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EMPATHY

 

 

Kaddim Nimos rushed through the stone hallway, staggering under the weight of his dying comrade. Xados, draped over his side, grew heavier by the minute. Sharp smells of blood and poisoned flesh pulsed from the man’s injured shoulder in sickening waves, a stark reminder that his injury was no ordinary battle wound. Nimos grasped tighter, his comrade’s moans mixing with the rasp of his own labored breath. Their only hope lay in speed, just a few more steps down the long hallway, through the gaping doorway at the far end. And then… Nimos shut his mind to the thought as he pulled on.

The large chamber greeted them with a familiar chill, sending relief through Nimos’s exhausted body. His eyes fixed on the Reincarnate’s cloaked shape, rising from the massive throne-like chair at the end of the room. The Kaddim leader’s gaunt face darkened, his bony hand briskly gesturing to a low platform at the center of the room. Power charged the air around it, a nearly palpable aura that evoked an unsettling mix of dread and reassurance. Nimos staggered forward and lowered Xados onto the stone slab. Please, let it not be too late.

The Reincarnate’s upward glance pinned him like a saber point.

“This looks like a spider bite, Kaddim Nimos. One of Lady Ayalla’s.” 

Nimos swallowed. The Reincarnate’s voice hinted accusation, as if Nimos was personally responsible for the wound. He needed to explain, but talking required steady breathing he couldn’t yet manage after the crazy run. He bowed his agreement instead, his eyes trailing to the mess of Xados’s shoulder. 

It seemed unthinkable that this kind of destruction could be caused by a mere bite from such a small creature, even if scary enough to bring shiver at the memory. How could the little buggers possibly be so deadly? Nimos had wasted no time pulling Xados out of the battle and bringing him through the time vortex to the Kaddim’s hidden stronghold. Yet, even back then he knew for certain that all this haste would not help to save Xados’s life. And now, as he laid his eyes on the sickening sight, he wondered if it was too late to save anything at all.

The Reincarnate kept his hands steady as his fingers worked invisible lines in the air around the wound. Nimos watched Xados tremble under the touch of the magic that, he knew, had nothing to do with healing. He could almost see the traces of power left by the Reincarnate’s movements—like a net, holding the disintegrating body together. Prolonging the agony just enough to… to…

“How did it happen?” the Reincarnate asked.

Nimos heaved a breath, wishing he didn’t feel so exhausted. 

“The Majat. Their new Guildmaster, Mai, is a problem.”

“How so?”

Nimos struggled to steady his voice. “He sided with Prince Kythar Dorn, who rendered the Majat warriors immune to our control. We cannot stand up to the Majat’s Gem-ranked warriors if our magic is ineffective.” Especially the ones of their top, Diamond rank. Nimos shivered. Prince Kythar—Kyth, to his friends—possessed an inborn gift of elemental magic, one that could destroy their entire brotherhood if the Prince had succeeded in mastering it fully. And now, his alliance with the Majat created an additional problem. The Majat Guildmaster, Mai, leading his elite Gem-ranked fighters under Kyth’s protection, was an obstacle the Kaddim hadn’t counted on when they started this war.

The Reincarnate frowned. “Haven’t you seeded a rivalry between Mai and the Prince, Kaddim Nimos?”

Nimos shrugged. He did. In fact, he hardly had to try. Kyth and Mai were in love with the same woman. Even a fool could work off this advantage to make sure the two could barely stand each other. Who would have known that Kyth and Mai would be able to put aside this kind of a disagreement and march together into battle? “Clearly I failed, Cursed Master.”

“Still. The Majat don’t form alliances.”

Nimos looked away. They didn’t, not in the known history of the kingdoms. Perhaps it was indeed his own fault for trying to do more than he could handle. Through his scheming, the Kaddim’s strike against the Majat had landed too close to home, with Xados at the center of the action—as well as the ensuing chaos. And now the Majat were up in arms, and the Kaddim didn’t have enough power to withstand them. If Mai and Kyth were to discover the location of this stronghold and descend on the Kaddim in full force…

He caught the Reincarnate’s gaze, belatedly remembering that the Cursed Master’s own magic made Nimos as transparent as an open book. He bowed his head, part in submission, part out of exhaustion.

“Besides, this still doesn’t explain the spiders,” the Reincarnate said.

Nimos kept his eyes on an oozing yellow streak soaking into the folds of Xados’s robe. Even the Reincarnate’s magic, which, he knew, was now working through his comrade’s body to stabilize it, couldn’t halt the process for long. 

“The spiders come from Prince Kythar’s side,” he said. “His foster brother, Alder, is Lady Ayalla’s favorite.”

The Reincarnate’s lips twitched. “She has many favorites, Kaddim. I heard she beds nearly every man who passes through her realm. What makes this one different enough to control the spiders?”

Perhaps his sexual prowess? Nimos bit back the sarcasm. “I am not certain, Cursed Master. Alder is completely ungifted when it comes to magic.” But he can control the spiders. Three, to be exact. He looked away. How hard could it possibly have been for the Kaddim fighters to keep away three?

His heart sank as he raised his eyes to meet the Reincarnate’s deep, dark stare.

“It’s time, Kaddim Nimos. The magic is stable now, but it won’t be for long. Do what you can.” 

Nimos’s heart skipped a beat as he stepped toward the dying man. Xados’s frame, partially hidden by the pus-soaked robe clinging to his body, seemed much frailer than he remembered—not large enough for this formidable swordsman and one of the Brotherhood’s best warriors. The man’s injured shoulder looked a mess, bones showing through the peeling flesh, the smells of decay and poison palpable in the still air. Nimos blocked his mind to it as he knelt by Xados’s side.

An unbidden memory rose in his mind. Two young Kaddim initiates on a kitchen duty, showing off their mind control by forcing rats out of their holes into the cooking fire. Xados’s rats always escaped in the end, even if badly burned, but Nimos’s magic was stronger. From time to time he could force a rat into absolute stillness, unable even to squeak as the fire consumed it alive. Later on Nimos, the first of his peers, had learned to do this to humans, feeding on their despair and pain. And now, he was about to experience the same kind of pain firsthand, by blending his mind with a man in his dying agony.

He needed this last conversation with Xados, possible only with the help of the Reincarnate’s magic that could hold back the poison long enough to share Xados’s thoughts. He was the only one in their Brotherhood whose mind magic was strong enough to pull it off.

He hated himself for it as he reached down and put his palms on the sides of Xados’s face. 

The pain lashed out like a raging flame, instantly igniting every nerve in his body. The Reincarnate’s chamber fell away, sounds from outside so faint they seemed surreal. Voices, screaming—or was it his own?

He willed himself to maintain the bond. Xados’s mind was still there, nearly intact. As the pain settled in, he started feeling the thought flow, echoing like words spoken aloud. Our last conversation. 

Get the bastards, Nimos. Make them pay for what they’ve done to me.

I will. Nimos felt Xados’s rage envelop him too, so strong that for a moment it numbed the worst of the pain. Images streamed in like a flood pouring through a breach in a dam. The recent battle with the Majat, their Diamonds spearheading the attack, breaking into the Kaddim’s ring, hacking left and right. The sting of the spider bite. Rapidly flashing disbelief mixing with fear and anger. The dark furry shape scurrying away into the wall of fighters. 

I am dying, brother. Damn them all.

Show me what you know, Xados. Help us defeat them.

The image that burst into his consciousness in response was not what he expected, so intense that he nearly broke the link. A slim, boyish warrior with pale blond hair, dressed in dashing black. Mai, the young Guildmaster. His movements seemed flawless as he advanced, his weapon—a double-bladed staff—descending so fast that Nimos heard a whistle of the parting air and the touch of wind on his skin. Nimos gaped, his own memory of being struck by Mai’s staff still too fresh in his mind. The man was not only an inspiring leader. He was a fighting machine. How could they ever defeat him?

