
    
      
        
          
        
      

    






VALOR

––––––––

By

R. J. Larson


Copyright 2015 by R. J. Larson

Researched and written by R. J. Larson

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under the copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission.

For permission requests, please contact: rjlarsonbooks@gramcoink.com

Printed in U.S.A.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy and legitimacy of the references, referrals, and links (collectively “Links”) presented in this e-book, R. J. Larson is not responsible or liable for broken Links or missing or fallacious information at the Links. Any Links in this e-book to a specific product, process, web site, or service do not constitute or imply an endorsement by R. J. Larson of same, or its producer or provider. The views and opinions contained at any Links do not necessarily express or reflect those of R. J. Larson.

Cover design by: Kacy Barnett-Gramckow

Parchment map: Katharin Fiscaletti Gramckow

Background and images: Shutterstock.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Books by R. J. Larson:


[image: ]




Books of the Infinite

Prophet

Judge

King

Realms of the Infinite

Exiles

Queen

And

DownFallen

Valor



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHARACTER LIST


[image: ]




Vsevold/Veh-seh-vold. Warrior and an outcast from the Agocii due to his unfortunate birth, Vsevold longs to escape his reprehensible past and become socially acceptable.

Agocii/Ah-goss-ee. Nation of warrior tribes, dwellers in the mountains southwest of Parne.

Parne/Parn, or Parn-A. City-state northeast of Agocii highlands, once devoted to the Infinite, famed for its isolation and the wealth hidden within its House of the Infinite.

Belaal/Bell-A-el. Kingdom southeast of Parne and the Agocii highlands.

Daiinwar/Day-een-war, or Dane-war by family and friends, who shorten his name. Son of Lord Kol, chief warrior of the western Agocii, and heir to one of the most revered Agocii bloodlines.

Kol/kOl. Chief warrior of the western Agocii, Daiinwar’s father, and son of Lord Drekvraii, chief elder of all the Agocii tribes.

Siyrsun/Seer-sun. Belaal’s foremost General of the Army, also known as Lord-general, and Old Dreki.

Thraedar/Thray-dar. Vsevold’s older brother-in-law, grandson of a veiled woman, and socially unacceptable to the Agocii.

Cziybor/Sea-bor. Chieftain of the northern Agocii tribes, known for his devotion to the sun god, Utzaii.

Utzaii/OoT-zah-ee. Sun god of the Agocii.

Aniya/Ann-ee-ah, or Ani. Only daughter of Vsevold, who shares his outcast status.

Chiyra/Khee-rah. Wife of Vsevold, sister of Thraedar and Zeren, born of a “veiled” bloodline. Aniya’s mother.

Tasia/Tah-see-ah. Foreigner and daughter of the highly regarded scribe, Ahimaaz of Jizni in Darzeq, sold into slavery after a family tragedy.

Zeren/Zeh-ren. Younger brother of Thraedar and Chiyra. Aniya’s uncle, Vsevold’s brother-in-law.

Drekvraii/Drek-vray-ee. Most revered elder and warrior of all the Agocii. Father of Lord Kol and grandfather of Daiinwar.

Rovoncii/Rov-on-see. One of Lord Kol’s warrior-guards, Daiinwar’s friend.
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Chapter 1
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Vsevold, outcast of the western Agocii tribes, reined in his horse and waited with his restless warriors as the walls of the ancient city-state of Parne trembled beneath the onslaught of massive catapults, wielded by the army of Belaal.  

For all its grandiose posturing, Belaal and its young god-king might yet prove worthy of survival. In the distance, the smooth-shaven king, Bel-Tygeon, lifted his hand and signaled another onslaught. His men obeyed, releasing heavy chains, dropping each catapult’s massive counterweight to the ground, throwing its opposing beam skyward, launching a succession of huge boulders toward Parne’s weakening walls.

The boulders crushed into the pale wall, sending shudders through the parched soil below. Vsevold’s horse sidestepped, clearly unnerved. Beneath his breath, Vsevold prayed to Utzaii, lord of the sun, “Break the walls! Give us arrogant Parne!” He wouldn’t mention Parne’s gold. Didn’t all gold belong to Utzaii? Let Utzaii give the gold as he pleased.

Zhanid, one of Vsevold’s finest guards, shifted his horse toward Vsevold’s, but never moved his gaze from Parne’s cracked walls. His broad nostrils flaring, Zhanid ruffed his thickly braided gold-crimped beard and planned aloud, “When that wall crumbles, we’ll ride directly to Parne’s temple and help ourselves to the gold! No Parnian in my path will survive.” He frayed the ends of his beard, as if preparing to add new gold kill markers for each life he’d not yet taken.

Another boulder slammed against Parne’s huge curtain wall, and again tremors ran through the soil. The tremors increased. Vsevold frowned. No other boulder had been thrown, and the damaged wall remained upright, so why did the ground tremble? He glanced left, north, half-expecting some commotion from the Eosyths—Belaal’s least worthy allies in this siege against Parne. No ... the Eosyths remained near their pale round tents, their cowardly souls avoiding all threat of conflict.

Yet another army cut around from Parne’s northern wall. Vsevold sucked in a sharp breath. “Destroyers!” A battalion of gigantic black, restive, heavy-hooved warhorses—ridden and commanded by the enemy— “Tracelanders!” And the Istgardians and Siphrans, who were led by their upstart king.

