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Previously….

To avoid an
arranged marriage, Mostesinos DeSilva has fled from his home in
Silveneir to the court of the Darian Warmaster.

His bride,
Sabra Kavnor, pursues him with a posse of Silvan swordswomen, only
to be caught up in the civil war wracking Daricia.

DeSilva and
Sabra escape the coup at New Edlis and head south with the Darian
queen’s bodyguards, but Sabra’s sister Sorcha and the rest of the
clan warriors have been captured by the evil warlord Odacon
Karmensis…


CHAPTER
ONE

THE TEETH OF
THE BASTION






Odacon was a
black pillar of wrath on the Highlander's forecastle. The crew went
about their duties in terrified silence while Fethne hovered
nervously in Odacon's shadow; even Rathelon hesitated to approach
his master. Frustration emanated in throbbing waves from Odacon; he
stood utterly motionless, feet braced upon the deck and his arms
folded across his chest, brooding in the depths of a millennial
sulk. His eyes narrowed, the ruby gleam of his gaze darkening to
arterial red.

The Highlander
was a sad sight as she limped out of the marshes and waterways of
the Borderush. Sailing from Silveneir, she had been a bonny ship,
her crew proud in the rigging as they cut southwards to Daricia.
Now her sails hung in tatters and her name was eclipsed by mud and
grime. The press-ganged crew laboured beneath the threat of
Rathelon's whip while Odacon nursed his recent defeat like a
favourite canker. At the tiller, Brindani stood like a statue,
staring straight ahead.

Sorcha was at
the ship's rail, enjoying a rare moment alone when she saw the
white spires and then the walls of New Edlis rising above the
plains. Hope of rescue rose in her heart, only to bleed cruelly
away as they passed the city by; there were no ships on the river
and no traffic on the horizon.

"There's no
escape," Fethne breathed suddenly in Sorcha's ear. The ridiculous
outfit of Odacon's harem had left Sorcha and the entire crew sodden
and cold throughout their voyage. Odacon's one concession had been
the removal of the crippling harem shoes from his prisoner's feet.
The harrowing of Odacon's Naril forces and the vanishment of the
Dacoits from his service had left the Highlander unmanned. Odacon's
initial attempt to force them to crew the ship in high-heels had
been a farce, the one event of the entire voyage to be deliberately
'forgotten' by all concerned. Exempt from crew duty, only Fethne
had dared to laugh, but as a consequence remained the sole woman
aboard locked in her harem-sandals. Despite her footwear, she had
approached soundlessly while Sorcha was lost in the view. "Soon you
will see only the gardens of my master's harem and the walls
beyond."

"We're going
south, you stupid bitch," Sorcha said, irritated enough at being
surprised to risk Fethne's anger. "Haven't you worked that out yet?
We're racing the Darian queen south, but we have to sail east
first. Even the master's not mad enough to sail a ship across
mountains."

Fethne narrowed
her eyes at Sorcha and screwed up her nose. "Shut up, slut," she
hissed. "This is a dream. The walls of his harem are not built of
stone; as I said, there is no escape."

Staring deep
into Fethne's eyes, Sorcha realised that Odacon's favourite was
insane. Her gaze focussed an inch to the left of Sorcha's head, her
eyes two empty sapphire pools. The ghost of a manic smile was
perpetually etched on Fethne's lips, now that Sorcha studied her
closely.

"You wouldn't
escape if you could," Sorcha said, slowly. "Are you in love with
him?"

"Escape to
what?" Fethne asked. "This is a dream; only my master's creation
exists."

Sorcha wanted
to tell Fethne she was mad, but she knew it would do no good.

"We're all
going to wake up soon enough," she said. "When we reach the Dagon
Bastion, we'll be blown out of the water."

"My master will
destroy them," Fethne said, with fanatic certainty. "What place are
we approaching?"

"The Dagon
Bastion," Sorcha repeated, slowly. "Two massive towers at the mouth
of the river, bristling with cannons. We're not going south and
we're certainly never going back to your precious harem. The only
place we're going is the bottom of the Dagon River."