Mai is faultless, Xados said. The most dangerous man alive… I’ll show you what I know about his fighting style... He and his men… 

More fighting erupted, the images so real that Nimos felt, once again, drawn into the battle they just left. He didn’t try to analyze it at all. Xados had spent years at the Majat Guild studying their styles, and he was now pouring out all this knowledge in a matter of minutes. Nimos did his best to absorb the information, move after flawless move, weapon upon exotic weapon, the fighting styles of every Diamond on the Majat force. Twelve Diamonds in active service, flipping in front of him like pages of a burning book. 

The pain was scorching, shredding him like a thousand blades. He could no longer tell what was real, the Majat attacking him from all sides, the spiders—gray shadows, each nearly as big as a man’s hand—rushing through the Kaddim ring…

Nimos… Stay with me. 

I don’t know if I can. Yet, Nimos’s mind sprang back to alertness as a new image loomed ahead. A woman, slowly taking shape against the surrounding haze. 

Watch. She is the key… to defeating Mai. 

Nimos gasped as he looked on, gathering all his strength. The image was vivid now, a slim nineteen year-old, all slender curves and wiry muscle, her smooth dark skin accented by pale golden hair. Kara. He felt warmth briefly wash over him at her sight, followed by a surge of pain that left him gasping.

She is Mai’s weakness. 

Nimos was no longer certain which one of them had this thought. It hardly mattered. Kara had been the focus of his own plotting for so long. He knew everything about her, including the love she and Mai had for each other, yet the knowledge hadn’t helped at all during their recent battle. Kara’s fighting skill equaled Mai’s, making her nearly as undefeatable.

Don’t think, Nimos. Just watch.

Once again, Nimos stood in the center of the battle, the deafening clashing of steel pierced by occasional screams. Smell of wounded flesh hit his nostrils—or was it coming from within this chamber?

He was Xados now, Kara fighting another man right next to him as he reached forward to brush his fingers against the skin of her forearm, bared by her ripped sleeve. The jolt of magic that flew off his fingers pierced her like a needle. She started and nearly missed a blow, then recovered and moved on.

Nimos stared at the contact point, his mind magic detecting a blade of crackling power worming its way into her arm.

I… marked her. She’s yours now, Nimos. My… gift to you, brother.

Nimos trembled, for a moment forgetting the pain.

Take her now, while I’m still here. 

Nimos focused, summoning the last of his strength, his magic blending with Xados’s, pulling through immeasurable distance to trigger the link. He felt a pull in response, holding on with all he had, sealing the bond, tugging it like an invisible leash that spanned time and space. 

Got it. 

A sigh echoed through Xados, like a tight string giving way. The pain eased—or was it because there wasn’t enough body left to feel? Xados’s thoughts were losing coherence, flooding from every corner in a jumble no longer possible to understand. 

Kara’s image became the last thread Nimos could cling to, the memory Xados held together that acquired so much more substance now that the link was activated. She is mine. The thought hovered in front of him like a lifeline as he shared his dying comrade’s agony. 

He did not catch the exact moment when the pain stopped, like a flicker of a candle blown out. His hands holding Xados’s head sank into a wet sponge-like mass, Xados’s body melting away like a patch of spring ice. 

Nimos wasn’t sure how much time passed before he felt the Reincarnate’s hands on him, pulling him away, turning him over, laying him on the floor. Shadows loomed over him, but he couldn’t comprehend them, grasping on to the memory that had carried him through. 

Kara.

The mark Xados had implanted into her on the battlefield belonged to him now, bonding him to Kara for eternity. With this bond, he now had the power to change her. She would resist him, no doubt, but she could not possibly resist him forever. 

Thanks to Xados, the Kaddim now had the means of defeating the Majat. Even better, they could do it in a way that hurt their enemies the most. In time, Kara would serve the Brotherhood, taking the place of the formidable warrior they just lost. 
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SPIDERS

 

 

Kara leaned against the railing, watching the arriving Majat warriors down in the castle courtyard. From the balcony, sinking into the deep stone niche above the castle entrance, she could get a good view without making her presence obvious to the people below. Their voices blended into an indistinct hum, accented by the neighs of horses and clanking of the gear as the riders dismounted, lining along the wall.

The smoothly hewn pillar by her side felt pleasantly cool to her exercise-warmed skin. A breeze, fragrant with the smells of lake water and apple orchards, shifted her hair. Her chest swelled with a surreal feeling of happiness as she watched Mai, standing in the center of the command group. He looked so perfect, his powerful stance charging the air around him with a force that seemed to resonate in every corner of the courtyard, reflecting in the expectant faces of his subordinates. His mere presence spelled confidence. Yet looking at the scene Kara simply couldn’t get rid of a nagging sense of foreboding.

A rustle of footsteps echoed in the passage behind. Kara turned to see a young woman wearing a white cloak over a plain brown dress. Ellah, the King’s truthseer—no doubt drawn to this perfect vantage point by her curiosity about the Majat’s arrival. Kara greeted her with a brief nod, edging sideways to make room by the railing.

“Aren’t you supposed to be down there with Mai?” Ellah asked.

“I’m not a Guild member.” Kara couldn’t quite manage to keep the edge out of her voice. The Majat affairs were complicated. A relationship with the Guildmaster made it impossible for her to maintain any formal connection to the Guild—or any other political ties whatsoever. She was fine with it, normally, but at times all these restrictions tended to get on her nerves.

“Who is that older man?” Ellah asked, pointing to a wiry man in his mid-fifties, his graying shoulder-length hair wavering in the breeze.

“Aghat Seldon. He’s an older Diamond. Retired.”

“Retired? Why’s he here then?”

“Damned if I know.” This was the question Kara had been asking herself ever since Seldon rode in through the gate at the head of the reinforcements and she saw Mai’s frown of surprise. As one of the Guild’s top-ranked seniors, Seldon belonged to the elite group that had the power to challenge the Guildmaster’s authority—or even remove him from command, if warranted. Worse, Kara heard that Seldon had been after the post of the Majat Guildmaster for quite a while. The fact that he arrived on the brink of a war, apparently without Mai’s prior knowledge, couldn’t possibly be good. 

“He’s hiding something,” Ellah said.

Damn. “Are you sure?”

Ellah nodded. “I can’t hear the words, but the signs are clear enough. At least half of what he said to Mai was a lie. He’s telling the truth now, though.”

Kara swallowed. Down below, Seldon was speaking at length, pointing to the assembled troops. She guessed the discussion must be related to their upcoming march. But what could he possibly lie about? She wished she could overhear at least some of the conversation, but no matter how hard she strained her ears, from this distance she couldn’t possibly catch the words.

She froze as her heightened senses caught a barely perceptible high-pitched rustle from the hallway behind. She spun around, feeling the color drain from her face.

Three spiders, each as large as a man’s hand, emerged from the doorway and skidded to a halt in front of her.

Kara kept still, only half-registering Ellah’s gasp beside her. These spiders, bestowed upon this castle by the mysterious Ayalla the Forest Mother, were fast and agile like no other creature she had ever seen. Their venom could dissolve a man with one bite. She had seen it happen to their enemies. She would never be able to forget the screams.

She slid her hand to the throwing daggers at her belt. The spiders edged forward and raised their front legs threateningly. As she stopped the movement, they stopped too, tense as if ready to leap.

A shiver crept down Kara’s spine. Even from a few feet away she could see the way the spiders’ hairy bodies glistened as they shifted, the movement of tiny claw-like appendages at the sides of their mouths. Their venom. They were honing in on her, leaving her very little room to act.

She glanced at the death-pale Ellah, pressing against the railing by her side.

“Try to move,” she said quietly.

Ellah frowned. “Why?” 

“I want to see what they’ll do.”

Ellah’s eyes darted to the spiders, her knuckles white as she clenched the railing at her back. “What if they launch at me?”

“They won’t, if you move just a little bit.”

“How do you know?”

Kara sighed. She didn’t know, not for certain. In fact, nothing she knew about these spiders could possibly help them out of their current predicament.

“I need to know which one of us they’re after.”

Ellah’s jaw tightened. “Fine. You move then. I’m staying right here. Just let me know when you’re done experimenting.” 

