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Masiki trod on the ashes of the civilization she created. Delicate flakes drifted from the smoke-smothered sky, silent testimony of the once-proud constructs reduced to little more than rubble. The stench of soot and burnt bodies hung in the air, and corpses littered the streets, some still smoldering and blackened beyond recognition. The curtain of smoky haze periodically parted to allow brief glimpses of the steepled pyramids that towered above the chaos—mute witnesses who helplessly watched their city as it collapsed in spurts of blood and fire.

The streets were hushed. The conquerors from Sargonia escaped from the simmering heat inside the buildings they spared, their attention diverted by the spoils of war. They delighted in feasting and revelry, torture and humiliation of their captives, and whatever other depravities they could conjure up behind the walls of the newly occupied structures. There was no need to remain alert or post more than the occasional lookout or squadron of guards. The mighty nation of Hikuptah was conquered, humbled by a rebellion of its slaves and one former soldier the common people named Godslayer.

Masiki smiled. The problem with slaying gods was the demise of an entire people's faith. The Godslayer could have assumed the mantle of leadership, but he shockingly abandoned his spoils and disappeared, leaving the nation reeling from his departure. With their figurehead gone, the city of freed slaves quickly found their newfound sovereignty short-lived. When word of the disarray reached the neighboring nation of Sargonia, the result was swift and brutal—an immediate strike by their notoriously bloodthirsty armies. Despite their renown as military experts, the Hikuptians lacked the will and ability to direct their defenses. City by city fell until the remaining soldiers made a desperate last stand at the capital of Al'Quihirah.

Where the city burned.

The wind tugged at the fringes of Masiki's shapeless black robes and the headscarf that exposed only her eyes. She strode in the shadows of mammoth domed buildings where throngs once traveled with scarcely enough room to move. 

A flicker of movement caught her eye.

A pair of children stared from where they huddled behind a stack of soot-stained crates. Their eyes were wide and haunted, their faces smeared with dirt. The boy had his arm around the scrawny shoulders of his sister, but the gesture was hopeless at best. There was no challenge on their faces, no fear. Only resignation.

Masiki passed them without a further glance. That they would be dead or worse in a matter of hours or days didn't matter. It was the way of war. No one told the stories of the vanquished. There was never any heroism in taking a city, only tears, blood, agony, and death. She had seen the same many times, and the story never changed. Only the victors changed, transforming the realities of savagery, rape, and torture into tales of legend and glory.

She made her way further into the bowels of Al'Quihirah, paying no more attention to the gaping wounds of the dying city. In an ironic twist, the Godslayer had left Hikuptah to pursue her, never assuming that she would abandon the trappings of godhood and take the guise of a commoner. She remained, watching as the Sargonians sacked, looted, and burned everything she had built for nearly an Age. She watched, knowing that at any moment, she could have singlehandedly stopped the carnage, decimated the Sargonian forces with minimal effort, and delivered the Hikuptians from the clutches of their destroyers.

Instead, she trod on their ashes.

The rank odor of sweat, unwashed bodies, and stale wine alerted her before the drunken laughter of the men that followed. Bands of mercenaries picked at the city's corpse like buzzards, seeking any leftovers they could salvage. The group that tailed her had tired of looting the dead and sought thrills from live sport.

"What's your hurry, sweetling? Are you lost? My men and I will be happy to escort you." More laughter rippled through the mob. 

Masiki turned her head ever so slightly. She counted at least twenty men, a varied assortment from the surrounding lands. They were unkempt and disheveled, though their weapons looked suitable enough. Their armor was decorated with blood and grime, covering bodies lined with the lean muscles of born predators. Their eyes gleamed with a hunger for rape and murder so ripe she practically smelled it.

It took less than a second to spread her focus across the entire group and wield Kinesis as a weapon. The resulting blow struck with such force that their bodies were flung high into the air, their armor shredded, and their bones splintered. Dusty cobblestones erupted in an explosion of flinty stone and stinging sand, and the men screamed as their bodies burst against the ground like overripe figs. Their agonized cries faded as Masiki continued, skirting the shadows of the tattered canopies overhead. In a short time, she arrived at her destination.