Vsevold lifted his hunting horn and sounded a warning toward Belaal. Zhanid grabbed his own hunting trump and added his warning blast to Vsevold’s. 

Belaal ignored them.

Two more boulders hurtled toward Parne’s walls and shattered huge sections, collapsing them to rubble. A deep, thunderous vibration shook the ground, turning Vsevold’s horse skittish. Vsevold reined in the beast just as an adjoining section of Parne’s shell wall crumbled, raising a billowing cloud of pale golden dust. 

Vsevold gaped, seeing a mighty current of air lift the wall’s pulverized fragments into an immense shield of debris. Behind that impossibly huge barrier of debris, a giant’s unseen hand curved and swept through the air, starkly outlined by dust. 

No mortal’s hand.... 

Vsevold tumbled off his horse and bowed to the ground as that relentless hand swung southward, bashing the debris into Belaal’s army, striking the first third of Bel-Tygeon’s men, while sending out a stormfall of rocks in its wake—toward Belaal’s allies, the Agocii and Eosyths.

Zhanid, seated upon his horse, cried out in agony, then fell backward, pitched by stormfall’s force. Zhanid struck the parched ground, a dead weight, unmoving and bloodied by a stone’s impact against his forehead. 

Vsevold pressed his bearded face into the dust, screaming his terrified homage to the unseen Hand. To the One he’d recognized completely. “Infinite!” 

Surely the Mighty One had seen him. 

Vsevold clawed his fingers into the parched soil, waiting for death.

***
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Daiinwar, son of the chieftain Lord Kol of the western Agocii, gasped at the storm cloud, then hurriedly shut his eyes and raised his shield against the storm-driven rocks—but not quickly enough. A stone shard scuffed over his shield’s metal rim and cut a searing path along his scalp. Around Daiinwar, Agocii warriors and soldiers of Belaal lay on the ground, groaning, broken and bloodied by the storm’s onslaught, if they yet lived. Many rested in silence, staring sightlessly upward at the clear autumn sky. Behind Daiinwar, his lord-father, Kol, cursed and crouched behind Daiinwar, then yelled, “Utzaii!”

Daiinwar rebuked his lord-father in silence. No. Utzaii, the Agocii ruler of the sun, had nothing to do with this barrage of rocks. 

Eyes closed, Daiinwar saw the image yet imprinted within his gaze and thoughts. The delineated immortal Hand—there, yet not there—the power behind the scouring rocks couldn’t belong to Utzaii. The Agocii lord of the sun would never defend the faithless city-state of Parne. Also, he would never shift the balance of an approaching battle to weigh against the Agocii. 

The maligned Infinite of Parne ... He had lashed out against Belaal and the Agocii. Daiinwar sensed His omniscient presence and whispered, “Forgive me!” 

Behind Daiinwar, Kol straightened, shifted to the left, and growled toward their erstwhile allies, the Eosyths, who were in full retreat. “Fear’s weakened the Eosyths! Utzaii curse them—they’re running! And there are the Tracelanders and the Siphrans!”

With Istgardians ... riding their famed warhorses, the huge black destroyers that lived to do battle. 

Daiinwar studied their approaching enemies, and a chill trickled over his flesh like chilling water, fear accompanying the oozing of blood from his scalp. This was his first battle, and he’d received his first wound from the Infinite Himself. What must he do? His lifetime of training for battle hadn’t included warring against the Infinite.

Hadn’t his lord-father seen that immortal Hand striking at them amid the rocks? It was true that during this siege, the Infinite had pledged openly through His girl-prophet of Parne that he would deliver faithless Parne into captivity. But clearly, He’d already selected Parne’s conquerors, and they were not Agocii. 

Echoes of distant trumpets reverberated across the drought-parched land before Parne. The Siphrans led the charge, and the ground vibrated with the destroyers’ approaching hoof beats.

Daiinwar lifted his sword and prepared to defend himself and his lord-father as they retreated—for retreat they must. Daiinwar trusted his own strength against any other mortal warrior, but Destroyers were treacherous creatures, deserving their monstrous status among beasts. Any destroyer could crush a warrior within a breath, reducing a man to a pile of flesh fit only for scavengers seeking food. To have the least chance at survival, two or more warriors must attack a destroyer with javelins or longswords, gutting the beast from beneath to kill it. This day, the Agocii must band together if any of them were to survive ... now that Parne’s Infinite had turned His hand against them. And yet, if Daiinwar of the Agocii begged the Infinite’s mercy, might He compromise? 

Might He spare some of the Agocii? 

His gaze fixed on the enemy’s approach, Daiinwar retreated within his thoughts and bowed to the Infinite. Soundless, Daiinwar formed the words. “Spare us, Infinite of Parne, and I will trust You.”

Daiinwar waited. No sign, no sense of celestial mercy met his plea. Instead, death alone seemed to answer, for the very air vibrated as the army of monstrous black warhorses charged toward Belaal’s allied forces. All living soldiers capable of escape fled in full retreat before the battle was engaged.

Kol gripped Daiinwar’s elbow and drew him back as the enemy neared. The destroyer warhorses’ hooves hammered the battle in unison, in a death-beat promise of destruction. Again and again, Kol pulled Daiinwar backward, even as he called to their men, “To me! We fight together!”