Kara turned away. By now she should be used to the fact that Ellah never did as told. She shifted her weight, freezing again as the spiders rose, as if bracing for a leap. Damn. 

“Look, they’re not letting me move at all. I think they’re after me, not you, but we can’t tell for sure unless you move. Away from me. Please?”

Ellah looked at her in indecision.

“If I’m right, you would be safer this way,” Kara said.

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Just bloody do it.”

Ellah shuffled sideways. The spiders showed no reaction.

Kara felt an unpleasant hollowness in the pit of her stomach. She forced it down, knowing how important it was to keep calm.

“Now,” she said. “Try to get off the balcony. Slowly. See if they have any objections.”

Ellah hesitated. “And if they do?”

“You freeze. Simple.”

Ellah’s eyes darted to the balcony doorway. She edged toward it, moving slowly and keeping her eyes on the spiders all the time. 

When she reached the doorway, Kara let out a sigh. “Now, get the hell out of here.”

Ellah stepped through the doorway, then paused. “What about you?”

“I’ll think of something.”

“I’ll get help.”

“Thanks.” Whatever. Just get as far away as possible, please. It wasn’t going to look pretty if the spiders attacked. If Kara had any hope to survive she needed to act quickly, and she couldn’t possibly do it until Ellah was out of the way.

It would be good if she could first figure out why the spiders were after her. Perhaps they’d lost their minds? 

Ellah’s feet skidded on the smoothly hewn stone as she darted down the hallway. The spiders showed no interest as they continued to watch Kara with their dark, beady eyes. Dear Shal Addim, they’re bigger than some mice I’ve seen in the palace kitchens. Kara kept her fear in check, relaxing her muscles, receding into the background to appear inanimate—a trick that came with her Majat-trained stealth. 

After a moment the spiders retreated an inch, but didn’t change their attack posture. Clearly, whatever was triggering their aggression had to do with more than her actions—a thought that felt both comforting and frightening at the same time.

She judged the distance. With her skill, throwing three daggers at once wasn’t a difficult task. Even from this close, she could probably kill all three spiders before they reached her. Probably. But a miss would most certainly seal her death warrant. Worse, if she succeeded in killing any of these creatures, she would violate the hard-earned trust of Lady Ayalla the Forest Mother, a key ally in their war against the Kaddim. Was she willing to risk bringing on the wrath of such a powerful being, putting everyone in danger to defend her own life? 

Kara’s mind raced. She was never fond of wildlife, especially the deadly kind that couldn’t be trained or tamed. Still, she had seen the way Alder, the emissary of the Forest Mother at the King’s court, took care of his deadly pets. He treated them like sentient beings, whispering to them, listening to their response. He seemed to believe he could reason with them. To her knowledge, he could make them attack on command—or hold them back—by saying the right words. Perhaps she, too, could find a way to communicate with them.

Very slowly, she lowered down to a crouch and placed her daggers on the floor.

“I mean you no harm,” she said. 

The spiders appeared to hesitate, shifting their hairy feet and retreating another inch or so.

She put more calmness into her voice. “You have no reason to attack me.” 

The spiders surveyed her intently.

“This is a mistake,” Kara said softly, soothingly. “I am not your enemy.” 

The spiders flexed their legs in indecision. Kara forced herself to keep relaxed. She knew all animals could sense fear, and she needed to control hers, even if the thoughts of what could happen if the spiders changed their mind were hard to ignore. 

She reached forward with her hand, palm open.

“Here,” she said. “You can climb on me, and I’ll take you back to Alder. This way, you’ll be in control the whole way. If you decide to bite me, nothing could possibly stop you.” 

She waited, emptying her mind of any emotions or thoughts. A distant part of her screamed in terror as she felt the touch of a hairy spider leg, but she forced that part deeper down, relaxing to welcome the tingling sensation as the spiders filed up her arm. She could sense their weight as they settled on her shoulder, doing her best not to think of them at all.

“See?” she said. “It’s called trust. I trust you with my life. I hope you trust me too.”

Rapid footsteps clanged in the hallway outside. She sensed the spiders stiffen and forcibly kept her stomach from lurching. When this is over I’m going to go where no one can hear and have a nice long scream. 

A tall, broad-shouldered young man rushed in, with Ellah close on his heels. Alder. Kara met his eyes, momentarily overwhelmed. Will they listen to him? 

Will his presence trigger them to do something rash?

“What’s happening?” Alder asked.

Kara forced a smile. She hated to admit how her body was beginning to feel sore from the effort of keeping still. This would not do at all. Not for someone of her training. “Nothing. We’re just making friends, that’s all.”

“Ellah said they threatened you.”

“Yes, they did.”

“Why?” 

Kara thought of shrugging, but quickly decided against it. No way of telling what the spiders would do if she moved her shoulder just now.

“No idea. I was going to ask you the same question, actually.”

Alder’s eyes briefly darted to the daggers on the floor, then to Kara’s forehead which, she knew, must be glistening with sweat. His lips parted in a hissing sound. Talking. He’s talking to them. She watched wide-eyed as the spiders leapt from her shoulder onto Alder’s sleeve and pattered up his arm.

She flexed her muscles, surprised at how stiff she felt. Bloody hell.

“They’re fine now,” Alder said. “I don’t think they will threaten you again.”

“Thanks,” she said.

“No problem. You did well, by the way.”

Kara shrugged, a bad habit as she was now beginning to realize. “I didn’t bloody do anything.”

“You calmed them down.” He glanced at the daggers on the floor again. “I know your instinct must have been to attack them.”

“It’s what they expected, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Like I said, you did well.”

She nodded, feeling the tension slowly leave her body, replaced by a weakness she normally experienced only after a very strenuous fight. More footsteps echoed down the hallway, the newcomers crowding into the doorway. Kyth, the Crown Prince. His dark blue eyes widened in alarm, then softened as he saw that Kara was out of danger. Her brief smile in response faded as she saw the red-haired lady step up to the Prince’s side. Lady Celana Illitand, a young and highly intelligent noblewoman, took a special interest in the Prince and wasn’t a person Kara ever wanted to mess with. She kept her face impassive as Celana glanced at her with displeasure before fixing her eyes on the spiders.

“I think everything’s fine now,” Kara said. She picked up her daggers and sheathed them at her belt. 

 “I left them in the gardens hunting this morning,” Alder said. “They did seem agitated, now that I think about it. I assumed they were hungry.”

Hunting. Kara swallowed. The spiders were like small predators, doing marvels at keeping down the castle’s population of mice and rats. Come to think of it, it was fortunate they didn’t normally go after anything larger than that.

Footsteps and clanging of weapons signaled the arrival of reinforcements. Dear Shal Addim, did Ellah alert the whole castle? The thought faded instantly at the sight of Mai, the hallway behind him filled with armed Majat. She felt warm inside as she met his concerned gaze.

“What happened?” Mai’s eyes briefly darted to Alder’s shoulder before settling on Kara again. His frown deepened as he glanced over her sweaty hair, the weary set of her shoulders, the strain that she knew must be plainly visible on her face.

Damn it, get a grip. Mai knew her well, and she knew how fast his temper could flare if he believed she was in danger. The way his eyes kept returning to Alder filled her with unease. The last thing they needed right now was a confrontation between a member of the King’s household and the Majat.

“I’m fine,” she said, hoping that she sounded convincing. 

Mai’s expression told her she hadn’t succeeded at all. His glare forced Alder to take a step back. 

“Why did your spiders threaten Kara?” Mai demanded.

Alder shook his head. “I had nothing to do with it. I wasn’t even here.”

“It’s your bloody job to keep them under control.”

“Look…” Alder squared his shoulders. “I don’t know what happened, but I—”

“I think I know,” Kyth suddenly said. 

Kara’s skin prickled as she saw the Prince’s grim look, the way his eyes bore into her with a mix of regret and disbelief. What the hell was going on?

“It’s the Kaddim magic,” Kyth said. “I sense it on Kara. I assume the spiders did as well.”

