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for Dawn

Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

But catching up with the kaerlings proves to be anything but simple.

The four companions (Lored, Tari, Otta and Erl) have travelled the width of Falnaboldu and crossed the great ocean to land on Jargoiden’s hostile shores.

Meanwhile, Ashlar Slate, the King’s Assassin, is tracking Tari, who, he believes carries a scrip that his employer has ordered him to retrieve, killing everyone who has come into contact with it. Accompanying Slate are two Kirridians, Stio and Rue, who are eager to protect Lored and his party from harm.

But quite how the companions are going to rescue Lally and Derri, when ...

Otta has forgotten who she is and is in the custody of the kaerlings

Tari is a prisoner in a lonely cell high in the mountains.

Rue, the Herb Woman from Kiros, is a thrall under the control of the Slave Medic.

Lored, Erl, Stio and Ashlar have been forced to fight in the Arena in Irak Tam, and, against all odds, have slain the kaerling Champion. But they are kept within the Fighting Ring; they too are slaves, with no control over their future.

Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Irak Tam, Rhanilk & Orosturbe

Sharreshzan 

Day 1 to 3
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Chapter One
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The first scent Erl could recall was that of damp loam. He could feel the crumbling soil beneath his fingers, moist, gritty. Fragrance of leaf and moss were strong in his earliest memories, bringing back recollections of his mother’s dismay at the state of his hands and clothes.

Frondescence filtered into all his childhood recollections; newly unfurled leaves of hard, bright green, dark verdancy of summer, along with the crisp rustle of autumn’s russet and lemon tones. The trees themselves were mysteries of life; smooth-skinned birch, mottled hornbeam, fissured oak. Rooted in the rich soil of the forest, all plants thrived beneath the hot sun and plentiful rains.

As a small child, the feel of mud between his toes delighted him above all else. Burying his arms up to his elbows in the dark soil of the vegetable patch, was something he indulged in whenever his mother turned to check on his twin. Later, as he grew taller and stronger, the thrill of fertile earth beneath his boots as he ran through forest glades made him feel alive.

His father taught him reverence for all life, never to kill wantonly, only slaying what was needful for the family to survive the winter months. The care of plant, mammal, reptile, bird and invertebrate was implanted firmly in Erl’s heart, as his father taught the twins how to hunt and cull.

He remembered the harsh black grains of sand on Nilo’s Island, how they scratched and irritated his skin. He thought of the ochre and blood-red rocks and soil of the land of Imel, and then memories of resin-scented, needle-covered dirt assailed his nostrils. He tensed, as the abrasive touch of wind-driven sand swept over his face. A new memory eradicated the old ones; hard-packed, pink-red earth, stained with green and crimson blood. Bile tickled his throat and he coughed.

His eyes flew open and in the dimness he sensed the presence of his friends close at hand. Beneath his body the cart creaked and groaned, wheels rumbling on the stone floor of a wide tunnel. An odd pale green illumination streaked the hewn walls at intervals, revealing his companions’ faces.

Lored lay supine to his left, the broad face pale and sickly in the odd light. Dark stains blemished the taku-kevir’s burgundy robes. Stio squatted to Erl’s right, craning his neck to see what was up ahead. The long, vulpine face looked unusually serious, the muscled torso marred with scratches, blood and bruises. Ashlar Slate crouched at the rear of the open cart, looking back the way they’d travelled, his grey garments rent and crumpled.

“Not far to go now!”

A voice behind Erl made the young man jump and Stio snorted with bleak amusement. “Not before time, old man.”

“None of that cheek, youngster!”

Erl heard affection and laughter in Milton’s voice.

The journey in the tunnel seemed to have taken several lifetimes. The four men had spent hours in the Fighting Arena in Irak Tam, battling the kaerling Champion. Erl shuddered inwardly as memories of slaughter crashed into his mind. Tears pricked his eyes and he blinked them back rapidly. As much as Erl disliked fighting, he felt naked now without the knot wood staff he’d used in the arena. Lored moaned and cried out briefly. Erl placed a hand on the taku’s shoulder and the man fell silent. The young lad frowned at the power user; had he imagined it, or had Lored called out for Otta?

Erl glanced over at Ashlar and Stio, but neither of them appeared to have heard. He glanced down at the taku-kevir and wondered what had passed between his sister and Lored. He had mixed emotions regarding his twin; once they had been close, but when he’d lost his memory, he’d attempted to rape her and things had never been the same since. He shifted his buttocks carefully, feeling every muscle in his body shriek with exhaustion.