"You ought to
be whipped," Fethne said. "You don't appreciate how lucky you
are."
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Sorcha's
assertions of doom seemed destined to come true when white sails
appeared on the horizon, swiftly to be eclipsed by the rising coast
and the grim towers of the Bastion.

Odacon was on
deck when the twin fortresses came in sight. His eyes narrowed to
slits of fire when he saw the ships blockading the rivermouth and
the guns of the Bastion already primed against him.

"Raise a storm
against them, master," Fethne said. She had rushed to the rail when
the towers of Dagon appeared and now she leant forward as if she
could narrow the distance by mere desire. "Blast them with fire;
smite their towers and tear down the cliffs upon them."

"Yes, and so
block the river," Odacon said. "Be silent while I consider. Naider
will be prepared for any war-magic I might employ."

"You are more
powerful, master!" Fethne insisted, turning to Odacon and pressing
close against his chest.

"When we sat in
New Edlis, ringed by wards and barriers, yes; but if I invoke the
heavens now, Naider will answer with the wrath of the sea. He has
the Helm of Terror and I possess no talisman to match it."

Fethne stared
until her pouting made Odacon chuckle and ruffle her hair.

"Fear not," he
said, "for am I not pre-eminent master of all warrior arts? By land
or sea, on foot or on horseback or riding on the very wind, I am
always victorious. At my birth I rode a star to earth and at my
dissolution, my chariot will be a weapon of desolation as yet
undreamed. All life will perish before I face my final end, or else
I shall come again to the dawn of all things and so learn the
riddle of Karonan. Marshal the crew, Rathelon and run out the guns;
let all who will debate with me do so on the battlefield."

"You heard the
master, get ready to die!" Rathelon cracked his whip and went along
the deck, harrying the crew and screaming orders. The Highlander's
guns were run out reluctantly and her grim course set straight
through the approaching blockade. The armoury was opened and the
Clan Kavnor given back their swords. Ahead, six Darian warships
speeded to intercept. Brindani stood at the Highlander's wheel, but
lost her nerve as the warships rushed on, their rams slicing the
water like iron sharks closing for the kill. Jerking the wheel
around, Brindani heeled the ship to port. Odacon howled in fury and
smote the ship's rail with his fists. Rathelon's whip lashed
Brindani's legs and cut her to the deck. Taking the wheel himself,
Rathelon fought them back on course with an inept hand. For all his
Naril fury, he had no idea what he was doing. Fortunately, the
former warriors of Clan Kavnor did. They had all learned to sail on
the reservoirs and rivers of the Silvan highlands and been trained
to fire cannons as part of their basic education; as the Highlander
fishtailed, a ragged broadside from her guns peppered the Darian
ships. By luck more than captaincy, The Highlander slipped past the
closing teeth of the Darian trap and passed close alongside the
northernmost warship. The Darians were ready, the deck crowded with
marines and their cannons primed. Odacon and Rathelon roared
defiance against their enemies; the Darians jeered and then cheered
as their cannons belched hellfire. The Highlander was raked across
the bow and engulfed in acrid smoke. The foremast came down with a
crash, flinging a girl from the rigging into the Dagon waters.
Before the smoke had cleared, grappling lines arced from the Darian
ship and fastened to the Highlander's side. Leaping aboard, the
Darian marines offered no quarter; such was the Darian enmity for
their Naril cousins that they did not care that Odacon's crew were
in reality his captives. The handful of Naril to have survived the
battle at Lake Karmensis met the enemy without fear, but they were
outnumbered four-to-one. Seeing his warriors overwhelmed, Odacon
roared and flung himself unarmed into the fray, beating down with
his fists any who dared to face him. Cutlasses turned on his hide
and even Darian strength failed against him. Forging through the
press, Odacon sought out the enemy captain and seized him by the
throat. The man was too big to be hefted aloft, but his neck
snapped when Odacon tried all the same. Odacon caught the dead
officer's sword and stuck it in the nearest marine's stomach,
leaving it behind when the man folded around the blade. Swinging
the dead marine around by the shoulders, Odacon cleared a space on
the deck.