Kara’s eyes widened. Kyth’s gift enabled him not only to resist the Kaddim and protect others from their magic, but also to sense it when it was used nearby. The fear she saw in his eyes echoed with hollowness in her chest.

“How is it possible?” Her voice came out as a near-whisper.

Kyth’s gaze wavered. “I’m not sure. Their magic is faint on you, but I sense it exactly the way I do when the Kaddim apply their power.”

“Maybe there is a Kaddim Brother in the vicinity, Your Highness?” Lady Celana asked.

Everyone exchanged glances. The idea seemed unlikely, since the Majat’s recent strike had sent the Kaddim’s magic-wielding leaders far away into their secret stronghold, where, as everyone assumed, they were now organizing their defense. Kara knew Kyth’s father and Mai were preparing an attack that would hopefully destroy the Brotherhood once and for all. But if Kyth’s words were true, more was at play than they all realized. 

Kyth shook his head again. “No. It’s coming from Kara, I’m certain of it.”

Kara stared. She knew Kyth wouldn’t lie. He used to love her, and he still cared for her deeply, even though she had given her heart to another. He was also a man of integrity. He would never accuse anyone unfairly, or speak of something like this unless he was absolutely certain. 

In the ensuing silence, Mai crossed the small space of the balcony and took Kara’s arm. She clung to him as he led her through, grateful for the support, wishing his closeness could make her feel safe, like it always did before. 

She didn’t trust herself to speak, or even do anything right now. Too many emotions welled inside her, threatening to overpower her. Fear, confusion, shock—and anger. So much anger.

How did it happen that the spiders, bestowed on this castle for protection, could have attacked and threatened her, one of the key defenders and top warriors on their force? Why couldn’t Alder keep a better control on them? And worse, how was it possible that she had become the source of Kaddim magic?

She kept herself in check, just like she did with the spiders, releasing Mai’s supporting arm to join the Diamonds of his Majat escort. She knew she should be the one speaking right now, but she was afraid to open her mouth for fear of saying something she would regret. Besides, Mai’s reaction was already bad enough, his anger flaming out of every pore as he glared at the spiders perched on Alder’s shoulder. 

“Keep the beasts under control, Alder,” he said. “Or I’ll be forced to kill them.” 

“You can’t,” Alder protested, backing away. “The Forest Mother…”

Mai’s short glance stopped him. “Just do your best, so that I don’t feel tempted.”

Kara flinched as she saw the furry shapes raise their legs threateningly again, as if they could actually understand Mai’s words. Perhaps they could. Or maybe they acted this way because she was close to them again. She hastily stepped away, the Diamonds crowding around her protectively. 

Mai ran his eyes around the gathering. “It’s almost time for the King’s council. Most of us are headed there, so we can perhaps continue this discussion—and hopefully make sure something like this doesn’t bloody happen again?”
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MIND LINK

 

 

As Kyth and Egey Bashi entered the long gallery leading up to the throne room, they rain into a familiar pair. Kyth’s foster brother Alder stood beside a niche halfway down the gallery, vigorously shaking a five-hundred-year-old tapestry depicting a scene of a royal hunt, as if trying to tear the precious hanging off the wall. Ellah kept behind him, her face was contorted into a disgusted grimace, her white cloak of an apprentice Keeper hanging off one shoulder to reveal a dark dress underneath.

The King’s council chamber was designed for noble gatherings, each of the chairs set around it in an even circle massive enough to accommodate all the essential ornaments and heraldry signs even for the highest born. Now that she claimed control of her emotions, Kara couldn’t escape the feeling she didn’t belong. She had to remind herself that she, like everyone else here, had been invited for a reason—in her case, her familiarity with the enemy, even if that familiarity had just become a bit too close for comfort.

She envied Mai’s ability to instantly settle into any environment. Now, with the additional aura of power his Guildmaster status had given him, he became the natural focus of the gathering as soon as he stepped into the room. Perhaps part of it was due to the fact that the six Diamonds he brought with him easily outpowered any warrior force this chamber had ever seen, including the King’s own hired Majat guards. If nothing else, this alone was bound to make this gathering historic, an unprecedented occasion of hosting the Majat Guildmaster and his very best warriors at the King’s war council.

Kara glanced at Kyth, seated at the King’s right. In the past few months he had matured so much, from the young idealistic boy who looked up to everyone around him, into a young man in his own right, fit one day to assume the throne. She felt guilty that part of this maturity was undoubtedly caused by the heartbreak he suffered when she professed her love for Mai. And now, seeing him next to Celana filled her with new hope. The royal lady looked so good by his side, her beauty and wit a match for the Prince in every way. With luck, and Lady Celana’s persistence, the wound Kara had inflicted on the Prince’s heart would heal—and soon.

Her eyes inadvertently slid to the spiders perched on Alder’s shoulder. The creatures were motionless now. It was easy in this state to mistake them for an elaborate shoulder ornament, but after her recent ordeal she would never be able to look at them the same way. Her stomach clenched at the memory of their weight on her shoulder, the high-pitched crackling sound they emanated when they moved. 

She glanced away to the last two members of the gathering, representing the two spiritual powers of the realm. The white-robed Keeper, Magister Egey Bashi, looked bulky and muscular, his warrior appearance so unbefitting the scholarly mission of his Order, or the superb healing skills Kara knew him to possess. The black-clad Father Bartholomeos, the head of the Holy Church, was nearly the exact opposite, thin and frail, his large gray eyes surveying the gathering with unease. His gaze hovered over Mai with a pained expression as the priest likely remembered the ruckus the Majat had caused at the Holy Monastery during the last battle with the Kaddim. Kara had no doubt the Holy Father would remember Mai and his men for a very long time. 

“Thank you all for responding to my invitation for this council,” the King said after everyone was seated. “I will get straight to the pressing matters at hand. As I’m sure you are all aware, despite Aghat Mai’s and Prince Kythar’s victory over the Kaddim two weeks ago, their five top men escaped. We can only presume that they have now reunited with the rest of the Kaddim leaders and are likely expecting our attack.”

“Four top men, Your Majesty,” Egey Bashi said. “The fifth was bitten by the spiders.” He glanced at Alder’s shoulder, and Kara inadvertently followed his gaze. “The venom would have liquefied his body, placing him beyond healing—or the resurrection the Kaddim are known for.”

“Do we know this for certain?” the King asked.

“Yes,” Kara said. 

Her skin prickled at the memory. When the Kaddim had cornered her and tried to drag her into their time vortex, the spiders launched at one of her hooded attackers before the vortex swallowed them all. She stiffened as the images flowed in her mind. Cobblestones, collapsing around her. Fingers brushing her arm. The pulling sensation as she—very briefly—felt as if her body was being sucked away through the gaping hole that, for all she knew, spanned thousands of miles. It had been too close. And now, she couldn’t get rid of a nagging feeling that she hadn’t really escaped at all. 

She glanced up into Kyth’s widening eyes. The Kaddim power. Is he sensing it again? Her heart skipped a beat as she saw the answer in his face even before he spoke.

“It’s back,” Kyth said. “Sorry.”

Kara jumped up, edging away from the table. 

All the Majat around her were instantly on their feet, Mai darting to her side so fast that his shape blurred. His eyes sought hers questioningly as he planted himself between her and the door. 

She wondered at the panic she felt at his interference, at her urge to pull away from him. This was Mai, the man she loved. His closeness always made her feel safe, protected. Why did she feel as if she’d rather be anywhere but here right now?

“I need to leave,” she said. 

Mai frowned. “Why?” 

Why indeed? It felt as if the voice in her head wasn’t exactly her own. “Mai, please. I—” 

“What the hell is going on?” Magister Egey Bashi demanded. 

“It’s getting stronger,” Kyth said.

“What, Your Highness?” 

“The Kaddim power.” 

The Keeper’s eyes widened.

“My spiders threatened Kara just before the council,” Alder explained hastily. “Back then, Kyth sensed something strange. But then the spiders calmed down, so we all thought…”

Kara swallowed. Unbidden, the memory of the Kaddim attack stirred up again, now even more real than before. No—not the attack. The touch. Fingers brushing against her skin. The brief, caress-like movement felt pleasant at first, then so horrifying that it nearly disabled her. How could she have forgotten it so completely?

