.”

Halor checked to see where Dacian had left
off in the book. His student’s progress was quite insufficient, and
he said so. “Dacian, you should not let yourself be distracted. I
came up here because I sensed your mind wandering all over,” he
said.

Still reluctant, Dacian left the window. He
regarded “Perceiving All” with little enthusiasm and said, “Master
Halor, I think that I will go join the sports tomorrow.”

Halor stared at him. The presumptiveness of
his student was nearly as surprising as his disinterest in his
scolding. But, as usual, Halor softened and looked dotingly upon
Dacian. Putting a hand on Dacian’s shoulder, he gestured out the
window and said, “Dacian, you should not waste your talent on such
primitive sports. There are far better things than knocking each
other about.”

Dacian looked wistfully at Emjar’s great
work. Such studies had always been his passion, but today something
new had aroused him.

“Master Halor, the acolytes were using spells
that I do not know. Some of them could—”

“Dacian,” Halor cut him off. “You surprise
me. You are no brute. Did Daykash Breymer want to see how well you
could hit someone with a stick?”

Dacian did not doubt that Halor was a wise
and good teacher who gave him many scholarly opportunities, but it
now occurred to him that perhaps not everything could be learned
from one teacher. Apparently tabre acolytes in other Nufalese
schools enjoyed learning more subjects.

Accepting that Halor had no interest in
sports and perhaps had never thought to instruct him, Dacian said,
“I will get back to my studies, Master Halor.”

Halor smiled, and the curve of his fine lips
accentuated the length of his nose. “Of course you will, Dacian,”
he said and wagged a finger at Emjar’s book.

Dacian returned to his seat.

“I expect to discuss the first half this
evening. No excuses, Dacian,” Halor said.

Dacian nodded and Halor left. Taking a deep
breath, Dacian lifted his eyes past the book and looked out the
stained glass window again. The urge to observe the tabre acolytes
persisted, but he did not dare. Halor was monitoring him.

Dutiful again, Dacian applied himself to the
book and sensed Halor move off. Dacian’s annoyance with his master
started to pass. Dacian supposed that he did not need Halor’s
approval in every matter, and this realization comforted him.

That evening Dacian discussed his reading
with Halor. Dacian stood in Halor’s receiving chamber on the second
highest level of the tower. The stone bricks of the floor were laid
in a great spiral that radiated throughout the round room and
Dacian stood at the vortex of the floor bricks while Halor sat in a
high-backed chair upholstered in green leather. Halor questioned
him on certain points and nodded with approval for some answers and
corrected him on others.

As usual, Dacian received more approval from
his master than correction. Halor seemed pleased with him again,
but the satisfaction that these sessions normally provided Dacian
eluded him this time.

“You have done well, Dacian. You are
excused,” Halor said.

“Thank you for the instruction, Master,”
Dacian said and bowed out of the room.

Standing now on a great balcony that
encircled the hollow center of the tower, Dacian could see the rim
of the topmost level where Nebakarz priests occasionally met for
ceremonies. But, because the Jingten Tower had never been formally
declared a Nebakarz temple, ceremonies were infrequent. The stars
that he could see through the skylights complemented the glowing
crystals set in the walls. The lighting offered a pleasing
ambience, and Dacian studied the many spells that had been
incorporated into the tower’s construction. He admired them like a
gardener notices an impressive flower bed.

He walked along the balcony until he reached
the levitation shaft and gripped the focused line of energy as
easily as a squirrel jumps and seizes a branch. He gave just enough
of his weight over to gravity and rode the energy down to the third
level that contained the common areas for the Nebakarz
residents.

A great sprawling kitchen and dining area
arced around half the tower. Pillars separated the kitchen and
dining area. Cooking fires, racks of gleaming copper pots and pans,
and shelves of food were visible beyond the tables. Chandeliers of
glowing crystals hung over the dining tables that were made of
hardwood imported from the forests of Nufal. The white light from
the crystals lighted the faces of tabre gathered at the tables. A
few rys, who were employed at the tower, sat in cliques separate
from the iron-skinned Nebakarz acolytes and priests.

Most had finished eating. The rys chef,
Exaton, sat at a table with his apron tossed over his shoulder. He
looked up from his penarta game when Dacian walked in. He told
Dacian some soup was keeping warm on the middle hearth and then he
resumed his game with his two friends. He drew in one eyebrow as he
concentrated on using his magic to move a cube-shaped piece across
the penarta board.

Dacian thanked him but he was not hungry. He
had come to see the acolytes from Kahtep. They lounged around their
table talking. Their dinner plates and bowls were strewn before
them. Dacian approached the table and stood there while the
acolytes continued their discussion without looking up.

Eventually one of the tabre looked at Dacian
when he realized that the rys was not going to clear the dishes.
Dacian recognized him as one of the tabre who had been able to cast
a cloaking spell.

Impervious to the tabre’s haughty attitude,
Dacian introduced himself.

One of the other acolytes chuckled. “So you
are the rys being schooled in Nebakarz ways?” he said.

“Yes,” Dacian said, ignoring the tabre’s
disdain. “I would be pleased to acquaint myself with the visitors
from Kahtep. I hope that you are finding my homeland
interesting.”

The tabre who had initially acknowledged
Dacian rose from the table. Leaning close to Dacian’s face, he
said, “Yes, this is indeed your homeland.”

“May I join you?” Dacian asked.

Nonplussed, the tabre said nothing, and
Dacian took it as an invitation to sit. He stepped into the bench
at the table. The tabre slowly returned to his seat, bothered by
Dacian’s assertiveness.

Dacian looked around the table. The six tabre
stared at him with various degrees of discomfort.

“Your name is Bagdoa,” Dacian said to the
tabre on his left. He then named the others at the table. “Athur,
Teev, Mithel, Ensel, and Blaysh.”

“How is it you know our names?” Bagdoa
asked.

“I have heard you talking,” Dacian said.

“It’s rude to eavesdrop,” Teev
complained.

“Is it?” Dacian said, amused to be scolded
for such a ridiculous thing. Tabre, rys included, all possessed
varying degrees of clairvoyance. Without taking precautions for
privacy, a tabre could expect that anyone might be hearing his
words and seeing his actions. It was the way of things.

“What do you want?” Bagdoa said
impatiently.

Dacian analyzed the feelings of the Kahtep
acolytes. Their hostility wounded him.

Why do they think me so low? he thought, but
said pleasantly, “I watched your game this afternoon. I am
interested to know more about it.”

“What about it?” Bagdoa prompted.

“Everything. May I join you in this game?”
Dacian said.

The tabre acolytes relaxed, and they
exchanged grins around the table.

Athur spoke. His smile showed off his big
bright white teeth. “You lack the training to spar with us in Bozee
bouts,” Athur said.

“What know you of my training?” Dacian
rejoined.

Teev and Mithel chuckled loudly, but it was
their apparent ringleader, Bagdoa, who answered. “It is common
knowledge that you study under Master Halor. He is not a teacher of
the Bozee.”

“He is a librarian,” snickered Ensel.

Although there was nothing ignoble about
being a librarian, the comment still stung Dacian. “I would still
join you in a Bozee bout. I learn quickly,” he said.

“He is not on my team,” Blaysh declared and
set his hands on the table.

Dacian looked at him sharply. He was becoming
riled, and the sensation was strange to him. He had done nothing to
provoke these arrogant acolytes, who were barely past their
tablinghood.

Bagdoa chuckled. “For once, Blaysh, you are
quicker than me. But there will be no teams. I would be happy to
let Dacian study the Bozee in a one-on-one bout with me.”

“Excellent,” Dacian declared and looked
Bagdoa in the eye. “I would be honored,” he added, employing some
sarcasm of his own. Dacian then let his power show in his eyes.
Bagdoa flinched ever so slightly.

“Meet us in the forest tomorrow at dawn,”
Bagdoa said.

Dacian agreed. He excused himself from the
table. The rys kitchen workers were looking at him with surprise,
perhaps even respect. Dacian glanced into the eyes of the chef when
he walked by his table. Dacian was not sure what he saw there, but
his heart was beating with an excitement foreign to him.

******

Dacian went warily into the forest. Even in
the summer, the pre-dawn hours were crisp in the Jingten Valley.
The starscape above him was bordered by the tops of the pines,
blacker than the dark sky. Each tree around him hummed with a
lifeforce that he could feel, but Dacian worked to tune out the
natural notes that always sang through his senses. He expected the
Kahtepian acolytes who were capable of cloaking themselves to
ambush him.

When the dawn whispered the first word of its
bright spell, the night was banished. Blackness turned gray and
cast the colors of the land in strange shades that were only
visible in those short moments before the sun crested the eastern
peaks.

Dacian stopped and scanned the area. As he
had predicted, cloaked tabre were approaching his position. He
spied Bagdoa, Athur, and Ensel all cloaked in their magic that they
assumed would conceal them from his senses. Dacian decided to waste
no time putting a stop to their tricks. He wanted his chance to
spar with Bagdoa in a fair fight and learn properly.

Picking out Bagdoa from the trio of skulkers,
Dacian jogged directly toward him. Bagdoa continued to come toward
Dacian, moving from tree to tree. Sometimes his cloaking spell did
filter him from Dacian’s perception, but Dacian always quickly
picked up his lifeforce again.

Close to Bagdoa now, Dacian ducked behind a
tree and in his mind watched the tabre creep closer.

“I see you,” Dacian announced into the
forest. “I can see all of you.”

The sun was just coming over the mountains
and shining mauve light into the valley and glowing pink upon the
snowy peaks. Bagdoa froze. The fresh morning light shimmered on the
magical forces that enveloped his body. Dacian sensed Bagdoa’s
uncertainty.

The tabre did not stop his cloaking spell, so
Dacian decided to demonstrate his sincerity. He nudged Bagdoa with
his mind and said mentally, “You are not hidden from me.”

Dacian left his hiding spot and continued to
the meeting place where Teev, Mithel, and Blaysh waited. Dacian
greeted the three tabre who stood leaning on their staves. After a
silence that revealed their surprise at Dacian’s arrival, Teev
finally spoke a stale good morning.

Pleasant birdsong was filling the forest now,
and finches and sparrows were flitting happily about the meadow
where Dacian stood with the tabre. Dacian reached out his hand and
a white butterfly flew jaggedly and landed in his palm. Dacian
studied the insect casually and did not look up as Bagdoa, Athur,
and Ensel entered the meadow from separate points.

“Are you ready for your lesson?” Bagdoa
said.

With a smile, Dacian bounced the butterfly
back into the air. He could see that Bagdoa was no longer so
cocksure. Dacian asked if he could borrow someone’s staff.

“You should have brought your own, rys,”
Athur said. He walked up to the group and closed the ring of tabre
that surrounded Dacian.

Dacian was not immune to the stinging tone,
and, for the first time, fear stirred in the pit of his stomach.
Bagdoa smiled, and Dacian realized that the acolyte had liked his
sudden disquiet.

“Give him your staff, Athur,” Bagdoa
commanded. “First level Bozee is fought with staves, and Dacian
must have one if he is to learn.”

Dacian accepted the staff from Athur that was
grudgingly given. The wooden shaft had been enhanced with spells of
strength, and Athur’s magic felt foreign in Dacian’s hands.

“Shall we?” Bagdoa said. He stepped back with
one foot, assumed a fighter’s stance, and held his staff
defensively.

The other tabre moved back and formed a wide
ring at the edges of the meadow. Mimicking Bagdoa, Dacian took up a
similar position. He could not tame his pounding heart, and he was
not used to his emotions interfering so wildly with his
concentration.

This is a good thing to learn, Dacian
realized. No matter what Bagdoa did to him this morning, he would
be better for it.

To his surprise, Bagdoa began to give him a
genuine lesson. He demonstrated a half dozen basic attack moves
with his staff.

“Center thrust. Back hand. On the spin,” he
explained. “Overhead. Ankle sweep. Double strike.” He repeated the
moves and then began to methodically strike at Dacian with them but
stopped short of hitting him. Bagdoa named the moves again and
increased his speed with every demonstration. “Now imagine the
countermoves. Do the countermoves,” he instructed and came at
Dacian with a real attack.

Dacian blocked awkwardly and caught part of
the blow on his knuckles. He stumbled back, gasping at the pain.
Bagdoa came again and this time Dacian failed to protect himself at
all. Bagdoa schooled him with a painful double strike by cracking
each end of his staff across Dacian’s shins.

Dacian cried out and retreated farther.

“Pitiful!” Athur yelled. “You are not worth
my stick.”

“Clumsy rys,” Blaysh said. He stood with his
arms crossed, as if bored.

“A human could do better!” Mithel
declared.

Their jeers rattled Dacian and he suffered
more blows to his knees, his elbows, an ear, and finally across his
jaw, which dropped him to the ground.

Grinning, Bagdoa relented. “Get up,” he
commanded.

Dacian gripped his staff tighter and saw his
purple blood oozing from his bashed knuckles and dripping on the
lush grass. Shocked by his patheticness, he commanded himself to do
better. He had to concentrate. Watching a drop of his blood drip
down a blade of grass, he connected to the land beneath him, the
land of his birth.

My pain is nothing, he told himself and
pushed himself quickly to his feet. He lashed out at Bagdoa and
caught him off guard. Dacian hit him on the torso just above his
hip. Bagdoa shouted in painful surprise but then laughed as he
recovered and deflected Dacian’s next swipe.

“Good. Good,” he said. “We’ll have a bout
yet.”

They continued through the morning, trading
blows without rest. Dacian began to imagine the countermoves, and
he performed them. He blocked. He attacked, and they sparred with
increasing speed as Dacian’s ability and confidence swelled.

When their staves were locked after a long
flurry of exchanges, Bagdoa took one hand off his staff and cast a
spell at Dacian’s face.

“Attack spell,” he said and a flash of white
light dazzled Dacian.

Dacian yelled in dismay and Bagdoa hit him
hard in his momentary blindness. Dacian buckled over and hugged his
belly where he had been hit. Bagdoa struck him across the shoulders
and forced him down to the trampled grass and flowers.

“That was not even a real attack spell,
Dacian,” Bagdoa said.

The other tabre were laughing. Dacian allowed
himself two breaths to renew himself before springing back to his
feet. He reminded himself that the fighters had been trading attack
spells when he had watched them yesterday. The Bozee was much more
than knocking together wooden sticks.

Pushing his sweaty black hair out of his
face, Dacian began to unbutton his jacket. He slipped out of the
fur-trimmed black brocade jacket and walked it to the edge of the
meadow where he hung it on a pine branch. A mountain breeze
fluttered across his sleeveless linen tunic and cooled his bare
arms.

Returning to face Bagdoa, he gripped his
staff anew and said, “Show me an attack spell.”

Bagdoa raised an eyebrow. He thought Dacian
foolish but was eager to give the lesson.

Dacian stood patiently, unafraid and ready to
learn. He sensed how Bagdoa summoned the spell, and Dacian was
gratified when Bagdoa briefly had trouble focusing. Dacian hoped
that his confidence unsettled Bagdoa a little.

Bagdoa’s spell exploded with hot fury all
over Dacian’s defenseless body. His skin blistered, even beneath
his clothes, and his nerves were seared deeply with a pain he had
not ever imagined. Even his scream was weakened by the instant
agony. Dacian sagged and sweat glistened on his bubbling skin. He
delved into an unexplored reservoir of strength and battled the
pain.

Aghast, Bagdoa stared at him. He had thrown a
heavy attack spell at Dacian, wanting to impress him with his
power, but he had not expected that Dacian, ready for the blow,
would not protect himself with a shield spell.

Bagdoa lowered his staff. He took a few steps
forward but stopped short of offering help. He could see the hot
ugly blisters on Dacian’s arms and face, and he was startled by the
damage. Bagdoa had not hurt someone so badly before.

“You were supposed to do a shield spell,”
Bagdoa whispered.

Dacian looked around him. The other tabre had
tightened the circle, but no one dared come close enough to aid
him. On their faces he saw a growing fear of what the consequences
of his injury might be. They were all guilty of wanting to hurt
him. They might ridicule Halor as a weakling scholar but they did
not want to be punished for harming his best student.

But Dacian knew spells greater than their
brutish magic.

His eyes glowed fiercely as he organized his
magical power and enveloped himself in a healing spell. The
clinging pain of the burns dissipated and fresh healthy skin
replaced the angry blisters.

When he was finished, he smiled to Bagdoa. “I
have learned your spell,” he said and, raising his hand ominously,
added, “Teach me a shield spell, Bagdoa.”

The bold acolyte from Kahtep did not
hesitate. Having seen Dacian’s amazingly swift and thorough healing
magic, he realized the power of his opponent. When Dacian cast his
first attack spell, triumphant power flowed from his mind and
through his fingertips. Bagdoa staggered within the blaze of blue
energy that Dacian sustained as he advanced with his raised
staff.

Bagdoa gave ground now, shielding himself
with his magic and his staff. Dacian pounded at him with his weapon
and repeated attack spells. Although his assault was heavy-handed
and artless, he enjoyed watching the tabre, so supercilious at
dawn, now learning that he could be hurt as the sun reached its
zenith.

Smoke began to rise from the ends of Bagdoa’s
staff. Dacian heard the other acolytes yell for the bout to stop.
Dacian was not about to stop and pride prevented Bagdoa’s
surrender.

Dacian was learning his opponent’s shield
spell, and he dismantled its energies a little more with each
application of attack magic. One end of Bagdoa’s staff actually
caught fire and Dacian struck off the glowing coal and shortened
the weapon. He cast another attack spell and bored through the
shield magic like a plow cutting through turf.

Bagdoa screamed. Dacian felt his magic
burning into the flesh of his opponent, whose lifeforce shuddered
from the impact.

Bagdoa fell backward clutching his chest, and
Dacian stopped his magic. Bagdoa’s clothing was on fire and his
exposed chest was scorched a horrible black and violet. Half of his
face was badly burned as well, but he seemed not to know it yet.
Teev and Ensel, who were closest to their fallen comrade, rushed
forward and smacked out the flames on Bagdoa’s clothes.

Flailing at his friends, Bagdoa screamed
on.

The glorious joy of fighting and winning
abandoned Dacian, leaving only concern for his victim. He rushed
forward, but Bagdoa retreated madly. His feet dug into the turf and
he flopped backward, shaking off the hands of his friends. He
shrieked for Dacian to stay away from him.

His terror startled Dacian, who had never
harmed anyone before. The stink of burned flesh tainted the clean
air, and Dacian learned that violence was not a game.

He pushed past Teev and Ensel and, dropping
to his knees, grabbed Bagdoa. Immediately Dacian poured his
awareness into the tabre’s body. Bagdoa’s struggling became feeble.
Dacian felt his heart fluttering in deepening shock.

Dacian’s healing magic quenched the burns and
then renewed Bagdoa’s flesh as sod mends a bare spot in a lawn.
When it was done, Dacian eased Bagdoa into a comfortable position.
His clothes were tattered and blackened, but his skin was whole
again and he rested, free of pain.

But fear remained in his dark eyes. Bagdoa
set a hand on his chest that had been so grievously charred and he
looked as if his body would never entirely be his own again.

Dacian did not know what to say.

The shadows of the other five tabre
crisscrossed over Dacian and Bagdoa, and in the shadows, Dacian saw
their heads turn. Only then did he hear the approach of riders, one
of whom was Halor.

Dacian could feel the wrath of his master
already. He stood, brushed off his pants, and walked to the pine
tree to retrieve his jacket. He was pulling his arms through the
sleeves when Halor and Master Darjeir from Kahtep galloped into the
meadow. Their black and red robes flapped around their bodies and
matched the dark moods cast upon their faces.

Master Darjeir went to his group of acolytes,
and Halor confronted Dacian.

“What are you doing?” Halor demanded. He
jumped from the saddle and stalked up to Dacian.

Dacian did not answer. He assumed that Halor
had seen all or much of what had happened.

Silence was no defense. Halor hollered into
Dacian’s mind. “Raw impudence! What cause have you to disobey
me?”

He thrust his rage down the length of
Dacian’s spine. Dacian cringed. He had not expected to evoke such
anger from his master. He had only been curious.

“Curious!” Halor railed upon reading his
mind. “Your power is not to be twisted in games. You hurt him!”

“I healed him, Master,” Dacian defended.

“Bah! You know not what you have done, fool,”
Halor said.

The insult startled Dacian, but he remained
convinced of his innocence “If I had known how to properly play at
the Bozee. If I had been instructed—”

“Silence!” Halor commanded. “Get back to the
tower.”

Halor narrowed his eyes at Dacian and looked
down his long nose. Disappointment highlighted his anger, and he
shook his head slightly before getting back on his horse.

Halor rode over to the group of Kahtepians.
By now Master Darjeir had helped Bagdoa to his feet. His acolytes
were gathered close, each offering an explanation for what had
happened.

“Master Darjeir,” Halor said. “Is your pupil
well?”

Master Darjeir patted Bagdoa affectionately
on the shoulder and murmured for him to be quiet. Darjeir answered
that his student had been properly healed. When he said this, he
glanced at Dacian with a look that bore more suspicion than
gratitude.

Halor said, “Good, yet I must admonish you to
keep your reckless acolytes away from my special student. You are
here to observe not rouse trouble where there is none.”

Ever so slightly, Darjeir bristled at the
upbraiding from one of his equals, but he did not argue. He knew he
should have watched his acolytes more closely around the rys. In
retrospect the whole trip to Jingten was probably ill
conceived.

Dacian approached the tabre. They tensed at
his presence, and Bagdoa slid half a step back. Dacian regretted
the fear he had accidentally inspired.

“Bagdoa, I offer my apology,” Dacian said. “I
should have controlled my actions better. I did not know that
excitement could be such a hindrance to caution.”

The honestly spoken apology softened Bagdoa’s
fear. “I know,” he whispered. “I apologize as well.”

“Enough,” Halor snapped. “Go.”

Hurt by the incomprehensible harshness from
his master, Dacian meekly turned away from the tabre. Confused by
more things than he realized, Dacian walked back to the tower with
Halor glowering down at him from the back of the horse.

When they reached the white gravel lane by
the tower, Dacian heard each piece of grit grinding beneath the
horse’s shod hooves.

“I am forced to curtail your freedom for
this,” Halor announced.

Dacian looked up at his master. The degree of
punishment moved him to boldness. “I was only exploring new
activities. I think you are overreacting, Master,” he said.

Halor said, “An acolyte does not re-think his
master’s decision.”

“I am not a rysling. I deserve my freedom,”
Dacian insisted, unintimidated by Halor’s scowl.

The word “deserve” riled Halor, but he bit
back his angry response. Calming himself, he dismounted and came
around the head of his horse to speak to Dacian on an equal level.
He held the bridle and petted the white horse’s soft black face
while he spoke. “Dacian, my most prized student, I must make sure
that you regret this recklessness. To be a Nebakarz is to learn far
more about your power than a normal tabre. But you must be careful.
I know you learned this today,” he said, once again the kindly
teacher.

Dacian resisted his natural need to accept
the soothing tone of his master. “Will Bagdoa be punished?” he
demanded. “He hurt me as well, and I had to heal myself. They were
not going to help me. I doubt if they could,” he added with sudden
arrogance.

Showing exasperation again, Halor told his
pupil that it was Master Darjeir’s place to discipline Bagdoa.

Dacian refrained from making another
outburst. He remained confused by the episode and needed time to
sort out his feelings. He resigned himself to losing his freedom.
He expected that Halor would grow lenient with him and restore his
privileges in due time.

Halor smiled once he saw that Dacian’s
aggressive mood had relented. Gently, Halor reaffirmed the
reasoning that had always fostered Dacian’s conformity. “This
reprimand will pass, and news of it will not reach Daykash Breymer,
at least not from me. Remember to tread carefully in these coming
years, Dacian. To be the first rys to enter the Nebakarz priesthood
will be a great and good thing, but it will not be an easy thing,”
Halor advised. “With my help, you will teach the rest of the
Nufalese to respect your fellow rys. You know that you are the one
to do this, but it cannot be done without patience and
obedience.”

Dacian hung his head and rubbed the purple
scabs on his knuckles, realizing that he had not healed all of his
hurts yet. “Yes, Master,” he muttered. He knew that it was not
right to cause trouble in a peaceful land.

 


9. Three Pledges

Standing outside his parents’ chamber, Cruce
overheard his mother complaining good naturedly about having to
polish his father’s boots.

“You should have had Gulden polish these days
ago,” she scolded and slapped the sturdy leather boots.

Zhen rarely bothered with anything more than
slippers, but today he would drag his old riding boots onto his
withered feet. Every year Zhen acted as host to a private meeting
of the Adarium so he could participate. He shunned the Council’s
public meetings because of his infirmity, but, coming from a family
with its name upon the Founding Tablets, Zhen would always retain
his seat on the Council.

“Where do you keep the cloth and polish,
Zhen?” his wife asked him.

“Boot polish is the last thing I think about,
Viv,” Zhen said, a little wearily.

Viv grumbled something that Cruce did not
quite hear and then she hustled into the antechamber. Shaking the
boots at Cruce, she told him to find Gulden and have them
polished.

She plunked the boots against her son’s
chest, and he reluctantly took them in his arms. Viv was about to
rush back to her husband but stopped mid spin and gave Cruce her
full attention. His unease had wiggled her intuition. “Cruce, is
something wrong?” Viv asked quietly.

Cruce shook his head. He looked down and
rubbed some dust from a boot. They had been sitting on a shelf
untouched since last year’s Adarium meeting. The leather was dry
and stiff beneath his thumb.

By his non-verbal responses Viv guessed that
something troubled her son. Hoping to encourage him, she
straightened his collar and told him that he looked good.

Cruce forced a smile to reassure her. He was
a head taller than his mother. His sister and he had inherited
their father’s bigger physique, or what had once been his physique.
Viv Chenomet was daintily beautiful. Gray mingled freely with her
strawberry blonde hair that she always kept in firm braids. Few
lines surrounded her blue eyes despite the responsibilities she had
taken on over the past decade, not the least of them being the
maintenance of her husband’s ego that had been shattered with his
body.

Viv wore a conservative black dress with a
lightweight black scarf tied around her neck. Emerald rings
sparkled from three of her fingers and told of her wealth.

“Are you nervous?” Viv asked.

“I think so,” Cruce admitted.

“Your father has looked forward to this day
for a long time,” she said and her eyes sparkled with proud
happiness. Her son, her baby, was a man now and soon his status
among all of Kwellstan society would be official.

Cruce chewed his lower lip and avoided her
eyes. “I’ll go find Gulden,” he said and rushed off on his
errand.

After delivering the boots to the valet,
Cruce went to the foyer and greeted Councilors as they arrived. The
annual meeting at the Chenomet home was the last big social event
of the summer for the Kwellstan elite, and Councilors attended with
their wives and children. The notorious Bendag Anglair, fat and
bearded, dared to come with his mistress.

A banquet was planned for after the meeting.
The meaty smells from the barbecues in the backyard were already
drifting into the house. Extra servants had been hired for the
week, and trays of the best Kwellstan spring water, doubly blessed
by Nebakarz priests, were being circulated to the guests. Fine
wines and spicy brews would be served later. The day was hot and
humid. No doubt late summer thunderstorms were brewing out on the
Nufalese plains but would hopefully stay out of the valley until
the next day.

Dayd was at the front door, and she waved to
Cruce. He took his place on the other side of the open pair of red
doors and welcomed guests along with Dayd. She was lovely in a blue
dress that was slit up the sides of her legs just a little farther
than their mother would have liked. She wore silver bracelets on
both wrists, and a headdress of topaz beads contained her golden
hair. She had decided not to defy the humidity today and attempt to
curl her hair, and it was braided in the same fashion as their
mother’s hair.

“Welcome, Elder Manderlini,” Dayd declared as
she gave her hand to the Adarium’s Senior Councilor. He was bent
and thin and his bald head was speckled with age, but a ribald
gleam danced in his rheumy eyes as he grasped Dayd’s hand.

“You know I’m available now, Maid Chenomet,”
Manderlini cackled. He had been a widower for the past year and
apparently found consolation in advertising himself to young
women.

“That gives me something to think about it,”
Dayd said cheerfully.

Manderlini kissed her knuckles and then gave
her hand a more grandfatherly pat. “Has that Radello proposed to
you yet?” he inquired.

“He has yet to decide if he has the courage
to be my husband,” Dayd replied and Manderlini laughed.

The old Councilor then turned to Cruce, and
appraised the young man as they clasped hands. Cruce welcomed him
warmly and offered the hospitality of his home.

“Thank you, Young Lord Chenomet,” Manderlini
said and then with a wink quietly added, “I look forward to seeing
you at more meetings. I’m tired of all the old men I have to put up
with.”

“Yes, Elder,” Cruce said and was glad when
the old man continued into the house.

Cruce shared the greeting duties with Dayd
through three more families. The Promentros entered, followed by
the Bunzees, and then came the Hebenstens.

Peeking out at the guests still coming up the
lane, Cruce quietly asked Dayd if the Larkas had arrived yet.

“You missed them coming in when you were
still in the back,” Dayd said sympathetically. “They are probably
at the buffet. Their mother has no fear of food.”

Cruce wanted to go greet the Larkas,
particularly Ribeka, but time was short. He would just have to find
her after the meeting.

“I have to get Father,” he said.

“You’re supposed to help me,” she whispered
with annoyance as the Enberns approached with their six children.
By the gate of Lord Enbern, Dayd judged that he was already
drunk.

“I am supposed to do many things,” Cruce said
mysteriously and abandoned her as the six unruly Enbern children
streamed shrilly over the threshold. Dayd reached out to Lady
Enbern with excessive enthusiasm so as to avoid the lingering
sloppy embrace of her husband.

Cruce wove his way through the crowd in the
large foyer. He nodded when spoken to, but did not stop to make
conversation as he rushed with the urgency of an eighteen-year-old.
It was a relief to break past the servants and enter the private
wing of his home. He returned to his parents’ rooms just as Viv
wheeled Zhen out with his boots on. He looked thin and pale, even
at summer’s end, and the tailoring of his white shirt and burgundy
vest had been done for a more robust man. A silver crescent pendant
hung across his chest. It was the symbol of their family.

Zhen waved his wife off the handles of the
chair. “Go on, Viv. We’ll be right behind you. Thank you for your
help,” he said.

Cruce admired how his father, needy as he was
and often distracted by pain, always remembered to thank his
mother.

Viv bent and smoothed his wavy silver hair
back from his cheek so that she could kiss it. On her way out, she
smiled to Cruce with excitement.

“Am I fashionably late yet?” Zhen asked.

“Almost,” Cruce replied. “I saw the Enberns
coming in, and they are usually last to arrive.”

Zhen chuckled and then began to wheel his
chair toward the hall, obviously straining. Cruce rushed behind the
chair and suggested that his father let him push. Before Zhen could
protest, Cruce added, “It’s muggy, Father. Let me push so you don’t
get sweaty.”

“I suppose that is a good idea,” Zhen
admitted. “It’s good that you are thinking about appearances. Push
slowly. We should talk about a few things before the meeting. I had
hoped to get a moment with you sooner, but you haven’t seen fit to
be home for days, except to eat and wash.”

Instead of pushing slowly, Cruce did not push
at all. He gripped the smooth handles of the wheelchair hard, then
let them go and wrung his hands.