"Stay!" Odacon
commanded above the din of battle; all sound ceased abruptly, even
the waves and the whirling of Rathelon's flail stopped. The Naril
warrior stood like a statue on the forecastle, his flail stalled in
flight and a rictus snarl frozen to his features. Below Rathelon,
trying to force a way past him up the ladder, three Darian marines
were trapped in the attitudes of their assault; one man, first of
the three, had his arms up to shield his face from the onrushing
flail. The other two were behind him, urging him onward but
motionless now, one with his hand pressed to his shipmate's
buttocks, boosting him up the ladder. Fethne and Odacon alone
remained unaffected. She stared at Odacon in the sudden silence,
laughing when she saw that even the wind and the river had become
utterly still. Looking up, Fethne saw a bird suspended in the air,
wings motionless. The other Darian ships had stopped too, but
ashore there was still life and movement; Odacon's spell had only a
limited range. Fethne could see the limits of the effect in the
water off the bows; for about a hundred yards around the
ensorcelled ships, the waves were still as a painting. Beyond, the
waters rippled and moved, lapping the edges of the spell as if it
were a physical barrier. Fethne's giggling caused Odacon to
frown.

"You are more
adept than I had thought, my Fethne," he said. "How did you follow
me through the interstice of time?"

“I did nothing,
master," Fethne said. "Will not the Warmaster retaliate?"

"He cannot find
us now," Odacon grinned. "We stand between one moment and the next;
there is nothing that can threaten us, except the future."

He snapped his
fingers and time rushed back in, accelerating as the Highlander
took a temporal leap forward and caught up with the rest of the
world that had continued to turn. The net result was a massive
forward lurch and a huge wave of displaced water that swept the
fighting ships apart and dragged the Highlander's attacker along in
her wake. The sudden shift in space and time flung every man and
woman to the deck, so that Odacon alone maintained his feet. A
sickening shock went through Fethne as Odacon ended the spell.
Nausea was the common effect on the Darians and Silvans too;
warriors and captives collapsed in unison, some throwing up, others
clutching their heads or their stomachs, disoriented and afraid.
The Darian warship still docked with the Highlander had heeled over
as she was dragged those short seconds into the future. She arrived
already capsized, taking on water and halfway beneath the waves
before her crew knew she was sinking. She was dragging the
Highlander down too and rather than die on their enemy's ship, the
Darian boarders began cutting their grappling lines in a desperate
hurry. The last line quivered taught and sang when it was cut,
snapping free like a whip. The Dagon River bubbled as it sucked the
Darian ship down, leaving her crew trapped aboard the
Highlander.

"Darkness;"
Odacon made an occult gesture. "Do not see me."

Nothing obvious
happened; the sun continued to shine and Fethne found her own sight
undimmed, but the Darians let out a unified shriek of horror. Night
had fallen on them and they clawed at each other blindly, striking
out at random in their terror.



"Get below,
whores!" Rathelon roared and began plucking blinded Darians from
the fight and hurling them overboard. Sorcha had been swept up in
the battle, fighting in defence of her life but unable to muster
the spirit to press any return assault. Hearing Rathelon's shout,
she joined the rest of the Clan Kavnor in a desperate scramble to
get off deck. Of Odacon's prisoners, only Fethne and Brindani did
not heed the call to flee. These two had enough experience of
magic, Fethne at her master's knee and Brindani as Iaran's past
apprentice, to better withstand the shock of time's removal and
return. Brindani issued a shrieking warcry and flew at the helpless
Darians, cutting them down while they blundered about the deck.
Rathelon laughed to see her and set his flail to work, felling
Darians left and right, pausing only to toss or shove men
overboard. By the time the other warships had recovered and come
about to engage the Highlander again, every man who had dared
Odacon's vessel was dead. The blockade was behind them now and the
Dagon Bastion ahead, the only barrier to the open sea. Only now did
Odacon raise a wind, a tight squall that kicked the Highlander
forward and churned at the air and water in her wake. It lasted
only a moment, cut off abruptly by a clap of thunder. Odacon
staggered as if struck and looked towards the Northern Bastion. A
figure stood on the highest point of the castle, arms folded across
his chest and the wind whipping his samite cloak like a banner. The
sun shone on Naider's armour and limned his silhouette with white
fire, but a halo of darkness hung about his head. Even from afar,
Odacon recognised the aura cast by Daricia's crown, the sorcerous
Helm of Terror.