He’d never admitted his darkest secret to anyone, except Tari. Where was the treu-priestess? He and Tari had survived pursuit through an eerie pine forest and been driven into the Chandar sand fields by a ghostly wolf. They’d passed through the desert with help from some friendly Chandarin but had been taken prisoner by a man from a rival tribe, and sold as slaves in Rhuminol.

Erl recalled Tari being questioned by a Falnaboldian, a kaerling, and a terrifying apparition known as the Ghost Maker, before the girl had been taken away. Where she was, Erl had no idea, but he was determined to rescue her, and escape from the kaerling stronghold.

The sound of echoing hooves and rumbling wheels faded as the cart emerged from the tunnel and bright light fell about them. Erl felt more tears prick his eyes and hurriedly wiped them away. White washed walls rose on either side crowned with terracotta pots of blooms and herbs. The tunnel, the lad realised, was carved into the dark face of a mountain. A sheer wall of rock rose before him, filling his vision.

The rapid hoofbeats slowed and ceased. The wooden cart creaked as it came to a halt and Lored groaned again.

“Milton! The taku needs a medic, now!” Stio called, leaning past Erl and peering at Lored’s blood-stained robes in concern.

“They’re waiting for you,” Milton’s creased brow crinkled further as he turned to look at the taku.

Erl stood up and gazed around at more white-washed walls and baskets filled with prolific colour and herbage. Mid-afternoon sunlight bore down upon the scene. Strong wooden doors with iron bolts and studs stood at intervals in the pale walls and un-shuttered windows gaped blankly.

The young man swallowed hard, feeling how parched his throat was. Where were they?
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Chapter Two
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A warm breeze stirred the drapes before Rusivarch Hoyun, lifting the diaphanous material momentarily. A slave girl sauntered past the Master of Lomentis. Her dark eyebrows arched in surprise at his presence. She dropped a hurried curtsey and he waved her past, catching hold of one of the pale curtains.

He turned his head to watch the Cahilian girl sway through the foyer and turn right to descend the stairs to the kitchens. Voices beyond the drapes turned Rusi’s attention to the men in the living area.

He could see three of them clearly, clustered in front of the fountain whose musical voice had once again been woken. Beyond the falling water, before the wide windows, stood the ten foot tall Agave that had spent the past few years as the only living inhabitant of the House of the Champions.

He watched the three men as they spoke quietly together. Stio, the tallest of the warriors, was pressed up against the bamboo fence between the double height living area and the single storey practice room. Steel Arm, as Rusi had named him to the crowds in the arena, had proved popular, particularly with the women.

Erl, not quite as tall as Stio, but taller than the King’s Assassin, stood with his back to the Agave, looking down. Screaming Maiden, as Rusi now thought of him, laughed nervously at something Stio said and shook his head.  

Ashlar Slate, supposedly the King’s Assassin, stood to Erl’s left, his back to Rusi, staring through the open window at the tumbled mountain ranges beyond. Deathly Eye, (as was his official name in the Fighting Ring), was a potential threat to the kaerlings. Rusi had already taken steps to make sure the renegade power user would be unable to tap into his talent, but he was curious as to how the man had concealed his ability.

Behind him, the Shamirite hound yawned and whined. He let go of the drape and glanced down at his latest canine acquisition. His previous dog had been impaled on the old Champion’s horns when the monster had threatened Rusi. The Master of Lomentis reached out and scratched the bitch’s wrinkled brow.

“Come and meet the new Champions of Irak Tam. Come on, girl!”

Rusi pushed his way past the floating drapes, hearing the click of the red hound's sharp claws on the polished tiles. The newly washed walls gleamed, the paintings rich with colour. The three men turned as one, hands automatically going to empty belts. Their faces tightened, expressions closing up, when they saw their master.

“Who is it?”

Rusi recognised Lored’s voice.

“Who do you think?” Stio replied sardonically.

Rusi felt his lips twitch in a smile. It didn’t matter that they hated him; he was used to that. What he wasn’t used to, was his canine leaping on one of the slaves.

The Shamirite hound brushed his left knee as she ran and jumped at Ashlar Slate. The room echoed with her delighted whines and yelps. Rusi came to a halt, staring in astonishment as the King’s Assassin knelt down and buried his face in the hound’s neck.

Both Erl and Stio had slight smiles on their faces as they watched the reunion. Rusi groaned inwardly. The hound had arrived in the same shipment as Stio, Ashlar and Erl.

Bugger, he thought to himself, this could be awkward.