Zhen craned his neck and peered up at his
son. “This is very slowly,” he commented.

Cruce’s heart was thumping and his chest was
tight. Sweat burst out beneath his good clothes. “Father, you can’t
name me your proxy to the Council today,” he said.

Zhen frowned, very puzzled by his son’s
statement. Being placed as a Proxy Councilor in his father’s seat
had been planned for some time now that Cruce was eighteen.
Although Cruce was young, the proxy appointment to represent the
Chenomet family was legal. Zhen had groomed his son for his role,
knowing that Cruce would have to assume the responsibilities as
head of the family while Zhen still lived. In essence, Cruce would
inherit much of his rank while his father lived because of Zhen’s
disability.

Zhen tried to turn more completely around so
he could confront his son, but twisting his body shot pain through
him. With an angry gasp, he righted himself in the chair and
pointed to the floor in front of him. “Get around here!” he
barked.

Meekly, Cruce stepped around the wheelchair
and even kneeled before his father. The humility took Zhen
aback.

“What is this about?” asked the crippled
patriarch.

“Father, I’ve joined the Kwellstan Militia,”
Cruce answered. The words had been weighing on him like a sinus
headache, but saying them brought no relief.

Clearly Zhen Chenomet had never expected his
son to say such a thing. Hesitantly he smiled, hoping he had reason
to laugh. “What is this nonsense, Cruce?” he asked.

Cruce felt sick. He tried to answer but his
mouth had gone dry and he had to clear his throat to get out words.
“Father, I have decided to serve five years in the militia because,
ah, because I want to do something on my own. See more of Nufal,”
he said. His reasons sounded so lame when he saw their effect on
his father, whose face crinkled with rising dismay.

Zhen looked away at the wall, apparently
seeking a better explanation from the relief sculptures of men on
horses hunting buffalo and antelope upon the prairie. The carved
and painted wood was as close to hunting as Zhen had gotten since
his accident. Cruce was always amazed that his father had not had
the décor stripped from his private chambers. It seemed to him that
the artwork would be an unbearable of the accident.

Fighting back his anger, Zhen said hopefully,
“Cruce, my son, why did you not say you want to do some traveling.
Of course you can see more of Nufal. A man of your station should
certainly tour our fine realm, maybe even go see this Jingten that
has the Nebakarz so bothered.” Zhen became happier now and
continued, “You can still be named my proxy and have time to
travel. Do not worry, Cruce.”

Cruce tried to divert his father’s fantasy
and explain, but Zhen interrupted him sternly, “I shall have no
more of this ridiculous talk, Cruce. The militia is not for a
firstborn heir of your prestige. You have no place among those
blockheads. Whatever you have said or promised to those rowdy
militia boys you’ve been running around with all summer -- yes I
know -- you can take back without shame. You will do this. I
command it.”

“Father, it is done. I gave my pledge three
times at the Adlemont these past three nights. I must report for
training by the equinox and I will be on frontier duty all winter
protecting settlers from raiding savages,” Cruce said.

The news shoved Zhen into the back of his
chair. He stared at his son, appalled. A militia pledge had to go
three nights in a row and swear his pledge three times at the
temple run by the Nebakarz for humans. The three-night process gave
a man a chance to reconsider, but the third pledge was binding. No
one could be released from their duty after that, not even a
Chenomet.

Zhen clutched his forehead, thinking over the
horrible facts again and coming to the same conclusion. All that
remained was his anger. He lashed out at his son with both hands,
slapping him hard on both sides of the face. At first Cruce cringed
like the child that he was, but then he defended himself. It was
what a militiaman would do. He seized his father’s wrists and
stopped the beating. Cruce was so much stronger, and the eggshell
frailty that he felt in his father was agony.

“Father, stop. You will hurt yourself,” he
said. Cruce replaced his father’s arms to his sides and stood
up.

Pain throbbed through Zehn’s body. The
exertion had punished what was left of his back. Then the pain hit
the hopeless wall of paralyzed numbness in his lower body. He hated
the places he could not feel the most.

“Why, Cruce, why?!” Zhen demanded, not caring
if the servants heard his wail, or the guests.



Cruce glanced nervously into the hall. He
should have been stronger and told his father earlier that morning
or even in the middle of the night. Now, his stupid timing was
going to create monstrous embarrassment for his family.

He asked his father not to yell. Shaking,
Zhen leaned an elbow onto an armrest and let his forehead sink into
his hand. “My son. My only son,” he muttered sadly.


Cruce returned to his knees. Desperate to
mend his father’s misery, he tried to apologize, butZhen would not
look at him.

Confessing more truly now his feelings, Cruce
added, “Father, I am too young. I don’t want to sit on the Adarium
and listen to the bickering of old men. I want to ride upon the
prairie and the mountains. To defend my homeland and people and
become a man.”

His father scoffed at his son’s juvenile lust
for danger. “You could get killed,” he warned.

The notion confused Cruce’s eighteen-year-old
optimism. Cruce was not worried. Although the savages were devious
and cruel, the militias were superior. “Deaths are rare,” Cruce
said dismissively.

“I will have to pay the Nebakarz to pray for
you. Indeed I will,” Zhen said. “If you come to harm it will be as
a spear in your mother’s heart. Did you think of that?”

Cruce resented having his mother’s love
thrown in his face. “A man must think of more than his mother,” he
said.

“A man!” Zhen sniped. “You think the militia
will make you a man? A man is made by duty to his family not this
militia foolishness. I needed you to be on the Council. True, we
Chenomets are wealthy, but I too long have been broken. Our
political and business relationships are decaying. There are other
more active families moving in on what was once ours. I needed you
on the Council to give the Chenomets a voice again. A strong young
voice that others would respect. Not my long wheezing death rattle.
I thought you understood these things.”

Cruce had never heard his father speak with
such dark despair and describe himself with vile morbid terms. None
of it was true, Cruce believed.

“You are respected, Father,” he said
simply.

“Bah! I have the respect of the dead. The
estate class of Kwellstan gathers here just because I can still
throw a good party,” Zhen said.

Confronting his father’s rising depression,
Cruce tried to soothe him because it would only be five more years.
He pleaded, “Father, please, announce to the Adarium that I have
chosen to defend Nufal and then I will take your seat on the
Adarium.”

“Do it yourself!” Zhen declared and wheeled
his chair backwards with a disgusted flourish. He steered around
his son and headed for the door.

Cruce stood. He grabbed the wheelchair,
intending to push it for his father, but Zhen ordered him to let
go. “I’ll see you in five years,” Zhen said. “Till then, I might
name Dayd to the Adarium. There’s no legal precedent for it, but at
least she understands her duty to those who bore her.”

The rejection stung Cruce, and watching his
father struggle down the hall with angry speed was a sad sight. For
the first time, Cruce regretted giving his third pledge the night
before.

When they assembled for the meeting, Zhen had
to allow Cruce to hold onto his wheelchair as he led the Councilors
into the amphitheater behind the house. Otherwise the wheelchair
would have accelerated disastrously down the ramp that had been
built over the steps. The Councilors filed slowly into the
amphitheater behind their host.

The outer third of the theater was shaded by
a high wooden trellis overgrown with grape vines. Being late
summer, heavy bunches of fruit hung down from slack masses of
leaves and vines. As the Councilors settled onto the stone seats
that were thoughtfully padded with pillows, they plucked grapes
from above.

At the center of the theater a cloth canopy
in Chenomet red provided shade for the speakers over two padded
benches. Cruce parked Zhen beneath the canopy and then took his
place in the first row of seating. Zhen called the meeting to
order.

He was joined beneath the canopy by Elder
Manderlini and Temmer Mulet, the esteemed Lord Scribe of the
Adarium. A servant accompanied Mulet with a small writing stand
that he set up with a supply of writing cloths, inks and styluses.
Manderlini shuffled toward his bench with much of his weight on his
cane. He slowly lowered himself to his seat and then leaned over
his cane with both hands on it. Mulet, much younger with a forest
of light brown curls atop his head, bowed respectfully to the
Senior Councilor and his host, Zhen, before taking his seat and
dismissing the servant.

Beside Cruce, fat Bendag Anglair fanned
himself with a broad hand and loosened the laces of his billowy
cream-colored shirt. Perspiration dotted his florid face. He
obviously would have loved to have taken off his long green
vest.

“It’s hot today,” he grumbled to Cruce.
“Let’s hope this meeting is mercifully short.”

Cruce politely agreed that it was hot. He
felt feverish from distress and his shirt clung to his back beneath
his red jacket. He could not even focus on the opening blessing
that Manderlini delivered in his rasping old man’s voice as he
praised the Kwellstan Sect for its guidance in the ways of the
Great Divinity. Then Mulet began to read from the Adarium
record.

Resisting the urge to squirm, Cruce tried to
make eye contact with his father, but Zhen stared past his son into
the assembled men of the Kwellstan estate class. Desperate desire
to appease his father raved inside Cruce. Indulging his own
interests in the militia now seemed so reckless after the lecture
from Zhen about his familial duties.

Are we really in a needy state? Cruce
wondered. Do our relationships really decay?

The disappointment and despair of his father
battered Cruce. Although his father had been emphasizing his need
to takeover Adarium duties, Cruce had not imagined that the need
was dire and could not wait a few years.

Even Mulet, a normally engaging speaker, had
started to drone as he plowed through the notes of Adarium business
and reported the status of current projects. The tedium bored Cruce
and affirmed a little bit his decision to pledge to the militia. It
would be good to leave this dirge of the city fathers and ride free
upon the frontiers with men near his age. Gehr Bradelvo had been
right about that.

Attending the party at Gehr’s house after the
Bozee bout had led to a summer of good times drinking with the
militia commander and his buddies and soaking up their tales of
dangerous adventures. Life seemed so sweet to the militiamen, and
the chance to earn a reputation instead of inheriting one had
enamored Cruce.

Miserable, Cruce longed to make himself and
his father content. His mind raced still trying to come up with a
solution that would match all of his duties.

Mulet finally finished his opening report and
moved onto current business. Bendag Anglair sighed tiredly, and
Cruce reflected that not even the older men seemed to enjoy this
process.

“Our first item of business,” Mulet said and
then with a friendly gesture toward Zhen added, “And certainly
happy business for our esteemed host Councilor Chenomet is the
appointment of his son, Cruce, who has achieved the age of manhood,
to act as his proxy at regular meetings of the Adarium.”

Cruce suddenly felt nauseous and Zhen still
refused to look at him. Applause arose from the Adarium, and a few
men gave Zhen supportive cheers.

After the congratulatory noise stopped, Zhen
cleared his throat. He was still able to project his voice
somewhat, but he surprised his peers with his bitter tone.

“Strike that from the agenda, Lord Scribe,”
he announced.

Mulet blinked with surprise. Shocked
muttering swept through the theater, like a big gust of wind
hitting a pile of leaves. Anglair puffed and turned to look at
Cruce although he seemed actually happy that something interesting
had happened. Cruce felt everyone’s eyes on the back of his head.
He did not know what to do.

Zhen stared at the smooth paving stones of
the amphitheater with a profound frown.

Elder Manderlini was the first to remark
openly. He tapped his cane three times, which brought a little
order, and leaned toward Zhen. “You surprise us with this order,
Councilor Chenomet,” Manderlini said. “Your son is young, but I
know I can speak for the Adarium and say that his appointment will
be accepted without protest.”

“My son has other plans,” Zhen said. “Let my
announcement be stricken. I have nothing to say. Let us move on
with our important business.”

The brusque dismissal of the subject
flustered Manderlini. He knew how Zhen had been looking forward to
the proxy appointment of his son. The old man squinted at Cruce and
wondered what had happened between father and son. Employing the
wisdom of his years, Manderlini decided that the issue was probably
best not aired in open meeting. That was the least he could do to
show respect to his Chenomet colleague.

Manderlini turned toward Mulet and started to
tell him to strike the agenda item, but Cruce interrupted the
Senior Councilor. He was on his feet and speaking before he had
fully realized what he was doing. “My esteemed Estate Lords of
Kwellstan,” Cruce said. “Allow me to clarify the intentions of the
Chenomet family. My appointment as proxy must be delayed for I have
pledged to the Kwellstan Militia for the next five years.”

Bendag Anglair erupted with laughter. His
girth lent his guffaw much force, and Cruce gaped at him. He had
not expected such rudeness, but it made him finally realize how
inappropriate his joining the militia was. It made him look
foolish. Cruce was an heir, not a lesser son or bastard.

Yet, confused as he was, Cruce latched onto
his anger at Anglair’s laughter.

“You would do well not to laugh at a Chenomet
in his own home,” Cruce declared, and Bendag Anglair was taken
aback by the young man’s forthright defense. Anglair removed his
smile.

“Order!” Manderlini said firmly. “Order!” He
thumped his cane insistently. “You have been given no leave to
speak, Young Lord.”

Cruce hastily bowed to the Senior Councilor.
He asked forgiveness and permission to continue.

Manderlini granted it because he was truly
curious.

Cruce looked at his father, who was actually
looking back at him with an expression that combined anger,
surprise, and genuine interest.

Cruce stepped away from his seat and
positioned himself tentatively within his father’s sphere. He
continued, “I have chosen to serve Nufal in the militia and defend
the good people of our civilization. I ask to attend regular
meetings of the Adarium, when my militia duties allow. This, I
would, um, appreciate…if…” He began to flounder, uncertain of what
else to say, or if he should just conclude. Cruce glanced
pleadingly to his father, wanting help.

Zhen gave his chair wheels a half turn and
moved a little closer to his son. He was undecided whether his son
had been hopelessly stupid or rather deft. The Bunzees and
Hebenstens had founded new estates on the frontier, and Cruce’s
participation in the defense of those ambitious families’ holdings
was a good show of Chenomet strength now that Zehn considered it.
And, despite his wrath, Zhen could not resist the pride he felt
from Cruce speaking so boldly. Perhaps in five years, all would be
well, except of course for his withering body.

Zhen addressed his peers. “The added
commitments Young Lord Cruce has taken on will prevent him from
regularly attending the Adarium. I would, however, ask the Adarium
to permit his attendance on behalf of my family when he is
available.”

The attending lords began to discuss the
proposition among themselves, and Manderlini fingered his cane
thoughtfully. The Senior Councilor locked eyes with Zhen, who
conveyed a desire for Manderlini’s support. The request was an
inconvenience to the Adarium. At best, Cruce would only attend a
third of the meetings, but it was progress considering that Zehn
attended none of the public meetings.

Once the collected conversations began to die
down, Manderlini gestured with his cane for Cruce to come before
him.

“Young Lord Chenomet, are you serious about
juggling your responsibilities between the militia and Adarium?”
Manderlini asked.

“Of course, Lord Elder. No effort would be
too great in the service of Nufal and Kwellstan,” Cruce replied
earnestly.

Manderlini arched his shaggy eyebrows. “And
have your militia superiors approved of your desire to serve in the
Adarium as well?” he said.

Uncertainty blazed in Cruce’s eyes. He had
not thought of this. He had pledged to serve Militia Master
Bellastan Carver. He had not asked for accommodations for civilian
commitments. He had not even met Bellastan Carver yet.

“I shall obtain the approval from the Militia
Master,” Cruce said.

Manderlini gave him a knowing look, doubtful
that Cruce would get permission. But for the sake of Zhen,
Manderlini declared that the Adarium would vote during that day’s
session to approve or deny the Chenomet request.

Zhen openly expressed his gratitude. Cruce
returned to his seat and expected Mulet to move to the next item of
business, but Lord Syman Bunzee rose to his feet and requested to
speak, which was granted. Zhen tensed in his chair. The Bunzees
were the most bold about seeking the lucrative contracts the
Chenomets held with the Kwellstan Sect. Rumors hinted that the
Bunzees planned to bid openly next spring, which would be a
terrible act of disrespect to the Chenomets but also a clear sign
of the family’s eroded influence.

Bunzee said, “My Esteemed Estate Lords, allow
me to propose a condition upon the Chenomet request. Because Young
Lord Chenomet has yet to get permission from the Militia Master,
let it be set that his acceptance to the Adarium relies upon this
permission as well as our vote.”

Zhen grated his teeth, but otherwise hid his
displeasure. The closest ally of Bunzee, Lord Esseil Hebensten
quickly voiced his support for the proposed condition, and it was
added to the Chenomet request upon which the Adarium would vote.
With the soft scratching of his inky stylus, Mulet noted down the
perilous condition that Zhen knew was meant to keep Cruce out of
the Adarium.

That day the Adarium voted to allow Cruce to
join the Adarium meetings when his duties allowed, provided that he
obtained permission from the Militia Master. Cruce was happy as the
meeting concluded. His youthful confidence allowed him no doubt,
and he believed that he had found a solution that would eventually
please him and his father.

As Cruce went to push his father out of the
amphitheater, Zhen grumbled that he had made a fine mess of things.
Cruce glanced at Manderlini and Mulet to see if they had heard, but
Manderlini’s aged hearing had most likely missed the comment, and
Mulet did not look up.

Cruce wheeled his father up the ramp and the
Councilors followed them out. The crowd of guests in the large
backyard of the estate clamored happily now that the banquet could
begin. A warm dusk gathered over the valley and servants lit
torches to control mosquitoes and lanterns were strung over tables
now laden with food. Cooks were carving beef and pork over the
fires and dishing up dripping platters. The bounty of summer’s
vegetables and fruits cluttered the tables with a variety of salads
and side dishes, and servants carried pitchers of water and wine on
both shoulders and attended to the cups of the guests.

As the Councilors dispersed among their
families, the hot news of Cruce’s pledging to the militia
circulated quickly.

Viv intercepted Zhen and Cruce as they
arrived at the head of the main banquet table. The news had yet to
hit her ears, and she received her husband and son with happy
flutters. Viv embraced Cruce and kissed him on the cheek. Her eyes
beamed with teary happiness. She loved her son, was proud of him,
and knew how much his success meant to Zhen.

“Tell your mother,” Zhen commanded grumpily
and wheeled himself up to the table and snatched a silver goblet of
wine.

Dayd, who stood nearby with Radello, perked
up with curiosity as she instantly sensed that her sibling had
somehow offended.

“What?” Viv asked, giving her husband a
curious look.

Cruce wet his lips and took hold of his
mother’s hand.

Sweet Mother, I will make you proud. Do not
fear for me, Cruce thought wistfully and then told her.

Viv jerked away from him, startled by the
impossible news.

Zhen drained his wine cup and gestured
impatiently to the nearest servant. “Our son has gone idiot,” he
declared.

As the servant refilled his cup, Zhen looked
up to Dayd and said, “I shall have to rely on you more, dear
daughter.”

Dayd blinked with confusion, wondering what
her father could mean.

Other guests were seating themselves at the
tables and everyone was speaking about Cruce’s surprising news.
Many of the Councilors openly asked Cruce questions. Some politely,
some with mocking mirth. Cruce weathered all of their comments and
questions, unashamed of what he had done.

Viv sat beside her husband in shocked
silence. She alternated between giving her daughter helpless looks
and watching her husband drink. Zhen was often given to consuming
drink and other pain medications, but not to excess in front of
guests. But judging from the pace he was setting today, Viv planned
to make sure he retired early from his party. She and the children
could entertain the guests without him.

Predictably, Cruce ate hastily and fled his
father’s side to mingle. He filled a tray with desserts and headed
for the Larka table. Ribeka rewarded him with a quick smile. He
respectfully greeted her parents. Her father, Tekar Larka,
immediately expressed his surprise about Cruce’s militia
choice.

“I felt it was time a Chenomet tried
something new,” Cruce said brightly, ignoring the veiled
disapproval in Tekar Larka’s voice.

Quickly, Cruce distracted the family with the
dessert tray. Tekar’s wife was immediately appeased and took two
plates. Chelma gave him a hostile look but took a dessert all the
same. Tekar declined, and Cruce gladly set the tray near Ribeka and
asked if he could sit.

Tekar waved a permissive hand. “Go ahead.
Last we’ll see of you for a while,” he said.

Cruce thanked him and tried to contain his
excitement as he sat down next to Ribeka. Her dark hair was pulled
up and then divided into a dozen small braids contained by a wreath
of lavender flowers. She smelled good and today her hazel eyes
matched the soft gray-green leaves intermingled with the flowers in
her hair. Her white dress was modestly cut, but still flattered her
maiden’s figure much to Cruce’s approval.

He pointed out the dessert to her that he
considered the best. It was the Chenomet chef’s specialty.

“Oh, I don’t know if I have room,” Ribeka
declared and held her flat stomach protectively.

“I’m full too. Would you like to dance?”
Cruce asked, but then worried that he was acting too quickly to
separate her from her family.

Ribeka seemed eager and asked for permission.
Her mother hardly glanced up from her second dessert as she reached
for a small pitcher of golden cream. Tekar Larka frowned but said
that he would not deny Ribeka the famous Chenomet hospitality.

They excused themselves from the table and
quickly moved off to the section of the yard where the younger
people were gathering. Musicians were just coming back from their
break and setting up to play for dancing. Cruce was glad to have
Ribeka’s attention, and when she slipped her soft hand into his,
his heart beat with hot excitement.

It was good to escape the adult pressures
that had gripped him all day. The scrutiny of the Adarium and his
looming service in the militia receded, and Cruce welcomed the
unjudging presence of his peers. Ribeka introduced him to her
friends as they mingled among the dancers, and Cruce did the same
when they encountered his friends. Ribeka often commented about how
exciting it was that Cruce was going to get out of Kwellstan and do
something daring.

Cruce and Ribeka danced until their feet
hurt. Holding her was a pleasure and he knew the memory of it would
keep him awake many nights with desire. Cruce enjoyed avoiding his
family as well. He did not even investigate when he saw his father
retire from the party. He judged it best to keep his distance.
Zehn’s opinions would not have improved after hours of
drinking.

Cruce eventually persuaded Ribeka to escape
the warm press of revelers around the tireless musicians. Cruce led
her deeper into the sprawling Chenomet gardens. They crossed a wide
lawn and entered a grove of old trees, preserved from the ancient
forest from which Kwellstan had been thoughtfully carved. A couple
night birds sang among the drowsy dark limbs of oak and maple.

They did not talk. It was easy in the
darkness for them to twine their arms around their torsos and begin
kissing. At first, Cruce kissed her tentatively, fearful that she
might rebuff him, but when her soft unschooled lips clung to him
with growing excitement, he kissed her harder and deeper. His hands
moved down her body. Her buttocks arched into his hands and he
pulled her against his body. The hot thrill of her body that fit
against him in the most sensual fashion injected him with passion.
His body burned to continue and he kissed her neck and started
without thinking to pull up her dress into his greedy hands.

Then she pushed him away. “Cruce,” Ribeka
said breathlessly. “Cruce. I’m…I’m not ready. No.”

He kissed her a few more times, wanting,
needing to ignore her, but she spoke again her denial and Cruce
loosened his hold. Her skirt slipped back down her legs and she
stumbled away from him. Ribeka leaned against a tree. She touched
her flushed cheeks and then wiped her lips.

Cruce wanted to persuade her to continue, but
he silently forced himself to honor her wish.

“I should get back,” Ribeka said.

Cruce kindly took her hand and led her back
toward the lights and noise of the party. It was hard to leave the
dark private grove of his desire, but perhaps he had been too
optimistic to hope that he could have everything now. She was a
fine sweet woman and deserved his patience.

“Ribeka, may I visit you next time I am in
Kwellstan?” Cruce asked.

“Yes, Cruce. Please,” Ribeka answered and
kissed him once more before they emerged into the lights of polite
society.

 


10. Followers

Uncomfortable silence hung like a bad odor
between Amar and his new Kez companions as they rode away from the
Thievesmeet. Amar endured their critical gazes as they measured him
up. Kym, with his widely set brown eyes, watched Amar the most.

The similarity in hair and dress among the
three Kez automatically made Amar feel vulnerable because he was
not like them. His hair was getting long and it hung loose and
shaggy, unlike the shaved sides of the Kez warriors’ heads that
guarded their tightly braided black hair like a moat around a fort.
The Kez must have had a dozen knives among them too, sticking out
of their belts and calf sheaths. Each man had a good sword too.

In the heat of the day, the Kez threw off
their black cloaks. Sweat glistened on their bare arms and chests,
revealing bodies that possessed strength and little softness.
Because they were moving through the empty back country, the Kez
felt no need to wear their helmets that were tied to their saddles
along with pans, water skins, and various small tools.

Amar hid his discomfort despite feeling
conscious of his shabby appearance and poor gear. He often rode in
front of his Kez keepers, putting his back to them in an audacious
display of confidence. Despite his brave front, Amar slept little,
allowing himself only reluctant dozes late each worrisome
night.

For three days they traveled, sharing few
words. Without asking for their opinion, Amar set their course
south and kept to the rugged foothills of the Rysamand Mountains
that his companions still called the Tymelo. Amar recalled vaguely
from his limited study of maps that the Domain of the Temulanka was
to the southwest, but he meant to return first to what had been the
lands of the Lin Tohs.

At the end of the fourth day when they were
making camp, Amar was exhausted and fuzzy-headed as he hobbled his
horse in a meadow where the dusky lavender and pink sunset cast
long tree shadows. Kym snuck up on Amar and seized his throat with
two hands clad in worn leather gloves. Amar shoved at Kym. The
horse neighed and reared in its hobbles. Amar threw himself forward
and knocked Kym off his feet. They landed together on the ground
but Kym’s hands were still at his neck.

Through spotty vision, Amar saw Kym’s
determined face. Knowing he had to do something now to save his
life, Amar forced his knee between Kym’s legs and smashed him in
the scrotum. With a deep groaning cry, Kym let go and Amar kneed
him in the groin two more times before lurching back to his feet.
Gasping raggedly and swaying on his feet, Amar pulled his good
sword off his back and looked around.

Vame and Cybar were crossing the meadow with
their weapons out. The Kez stopped alongside their battered
comrade, and everyone eyed each other.

“What are you doing?” Amar demanded.

Kym rolled over onto all fours. He retched a
little, still trying to recover from the shock of pain. Vame
offered the big man a hand up. Kym got to his feet and pulled in a
deep breath.

“Testing you, Amar,” Kym finally
answered.

Amar narrowed his eyes, silently demanding a
better explanation. The brief struggle had banished his fatigue. It
was a relief to finally be attacked.

Kym spat to clear the nastiness from his
mouth and said, “If you were supposed to be dead, I’d slit your
throat in your sleep.”

Cybar spoke up now. “If you want to be Kez,
you have to prove yourself to the brothers too, not just Lax Ar
Fu.”

Amar surveyed his companions, trying to judge
if they were about to rush at him and kill him. But no one
attacked, and Amar supposed what Cybar had said could be true. If
the Kez were a brotherhood, it made sense that other warriors would
want to determine his worth. Amar drew upon the strength of his
hardened heart and looked at them without fear.

“Enough of this nonsense. If you want to test
me, Kym. Test me,” Amar said. He stepped forward and held his sword
as if ready to begin a duel.

Kym ignored the invitation to fight and said,
“You passed, Amar. I’ve grabbed a lot of outlaws in my day and only
the best can escape me.” He approached Amar, albeit with a tender
gait, and extended his hand as if to congratulate him.

Amar looked at the gloved hand that had so
recently been hot and hard against his neck that still hurt. He
wanted to swipe down with his sword and see the hand fly bloody
into the grass. His dark eyes glittered with his perilous
thoughts.

“If you want to keep your hand, apologize for
attacking me,” Amar said.

Kym withdrew his hand. “A Kez warrior does
not apologize or answer to anyone outside the brotherhood,” he
said.

With a baleful expression, Amar slowly
sheathed his sword, and gradually Vame and Cybar replaced their
arms as well. But tension still clung to the group and no one
moved. The hobbled horse moved across the meadow to stay clear of
the agitated men and returned to grazing.

“What now, Kym?” Amar demanded. “How are we
to travel in peace after this?”

“I said you passed the test. I wanted to feel
your strength in a fight. It’s my right to judge such a thing,” Kym
explained.

Amar asked if this meant he had the Kez’s
word that he would not touch him again or otherwise bring him
harm.

“I can’t give you such a pledge. You are not
our brother,” Kym answered. “If you would be Kez, you will just
have to show your bravery and worth and continue traveling with
us.”

“I see,” Amar murmured and seemed resigned to
the precarious situation. He started to walk toward their camp and
bowled through the trio of Kez. Surprised by his confidence, Cybar
and Vame stepped aside. Kym, of course, did not budge but that was
as Amar planned.

With a deep aquifer of rage to draw upon,
Amar summoned the sick viciousness that had been growing inside him
since the massacre of his family and tribe. He punched Kym in the
neck. They spun onto the ground as intense as fighting cats.

Vame and Cybar did not react. Kym had been
the one to start the fight with Amar, and even his Kez brothers
seemed inclined to let Amar continue it.

Although Amar had gotten a good surprise
strike in at Kym, he was soon hard pressed to maintain an
advantage. Kym was strong and skilled in combat. Gone was the cool
gaze of a man performing a test. He fought now with personal
fury.

Kym rolled away from Amar and sprang to his
feet. Before Amar could rise, Kym landed a kick to his hip. Amar
cried out, but he managed to seize Kym’s foot when he kicked him
again. Amar yanked Kim back to the ground and flung himself at Kym,
trying to get on top of him. Kym pulled a knife and stabbed at
Amar, who deflected the blade with his bare right hand and grabbed
Kym’s knife-wielding hand by the wrist with his left hand. Holding
the knife back, Amar planted a knee on Kym’s chest and started
beating his face with his bleeding right hand. Soon Amar’s blood
flowed across Kym’s bleeding face.

After three fast punches to the face, Kym
began to weaken. He blinked at the blood pooling in his eyes.

“Apologize, damn you!” Amar yelled,
punctuating his words with his striking fist. “I will be a Kez, and
as far as you’re concerned, I am!”

Kym swung up a leg hard and tried to knock
Amar off him. Amar sprawled across his opponent and switched from
punching to strangling him with his free hand while he still held
back the knife with his other. He squeezed Kym’s throat until he
saw fear and regret bulge in his eyes. He dug his nails into the
flesh and was going to crush the windpipe in a final hateful
squeeze, but Vame and Cybar grabbed him by the shoulders and flung
him away.

Amar snarled rabidly and almost lunged at
Vame, but he was hurt and could not fight all three Kez.

Breathing hard with sweat dripping down his
face, Amar got drunkenly to his feet and retreated a few steps.
Blood was pouring from his right hand that was badly slashed, and
he clamped a hand over the cut.

As the boiling pressure of his battle rage
released, he realized how sweet the thrill of the brutal contest
had been. While fighting for his life with a strong foe, Amar had
briefly been free of his self-hate and grief. It had not been his
usual refuge of numbness either. The passion of the violence had
sheltered him with an exciting urgency. There was pleasure in such
a contest that could not be found in the pathetic harvesting of
weaklings that he had joined in with Huan and Smart Grab.

Amar staggered toward Kym, who Cybar was
helping up again. “We are done with this, Kym,” Amar announced.
“Let us travel as brothers or not at all.”

Kym held his bloody mouth. Amar could see the
dark half moon cuts left by his nails on Kym’s blood-streaked neck.
One of his eyes was already swelling. Painfully, Kym nodded and
there seemed to be the beginning of respect shining from his good
eye.