Belaal’s General of the Army, Lord Siyrsun, stood defiantly in his chariot and harangued his personal troops, who sounded battle charges on their trumpets while others roared, “Turn and fight! Stand your ground!” Siyrsun, his face bloodied from the Infinite’s strike, bellowed at the archers, “Set! Aim ...!” Siyrsun led by example, setting his arrow and taking aim. Beyond him, Belaal’s king rallied his army, compelling them to gather and offer a fight. 

Kol led his men and Daiinwar toward their allies, clearly hoping for strength in numbers, but the attacking army and its destroyers rapidly picked off Belaal’s armed and mounted soldiers and their horses, forcing them back. 

A Siphran lunged toward Daiinwar, roaring a battle cry. Daiinwar fought him off easily until a huffing, maddened destroyer ridden by a Tracelander neared—neither beast nor rider noticing Daiinwar. Risking disgrace, Daiinwar retreated from the raging beast’s massive bloodied hooves. The destroyer overran Siyrsun’s horse and chariot, snatched the general up by one arm, and flung him bodily into a crowd of Belaal’s retreating soldiers. 

When the destroyer charged in another direction, Daiinwar turned to face his foe again, but the Siphran had vanished amid the chaos.  

Twice Belaal’s king attempted to gather his army, only to be scattered by the Siphran king’s forces. By midday, Belaal’s men sounded a retreat and escaped toward the southern hills. Kol backed his men away, and one of the lesser chieftains, Cziybor of the northern Agocii, sounded the trump of defeat.

Kol exhaled a groan, retreated further, and then bowed his head, signaling surrender. 

The Siphrans backed off warily, but their king called to Kol, “We will send a delegation to speak with you shortly. Let there be no dishonor between us.” 

He allowed Kol to lead his defeated warriors from the field. To Daiinwar, Kol snarled, “If the Eosyths had stood with us from the beginning, we might have had a chance!”

Daiinwar stifled his impulsive response: If the Eosyths had seen that omnipotent Hand amid the rock storm, they undoubtedly fled in panic, unwilling to challenge Parne’s Infinite Creator. Around Daiinwar, the highest-ranking chieftains also cursed the Eosyths. Hadn’t they seen the Infinite driving that wall of debris toward Belaal and its allies? 

Quietly, he asked his lord-father, “What drove that peculiar rock storm? Did you see?”

Kol grunted. “It was a freak whirlwind.”

Daiinwar wished his lord-father didn’t sound so convinced.

How could it be a whirlwind? Either he or Father suffered false sight.

***
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Ignoring his bruises and torn muscles, Vsevold tied Zhanid’s blanketed body, then stood and gazed into the distance, watching the Siphran soldiers who guarded the breach in Parne’s wall. Had that wall’s rubble truly been cast aloft by the Infinite? Was he, Vsevold the outcast, turning delusional?

Vsevold scowled, motioned for his men to wait with Zhanid’s corpse, then stalked through the encampment to the main meeting tent. Grudgingly, several warriors stepped aside, but no one insisted he leave. His kill-markers, glinting golden in his silvering beard, avowed his right to stand with the most seasoned warriors and stand he would whether they liked it or not. 

Cziybor—the belligerent glory-minded chieftain of the northernmost tribes also approached the main tent. Ignoring Vsevold, Cziybor grumbled to the other warriors, “Look! The Siphran king is riding to speak with the Eosyths—as if they’re to be more honored than the Agocii!”

“Then,” Kol said, as if they’d decided the matter themselves, “the prime minister of Istgard will meet with us, since Belaal and its cowardly king has fled.”

Several warriors nodded, though Kol’s brawny heir, Daiinwar—a promising fighter not yet twenty—seemed troubled and unconvinced. Had the young man been shaken by his first battle? Or was he perturbed that he’d failed to earn his first kill markers to adorn his beard?

To agitate the warriors from their silence, and to satisfy his own curiosity, Vsevold raised his voice with all the brashness of a man who has no good reputation to lose. “Did anyone see what sort of storm launched those stones at us before the Tracelanders and their allies attacked?”

“Wind, and it was your own!” Cziybor snarled, clearly ready to settle their enmity with swords.  

Vsevold traded him glare for glare. His own admittedly infamous exploits were known even among the northern Agocii, but the Agocii had themselves to blame for Vsevold’s long-held notoriety, and his skill with weapons. He could conquer Cziybor, the scheming braggart. “All the same, Cziybor, it was your own foul wind that sounded the retreat while my men and I were yet fighting.”

The northern warrior’s nostrils flared, and he lifted his sword part way from its scabbard. “Wisdom knows when to be silent!”

Lord Kol snapped at them, “And wisdom knows when to retreat!” He rebuked them all with a frown, particularly Daiinwar, for the young man seemed about to speak. Daiinwar stepped back and closed his mouth, then ran a hand over his dark blood-matted hair. Kol motioned everyone’s attention toward Parne. “We’re about to have visitors. I forbid any of you to speak to them. We’ll dishonor our elders if we fight with visitors outside the meeting tent.”

Cziybor looked out over the scarred battlefield and scowled at a trio of riders on restless black destroyers. “Those aren’t visitors. They’re Tracelanders—mere boys riding monster warhorses. This cannot be our delegation promised by Siphra’s king! How can we negotiate terms with boys? Where is Istgard’s prime minister?”

The young Tracelanders—clean-shaven soldiers without any evident marks of status apart from their military gear and magnificent giant warhorses—rode to the outskirts of the Agocii camp, dismounted and commanded their irritable destroyers to wait.