Sargonians respected their enemies' gods enough to leave their temples and shrines mostly unspoiled. The temple of Nebethe was similarly unmolested other than to verify that the Lektor priests had killed themselves, as was their custom when their temple was sacked. The sanctuary was massive, built to withstand the harsh heat and merciless sandstorms that regularly assaulted the city. Masiki approached a small, nearly invisible door at the side of the building. One of the Glyph carvings on the frame pulsed red, and the door silently slid open to admit her.

The narrow hall was one even the priests didn't know existed. It led to another open door, revealing a small compartment. A single lever protruded from the side, which she pulled to the down position.

The hallway dropped out of sight as the compartment lowered. It descended deep into the temple's depths before coming to a stop. She stepped out into her private chamber. Glimmering piles of coins, figurines, weapons, silks, and carvings carelessly littered the room—all gifts from the people to Nebethe, goddess of war and healing. Masiki pursed her lips as she gazed at the endless array of priceless offerings. She would have to clear her chamber of the rubbish soon. Her days as Nebethe were at an end. Though treasure had its power, it was paltry compared to what Masiki already possessed.

Her attention focused on the ornately gilded oculus in the corner of the chamber. She placed her hand on the accompanying pedestal, where a corrugated sphere had been cut in two, revealing the glimmering crystals within. The stones pulsed at her touch, and the oculus' mirrored surface distorted in a blur of colors. Her reflection warped beyond recognition as the crystals' unique energies sought to connect with their counterparts far away. When the ripples morphed back into place, it wasn't her likeness that gazed back at her.

It was the Man with Mirrored Eyes.

His face was slender and fine-featured, framed by a mane of inky black hair that fell past his shoulders. But it was his irises that transfixed her. They had no color, barely discernable from the whites of his eyes because they shimmered like newly polished mirrors. Ancient knowledge and arcane secrets smoldered behind his commanding stare, mysteries she would one day inherit if she continued to assist him faithfully. The worship of a trifling few million was nothing next to what she could gain by serving her Adhiza. What she knew was beyond any of her kind, but she was nowhere near content. There was always more to learn, more enigmas to unravel. It was the power of true godhood that she hungered for.

And only the Man with Mirrored Eyes could give it to her.

"Your city dies." His voice was resonant yet oddly melodic, as though his lips caressed the words that flowed through them.

She nodded. "It is the nature of humanity. The strong trample the weak, and every civilization exists to be supplanted by the next."

"That is because they lack the direction to guide them. Without a united vision, all they accomplish will be meager and destined to crumble. But that does not have to be their destiny. This world is full of sleeping minds, Masiki. But they will awaken to a vision I have engineered." He paused to study her through the lens of the oculus with a gaze so penetrating that she nearly trembled.

"Your hand guided the Hikuptians from shivering in tents to basking in towering pyramids. Do you suffer from regret, Masiki? Does the fall of your creation haunt you?"

"No, Adhiza. The rebellion was necessary to have Titien liberated from its hiding place. The Godslayer has it in his possession now, and soon it will lead him to the three Geods that remain hidden."

"The Godslayer." The Man with Mirrored Eyes' face revealed his amusement. "How these humans heap grandiose titles upon each other. All the while, they remain oblivious to the strings that guide their every action. Myriads of strings invisible to their eyes, leaving them ignorant that their actions are a prewritten symphony. I take it that Leilavin has finally summoned the courage to venture from her abode in Everfell to create another Reaver?"

"Yes." Masiki marveled inwardly. There was nothing that the Man with Mirrored Eyes didn't know, it appeared. "With her powers reduced, she was forced to use a human host."

"Marcellus Admorran. I know." His gaze grew distant. "As he has served my purposes in the past, so he serves again. He has been such a valuable instrument, has he not? It is a shame his part in this symphony is nearly finished."

"Is ... it necessary to cut him off so soon?" Masiki nearly winced as her voice betrayed her concern. The Man with Mirrored Eyes' expression turned coy, revealing that he instantly noticed it.

"Have you grown fond of your champion? Small wonder considering his role in your liberation, albeit ignorant of your true nature. Still, even a powerful player must be sacrificed to prevail in this game, Masiki. Just as this city was sacrificed for a larger purpose. As an untold number will yet be sacrificed." His eyes bore into hers, reflecting her visage across their mirrored surfaces. "Do you still believe, Masiki? Do I still have your complete devotion?"