“I give my apology, Amar. I will not start a
fight with you again,” Kym said.

“Good,” Amar said but did not reciprocate the
pledge. He then looked at Cybar and Vame and demanded to know if
they had any intentions of testing him. Both men gaped, too
startled by Amar’s venom to reply.

Kym spoke for them. “We all are assessing
you,” he explained. “But, as their brother, my pledge can include
them. We will start no more fights so long as you pursue your
mission. And now, tell me where you are going. This is not the way
to the Temulanka Domain.”

Amar disliked the amended apology, but it
remained a small victory. “We go to the Espen Forest,” he
answered.

Kym sucked blood off his teeth and spat it
out before asking why Amar was going there.

“Because that is where I must begin my
mission,” Amar said cryptically.

In unison, the faces of the Kez scowled with
skepticism. Kym placed an arm around Cybar’s shoulders, but, before
letting his comrade help him away, he reminded Amar that they would
make sure that he performed his assignment.

“But you are not here to tell me how to do
it,” Amar said.

The trio of Kez moved off and settled into
the camp. After a pause, Amar followed them, squeezing the dripping
wound on his hand. Reluctantly, he accepted that he should ask for
help.

When he joined them, Cybar was blowing on
some smoking tinder he had just sparked with his fire stone. Kym
stretched beside him and started wetting a cloth from his water
skin so he could wash away the blood and soothe his swelling
eye.

“Can someone help me?” Amar asked, but
avoided sounding contrite.

Vame came to him. Vame was the quietest of
the three and close to Amar in age. He had a unique look with a
narrow face and sleepy eyes, making his tribal origin hard for Amar
to place. Vame pursed his lips thoughtfully as he examined the deep
cut on Amar’s hand and then started digging through his pack. He
retrieved a small copper mending needle and a coil of fine fiber.
He told Amar to wash the cut while he sharpened the needle with a
stone.

The blood from the cut soaked two rags red
before Vame started stitching. His sutures helped, but the wound
continued to soak blood into the bandage that Vame made with Amar’s
last scrap of clean cloth.

Amar thanked Vame when he was done.

Vame glanced up at him shyly. The dusk had
deepened and night was embracing the land. “I would have you do the
same for me if I was hurt,” he said.

Amar nodded, wanting more than ever to belong
to this brotherhood of rogues.

“Why do you go to this forest you call the
Espen?” Vame asked.

When Amar thought of Onja, the pain in his
hand dimmed, but he would not speak of her, at least not yet. “I
cannot explain right now,” he murmured as he imagined seeing her
again. His longing filled him with impatience.

Vame frowned at the answer, but his patient
nature prevented him from pressing Amar on the subject.

There was no conversation around the campfire
that evening, but their mood was silently transformed.
Introspection replaced suspicion. Insects sang in the cooling
evening of late summer, and an owl announced its flight with a
screech somewhere among the dark trees.

Gradually the four men fell asleep. A watch
was not set. Out in the wilds and with most ruffians still at the
Thievesmeet, there seemed to be little concern.

When the group resumed their journey in the
morning, no one spoke of the fight the day before. Amar continued
to ride in front to show the Kez that he still did not fear
them.

As their journey continued, Amar spoke
little. After five more days, they emerged from the wilds into
cultivated lands sprinkled with villages. Men and women worked the
fields. Scythes cut the grain and the women gathered it and bundled
the shocks. The women in their head-to-toe clothing looked like
bags with straw hats perched on top of them. In contrast to the
fully covered women, the men labored with their shirts off.

When Amar and his group rode out of the bush
and into a field full of harvesters, the people moved quickly into
a group. Although the men held their scythes low, their weapon
potential was clearly advertised.

“We will stay at the village tonight,” Kym
decided.

At dusk, they reached a large village called
He San at a crossroads. It was the agricultural center of the
Hekanau Tribe’s heartland, and the place was dusty and quiet. Most
of the residents were still laboring in the fields and would not
trudge back to their homes until the night forced their urgent work
to stop. Only the tavern street was busy because grain buyers from
the cities were starting to arrive.

Kym chose the only establishment in the
village with red curtains in the upstairs windows, which meant that
more appetites than hunger and thirst were satisfied there.

The merchants looked up from their drinks
when the three Kez and Amar crossed the threshold. The bell over
the door rang like a tiny song bird twittering a warning. One of
the prostitutes, her head and shoulders conspicuously uncovered,
got up from the lap of a paunchy man with a long thin black
mustache. Red ribbons were braided into her thick coil of black
hair that snaked over one shoulder. She was thin and looked not to
have much softness left in her body or spirit. She walked over to
the arriving men and casually sized them up. She smiled to the Kez
but spoke to Amar.

“You are a sweet young pup to run with these
big wolves,” she commented. Her eyes were inviting.

Without a word, Amar walked by her and
approached the bar. The tavern keeper was just coming out of the
kitchen and his eyes lit up with excitement, interest, and a bit of
worry when he noticed his new guests. His dingy apron had grease
stains, and the wisps of hair remaining on his bald head were
slicked back. Amar listened behind him to the jingling of the Kez
warriors’ spurs as they walked across the room and claimed a big
table.

“What do you need, traveler?” the tavern
keeper inquired.

While tucking his gloves in his belt next to
his bronze sword, Amar said, “Lodging and food for four men, plus
stabling and fodder for our horses.”

The tavern keeper’s uncertainty about whether
he really wanted them to spend the night flickered across his face.
He cleared his throat and began to figure out what everything would
cost. Amar gave him a harsh look just before he stated the price.
The surprising lack of youthful naiveté in Amar’s gaze warned him
not to overcharge.

After a thoughtful pause, the tavern keeper
quoted him a fair price. Amar dug through his pouch and slapped
coins from three different regions on the wood of the bar that was
smooth except where someone had scrawled their name symbol with a
knife. The tavern keeper had no doubts about the origins of the
coins, and he gathered them with downcast eyes.

Amar joined his companions at their table.
The prostitute who had spoken to him was now being led upstairs by
the paunchy man.

“She wanted you, Amar,” Kym noted.

“I have no need for such as her,” Amar said
contemptuously.

Kym laughed agreeably. “You’re right. Give me
a good young woman married off to an old man any day,” he said.

The comment puzzled Amar, who asked Kym why
he had wanted to come here. Kym swung his feet onto the table as
the tavern keeper’s servant delivered food and drink.

“I don’t have to live every day outdoors, and
it is good to see women,” he explained.

The servant distributed bread and greens
alongside meat stewed with vegetables. On his second trip, the
servant set down a pitcher of water and a jug of strong fruit
liquor. Vame curled his nose up when he sniffed at the liquor and
complained about the Hekanau’s taste in drink. He poured himself a
shot anyway. Amar filled his cup with only water.

The Kez did not share Amar’s taste for
sobriety and they downed three shots of liquor in quick succession.
Flushed and happy, they relaxed into eating their food.

Amar picked at his food even though it tasted
good. He was eager to be back on the road. He hungered for
nourishment of a different sort.

Three more prostitutes entered the main room
after the Kez had settled into their drink and food. Kym paid two
of the girls to dance. The third woman fetched her bedecka, a
nine-stringed instrument played with a bow, and started to play.
The dancers shook their bracelet bells as they danced. Their
swaying jingling steps pleased all who occupied the room, and more
visitors began to come in from the street. Lanterns were lit
throughout the main room as night fell, and men watched the women
dance with hungry eyes.

In the warm lantern light, Amar watched the
women dance. They stirred no desire in him but their movements
induced a somewhat pleasant trance in him. He recalled the sensual
body of Loxane naked before all the Thievesmeet.

He did not notice right away when a dozen
local warriors came into the tavern. The crowd parted for them, and
the women stopped dancing when they saw the agents of Lord Tepter,
who enforced tribal law throughout the farming villages of that
province. The warriors wore leather armor, stained blue, upon their
torsos and bracers on their forearms. Their clothing was soft
yellow and their bronze helmets were polished brightly.

Kym still had his feet up on the table, and
he remained in his relaxed position as the Hekanau warriors stopped
at the table. They did not concern him. They would not dare offend
the servants of Vu.

But Amar had no notorious brotherhood to
protect him from a disapproving society.

“Who are you?” the lead warrior demanded of
Amar directly. He spoke with the tone of someone who was accustomed
to being obeyed.

Amar crossed his arms. “Who are you?” he
asked back.

The leader blinked with surprise at the
rogue’s audacity, but then recovered his stern countenance. “Don’t
be insolent. You are a thief,” he said pointing at Amar. “People
saw you come out of the wilds. Be gone from He San. This is a
decent town and Hekanaus don’t want scum like you around. Go.”

“A decent town you say? Then why are your
whores so popular?” Amar remarked.

The leader stepped forward, incensed, and
grabbed his sword. Kym swung his feet down from the table and told
the Hekanau warrior that Amar was with him.

The Hekanau shot Kym a bold look, but he
needed to assess the reason for the Kez’s presence in his town
before acting further. “Are you bound for the Patharki Domain? I’m
told Lord Tepter is setting up a negotiation to settle disputes
with them. The Patharki have been aggressive this year,” he
said.

“You seem to have things figured out,” Kym
said. He had no intention of describing his business for anyone
outside the Kez, but he would let the Hekanau believe what he
wanted.

Amar stood up. “I am not scum,” he
stated.

The Hekanau shot his eyes back to Amar,
genuinely shocked by the young thief who seemed to have no
sense.

“Are you here to charge me with a crime?”
Amar said. He could see that the manner of his speech prompted the
Hekanau to question his assumptions. Perhaps, the apparent rogue
traveling with the Kez was an important person in disguise, an
agent of some tribal leader.

Amar continued, “I’ll be on my way in the
morning with my companions. I prefer you leave us in peace or I
just may commit a crime.”

The Hekanau bristled at the challenge, but
despite having the squad of men behind him, he decided not to act.
“I’ll expect to see you leaving in the morning,” he said. He
whipped around and pointed for his men to head for the doors.

Speaking with an imperious tone, Amar
advised, “The Hekanau best give their attention to the Patharki and
not concern themselves with common thieves.”

The Hekanau warrior paused before deciding
that he was already sufficiently embarrassed by his encounter with
the Kez and their mysterious companion. He knew it was best not to
meddle in the affairs of the Kez and he regretted even trying.

As the warriors filed out the doors, the
prostitute resumed playing her bedecka. Kym signaled for the other
two women to dance again and they went back to the pleasing
task.

Kym poured himself another shot of liquor.
“Amar of no tribe,” he chuckled knowingly and drank down the
shot.

After that evening, Amar and his companions
returned to traveling the back country and did not visit villages.
They left the Hekanau Domain behind and approached the former
frontiers of the Lin Tohs Tribe. Amar adeptly avoided the roads
when they entered his homeland. Sometimes from vantage points in
the hills, he would look into the untended farmlands and see people
on the road. Patharki warriors along with peasant work crews were
scavenging the land for produce and livestock. Amar also saw a
burnt out village that had been mostly knocked down and cleaned up.
Nearby trees had been felled and were being milled into timbers for
new buildings.

The Patharki were wasting no time occupying
the land, making it their own, and erasing the Lin Tohs.

The spirit of Gendahl stirred like an old
blind dog that could bite out of frightened confusion. Amar
struggled to quell the misery inside him.

Onja, please still be here, he thought and
clung to the joy that she would give him.

His despair increased when they approached
the Espen Forest. Crossing the hedge-rowed fields at the edge of
the woodland, Amar resisted the urge to peer into the tall grasses
where the corpses of fallen Lin Tohs likely lay.

When he entered the Espen Forest, the shaded
hush of the place seemed respectful of his tragedy. Amar saw no
fresh tracks on the path. The Patharki had probably not defiled
this place since that terrible day when Gendahl died in spirit if
not in flesh.

Then he saw the bodies. Beneath the old mossy
trees there were no tall grasses to hide the warriors and servants.
Of course, animals had been at the remains, from small insects to
large prowling cats, wolves and bears. Little was left. Clothing
was withering over bones, and vines and mosses were spreading over
the unfortunate scraps of the unburied. When the leaves fell in the
autumn, these dead Lin Tohs would finally know the peaceful embrace
of Gyhwen.

Amar stopped his horse and looked down. His
face was hot and he struggled against the urge to scream.

Kym came alongside him. “What is this place?”
he demanded. His eyes scanned the ranks of old growth trees, whose
leaves were silent in the stillness of the midday heat.

Cybar, showing his agitation more than Kym,
also asked why Amar had brought them to this haunted place.

Amar wet his lips and turned his horse so
that he could face his companions. He decided to tell them the
truth. “Loxane, Shamaness of the Kelsur, said I was spirit-touched.
This is the place where it happened. I come here to find again the
rys that saved me from dying in the battle that happened here,” he
said.

The revelation disturbed the three Kez. Vame
glanced about nervously, as if expecting the rys to strike him
instantly. Cybar whispered a warding phrase in his native
dialect.

“A rys?” Kym asked. “Here?”

Amar nodded, and the thought of Onja
gladdened his broken heart.

Kym exchanged a look with his comrades. None
of them had ever seen a rys, but they believed in the existence of
the mountain spirit creatures that inspired folk tales.

Amar found new resolve after speaking of his
purpose. “Follow me if you dare to see what I have seen,” he said.
He continued into the forest, and the Kez followed warily.

Amar eventually left the hunting trail and
ascended the rough ridge that had brought him to the waterfalls. He
moved back and forth along the ridge. Sometimes he had to dismount
and lead his horse through the thicker brush. Failing to find the
route to the waterfalls, he began to question if he had gone far
enough or perhaps too far.

The Kez straggled after him without complaint
until dusk when roaming a forested cliff became obviously unwise.
Kym ordered that they camp, and Amar, although anxious to find the
waterfalls, did not argue. Around the campfire that night he
brooded on the patch of stars that showed through a break in the
tree canopy. Amar forgot to eat.

Kym pulled out a small leather canteen and
offered it to Amar. The three red tassels hanging from the
canteen’s strap made it look to Amar like it was dripping blood in
the firelight. He shook his head once. He knew the canteen held
Kym’s supply of liquor, and he wanted none.

Kym shrugged and took a pull of the strong
drink and passed it to Vame. The Kez leader sighed as the liquor
eased his aches from travel. “Amar,” he said. “What were you among
the Lin Tohs?”

The question visibly bothered Amar, but he
glanced around his companions and saw how curious they were for his
answer.

Looking down, he said that he had been a
bodyguard to his young lord Gendahl. He took out the amber hawk
amulet on a broken chain and explained what it was. “Why Jayshem
thought to spare me I do not know,” Amar added.

Cybar remarked that Jayshem tended not to be
thorough, unlike Vu, an honest God. The others, except for Amar,
chuckled. Thorough enough, Amar thought.

Cybar took his turn with the liquor and
passed it back to Kym, who took a final drink before tucking it
away. Everyone was tired and they spread bedrolls. Kym decided to
set a watch and told Vame to take the first shift.

Amar did not attempt to sleep. He leaned
against a tree that clung to the edge of the cliff. His vigil over
the canyon was silent and patient.

Vame checked on the horses and then quietly
came to stand by Amar. The nocturnal noise of bugs and distant
frogs advertised the secret activities of the dark land. A breeze
picked up along the cliff, and the tree leaves rustled happily. The
cool was good after the hot day. During a lull in the wind when the
trees quieted, Amar finally heard the flowing water.

“Do you hear it?” he asked excitedly.

“What?” Vame said. He had no idea which night
noise Amar referred to.

“The waterfalls,” Amar said and he sighed
with relief. “Wait here.”

Vame stopped him with a tentative hand on his
shoulder. The Kez did not hear any waterfalls and he warned Amar
that it was dangerous to wander in the night along the cliff.

“I will be fine,” Amar assured him and
left.

Vame considered following him, but feared how
easy it would be to tumble over the cliff.

Despite Amar’s confidence, he had no desire
to cast himself over the cliff again. He groped carefully along the
land, reaching blindly for tree trunks and vines. He knew there was
a way down.

He crept through the trees all night,
heedless of the sting of insects. The hum of falling water sang in
his ears and beckoned him. Amar did not rest until he slipped on a
patch of rotted leaves and slid down a dark slope. With his hands
flailing about, he managed to grab a sapling and halt his descent.
Once he was certain that he would not fall, he released the bent
sapling and stayed still. His heart thudded with great panic as he
relived his fall over the cliff and the breaking of his legs.

Amar waited for the dawn before continuing.
Once the birds above him in the trees started their joyous songs,
he got up and brushed himself off. He saw that the way down was
right in front of him. A deer trail broke the underbrush and wound
into the canyon. He hurried into the canyon as if he had known the
trail his whole life. Deer tracks marked the soft places where
rainwater puddled on the lower land.

The waterfalls hummed close by and the
moisture tickled his nostrils. Amar ran out onto the flat expanse
of rock. The bright sun hit his face and he squinted at the
dazzling waterfalls.

“Onja!” he cried. “Onja!”

The deep wide pool churned on one end where
the falls hit, calmed in the middle, and then hurried away into the
stream. The waters were lower than when he had been there
before.

Calling out for Onja again, he splashed into
the pool. He pleaded to the waterfalls for her to come out.

“Amar.”

He whirled and she was standing on the rock
shore that he had just left. Breathing hard, he rushed out of the
water with big steps. She helped him out of the pool. Climbing onto
the rock, he stayed on his knees. It was a blessing to hold her
hand and he pressed the smooth blue fingers to his cheek.

“Onja,” he murmured.

“I am glad to see you again, Amar,” she said,
gently easing her fingers out of his affectionate grip.

Amar stood up. He cared nothing about the
water in his boots. The water streaming off his wet pants puddled
on the rock.

“You have come to ask for my help,” Onja
surmised.

Confused and ashamed, Amar looked down and
nodded.

“And you have friends now,” Onja added.

Amar frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t know what
they are,” he said.

“They follow you and that is good,” Onja
said. She stepped around Amar, eyeing him like a concerned aunt.
“You are thin, Amar. You should give more thought to the strength
of your body,” she admonished.

Amar ran a hand over his stomach. His armored
net of diamond-shaped plates hung looser than it used to, and he
knew that his clothing covered ribs that pressed against his
skin.

Onja guided him into the shade beneath the
trees where she had healed his legs.

“What would you ask of me?” she said in a
kindly way.

Amar explained his encounter with Lax Ar Fu
and the mission that he had accepted. He told her everything about
Loxane as well and expressed his desire to become a member of the
Kez.

“And you want me to help you kill this
Wayndo,” Onja determined.

“I want you to help me find him,” Amar
clarified.

Onja became pensive and watched an osprey
swoop over the pool and pluck a fish from the water. The bird cried
triumphantly as it flapped toward its nest in a tall dead tree.
Then Onja smiled and said, “Of course I will help you find
him.”

 


11. Rising Will

Amar approached the Kez stealthily through
the steep hillside undergrowth. He could hear them complaining
about his absence. Kym was on the verge of hunting him down. Vame
and Cybar were agreeing because they had expected Amar to be a
deceiver to their Overlord.

Amar was pained to overhear their low opinion
of him. He missed having respect. Even that fool man-child Gendahl
had been respected by his people.

The vine that Amar held cracked off the dead
branch it was clinging to. The noise put the Kez on their feet with
weapons drawn. Amar scrambled out of the foliage, sweaty,
scratched, and dusty. He nodded amicably to the Kez despite their
hostile attitude. Slowly they put away their blades as Amar pulled
off his helmet and drank deeply from his water skin.

“Did you find what you were looking for?” Kym
asked skeptically.

Amar poured some water over his head and
shook his black dripping hair that had not been cut since the
demise of the Lin Tohs.

“Yes,” Amar replied happily and looked
around.

Onja appeared next to the tethered horses,
and she sauntered out where all the men could see her. She had
perhaps been standing there for some time without being
noticed.

“Great Vu!” Cybar shouted.

Kym whispered, “It is true.” Neither he nor
the others seemed capable of doing more than stare at her alien
beauty. Her strong long limbs, perfect bosom, and curving hips
triggered a natural awe of her feminine perfection. She studied
them with her mysterious dark eyes as if she was a rare animal that
had never seen men.

Her presence filled Amar with confidence.
“This is Onja,” he said and walked to her side. “She is a rys and
desires to travel with us.”

Cybar’s hand flopped to an inside pocket of
the loose vest that he wore over his tough leather armor. He
brought out a stone female statuette and held it toward her in a
warding fashion.

“Beware the spirits of the mountains!” he
declared. He took a few steps toward her, trying to fend her off
with his charm. She only cocked her head and regarded him with
bemused curiosity.

“Begone! Evil trickster. Begone!” he
cried.

His negative view of Onja angered Amar. He
stalked up to Cybar and batted the statuette from his hands with
such force that it flew against a tree and nicked away some bark.
The little stone woman landed face down on the ground and did not
stir with the supposed powers that Cybar attributed to her.

“Stupid peasant!” Amar shouted and cuffed
Cybar and then kicked him.

Stricken with his fear of Onja, Cybar
scrambled backward.

“Do not call Onja evil,” Amar declared. “She
is only curious about the peoples who border her homeland. You will
not be rude to her!”

Kym pulled Cybar closer to reassure his Kez
brother. Glancing from Amar and then to Onja, Kym was in awe of the
relationship between the man and the rys. He could not guess what
it could mean, except that he now knew with certainty that he would
not want to cross Amar in anything. This rys companion was a wonder
and not to be provoked with simple superstition. This was the power
that the Shamaness Loxane must have sensed in Amar. Quietly, Kym
admonished Cybar to control himself.

Onja came closer and set a restraining hand
on Amar’s shoulder. His seething anger at the insult given her had
shot through her body like a strong liquor hitting an empty
stomach. His rage on her behalf was a sweet thrill that she would
want to feel again.

But her words were kind. “Forgive me for
frightening you, human man,” Onja said. “And forgive Amar. His
temper, it would seem, is swift.”

Onja extended a hand toward the three Kez
men. They tensed but were otherwise too stunned to react. Blue
light snapped on her fingertips and the cut on Cybar’s lip where
Amar had hit him stopped bleeding.

Now he is spirit-touched as well, Amar
thought with a pang of jealousy, but he also saw opportunity in
Onja’s act because it gave him and Cybar a shared experience.

Cybar touched his lip and marveled at the
sudden cessation of pain. His brothers were also amazed by the
healing.

Onja said, “I have come to learn and ask to
travel with you in these human lands.”

Cybar and Vame looked to Kym who nodded
dumbly.

Onja walked over to Cybar’s woman statuette
and picked it up. She brushed some dirt from it and contemplated it
as if it were the strangest thing she had ever seen. With her thumb
she stroked its tiny rock breasts and then returned it to Cybar.
Reverently, he plucked it from her fingers and put it back in his
pocket.

Amar introduced the men. Onja repeated their
names as she was told them. Alone with a group of humans admittedly
made her nervous because she had yet to learn how to predict their
behavior.

It will come, she assured herself. Have not
all the other animals been easy to master?

Noting the similar dress and hair among the
Kez, she asked them about their relationship.

Kym explained that they were servants of Vu,
God of Contests. They provided security or fought where their lord
deemed it the most useful or profitable, and they had other talents
that people sometimes hired them to perform.

Vame added, “We are brothers in our service
to Vu. Amar seeks to join us, but has yet to prove himself.”

“I have yet to complete my mission,” Amar
corrected.

The challenging statement almost provoked
Vame, who narrowed his sleepy eyes menacingly until he realized
that Amar had just struck one of his brothers and he had not even
thought to retaliate, nor had Kym. Amar’s sudden dominance
disturbed Vame, but he was uncertain about resisting him. His
mysterious intensity seemed to build a crossroads where
insignificance met greatness. Vame suspected his brothers sensed
the same thing. As the Kez said, Vu revealed leaders.

With the awkward introduction done, Amar was
anxious to move away from his extinct domain. “Let us go to the
Temulanka Domain and seek Wayndo,” he announced. “But we must
settle something first. Kym, Vame, and Cybar, I would have you
accept me now as your Kez brother.”

His aggressive demand unsettled the Kez, but
their usual arrogance was subdued and no one scoffed at his
audacity.

Constantly glancing at Onja, Kym said, “It is
by the authority of our Overlord that a brother is declared and
initiated. We cannot just make you a Kez, but I will admit, Amar,
that I do not oppose having you join the brotherhood.”

“Let your wish become the authority,” Amar
proposed. He stepped a little closer to the trio of Kez. “It is
time that I began to be instructed in your ways.”

Onja observed how Amar asserted his desire
upon the men. She realized that her influence added to Amar’s
natural confidence, and his striking boldness was making the other
men respect and fear him, and these men did not easily fear another
man.

The presence of Onja made it difficult for
the Kez to refuse Amar’s direction. The rys female was obviously
allied with him. What might Amar ask her to do?

Amar quickly became impatient with the
hesitation of the Kez. He wanted to extract their loyalty before
proceeding against Wayndo. Amar needed again the feeling of men in
his service.

He said, “If the vengeance against Wayndo is
so important to the Kez, how could you allow someone not of your
brotherhood to be the instrument of it?”

Cybar answered him. “Amar, the mission is
impossible. Lax Ar Fu sent us to watch you give up and then kill
you. I am sorry.”

Kym jabbed his comrade with a disgruntled
look, but Cybar did not regret telling Amar the truth.

“I appreciate your honesty, Cybar, but I had
guessed as much,” Amar said. “Even so, I still intend to perform my
mission and join the Kez. I am an outlaw. I have no other future,
yet I wish to be part of something. I promise you that I will not
fail. Onja will advise me on how best to reach Wayndo. Now, I would
have you accept me as your Kez brother before we proceed. If not,
then I will ignore my pledge to Lax Ar Fu and then you can try to
carry out the orders he has given you.”

Observing closely, Onja tried to pierce the
reasoning of Amar’s mind. Did he expect her to defend him? Or was
he simply hoping to win on a gamble? She suspected the latter
because Amar was wildly unthinking of his safety. His grief begged
for death, yet he was corralling his craziness and transforming it
into power, or at least trying to. His reckless experimentation was
intriguing to watch.

Kym moved a little closer to Onja to study
her. Summoning his courage, he asked her if she would use her magic
to defend Amar.

“Amar does not need me to defend him,” she
replied.

“I must speak with my brothers,” Kym
announced and walked a short distance away to confer privately with
Cybar and Vame.

As the Kez murmured in the shade of
vine-laden trees, Amar looked to Onja for approval.

“Are you trying to amuse me, Amar?” she said
and smiled.

“When I’m near you I feel that I own the
world,” he whispered.

His words chilled her with excitement. To
know that she could inspire such passion encouraged her
greatly.

The Kez glanced at Amar frequently during
their quiet meeting before they finally called him over.

I am not afraid, Amar told himself. He
approached the Kez. Vame, Kym, and Cybar stood in a semi-circle
waiting for him. In their eyes Amar could see that they were
killers of both the guilty and the innocent.

“We have agreed that we can share with you
the pledge of brothers, but we cannot fully initiate you as a Kez.
That is a special process done in a special place.” Kym said.

Amar nodded. “Very well. We will share the
pledge of brothers,” he said.

“First, you must let us cut your hair,” Kym
said.

Cybar and Vame stepped forward suddenly and
grabbed his arms. Amar squashed his urge to resist and submitted.
Their strong hands gripped him hard and forced him to his
knees.

Kym untied a worn animal skin sack from his
belt and removed a small segment of carved bone that had a fine
bronze blade about three fingers across set in its edge. Kym gave
the thin blade a few careful scrapes on a sharpening stone and then
pushed the hair back from Amar’s face. He began to cut and shave
away the lower half of Amar’s black hair from his temples past his
ears and around the back of his neck. The long hair was left only
on the top of his head. Amar watched the locks of black hair drop
to the ground. In Kym’s skilled hand, the blade almost caressed his
skin. After completing one side, Kym sharpened the blade again and
then finished.

Amar was eager to run his hands across the
liberated portions of his head, but Vame and Cybar tightened their
holds. Kym seized him roughly by the back of the neck and pulled
him close. He pressed the blade against the thick artery on Amar’s
neck.

“A Kez would give his life for any of his
brothers,” Kym said.

Amar felt his pulse push against the little
blade that was biting into skin. If Kym pushed just a little
harder, Amar’s life would gush away like a butchered animal.

Kym added, “I have your life right now.”

Amar met his gaze. “And I gave it to you
freely, did I not?” he said.

Kym nodded. He rolled back off his knees onto
his heels, but, as he let go of Amar, he gave Amar’s neck a
stinging slash.

Cybar and Vame let him go. Amar reached for
his neck that was slick with blood. The cut hurt but it was not
mortal. He looked over his shoulder at Onja, who observed but
showed no distress. Amar turned back to his new comrades. “What
else must I do?” he asked.

Kym answered that for now he needed to give
his pledge to be their brother. That their secrets were not to be
shared. That he was not to work against the interests of his
brothers. That he would share the danger of battle with them and
the rewards of victory. That he would let no woman or property
interfere with his loyalty to his fellow Kez.

Easily Amar promised these things and then
Kym, Vame, and Cybar joined him on their knees and made the same
pledges back to him. For a beautiful moment, Amar felt renewed. He
belonged to a group. He no longer had to wander in madness like a
ghost bound to Gyhwen by tragedy. But the comfort was only a dreamy
flicker. This was not his tribe born again and welcoming him back.
This was the Brotherhood of the Kez, and with them, he would do
little that was good.

The men rose together and congratulated Amar.
No one seemed to regret accepting him. Vame commented that he had
seen better haircuts. In his defense, Kym said that Amar had not
held still. “He was nervous,” he teased although he knew it was not
true. Kym had judged many a man in uncomfortable circumstances, and
he had seen that Amar had not really cared if he cut his
throat.

To be fearless is to be dangerous. He is a
true Kez, Kym thought admiringly. He then warned Amar that there
was more to becoming a Kez than this simple ceremony among
brothers. He would have to declare himself loyal to Lax Ar Fu and
pass more tests. And of course he must pledge himself to the
service and glory of Vu, their God.

The men started packing up their small camp.
As they were set to leave, Amar offered his horse to Onja, but she
declined and said that it was no trouble for her to walk. The
thought of her walking while he rode bothered Amar, but Onja told
him to ride his horse and so he did.

Amar’s regret about Onja walking did not
last. The next morning, a fine stallion appeared among their
hobbled horses that had been grazing and dozing through the night.
The horse was black, burnished by the summer sun to a coppery
sheen, and his mane and tale were long and silky. One spot of white
on the stallion’s forehead marked him like a guiding star orients
the heavens. Onja walked over to the stallion that bore no halter.
The horse placed his soft nose in her hand and she petted him. From
where the stallion had come she never said.

Onja mounted the horse without needing bridle
or saddle, and the horse obeyed her without the slightest
resistance.

When they set out that day to travel, Amar
said that he wanted to avoid the roads. Running into any Patharki
would anger him, and he did not want the distraction. The Kez were
accustomed to cross country travel, and they soon learned that
Onja, although unfamiliar with the land, could see ahead in her
mind and discover paths through the forests without any
trouble.