As they approached the entry to the meeting tent, Cziybor sneered and grudgingly, slowly stepped out of their way. Two of the young men ignored Cziybor, but the third, a grim, dark-haired youth with silver eyes, stared at Cziybor and Vsevold, obviously perceiving them as the ruffians they actually were.

Vsevold watched the young Tracelanders enter the Agocii elders’ meeting tent. Were the eastern countries ruled by children? Parne’s prophet—fearless though she’d appeared—wasn’t much more than a girl, and the Tracelands and Siphra had gathered an army of smooth-faced youths. 

Vsevold shook his head and stalked back to his men. “Why wait for negotiations to finish? We won’t gain any recognition, and there’s nothing here for us. We’ve done our duty as Agocii warriors. As soon as we’ve buried Zhanid it’s time to leave.”

Time to return to his small, ostracized family with news of his defeat and Zhanid’s death. Why had he expected anything more? 

Was he still such a raw, green youth at heart, hoping for acceptance and praise among his own people? 

Vsevold scowled at his foolishness. When he rode out of this defeated encampment, he would forget the Agocii and their remote Utzaii, lord of the sun. Who had ever cared whether Vsevold lived or died? The Agocii? Their Utzaii? 

No. Vsevold, outcast of the western Agocii, had ever been his own defender. Furthermore, Parne’s Infinite had spared his reprobate life within a breath of his first prayer to the deity, whereas Utzaii had scorned Vsevold’s prayers for his entire life.

Glowering at the evening sun, Vsevold muttered to the Infinite, “Who is Utzaii? Today, You spared me. From this day forward, count me as worthy, and grant me a new beginning!”

***
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The canvas-draped wagon swayed, then bumped over a rut in the road, slamming Tasia, daughter of the erstwhile scribe Ahimaaz of Jizni in Darzeq, bruisingly against the iron-bolted slats that framed her temporary prison while they passed through the Jizni Plains. 

Squeezed into the wagon around her, fourteen fellow slaves, all veiled women, groaned and muttered complaints. One swore dreadfully, her life-roughened voice chafing Tasia’s soul much as the splintered slats scraped at Tasia’s back and rump. The wagon thudded again, teetered, sank into another rut and then stopped. Outside, the driver snarled as if the wheels, not he, had sent the wagon into this precarious, teetering slant. If the wagon should break, if she might escape .... 

Tasia breathed a prayer. “One-Who-Sees-Me, won’t You hear me as well? Show me a way!”

A sharp elbow jabbed hard into Tasia’s side and the woman beside her hissed through her veil, “Shut up, stupid girl! Just shut up! Your prayers were finished the day you were sold!”

All the veiled heads turned toward Tasia, obviously seeing her unveiled face, though she saw only shadows behind their coarse-woven draperies. Another woman sighed, “Leave the child alone. What’s left to her now but prayers until we arrive at the House of Women?”

Outside the wagon, the driver and two other men quarreled over how to repair the cart’s broken axel. Tasia hushed, flexing her bound hands to encourage feeling to return to her fingertips. Was it too much to expect to pray without being threatened? But they were all as upset as she. Sold by their families, betrayed—perhaps—as she’d been, by someone her mother had trusted. Charisa, who’d been so kind, so concerned, so attentive to her family’s plight for the past six months. No one should have such a friend, the false-smiling, sweetly meek schemer! 

Outside, a sudden drumming of hooves announced approaching horsemen. The wagon’s driver and guards stopped squabbling and one yelled, “Grab your weapons!”

A javelin slashed through the rough fabric above Tasia’s head, and the women around her screamed, all of them huddling down together in the wagon bed. Something struck the far side of the wagon. One man shrieked and others roared battle cries amid a clash of weapons as the sounds of horses’ hooves ringed the wagon. 

When the din faded, blood-smeared hands grabbed inside the wagon’s cover and then tore it back. Terror squeezing the breath from her lungs, Tasia gazed at their attackers. Muscular, blood-spattered, rough-bearded men—warriors by the looks of them—tore back the wagon’s cover and looked upon the women in narrow-eyed scorn. Several laughed and took hold of the nearest women, who screamed. Tasia tried to shrink down farther into the wagon. These warriors didn’t look like men of Darzeq. Were they Agocii? 

One-Who-Sees ... oh, Infinite, protect me!

***
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Aniya, daughter of Vsevold, outcast of the western Agocii, slid her pruning hook into the grapevines, cut off another cluster of silver-misted dark grapes, and added the purple-black fruit to her basket. Around her, a breeze rustled through the grapevine’s leaves, its whisperings keeping her company. 

Just as well that she should listen for whispers from leaves. Who among the Agocii would speak to her except her lord-father and her mother? To the Agocii, she and her family shouldn’t exist—despite the fact that the Agocii had decreed their utter lack of status. Whatever wealth they had—such as her new amber-and-gilded silver ring—Father had earned by his own strength. And by such means that Aniya bowed her head, heartsick considering her family’s wicked reputation. 

To an extent, she could bear the isolation and the insults. But what about the future, when she was alone? Father, though robust and tough as ironwood—was middle-aged, with silver showing in his beard. And Mother, beautiful and energetic as she was, most likely wouldn’t outlive Aniya. Who would marry the daughter of Vsevold—hopefully many years from now—when her parents were gone? What man would consider her as anything more than the descendant of a harlot? 