Kara’s shoulders shook. She looked at Mai, still standing between her and the door. 

“Let me go,” she pleaded.

His eyes narrowed. “Not without knowing exactly what’s happening to you.”

“But…” She paused, her eyes drawn to the spiders again. They were rising on Adler’s shoulder, their front legs waving threateningly in the air.

Mai slid an arm around her waist, both gentle and firm, his flexing muscle showing her that it would be nearly impossible for her to break free. Despite everything, his closeness did feel soothing once she lent herself to it. She did her best to relax into his hold. Hell, only a short time ago she couldn’t think of anything she wanted more than having his arms around her. Why was she suddenly so keen on getting away?

She tried to tell herself that her sudden urge to leave the room had nothing to do with the anxiety caused by the strange pulling sensation building inside her. Her reasons were entirely rational, she told herself firmly. If she could somehow give out Kaddim magic, she shouldn’t be anywhere near the council chamber where the King and his allies were discussing ways to dispose of the Kaddim Brotherhood once and for all. It made sense. And yet, she couldn’t escape the feeling that the pull that urged her to try to leave the room was much stronger than rational thought.

She took a deep breath, forcing the feeling away as she relaxed into Mai’s embrace. He never held her this way at a formal gathering, not with the ongoing Guild’s inquiry into her lineage that would determine the possibility of their marriage. If anyone still had any doubt about their relationship, they wouldn’t from now on—and that made his intentions toward her official, irrevocable, barring some unforeseen problems on the side of the Guild. Why couldn’t she just focus on that? She did, and the pull weakened. Sounds slowly returned, making her aware of the conversation going on around her. 

“I think I read something like this in the old chronicles,” Lady Celana said in her clear voice. “The Kaddim Brothers—or some of them at least—could place a mark on their victim, somewhat like the magic used for their brand mark. One text said it could bend a person to the Kaddim’s will, even though the wording was not very specific. I assume, if such a thing is truly possible, the affected person would likely emanate Kaddim-like power.” She glanced at Kara. 

Magister Egey Bashi nodded thoughtfully. “You may be more right than you know, my lady. The Kaddim leaders are capable of what’s known as a mind link—a very difficult form of magic to master.” He turned to Kara. “Try to remember. During your last fight, did any of them touch you?”

“Other than when trying to kill her, you mean?” Mai asked. 

The Keeper frowned. “I believe the touch I am speaking about should be memorable in a different way. Wasn’t it?”

Memorable in a different way. Images flowed through her mind, their intensity making her gasp. The Kaddim Brothers, surrounding her in a tight ring as they tried to pull her into their vortex. Sabers, dancing around her in terrifying unity, preventing her escape. Mai, breaking through their line and pulling her out at the very last moment. Fingers brushing over her arm… The touch. “I… I believe so, yes.” 

The Keeper’s lips briefly pressed into a stern line. “I feared this.”

Kara glanced around, feeling like a trapped animal at the end of a hunt. It was all her fault. The Kaddim had been aware that both men leading the attack, Kyth and Mai, were in love with her. Targeting her made perfect sense.

“The Kaddim’s mind control doesn’t work on me, Magister,” she said. “Remember?”

“True,” Egey Bashi said. “But the mind link is different. Even with your ability to resist their regular power, it would be impossible to block off the link. It’s at a much higher level of magic. To my knowledge, even among the Kaddim leaders only a few would be able to make full use of it. Unfortunately, there is at least one whose power is definitely strong enough. Kaddim Nimos.”

Nimos. Kara swallowed. Nimos’s scheming had nearly cost her and Mai their lives. She hoped they were rid of him, at least for a while. But if he was the one behind the link… 

“What can this mind link do, exactly?” she asked. 

Egey Bashi sighed. “What Lady Celana just mentioned is correct. Their goal is to gain control over you.”

“Control?”

“Yes. To take over your will, so that they can use your knowledge, and your abilities, to their end.”

“My abilities?” Dear Shal Addim. My fighting skill. They can’t touch that, can they?

“I’m afraid so.”

“How?” 

The Keeper threw an uneasy glance at Mai. “The man who placed the link will work to develop it over time, to achieve a… a closeness with you. It’s much like an emotional attachment between two people,” he looked at Mai again, “but all induced entirely by magic.” 

Kara’s lips twitched. The explanation seemed ridiculous. “They hope to make me feel emotionally attached to one of them?”

Egey Bashi shrugged. “Given your resistance to the Kaddim’s magic in the first place, I am not certain what will happen in your case. But yes, if they get their chance to explore the link to the full, this would likely happen, at least in some form.”

“Can this link be removed?” Mai asked. 

 “To the best of my knowledge, Aghat Mai, only death can sever this link.”

“Death.” For a brief moment Mai’s face contorted into a frightening mask.

“Yes.”

“Then,” Mai said, “I see no choice but to speed up our plans. We must find the Kaddim’s hidden fortress and destroy the man who did this—along with the rest of them—once and for all.”

He spoke calmly, as if discussing a regular matter. It took close knowledge to detect the edge behind the calmness, the one that made Mai such a dangerous man to cross. Emotionally attached. She felt nauseated at the thought. 

“I must assume,” she said, “that if they indeed have this kind of a power over me, the last thing you want is to keep me around the council chamber where you’ve all gathered to discuss battle plans.” 

Egey Bashi shook his head. “It doesn’t happen this fast, Aghat Kara. For all we know, there may be a way to counter this magic, so that none of it will ever happen at all.”

“Not good enough, I’m afraid.” She glanced at Mai. His glassy expression made her want to cry. Emotionally attached. Not bloody possible. “I should leave. I can’t be allowed to hear the rest. The planning of this campaign is too important to take any risks.”

Mai slowly released his hold. As he stepped away, she shivered at the emptiness left behind, his absence making her feel unprotected, vulnerable. She turned away for fear that he might catch her expression.

“I don’t think you should be alone right now,” Mai said.

She hesitated. She wanted to be alone, but given that no one knew for sure what was happening with her, it might indeed be a bad idea. “You’re right.”

Mai turned to his suite. “Aghat Raishan, go with Kara and stay by her side until I replace you.”

Raishan saluted with a fist to his chest. His slanted gray eyes slid over to Kara, his lips twitching into a brief smile of encouragement. She smiled back, his air of calm efficiency making her feel instantly at ease. 

Mai stepped to the door and pushed it open. An Emerald guard appeared in front of the open doorway. 

“Jahib Lenart,” Mai said. “You will accompany Aghat Raishan and Kara. Bring two of your men. Follow Aghat Raishan’s orders at all times. If anything unusual happens, send a man to report to me at once.”

Kara darted toward the exit, feeling everyone’s eyes on her, relieved to hear the thud of the closed door behind her. Her decision to leave the council as soon as possible was probably for the best. Yet it felt strange to see Mai place her under guard, as if no longer sure whether she was a friend or an enemy. This unwelcome thought brought a pang of pain, immediately followed by anger. Surely thinking like this played right into the Kaddim’s hands. In fact, they could well have planted the distrust into her head. 

Only death could sever the link. If Mai’s plan to seek out the Kaddim’s secret stronghold and destroy the Brotherhood could not be realized in time, would she have to be the one to die to free everyone from the Kaddim? Was this the only way to ensure she didn’t become an enemy? She forced down the thought as she strode down the hallway, holding her head high.
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THE COUNCIL

 

 

Kyth settled into his chair at the council table, fighting a sinking feeling in his heart. Kara’s face when he told her about the Kaddim’s magic continued to haunt him. He had never seen her look so defeated.

Knowing that he had lost her to Mai had been shattering, but he couldn’t help also feeling rewarded at how happy she seemed these days. And now, thinking of her falling victim to the Kaddim’s magic made Kyth boil with barely contained fury. He could see a similar fury reflected in Mai’s face as the Majat lowered himself back into his seat across the table. In a strange way, this feeling bonded Kyth to this man, his successful rival, whose boyish looks and dazzling, iconic beauty were so deceiving. At heart, Mai was a ruthless killer who would not stop at anything to get his way—and Kyth seemed to be the only one to see him at face value. 