In order to aid Amar in his quest against
Wayndo, Onja spent time in conversation with him. He told her what
he knew of Wayndo’s appearance from his conversation with Smart
Grab. The Kez also added details about what they knew of the
warlord. As the oldest man present, Kym had seen Wayndo several
times during the Temulanka Sabar’Uto War although his sightings had
only been at a distance. Even without a close image of the man in
his memory, Onja gained much knowledge from him. Her continual
questions caused him to think about the Temulanka warlord, and she
could see him in Kym’s mind.

Because the Kez were well-traveled, they were
able to answer her questions about the Temulanka Domain. What were
the towns and cities? Where were the fortresses or pleasure
palaces? Where was Wayndo likely to be? Cybar was the most
responsive, eager to help her. His fear of her was quickly turning
to devotion.

Although Kym and Vame were still cautious in
her presence, they were polite and gave her what information they
could. Kym even asked her how she planned to use the
information.

She did not respond right away. How did one
explain such a thing to a human? Onja told him simply that she
would seek Wayndo with her mind.

Over the next days, Amar began to condition
his body before they spent the day traveling. At the first light of
dawn he went for long runs. When he returned to camp, he ate
quickly and then trained with weapons with Kym, Vame, and Cybar.
Although Amar had been educated in fighting since boyhood, he had
much to learn from these black-hearted servants of Vu. They knew
many techniques and tricks and they drove him hard with their
sparring. Sometimes Amar took a minor wound, and those lessons he
learned from the most.

During the mock battles, Amar pushed himself
with all his will and fought hard. In front of Onja, he did not
waver or show his exhaustion, and daily he grew stronger.

After sparring, Amar grabbed a low tree
branch and pulled himself up over and over, dozens of times, until
his arms felt like they would rip, and then he focused beyond the
pain and pulled up two more times.

Onja enjoyed watching Amar train, and she was
especially pleased and inspired by his rising will. She remembered
him broken and weak. If not for her power, he would be dead, and
she was proud of what she was achieving with him.

 


12. Sky Temple

Oh, Preem, Judger of men, we save those most wicked
for you. Take the flesh and soul of this condemned man whose
offenses deserve your divine cruelty. ~ Nurati prayer of
execution

After six days, Amar and his group approached
the Temulanka Domain through its wild borderlands along the Nurati
Domain. Subdued by the afternoon heat, the men were silent and
daydreaming until Onja abruptly stopped her horse. She looked north
across the landscape like a fox that has heard a mouse in the
grass. She told them to follow.

Her course took them into rough land, and
their horses sweated on an incline among thinning trees. They came
out onto a windswept ridge that offered a wide view. Ahead rose a
blocky weathered butte formed from the withered heart of a mountain
exposed by eons of elements. Above it wheeled carrion birds.

Onja rushed them onward across a shallow
brushy canyon. They splashed through a tiny stream, lazy in the
late the summer. Flies hovered the water and bothered the men and
horses.

When they reached the butte, Onja found
man-made steps. She slid from the slick back of her horse and
danced up three steps before noticing that the men had not moved.
Amar and the others recognized now what the place must be. Kym was
the first to protest.

“We must not go up there,” he told her. “It
is a sky temple to the God Preem, Judger of men. The birds are the
eyes of Preem. We invite his judgment to approach.”

From the base of the butte, the carrion birds
could not be seen, but Onja saw them in her mind’s eye. Fear of
judgment from some human God troubled her not at all.

“Will you come, Amar?” she asked.

Inside he wavered, but Onja’s request
superseded his fear of the Gods. He dismounted and then looked
questioningly to his new Kez brothers. They seemed much less
intimidating now that he saw them cowed by superstition. Cybar then
surprised him by getting off his horse. The memory of Onja’s magic
on his lip emboldened him.

Onja and the two men ascended the butte. On
top seven old oaks grew in a wide circle. Juvenile trees and
sproutlings were scattered in the shade of the gnarled giants.
Within the ring of oaks, stood a ring of bluntly cut blocks of
stone that, despite their colossal size, had obviously been erected
by human hands. Onja recognized in the monoliths the blue stone of
her mountains. She was mildly offended to see a portion of her
homeland dragged by humans to this lonely spot.

Three vultures hunkered on standing stones
and crows clattered in the trees. Amar and Cybar watched the birds
warily as they entered the rings of trees and stones.

At the center of the sky temple, a horizontal
altar stone was angled to the west so that the worst of the
afternoon sun would beat down upon it. A wretched man was chained
to the altar. He writhed weakly and tried to shoo away the crow
perched on his thigh. The bird flapped and danced between his legs
and chest. Exhausted, the man rested after his futile fit, and the
crow settled on his stomach and continued to shred his ragged linen
shirt. He moaned.

Onja stopped with her companions several
paces back from the altar. Inside the ring, faces were carved into
the stones. Their expressions alternated between laughing mirth and
stern disappointment. Beyond the ring of stones, Onja took in the
breathtaking view of wooded foothills with her beloved Rysamand
rising over them. Benign white clouds cast their shadows across the
forests as if the sky caressed the land. The grand landscape was
beautiful and utterly heedless of the pathetic suffering figure
dropped within it. The shadow of a circling vulture crossed his
torso.

“Why has this been done?” Onja whispered to
Amar.

He answered that he had heard of sky temples
as a place for punishing criminals. Preem delivered judgment,
usually with the carrion birds.

Transfixed by the suffering man, Cybar added,
“Not every criminal is executed so ceremoniously. He must have
given great offense to the Gods and his tribe.”

Amar said, “I have heard that the Nurati
Tribe honors Preem more than others. This elaborate sky temple
seems to prove it. I think their capital is close to here.”

The crow upon the harshly judged man tossed
aside an unappetizing scrap of cloth and pecked at the man’s
abdomen. He screamed and flopped in his chains. The bird ripped a
jagged bloody tear in the man’s flesh. Blood oozed slowly from his
dehydrated body. The other watchful birds cheered their brother,
and two more crows flew over to the altar.

Amar drew his good sword and approached the
altar. Onja followed him, captivated by everything she beheld.
Cybar trailed them, stalling fearfully. Amar waved the birds away
from the altar with his sword. The tormented man squinted into the
sun. Amar, silhouetted by the brightness, was fuzzy to his
bloodshot eyes. He tried to speak, but his dry thirsty throat
barely made a sound better than the coarse crows.

Cybar called to Amar, “His life is for Preem.
You must not interfere.”

Amar studied the man on the altar. His brown
skin glowed red from the burning sun. His lips were cracked and
darkly clotted. His chin length black hair with a deep widow’s peak
was dirty and stringy, and blisters mottled his forehead, nose and
cheeks. He had only been left clothed in a linen tunic and loin
cloth and his bare legs showed the wounds of many probing
pecks.

Upon hearing voices, the condemned tried
again to speak. “Mercy,” he groaned. “Mercy. I do not deserve
this.”

“Amar, we must go,” Cybar insisted. “Do not
give him swift death.”

Amar had initially thought to end the man’s
suffering with a merciful blow, but now that he looked at him, he
changed his mind.

“I would free him,” he said.

“Preem will punish you,” Cybar warned.

Amar dismissed the threat of Preem’s ire. “I
seek no forgiveness for anything that I have done. One more thing
will not matter,” he said and then looked to Onja, seeking her
opinion.

She came beside the altar. “Free him,” she
concurred.

The bronze chains that draped the altar were
old and corroded, but still firm enough to restrain a tortured man.
Amar found a particularly weak link and smacked it with his sword.
Three strokes and the link broke. Amar pried the link apart and
then pulled the chains off the loop set into the stone.

The condemned man watched Amar with
amazement. The young wanderer bore no resemblance to anyone he knew
and he certainly lacked the appearance of a Nurati. With the chains
loose from the rock, Amar looked at the manacles on the man’s
wrists and ankles.

“I can get those off him,” Onja said.

The condemned man turned his head toward her
lovely voice. “Sweet lady….” he started to say in a voice as rough
as split logs but then he stopped. He did not understand what he
saw. He fainted when her eyes began to glow with blue fire.

The bolts of the manacles softened as Onja
precisely heated them. Amar pulled the manacles open and freed the
man’s limbs. Amar gathered the limp man into his arms. He was
slight of build, and Amar was able to place him over a shoulder.
The man smelled terribly, and Amar turned his face away from his
wretched body.

Cybar had retreated outside the ring of
stones. From the shade of an oak he watched Amar approach with the
unconscious man. Cybar shook his head insistently. “Put him back,”
he advised urgently.

Onja tugged on Amar’s sleeve to stop him. “He
truly fears what you have done,” she commented.

“He will get over it,” Amar said, unconcerned
about Cybar’s opinion.

“The others truly fear this sky temple,” she
said.

“The Gods are to be feared, Onja,” Amar
replied matter-of-factly. “You are born. You die. The Gods are
always there.”

She contemplated his simple words and then
asked, “But you do not fear your Gods, Amar?”

Amar would have shrugged if he had not been
burdened with a stinking half-dead man. “I do not care,” he said
and continued toward Cybar.

Onja lingered in the sky temple and studied
the faces carved in the stones. Their blank eyes now looked at her
invitingly, welcoming her into their mysterious club.

So simple, she thought.

She set a hand on a monolith. The stone had
been cut from the Rysamand and somehow the humans had dragged it up
this butte. The effort that must have taken astounded her. So very
strange that the humans would work so hard for something that
benefited them not at all. Most of them lived in little huts and
enjoyed no luxuries. Why did they not put their efforts toward
making better shelters for everyone?

Onja looked at the men under the oak tree.
Amar had set the man down in the shade and was dripping water onto
the man’s ragged lips. Cybar frowned over them with worry.

There is power in fear, Onja realized.

A crow flapped over her head and landed on
the nearest monolith. He squawked at Onja irritably, apparently
blaming her for the removal of the sacrifice. She looked up at the
impertinent bird. He turned his head and regarded her closely with
a perfect black eye that glistened with intelligence. Onja shifted
her attention entirely to the sentience radiating from the shiny
black bird. Her wondrous mind that knew no bounds connected with
the bird’s alien awareness.

“Yes, I took your prize. Forgive me this
once, and I will make it up to you,” she told him mentally.

Utterly surprised by the communication, the
crow tucked his dark beak against his feathery chest and peeked at
her shyly. Onja lifted a blue hand and invited him gently with a
twitch of her white-nailed fingers.

The crow looked back at his mates that were
strutting across the altar stone, complaining among each other.
Tentatively the crow on the monolith opened his wings, and, after
one more encouraging gesture from Onja, flapped down to her hand.
His feet dug into her skin but did not pierce her flesh. She
stroked his neck and purred to him lovingly.

“You shall have to tell me your name
someday,” she told him.

He squawked and took to the air. He landed in
the oak tree over the men tending the victim plucked from Preem’s
justice. Onja watched the indentations left in the skin of her hand
fade before she joined her companions.

Amar made Cybar help him carry the man down
the steep steps of the butte. The other men were distressed at
Amar’s audacious theft from Preem.

But Amar scolded them, “We claim to be
brother outlaws yet you would leave one to the judgment of the
law-abiding. Whatever this man did, he is one of us now.”

Delirious, the man moaned and turned his head
from side to side on the ground. He was grizzled, sunburned, and
filthy. His body was thin and his hands were soft. Clearly he was
no laborer.

Amar said, “I think this man has some
quality.”

They took him to the little stream in the
canyon and washed him. The cool water roused him from his burning
torment, and he drank greedily, which made him retch. Amar rolled
him away from the bank so that he could no longer slurp like a mad
animal.

Clearly the group was not going to travel
more that day, and Vame gathered firewood. While Amar nursed the
man, Cybar answered questions from Kym and Vame about the sky
temple. His Kez brothers often glanced warily at the quiet butte.
The circling vultures were drifting away. Preem’s servants would go
unpaid today. A debt perhaps that would not be forgotten.

Onja sat apart from everyone, cross-legged
upon a boulder at the edge of the stream. She stared toward her
mountains, lost in intense thought.

Kym eventually stood over Amar and the man
that had been rescued.

“Amar, the priests of Preem might notice that
the vultures disappeared when they should have thickened in the
sky,” Kym said.

“Priests are slow. We’ll move on in the
morning. Do not worry, Kym,” Amar said.

“Your accursed pet will not be able to travel
so soon,” Kym said.

Amar’s dark eyes flashed up at the Kez
warrior. “I do not fear Nurati priests who chain people and leave
them for animals,” Amar said. “This man will ride with me.”

Kym shook his head because Amar puzzled him
continually. “Why do you want this man? He’ll certainly make no
warrior for Vu. I don’t think he could steal a bowl of porridge to
save his life.”

Amar wetted a rag and wiped the man’s
forehead. “He might have knowledge and rare skills. Warriors aren’t
everything,” he said.

Kym scratched the back of his head, where his
stubble was starting to grow in. “I suppose the Nurati are known
for scholarship,” Kym granted. He squatted next to the thin
wretched man and studied him. “Yes, yes, definitely a Nurati nose.
What’s your name, Nurati criminal?” Kym asked.

The man’s eyes were half closed. His lips
moved as if he might answer, but the effort to speak seemed to be
too much. Amar dribbled at little more water into his mouth and
said, “I am Amar. Who are you?”

“Amar,” the man whispered back and his long
black lashes lifted. His crusty eyes were craters in a skull
covered by tight skin. “I am Urlen.”

“Urlen,” Amar repeated. He liked the name.
“What was your crime?”

Urlen shut his eyes as if the answer was
difficult to recall. “No crime,” he said. “I did what was
right.”

Kym chuckled. “Maybe he is a proper
criminal.”

Amar moved Urlen to where Vame was busy
arranging kindling. Even in the balmy summer dusk, Urlen shivered
and he leaned gratefully over the fire once it was burning. Amar
boiled some oats and added a generous dose of salt to the gruel.
Urlen ate it with trembling hands.

Amar and his companions sat in a circle,
eating and watching their newest companion. As the Nurati regained
a scrap of vitality, he observed his liberators. Their speech was
understandable but he could not pinpoint the origin of their
dialect. Upon recognizing their hair style, he realized whose
company he was keeping.

“How many days were you up there?” Amar
asked.

Urlen scooped another blob of gruel into his
mouth with his fingers. “This was the second day,” he said. “I am
in your debt, and I thank you.” He spoke to Amar and nodded
politely to the others.

After a few more mouthfuls, Urlen made
himself pause in his eating. His stomach hurt. Sighing, he said, “I
was almost dead. I even dreamed a woman was there. Perhaps the
blessed virgin Opeti is real after all and came to me in my
need.”

The men around the fire smiled as if sharing
a secret joke. Amar pointed upstream. Urlen squinted and then for
the first time he noticed the female figure seated on the rock.

“No,” he breathed in disbelief. Then he
squinted again. Something was strange. Despite being near death, he
had not really believed in the presence of the virgin Goddess Opeti
that women prayed to for security. But Urlen, even suffering from
near sightedness, knew that not just any woman sat nearby.

“A rys,” Amar explained. “She helped set you
free.”

“So the tales are true…” Urlen said. “Is she
from the Tymelo Mountains?”

Amar nodded and then explained the proper
name of the mountains. He then offered to introduce Urlen to her.
With difficulty Urlen got to his feet and had to hunch over Amar’s
arm like an old man.

Helping him along, Amar whispered, “You will
respect her.”

“Yes, Amar, of course,” Urlen pledged.

Onja looked over her shoulder. The hobbling
Nurati was overcome by the sight of her and dropped to his knees.
Onja unfolded her shapely bare legs and slid down from the boulder.
Her blue body radiated feminine beauty. Her black hair tumbled
around her face and neck, black as a night thick with secrets.

“I am Onja,” she said. And then with a gentle
smile, she added, “Amar’s friend.”

Amar glowed with appreciation. It was so good
to be in her company.

“I am your servant,” Urlen said.

She walked around Urlen, sizing him up.
Looking down on his wet head, she asked him why he had been
condemned to die.

Although fragile and beaten, Urlen withered
even more. Some tragic weight yoked him with choking injustice.

“It makes so little sense to me that I can
hardly say the words,” Urlen said.

“We will not judge you,” Amar said
sincerely.

Urlen looked doubtfully at his savior. He
supposed that heinous crimes would not shock this young but
hardened outlaw, yet he feared that his crime might not be
excused.

But with Onja’s magical eyes bearing down on
him, Urlen knew that he would speak only the truth. He coughed and
then began his tale.

“I was respected and encouraged most of my
life. As a boy I showed an aptitude with letters and I never grew
bored among the scrolls. I would travel to every town and seek all
the scholars and scribes so that I could learn more of reading and
writing.

“So much knowledge I found rolled up in
fabric and skin, lovingly stowed in wooden tubes. The wonder of it
always made me want more. By my thirteenth year, I was making my
own living copying scrolls for the aging word masters. My family
was proud of me. I improved the home of my aging parents. Even my
older brothers, so much taller and stronger than me, were proud of
me.

“I studied hard and trained myself to letter
with skill, art, and clarity. To read my script was to be a
pleasure, I thought, but I also took seriously how important it was
to preserve the knowledge. It seemed like a magic to me.”

Urlen paused and glanced at Onja, expecting
her to comment but she remained patiently silent.

In a tentative tone, Urlen said, “I read once
that your kind is magic.”

“What you have read is correct,” Onja said.
“Continue.”

Urlen wished he had skin and ink now so he
could interview her and record her responses. That would be a
scroll of incredible value.

He licked his cracked lips and Amar kindly
fetched him the water skin. Even a few words had already dried
Urlen’s mouth.

After a drink, Urlen said, “In time, my
talent earned me a place in the court of the Nurati King. In my
twenty-fifth year, I became chief scribe to my King. Such an honor
for such a young man. Life at court was grand, and I was often
allowed to travel to other domains in pursuit of my scholarship. In
time my fame grew, and scholars came to visit me and view the
library of which I was the master. Many candles burned low through
many nights discussing history, nature, law, language,
geography.”

Urlen sighed, remembering his heyday. Such
prestige would never be his again. But to cheat Preem his due was
also a great achievement. Urlen would be glad to write down that
event.

“I had everything,” Urlen said. “But alas, no
matter how I stimulated my mind, I remained a man of flesh. I came
to know one of the daughters of my King. Isamahlia was her name and
she was both fair and smart. But her intellect was a wicked joke of
the Gods, trapped as she was in her woman’s body, banned from any
scholarship. Yet, her woman’s body became my master.”

Fascinated by his story, Onja sat down and
reclined onto an elbow. Urlen shifted off his knees and got more
comfortable too. Since it seemed that it was going to be a longer
story, Amar sat down as well. He could well imagine at this point
what at least one of Urlen’s crimes had been.

From the nearby brush a crow squawked. Urlen
flinched. Onja waved to the bird swaying on a flimsy perch. She
told Urlen not to worry. He relaxed slightly, telling himself that
he was free of the chains and the crows could bedevil him no more.
With the crow now quietly among his listeners, he continued.

“It was an accident that I met Isamahlia. I
suppose it is always an accident that starts such love stories. I
was to be weeks away in the Domain of the Temulanka. I had been
invited to lecture at a summer gathering of scholars, but my wagon
broke down not long after my departure, and I came back to Telop,
the Nurati capital, with my servants. My trip would be delayed only
a day while I obtained another wagon.”

By now the other men had settled into an
attentive circle around Urlen and Onja. A tranquil dusk descended
upon the land. The sunlight softened toward the horizon and cool
shadows spread beneath the trees. Several small flocks of birds,
which earlier in the day had been so menacing to Urlen, crossed the
turquoise sky seeking their roosts. Now the birds were beautiful
and serene; their flight seeming to say that all was right in the
world, at least at this moment.

The wonder of surviving the ghastly torture
of the sky temple briefly overwhelmed Urlen. To have lived to see
the gentle loveliness of even one more sunset was the most blessed
mercy he could have imagined.

“Go on,” Onja prompted, impatient with his
silence.

Urlen gathered his memories and said, “My
breakdown was actually fortuitous for I had forgotten a scroll by
Binn Bon on architecture. I wanted to take it to the gathering in
order to argue that he had actually designed the amphitheater at
Hespon and not Zebroh, who normally is credited as its designer.
There has been some rather heated debate on this subject….” Urlen
trailed off when he noted that the men looked annoyed with his
tangent that was surely meaningless to them.

“Anyway, I returned unexpected to my library
and found her there. Only one window was unshuttered and sunlight
steamed through it. She sat in the light on the mosaic floor and
held a scroll into the sunshine so that she could see it in the
gloomy library that I had carefully buttoned up before leaving.

“Her tepa lay on the floor and her head was
uncovered. Her black hair flowed around her shoulders with an
amethyst twinkle in the golden light. I startled her and she looked
up at me with guilty eyes.

“In her mad moment of being caught, she
snapped the scroll behind her back, but knowing that her action was
ridiculous, she brought it forth again and carefully rolled it up.
Moving onto her knees, she held up the scroll to me and begged for
my mercy. She pleaded for forgiveness and said that she had meant
no harm. She begged me not to tell anyone, and then she could not
hide her anguish, when she desperately promised me that she would
not come back.

“But I was not angry. No, I kneeled before
her as she begged. I took her hands along with the scroll and asked
her what she was doing.

“When she saw that I was not angry, indeed
that I seemed only curious, she smiled and her trap closed around
me. Isamahlia told me that she only wanted to look at the scrolls.
They were so beautiful and she admitted that she had been trying to
figure out the symbols. It broke my heart that she could not read
them. Of course a woman would have never been taught letters, but
still to see someone who wanted to read, and was unable to, it hurt
me in a fierce way.

“I led Isamahlia into a private room of the
library where we could talk and not be noticed. I discovered that
she had been sneaking into my library for over a year. Suddenly any
misplaced scroll that I had puzzled over came to mind and then made
sense. Enchanted by this fair daughter of my King, whose face I was
never meant to see, I told her right then that she could come to
the library whenever she was able and then I told her that I would
teach her how to read.

“Isamahlia was more than grateful. She told
me that I was the kindest best man in all of Gyhwen and that she
would love no other. She kissed me. Isamahlia knew no shame or
fear. She cared nothing for her maidenhead, so strictly protected
for years. We loved each other among the scrolls and I learned of
things that can never quite be written down correctly. At that
time, I thought that our inevitable doom would be worth our joy.
Today you saw how mistaken I was.”

Amar asked, “How long did your affair go
on?”

“Two years and three months,” Urlen replied
heavily. “We were so careful at first. Our fear of being caught was
fresh, but as our bond grew and Isamahlia learned to read, we spent
longer and longer together. Now, it was not a strange thing for me
to be shut away in my library. I was not missed, but Isamahlia was.
It was difficult for her to hide her absences from the women’s
palace. Of course, she had servants lying for her, and even some of
her sisters. All making excuses and stories to explain where
Isamahlia had been. I never figured out who betrayed us initially,
but they all testified against her at the trial. Curse them. I
don’t know if it was jealousy for her happiness and intelligence
that motivated them or just fear.

“We were caught together in my library that
had blossomed with joy and learning. In her body I found great
satisfaction for that part of me that is flesh, but there is also
tremendous satisfaction in teaching an able student and to see her
grateful, truly grateful, for the knowledge that I could share. And
her perspective on so many things was so fresh to me. Her mind had
not been infested with the crushing dogma of men that narrows so
much interpretation.”

Amar asked Urlen if he had been caught in the
act of loving the King’s daughter.

Urlen shook his head. “No. We were reading,
which was perhaps worse. If I had been caught in her naked embrace,
my punishment and death would have been quicker. You see, I was
given over to the torture of Preem for teaching Isamahlia the
letters of men, which is forbidden to women,” he said.

The other men murmured in agreement, but Onja
was confused. “Why is this forbidden?” she asked.

Urlen knew the official reasons well enough.
They had very recently been pounded anew into his head, but he only
replied miserably, “I don’t know, fair and gentle rys maid.”

Amar offered an explanation. “Women are the
keepers of love and family. They are for children. The teachings of
men are beyond them,” he said.

“Is this what you think of me?” Onja demanded
indignantly.

“You are not a woman,” Amar answered.

No, indeed, Onja thought. “Urlen,” she said.
“What was done to Isamahlia? Was she put in another sky temple to
die?”

Urlen stifled a sob. He wished he could answer yes and then they
could go save her. “She was publicly drowned for her crime,” Urlen
said. His face then collapsed in his hands. They had made him watch
her die. Many in the ignorant crowd had cheered. Her parents had
seemed pleased that she had met a just end.

“I would rest,” Urlen murmured.

“Your story was interesting. Go to your
rest,” Onja said. She got up and returned to her perch on the
boulder and resumed her meditation.

Everyone else settled into camp and divvied
up the watches through the night, nervous that the Nurati might
discover what they had done. Urlen took no watch and slept
fitfully. His exhaustion from his exposure and torture kept him
unconscious, but his nightmares shook his slender body.

When Amar was on watch, he listened to Urlen
mutter in his sleep. Amar had no doubt that Urlen would always be
grateful to him for the rescue, and Amar decided that he would keep
this scholar close to him. Urlen had much to offer that rogues and
warriors did not.

In the morning they moved on. Urlen rode with
Amar, clutching the strong back of the young warrior like a feeble
baby monkey.

That day they rode well past dark, letting
Onja guide them overland in the gloom. A waning half moon rose late
and illuminated the land when they came out of the rugged forest
onto a bare hilltop that afforded a wide view of the Temulanka
Domain. For generations, the Temulanka had kept trees clear from
the hill and a splendid thick turf grew atop it, crisscrossed by
deer trails.

Beyond the hill, the land descended into
fertile flat farmlands, broken by thick woods and blocky mesas. In
the distance a few lights twinkled on a fortress on a butte.

Onja slipped off her stallion.

Kym protested, “Onja, we should not camp
here. The Temulanka will see our fire from that fortress.”

She said, “Camp where it pleases you, but I
shall stay here.” She then told Amar to come back to her in the
morning.

Reluctantly he accepted that she wanted
solitude. With Urlen snoring softly against his shoulder, Amar
followed the others down the hill. He looked back once and saw a
crow flap across the moonlit sky.

Vame located a nearby creek basin thick with
old willows where they could camp unseen. Amar took the first
watch. He was restless now that he had reached the Temulanka
Domain, and he reflected deeply about his next steps. The others
went to sleep quickly, except for Kym, who Amar knew was watching
him.

At the first hint of dawn, Amar dove into his
workout regimen. After his run, he found Onja in the meadow. He was
sweaty and breathing hard from his workout.

Blue fire burned in Onja’s eyes. “Take my
hand,” she commanded.

Amar complied and her grip was strong. An
intense burning assaulted his palm. When she released him, his palm
was amazingly not injured and he held a crystal orb. Many shades of
blue streaked through the crystal and light glowed deep inside it.
In awe, he gazed at it until he finally managed to ask what it
was.

Onja had to consider how to explain in his
language. “A warding crystal,” she decided. “It is my enchantment.
Carry this crystal, Amar. It will help me find you and communicate
with you.”

Very touched, he closed his hand around the
crystal and held it to his chest. “I will guard this precious jewel
with my life,” he said.

“Keep it close,” Onja advised. “I must leave
you today.”

“No,” he blurted before he could help
himself.

Although touched by his affection, Onja
ignored his protest. “I have brought you to Wayndo. He is in that
fortress,” she said and gestured toward the haphazard collection of
stone and wooden buildings on the butte. “I will show him to
you.”

Onja touched his forehead and his anxiety
dissolved. At first, Amar felt trapped in a thick silent fog. Then
he saw land beneath his feet and he seemed to be climbing a wide
path dug into the side of a butte. Paving stones had been laid to
help the road keep its shape through the seasons. Ragged patchy
grass grew alongside the path in crevices on the sides of the
butte. He passed through a gate of thick timbers bound by old blue
bronze. Beyond the gates was a courtyard where horses, carts, and
people milled in the basic business of morning. Guard houses,
towers, barns, and storehouses surrounded the courtyard.

Amar’s attention was directed to the largest
and newest tower constructed of cut stone. Above the tower’s
entrance, a sigil of a speckled senshal’s face was carved into the
stone. Instead of entering the tower through the door, stained
freshly white, Amar felt himself fly up to a window two levels down
from the roof. His stomach felt like it left his body. He hovered
in front of the window and then stepped on its sill and crouched
inside.

Within the chamber he spied a middle-aged
man. He was lean and strong, mostly bald and what remained of his
gray and black hair hung in a braid down his neck. He wore no shirt
but old leather bracers covered his wrists and higher up his arms
were the scars where the blades of many foes had nicked him. A
loose pair of black pants sagged around his hips as he moved
carefully through an upsa routine. Purposefully his hands moved
away from his body and then came back together and touched his
chest as he stepped through a series of slow kicks and squats.

Amar studied the movements of the man’s body.
Age had yet to blunt the physical abilities of this Temulanka
warlord.

“Wayndo,” Onja whispered in Amar’s mind.

The man lingered in Amar’s vision for another
moment and then Onja guided his senses deeper into the tower. They
explored the halls and stairs and rooms and vaults. After spying
upon every space in the tower, all the images faded and Amar was
back on the hill. The rys drew her hand away from his forehead.
Amar blinked and stepped back, seeking his balance.

Onja said, “I heard men call him Wayndo. Do
you remember his face?”

Amar told her yes. He remembered quite
vividly every detail of the extraordinary journey. Amar would be
able to recognize Wayndo at a glance and he knew the tower like he
had grown up in it. He wanted to ask her how she had shown him such
things, but he decided it was rude to constantly pester her with
questions. She was magic and he should accept it without child-like
curiosity.

Instead he asked her why she was leaving. The
subject seemed to trouble her. She looked at the jagged blue
mountains that were her homeland.

“A rys cannot stay always away from the
Rysamand,” she said. “The snows of winter are coming and I would go
home.”

Amar envied her because she still had a home
to go back to. He opened his hand that held the warding
crystal.

“You will contact me again?” he said, seeking
reassurance.

“Someday, Amar,” Onja said.

Saddened at the prospect of her absence, he
dared to ask if he could go with her. Onja pondered the
possibility. At last she said, “Not now, but I think that someday
you will see Jingten.”

“I would like that,” he said, accepting the
rejection that she had softened with hope.

Onja stopped gazing wistfully toward her home
and regarded him seriously. “Amar, I would have you seek power. Be
the prince you were born to be. I will have need of your strength,
and I know I have your loyalty,” Onja said.

Her statement was both ominous and exciting
to Amar. He thought he knew what she wanted him to do. His own
thoughts had begun to flirt with ambition, and her command gave him
the courage to be more than a lousy bandit or assassin.

“Why do you help me, Onja?” he asked. “If you
seek powerful allies, why don’t you go to a king or warlord who
already has power? You are great. No one would deny you their
loyalty.”

She replied, “Chance brought you to me, Amar.
Sometimes that suffices to make a decision. I think that in time,
these kings you speak of will lend me their strength, but they will
never be my friends. Not like you.”

Amar gripped his warding crystal tightly,
profoundly touched by her kind words. “I will do my best,” he
vowed.

Onja then asked him for his iron sword. Amar
gave it to her. She touched the place where the blade was recently
blunted by breaking Urlen’s chains. She ran her hand along both
edges of the sword. Blue light sparkled between her fingers. When
she returned the sword to Amar, he plucked the blade gingerly with
his thumb. The edge was exceptionally sharp and perfectly
restored.

“You’ll not need to sharpen it again,” Onja
explained.

With grateful awe, he thanked her.