No honorable man would look at Aniya, whereas every dishonorable man would consider her as quarry for a sporting hunt—like scorned kill to be discarded, not worth harvesting or keeping alive and protecting as the hunter’s own.

Aniya hacked another cluster of grapes from the vines and gave up. Her mood was so heavy, so distracted, that she’d likely hack herself while gathering grapes. She’d resume after checking on the evening meal, after she’d calmed herself, while uncaring Utzaii allowed his sun’s golden-red rays to light her path from a haughty distance.

Shivering at the thought of the heartless Utzaii or his glowing consort, Atzaia, seeing her bitterness, Aniya shouldered her basket and trudged downslope to her mother. 

Chiyra, wife of the outcast Vsevold—and the only woman brave enough, or desperate enough to marry him—glanced up as Aniya approached. A flash of tenderness lit Chiyra’s brown eyes and thin, tawny face as she smiled, lifting her from loveliness to extraordinary beauty. No wonder Father adored her. Her voice as warm as her smile, Chiyra asked, “My favorite helper, have you finished your section?”

“Almost.” Aniya set down her basket and kissed her mother’s cheek, feeling immediately better. “I think I just had to talk to someone.” 

“I understand.” Mother hooked a cluster of grapes, cut it away from its vine, then laid it in her basket. She didn’t speak of loneliness, or of missing Father, whom she loved. “Listen ... I’m thirsty. We’ll stop for a while, rest, have something to drink, check our stew, and then work until sunset. Tomorrow, we’ll crush these grapes for juice. We’ll dance on them, yes?” 

Aniya laughed. “Yes!”

They picked up their baskets and started downslope together, toward Father’s winter lodge. If only Father would come home soon. If only they could hear a hint of news from the Parnian venture, as Father had called it. Though why he’d felt the need to leave the mountains and travel to Parne ... she didn’t understand it. Did they truly need Parnian gold, or approval from any of the Agocii who’d shunned them?

Halfway downhill, Chiyra gasped and halted. “Thieves! Robbers!” 

Aniya snapped her attention toward the clay-daubed timber and stone winter lodge. A group of young horsemen rode around Father’s lodge, their horses laden with Mother’s blankets, Father’s winter furs, and baskets of meat Chiyra and Aniya had dried for the winter. The raiders distinctive russet-and-gray mantles and shimmering golden horses identified them at once—young marauders from the Jizni Plains of Darzeq. 

Chiyra dropped her basket, grabbed Aniya’s arm, and they fled as Chiyra begged aloud, “Don’t let them see us! Plundering scum!”

Aniya fled with her mother toward the woods beyond the vineyards. 

The young marauders’ whoops and laughter echoed after them.
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Chapter 2
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Beneath the sun’s ruddied late-afternoon glow, Vsevold cast an aggravated glance over his shoulder. He was so close to home he could almost smell the evening meal, yet he must halt. He and his men were being pursued. By—of all people—young Daiinwar, son of Lord Kol. 

Why was Lord Kol’s heir riding alone through the western hills? Granted, the youth was a promising fighter, but he’d garnered no kills yet to prove himself as a warrior. Without an array of gold kill markers in his beard to vouch for his skills in combat, he was an open target riding alone so near Darzeq’s border.

Thraedar—Vsevold’s oldest warrior, and his eldest brother-in-law—turned in his saddle and raised one bristling eyebrow at the approaching Daiinwar. “Young green fool! What does he want? He’s risking his reputation riding after us like this.”

“Or he’s trying to make his reputation,” Vsevold muttered. He passed one hand over his own shining array of gold-beaded kill markers braided within his beard, then he surrendered and halted his horse. It might benefit him to be patient with the young man. Hadn’t he longed for years to gain some social acceptance from anyone with legitimate status among the Agocii?

Now that he’d given up all hope and turned to the Infinite, here was young Daiinwar, son of Kol, chasing him down, looking unperturbed and pleasant. 

To the Infinite, Vsevold whispered, “Is this Your answer to my prayers?”

Daiinwar urged his horse nearer and offered Vsevold a polite nod—more than Vsevold’s dishonorable status merited. And he grinned, seeming sincere. “Thank you for waiting. I wished to speak with you about that windstorm at Parne.”

Wariness prickled over Vsevold’s flesh beneath his travel-musty garments, and he urged his horse onward at a walk. Had the youth been sent here to entrap him with questions of faith? It might be safest to say nothing, lest the elders condemn him for turning against Utzaii. Daiinwar could easily testify against him. 

Yet ... Daiinwar, son of Kol, was riding alongside him. Asking about that storm. 

Vsevold motioned his men to ride a short distance ahead, then shot the young man a fierce look. “Why should I say anything to Kol’s heir? Your lord-father barely tolerates my existence.”

Daiinwar’s mouth tightened within his flourishing whiskers. “I’m not here to mock you, nor provoke you in any way. You saw the storm—you asked about it at Parne. I have questions.”

“Why?” Vsevold took refuge behind an offensive slew of his own questions. “Do you hope to set me up for some foolery after all? You tell me what you saw. Why are you so interested?”

Kol’s heir glanced ahead at Vsevold’s men. “I told my lord-father that I was off to visit friends now that we’re in our own lands, therefore don’t consider me an enemy.” He leaned toward Vsevold and spoke quietly. “I saw an immortal’s hand within that storm!”