“What else do you all know about the Kaddim mind link?” King Evan asked. 

Egey Bashi briefly glanced at Mai. “While I would prefer to do some more reading on the subject first, Your Majesty, I do know that the consequences of such a link could be drastic. We have every reason to be alarmed.” 

Kyth bit his lip. He knew the Magister’s tendency for understatements. He thought back to the way he had reacted to Kara back on the balcony, the warmth and excitement he always felt in her presence tainted with the bitter taste of the Kaddim magic. The memory of her trapped, helpless look wrenched his gut. 

“According to my information,” Magister Egey Bashi went on, “among the consequences of the link, control is by far not the worst that can happen in Kara’s case.”

Mai glanced up sharply. “Not the worst?” 

“Do you remember the time the Kaddim tried to capture you and Prince Kythar, Aghat Mai?”

Mai briefly glanced in Kyth’s direction. Kyth shivered, remembering. Back then, he and Mai had barely escaped with their lives. Mai would have died from his wounds, if Egey Bashi had not conjured some of the darkest Keepers’ remedies to bring him back. It still seemed like a miracle that they both survived.

“From what I know,” Egey Bashi went on, “the Kaddim’s reason for capturing both of you that time was to try and take over your gifts: Prince Kythar’s command of the elements, and Aghat Mai’s Diamond-level fighting skill.”

Mai’s gaze wavered. 

“The mark the Kaddim placed on Kara,” Egey Bashi said, “could, among other things, serve the same purpose. To capture her skill, which equals that of Aghat Mai. The process is slower over a distance, but no less certain, if the mark is placed correctly.”

“Capture her skill? What does this mean?” the King asked.

“I’m speaking of the worst possibility, Your Majesty, but if I’m right, this means that when our forces march against the Kaddim, we may potentially be facing an army of warriors, each of them fighting with the skill of a Diamond Majat.”

Silence greeted his words as everyone at the table exchanged stunned glances. Kyth’s heart quivered. Up until now they had been successfully defeating the Kaddim by using the Majat fighting force protected by Kyth’s magic. Mai put a lot of effort into training Kyth to defend larger groups of warriors. Kyth had come to believe their main challenge lay in his ability to keep up. But if all the enemy’s warriors—or even a few of them—could fight like Diamonds, all would be surely lost. Mai’s reinforcements brought their total number of Diamond-skilled warriors up to eight, which included the retired Seldon—no longer in top shape—and Kara, whose gift could potentially be in jeopardy. Added to the Rubies, Emeralds, and Jades, it seemed like overkill only this morning. Was the Kaddim link going to upset this balance and all their plans?

“An army like that could destroy the world,” the King said. “It would be useless for us to even try to stand up to them.”

Egey Bashi nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. However, even if they can truly capture Kara’s skill, they’d need to amplify it too, and then transfer it to their warriors one by one. It would take considerable time.”

“How long?” Mai asked.

Egey Bashi shook his head. “I can’t tell for sure, not without doing much more research. But if I were to guess—months, perhaps?”

What will happen to Kara in the meantime?”

“Like I said, Aghat Mai, I need time to give you full answers. I am fairly certain, however, that using her skill would make her more vulnerable to these attempts. She must refrain from any fighting, even in practice.”

Mai exchanged quick glances with the other Diamonds. Kyth could guess the thoughts behind their grim expressions. For someone of their skill, fighting was as natural as breathing. Like the rest of them, Kara spent hours on the practice range. If she was deprived of this, on top of everything else…

Egey Bashi sighed. “I know it won’t be easy. And even if she manages to be completely idle all the time, they will still be pulling at her, slowly. Speaking in military terms, it works much like a siege.”

“Then,” Mai said, “we must not lose any time. Now that the Majat reinforcements have arrived, we must move out right away.” 

The Keeper shook his head. “We don’t even know the exact location of the Kaddim stronghold. All we know is that it’s somewhere in the mountains on the northern border of the kingdom of Shayil Yara.”

Mai shrugged. “Close enough. Once we get there, I’m sure we’d have no trouble finding some locals who—”

“It’s a desert out there, Aghat. The only locals in those parts are the Cha’idi—the Desert Wanderers. They are nomadic people, very militant. They don’t take kindly to strangers.”

“It’s all right,” Mai said. “The Majat don’t take kindly to strangers either. I’d say, with the right leverage we should get along splendidly with the Cha’idi people.”

Kyth shifted in his seat, noting Father Bartholomeos’s hunted look. The Majat’s version of “getting along splendidly” usually meant having their way without razing the place to the ground, just like they did recently at the Holy Monastery to rid it of the Kaddim. The priests had been compliant, even if scared out of their wits, but somehow he doubted that the Majat would be able to pull off the same trick with militant desert tribes.

“I’m afraid it’s not that simple, Aghat Mai,” the King said. “The Desert Wanderers have a seat on the royal council of Shayil Yara. The kind of diplomacy you are suggesting could easily be considered an act of war. Even with your formidable military force, you wouldn’t want that, I’m sure.”

“Fine, then. We can do it the nice way and ask for Queen Rajmella’s support.”

“If she provides it.”

“Queen Rajmella is a vassal of Tallan Dar,” Father Bartholomeos protested. “Surely Your Majesty’s request would be enough?”

The King shook his head. “I did not negotiate the original agreement with Shayil Yara after the Holy Wars, but I couldn’t help noticing how unfavorable it may seem to the Queen. Not only does it make Shayil Yara formally inferior to a male-dominated kingdom, but it also includes keeping the Queen’s firstborn daughter, the heiress to the Southern Throne, hostage at our court.” 

Kyth bit his lip. Princess Aljbeda, the five year-old daughter of the Shayil Yaran Queen, was being raised in Tandar as the King’s ward, to ensure Queen Rajmella’s full cooperation in all affairs. He could see how this alone would make the Queen feel less than helpful, especially when it came to such subtleties as the allegiance of unruly desert tribes.

Mai tossed his head impatiently. “None of this would apply if I talk to her myself. The Majat Guild has no allegiance with anyone, and we are not keeping hostages from any kingdom. She shouldn’t have any issues with me, should she?”

Egey Bashi glanced at him sideways. “She may have an issue of a different kind in your case, Aghat Mai. You are a man—and an attractive one, if you forgive me saying this.”

Mai let out a short laugh. “You can’t be serious, Magister.”

“Unfortunately, I am.”

“I assume men—even attractive ones—are still allowed at Shayil Yaran court, are they?”

“Oh, yes.” Egey Bashi measured Mai with a meaningful glance. “I’m certain you and your men would receive a warm welcome. But would the Queen take your request seriously enough to negotiate with you?”

“I guess she’ll just have to make a bloody exception this time.”

“It’s a gut reaction on their part, Aghat Mai. Please forgive me for saying that your looks, and those of many of your men, won’t make it any easier to reach neutral ground.”

Mai laughed. “Are you suggesting we all wear masks—or better yet, find someone old and infirm to lead the negotiations, Magister?”

“I have a suggestion, my lords,” Lady Celana suddenly said.

All heads turned her way. Kyth’s skin prickled. Her expression was calm, but he knew her well enough to see the special gleam in her eyes. He was willing to bet that she likely harbored a very devious thought. Despite her youth, Lady Celana was one of the smartest people he knew. And now, he found himself eagerly waiting for what she had to say.

“I’ve studied Shayil Yaran customs in some detail,” the royal lady said. “I was curious about the fact that they, a female-dominated land, always send men to Tallan Dar as their ambassadors.”

Kyth nodded. He never questioned this before, but now that she mentioned it, it did seem unusual. 

“And what did you find, my lady?” Mai asked.