“I must go. Be patient. You shall see me
again,” Onja said. Her stallion sauntered to her side, and she
bounded easily onto the animal’s back.

“Good luck,” he said because she seemed to be
leaving with some great purpose.

Onja thanked him but knew that luck would
have little to do with the future she imagined.

Amar watched her ride away, and he was bereft
of comfort again. Her departure blasted a desolate hole in his
heart, but he had her command to guide him. As she headed for her
mountain homeland, he steered his attention to the Temulanka
Domain. The path to new fortunes started here.

 


13. A Man That Is Feared

Gathering his courage like the dark clouds of
a storm, Amar walked back to camp. He opened his palm and looked at
his crystal orb. The inner light rippled suddenly as if Onja
encouraged him from afar.

Urlen squinted and got up from the log he was
sitting on and approached Amar. “What is that?” Urlen asked.

“A gift from Onja,” Amar answered and
extended his hand so Urlen could see it.

The Nurati’s eyes bulged out of his thin
head. He was deeply impressed. “An enchanted charm?” he
breathed.

Amar nodded and then glanced sideways at Kym,
Vame, and Cybar, who were looking as well.

“What does it do?” Kym asked.

“It keeps me connected to Onja,” Amar said.
He closed his hand around the orb and went to his pack that was
lying on the ground. He pulled out scraps of leather and cord and
sat down to craft a small pouch for his new treasure.

The Kez warriors exchanged concerned looks.
Cybar asked where Onja was.

Amar explained that the rys was returning to
her homeland. He spoke as if her absence did not bother him.

Cybar frowned, quietly unhappy about her
departure.

Kym was annoyed. He stood over Amar and
complained, “You said she was going to help you get Wayndo. We’ve
been wasting time wandering around and now she’s gone. What are you
going to do?”

Amar finished tying a knot to secure the
crude pouch around his crystal. Without looking up, he replied, “I
will go to Wayndo today. You don’t have to kill me, Kym.”

“What will you do?” Kym demanded.

Amar placed the pouch around his neck. He
stood up and met Kym’s eyes. “I am going now,” Amar said.

“We will go with you,” Kym decided.

“It is best that I go alone,” Amar
contradicted. “I will not run away. I will perform my mission and
prove myself to Lax Ar Fu.”

Kym gave Amar a long searching look, but as
usual he was confounded in his judgment of the man. Finally he
grumbled that they would hunt him down and skin him if he did not
return.

“If I do not return, I am dead,” Amar
said.

Amar put on his armor and strapped on his
swords. He adjusted his leather bracers so they would be more
comfortable and then he asked Kym for his haircutting blade.

Understanding that Amar wished to get rid of
his Kez style haircut, Kym offered to do the cutting. “Your
commitment did not last long,” Kym commented as the remaining long
hairs were trimmed away.

“It will grow back,” Amar said. He then put
his helmet on over his freshly shorn locks. Privately he
contemplated that his mission might be impossible but he was
excited by the challenge. He expected to gain much notoriety if he
succeeded.

Going over to Urlen, Amar said, “If I don’t
come back, you can have my horse.”

Despite the scabs around the Nurati scholar’s
lips, he still managed a surprised smile. He was pleased that Amar
had thought of his needs at all.

Urlen said, “Thank you, Amar. May I never
have cause to collect. And, if I may inquire, what do you mean to
do? Just walk in there?”

“Yes. It will be easy enough,” Amar answered.
He looked at Kym and added that it was only a town where people
came and went all the time.

“You’ll get killed,” Vame announced, a little
anxiously.

“That is what Lax Ar Fu has in mind,” Amar
agreed. “But, I will do my best to avoid that.”

Urlen’s expression was a mixture of confusion
and dismay. He feared for Amar even if he suspected that the young
man was mad.

“Don’t worry,” Amar told the disgraced scribe
and left the camp.

Amar did not look back. He was motivated anew
by Onja’s need for a strong friend, and the strange enchantment
hanging around his neck gave him a supernatural sense of
confidence.

He emerged from the wild lands onto the dirt
road that wound through the countryside. At summer’s end the ruts
were dried and worn smooth. Amar walked along the edge where the
drying weeds and grass hung over the compacted dirt. He passed a
small two-wheel cart filled with split firewood pulled by a donkey.
The donkey’s head was bent low as it labored with its load when
Amar went by. The village man walking alongside the cart looked at
Amar with cautious curiosity that soon shifted to fear.

Amar did not bother making eye contact with
anyone else on the road. More people passed him in both directions
as he neared the fortress, but the heavier the traffic, the less
people paid attention to him. He assumed he must look like any
young mercenary trekking into the stronghold of Wayndo.

Amar’s thighs burned as he climbed the path
cut into the side of the butte. His workout that morning had been
intense, but he liked pushing himself harder every day. He was
still thin but his lack of body fat only accentuated the muscles
bulging from his young frame.

I need to be stronger, he reminded himself.
The typical body of a twenty-one-year old man would no longer
suffice.

Retracing the path that Onja had already
shown him through her mind felt strange. At the gate there were two
Temulanka guards. They watched the regular traffic with disinterest
until Amar neared the open gate. Their bronze helmets had round
metal brims that shaded their brown eyes from the morning sun. One
of them tapped Amar on the chest with a spear and segregated him to
the side of the road like a shepherd moving a sheep.

Amar sized up the guards as they pressed
close on both sides of him. They were easily ten years older than
him. Hardened veterans instead of green warriors. It seemed that
Wayndo did not risk his gate to untested youths.

The guards came at him with questions in
quick succession. Who was he? Where did he come from? What was his
business? Who was his lord?

“I am Amar. I seek to be a mercenary. I have
no lord. I have heard that Lord Wayndo is wise and strong and good
to serve,” Amar answered.

The guards scrutinized him. Amar stared back
at them calmly.

Finally, one of the guards said, “We have no
need of mercenaries. There is no war.”

“Then what should I do? Be a bandit?” Amar
said.

“I suppose you do look hungry enough to
steal,” the other guard said. Then he laughed and added, “There is
always need for a young strong fighter. There will be war soon
enough. There always is. Go to the guard house. It’s the blue
building next to the stone tower. Ask for Captain Ephener. Maybe
he’ll take you in.”

Amar eased the spear away from his face.
“Thank you,” he said.

As Amar passed through the gate, the first
guard who spoke to him called out, “Don’t expect to get paid any
time soon.”

Both of the guards chuckled.

Amar noted the location of the small postern
gate beside the gate house when he entered the walled town. He then
strolled around and perused the market stalls while examining the
main stone tower. He spotted the window that he had stepped through
when he traveled with Onja’s mind. He wished he actually had the
power to float up there with spectral ease.

He also noted the blue building where he had
been told to seek the guard captain. After buying a bread roll from
a vendor, he went to the communal cistern and took a cup of water.
Eating leisurely he watched the men-at-arms in Wayndo’s service
come and go from the blue building. Some entered the tower and some
came out of the tower. They all wore the helmets like the guards at
the gate. They also wore the same black shirts and pants. Their
other gear varied somewhat for it seemed each man had his own
weapons and armor of various styles.

Amar walked by the blue building casually and
studied its slate roof, especially where it connected with the
tower. He then whiled away the day in the town. After buying a rope
in the market, he rented a place in the loft of a tavern to nap.
When he woke up, he lay on the straw mattress and stared at the
wooden rafters while wondering what it would be like to assassinate
someone. Amar recalled killing Patharki during his hopeless battle
at the death of his tribe. But that had been in the heat of an
attack when he was trying to survive. Hunting a strong target and
killing him by surprise would be a different matter.

When Amar left the tavern, the setting sun
glowed red upon Wayndo’s tower and the street vendors were packing
up their stalls. Amar went to another tavern adjacent to the blue
guard house, and it had the predictable red curtains in the small
upper windows.

No one questioned his presence when he
entered the brothel. Downstairs men were drinking and women were
dancing or sitting on laps. The music was merry but without talent.
Lanterns hung on the supporting posts throughout the main room and
their smoke left streaks of black up the posts and produced a dingy
haze along the ceiling. The place smelled of strong drink and
sweat.

As a fresh young face, Amar quickly attracted
the female workers. A voluptuous woman with a bold gap-toothed grin
sidled up next to him and put her arm around him. “Oh, you’d make
me feel like a farm maid again,” she said.

Amar said nothing. Her bad breath was far
from appealing and her touch triggered no response from his
body.

He gestured to another woman who had
approached only because she must. Her eyes were sad and she was
homely, probably the last to get chosen most nights.

Shrugging off the first whore, he took the
hand of the shy sad woman. “I have coin and have been long on the
road,” he said.

She nodded and escorted him upstairs. The
floorboards creaked on the second level that was dark except for a
few oil lamps. The upstairs was divided into stalls instead of
actual rooms. Old straw littered the hall that dissected the stalls
along each side of the pitched roof.

From the shadows, Amar could hear the
expected breathing, moaning, and grunting. With little interest in
the carnal relations, he squinted in the gloom as he followed his
hired mistress, and he saw what he had hoped to find. Draped over
the partition of one of the cells was the black clothing of a
guard. Without hesitation he snatched the garments down and the
busy man behind the partition did not notice.

Amar’s whore stopped at the end of the hall
and meant to take him into a cell to the left, but Amar entered the
cell to the right instead. She followed him across the hall and
timidly said that he was not in her assigned place. Then she stared
at the clothing he had stolen.

Amar ignored her and opened the shutter of
the narrow window tucked beneath the eaves of the roof. He looked
out into the night and examined the nearby roof of the guard house.
Only a very narrow alley separated the brothel from the guard house
and he judged that he could cross it.

He set aside his weapons and started quickly
undressing.

“I shouldn’t be in this one,” the woman
muttered but she untied her wrap-around shirt anyway. Reclining
onto the dirty straw-stuffed mattress, she hiked up her skirt. She
wore no underclothes.

Amar glanced at her, but he had no desire to
entertain himself with her worn body. He quickly pulled on the
black pants and shirt and put his armor and gear back on.

He dug into his coin pouch and took out twice
what a sad whore like her was worth. He flicked the silver at her
and it landed in the folds of her lifted skirt.

“If you can be paid to spread your legs, you
can be paid to keep your mouth shut,” he said.

Amar folded his clothing into a small bundle
and stuffed it into his backpack. As the whore stared at him with
disbelieving surprise, he ducked through the window and grabbed the
eave of the roof. Holding on, he pulled his legs out and dangled
over the narrow alley. For an awful second, Amar panicked as his
legs flailed over nothingness, but he found his daring and pulled
one foot onto the window sill. Then he was just tall enough to
stretch his second leg until his foot was braced against the rough
wooden planks of the guard house wall. He let go of the brothel
roof and lunged for the edge of the guard house roof. Grabbing the
slate tiles that stuck out over the wall, Amar took his foot from
the window sill and swung it over to the guard house wall. He hung
there for a moment to catch his breath. He was quite amazed with
himself.

Pulling with all of his strength, he lifted
himself up onto the roof. First he got his chin over the slate
tiles and then an elbow and then he reached out for a new handhold.
His fingers clung desperately to the tiles, and he pulled. Once he
got his torso over the edge he flung a leg up. With his next pull
he got his other leg onto the roof just as a slate tile snapped
apart in his hands. His hand flopped desperately for a new hold and
after securing himself anew, he lay still, panting from his
exertion and stress.

There was no time to waste though and he
quickly got onto all fours. Amar looked over his shoulder and saw
the woman’s dark eyes shining in the window. Her expression was
inscrutable. Amar raised a finger to his lips and then turned away
from her. He scrambled along the peak of the roof toward the
tower.

The woman in the brothel window decided to
earn her money in this most unexpected way. She had so little
opportunity to rest that she went to her assigned cell and cast
herself down on her miserable overworked bed and fell asleep. She
did not care what deeds the handsome young stranger was about to
commit.

Amar reached the tower that abutted the guard
house. He ran his hands over the well-fitted blocks of stone. The
window by which he had planned to enter was higher than he had
judged and he could not reach it. Amar quickly scanned the yard to
see if anyone had noticed him. A few torches and lanterns were lit
near the cistern in the courtyard and near the entrances of
buildings, but their light did not reach over the roof and he was
well concealed in the darkness.

Having no choice but to climb, he sought
handholds and pulled himself up. His grip between the stone blocks
was frighteningly tenuous and his booted feet pressed insistently
into crevices. His fingers were cramped painfully when he grabbed
the stone window sill. He hauled himself into the window and was
pleased that no one was in the dark room.

His luck only lasted until he got his first
foot inside. Then the door opposite the window opened and two men
walked in with a lantern. The light showed that they wore the garb
of Wayndo’s men-at-arms. Amar lurched inside and thudded heavily
onto the floor when his second foot caught on the window sill.

One soldier shouted and the other lunged at
Amar. Amar rolled onto his side and yanked out a sword. He thrust
the blade at his attacker’s neck, and hot blood spilled onto Amar’s
hand.

The second man with the lantern rushed
forward. The light swayed up the wall and across the ceiling. Amar
sprang across the room. He swiped with his sword but missed, and,
when he charged again, he ran into the corner of a sturdy wooden
table. The table bashed his hip and spun him aside, which actually
saved Amar from the slashing blade of the soldier. Ignoring the
brutal flare of pain in his hip, Amar threw himself at the soldier.
They scuffled furiously before Amar cut his throat.

He shoved the dying man away from him and
reeled against the wall. Panting, he listened for more men in the
hall, but it was hard to hear because of the deep banging of his
heart.

Amar peeked into the hall. The light from the
dropped lantern inside his room spread across the floor in a golden
triangle. He saw no one and moved out. He wanted to run, but it was
important that he act normal. Grateful for the knowledge of the
tower’s layout that Onja had given him, Amar headed for the
servants’ stairs that rose from the kitchen at the bottom up
through the tower.

When men entered the stairwell one level
above him, Amar clenched with fear but he had no place so hide.
Forcing himself to relax, he continued up the steps and only
glanced at the three servants carrying down dirty dishes. As Amar
had hoped, the servants brushed by him on the steps because he
appeared to be only a typical man-at-arms.

After going up two more levels, Amar paused
and tried to remember the details of the tower. The memories had a
foreign feel because he had not learned them through direct
experience. He left the cramped servants’ stairwell and slipped
into a hall. Tapers burned in wall sconces along the plastered
walls. In the flickering light, the texture of the plaster was
rough with shadows and the designs painted upon the walls were
fractured.

Amar went to the door that led to Wayndo’s
private chambers. He suddenly heard voices just beyond the door and
then the click of the door latch being raised. Scrambling with
quiet speed, Amar darted back into the stairwell. He heard men
coming his way. They were deep in conversation and oblivious to the
intruder. When the three men went by the shadowy stairwell, Amar
saw their backs and spotted the black and gray braid of his target.
A jeweled clasp held the hair that stood out sharply against the
white fabric of his shirt.

Wayndo continued with his two associates to
the main stairs. He spoke loudly and with authority, probably
rattling off opinions and orders but Amar was not sure what he
said. His nerves were preventing his ears from unraveling the
Temulanka dialect at that moment.

It did not matter. He had not come to speak
with anyone.

Very carefully, Amar peeked out of the
stairwell and saw a guard now at the door to Wayndo’s apartment. He
must have been inside with his lord until the men had come out.
Amar considered killing him, but a missing guard would alert Wayndo
to trouble.

Mindful of making noise, Amar padded up the
stone steps to the next level. That morning he had seen that this
level between the tower roof and Wayndo’s living quarters was for
storage and a library. Scrolls were stacked along sagging wooden
shelves and dusty cobwebs draped the stacks. In the gloom that was
only relieved by two oil lamps on separate tables, Amar saw tables
littered with jars, bags, furs, and bundles of vegetation. Staying
close to the wall to avoid the light, Amar ran his hand along the
edges of some scrolls. The rolled parchment felt stiff and dry. He
supposed that Urlen might very much like to see the scrolls. At
random, Amar plucked out two scrolls, but his selection unbalanced
the contents of the whole shelf and all the scrolls rolled forth.
Amar flapped his arms comically trying to stop the flow of rolled
skins. Dozens of them pattered on the floor.

Kicking the clutter aside and shoving scrolls
back onto the leaning shelf, Amar cursed at himself silently. He
still shoved the two scrolls, whatever they were, into his pack
since he had already gone to such stupid trouble. He hoped that
Urlen enjoyed them.

I hope that Urlen has a chance to enjoy them,
Amar amended.

Then he heard a light thump on the spiral
stairs that led up from the center of the room to the roof. Lantern
light spilled down the stairs and the silhouette of a cat was cast
upon the wall. The cat scooted down the steps and out of the
light.

“What was that noise? Watch out, Zoodeba.
Must be big mice,” commented an elderly male who spoke to his pet
in a tender tone.

The man came down from the roof slowly,
gripping the wooden rail that wound around the stairs. Amar rushed
around the edge of the room and navigated tables and shelves until
he was underneath the spiral stair. The cat hissed at him.


“What’s that?” the man said. He swung the
lantern around various points in the room but obviously had no idea
where Amar was.

Amar froze inside the shadows and tried to
decide if he should kill the old scholar.

The old man was drawn to the disturbed
bookshelf and bent down slowly to start setting the scrolls back in
place. The cat jumped onto the top shelf and supervised his
progress while he commented to the cat about how he was surprised
that pile had stayed in place so long.

Amar began to think that he might be able to
go about his business undetected. His presence seemed so painfully
obvious though. He was surprised that the old man did not smell
him. Or perhaps his body odor just seemed so strong because of the
unfamiliar sweat of a stranger that permeated his stolen
clothes.

While the man was on all fours collecting
scrolls and the lantern was on the floor, Amar dashed up to the
roof.

The wind hit him when he emerged onto the
platform. It was stronger at this height and Amar had a sudden
chill as his sweat cooled his skin. He was sweating more than he
had realized. Thrilling fear coursed through his veins. His
reckless and improvised plan to infiltrate Wayndo’s inner chambers
made his existence so achingly real. At this moment, Amar could
savor life. In danger he could find joy.

He removed the rope from his pack and shook
out its coils. He looked for a place to tie it. A sturdy timber
flag pole presented itself. Wayndo’s senshal banner snapped above
Amar as he secured his rope.

His hands moved urgently. Between gusts of
wind he could hear the old man chatting to his cat. Amar warned
himself to go kill the old man, but his heart yet had some mercy in
it, and Amar would gamble that the man would not discover the rope.
He had already missed Amar practically walking by him.

Taking up the rope, Amar mounted the parapet
above the window that he had entered mentally with Onja. A waning
moon had just broken the horizon and dappled the scattered clouds
with light. Stars glittered in the heavens, and the hills jutting
above the dark fields were silvery and silent.

As Amar wrapped the rope about his torso and
gripped it fiercely, he paused to take in the splendor of the
night. It was good to see beauty and have it touch him. He needed
this moment of blessing before he committed cold murder.

Amar went backwards over the edge. His arms
shook as he held himself steady and his feet walked down the fitted
stones. He looked down. The rope dangled unnoticed along the tower.
He was not sure how close it was to the yard below. Close enough he
hoped.

He continued down like a spider in search of
fresh hunting grounds. Soon he came upon the window and
congratulated himself on his judgment. The knowledge of the
building that Onja had given him was flawless.

Inside he saw three candles burning on a
mantle. He swung into the room and gathered the rope inside and
coiled it neatly. Ready to hunt, he drew his iron blade that should
have been an heirloom of his family. Now it was only the enchanted
trinket of a killer.

A splendid and huge senshal skin covered the
floor in front of the cold fireplace. In the low candle light, the
empty eye sockets of the beast’s head came alive again and its
bared fangs gleamed with threatening hunger.

Amar crouched next to the skin and ran his
hand over the fur. Even with his glove on, he could appreciate the
lustrous thickness of the orange speckled fur. He looked around
trying to decide where he would wait and what he would do when
Wayndo returned. He would need the element of surprise, especially
if Wayndo returned with the other men.

A gasp yanked Amar from his deep
speculations.

A woman was gaping at him from the next room.
Amar rushed her and seized her. She had just begun to scream when
he clamped a hard hand over her mouth. She struggled hard. He could
not recall ever feeling the strength of a woman.

As she fought frantically, Amar tried to
think of what to do. He could not let her go. If she got out one
good scream the guard in the hall would surely react. The ugly
decision came to Amar. He pinned her against a wall and snapped her
neck.

Her body went limp and he lowered her to the
floor. Her body heat from her brief struggle was a gruesome affront
to her swift death. Amar dragged her into the bedchamber of her
lord and put her in bed. The covers were disturbed. She must have
risen upon hearing him come in the window. Amar replaced the
coverlet upon her and then straightened her head on the pillow to
correct the bad angle of her shattered neck.

Amar was shocked by the emptiness he felt.
The thrill of his own danger had suddenly ended. Killing the woman
had numbed him.

I can do anything now. No one can defy me, he
thought.

Strangely he was comforted by the realization
of this notorious destiny. He remembered the face of his wife, or
rather Gendahl’s wife. In the dim moonlight, it was easy to imagine
her face resting on the pillow. Amar leaned forward and kissed her
lightly. Her lips were soft.

He left her side and hoped that death had
come as swiftly for the fair wife of Gendahl.

Amar returned to the main room and blew out
the candles. He took out his crystal orb. The milky blue light was
cold. He looked into the orb. He could not wait until he was closer
to the source of that power again.

He placed the orb on the window sill where
his rope came in. Then he moved the senshal skin toward a corner
and hid beneath it.

Beneath the timber boards of the floor he
could dimly hear muffled voices and indistinct laughter. Some music
started and then there was singing. Amar imagined the amusements
set before the lord of the tower. He hoped that the lure of a young
female in his bed drew Wayndo back soon.

As Amar waited to kill Wayndo, he thought
mostly about the doddering scholar above him. He was counting on
the old man going to bed instead of going back to the roof and
discovering the rope. It was not too much to ask.

The grinding tedium of waiting was finally
shattered by footsteps in the hall. It was just one man. Thinking
of his pledge to Lax Ar Fu, Amar did not act out of honor or out of
fear. He acted because he wanted to become a man that is feared.
Then he would become a man that is powerful.

Amar heard the useless guard acknowledge his
lord and then the door opened. Amar had positioned his head inside
the senshal head and he peered through the jagged fangs. Light came
in from the hall and then went black again as the door closed.

The man who entered called out a woman’s name
and asked why she had not left a candle burning for him. Then he
stopped in the middle of the room.

“What is that?” the man whispered. He walked
right by Amar toward the window where the orb glowed against the
night. Just like a moth to the flame, the man went to the orb and
picked it up. He stared at it with total fascination just as anyone
would have done.

Too slowly he noticed the rope in the window.
The enchanted light reflected on his bulging eyes. Amar struck. His
sword hit his neck, and the man slumped into the window in a spray
of blood. The warding crystal hit the floor but it did not
shatter.

Amar pulled him back inside. The body, slick
with blood, with its lolling head thunked onto the floor. Amar
crouched and grabbed the crystal orb and looked quickly to the
door. Still no sounds from the guard outside.

Amar held the crystal over the face of his
victim and confirmed that Wayndo lay dead in front of him. In his
mind he thanked Onja for his success and the living light inside
the crystal orb brightened briefly. He was warmed by this sign of
connection with the rys female, and the awful deaths that he had
just inflicted were meaningless to him. Reverently, he returned the
warding crystal to its pouch.

Moving quickly now, he finished severing the
head with his sword. Striking the death blow had been far easier
than this butchery, which Amar found distasteful. He recalled the
command of Lax Ar Fu to bring the head and the cock of Wayndo, but
Amar decided that the head would suffice. He pulled the bloody
shirt off of Wayndo and used it to tightly wrap the head. He tied
the sleeves into a handle for the bloody soggy bundle and tossed
the rope out the window.

Descending the side of the tower was an agony
of anxiety. Despite the dark he could still be noticed from the
ground, and the alarm might be raised inside the tower at any
moment.

The rope was not quite long enough and Amar
had to jump the last distance to the ground. On his landing, his
left ankle flared with pain but he did not hesitate. Limping as
fast as he could, he stuck to the shadows along the other buildings
and headed toward the gates.

A big lantern hung from a post outside the
gate house. Amar did not see anyone outside, but presumably men
were on duty. He paused to give his ankle a rest because he would
have to fight and run soon. He judged that the ankle was not broken
but it certainly hurt.

Carrying his grim bloody bundle as casually
as possible, Amar walked up to the postern gate with confidence. He
grabbed the thick wooden bar that locked it.

“What are you doing?”

Amar glanced at the gate house and saw a
man-at-arms emerging from the doorway. He didn’t have his helmet on
nor was he holding a spear. A short sword was sheathed at his side.
His demeanor was curious instead of alarmed thanks to Amar’s
disguise.

“Off to meet a sweet and lonely farmer’s
wife,” Amar said and pushed on the door.

“Your speech is odd. Who are you?” the guard
said, suspicious now.

The thick door scraped open stiffly. It was
not often used but it served.

“Hey! You can’t open that!” the guard
protested. Another man came out the door now and this one had his
spear ready.

Amar held onto the wooden bar that he had
lifted from the door and slipped through the partially opened door.
The guards protested loudly and tried to seize him. Amar jumped
behind the door and pushed it shut in the guards’ faces and then
braced the wooden bar against the ground to hold the door shut.

Through the thick stone walls Amar heard the
guards curse at him. Then a bell started ringing. He ran. The
excitement of getting this far alive eased his pain and he picked
up speed on the steep road down the butte. It was hazardous in the
night, and he tripped three times, bashing his knees and
elbows.

When he reached the level ground, he heard
riders above him.

Amar left the road and ran blindly into the
fields and then through the woods. In the dark he stumbled into a
small creek and splashed in up to his waist. He climbed out on the
next bank and continued. He planned to get his bearings in the
morning and find his way back to his comrades.

He had done as Lax Ar Fu had bid him and he
could truly join the Kez now. Amar had a place in the world. A
place to serve…and then perhaps to rule.

 


14. Urgings to Defiance

The rys breed among themselves now. The second
generation retains traits that we seek, yet we cannot look upon
them without feeling a deep distaste. I will oversee another round
of refined breeding spells with pure blood tabre. Our hopes are
high that this time the Kwellstan Sect will enhance the race
according to its inspired visions. ~ Daykash Fane, 1862 Kwellstan
calendar

Dacian pushed away troubling concerns about
his reprimand. The peace of deep meditation soothed him until a
lifeforce drew his attention like sweet nectar attracting a bee. A
rys was approaching Jingten from the west. He watched her with his
farseeing mind while lying on his bed. Although he appeared to only
be staring at the ceiling, his mind filled the Jingten Valley and
went up the slopes of the mountains until he felt the aching cold
of the snowy peaks in his bones.

Across this majestic landscape he watched the
solitary rys female. A crow seemed to be following her.

When Dacian extracted his mind from
meditation, he contemplated the mystery of where she could have
been. Dacian sat up and swung his bare feet off his bed. He had
begun his meditation yesterday, or perhaps…he was not sure. His
body felt hungry. His meditation must have lasted longer. Even a
rys needed to eat sometimes. Power did not come from nothing.

Stretching his arms, Dacian went to the open
window. The morning sun was pushing back the chill that had gripped
the valley all night. He selected a clean tunic from his wardrobe.
He was surprised that Halor had not disturbed him from his lengthy
meditation, but it was likely Daykash Breymer was keeping him busy.
Dismally, Dacian supposed Halor was glad to have him out of the way
since the incident with the acolytes from Kahtep.

He slipped on the tunic and cinched the waist
with a leather belt. After pulling on soft suede boots he headed
for the kitchen. The breakfast crowd had cleared out and the dining
room was empty, but three rys workers remained in the kitchen. They
were talking pleasantly among themselves until the cook sensed
Dacian quietly standing between the pillars that separated the
dining area from the kitchen.

“Dacian,” the cook smiled and waved him into
the room full of fires and kettles and rows of utensils, jars,
jugs, and sacks.

“Good morning, Exaton,” Dacian greeted and
nodded amicably to the two other workers, Ifil and Lang, who were
scrubbing dishes in a large sudsy sink.

“Ah, you are hungry,” Exaton observed. “I
have not seen you at a meal for three days.”

“That long?” Dacian murmured.

Exaton waved a hand impatiently at his
subordinates, silently commanding them to fetch a plate. Ifil and
Lang reacted, but they did not take their eyes from Dacian and so
they bumped into each other as they headed for a cupboard while
wiping their hands.

“Come sit with me, Dacian,” Exaton invited.
“We were just about to have a snack.” The cook ushered him to one
of the work tables and pulled out a chair. As Dacian seated
himself, Exaton said, “So, have you been deep in some great spell
all these days?”

Dacian glanced up at the broad-faced rys in a
sleeveless white shirt and clean apron. The cook was sincerely
interested in what Dacian had been doing. He seemed even to think
that it was important.

“Meditating,” Dacian said simply.

Exaton seated himself and nodded gravely.
“Yes, one such as you has much to think about. Great spells don’t
just make themselves up. It’s not as if you are just trying to boil
beans like me.”

“I imagine cooking takes some care. Even
boiling beans,” Dacian said.

Exaton shrugged modestly, pleased by Dacian’s
graciousness. “It’s usually easiest just to use the fires. Zapping
a roast with a spell is only practical if one’s pressed for time.
Still, it does not come out quite the same. Some things can’t be
rushed,” he said.

Lang set out dishes for all of them while
Ifil delivered a pitcher of cold water, bread, cheese, sliced cold
venison, and a bowl of spiced squash sweetened with honey.

They started eating without much more
conversation. Dacian was distracted by his hunger among other
things. He tried to sort out his priorities for the rest of the
day. He had studies that had gone neglected. Master Halor would not
ignore him forever.

Exaton, even with his average rys perception,
sensed the restlessness in Dacian. The cook suggested that he
accompany them to town to shop the markets. The lowland traders
from Nufal would be leaving in a few days before the heavy snows
came to close the pass. “A trip into town would do you good,”
Exaton added.

Dacian drank some water and considered the
invitation. He was tempted by their companionship. The tower walls
were feeling close this morning.

Instead he said, “Master Halor has bid me
stay in the tower.”

Exaton frowned sourly. “I know the great
Dacian is not so meek. If a cook is not chained to his pot, how can
it be that an acolyte is locked to his books?”

“It is not that,” Dacian said. “It would be
best if I did not go against the orders of my Master.”

“Oh, is this still about that nonsense with
those Kahtepian fools?” Exaton said. “Master Halor should get over
that. You were just exercising as a strong young rys should do,
Dacian. Those tabre are overreacting.”

“It was more serious than that, Exaton,”
Dacian insisted. “I was…reckless.” He recalled Bagdoa’s terrible
burns. At least he had healed them, but he had learned that his
magic could hurt.

“You are NOT reckless,” Exaton said
emphatically. “You are the most thoughtful rys I have ever met.
And, in my three hundred years, you are certainly smarter than any
tabre I have met.”

Dacian enjoyed the compliment, but he still
politely declined the invitation.

“Come on, Dacian,” Exaton coaxed, undeterred
by two rejections. “Halor and the Daykash are all wrapped up
fussing over their tabre favorites. Halor won’t notice. He is busy
petting his Daykash trying to make him purr.”

Ifil chuckled at the derogatory observation.
“Yes, come with us, Dacian,” he said.