Vsevold’s breath caught stone-hard in his throat. He’d told no one. Not even his own men, for none of them had described the storm as anything but a tempest after he’d asked, and he’d sensed that he must keep the vision secret. But Daiinwar had just described the exact vision Vsevold had seen, and was watching him closely—a man who clearly hoped for corroboration against insanity.

Vsevold swallowed, then managed a defiant glare. “What else did you see? What did you think of the ... immortal?”

“I recognized the Immortal at once. The Infinite of Parne.” Daiinwar gritted his teeth visibly, then asked, “Did you also ... see Him?

“I confess to nothing. Yet I’ll defend what you saw.”

Daiinwar eased back, but his mouth twitched—a half grin amid his dark beard. “You saw Him. You sensed His Presence! I was correct.”

Vsevold’s throat tightened over his oblique admission as he half-nodded. “The unseen Hand that spared me. The unheard Voice that answers me.” Was this an acknowledgement at last? He’d fought so long and so hard for acceptance among his own people. Would his personal victory emerge from Parne’s defeat, thanks to the Infinite?

Daiinwar continued to ride alongside him. “I need to talk to someone who’ll listen. May I accompany you?”

“I’m going home.”

“Do you believe in social visits?”

“Perhaps.”

Again, the partial grin twitched over the heir’s face. “I’ll accept that as enough.”

***
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Burrowed beneath a tumble of rotting, lichen-encrusted branches, blanketed with shabby vines, moss, and ferns at the base of a darkened ravine, Aniya huddled down and stared into her mother’s huge brown eyes. Chiyra’s stark-faced terror, visible within the shadows, weakened Ani’s limbs. Had the raiders attacked Father’s men who were in the distant fields, guarding the herds? If only Father had come home days ago with Uncle Thraedar, Uncle Zeren, and the others. Those men wouldn’t have dared to raid his lands, nor chase them now. So softly that she hardly heard herself, Aniya prayed to Utzaii, “Please, don’t let them find us!”

Yet again Utzaii disdained her prayers, for the young marauders drew closer, their nearing voices overladen with malice as they called through the woods, “Woman, where are you? Bring us your daughter! Give up and we’ll spare you both!”

Chiyra closed her eyes and tightened her arms around Aniya. From a short distance away, heavy thuds sent shudders through the soil beneath them and through Aniya, making her sweat, bringing the searing brine of unshed tears to her eyes. 

The horsemen had descended into the ravine. 

The clinks of tack and low huffs of horses told of the Jizni raiders’ terrible nearness and their continued approach. Chiyra quivered within Aniya’s tightening embrace and opened her eyes. Just beyond the branches, one of the horsemen crooned, “Have we caught you?”

A lance speared through the shielding draperies of vines, aged twigs and moss, grazing a searing slice down Aniya’s arm just before the horseman wrenched his weapon away. Aniya muted a gasp as her mother clenched Aniya ferociously. Chiyra’s hardened gaze silently commanded Aniya to hush.

For an instant, silence ruled the ravine, then two men laughed as others hacked at the branches. One bellowed, “Moss don’t bleed! Woman, didn’t we tell you ‘give up’?”

Moss, lichen, bark, and leaves sifted through the branches as the men hacked apart their refuge. But, amid the racket and laughter, one marauder found their burrowed entry and reached inside. He seized Aniya’s loose curls, twining them like cords about his wrist before he dragged her outside and flung her into the ravine’s heavy carpet of decaying leaves. 

As one entity, the gang of young men, all rough-bearded and grubby, stared at her, then at Chiyra, who’d charged them from beneath the branches, yelling, “You will not kill my daughter!”

“No ...” One man, perhaps a few years older than the others, grabbed Chiyra, then looked from her to Aniya again. A preoccupied frown creased his wide bronze-skinned brow. “Seems sure we’ll spare you both for now. Unless you scream. Several days ago, Agocii warriors stole a wagonload of slaves from our people. Today, we steal future slaves from the Agocii!”

A hunting horn sounded in the distance, hushing the man’s gloating. Father’s distinctive three-note call rang toward the woods heralding his return. Instinctively, her heartbeat thudding, Aniya stood—so swiftly that one of the young men stepped back, while another pushed a battered short sword at her. “Stop!”

“Ani,” Mother hissed, “stand still!”

The big, bronze-skinned leader seized Aniya’s arm, twisting it, making the bloodied slice along her arm burn. As Aniya clenched her teeth, the man snarled, “Who’s searchin’ for you? Tell us!”

“My lord-father and his men.”

Lightning swift, the leader picked up Aniya and pitched her onto a horse, then flung himself on behind her. Two other men dragged Chiyra toward another horse while a third good-for-nothing protested, “We should just kill them now!”

The leader aimed a cutting look at him. “Are you skull-broke? We’d be hunted and hewed by half the Agocii nation! If we leave ‘em, we leave ‘em alive. If we take ‘em, we’ll sell ‘em as slaves in Darzeq—if we escape while you argue!”

Aniya flung a despairing glance at her mother. Chiyra’s tense, wide-eyed nod warned her to comply. Aniya huddled forward on her captor’s horse.

Would these raiders kill them if they learned Father’s name—knowing the infamous Vsevold was an Agocii pariah? Knowing the Agocii nation wouldn’t bother to save two worthless females belonging to an outcast warrior? The Agocii nation wouldn’t risk outright war with Darzeq for them—trade was more important to the Agocii.