"You said you
had no magic against him, master!" Fethne wailed, stumbling across
the blood-slick deck towards Odacon.

"I lied,"
Odacon said. "Am I not the ultimate dissembler, high-priest and
messiah of Naril? Bring me the athame."

Fethne hurried
to her master and gave him her long kris dagger, casting fearful
glances at the Darian ships closing like wolves on the Highlander’s
bow. The Darian boarding action had shaken even her faith in
Odacon's powers, but she rallied quickly to his commands. She
screamed in pain and surprise when he drove the knife through her
forearm. Blood welled from the wound and Fethne collapsed at
Odacon's feet, but he ignored her and raised the bloody knife aloft
in a salute to Naider.

"Te Gladi Vos
Gladis," Odacon declared, his eyes on the deck where the
Warmaster's shadow was cast by the noonday sun. Like a cat on a
mouse, he flung the dagger as if to pin Naider's shadow where it
lay. "Vincente!"

As the knife
struck home, lightning scourged the tower where Naider stood,
blackening the ramparts and blasting the Warmaster off his feet.
Odacon chuckled as his enemy fell, a silver speck plummeting from
the battlements with his white cloak streaming around him. He hit
the water with a splash and vanished, but men on the shore were
already putting out in boats to their Warmaster's rescue.

Fethne knelt on
the bloody deck, cradling her arm but looking with shining eyes at
Odacon. "Have you killed him, master?" she asked, breathlessly.
"Has my blood slain the Warmaster?"

"No, he lives,"
Odacon replied. "Such a blow would have killed a lesser man and all
who stood close by, but no wizard can directly slay another by
convocation. That is why we fight with armies, not with sorcery
alone."

"But the fall,
master, the sea; he is in armour, surely he will drown?"

"It would be a
sweet victory, I know," Odacon crooned, "but I will look Naider in
the face before he dies, and that will not be today."

Odacon raised
the wind again and took the ship's helm by an exercise of will,
steering the battered Highlander towards the grim mouth of the
Dagon Bastion. The men at the guns held their fire as the ship
coasted into range, awaiting the order from the Marshal of the
Southern Watch. From a high window in the Southern Bastion, the
Marshal gave the signal and both towers opened up in unison,
engulfing the Highlander in smoke and fire.

Rathelon and
Fethne dove for cover; Odacon stood tall while shrapnel and
buckshot whizzed around him. By luck or courage, he survived
unscathed and laughed in the silence following the blast. His
defiance was short-lived; a second volley issued at once from the
northern tower, followed a heartbeat later by the guns of its
southern twin.

The Highlander
rocked first one way and then the other, torn by conflicting
storms. Odacon gripped the mainmast for balance and kept his feet,
but his luck was failing; he bled from a dozen wounds and leant
against the mast when the barrage ended. He looked up only to see
the guns on either side withdrawn and fresh cannons run out in
their place.

"Get Fethne
below!" Odacon roared and Rathelon made a dash for the hold,
sweeping Fethne up as he ran. Behind them, Odacon called on the
sorcery of last resort and summoned up the tide to fling the
remnants of the Highlander forward.

The sea
answered, lifting the ship as if a watery hand offered her up to
the Darian guns.