Dacian looked at Ifil and Lang, and then
looked into Exaton’s twinkling black eyes. They want me to go, he
thought and then realized with greater clarity that they wanted him
to defy Master Halor.

Their urgings to defiance were unexpectedly
exciting. Dacian saw now that to his fellow rys he was not the
disgraced acolyte who had caused trouble with visitors. He was the
rys acolyte who had trounced a tabre in a Bozee contest, and it
made them proud.

Pride is dangerous, Dacian recalled from one
of his books. But pride also felt good. His strength made the other
rys feel better about themselves.

Tempted as he was, Dacian would have
obediently remained at the tower except that he estimated that the
female rys should be arriving in Jingten any time that day. She had
been somewhere in the west, and Dacian truly wanted to hear of her
travels. Going to the west was forbidden of rys, and the tabre
seemed disinclined.

“Very well. I shall go,” Dacian said.

“Good! Good!” Exaton exclaimed. “Let’s get
ready.”

Getting ready did not involve Exaton doing
anything except trading his apron for a long vest trimmed with
rabbit fur that had many pockets. The cook, however, gave numerous
orders to Ifil and Lang and had them scurrying about wiping plates
and tables before they left.

“They seem to mind their master well,” Dacian
observed wryly.

Exaton looked up from his coin purse where he
had been counting his funds. “I only ask them to do their jobs,
Dacian. I swept floors for a hundred years before getting head cook
at the tower,” he said. Then a bit defensively, he added, “And I
ran off without leave from time to time.” Exaton slid the coins out
of his purse and muttered that he had lost his count and started
over dropping the polished stone Kwellstenums into the pouch.

Dacian followed the rys workers out of the
kitchen and to the stairwell. It was required of the rys servants
to use the stairs.

Outside the tower the lake lapped on the
gravel shore. Several boats were beached in a row and one pleasure
barge was docked. The black and red painted vessel was rarely used.
Dacian had been told that such vessels were common on Lake
Kwellstan where tabre and humans gathered for various water
events.

He helped his three companions push their row
boat into the water, and then cast a quick spell that dried their
boots after all of them were in the boat. Ifil and Lang thanked him
profusely as they each grabbed an oar.

“I tried that once and burnt my toes,” Lang
said.

Dacian was not sure how to respond, but he
did imagine the blackened pair of boots.

As they crossed Lake Nin, Exaton talked about
the items he hoped to find in the markets. Some things he needed
for the tower kitchen, but others he wanted for his home.

“My wife wants fine wool cloth from Kahtep
and wine from Kwellstan,” he said. “Her tastes are not cheap.”

“Wife?” Dacian said. “I did not know, Exaton.
Congratulations.”

“Well, I am working on the wife part. She
seems willing to live with me but reluctant to make promises,”
Exaton said.

“I have been warned that rys females are slow
to commit,” Dacian said.

“And quick to break off,” Lang added and
proceeded to describe his two failed relationships over the past
fifty years.

Dacian, having never had a female companion,
had no experience to share. As a Nebakarz acolyte, it would be
unseemly for him to pursue the distraction of the opposite sex.
Once he was an ordained Nebakarz priest, he would have more freedom
to expand his personal life. For now there was great satisfaction
in learning from the long tabre tradition of magic use.

They docked at Jingten’s single public dock,
where three other empty boats were tied. Jingten was never exactly
busy. Although it was the only town Dacian had ever known, it
remained a solitary colony on the fringe of the Nufalese realm.
Dacian anticipated greatly the time when he could travel to Nufal
and see Kahtep and then the famous Kwellstan, the crown of
civilization.

Jingten was a handsome budding colonial town.
The original timber buildings from the first tabre settlements some
four centuries earlier were being replaced by stone buildings. The
stone was quarried from the surrounding mountains, and the hard
blue stone created buildings of beauty and permanence. Many of the
roofs were slate, but the newer ones were sheets of copper,
gleaming in the bright autumn day. The wealth of Nufal was starting
now to show in Jingten, despite the misgivings many tabre had about
the settlement.

Dacian took the investment in the newer
buildings as a good sign that the tabre would accept the rys as
cousins and the racial tensions would eventually ease. He felt
encouraged toward his goal to improve tabre opinion about rys. The
tabre could not ignore his talent, and once he was a Nebakarz
priest of the Kwellstan Sect, he would lessen the prejudice shown
his kind and perhaps even cure it.

He walked with Exaton and the others toward
the town square where vendors made an open air market in the fairer
seasons. Jingten was a comfortable place for Dacian. There were
more rys than tabre, and he found undeniable ease among those who
looked like him. The original tabre population of the settlement
had dwindled over the last two centuries, and their movement back
to Nufal had accelerated in recent decades. They left because their
offspring had come into the world as rys blues and thereby
disappointed their parents.

This fact was wounded the rys, many of whom
had seen their parents abandon them. Dacian had been spared this
sadness because both of his parents were rys. He was among the
second generation that was entirely rys-born. Having had the
benefit of both parents, Dacian and others like him tended to be
sympathetic to those rys left behind by their unhappy tabre
parents.

His parents resided in Jingten, as all rys
did, and Dacian decided to visit them while he was in town. They
never came to see him at the tower.

Once Dacian reached the market square, he
told his companions that he would reunite with them later. He
walked quickly across the square, only glancing at the vendors’
merchandise. About half of the sellers had already left for the
season, and those that remained had plenty of room to spread out
their products. Dacian noted the stacks of wool cloth for which
Exaton would soon be bargaining.

Many of the stalls had food to sell. The
bounty of the Nufalese harvest in its lowland fields far exceeded
anything that could be grown in the alpine Jingten Valley. Tomatoes
beamed redly from baskets and green-skinned apples piled proudly
amid sacks of wheat and rye. As Dacian walked past an open barrel
of apples, the scent of the fruit danced into his nostrils, and he
imagined the warm summer showers that had nurtured the fruit along
with sunny days.

Two blocks beyond the square Dacian
approached his ryslinghood home. His parents shared a modest timber
home, tidy if aging. He meant to walk in, but it had been so long
since his last visit, he felt that he should knock. As he raised
his hand over the door, it opened, and his mother, Illyr, stood
there. She had of course sensed her son coming down the lane. Her
face brightened as she greeted him and ushered him inside.

“I did not expect to see you so soon,” Illyr
commented.

“I have not been here for months,” Dacian
said. He entered the home of his parents. The place seemed more
cluttered than the last time he had been there, but he was not
surprised. His father had an almost compulsive need to keep
whatever trinket, tool, hat, belt, or basket that came his way no
matter how worn it was or unneeded.

Dacian noted that the home had been
remodeled. Fresh pine panels covered the walls. The panels were
pale and polished and still smelled of the forest, which was
comforting. The wooden floor had been replaced with warm red tiles.
The floor was well done, but Dacian did not care for the color
although he did not say so when his mother asked him if he liked
it. Illyr gave him a suspicious look after he replied with polite
praise.

He followed her into the kitchen. The window
shutters were open and sunlight spilled between the houses and
warmed the little herb gardens on the sills. Illyr gestured to a
tea kettle and Dacian nodded agreeably.

As Illyr dipped the kettle in a water barrel
and placed a hand on it to heat the water with her magic, Dacian
heard his father coming down the stairs. Dacian greeted his father
when he came into the kitchen although part of him dreaded the
encounter.

Glaxon was a handsome rys, as was his son. He
was tall and slender yet muscular. He worked hard in the forests,
selecting trees to fell for building materials and cutting and
milling the wood as needed. Glaxon wore a deerskin jerkin and
matching pants. A string of crystal beads was around his neck.
Making the small crystal beads with his magic was a hobby of his.
Many such beads adorned Illyr’s clothes, and she was admittedly
proud to wear his “little charms” as she called them. A sparkling
row of beads on her sleeves was one of Dacian’s earliest
memories.

“Should you be here?” Glaxon inquired
gruffly.

“I was welcome last I knew, Father,” Dacian
said, unable to hide his hurt over the dismal greeting.

Glaxon frowned, a little embarrassed. “Of
course, you are welcome, Dacian,” he said. “Only we thought you
were confined to the tower.”

Dacian glanced at his mother. She took her
hand from the kettle and removed its lid. Steam drifted up and she
began to crumble tea herbs from a jar into the hot water. “We heard
that you had needed discipline,” Illyr said quietly. Sympathy
showed in her black eyes.

Glaxon grabbed three ceramic cups from a
cupboard and set them on the table where he sat down with his son.
“You should stop mixing yourself up with those tabre. They will
never approve of anything you do,” he said.

Dacian fingered the lip of his cup. It had
not taken any time for his father to start his old lecture. Why did
I even come here? Dacian asked himself.

“Because your mother misses her son,” Illyr
answered.

“I miss you as well,” Dacian replied and
smiled as she poured him tea. “You could come to the tower to see
me whenever you want.” He told his parents this year after year,
but they never heeded the invitation.

“And you could come live at home where you
belong,” Glaxon said.

Dacian had heard the admonishment many times.
As he always did, he patiently explained himself. “The tabre will
never respect rys if we keep to our place. Once I’m a Nebakarz,
other rys will see that they can also develop their talents and
pursue any position in society. We should make ourselves more a
part of Nufalese society so the tabre will cease to see us as
strange. In another one or two hundred years things will be better,
Father. You will see,” Dacian said.

“Indeed we shall see,” Glaxon muttered and
sipped his tea.

Dacian sighed. His mother settled into a
chair at the table and they shared a moment of peace as they
drank.

Leaning back in his chair, Glaxon said,
“Dacian, tell me about this tabre you beat in a fight. That would
please me.”

Although uncomfortable with the memories,
Dacian shared the story of the Bozee training that had ended so
badly. He told how quickly he learned the physical moves and the
spells. It had been exciting, but it was dangerous sport. He told
them of getting hurt, healing himself, and then of how badly he had
hurt Bagdoa before healing him.

When Dacian finished his story, the eyebrows
of both his parents were arched with impressed surprise. The tabre
version of the story had not credited Dacian with his deeds of
magic.

Thoughtfully, Glaxon murmured, “You are
powerful, my son. You would do best not to let those tabre goad
you.”

For once Dacian agreed with his father.
“Master Halor has made that clear to me,” Dacian said.

“And now he has released you from probation?”
Illyr asked hopefully.

Dacian thought to lie to her, but she
probably already knew that he was defying his confinement and just
wanted him to admit it.

“I did not ask my Master’s leave to come
here,” Dacian said. “But do not worry. Halor will indulge me.”

“Yes, indulge you,” Glaxon said. He seemed to
have more to say, but he occupied his mouth with the dregs of his
tea.

Dacian did not pursue the matter. He made
small talk with his parents instead. Eventually, they left the
kitchen and went to his father’s workshop next door, and Dacian
listened contentedly as Glaxon discussed the timbers he was cutting
for a new building. He spoke respectfully of the trees he had cut.
Dacian knew that his father took seriously the ending of each
tree’s life, and he was careful to select those trees that were
best suited to a purpose so that he could reduce wasted wood.

The shop smelled of wood, of course, and the
chippings and shavings from the timber were everywhere in curly
piles. Dacian ran a hand along the mighty timber that his father
was almost done squaring up with his adz. The wood was thick and
strong. It would be the task of a Nebakarz priest to cast
preservation spells upon the timber before it went into
construction. Dacian longed to do it now and show off his skill to
his parents, but enchanting the wood might only get Glaxon in
trouble when he delivered it. A rys woodcutter must never presume
to work the magic of a Nebakarz.

“How long can you stay?” Illyr inquired.

“I should go now,” Dacian said and explained
that the rys workers he had come with from the tower would be
finishing their shopping soon.

“It was good to see you, Dacian. Very good,”
Illyr said.

He kissed her forehead. Glaxon surprised him
by walking with him out into the street. Dacian bid him farewell,
but his father set a hand on his shoulder to stop him. With
restrained affection, Glaxon said, “It was good to see you, Dacian.
But I am worried and feel I must warn you.”

“Of what?” Dacian asked.

“You know that I have never approved of you
becoming a Nebakarz acolyte,” Glaxon said. Dacian’s posture became
impatient as his father continued. “This trouble you’ve had will
not be the last time. Now that you have shown your talent instead
of failing, the tabre will look for ways to keep you back. They
don’t want you, my son.”

“Why don’t you believe in me?” Dacian
demanded bluntly.

“It’s not that,” his father quickly defended.
“I suppose you just have not lived long enough to understand how
much the tabre dislike our existence.”

Dacian could not resign himself to his
father’s grim view of rys status. Indeed all rys seemed to accept
the tabre-dominant status quo. I will change things. I will, Dacian
vowed.

“I need to go,” he said testily.

Glaxon gave his son’s shoulder a squeeze and
let him go. Dacian headed up the street toward the square. He did
not look at the familiar homes lining the lane, and his eyes
drilled through the cobbles beneath his feet without seeing them.
He seethed as he always did after a visit to his parents’ house.
The conflict created by his need for their approval and their
discouragement scratched his heart like a cat playing with a
cornered mouse. It left him angry and lonely, and he welcomed the
distraction when he felt the lifeforce of the wandering female. She
was close, and the fire of her existence was so much brighter than
ever he had noticed before. Dacian quickened his steps and hurried
into the square.

Exaton waved to him. Dacian walked over to
the cook but continued to scan the market. Exaton had just finished
haggling with the cloth merchant and he started telling Dacian
about his purchase, but Dacian only half-listened. Ifil and Lang
reunited with them as well. They were carrying bundles and sharing
reports on the various goods they had seen.

Exaton asked Dacian how his parents were. He
answered absently, but then he saw the female and fell silent. Her
entry into the market square was noticed by all. Bartering and
conversations diminished as the scandalous female returned from her
forbidden journey. All rys knew each other, and Onja was known to
be a problem. Although being abandoned by her parents was not
uncommon or particularly stigmatizing, she had always been defiant
and rude to her foster parents, and gone through three different
guardians before recently reaching ryshood at age one hundred and
disappearing from Jingten.

She seemed to welcome the stares of the tabre
vendors. A simple hooded cloak of human-made brown homespun draped
her body to her ankles. The hood drooped across her forehead and a
few black strands of hair hung out. A crow flapped down and landed
on her shoulder.

“I wonder who will take her in this time,”
Ifil whispered.

Exaton said, “Unless I’m wrong, I think she
is no more a rysling. She will make her own home I expect.”

“I will go speak to her,” Dacian announced.
The symmetry of her face and the indigo gleam in her black eyes
were making him truly contemplate female beauty for the first time.
He liked the vulnerable thrill of the new sensation.

Exaton, who had so recently urged Dacian to
break his probation, now counseled prudence. “Leave her be, Dacian.
You’ve your own problems with the tabre right now. Mixing with her
will make them worse. She is a deviant. They won’t tolerate her,
especially after this. Even rys are sick of her.”

Dacian dared to give his elder a judgmental
look. He disliked how he seemed to reject her and so suddenly
accept tabre authority. It was not right. He broke off from his
companions and approached her boldly.

Dacian snaked his way through the crowd. He
caught her attention while still a few steps away and she stopped
and looked at him. Dacian raised a hand toward her but then lowered
it because his reaching seemed inappropriately eager, almost
rude.

“Welcome home, Onja,” he said, presuming to
say her name.

Shyness made her cast down her eyes. His
friendly confidence befuddled her after months away from her
kind.

“I am Dacian,” he added.

Her lips twitched with a little smile before
she looked up. “Your name is known to all, acolyte of the Kwellstan
Sect,” she said.

By the way she called him acolyte, he was not
sure if she was impressed or ridiculing him. Automatically, his
mind sought her thoughts, but he could discern none of her feelings
with any certainty. Her aura was like rowing into a thick fog on
the lake. He could only be sure that there was water beneath him
and he could not see the shore.

“Where have you been?” Dacian asked.

She looked among the other nearby rys. Her
shyness slipped away as she announced that she had traveled to the
west. A path could be found through the mountains, and many humans
lived in the lowlands.

Patting her bird, she announced, “Any who
would hear about the west may gather around and I will answer
questions.”

Her offer easily aroused curiosity and many
rys decided to hear what she had to tell even if they would never
dare to travel outside the valley. Dacian nodded eagerly and
several rys gathered behind him. Onja looked around for a likely
spot where they could sit together, but before she could proceed,
the crow screamed and flew away. A score of tabre from the tower
led by Daykash Breymer entered the square. The Daykash was
resplendent in his red, black, and gold-lettered robes, and his
acolyte and priest attendants followed him like an extension of his
body.

The tabre flowed around Onja, and the Daykash
stopped in front of her. They were of the same height, but her
youthful face with its crisp features made his old smooth face with
its high forehead look like an eroded hill.

“You will surrender yourself to the custody
of the Kwellstan Sect,” the Daykash announced.

Onja blinked rather innocently. Glancing at
the stern tabre on all sides, she said, “It would seem that I am
surrendered.”

“Then come with us,” Breymer said.

He started to turn, but Dacian pushed through
the ranks of tabre and intercepted the esteemed Nebakarz.
“Greetings, my great Daykash,” Dacian said.

“What is it?” the Daykash said sharply.

“With respect, my great Daykash, why do you
take this rys female into your custody?” Dacian asked.

“How dare you?” Breymer spat, and a white hot
flash of anger showed in his eyes. “No one can question my actions.
Be silent!”

The priestly tabre lord spun with a regal
flourish and led away his party with Onja. Dacian stood still as
the tabre passed by. He met Onja’s eyes as she was hustled away.
She seemed not to be afraid.

The tabre departed on the road around the
lake to the tower. The rys and tabre in the square dispersed into
murmuring cliques. The arrest of a rys was quite unprecedented, and
no one knew what it might mean for the rys female who had been so
suddenly interesting. Even the tabre admitted that they would have
liked to have heard her reports of the west.

Exaton, Ifil and Lang came up behind Dacian,
who remained standing where the Daykash had left him. With soft
sympathy, Exaton said, “You see now how it is best not to mix with
her, Dacian. She provokes the tabre with the liberties she
takes.”

Dacian said nothing. Glumly, he helped his
friends with their packages back to their boat and hunkered in the
boat as they rowed across Lake Nin. Along the shore, he could see
Breymer marching on the road with his group and his…prisoner? The
concept was ugly. Surely breaking the ban on travel out of the
valley did not warrant confinement. Why can’t rys go where they
want? Dacian wondered.

Still glowering at the tabre on the shore,
Dacian asked Exaton what they would do to her, hoping that the
older rys might have some historical perspective on this incident.
Exaton only shook his head.

They are not going to do anything to her,
Dacian decided.

 


15. Many Choices

The Daykash stepped out of the levitation
shaft into the observatory. Behind him two priests holding Onja
rose from the shaft. Breymer grabbed Onja and hauled her onto the
floor. She resisted him until she felt his paralysis spell crackle
over her nerves. Daylight spilled through the skylights. Breymer
noted how the light glistened like blue raindrops on Onja’s sleek
black hair. He shook her rigid body and his lip curled with disgust
before he shoved her back to the priests who caught her arms.

They tossed her in one of the cells that
lined the outer walls of the observatory. She hit the wall and slid
down. The paralysis spell ended, and she lifted her head and
regarded Breymer with patient hostility. He slammed the door in her
face.

“Only open this door on my specific order. No
food. No water. Nothing for her,” the Daykash told the priests.

Breymer descended to his quarters one level
below, where he found Halor waiting for him. Halor immediately
sought to regain control. “Daykash, you should not have bothered
yourself with that errant female. I was quite aware of her return
and was planning to deal with her,” Halor said.

“Something this important demanded my
attention,” Breymer said coolly. With a wave of his hand, the
copper bound wooden doors to his suite opened soundlessly.

Halor followed him inside. The Daykash walked
across the foyer and into a wide receiving room. The interior walls
were lined with benches upholstered in red leather. Three windows
looked out onto the lake and town with the snowy mountains in the
background. Breymer took in the vista of Jingten. He had to agree
with Halor that it was a fine town.

A pity the Great Divinity cursed our loins
with rys for coming here, he thought. The Kwellstan Sect had been
so certain that colonizing the Rysamand Mountains would add to
their power, but they had not entirely predicted the outcome.

Halor stepped closer to Breymer’s back. The
Daykash’s white hair hung just past his high collar. “There was no
need to bother yourself with that female,” Halor said.

The Daykash whirled. “Yes there was. I wanted
all of Jingten to see that the Nebakarz are not going to tolerate
the behavior of this female. My rank signifies the depth of the
disapproval.”

Although Halor disliked having his local
authority shoved aside, he realized the futility of protesting the
matter with the Daykash. What was done was done. Instead he asked
Breymer what manner of punishment he should impose on the
female.

Breymer brooded before answering. Halor grew
more unsettled. He could feel the blame radiating from his
superior. Finally the Daykash said, “How did you let that rys get
so far away?”

Terribly aware of his failure, Halor meekly
said that he had not immediately noticed her absence. She was just
a young rys that nobody liked or paid attention to. Then she was
gone.

The Daykash complained, “Who knows what she
discovered about herself wandering loose among all those humans.
She must be well aware of her superiority by now. We can never let
her go free again. We have worked too hard to teach these rys that
they are lesser because they were not born of sacred Nufal. We
can’t let her influence the others.” The Daykash pointed toward the
ceiling and continued, “She has power.”

“Surely you overestimate her,” Halor said.
“She is untutored and I can’t recall that I have ever seen her cast
a spell.”

“I feel it in her,” the Daykash grumbled
suspiciously. He glanced once more at the ceiling and white light
flickered in his pupils. “But she is not the main issue here.
Master Halor, did you notice that your pupil, Dacian, who is
supposed to be confined, was in town?”

Oh miserable day, Halor thought. He admitted
that he had noticed.

Breymer continued, “And Dacian actually
questioned my seizure of the female. I think this presents me with
the opportunity I have been waiting for.”

“And what is that, Daykash?” Halor asked.

“Let us speak in our minds,” the Daykash
announced.

“As you wish,” Halor responded and moved onto
a bench.

The Daykash seated himself as well. Halor was
disturbed that the Daykash would want to communicate with this
level of security as if he feared that someone was
eavesdropping.

Now settled into a mental connection, Breymer
said, “I have needed a way to make Dacian overstep his bounds and
give us a reason to deny him entry to the priesthood. All of this
has gone on long enough.”

Halor wanted to protest. He sincerely
believed that Dacian deserved to be a Nebakarz priest. Dacian had
the power and the talent, but rys had been deemed too volatile and
alien to be welcomed into tabre society. Eighty years ago it had
seemed a reasonable plan to accept Dacian as an acolyte and delay
rejection. But Dacian had excelled and now expected to go to
Kwellstan and complete his training.

The disappointment stung Halor, who regretted
that such an able Nebakarz student had not been a proper tabre.
“Daykash, I have tried to steer him from ambition and instill in
him the importance of following our laws,” Halor defended. “And I
believe that I have succeeded. Dacian places great value on order
and civilization. Perhaps you and the Grand Lumin consider him more
of a threat than he is.”

Breymer conceded that Halor had done a good
job quelling the natural powers within Dacian. Once they had deemed
it better to accept Dacian within their fold and control him
instead of risking the possibility of him going wild if left adrift
in rys society. But the Grand Lumin had rethought that decision
since then.

“Master Halor, I know you are close to
Dacian,” the Daykash said. “I even see that you like him although
it has not kept you from your duty to the Kwellstan Sect, and I
appreciate that. Perhaps your affection for him keeps you from
seeing the threat in him as I do. But I shall put a test to him and
we will see how well he keeps his place.”

Halor could not imagine what the test would
be. “What do you propose?”

“Because this wandering female needs
discipline I plan to punish her severely and judge Dacian by his
reaction,” Breymer answered.

“Severely?”

“Yes. And her punishment will be public. She
shall endure the phlia-mel,” the Daykash said.

Halor physically gasped and the magical white
light in his eyes flashed sharply. He stood up and shook his head.
Breaking the silence, Halor said aloud, “Daykash, you can’t!”

“I must,” Breymer replied.

“But it is barbarous,” Halor insisted. “No
one has endured such a brutish thing in a thousand years.”

The light diminished from Breymer’s eyes. He
seemed extraordinarily calm considering that Halor had just
disputed his decision.

Trying to be reasonable, Breymer said,
“Halor, I know the tabre set aside such methods a long time ago,
but they had their place once. In the younger days of our race, our
passions were as strong as our magic. Discipline needed to be
imposed so that learning and civilization could develop. Perhaps
these rys need this to learn their place. The rys are a failed
experiment. Their odd mutation is an embarrassment to the Sect.
They must be kept under control.”

Halor sputtered a few words, needing to
protest more, but he failed. He knew that he could not override the
authority of the Daykash.

“Do you really think anything less would
teach this Onja some obedience?” Breymer said.

When Halor did not answer, the Daykash
continued, “Inform the town that this female will be punished
tomorrow at the gates of this tower and the rys are to come witness
this.”

Sadness settled into Halor’s bones.
Eventually he sighed and said that he would make the arrangements,
but obedience brought no comfort. Great Divinity, forgive us for
reviling our creation, he thought.

******

Halor was surprised that Dacian had not asked
any questions. The young rys followed his Master silently as they
exited the tower. Halor hoped that proximity to his Master would
keep Dacian from acting up during the sick display.

Priests, acolytes, and servants were
gathering outside the tower. Stray snowflakes swirled on the air.
Many rys had come from the town as well. Most of them had walked
but some had ridden horses, come in carts, or paddled across the
lake. Small boats clogged the docks, and horses and carts were
parked along the shore for a considerable distance.

The Daykash and his attendants were already
presiding over the crowd. Acolytes kept a wide circle clear in
front of Breymer where the accused would be presented for her
punishment. Halor took his place in the front row with Dacian.

Dacian scanned the crowd of rys and was glad
that his parents were not there. He would have been hurt if they
had come for this sad affair after ignoring all of his pleasant
invitations. Dacian looked next at the Daykash, who stood stiff and
grim-faced. His hands were tucked into the sleeves of his
glittering, high-collared robe.

Halor quietly told Dacian that he did not
agree with what was about to happen.

Although Dacian appreciated the comment, he
was too troubled to respond. Instead, he focused his mind up the
tower. Nebakarz priests were removing Onja from her cell and
escorting her to the levitation shaft. Dacian observed that she
appeared calm, almost serene, as if her captors could not truly
contain her. Dacian took some comfort from her brave demeanor.

As Onja was brought down the levitation
shaft, the crowd of hundreds of rys watched the gaping doors of the
tower.

She emerged with downcast eyes and a tabre
priest holding each arm. The wind caught her plain brown cloak and
flung it back from her perfect body and blew strands of unruly
black hair across her face. She shook her hair away from her mouth
because her hands were not free.

Manacles with cold white warding crystals
bound her wrists. Dacian had not expected to see her clamped by a
domux. Although he had never seen a domux in use, he had read about
the device that was meant to contain the magic of a criminal.

“Master,” he whispered. “Why the domux? She
has used no spell against us.”

“It is a normal procedure,” Halor improvised.
“Any tabre, or rys, must be so restrained when brought to
judgment.”

Dacian analyzed the spell in the enchanted
manacles. The crystals were old, but their spell remained quite
potent. Despite the strength of the ancient magic, Dacian quickly
unraveled their secrets as Onja entered the circle before the
Daykash.

Breymer addressed the crowd. “I have summoned
you to this judgment so that you would know better the will of the
Kwellstan Sect and heed the wisdom of our rule. It has always been
the law that no one is to go west from these mountains. Not even I
or any Nebakarz priest goes into the west. The exploration and
colonization of Ektren is not to be done haphazardly. We did not
rush into the Rysamand Mountains four centuries ago, and we shall
not rush beyond them without careful consideration. Every part of
Ektren, every region, every vale, and hill, and river and stream
holds the powers of Nature that we are blessed to have a greater
understanding of than any other of the Great Divinity’s creatures.
Today I am forced to strongly admonish this young rys female for
her reckless wandering, and I thank those who have come to witness
this important reminder of the need to follow our laws.”

The Daykash then commanded the priests
holding Onja to let her go. They released her arms and stepped back
although they remained close enough to reclaim possession of her if
need be.

“State your name for all to hear,” Breymer
said.

Now Onja raised her gaze, but not to stare
defiantly at her tabre judge. She looked at Dacian. “Onja,” she
said, loudly and proud.

Dacian met her eyes, surprised but glad that
she sought him in her time of trial. He did not dare communicate
with magic in front of all the gathered Nebakarz although he had
much that he wished to say to her and to ask.

“Do you understand the charge against you,
Onja of Jingten?” the Daykash asked.

Onja shifted her eyes slowly toward the
Daykash, as if he were a tiresome chore that she could no longer
put off. “No,” she replied.

Her obtuse response nettled Breymer despite
all the poise and confidence that his powerful position granted
him.

“Have you never once in a hundred years been
informed of the rule not to leave these mountains?” he demanded,
obviously not believing her.

“I have heard the rule but saw no sense in
observing that which is unreasonable. You cannot charge me with any
crime for traveling upon the world that I was born into. I can go
where I please,” Onja said.

Uncomfortable murmurs bubbled through the
crowd. Both rys and tabre were quietly shocked by her unapologetic
attitude.

“You are mistaken, Onja of Jingten,” the
Daykash said sternly. “There are bounds upon this world that you
were born into. The Jingten Valley is your land, and there you are
meant to stay.”

Although he spoke specifically to Onja,
Dacian heard the implied meaning that all rys were meant to stay in
the Jingten Valley.

Onja said no more, and the Daykash ordered
that the charge be officially read against her. A Nebakarz priest
named Dutan stepped forward. He lifted a small wafer thin disc of
stone upon which was inscribed the charge. Willful wandering the
tabre legal system called it.

Then her sentence was read. She was to endure
eight strokes of the phlia-mel. Although rumor had already informed
all gathered what the sentence would be, discomfort still rippled
through the assembled rys upon hearing the sentence.

A priest, named Angpar who was young and just
advanced from being an acolyte, stepped out from behind the Daykash
and held out the thin long stick that was split three times at one
end where crystals were attached. The thinness of the stick gave it
springiness so that its crystal-barbed splinters could deliver a
whip-like sting.

Breymer said, “Long centuries ago, before
tabre had fully come to master and appreciate the orderly joys of
civilization, harsh methods were employed to teach us discipline. I
have decided that the use of the phlia-mel has become necessary
again because the rys are a young breed and, as this female has
shown, have need of discipline.”

No one among the hundreds of rys said
anything, but Dacian could feel the collective protest caged all
around him. He felt he should say something. Ask for mercy at
least, but so many things held him back. Was he wrong to question
his elders? Did he want to jeopardize his future as a Nebakarz? Did
he have any reason to risk himself on account of this female who
ignored the law?

“Begin,” was all the Daykash said, and the
two priests who had escorted Onja earlier swiftly grabbed her again
and pushed her to her knees. Angpar walked around the trio and
regarded his subject. He shook the phlia-mel once so that all could
see the spring in the rod, and then he reached down and yanked off
her cloak and whipped it aside. He seemed eager to have at her.

Onja’s clothing was meager. She wore only a
small vest and shorts and her lower back was already properly
exposed. Dacian could see the muscles in her back tense in
anticipation of the abuse, but she did not look over her shoulder
at her punisher.