She wove her right-hand fingers into the shaggy horse’s golden mane and hung on. The sight of her amber ring winking in the light gave her courage. As this ring testified, Father loved her. He’d given her this ring and a matching pendant before leaving for Parne, and he’d given Mother a similar set in gold, vowing his undying love for his family. Whatever the cost, he’d find her and Mother. 

Until then, she must keep her wits and make plans. Aniya furtively twisted off her ring and dropped the amber-and-gold crowned treasure onto the path. For an instant, she held her breath. No one had noticed the ring. Instead, the lead raider goaded his horse through the woods, taking a western path away from Father’s winter lodge. Away from Father. 

Again, the hunting horn blared, closer this time. The lead raider gripped Aniya’s spiraling curls and wrenched her upright. “Yell, an’ I’ll snap your neck. Hear me, girl?”

“Yes.” Aniya gritted her teeth. When Father continued to close the distance between them ... When he caught up with the raiders ... There’d be a terrible butchery.

She swallowed and cautiously worked debris and haphazard strands from her hair, allowing them to fall now and then in loosened tangles over shrubs and stone trails. In equally furtive movements, she gradually worked beaded fringes from her garments, dropping them occasionally on the trail as she planned her tactics for surviving the slaughter. 

***
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Vsevold rode ahead in grim silence, intent upon following the tracks that began with the trampled grass and horse manure before his lodge and led to the two baskets of grapes abandoned on his vineyard’s slopes. His stomach clenched as he recalled those two baskets and the situation they suggested. His Chiyra and Aniya, quietly going about their day, only to be chased and captured by a pack of wild men.

Whoever these raiders were, he would kill them all. If they’d hurt Chiyra or Aniya, he would hack each man apart before killing them. He could not afford mercy. Nor weakness and grief. Not in the sight of his enemies, his own men, or Daiinwar, son of Lord Kol. 

None of his men questioned him or hesitated. They’d stashed their hunting horns and communicated with signs from the first instant they’d entered the woods. These raiders were evidently careless—likely young—and unused to being pursued or disciplined. Their trail of broken twigs, horse droppings, scraped groundcover, and loosened stones sprawled through the woods like a scattered refuse heap, and by their separate tracks veering off the main path, Vsevold guessed there were perhaps fifteen riders. Tensing, he followed the trails down into a ravine, toward signs of conflict.

Thin sunlight sent a furtive gleam toward him—spiraling brown-black threads of Aniya’s long hair fluttered and glistened above the ground’s gouged mat of decaying leaves near a broken, hacked heap of old limbs. Vsevold led his men up to the muddied path, where Thraedar noticed Aniya’s ring. He dropped from his horse, scooped it up, and handed it to Vsevold. Seeing the delicate work of gilded silver, Vsevold’s throat tightened. Had his girl left signs? 

Outside the woods, the tracks continued loosely scattered down a western slope. With added clues. Bits of fringe and delicate beads shone at intervals like tiny flags along the trampled dirt pathways, amid more cobwebbed snarls of Aniya’s hair. 

Maintaining silence, Vsevold pointed to each sign—each promise that his girl was alive and that she was actively reassuring him that they followed the correct path to the degenerates. All pointing toward the Jizni Plains of Darzeq. Surely his Chiyra was alive as well. If Ani was composed enough to leave signs on the trail for him, then her mother must be unharmed.

To the Infinite of Parne, Vsevold begged in a whisper from his innermost heart, “Let me rescue them!” He’d no other loves in life except his Chiyra and their Aniya. 

***
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Adjusting his shield, then his hold on his horse’s reins, Daiinwar followed the silent Vsevold, marveling at the man’s grim composure. Would he himself be as calm if his beloved wife and only child had been stolen by raiders? No, he would have raged and called out for Kol’s entire tribe to help him repay the raiders with swift, lethal justice. 

However .... Daiinwar frowned. The western Agocii wouldn’t likely care enough to help save the baseborn Vsevold’s wife and daughter from reprobates. Vsevold and his own “no-good” force—some twenty men strong by Daiinwar’s count—usually fought such battles alone. The fact that they’d survived their circumstances thus far testified to Vsevold’s strength and leadership skills every bit as much as all the golden kill markers adorning his and his mens’ beards. Clearly, Vsevold’s men behaved as a trained force, and they in turn liked and respected Vsevold as their commander. 

Not one of them had balked at the idea of chasing a pack of troublemakers into the night despite their own fatigue.

By dusk, they’d reached the base of the foothills, which opened to the vast rolling Jizni Plains. Vsevold lifted a hand and finally spoke to his men. “Those reckless fools will slow down as soon as they believe they’ve lost us. If they halt, we’ll attack at once. Therefore, we’ll keep to the hollows and hide our approach. I command you all to eat rations, drink water, and pray for victory tonight.”

To whom did Vsevold pray? Daiinwar longed to ask. Utzaii’s name disrupted Daiinwar’s thoughts. But hadn’t the Infinite been the true deciding force in Parne? 

Turning his gaze from the lowering sun, Daiinwar shifted his round, metal-embossed shield upon his arm, studied the night’s first glittering stars, and prayed to Parne’s Infinite.

***
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Aniya licked her dry lips and calmed herself, listening to the usually pleasing choruses of crickets as her captor guided his glistening golden horse through the early autumn dusk. Would the crickets outlive her to die at first frost? Would she die tonight?