"You do, Adhiza. I am yours with all of my heart and soul." There was no reason to deceive because it was the truth. She would do whatever was asked of her if the end meant inheriting the mantle of power her Master currently possessed.

"Then continue as instructed. I will handle the Champion of Kaerleon myself."

Masiki gazed at him in shock. "How will you be able to do so when he is here, and you are...?"

"I will bring him to me, Masiki. Just as with Alaric, I must implant my instructions directly into his mind."

"How can you be sure he can even find his way to you?"

The Man with Mirrored Eyes smiled. Light glinted from his irises, and his gaze sharpened as though beholding the ever-shifting waves of the future. 

"Strings, Masiki. Strings."
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​Chapter 1: Valdemar
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Valdemar Basilis smiled at the man who meant to kill him.

Oebarsius was head and shoulders taller than Valdemar, with long arms and a sinewy musculature capable of nightmarish speed. His armor was lightweight—boiled leather overlaid with metal discs, and a heavily gilded dome-shaped helmet was strapped to his head. His dark eyes studied Valdemar's movements closely. Two black streaks were painted in vertical lines down his face. In one hand was a sickle-shaped, one-handed sword. The other gripped the straps of his steel-plated roundel shield, which bore the Aracville standard of a black tower aginst a fiery sun.

Castle Basilis was at Valdemar's back. The towering walls felt like a protective shadow, assuring him of Deis' blessing and the approval of his people. He knew soldiers and residents lined the ramparts, thousands of bodies packed in to witness Valdemar's triumph or defeat. They waited in silence, the hushed anticipation practically palpable. The heavy, iron-wrought gates of the castle were closed. They would open only to one of the two combatants, and whoever it was would be the lord of Bruallia.

Valdemar's heart pounded. He loved the feeling before a duel. The rush of blood that left his hands trembling, the sweat that broke out of his pores and trickled down his chest and back—it was always exhilarating to be unsure of one's survival. In a way, those moments were the only times he ever felt truly alive. Everything was his to control, every movement capable of destruction or salvation.

He was the master of his destiny.

His lamellar armor creaked with his movements. The rectangular pieces of steel were laced in scale formation, protecting his shoulders, chest, and midsection over a shirt of glittering ebony mail. The rest of his armor was light—a protective vambrace and greaves embellished with scarlet dragons. Another dragon was emblazoned across his chest. Disregarding all counsel, he wore no helmet. He preferred that his people view their lord clearly, with no doubts about who fought for them.

Especially since the contest would be over so quickly.

His hand strayed to the grip of his sword. The wind tugged at the silken ebony cape that hung from his shoulders as he advanced toward Oebarsius, who assumed an offensive stance with his legs bent and his blade at the fore. The warlord's teeth were gritted, and his eyes narrowed. He uttered a wild roar and charged.

Valdemar tightened his grasp on his sword grip as time slowed to a crawl. Oebarsius seemed to take a long time coming, allowing Valdemar time to anticipate his attack, the direction of his swing, and the perfect point to counterattack. The metal holders in Oebarsius' braided beard clicked as they bounced against his armored chest. His mouth was open; spittle frothed at his lips as he roared wordlessly. The curved blade glinted in the sunlight as his arm drew back.

Valdemar leaned back on the soles of his feet, allowing Oebarsius' sword to whip by his face. His dai blade rasped against the scabbard when he unsheathed it. So many hours had been devoted to mastering the art of drawing and striking in a single motion. The endless training made the act itself as natural as breathing. His stance shifted in perfect harmony with his blade when he answered with a blurring counterattack. Only the tiniest jolt registered a blow had landed, but it was enough. He dropped to one knee and sheathed the sword in the same unbroken flow of movement.

Oebarsius' severed arm struck the ground a second later.

The lord of Aracville fell to his knees with a stifled howl. His shield slipped from his arm as he made a futile effort to clamp his hand over the stump that ended at the bicep. Blood jetted from the wound, spattering to the dust in scarlet rivulets.