Angpar raised the phlia-mel, but his
eagerness faded for a moment, and he contemplated his next action
as if he suddenly realized that the world would change when he
lowered his arm. Then his self righteousness returned and he swung
at the rys female hard. The crystal barbs flashed with white light
when they struck Onja’s blue skin and her cry mixed with the meaty
thwap of the rod hitting her. She lunged forward automatically but
her handlers yanked her back in place.

Many rys cried out or gasped, and some turned
away, and before anyone could recover from their disgust, Angpar
hit her again. The Daykash fixed an emotionless gaze on Onja.
Dacian could not see her face but he imagined her grimace.

Dacian looked at Halor urgently. His lips
trembled with outrage. “Stop this,” he begged.

“It will be over soon,” Halor said woodenly.
His eyes insisted on obedience.

When the third blow fell, Onja’s cry was
louder. Dacian heard her take a deep breath to brace herself for
the next stroke. As she filled her lungs with this painful gasp,
Dacian felt all his rational reasons for standing by collapse like
a hillside soaked by torrential rain. He looked at the tabre
priests and acolytes lined up on both sides of him. They watched
the punishment raptly. Where was their compassion for her
suffering? They were all civilized creatures, but Dacian realized
that their values did not entirely extend to their much-maligned
rys cousins. They would watch Onja endure eight strokes from the
phlia-mel and agree with the Daykash that it was necessary and
proper. Civilization required order but was brutality the only path
to that end?

Angpar gave Onja her fourth stroke. Her
sentence was half complete.

“Stop!” Dacian shouted. He rushed forward and
felt Halor grab him but he shook him off and moved toward
Angpar.

He spun Angpar away from the female and then
shoved his chest so that he fell on his butt. Dacian’s magic
erupted. The crystals of the phlia-mel disintegrated in three
successive blue flashes and the old wood of the rod burst into
flames. His next spell cracked the domux and it fell off Onja’s
wrists. Its enchanted crystals lost their power and faded to
pebbles.

As the tabre holding Onja shifted to
intervene with Dacian, he raised both of his hands into their
faces. They were swept backwards off their feet by the hot blasting
force of his attack spell.

Onja had collapsed forward and she was trying
to push herself up but the pain in her back was nearly paralyzing.
Purple bleeding blisters ravaged her sleek youthful back. She
looked over her shoulder at Dacian. Agony twisted her tear-streaked
face, but gratitude radiated from her eyes, and he could believe
that she would honor him forever.

“Onja,” he whispered, casting his mind toward
her thoughts, her soul. He felt her lifeforce. It was hot and
powerful, too powerful for her to have endured this gross
mistreatment.

Distracted entirely by the sight of his
downtrodden damsel, Dacian had no shield spell ready when the magic
of the Daykash netted him. The spells of many tabre priests piled
on next, and Dacian could not move. His legs began to wobble and
the blood in his veins became hot and painful.

Dacian summoned his power and began to
untangle the spells gripping his body. In this crisis, he suddenly
realized that he could throw off their attacks. He was very
powerful. He would teach them not to abuse a rys female for a petty
infraction.

Halor was shouting for him and pushing his
way through the tabre. But it was not the voice of his Master that
got through to Dacian’s enraged mind. It was her voice.

“Do not fight them,” Onja said. “Not
yet.”

Dacian looked at her again. She had managed
to roll onto her side, and her call to patience intrigued him. Not
yet? What does she mean? Dacian thought. Even without an answer, he
would do as she asked. He relaxed and the spells of the tabre bit
into him vindictively. Defenseless again, Dacian crumbled in
pain.

Halor put his arms around his pupil.
“Enough!” he called. “Enough. Stop!” Then in a softer voice he
spoke to Dacian. “Yield. Do nothing, I beg you.”

Dacian nodded and was not ungrateful for the
protective embrace of his Master. The tabre spells backed away
although he could feel their powers still roiling around him, ready
to engage again.

Halor said, “My Daykash, I ask you to be
merciful. The citizens of Jingten have seen justice and know now of
discipline. Call the female’s sentence complete and end this.”

Fiery magic blazed from Breymer’s eyes but he
no longer looked angry. He had gotten what he wanted. With much
magnanimity, he declared to the crowd that had retreated from the
upheaval that the punishment was done. The whole affair had
unsettled the startled rys far more than it had shown them the
wisdom of Nebakarz rule. Sensing the agitation, the Daykash decided
to withdraw. He ordered that Dacian be taken into custody and that
Onja remain confined as well.

Halor looked very sad when two priests yanked
Dacian away from him, but Dacian spent little time considering the
dismay of his Master. He looked at the rys beyond the rings of
tabre. Their eyes were straining to get a glimpse of him through
the press of priests, and Dacian could hear his name being repeated
through their ranks. They were proud that he had acted to defend
the female. Dacian could feel their approval for what he had done,
and the joy of it was overwhelming. He had not realized how much he
wanted approval until he felt it in such quantity. He could also
sense that they wanted to help him. Many of them cared that he was
being hauled into custody by those he had spent his life striving
to join.

Onja was right to tell me not to fight, he
realized and was glad that he was not causing the violence to
escalate.

He went back into the tower without protest.
The hostility of the tabre around him seared his senses. They were
excited about no longer having to blunt their disdain for him with
civility.

Although Dacian had naively expected to be
taken to his living quarters, he was instead taken to the
observatory level. Dacian had previously regarded the small rooms
that adjoined the wide circular observatory platform as private
meditation cells, but now they served as a different sort of cell.
One of the two tabre who had escorted him to the observatory pulled
open a cell door and stood aside.

Dacian looked the tabre in the eyes. He was a
decade or two younger than Dacian, and his suddenly superior
position to the delinquent rys made him haughty. But Dacian
confronted him with equal pride, and the contemptuous expression of
the tabre faltered as he realized that Dacian was choosing to
submit.

Dacian entered the cell and the door closed
behind him. White light flashed around the door as a tabre placed a
sealing spell on it. The cell was round like a tube in a wasps’
nest. Rough beige plaster coated the walls, and a spider was in
residence at the center point of the little domed ceiling. Its web
hung patiently in this normally unoccupied bit of the tower. The
spider did not move.

Outside, Dacian heard many tabre milling
around and talking excitedly. He overheard them boasting that it
was their magic that had subdued the wild rys, but other tabre
admonished the braggarts and said that it was the strength of the
Daykash that had curtailed the rogue.

Dacian scowled. He knew that he had hardly
fought against them. They sounded so smug about containing him.

Dismally Dacian started to realize that the
consequences were going to be serious for him. Suddenly not knowing
what to expect of his future left him with a lonely drifting
feeling.

He sensed when Onja was brought up to the
observatory. Her presence both excited and dismayed him. He reached
out to her lifeforce with his mind. He had hoped that she would be
released. The tabre placed her in a cell next to him. Dacian could
feel her pain. Once the door was closed and she was alone, she sank
to her knees and placed her hands on her lower back. Dacian heard
her moan. Her pain was deep. With his mind’s eye, he observed how
she licked her lips and summoned her magic. She began to heal her
own body. Her magic moved methodically through the damaged tissues,
renewing flesh, clotting the bleeding, and infusing her flesh with
energy needed for rapid repair.

Halor’s voice tore Dacian away from his
observation of Onja. Outside the cell, Halor was commanding the
tabre priests and acolytes to return to their duties. The
observatory was not meant for the blathering of an excited mob.

Halor was obeyed and he was the last to step
into the levitation shaft and leave the observatory. Dacian watched
him go down one level and enter the quarters of Daykash Breymer.
Dacian intended to observe their conversation, even if they used
wardings to block him. He had no desire to keep a respectful
distance from the thoughts of his elders as they surely discussed
his fate.

“Thank you.”

His focus snapped back to Onja. She was
sitting cross-legged now. Her mind was open and inviting. She
wanted to converse with him.

“You will know what they decide about you
soon enough,” Onja said pleasantly.

“True,” Dacian admitted. “I am sorry for what
happened.”

“You do not have to apologize for them,” Onja
said.

“I guess I mean that I did not expect the
tabre to be so cruel. I have never seen such a thing before. They
value order and civilization,” Dacian lamented.

“They value order and civilization when it
controls us,” Onja said.

Dacian did not immediately respond. Her
boldness shook the foundations of his thoughts. But he wanted to be
better than a bitter brute in the face of prejudice, and he
returned to his beliefs. “What do you hope to accomplish with your
defiance? The tabre will not learn to respect rys if we act below
the standards of society,” he said.

His challenging question appeared to sadden
her, and she took a moment before answering that she had not really
thought about accomplishing anything. She had only wanted the
dignity of her freedom.

Dacian contemplated her answer. He had never
really considered that the rys were not free. Their second class
status had always been such a blaring difficulty that he had not
noticed the essential truth of rys life. Keeping to their places
also meant that rys were not supposed to go anywhere.

But I was changing that. I was going to go to
Kwellstan. Become a part of the hierarchy. Break the trail for
others. What have I done? he lamented. After defending Onja how
could he possibly be accepted by the Nebakarz?

Onja read his thoughts. He had such lofty
goals. Awkwardly she tried to console him. “Maybe this will not be
so bad for you.”

He was startled by her comment because he
realized that he had left his mind open to her. The intimacy felt
strange. It provided an unfamiliar freedom. Dacian did not have to
focus on dogma and strive for the correct answers with her.

Dacian moaned. He had not imagined that such
a day as this would come. His confinement confused him, but he
resolved to be patient and keep his mind away from the door and its
sealing spell. Breaking free would only make things worse for
him.

To Onja, he admitted, “I don’t know what my
life will be like now.”

“Then you have never had so many choices,”
she said.

 


16. An Unexpected Taunt

Cruce’s foot caught on a rock. He fell and
crunched his knees into the rough mountain trail. Cruce pushed
himself up as fast as he could. Breathing hard from prolonged
exertion, he did not yet feel pain in his scraped leg. Two other
men jogged past him. The second man, Rayden Fanlyre, looked back.
His thick sandy hair flopped across his forehead as he checked on
Cruce.

A precise wooden blow struck Cruce in his
left buttock. Rayden faced forward and hurried on. The leyton
prodded Cruce with his baton of dark walnut, worn smooth by the
breaking in of many militia volunteers. Cruce muffled his groan but
could not dim the flash of hatred in his eyes.

“Run, you clumsy clod!” Leyton Bevone shouted
at Cruce, much louder than he needed to.

Cruce ran and soon his pants over his right
knee were soaking with blood and becoming plastered with dust.
Despite his hurt leg, he struggled up the trail and passed some of
his comrades so as not to be the last man.

The trail grew steeper and Cruce and eleven
other young men scrambled up the sharp shifting gravel. They were
motivated as much by their desires to look strong for each other as
the baton and rude tongue of Leyton Bevone.

After the dozen men reached a level area they
slowed to a stagger. The thin air at this elevation was taking its
toll, as it was supposed to, and everyone was breathing raggedly.
Cruce’s life at the heart of the Valley of Nufal on the shores of
Lake Kwellstan had not toughened him for this. His heart pounded
like it was going to burst and his vision was reddening. Gasping
for air, he wiped his dripping nose.

The Leyton came up the trail behind them.
Although he tried to appear casual he was winded as well and called
for a break. Cruce resisted the urge to collapse on the ground.
Like most of the other men, he continued a few more slow steps
before hunching over with his hands on his thighs. He did not want
his muscles to cramp up. Cruce had already experienced that
clenching torment on yesterday’s run.

Looking down the mountain as he caught his
breath, he could see how far they had climbed the trail. The crude
path wound with switchbacks through scraggily pines that were
getting shorter and thinner as the wind grew teeth. Far below was
the softer greener foothill forest where oak and maples mixed with
pine. Looking small now, the city of Kahtep lounged at the entrance
to the valley. It was the gateway to the heartland of Nufal, and
the city marked the shift between the inner forests of the valley
and the grassy plains beyond the sheltering mountains. The Inezhep
rose on the western edge of town. The white stones of the square
tower displayed from top to bottom relief sculptures of Nufalese
lore and triumphs. The Kahtepians were especially proud of the
Inezhep. They had built the tower without magical aid from the
tabre.

Cruce and his fellow recruits had run higher
than yesterday. Jogging these trails on Mount Elta was meant to
harden the militia volunteers. They had six weeks to train before
serving winter duty on the frontier, and they were told that they
needed to be much stronger.

And Cruce was getting stronger. Strength
training and weapons training for three weeks in Kahtep had gone
well, and Cruce had been proud of his progress. But the endurance
training in the mountains had been hard on him. Leyton Bevone, more
than the other leytons, had seemed to revel in Cruce’s
difficulty.

When Cruce’s breathing had steadied a little
bit, he reached for his small water skin slung across his
shoulders. He forced himself to drink slowly, but his dry mouth
sucked the water in until his stomach felt like a cold hard
lump.

“Too much water, lordling,” Bevone
snapped.

Cruce tensed his stomach muscles as the
leyton’s baton come at his torso for a rough poke.

“You be puking it up like the baby you are,”
Bevone said.

With a baleful look Cruce watched him walk
by. The wind tugged at the graying wisps of brown hair that
surrounded the leyton’s bald spot, and Cruce noticed a jagged scar
on the back of Bevone’s neck. He envied whoever had given the
original wound. Other men were drinking water faster than they
should, but Bevone had chosen to single out Cruce for criticism, as
usual.

Cruce plugged his water skin and sat down
slowly on a boulder. He stretched his legs out and started to
gingerly pull up his pant leg to inspect his wound. The knee was
scrapped and bloody. Cruce flicked out the small bits of gravel
stuck in his skin. The injury was not terrible, but he would have
to endure the burning pain for the rest of the run.

Needing encouragement, Cruce looked across
his homeland. To the west spread the Nufalese plains until they
reached the Rysamand Mountains. Even at a distance the western
mountains were imposing. Tall and snowy, the mountains presented a
forbidding barrier at the edge of the Nufalese world. One could not
look at them without contemplating their elemental presence. The
plains were a dull green and gold this time of year. The heat of
summer had faded the lush grasses and the first frosts of autumn
were browning the land. The trees that filled the creek bottoms
were still ablaze with color, as was the whole Valley of Nufal that
glowed in the sunshine when he looked to the east. Surrounded by
the dark peaks of the Tabren Mountains, the large oval valley was
joyous with fall colors. The oaks, beeches, ashes, and maples were
especially bright with red, vermillion, and gold. From these
heights, Cruce could see the cities and villages populating the
glorious land. Distant golden rectangles and triangles surrounded
the cities where fields had been harvested. Around Kahtep the
fields started on the plains and moved up terraced mountain sides
next to the city.

At the center of the valley that prepared for
winter with an autumnal beauty that cheerily defied cold death,
Lake Kwellstan was as bright as a blue diamond in the sun. It
looked cold, and Cruce recalled the cool breeze that came off the
waters in the summer. He could almost smell the mossy shore at the
edge of the ancient forest.

This was his land, the home of human
civilization, and he was enduring this grueling training so that he
could defend it from the northern savages. The wild far-ranging
peoples of the northlands had always been a problem. They would
raid the outer settlements of Nufal out on the plains or in the
foothills. They stole food and livestock, and sometimes, to the
dismay of the Nufalese, stole women and children. At least two or
three times a year, the savages would waylay a small group of
travelers and slaughter them gruesomely.

The attacks came in the winter months because
otherwise the savages ranged far north in the warmer weather,
following game to summer pastures. But attacks were becoming more
frequent now because the Nufalese settlements had expanded farther
from the protected heartland of the Tabren Mountains.

In response, the ad hoc militias of the past
were now organized under the famous savage fighter Bellastan
Carver. The established city-states of the Valley of Nufal whose
lords sponsored many of the settlements now organized small formal
militias to supplement the frontier fighters, although Kahtepians
still supplied the majority of the effort.

The humans of Nufal desired to expand their
territory despite the bloodthirsty threat from the savages. The
Nufalese were enlightened, guided by the superior and spiritually
blessed tabre. The howling brutal herds that seemed to comprise the
rest of humanity on Ektren should not be tolerated, according to
the common thinking.

Cruce believed in the professed mission of
the Nufalese to expand civilization, and he wanted to defend the
settlers. They were Nufalese people, and they suffered murders,
rapes, thieving, and the burning of villages and farmsteads. It was
right to fight the savages, and he believed he would find the
strength and wisdom of manhood out on the cold dangerous plains
this hungry winter.

He drew his pant leg back down over his
battered knee and then tightened the laces on his boots. His feet
were throbbing and his blisters were like nightmares stamped on a
waking mind.

“Get up, little boys!” Leyton Bevone shouted.
“We be going to the summit today and it be a long way back before
sunset.”

Cruce got up. He put his weight on his leg
gingerly, but then glanced at the leyton and saw him eyeing him.
Cruce set aside his pain and jogged to the head of the group.

An hour later, the men were plodding but the
summit was near. Mount Elta was considered a friendly mountain, and
in the summer ordinary albeit athletic citizens would hike to the
summit for a day trip. But today the wind was biting. Cruce pulled
up the soft knitted wool hood attached to his leather jacket. Some
fresh snow had already fallen at this elevation, but it was only a
smattering of white between the boulders and gravel. Vegetation no
longer grew along the trail, but this cold high place of dusky
stone remained inspiring. Cruce was exhilarated to reach the top.
His lips were chapped, his lungs hurt, and his muscles shook from
exertion, but he was a lake-land boy no more.

“Seeing the world like this is worth the
difficulty,” Rayden commented.

“Yes,” Cruce agreed. He was not accustomed to
measuring his successes alongside common men from the trade or
reaper classes, but he found that his joy was not lessened by the
sharing of it.

Gesturing across the stunning vista, Cruce
said, “We will fight for this great land.” Reaching the mountain
top had made him feel truly worthy of the task.

“And you will be our commander,” Rayden
said.

As the only estate class man among the
Kwellstan recruits, Cruce knew he was bound for command rank. He
resolved to do his utmost every day of training to prove himself to
these young men. He wanted their true respect once he earned his
command.

“I have to mentor a season under Gehr before
I actually get my rank,” Cruce reminded modestly.

Cruce, even at his youthful age, had figured
out that his status was probably the reason for Bevone’s hostility,
but he still did not think it deserved. He worried that Bevone’s
choice to constantly single him out for ridicule would sully him in
the eyes of the other men.

Cruce soothed himself with the pleasing image
of returning to Kwellstan in the spring as a militia commander.
Perhaps that dashing outcome would excite Ribeka. As Cruce thought
about her, his fatigue faded into daydream pleasures. He looked
forward to spring when he would have a chance to court her
properly.

Until then, his new comrades were his
companionship. They were all far from home and perhaps class
differences would be lessened by regional familiarity. Studying
Rayden next to him, he recalled that Rayden was from the successful
trader class Fanlyre family. Rayden should have had a good position
in the family business available to him. Cruce wondered if they
shared a craving for adventure instead of settling into expected
comforts. He asked Rayden why he had joined the militia.

Rayden frowned, looking almost angry. Cruce
worried that he had offended, but then Rayden replied, “I lost my
temper over a girl.”

Happily interested, Cruce encouraged him to
go on. Rayden rolled his eyes, embarrassed as he recalled his
conduct. “I was in love,” he lamented. “The girl showed interest in
another man. I started a fight. I beat him good, but then there was
talk of hauling me to the Judges. Gehr Bradelvo said he could get
me out of Kwellstan. I’m hoping when my duty is done in five years,
I can go home and it’ll be forgotten.”

“That sounds like a good plan,” Cruce said,
valuing Rayden’s honesty.

“Up, you puppies!” Leyton Bevone shouted. He
had given his charges little time to savor the summit because he
had little interest in their aesthetic contemplations.

Conversations ended and the dozen young men
slowly lined up on the trail. Bevone shouldered his way through the
line with strutting contempt. “At least you boys made the
mountaintop.” He jabbed Cruce just below his left armpit with his
baton. “Even our watery lordling not be disgracing us,” the leyton
added.

Cruce smothered his fiery anger and kept
himself from even looking at the surly leyton. Once Bevone had
passed, he rubbed the sore spot and reflected that the leyton was
certainly skilled at finding the tender bits on a man.

Just as the men started back down the trail,
Rayden came up close behind Cruce. He whispered, “We only have to
tolerate him during endurance training.”

Cruce appreciated the encouragement and
expected to make a friend in Rayden.

The hike down the mountain was difficult.
Descending the steep trail on sore feet and thoroughly strained
muscles grew excruciating, even for young men. Leyton Bevone, who
seemed to know little pain or weariness, pushed the men harder
whenever they flagged.

“Run!” he commanded as soon as the trail
leveled out.

The militia volunteers obeyed. Running feet
often skidded on loose gravel and sometimes a man had to grab the
arm or shoulder of a comrade to keep from falling.

When Rayden’s hand seized Cruce’s shoulder,
he slowed to support him. Rayden’s right leg had cramped badly.
Rayden bent over and gasped as he grabbed his throbbing gluteal.
Cruce stopped and the other men ran around them on the trail.
Rayden collapsed.

“Keep moving,” Cruce advised. “Stretch it!”
He offered his hand to help him up, but Leyton Bevone swatted it
away with his handy baton.

“Each man be relying on his own body,” the
leyton snapped as Cruce narrowly dodged the swinging wood.

For once Bevone’s attention was not on Cruce.
He struck Rayden on the arm and then across the back. Rayden cried
out and drops of sweat flew off his wet hair as his head arched
backward. He grimaced and struggled to comply, and although he was
getting up, the leyton gave him no chance to succeed. He hit him in
the gluteal that was cramping and Rayden went back down hard.

“The savages be having no mercy if you be
down in battle. Get up or you be worse than dead,” Bevone
warned.

Cruce grabbed Rayden by the arms and put him
on his feet. But he was only punished for giving aid. Bevone kicked
Cruce in his bloody knee and chastised him with a rabid snarl.
“He’ll never be gaining the strength to fight out the pain if you
help him!” the leyton raged. He swung his baton, but Cruce
intercepted the smooth hard rod of walnut with a firm grasp. Two
veins bulged on his forearm as he held back the wood with suddenly
fierce strength.

Confronting the weathered face of the leyton,
Cruce said, “It is right to help my comrade.”

Rayden straightened as best he could and
resolved to run again. “I’m all right,” he announced bravely but
Bevone was not listening.

The leyton narrowed his eyes at Cruce and
yanked his baton away from the riled volunteer. “So you want to be
showing me how full of stones you are, lordling?” he
challenged.

Wanting to stay above the leyton’s level,
Cruce reiterated that it was only right to help a comrade. “That is
basic to militia service,” he added.

Bevone scoffed at the young volunteer’s
presumption to tell him about militia service. “Who made you the
Great Divinity? Do you be thinking you’re the hero to save us all?
You just be wanting to show us you’re better than us,” Bevone
accused.

Because Cruce remained ungoaded, Bevone
sweetened the bait. “Or you really be here to prove your strength
and make up for your broken useless father,” he said.

The unexpected taunt rattled Cruce.

Bevone continued, “Oh yes, I know you be of
cripple’s blood. You think playing soldier be making you a man
because you have no real father to show you how.”

Cruce saw red. He had never known such anger
was possible. He attacked the leyton with his bare hands.

Bevone had wrangled with many a militia
volunteer in his time, but he had never hit a nerve so raw before.
Cruce dove at his throat with both hands and grabbed the sinewy
neck of his instructor. Bevone defended himself with his baton, but
Cruce was oblivious to the first few blows. Cruce pushed Bevone
down on his knees and continued to strangle him. Naturally
desperate, Bevone whacked Cruce’s arms with his baton, and the pain
finally broke through Cruce’s madness and made him let go.

Rayden, appalled by the eruption of violence,
grabbed Cruce’s shoulder and shouted for him to stop. By now the
other volunteers had stopped on the trail and were looking
back.

Cruce did not even hear Rayden’s plea. The
leyton sprang to his feet and attacked. Cruce grabbed the baton
before it hit him again and they grappled fiercely, swinging
punches and trying to yank each other off balance.

Several of the other men ran back to
intervene. Three men grabbed Cruce from behind and two men shoved
themselves in front of the leyton as Cruce was dragged away. Blood
dribbled from the Leyton’s split lip and his teeth were bright red
from the blood in his mouth. Two pink oval marks on his neck showed
where Cruce’s thumbs had assaulted his windpipe.

“You’ll be regretting this!” Bevone yelled
hoarsely.

“I’ll not let you insult my father,” Cruce
said. He tried to shake off the men holding him but they held him
still by twisting his arms behind him.

“Get him on his knees,” Bevone commanded.

“Leyton, no!” Rayden contradicted. “We won’t
hold down our comrade for your revenge. Let your temper cool.”

Leyton Bevone was shocked. “Don’t put your
eggs in this bird’s nest, boy,” he warned and gestured at
Cruce.

“Let Master Carver judge him. It is proper,
Leyton Sir,” Rayden insisted. His voice quivered as he realized how
bold his words were.

Seeking allies, Rayden looked to the
volunteers holding Cruce. He could see that they were reluctant to
hold down their comrade so that their leyton could punish him. They
had no doubts about how viciously the leyton would treat Cruce.

Hesitantly, one of the other volunteers said,
“Leyton Sir, let Chenomet be judged by the Master. I’ll bear proper
witness to what happened. I swear by the Great Divinity.”

Rayden moved protectively in front of Cruce.
“It’s my fault. He was only trying to help me, Leyton Sir.”

The Leyton quelled his urge to shove Rayden
aside. Although he burned to exact his revenge on Cruce while he
was restrained, he suddenly doubted his vicious nature. He had
driven this batch of volunteers hard. He drove each group harder
than the last. Perhaps he had gone too far. These young men were
comrades, and, on the mountain side with the dusk gathering, they
might not tolerate the abuse that Bevone longed to deliver upon
Cruce.

His shame be worse if his punishment be
public, Bevone reasoned.

“He be getting no leniency from Master
Carver,” Bevone grumbled. Then he did push Rayden down roughly and
stepped up to Cruce, who was still breathing hard from their
intense struggle. With his usual skill, Bevone cracked Cruce along
the jaw and knocked him senseless.

“Carry your comrade,” he ordered and started
down the trail without looking back.

Rayden, although still in pain from his
muscle cramp, got up and draped one of Cruce’s arms over his
shoulders. Cruce was slack and heavy. Another man took his other
arm and helped Rayden drag him down the trail.

Bevone ordered the men to resume their run
with an especially surly snarl. Soon the volunteers left the two
men carrying Cruce far behind. Eventually, Cruce regained his
senses and was able to walk with Rayden. They reached the militia
base outside Kahtep well after dark. Two militiamen were waiting
for them and they promptly took Cruce into custody. They locked him
in a root cellar.

Total darkness oppressed Cruce as the
entrance was barred behind him. He pushed himself up from the dirt
floor. His head throbbed and his body felt torn apart and put back
together sloppily. He fumbled for his water skin and carefully
squeezed the last drops into his mouth. Although the blow to his
head had left his thoughts dull, surging anger lingered in his
body. Part of him was glad that he had given Bevone a dose of his
rage. If the other men had not intervened, Cruce believed that he
would have trounced the veteran instructor. Bevone was wrong to
call his father weak. Watching his father struggle against
debilitating pain and disability had taught Cruce much about
strength while growing up.

 


17. Exposure

Fate skulking at the edge of the firelight spawns
dreams forgotten upon waking. ~ Hasen, 8th century Kwellstan
poet

Morning light shot around the edges of the
root cellar door and woke Cruce up. Aching terribly, he hoped that
Bevone’s neck still hurt.

Cruce foraged in the cellar. The raw and
dirty potatoes, turnips, onions, and carrots were not appetizing,
but, famished as he was, he crunched down some carrots and
potatoes.

When he heard people approaching, he wiped
his hands on his pants and stood up. The wooden bar scraped against
the door as it was lifted away. Cruce quickly swallowed the last
bite of his miserable breakfast.

He was heartened to see Gehr duck through the
doorway.

“Have I recruited a hooligan?” he asked
cheerfully.

The fanciful armor and white clothes that he
had worn that summer in Kwellstan were gone. Gehr now wore the
rougher gear of an active duty commander. A thick woolen cloak dyed
brown with a hood embroidered with red spears and rams draped his
shoulders. A thick leather vest studded with bronze plates encased
his torso above worn deerskin pants and laced up boots. From his
hip hung a sword in a beautiful copper and leather scabbard worked
with semi-precious beads in the ram design that symbolized his
family.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” Cruce said,
worried that Gehr might be besmirched by his bad behavior.

Gehr signaled for the two militiamen with him
to wait outside. Then he said quietly, “The mountains won’t crumble
from what you’ve done, but you will be disciplined.”

“You don’t have to do anything for me, Gehr.
I would not have my shame touch you,” Cruce said.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” Gehr scolded. “I
will speak on your behalf to Master Carver. Bevone is a crazy bear,
and gets worse every year. You’re not the first recruit to go at
him.”

“Really?” Cruce said.

Nodding, Gehr grinned, and a few laugh lines
crinkled on his tan face. “I hear that you were about to tear him
apart. No one has gotten such a good strike at him. Either he is
getting old or you are going to be one mad wolf fighter,” he
said.

Vividly Cruce recalled the feel of Bevone’s
hot vulnerable throat beneath his fingers. Experiencing such
murderous anger troubled Cruce, who had not realized that such ugly
passions lurked inside him. In the cold darkness of the night, he
had accepted that he was insecure about his father’s infirmity,
ashamed even. It had not been easy growing up as his father slid
further into invalidism.

And when his father had expected him to take
over the bulk of the family’s responsibilities, Cruce had abandoned
him. There was guilt now too.

“What will happen to me?” Cruce asked.

“The Militia Master will judge you,” Gehr
said.

Cruce looked anxiously into the gray eyes of
his friend and mentor. “What should I say to him?”

“Nothing,” Gehr said bluntly and explained
that Cruce would have no opportunity to speak. He would remain
confined while the Militia Master heard the charges.

With a sigh, Cruce resigned himself to
whatever grim verdict came back. Although he had only been in the
militia a short time, he understood already that no one wanted to
hear how Leyton Bevone had been hard on him, singled him out, and
constantly goaded him with physical and verbal abuse. Cruce should
not have attacked his superior. It was as simple as that.

“Can I at least go outside to piss?” he
asked.

Gehr scanned the root cellar that was crowded
with wholesome food. “Well, no one wants you spoiling the harvest.
I’ll confine you to barracks. Do I have your word not to flee?”

Cruce scowled at the notion that he would
run. “Of course I will stay.”

“Come on then,” Gehr said and led him
outside.

Cruce’s first impulse was to avoid the eyes
of the other militiamen, but he decided not to slink in shame. He
had done what he had done. Only the judgment of the Militia Master
mattered. As Cruce was escorted to his barracks, he detected no
scorn or pity from the other militiamen. He supposed to them he was
only a recruit that had made a mistake. A serious mistake, but
still little more than gossip to a veteran.

Cruce shared a cramped barracks built of
rough timbers with eleven other men. A door and two windows served
the small building where Cruce had one bunk with a straw mattress
and a shelf to place his possessions. His comrades had already gone
to their training at dawn. Cruce imagined that Rayden would have
earned himself extra attention from Leyton Bevone.