Though she’d long since ceased to scatter clues along their trail, Aniya froze when the leader leaned forward and clasped her wrist. She stared at his big fingers, shadowed in the all but vanished sunset. Her wrist looked as thin as a springtime branch in his hand—he could break her arm with a single snap. She shivered as he asked abruptly, “You’re how old?”

“Fifteen summers.” How croaky her voice sounded. So scared.

For a while, he guided his wearied horse in silence through the curving lowlands, through night’s intensifying darkness. But several times, he stealthily ran his roughened hand from her wrist up her forearm and then beneath her leather tunic’s sleeve. Aniya suppressed a shudder and clenched her teeth. She mustn’t claw him—he’d certainly beat her.  

This was the first time any man had touched her and he was a robbing, abducting sneak of a foreigner, not an honorable man. Though no honorable Agocii would have her. 

No Agocii would consider helping her, except Father and his men. 

Where was Father? There’d been no further signs of him or his men. Yet Father would move the very skies to find her and Mother. He would! 

Off to her right, Ani heard Chiyra hiss. Then a slap sounded in the darkness—the brutal impact of hand against flesh silenced the nearby crickets. Chiyra growled in outrage, and one of the young men laughed. 

At last, the leader called out, “Time to rest and tend the horses!”

A raider to Aniya’s left complained, “We should have taken those grapes as well.”

“Let the women prepare food,” another said.

But Aniya’s captor argued, “It’ll take too long. We’ve enough journey food.” He spoke as if they were on a pleasant trip, returning home from Agocii lands. Aniya repressed fury. The leader sighed, dismounted in the tall grass, then reached up and dragged Ani off his horse. As his men tore away grass and loosened soil to prepare a hearth, the leader lashed Aniya’s wrists together. His pungent odor encircled Aniya. She held her breath as he cinched the final knot and then leaned down, threatening, “You stay where you’re placed, or I’ll kill you. Hear me, girl?”

“Yes.” If only he would place her near Mother. Instead, he forced her to sit some distance away from Chiyra.

The reprobate released her and turned away to tend his horse. Soon after the hearth had been established and a small fire was kindled with dry grass, tinder, iron, and striking stones. Did she dare plead for herself and Mother to ...? 

A quiet, bug-like, “Tik-tik-tik!” sounded to Ani’s right, at half-distance between her and Chiyra. Before Aniya wondered at this bug’s noise, caterwauling battle cries broke around the camp, making Aniya’s skin tingle with fear. 

Aniya’s captor—a shadowed outline against the firelight—charged toward her, pulling out his sword. 
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Chapter 3 
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At Vsevold’s quiet signal, off to his right, Daiinwar bellowed a war cry and then charged with all of Vsevold’s men into the rough clearing.  He’d already determined his target—the raider directly ahead of him—the leader who’d threatened Vsevold’s daughter. Already, the man was storming toward him, sword drawn. The bound girl flung herself out of the way as Daiinwar collided with the leader and shoved his shield into the man’s body to throw him back. 

The man grunted, regained his footing and lifted his sword. Daiinwar braced himself and slid his double-edged short sword around the side of his shield. As trained from childhood, he stabbed the leader repeatedly from belly to groin, and the degenerate fell heavily to the ground, writhing and groaning. Daiinwar finished him with a swift cut, then turned to the next man, who gawked at his fallen leader, then at Daiinwar.

Recovering his wits, the laggard lunged, holding his short sword low to gut Daiinwar from beneath his shield. Daiinwar hacked his shield’s metal lower rim into the man’s arm and within a blink, swept his blade outward, striking beneath his foe’s jaw and throwing him backward, fatally wounded.

To his right, Vsevold roared, “Let none escape!” Two of Vsevold’s fighters ran after a pair of reprobates who’d retreated and fled on foot. Guarding himself, Daiinwar turned and surveyed the trampled field in the hearth’s wavering light. Most of the raiders were already dead. One of Vsevold’s men sat nearby, growling as Thraedar slapped ointment onto a facial gash. A short distance off, Vsevold lifted his wife to her feet and she leaned against him, her hands yet bound. Vsevold’s daughter was kneeling where Daiinwar had last seen her, and she was gnawing at the cords binding her wrists. Courageous girl. 

She looked up as he approached—older than he’d initially presumed and clearly suspicious. She leaned away, a frown shadowing her sweet face in the wavering firelight. “Who are you? Have you joined my lord-father’s men?”

Daiinwar half-grinned. Did she consider him a good-for-nothing? She looked ready to run away. Yet her fears were understandable after what she’d just survived. He crouched in the crushed grass beside the wary girl, keeping his voice low, his tone sympathetic. “I’m Daiinwar, son of Lord Kol of the western Agocii. As for joining your lord-father’s men ... I suppose I have, for now. Let me cut those cords—your parents are waiting.”

***
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Aniya held out her bound hands. The young fighter removed a clean, gold-threaded dagger from his belt and then turned her hands toward the feeble firelight. As he cut the cordage, he said, “I admire your composure. Your lord-father was greatly relieved by the trail you left him.”

“Thank you.” As for composure, what composure? She must look far calmer than she felt. Inside she was a-quiver, like a rabbit caught live in a snare. Was this man truly Lord Kol’s son? Had he murdered someone? Burned down a village? Otherwise, there was no logical reason for his presence. 
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