Her cheeks flushed under his direct gaze. “They are well aware of our northern customs, Aghat Mai, so they actually take the effort to train men for any diplomatic missions related to Tallan Dar. In return, they normally expect us to do a similar thing and send a woman to their court for any serious negotiations. Sending a man is certainly allowed, but they would see it as unwillingness to abide by their customs. In my humble opinion, this may be one of the reasons for the failure of so many diplomatic missions to Shayil Yaran court… even though it is not my place to tell, of course.” She briefly glanced at the King, who responded with a grave stare. 

Kyth thought back to the way Celana’s father had recently fallen out of favor, after reportedly conspiring with the Shayil Yaran ambassador. Was this why the royal lady felt compelled to do this research?

Mai shifted in his seat. “You suggest we find a woman to lead the negotiations, my lady?”

“Not just any woman,” Celana said firmly. “Kara.” 

“Kara?”

“Yes.”

Mai frowned. “With everything she is already going through, wouldn’t it be best to leave her out of this?” 

Egey Bashi leaned forward. “If I may intervene, Aghat Mai, I believe this is a brilliant idea. Kara would be perfect for the role. She is an Olivian by blood. By her looks, she could have been born in Shayil Yara. She is also a powerful woman. Everyone at Queen Rajmella’s court would easily relate to her. They respect women of power.”

“What about her mind link?” Mai asked.

“Even if the link takes hold, it should not affect her mind directly. Not for a while. Besides, we may be able to find a remedy that would at least partially counter the effects of the link. I, for one, will put every effort into this research.” He turned to Lady Celana. “Well done, my lady.”

Her cheeks were crimson now that everyone stared at her. Kyth smiled inwardly. It was hard to remember sometimes that someone as smart as Celana was also so young, barely seventeen. He never ceased to feel fascinated at such a mix of confidence and vulnerability in someone who was probably one of the smartest politicians in this room. 

“They really don’t think much of men in Shayil Yara, do they?” Mai said.

Egey Bashi grinned. “Oh, they do like men, Aghat Mai. You might find yourself surprised.”

Mai’s eyes slid over him with interest, but he did not question these statements. Kyth, on the other hand, felt more and more intrigued. He couldn’t imagine what things were like at the Shayil Yaran court, but Lady Celana’s deepening blush and the way the Diamonds in Mai’s suite exchanged amused looks made him wonder.

“I am not fully convinced,” the King said. “It may be dangerous to rely on Kara in a serious negotiation while she carries the Kaddim mark.”

Mai lifted his head. “I will stay by her side, Your Majesty, and will make sure I participate in all the conversations. I am not letting Kara out of my sight. Not until I personally dispose of the man who placed the bloody mark on her.”

“I hope you don’t plan to take your entire Majat force to the Queen’s Palace, Aghat Mai. They might think you are leading an invasion.”

“Or an entertainment troupe,” Egey Bashi muttered under his breath.

Mai shrugged. 

“I feel obliged to caution you, Aghat Mai,” Egey Bashi said. “The Kaddim have targeted Kara precisely because they expected this kind of a reaction from you. They are counting on you—and Prince Kythar—going after them as soon as possible to set things right. We must assume they have a plan to use the mind link to their advantage once you do.”

Mai heaved a deep sigh. “My reaction changes nothing, Magister. The original purpose of this gathering has always been to come up with a plan to destroy the Kaddim. This is exactly what we’re discussing, isn’t it?”

“So far,” the Keeper said, “we have discussed only the plans of finding their stronghold.”

“That’s because we already know what to do once we find them.” Mai’s eyes met Kyth’s from across the table. “If Kyth can protect my men from the Kaddim’s magic, I’m sure we will have no trouble defeating them.”

Kyth swallowed. It was odd to see the way Mai placed so much faith in his gift, while also acting so demeaning toward him in every one-on-one conversation. He supposed it was inevitable, given the fact that until recently they both thought Kara was in love with Kyth. The reversal of roles came too quickly on the heels of their last Kaddim battle. Would they ever be able to put their rivalry aside and truly work together in the upcoming campaign? 

Egey Bashi shook his head. “You forget. There is a distinct chance that by the time you arrive there, the Kaddim warriors will acquire at least a part of Kara’s fighting skill. You mustn’t ignore this possibility, Aghat Mai.”

“I’m not, I assure you.”

“Still. I feel obliged to discuss the alternatives.” Egey Bashi glanced around the gathering.

Kyth held his breath as he watched the way Mai’s face went still like a mask.

“Alternatives, Magister?” 

Egey Bashi stiffened. “I believe you know what I mean, Aghat.”

“I’m sure if I don’t, you’ll tell me.” Mai’s hand resting on the tabletop clenched into a fist. Kyth marveled at the way Egey Bashi didn’t flinch under Mai’s gaze.

“No need to get emotional, Aghat.”

Mai slowly relaxed his shoulders.

“It must have occurred to you,” Egey Bashi went on, “that the only sure way to prevent the Kaddim from capturing Kara’s gift is to ensure, definitively, that her gift is not available for the taking.”

Death. Kyth felt blood draining from his face. He kept his eyes on Mai, praying that the Majat would not entertain this possibility. Mai was the most ruthless man he knew. Did he love Kara enough not to feel the temptation?

Mai leaned forward. “I’d like to settle this once and for all, Magister. Kara’s protection is my priority. No one will threaten her life, as long as I am in command. Is this understood?” He spoke slowly, his voice hypnotizing like that of a snake charmer. 

Entranced, Kyth watched Egey Bashi recede into his chair. 

“Understood, Aghat Mai,” the Keeper said. “No need to get apprehensive. I was only talking about possibilities. This particular one, by the way, comes with serious complications, which takes it off the table anyway, at least for the moment. I just felt the need to make it clear, while we’re on the topic.”

Mai kept very still, watching him.

“In a normal case,” Egey Bashi went on, “having Kara killed would have solved the problem. However, from what I know about the Kaddim, this action carries a chance of an opposite effect.”

“Opposite, how?”

“The Kaddim link is a true bondage. The man who controls it shares her soul, even if Kara is not aware of it yet. If done the wrong way, her death could potentially complete the blend, releasing her power to the Kaddim all at once.”

“Done the wrong way?” Mai’s level voice had a hypnotic quality that sent a shiver down Kyth’s spine.

The Keeper nodded. “Yes. This is what I need to research before this option can be discussed any further, Aghat Mai.”

Mai’s jaw knotted. “I’m done discussing it, Magister. I must also inform you that if I catch you discussing it with anyone else, Kara included, I will take a personal issue with it.”

“Is it wise, Aghat Mai?”

“It’s the way it is, Magister.”

The two men paused, glaring at each other, the air around them charged as if crackling with an impending thunderstorm.

“How about another option, then,” Egey Bashi said. “We could give Kara potions that would induce dreamless sleep for the majority of our journey.”

“You are proposing to drug her?”

“Effectively, yes.”

Mai briefly glanced down at the table top as he unclenched his hand. “I will not let anything be forced on her.” 

Egey Bashi sighed. “This way of thinking is playing right into Kaddim’s hands, Aghat Mai. You can trust that they counted on precisely this reaction from you when they targeted Kara. You wouldn’t react the same if someone else carried the link instead, would you?”

For the first time in this conversation Kyth saw Mai look uncomfortable. His stomach clenched with worry. Was the Diamond going to give in?

Mai heaved a breath. “My reaction would be the same if it came to any of my warriors, Magister. Before considering these ‘options’ as you call them, I have to be convinced that we have no other choice. The fact that it’s Kara does make the whole thing more personal for me, but it doesn’t change a thing.”

“I hope this is indeed the case, Aghat Mai.”

A brief smile twitched Mai’s lips, his amused expression harboring a hidden edge that sent a chill down Kyth’s spine. “I’m letting this slide, Magister, because I’m sure it wasn’t your intention just now to doubt my word in this public gathering.”

The Keeper receded into his chair. “Please forgive me, Aghat Mai. I spoke rashly. I know you are a man of your word. It’s just that I couldn’t help worrying, given how closely this situation has affected you. I wouldn’t want to see our enemies succeed.”