"Te Gladi Vos
Gladis," Odacon began, "Estote Meum Praesidium..." The last words
of his spell were lost in a cataclysm of munitions. Every cannon on
either hand opened up at once and went on firing, a pounding bolero
that battered Odacon's voice to futility and tore the Highlander
with iron hail. Only when the ship's carcass had drifted past the
dual arc of the towers did the guns fall silent, the lower
emplacements stopping first, followed in succession by the upper
storeys as the Highlander limped out of range. She was a mile out
to sea, still riding the surge of Odacon's final spell, when the
highest Darian guns gave up at last. The final hopeful shots landed
in the wake of the sinking Silvan vessel, but the Bastion's guns
had won the debate.
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The Highlander
began to sink the instant Odacon's sorcery failed. As she coasted
to a stop, her sails in tatters and her hull ragged with unwanted
portholes, the prisoners cowering in the hold were driven up on
deck by rising water. Odacon knelt beside the mainmast, coughing
blood but striving to stand against his wounds. Fethne and Rathelon
ran to him at once, lifting him up between them.

"Brindani,"
Rathelon caught the girl's attention with a flick of his whip, then
flung the weapon to her and leant both hands to Odacon's support.
"Get us underway. Have the sluts start bailing or we'll end our
voyage right here. Take us inland; we'll make for Tain's
Folly."

"No," Odacon
gargled blood as he spoke. "South-east, Rathelon; to Minath
Dor.”

"We'll never
make it that far," Brindani said, but Rathelon snarled at her; "You
heard the master, you Silvan whore! Get moving."

Brindani's face
crumpled as if she would burst into tears, but she set her teeth
and deflected Rathelon's ire on the rest of the crew, plying the
whip until they obeyed.

She put Sorcha
to the wheel and banished most of the crew back below decks to
begin bailing the ship. Odacon sat down while Fethne fussed over
him, too badly wounded even to push her away.

"Leave him be,"
Rathelon growled, dragging Fethne back by her hair when she refused
to comply. "Draw the circle," Rathelon commanded. "Our master has
work to do."

"He's wounded,"
Fethne hissed, hanging by her scalp from Rathelon's fist.

"Draw the
circle," Rathelon said again, throwing Fethne to the deck and
falling on one knee beside Odacon. "Master, there is yet grammary
to save us. I know you are powerful beyond mortal flesh; do not
fail us now."

Odacon's red
eyes opened slowly, their fire dimmed but still smouldering like
hot coals. With Rathelon's assistance, he rose and limped to the
centre of the deck where Fethne knelt tracing the pentagram with
one shaking hand. Her injured wrist she kept pressed against her
side, but the blood flowed freely all the while that she worked.
She was pale when the pentagram was finished, barely strong enough
to hold up her head as she knelt at the outer edge of the circle.
Odacon too was barely on his feet, his great shoulders slumped and
every breath gasping in his chest. The blood had slowed from his
wounds, but even his Darian metabolism was struggling to deal with
his injuries.

"Rathelon," he
said, "where is Brindani?"

"I'm here,"
Brindani said. "Can you truly save the ship?"

"It will cost
me dearly. There must be a sacrifice and I have already paid in
blood to carry us so far; I have no more strength to pour out. What
I must do would kill any of your sisters, but you are stronger,
Brindani. If you are strong enough, you may survive the
journey."

"This is still
a Silvan ship," Brindani said, "and I'm still a Sinistral Officer.
I'll do anything you want if it'll save the ship."

"Rathelon, go
to the hold," Odacon said. "Bring up the cage. Brindani,
strip."

Odacon threw a
silver key on the deck at Brindani's feet, the keys to her harem
jewellery. Brindani's fingers shook as she opened the tiny locks
one by one; she was eager to shake the silver bracelets from her
wrists and ankles, even if meant standing naked on the deck.

Odacon was too
badly wounded for lechery, but directed Brindani to the edge of the
circle opposite Fethne. Rathelon had returned now, heaving up from
the hold the starvation cage that Odacon had looted from New Edlis.
Brindani hesitated to enter the cage when it was presented to her
within the circle, but Odacon's strength was failing fast and he
growled at her to obey. As soon as the cage closed on Brindani, a
mist sprang up around the ship, blocking out the Darician coast and
shrouding the horizon on every side. The lines of Fethne's
pentagram, drawn in chalk and her own blood, gleamed and caught
fire. Odacon raised his arms and the ship gave a lurch, stopped
sinking and began to rise as if buoyed up by the fog. Brindani
shivered as fingers of mist crawled across her skin, chilling her
to the bone. Odacon let his arms drop and fell to his knees, but
the ship remained floating even though the hold was awash. One by
one, the bedraggled crew came up from below, soaked to the skin and
ghostlike in the fog. At Odacon's nod, Rathelon took hold of
Brindani's cage and dragged her away towards the prow.