“Here, girl. Leave him alone.”

The hound turned her odd, wedge-shaped visage towards her new owner and whined plaintively.

“She’s mine.” Ashlar Slate raised his head from her red pelt, dark grey eyes steely.

Rusi pursed his lips. “Not anymore she isn’t.”

Slate gripped the supple skin of the hound’s neck, his jaw set. “I bought her in Shamir.”

Rusi shrugged. “That is of no consequence. You are a slave. Slaves cannot own anything. I own you. I own the bitch.”

The hound growled, amber eyes hostile. Rusi raised his eyebrows, intending to intimidate both man and beast.

“I am your master now.” He spoke softly, holding Slate’s gaze. “I will feed you, train you and enable you to win in the Fighting Ring. If you behave well, I will allow you to speak with your hound once a day.”

The dark eyes gleamed with frustration and Rusi heard the other three men inhale sharply. Then Ashlar kissed the top of the hound’s head. Reluctantly he released her and stood up.

“Her name is Karah.”

The hound pressed against Slate’s legs, leaving a trail of red hair on the green trousers.

“Karah!” Rusi barked authoritatively, and immediately the hound left her previous master.

After only a couple of steps, she stopped, turning to look at the Assassin.  

“Go! He is your master now!” Ashlar’s tone was bitter, his face stony.

She whined once and slowly walked to stand beside Rusi. He stroked the short hair on her neck and felt a moment of satisfaction. Two cowed. Three to go.

“I see you have bathed.” Rusi nodded, as he looked them up and down.

Ashlar Slate wore dark green trousers and a loose blue shirt. Erl was dressed in brown trousers and a white tunic. Stio wore only a pair of tight fitting grey leggings, leaving his bruised chest bare. Rusi turned his head to regard Lored. The taku wore a different turban, a clean white one, and was clad in light blue trousers and a loose smock to accommodate the bandages around his torso.

“Still painful?” Rusi stared at the pale face.

Dark brown eyes bored into him, pain tensing the lids.

“Very!”

The Master of Lomentis nodded. “Our healers have done what they can. I’ve sent word to the Slave Medic. He has a new thrall who is more skilled than any we’ve captured for a long while, who will attend you.”

“Thank you.” The pale face was neutral, but the tone of his voice held respect.

“How did you conceal your talent from the sharresh-idenru?” Rusi fastened his gaze once more on Ashlar.

Surprise flickered in the steely grey eyes. “I use a Negation spell.”

“A what?”

“Negation. It’s in opposition to Elkadanu.”

Lored chuckled wearily and Rusi darted a glance at the taku. He hoped the man didn’t die. The Falna Three didn’t really have the same ring to it as the Falna Four.

“Well, well, I learn something new some days.”

“You’ll have to teach me that one, Ash,” Lored said tiredly, closing his eyes.

“I will,” the Assassin cast a worried glance at the taku.

“And no doubt you are strong in power too?”

Lored opened his eyes with a struggle. “If I have my staff and am not injured.” A shadow passed across his face.

“I don’t know where your staff is,” Rusi said brusquely. “But you won’t need it here. And, as a precaution, you will both drink nenissha, morning and evening. Understand? Your goblets will be checked!”

Lored chuckled again, but Ashlar’s nostrils flared in indignation.

“Shouldn’t we drink this nenissha too?” Stio grinned mockingly. “You never know, Erl and I might have hidden talents.”

“Even I can tell neither of you have ability!” Rusi snorted. “If you drink nenissha, it will give you the runs.”

Erl grimaced and Stio chuckled quietly.

“The medic for Lored should be here shortly. Do not even attempt to escape, understand? You can, however, eat as much as you wish and enjoy the slave girls and boys, whichever takes your fancy.”

Expecting the Falna Four to roar with laughter at his last statement, Rusi felt a little disconcerted as the men stared at him without humour. Shrugging, the Master of Lomentis turned on his heel, calling to Karah, as the drapes lifted to reveal an ageing woman in the green uniform of the Slave Medic’s office.
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Ashlar Slate sat on a bench, his back propped against the edge of the wooden table. He kept his expression set and hard, concealing the turmoil in his soul. Behind him the fountain sang a quiet, liquid song.

He watched the female medic examine Lored’s wounds, Stio hovering behind her, questions bursting from his lips. Erl leant against the bamboo wall, looking on with an air of bemusement.

Since his ejection from Olin Heon, thirty years before, Ashlar Slate had been used to his own company. To be confined, to be a slave, was not in Ashlar’s nature. Their capture by Chandarin warriors had been bad enough. The incarceration firstly in Rhuminol and then here in Irak Tam, had been horrendous. Even fighting the kaerling Champion had been easier than being confined.