Mai kept his gaze, the smile playing on his lips more frightening than an outburst of anger. “Neither would I, Magister, believe me. That’s why we must act quickly, isn’t it?”

Kyth’s skin prickled. Knowing Mai well, he was aware of how close this conversation had come to an explosion. He was relieved to see Mai’s resolve to protect Kara at all cost, but he was also aware how Egey Bashi’s words could have seeded doubt in anyone less involved. The solutions mentioned by the Keeper would indeed make sense to an impartial observer. If Kara’s fighting skill could threaten their military operation, drugging or killing her seemed like the only way to prevent it for certain. One life was not a high price to pay for the outcome of a war.

He prayed no one in their force would ever challenge Mai’s command.
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PRACTICE FIGHT

 

 

Kara strode unseeingly through the castle hallways, only half aware of the clanging of weapons and gear of her Gem-ranked escort. Or was it her guard? She knew Mai had been considerate by charging Raishan, a close friend, with the task, but this didn’t change the big picture. She was a threat. Knowingly or unknowingly, she might be used to betray them to the enemy. 

Worse, she couldn’t get rid of the pulling sensation that had enveloped her in the council chamber and for some reason refused to go away. As if she was back at their last fight with the Kaddim, where their leaders had surrounded her and tried to pull her with them through the time vortex. She could almost sense the wind on her cheek, the smells of stone and blood, the clanging of the dying battle. A hand, brushing her forearm in a near-intimate caress that felt so alien in the heat of the melee. She stiffened at the memory. The touch. 

She hastily pulled up her sleeve as she walked, staring at her smooth, unblemished skin. No mark of any kind. She should feel reassured, yet all she could think of was that feeling, fingers brushing over her skin in a brief gesture that seemed too slow and deliberate to come from an opponent in a battle. Bloody hell.

Her footsteps raised an echo in the long castle hallway, the clatter of boots behind her more and more rapid, until she realized she was running, with Raishan keeping up beside her. 

She came to an abrupt halt and spun around to face Raishan. The Diamond’s face remained impassive, his eyes studying her calmly. Looking at him, she forced her breathing to relax, regaining her composure. Raishan had seen her through many ups and downs. She had no need to pretend around him, or to act tougher than she felt. 

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to run like that.”

A brief smile touched Raishan’s face. “No need to apologize. Are you all right?”

She threw a restrained glance at the Emeralds, hovering a few steps behind. Raishan guessed her feelings correctly, signaling for the men to retreat to the end of the hallway, out of earshot.

Kara forced a smile. “Thanks. I…” She let out a sigh. “Everything’s been going so well. Or, so I thought. And now…”

He shook his head. “Nothing’s changed.”

“How can you say that?”

“We’re still facing the same enemy, and our plan of dealing a quick and final strike remains the same. This mark is no more than a jab from the Kaddim’s side, driven by desperation. They think they can weaken you, because they don’t know you.”

Her smile came out easier this time. “And you think you do?”

His eyes slid over her with warm affection. “You are one of our best warriors, and no Kaddim magic—or whatever else they try—could ever change that.”

She held his gaze, feeling a sting of tears rising into her eyes. Dear Shal Addim, what’s wrong with me? She took a deep breath. If only she could be as clear and solid about everything as Raishan.

“They’re trying to force Mai’s hand,” she said quietly. “They know if they target me, he will react as fast as he possibly can to stop them. They’re trying to make me their bloody tool against him.” She clenched her fists, the pain of fingernails digging into her skin bringing only marginal comfort. 

Raishan placed a hand on her arm. “You should know as well as I do that Aghat Mai would never do anything foolish. He is very level-headed—and very resourceful. Many enemies have made a mistake of underestimating him before. The Kaddim are making it too.”

Kara paused to control a brief twitch in her lips. “I’m his weak spot. The Kaddim know it. They took many risks to target me, and no one else.”

“You’re also his strength. I’m sure you know it as well as the rest of us do.”

She looked at him, against reason captivated by these simple words. She never expected to hear something like this from Raishan. She never even realized anyone could possibly think of her this way. And yet, it was true. She knew Mai’s closeness made her stronger, and she had no doubt he felt the same. No matter what the Kaddim had planned, her place was next to Mai, and she would fight by his side as long as she lived.

“Surely,” Raishan said, “you must have noticed the joy we all felt seeing you together. The two of you are meant for each other. I believe nearly everyone in the Guild shares this feeling. When we return to the Majat Fortress you will be greeted like a queen.”

She looked away. Being expelled from the Guild, having to pretend in the last weeks that she had nothing to do with the Majat, did tend to make her feel like an outsider. Yet, Raishan’s words held the truth. She was raised and trained at the Majat Fortress to become one of their best. Both she and Mai were well loved, and many people would indeed be glad to see them together. Besides, the Majat Guildmaster did have the status and authority of a king, both in the Guild and in the surrounding lands. Marrying Mai would make her equal to a queen. It was just that no other Guildmaster’s wife, to her knowledge, had ever evoked such an approval among the Majat. In fact, records of all the other Guildmasters’ marriages had been hidden away so deep in the archives that up until recently she hadn’t even realized his post allowed it at all.

Of course, no other Guildmaster’s wife had ever been trained and ranked as a Diamond and then freed of all obligations to the Guild. Her situation was unprecedented in so many ways that even the chronicles would have trouble dealing with the information. Not that she cared. Up until now, her and Mai’s happiness together had been her only consideration. And now, after Raishan’s words, she realized anew how good her life could be if the dark shadow of the Kaddim magic wasn’t looming over her. 

“Mai has this effect on people, doesn’t he?” she said quietly. “Whatever he does, people just… approve.”

Raishan smiled. “An essential quality for a great leader, don’t you think?”

She raised her face to him. “What about Aghat Seldon?”

“What about him?”

“I couldn’t help noticing a bit of tension when he arrived this morning.”

Raishan shrugged. “Despite any regrets Seldon might harbor about losing his chances for the Guildmaster’s post, he does realize he’s no match for Aghat Mai. He would never stand in the way of the Guild’s decisions.”

“Why is he here then?”

Raishan frowned. “Not because of the orders he received from Aghat Mai, for sure. Seldon arrived unexpectedly, with a somewhat unsatisfactory explanation. He claims he was sent by the Guild’s seniors, but he wouldn’t clearly say why.”

The lie Ellah detected. Kara’s heart quivered. “Seldon may prove to be a problem.”

Raishan’s lips twitched into a half-smile. “We both know Aghat Mai can handle it.”

“I hope so.” She looked away. Without the support of the senior Majat, Mai would never have been able to achieve his command. Seldon was, technically, one of them. Even if to the best of her knowledge he hadn’t expressed any open hostility, she simply couldn’t get past the fact that Seldon represented the group of people who had the power to remove Mai from his post—or worse. 

Was an opposition to Mai brewing in the heart of the Majat Guild? Or, did Seldon come here with an agenda of his own?

Raishan reached forward and briefly touched her shoulder. “You really shouldn’t worry so much. Our Guild is in good hands. Everyone knows it, regardless of the personal ambitions they may harbor. Seldon’s heart is in the right place. He would never do anything to jeopardize Aghat Mai’s command in a war.”

It must be true, if the Guild has been setting their sights on Seldon as a potential leader, at least at some point. Yet, Kara also knew that Mai’s predecessor, while having the Majat’s best interests at heart, had almost let the Guild fall into the Kaddim’s hands. 

She sighed. However much these thoughts bothered her, this wasn’t something they would be able to solve in a short conversation.

“Thank you, Aghat Raishan,” she said. “I know this kind of talk goes beyond your duty of guarding me, but you did make me feel a whole lot better just now.”

Raishan grinned. “Guarding you has many sides to it, Aghat. We both know Aghat Mai’s choice to charge me with this task wasn’t incidental. And… I’m glad I helped.”

Warmth filled her as she kept his gaze. She was surprised to realize how much Raishan’s approval, everything he said to her just now, meant to her. She felt stronger from this short conversation, ready to do her best to put the whole situation behind her.
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