Gehr told Cruce to stay at the barracks and
left with the two militiamen. Sore and tired, Cruce was glad for
the rare privacy within the empty barracks. He washed and changed
his clothes. He stretched out in his bunk and winced with annoyance
as the prickly mattress irritated his skin. Once his training was
done, he would be allowed to outfit himself better, even buy a
house in Kahtep to use when he was not patrolling the frontier.

That’s if I am even allowed to finish my
training. I could be dismissed, he realized dismally. An
ignominious return to Kwellstan had no appeal.

But immense weariness kept him from worrying
at that moment. He fell asleep wondering if the Militia Master
would judge him that day.

******

The insubordination of one recruit proved
insufficient to overtake the calendar of the Militia Master. Cruce
lounged for four days in his barracks with no news of Bellastan
Carver’s decision.

The confinement was more relaxing than
stressful for Cruce. After weeks of grueling exercise, four days in
his bunk had allowed him to recuperate. Cruce could feel how much
stronger he was, and, mentally, he had healed from his rage with
Bevone. Cruce vowed to himself to command his temper better.

Staying in from the deteriorating weather
suited Cruce as well. The day ended with a cold north wind sweeping
into Kahtep from the prairie with the sharp promise of winter.
Thickening clouds stunted the sunset, and the sun escaped
gratefully behind the Rysamand Mountains.

A Kwellstan recruit was rolling up a rug to
stop the draft underneath the door when Gehr arrived at the
barracks. The recruit stood respectfully and saluted with his right
fist over his heart. The small talk among the recruits hushed as
Gehr approached Cruce.

He swung his feet out of the bunk and looked
at his eleven mates gathered behind Gehr. Apparently the news would
not be given in private. Cruce stood and saluted Gehr, whose
expression did not look encouraging.

“Am I going home?” Cruce asked.

“You can,” Gehr said. “Or, you can stay with
the militia and have your transgression forgotten if you accept the
punishment of Master Carver.”

“Which is?” Cruce prompted nervously. He
glanced among his comrades and caught Rayden’s worried eyes.

Gehr took a breath and answered that the
sentence was three days exposure.

A few men winced.

“You could die this time of year,” Rayden
blurted, but another man quickly contradicted him.

Cruce also tended to believe he could
survive, but he thought about how going home would make his father
happy. Perhaps his sojourn into militia life had all been
foolishness anyway.

“You can take tonight to think about it,”
Gehr said gloomily.

“I will decide now,” Cruce said. He did not
want to agonize about it for hours. “If I take the punishment, I
can continue in the militia and still gain a command rank?” he
asked for clarification.

Gehr nodded emphatically and said, “Carver
will welcome you back if you accept discipline. I made sure Carver
knew that you wanted to help and defend a comrade.” He glanced at
Rayden.

Cruce regretted being an embarrassment to his
mentor, and he wanted to make things up to him. And Cruce’s heart
told him that returning to Kwellstan a failure would be the harsher
punishment. The difficulty of obtaining the Militia Master’s
permission to attend Adarium meetings remained. This incident could
sour the chances of Carver approving the special request, but Gehr
had said that taking the punishment would forgive the
transgression.

“I will take my punishment,” Cruce
decided.

If his fortitude pleased Gehr, he did not
show it. “I’ll have more food sent to you tonight. And drink as
much water as you can. You will be exposed at dawn,” he said.

******

All the militiamen at the Kahtep base,
including trainee recruits, assembled in the main yard to witness
the exposure of Cruce. Militia Master Carver presided over the
punishment. He proclaimed the sentence and chastised Cruce for his
insubordination.

Cruce faced his punishment bravely, but the
humiliation of it stung more than he had expected. The total
attention of the assembled militia pressed on Cruce. Among his
comrades, he saw a smattering of respect for striking back at
Bevone, but also scorn, indifference, and the worst, pity.

The Militia Master regarded Cruce curiously,
perhaps a little surprised that the estate class son from
soft-living Kwellstan had agreed to face an exposure. Bellastan
Carver had striking green eyes that roved the landscape from his
blocky face. His fur hat shook in the rising wind.

“Come forward, Cruce Chenomet,” Carver
commanded.

Cruce advanced. Leyton Bevone stood beside
Carver. The narrow simmering eyes of Bevone drilled into Cruce. He
had never seen someone look at him with malice before and it was
unsettling. Beyond Bevone a tall oaken post with its single chain
of thick links confronted Cruce ominously. He feared to be chained
in a world in which Bevone was free.

“Are you accepting three days exposure?” the
Militia Master asked.

“Yes, Master,” Cruce said. “I should not have
been insubordinate. I will not do it again.” He hoped that it did
not sound like an apology to Bevone.

“Then I be exposing you three days starting
now. Great Divinity willing I’ll be welcoming you back as our
comrade at the finish of that time,” Carver declared.

Leyton Bevone stepped forward to escort Cruce
to the post. Cruce flinched. Bevone’s normally grim face seemed on
the verge of chuckling. Before Bevone could grab his arm, Cruce
started walking to the post. He did not want to appear that he was
dragged to his punishment by his accuser.

His temper rotted as the leyton started
bolting the shackles on his wrists. Another man assisted Bevone in
attaching the shackles to the heavy chain. He used a hammer to set
the metal pins of the shackles tightly.

Bevone tested the chain and shackles to make
sure they were secure and then slapped the chain painfully across
Cruce’s thighs.

Cruce winced but growled, “How’s your
neck?”

Bevone hit him across the chin and Cruce fell
back hard. The pain was startling and his head felt loose.

“I hope there be a freeze every night and you
die, boy,” Bevone said.

Crazy bastard, Cruce thought, wondering why
the militia tolerated him.

Bevone’s assault seemed not to warrant
notice, and Master Carver dismissed the assembly. Rayden lingered
as if he might do something. Gehr left last. His parting look of
encouragement helped Cruce.

With nothing else to do, Cruce sat down with
his back against the pole and rubbed his sore chin. Being on
display as the others went about their daily business was
uncomfortable. The vendors and other visitors that came to the base
looked at him curiously.

As the day wore on, thirst nagged at Cruce.
He realized that the proximity of the well was an added torture.
Its low stone wall was just about ten paces beyond the reach of his
chain. Each time someone tossed a bucket in the well, the delicious
splash warned Cruce that the next three days would be harsh. He
could hope for rain, but the chill of the wet could be more
dangerous than dehydration.

Hunger crept up on Cruce as well. He had
eaten well the night before, but he was a young man and needed
food. By the time dusk came, he sorely missed the chance for
supper. Watching the other men enter and leave the gathering hall
was misery, and the drifting scent of roasting beef and vegetables
stabbed at Cruce’s nostrils.

The trainees soon retired to their cramped
barracks. Their feet dragged and Cruce knew how heavily they would
fall into their bunks.

Inside the gathering hall the commanders,
leytons, and veteran fighters lingered over beer and music. Cruce
promised himself that he would join them as a proper militia member
after the exposure was over.

Stars filled the clear night sky that
promised to be cold. Cruce wrapped his cloak around himself tightly
and stuck his hands in his armpits. Tired and hungry, he curled up
at the base of the post and fell asleep. His sleep was shallow
because of the deepening chill, and his eyes popped open when he
heard approaching steps. The lamps outside buildings cast enough
light to reveal the outline of a man standing over him. Smelling
food, Cruce sat up quickly.

“Be quick and eat,” the man said.

“Gehr?” Cruce said.

“Here’s tea,” Gehr said. He placed a hot
ceramic mug in Cruce’s hand.

Cruce clasped the mug with both hands
gratefully and slurped the tea. He welcomed the blast of heat
through his cold body and did not care if it was burning his mouth.
Gehr had also brought him a hunk of bread. Cruce bit into it
greedily.

“Isn’t this risky for you?” Cruce asked
between mouthfuls.

Gehr chuckled. He sounded carefree again like
he had that summer in Kwellstan when he had been extolling the
thrills of militia service. “Not really,” he answered.

“Thank you, Gehr. I owe you,” Cruce said.

“Well, I wouldn’t want your fair sister to
blame me if you died,” Gehr said. “I’m hoping to see her again on
summer leave.”

Cruce automatically felt a little defensive
of Dayd, even if she had covertly welcomed Gehr’s advances. “She
has a serious suitor you know,” Cruce warned.

“And I’m not?” Gehr said.

“I don’t know. Are you?” Cruce said.

“Probably not,” Gehr admitted.

“I should be mad at you for toying with my
sister,” Cruce said.

“Dayd wants to be toyed with,” Gehr said
bluntly and Cruce knew it was true.

Their trivial conversation was soothing, and
the bread and hot tea had made him feel much better.

“I will get you through tomorrow night too,”
Gehr promised. “I would rather not lose a promising fighter to
exposure.”

“Is this punishment really meant to kill?”
Cruce asked.

“A strong man can survive three days, but you
could get sick,” Gehr said.

They were quiet a moment. Cruce did not want
Gehr to leave, but he knew that his friend could not stay. Gehr
stood up and Cruce returned the mug to him.

“Stay strong,” Gehr advised and left.

The cold dark night pressed hard on Cruce,
and the isolation was as unpleasant as the wind. The cheer from
Gehr’s brief visit faded quickly, and Cruce’s only comfort was that
his first day of exposure was almost done.

He curled up on the ground and struggled
through fitful sleep until dawn. When he awoke, he walked out as
far as his chain would allow so that he could urinate. His body was
stiff and sore, and he recalled the luxury of his itchy straw
mattress.

The day passed without a single person
speaking to him. His hunger grew distracting. Starting to feel
weak, he simply sat against his post all day, conserving his
strength. The sun was a blessing in the autumn chill and he often
lifted his face toward it.

By afternoon clouds gathered in the northern
sky. Cruce eyed the dark mass with mixed feelings. His aching
thirst craved the rain, but he dreaded the cold.

The rain was still holding back at sunset.
Cruce endured watching his comrades gather for their communal meal
again and tried to hide his wretched begging gaze.

As darkness came, Cruce licked his cracked
lips, but that only made them hurt more. He sat like a defeated
animal, listlessly staring at the lanterns hanging by the gathering
hall. When he heard rain pattering on the ground, he blinked and
lifted his mouth toward the sky. The rain tasted good.

Mercifully, no cold downpour came. Only light
showers came in fits and starts, allowing him to wet his mouth
without soaking through his cloak.

Anticipation for Gehr’s visit consumed
Cruce’s senses as he listened to the darkness. The after dinner
songs from the gathering hall seemed more boisterous tonight. He
wondered what the occasion was. Perhaps it was just that it was a
cold autumn night with the rain coming in and it was good to gather
for song and drink.

Cruce hated the separation from the
militiamen. He felt like a ghost but reminded himself that he would
have a second chance at life. Even as he suffered, he refused to
regret his altercation with Bevone. Discipline was important, but
he was Cruce Chenomet and he was not going to suffer abuse
needlessly.

Pride has its price, Cruce thought and
twisted his wrists in their shackles.

When he finally heard someone coming toward
him, he jumped up eagerly. “Gehr?” he whispered.

For an answer he heard something whizzing
through the air just before a wooden baton slammed into his upper
right arm. Awful pain erupted in his arm and he fell back against
the thick post.

“I not be your mothering mentor,” Bevone said
and swung again.

Cruce flung himself behind the post. The
baton cracked loudly against it. Cruce scrambled around the post
and tried to tackle Bevone. The wily old fighter stayed on his feet
and drove one end of the baton into Cruce’s back. He cried out and
twisted toward the arm that held the baton and grabbed it. Bevone,
with his baton suddenly stymied, punched Cruce in the face and kept
punching. Cruce clung desperately to Bevone’s other arm that held
the baton.

Cruce’s recent combat training flowered in
his mind and he managed to adjust his hold on Bevone’s arm and
twist it. Bevone yelled and tried to pull away. As Cruce was tugged
forward, his feet got tangled in his chains. He went down on his
knees and let go of Bevone.

Bevone made a triumphant sound and swung his
baton. Because of the dark his aim was off and Cruce took a
glancing blow to the head instead of a stunning crack to the skull.
Fearful that Bevone meant to beat him to death, Cruce grabbed his
slack chain and tackled Bevone. He looped the chain around the
leyton’s neck and pulled it tight. Bevone swung both arms
frantically and tried to shake Cruce off, but the younger man had
turned his disadvantage into a deadly weapon.

Fierce rage once again exploded from the
depths of Cruce’s spirit, and he twisted the chain aggressively.
Bevone’s choking gurgle almost encouraged Cruce to finish him off,
but he escaped his violent urge before he went too far. He must not
kill one of his own. As despicable as Bevone was, he was a fellow
militiaman.

Cruce wrestled Bevone face down on the ground
and kept the chain tight on his neck. Hissing into his ear, Cruce
said, “You stay away from me. You don’t even look at me again, you
old son of a savage. And don’t think about hurting my friends
either.”

Cruce then whipped the chain off and stood
up. His body was shaking from exertion and anger, but his fear had
been transformed into a thrilling triumph.

Gasping and cursing, Bevone lurched to his
feet. Apparently tough as a tree root, he raised his baton. Cruce
gathered his slack chain and prepared to swing it.

“What’s going on?” It was Gehr’s voice. He
lifted his lantern and saw Bevone. “You vicious wretch!” Gehr
exploded. Before he could hurl another curse or threat, Bevone
darted into the dark.

Gehr hurried to Cruce. Cruce’s bloody face
sprang into the lantern light. Gehr set down the pail of food and
drink and dug in a pocket for a cloth. He pressed it against
Cruce’s bleeding upper lip and nose.

Too excited from the fight to feel most of
his pain, Cruce related the fight in a flurry of words. “I beat
him, Gehr. I could’ve killed him but I didn’t.”

Gehr hushed him. “I’m going straight to
Carver and requesting a guard for you. This is wrong. Bevone has
gone mad,” he said, and his anger violated his habitually pleasant
face. Gently he helped Cruce to sit back down with his back against
the post and then gave him the mug of hot beef broth and wedge of
cheese. Cruce ate the food greedily, like a wolf that has worked
hard to make a kill.

As the food hit Cruce’s stomach, the
thrilling energy of his fight dissipated and pain began to spread
through his body. He had taken some bad blows but he was fairly
sure that no bones were broken.

“I must go speak to Carver,” Gehr said
impatiently and gathered up the lantern and pail.

Cruce shook his head. “No, Gehr. If he comes
back, I’ll fight him. Don’t ask Carver for help and make me look
weak,” he said.

Although Gehr was livid about Bevone, he
considered Cruce’s request. He understood that Cruce wanted to gain
the Master’s respect, but more was at stake than Cruce’s pride.

He set a hand on Cruce’s shoulder. “I will be
watching out for you tonight,” he said.

Cruce nodded gratefully and shut his eyes.
With the crisis passing, he was feeling spent. As Gehr stalked
away, an icy gust barreled through the garrison.

Cruce huddled against the post, trying to use
it to block the increasing wind. It was better than nothing but not
much. Rain pattered on the freezing ground and gradually became a
stronger shower. Cruce shivered in his cloak and his cold feet hurt
all the way to his thighs. When ice started to cling to the post
and Cruce’s cloak was crunchy with it, he got up and jogged in
place. Now the exposure truly tested him.

The jogging warmed his body somewhat but the
sucking cold of his wet clothes quickly sapped him of warmth. As he
continued his stomping and arm waving, he noticed a line of lights
on the western road moving toward the militia base. Cruce wondered
who would be traveling across the prairie on such a night and how
they kept their lanterns lit in the wet wind.

His dull mind eventually realized that the
white lights were tabre glow crystal lamps. The impending arrival
of a group of tabre roused him from his fatigue. Horses and wagons
entered the main yard and pulled up by the well. Crystal lanterns
hung from the corners of six wagons, casting their enchanted glow.
Cruce could see the rain striking the ground and puddling in the
soft white light. Tabre riders dismounted. Warding crystal brooches
held shut the hooded cloaks of the priests and sparkled like stars
at their throats.

From an enclosed coach a stately tabre
emerged in a magnificent hooded cloak. The weave of the cloak was
so tight that water beaded on it. The water droplets glimmered in
the crystalline light, and two eyes glowed faintly within the deep
cowl.

The fluid black stripes on the tabre’s cloak
surprised Cruce, who recognized the standard costume of the
Daykash. Cruce could not guess why the deputy of the Grand Lumin
had been in the rural west of Nufal.

Attended by a half dozen priests, the Daykash
glided toward Master Carver’s cabin.

Curious, Cruce walked toward the waiting
group of tabre as far as his chain would allow. He hailed the
nearest acolyte. The tabre did not even turn his head, but then
Cruce realized that he had hardly spoken above a whisper. He was so
weak and tired.

“Good Acolyte!” Cruce shouted. “What is your
business tonight?”

The tabre acknowledged Cruce lazily. “Be
silent, criminal,” the tabre said.

Cruce bristled with offense even though he
looked the part. But with little else to do he persisted in
tempting the tabre toward conversation.

“Please, I am Cruce Chenomet of Kwellstan.
Give me a word,” Cruce said.

“The Daykash wishes to speak with Bellastan
Carver. Use your eyes human child,” the acolyte responded
grudgingly. He turned away from Cruce to make it clear that he had
no wish to be bothered.

Cruce frowned. He supposed it was obvious
that the Daykash had gone to speak with the Militia Master.
Stubbornly Cruce asked the acolyte where they had been.

The tabre ignored him, and no one else
answered either until a voice came from a wagon. “They come from
Jingten.”

A figure stood up from an uncovered wagon.
The crystal lanterns revealed his soggy form. The water was heavy
on his hood that clung to his head with rain streaming from its
edges. He swung his legs over the edge of the wagon and got down.
Agitation rippled among the tabre, and a nearby horse whickered
nervously. The one who had spoken to Cruce walked up to him. He
pushed his hood back. With rain pelting his face, he looked Cruce
up and down. His eyes were dark and they lingered on the shackles
on Cruce’s wrists and then followed the chain to the post.

Cruce gasped very lightly, realizing what he
looked upon. The steady light from the enchanted crystals let him
see the blue skin. Cruce had heard about the rys and their racial
differences from the tabre, but he had never expected to see
one.

Gesturing to the shackles, the rys asked, “Is
this the way of Nufal?”

The question embarrassed Cruce. The rys’s
voice projected dissatisfaction bordering on hostility. He spoke
with a strange accent.

“I made a mistake. It is punishment. I will
be freed tomorrow,” Cruce said, feeling intensely ashamed of being
chained in front of the tabre and now this rare rys.

“What was your mistake?” the rys asked.

Cruce did not want to answer but something
about this rys made it impossible for him to deny him. “I quarreled
with a superior,” Cruce answered.

The rys parted his lips as if to ask another
question, but two tabre, full Nebakarz priests, came up behind him
and intervened.

“Go back to the wagon. The Daykash’s business
is brief,” a priest commanded.

Two sparks of blue light flashed in the rys’s
eyes. Cruce automatically took a step back, startled by the rise of
magic within the rys.

“There is nothing interesting about this
human, Dacian,” the other priest declared.

An unpleasant look crossed the rys’s face,
but then he inclined his head toward Cruce in a cordial fashion.
“It would be good to be free tomorrow,” he said. For an instant the
light brightened in his eyes, and Cruce felt heat rush through his
body. Then the rys’s eyes faded to black and the priests escorted
him back to the wagon. The rys sprang gracefully into the wagon,
sat down, and pulled his hood back up against the rain.

Cruce went slowly back to the post, feeling a
little stunned. He contemplated the unexpected encounter with the
rys. A spell had driven the cold from him and it was a blessed
relief. He had never directly felt magic before, and it made him
feel humble and small. He wondered if this was how his father felt
after receiving a pain treatment. Cruce wondered why the rys had
made the merciful gesture. Gradually he realized that the rys was
in the custody of the tabre priests and had perhaps empathized with
his captivity.

Puzzled by the extraordinary event, Cruce
rested while the heat spell soothed his body. Unfortunately, the
freezing rain storm had a strong magic of its own that sucked heat
from Cruce’s body. By the time the Daykash returned from his visit
with Master Carver, Cruce was again alternating between exhausted
huddling and jogging. The Daykash went back into the coach and his
attendants mounted their horses. Master Carver came out to see them
off.

The Master wore a shaggy buffalo cloak with
matching hat that insulated him from the weather. He bowed to the
wagon that conveyed the Daykash away. “Good travel, Divine Lords,”
he said, as was proper.

With the wagons moving off, only the meager
light of Carver’s tin lantern sputtered against the darkness. A
fresh gust of wind lashed the militia base with sharp rain that
glazed the rutted yard with more ice.

Master Carver checked on his exposed trainee.
Cruce shook as he clenched his hand to his chest. The rain drizzled
down his face and neck.

Bellastan Carver was a man weathered by the
prairie winds. A square jaw and a thick brow made him look
permanently stern, and his green eyes lived with the passions of
tragedy and success.

“Have you gotten this lesson learned,
Chenomet?” he asked.

“Yes, Master,” Cruce chattered with much
sincerity.

“I not be wanting you to die,” Carver said.
He walked away in the blustering dark but soon returned with Leyton
Tulem, who had instructed Cruce in weapons. The leyton carried the
tools to undo Cruce’s shackles.

As the metal was pried off his raw wrists,
Cruce thanked him. With liberty rushing back, Cruce felt keenly the
repugnance of his captivity and burned it into his memory.

“Come with me,” the Militia Master
commanded.

Cruce stumbled and Tulem offered him a kind
hand.

Cruce staggered inside the Militia Master’s
cabin. The warmth enveloped him like a hug from his mother, and
Tulem led Cruce to the fireplace. Fresh wood had been recently
thrown on the coals and the fire was burning brightly. Tulem helped
get Cruce out of his wet cloak and shirt and then placed a thick
wool blanket over his shoulders. Cruce huddled in it and drew in
deep breaths of the blazing hot air radiating from the fire. His
nose started to drip and his fingers and toes ached.

“Let’s have a look at that face, lad,” Tulem
said with gruff concern.

Cruce tilted his face up. While Tulem cleaned
his bloody lips and nose, Cruce looked around the cabin of his
superior.

Its rustic exterior did not hint at the
well-finished interior. The walls were plastered and decorated with
ceramic tiles. The furnishings were nicely crafted and obviously
expensive. A sun-bleached buffalo skin hung on the wall with a
detailed map of Nufal painted on it. A blue painted table at the
center of the main room had parchments, fabric scrolls, and tabre
stone wafers piled up among a half dozen colored glass drinking
goblets of tabre making.

An impressive assortment of swords, axes,
maces, and shields hung on the walls along with strange artifacts,
like a wooden club with crude carving and three stones lashed to it
with leather cords.

Carver heaved his way out of his massive
buffalo cloak and hat. He shook the cold rain from the shaggy furs
and hung them on their sturdy rack in the corner where another rack
held his battle armor.

Carver pulled a chair up and removed a kettle
from the fire. He poured Cruce a cup of steaming tea. Cruce
accepted it with shaking hands. He glanced at his superior, trying
to gauge his mood. He doubted that Bellastan Carver normally took
an exposed recruit into his home to nurse back to health.

“So, did Bevone bang you up?” Carver
asked.

Cruce hesitated. He felt that he should not
report on the leyton, yet Cruce doubted that he should lie to
Carver.

After sucking some strength out of the hot
tea, Cruce decided to be carefully political. “I was exposed to the
elements, Master. Perhaps Bevone is included among the elements,”
he said.

Tulem snorted, but Carver said nothing. He
only watched as the leyton finished tending Cruce’s battered and
wind-chapped face.

Once the dried blood was cleaned away and
some salve applied, Tulem stood up. He regarded Cruce with
satisfaction and said, “Well, I be judging you get pretty again in
a week.”

Cruce thanked him for the help and gulped
more tea. Carver lifted a kettle to replenish Cruce’s cup. “You may
go, Leyton,” the Militia Master said with a kindly tone. Tulem
saluted and left the cabin.

Carver got up and strolled around his cabin
looking at his weapon collection with his hands behind his back as
if he were admiring it for the first time. At length, he said,
“What you be knowing about me, Chenomet?”

Knowing only the basics of Carver’s position
and prestige, Cruce replied that Carver commanded all militias in
Nufal.

Carver, intent on educating his young
recruit, said, “I was the one be starting the militias proper like.
It was over twenty years ago I got the Kahtep estate class to be
sponsoring the first dedicated fighters. Then some you Kwellstan
lords got interested in the frontier, and I be getting some
fighters out of your lot. The savages don’t be liking us civilizing
their wild country.”

“No, Master. I’ve heard the stories. That’s
why I’m here,” Cruce said.

“Oh is it?” Carver said skeptically. He
perused his collection again and paused to touch an old spear on
the wall. “I be having a family one time,” he said.

Cruce waited attentively during the painful
silence before Carver continued, “I was out late hunting an old
black pantura that be eating calves. With it being summer my
homestead should’ve been safe. Never been seeing savages much in
summer, at least till they started getting interested in our herds
instead of hunting north like they should. Well, after a few years
I be teaching them to go away again in the summer at least.” He
swept his hand along the wall. “Here be some of the weapons I be
taking from those nasty savages. They be horrid beasts. They offend
the Great Divinity to be having the same shape as us.”

Although Carver’s tone was mild and casual,
Cruce noticed the changes on Carver’s blocky face that told of
hatred and violence.

“The savages killed your family,” Cruce dared
to surmise.

“Aye, my fine wife, two daughters, and my
son,” Carver said. Decades had dulled the tragedy and ample revenge
had granted him the paltry comfort of justice, but it was mostly
the broken heart that left him too hard for tears. “It not be just
about me,” he added. “More families than in my day be living and
working to better Nufal. The militias be making it possible.”

Cruce nodded. The importance of the militia’s
mission attracted him strongly.

Done speaking of the past, Carver said, “You
not be just any militia volunteer.”

After suffering his humiliating exposure,
Cruce had to forage for his natural self confidence. He coughed
before responding, “You are kind, Master.”

“Kind?” Carver repeated. Such a word was
rarely directed toward him, but he supposed it was not inaccurate.
“Chenomet, my special eye has been watching you. That’s why I
didn’t want to be losing you over this bad blood with Bevone,”
Carver said.

“Master, I’m committed to the defense of
Nufal,” Cruce said.

“Yes, yes, now put your ears on, young man.
The savages be coming in greater numbers every year. The militia be
too small. More men be needed and more food, clothing, weapons,
armor, everything,” Carver said and then paused as if waiting for
Cruce to say something.

Under the circumstances, Cruce’s wits were
limping turtles, but he did not have to cross much mental distance
to discover Carver’s meaning. “As the Chenomet heir, you want me to
finance your expansion,” he said.

“Not just you -- all the Kwellstan elite. You
lake-land boys outfit a few volunteers and then put it out of your
big heads, knowing well that Kahtep will pay the greater part
because it must, but the Kwellstan-sponsored settlements still
benefit their patrons,” Carver explained and Cruce had no reason to
dispute him. Carver continued, “That’s why I be giving you
permission to serve as your father’s proxy at the Adarium.”

“You know about that?” Cruce said.

“Yes, Chenomet, I know. Gladly I be
permitting it. I be needing you to represent the militia’s needs to
the Adarium,” Carver said.

Cruce felt like a sparrow in the nest of a
hawk. What Carver proposed seemed to put Cruce in a position where
he would have to split his loyalties between his family and the
militia, but then he considered an alternative view. He could think
of it as a way to expand his influence with the militia and the
Kwellstan estate class.

This is everything I wanted, Cruce reminded
himself. “Thank you for the special consideration, Master. The
Chenomet family shall seek to set a new standard among the estate
class of Kwellstan regarding the importance of the militia,” he
said.

Carver grinned. “I knew you’d be agreeable.
Pity we can’t be putting our energy to a better project then
killing savages, but the Great Divinity seems to be wanting it that
way,” he said.

Cruce contemplated the unpleasant prospect of
escalating war with the savages. He believed that fair Nufal
required her strongest sons to make sacrifices in her defense.

“Master,” Cruce said. “I see how you value me
for political purposes, but I don’t want to be sheltered. I
volunteered to become a warrior and serve Nufal. My wishes are
sincere in that.”

Carver regarded Cruce with the unabridged
gaze of long experience. “You shall be a warrior, Chenomet,” he
promised. “You go return to your comrades now.”

Cruce stood up stiffly. The places where
Bevone’s stick had hit him were stabbing him with bruising
discomfort. Even so, he expected to sleep like a rock once he
crawled into his crude bunk.

He put his damp shirt and cloak back on and
was about to salute Carver when he paused. “Master, what did the
Daykash want?” he asked.

His presumption noticeable irked the Militia
Master, who was quite unaccustomed to such prying questions from a
freshly disciplined trainee, but, as he had said, Cruce was no
ordinary recruit.

The Militia Master came close to Cruce,
obviously still sizing him up. “The Daykash told me to keep an eye
to the west for trouble,” Carver quietly confided.

“From the rys?” Cruce said. “They had one
prisoner.”

“Don’t talk about that,” Carver advised.
“It’ll just tie people in a worry knot. It be a tabre problem
anyway.”

“But the Daykash told you to watch for
trouble,” Cruce said.

“And we shall do as the Divine Lords say,
Chenomet. Now be going,” Carver commanded.

Cruce saluted and trudged through the windy
slick wet to his barracks. He was glad for the favor the Militia
Master had shown him, but his encounter with the rys prisoner
troubled him. Cruce recalled the ominous nervousness of the tabre
around the rys. Fear in tabre was not something he had seen before,
and Cruce wondered if there were worse things in the world than
savages.

 


18. Dark Future

When Dacian beheld Kwellstan in person for
the first time, he clung to his dream of elevating the rys like it
was a ragged possession salvaged from a burned home. He refused to
believe the tabre were only hateful when he looked upon their
wondrous capital. Skilled civilization had sculpted the city from
the wild heart of Nufal. The giant Temple of the Mind, or Altular,
penetrated the forest canopy and proclaimed the immense glory of
the Kwellstan Sect. The sides of the conical building were
quartered into tiers and smooth except for steep steps cut into the
south facing side. Built of gray glittery granite, the Altular met
the sky as a mountain conceived of pure geometry.

The Altular overlooked the famous Plaza of
the Waters, and across from the temple was the ancient school of
the Kwellstan Sect, the Atocha. Dacian regarded the four spiraling
towers of the Atocha with a troubled heart. For decades he had
never doubted that he would learn in its chambers, but his rash
explosion of emotion had swept away his certainty.

Wistfully Dacian gazed at the Atocha as he
entered the city in the wagon that had conveyed him like a rare
animal from Jingten. Enchantments throughout the school tickled his
senses, but the swelling force of magic emanating from the Altular
roused his curiosity much more. The magic woven into the granite
blocks of the temple reminded Dacian of the Jingten Tower, but the
spells were older and tuned to the world far beyond the city. The
Altular was supposedly connected to the star realm of the Great
Divinity, and Dacian thought it might be true. From the distant
platform at the top of the temple, Dacian felt the structure’s
power rising into the sky. Every four years, the Grand Lumin and
his inner circle performed the Quadreni ceremony to maintain the
alignment of Nufal with the Great Divinity.

Often Dacian had daydreamed that he might be
the first rys to take part in that ceremony. His dreams were not so
vivid anymore. Daykash Breymer had taken him to Kwellstan so that
the Grand Lumin might judge him. Dacian hoped to salvage his
education as a Nebakarz, but even that stubborn hope cast no light
upon his dark future.
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