Brindani only
realised his intent when he took a rope and lashed the cage to the
ship's prow. She recanted her assent to Odacon's plan and began to
beg and scream, cursing Rathelon's days in Silvan when mercy could
not move him. Rathelon ignored her, stretching out the rope to loop
it through the base of the cage prior to setting Brindani up as a
living figurehead before the ship. She went on swearing at
Rathelon's back as he walked away through the fog to rejoin his
master.

Odacon was
slumped in the centre of the pentagram with Fethne at his side,
their mingled blood pooling around them. Rathelon snapped his
fingers and summoned Sorcha to assist him.

"I know little
of medicine," he said. "Drugs, poisons, yes, but not gunshot
wounds. Can you treat them?"

"Fethne's arm,
yes," Sorcha said, doubtfully. "But the master's too badly wounded,
he'll die whatever I do."

"Do what you
can," Rathelon said, "futile as it may seem. You must stem the
blood at the very least; his body will do the rest."

Sorcha doubted
even a Darian could survive the amount of damage Odacon had
suffered, but she was too afraid and weary from her long ordeal to
argue more. She bound up Fethne's wrist first, hoping the girl
might revive enough to help her, but Odacon's favourite was
mortally pale and did not awake. Odacon grunted like a wounded bull
when Sorcha knelt beside him and probed his wounds. She found
bullets and shrapnel among raw lacerations in the black giant's
hide. She had no medical equipment to remove the shrapnel, but saw
Brindani's harem silks discarded on the deck and began tearing them
up for bandages. They were enough to bind a few of Odacon's wounds;
the silk turned red at once but adhered like cobweb and stemmed the
bleeding. With Rathelon's help, Sorcha moved Odacon to the
captain's cabin and stretched him out on the bed. The room had been
scourged with cannonfire, but among the wreckage Sorcha found
enough sheets to properly bind Odacon's wounds. All but mummified,
he recovered somewhat and asked for Fethne.

"She's
unconscious, master," Rathelon said, "but she will live. You must
rest now. How long will the spell hold?"

"As long as
Brindani survives," Odacon said in a whisper, "but she must have
nothing, neither food nor drink; she must not even sleep. Take us
south, Rathelon. Past Tain's Folly lie the Isles of Minath Dor...
we should see their cliffs before my power fails."

Odacon raised
his hand weakly and made an occult gesture. Beyond the cabin walls
and past the chill fog, a wind sprang up to bear the Silvan hulk
south. Kneeling beside the bed, Sorcha knew she might never have
another chance to be revenged on Odacon. He was helpless now,
breathing only because she had saved his life. The slightest
loosening of his dressings would spell his end, but she dared not
touch them. Rathelon stood over Sorcha as if her thoughts echoed
aloud, flicking his head towards the cabin door in dismissal.












CHAPTER TWO

THE HIGH
KHAN






The queen and
her companions were in low spirits as they picked a way down from
the ruins of Castle Penvash to the rocky western neck of Lake
Karmensis. There was no path as such; Kalidor picked a way down the
ragged cliffs, making three journeys from the castle to the river
and back before all his companions were safely down the rock face.
Charn stayed close beside Rathe during the descent, but the queen
surprised all her companions by needing no assistance; despite
having the use of only one arm, she was the first to reach the
bottom. Sabra was the second to complete the descent, her spiked
armour anchoring her safely to the rocks until she stood beside the
queen. Only when they all stood on the riverbank, tired from the
climb, did they see a narrow goat-track leading down from the road
and Wolftorn making his way towards them. Celi had accomplished the
descent only with sobbing and protestations; when she saw that the
hard climb had been unnecessary, she wailed and threw herself in a
heap. The others ignored her histrionics, advancing to meet
Wolftorn on a narrow stretch of grass along the rocky shore.
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