To lose Karah to the Chandar tribe, had been hard. To hear her bark when they’d arrived in Orosturbe had been unbearable. But to discover that his hound now belonged to the man he had sworn to obey, was perhaps the most difficult thing to reconcile.

Ashlar was used to obeying orders from one man; the King of Falnaboldu. Apart from that, he had been his own master. But now he was sworn to obey Rusi. He had taken an instant dislike to the ugly half-kaerling when he’d first met him two days before. Now, for better or worse, Rusi held their lives in his hands.

He found he was staring at the medic, not quite believing his eyes. Rue was the talented healer whose knowledge surpassed Irak Tam’s medics. He followed her movements as she knelt beside Lored, probing his wounds.

“I agree with the previous diagnosis,” she said softly, her Kirridian lilt echoing. “There is no internal bleeding. But your injuries are extensive, Lored. You’ve lost a lot of blood. I have some yarrow with me which I can pack into the larger wounds. Can you find me some clean bandages?” This was to a slave girl waiting by the diaphanous drapes leading to the foyer.

The dark-haired, svelte female bowed her head and disappeared behind the curtain.

“What on earth happened to you?” Rue spoke in a low voice.

“We had to fight the kaerling Champion,” Stio told her, his Kirridian accent a low rumble.

“Who are you?” Erl asked, his brow creasing.

“This is Rue, the Herb Woman of Kiros!” Stio turned to the young man.

“Formerly, Herb Woman of Kiros,” Rue searched in one of her satchels. “You must be Erl.”

“Yes! How do you know?”

“Tari spoke of you.”

“Tari?”

“You’ve seen her?”

“Is she well?”

Erl, Stio and Lored spoke simultaneously. Rue glanced up, a startled look in her light grey eyes. “Yes! She was well when I last saw her.”

Erl and Stio sighed as Lored leaned forwards. “What happened to her?”

“Sit back! You’ll make the bleeding worse!” Rue pushed the taku against the back of the curiously carved chair.

“Have you seen her since that creature spoke to her?” Erl asked in a tight, trembling voice.

“No, I’m afraid not. But we spoke a lot in the cell in Rhuminol. I know you’re trying to find a child called Derri.”

“Otta and I need to find him,” Erl explained. “He didn’t want to live with his kaerling family.”

“I believe the kaerlings live in Orosturbe at the top of a very steep flight of steps in a place called the House of Amethyst. I have only been there once, but if I am sent there again, I will look out for a child called Derri.”

“Thank you,” Erl smiled, relief showing in his bright blue eyes.

“Ah! Here it is!” Rue took out a pouch and unfastened the leather ties. “Stay as still as you can, Lored.” She sprinkled a fine herbal powder into each of the deep gouges in the taku’s torso. “Tari also told me she’s looking for an acolyte of Aqua, Lally. I’ve not come across her yet, but if I find her, I’ll let you know.”

“Where is Rhanilk?” Lored asked, his face creasing with pain.

“Sorry, it will sting for a few moments. After that the numbing agent should set in,” Rue smiled sympathetically and tucked the pouch into her satchel.

Ashlar watched the Herb Woman, wanting more than anything, to hold her tight. He refused to let himself move. Firstly, he had no idea how Rue would respond, and, if she slapped his face for such a bold move, he wasn’t sure how he’d react. Secondly, he was the King’s Assassin and could have no ties to anyone.

“I know of the location of Rhanilk; it’s between here and Orosturbe, but it’s unlikely I’ll be called there. Why?”

“From Erl’s description of the creature that examined Tari, I think the priests of the ilkiendu are involved. I learnt recently...” A look of sadness flickered over the taku’s broad face. “That Rhanilk is where the ilkiendu and their priests live. I’m wondering if Tari is being kept there?”

Rue bit her lip. “If I can find out, I will. But I have no more say over my movements, than you do.”

“But if Lored asks that you attend him daily,” Stio said slowly. “You can visit us and tell us if you’ve found out anything new.”

The Herb Woman nodded in agreement. “I’ll try. But you will have to specifically request I tend you, Lored.”

“I also need to find my twin sister, Otta,” Erl announced.

Rue raised her strong, dark eyebrows and smiled. “I don’t have any free time, but I will do my best. What does she look like?”

Erl paused a moment and glanced over at Lored who shrugged and nodded. “She looks like a kaerling.”
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