Valdemar rose and stood before Oebarsius, who stared up with a mixture of pain and utter disbelief on his battered face. His teeth clamped together as if to refuse the howls of agony that might erupt were he to open his mouth. Sweat slicked his face, and his chest heaved as he waited for the deathblow sure to follow.

Valdemar smiled. The man thought he deserved the honor of a clean death. He still didn't comprehend the nature of his enemy.

Valdemar turned and strode toward the castle gates, which creaked open to admit him as if by mental command. His cape fluttered behind him as he faced the countless faces atop the walls of his city. A thunderous roar greeted him as his people cheered and showered blood-red rose petals from the ramparts to acknowledge his victory. He closed his eyes when the soft petals fell on his head and shoulders, bathing him in their fragrance.

Oebarsius' voice was strained with torment when he spoke. "Finish ... me. Don't ... leave it like this."

Valdemar paused and turned slightly with a thin smile on his lips. "Don't worry, Oebarsius. The type of death you deserve has already been arranged."

He gestured to the gates, where six black-armored soldiers trotted toward the fallen warlord. In their arms was a well-oiled, freshly sharpened stake.

Oebarsius' eyes widened. "No." He grimaced as a shudder shook his body. "No! I deserve ... a warrior's death. A lord's death. You owe me that, my lord. Kill me."

Valdemar walked toward the rejoicing city, followed by Oebarsius' desperate pleas.

"Finish it. Lord Valdemar. You cannot ... walk away. Please. Kill me. Kill me!"

His voice rose in wordless cries and curses. Screams quickly followed, shrieks so gut-wrenching they carried over the din of the celebrating crowds.

Valdemar didn't pause until he entered the city gates, where his Dragonist soldiers immediately surrounded him in a protective semicircle. Only then did he turn, just as the crowds roared anew. He smiled at the sight.

Oebarsius dangled on the stake some eight spans above the ground. It had been thrust through his crotch and ruthlessly worked until it ruptured through his chest. The stake was then raised and fitted in a prepared hole. Oebarsius' body jerked like a macabre puppet as the final breaths left his body, and his blood slid down the dark wood in streams of crimson.

"Well done, Lord Commander." General Ganbatar spoke from behind a red-lacquered face shield fashioned to depict a monstrous leering face. It was attached to his elaborate helmet, which included sweeping side and neck guards and a frontal plate that featured a roaring dragon. His black armor was similar to Valdemar's but heavier and more ornate, lined with scarlet thread and cords that bound the hundreds of tiny plates together. Every Dragonist soldier was garbed similarly, with only the varied monstrous helmets and bestial face shields differing them.

His father established the Dragonist Order—men sworn to him by blood. One and all would follow any order and die to protect him. He had tested that when he became their master, ordering one of them to kill himself. The man drew his dagger and thrust it into his heart without a word of protest.

Valdemar never questioned their devotion again.

"Thank you, Lord General. Although I sense a reproach behind your compliment." Valdemar strode up the broad cobbled avenue, awash in the adoration of the throngs that called his name from behind the stoic soldiers lining the street. He waved to them as he passed.

Ganbatar hesitated before answering. "No one doubts your skill in battle, milord. But you risk much. One small mistake, one slip, and it might have been your blood staining the ground. Everything you have worked so hard for would become ashes."

"Oebarsius openly challenged my authority. He boasted if Marcellus Admorran could defeat me so easily, I had no business leading the Bruallians in a war against Leodia. If he thought it safe to say such things, how many others thought the same in silence?" Valdemar's mouth twisted as the pleasure of his victory soured. "I had to make an example of the man."

"There are many ways to punish defiance and treachery." Ganbatar kept his eyes straight ahead and his voice carefully neutral. "None of which involves mortal combat."

Valdemar turned to him. "You are my brother, Ganbatar. But not even blood allows for you to question my decisions."

Ganbatar dipped a respectful nod. "Of course, Lord Commander."

The second pair of heavy gates shut behind them as they cleared the outer courtyard. The cheers of the crowd continued from behind. The people would celebrate their lord's victory into the night, but Valdemar thought little of Oebarsius' defeat. It was over before it began. Oebarsius put too much pride in his strength and speed, neglecting to improve his swordsmanship beyond a crude brawler's style. It made him easy to predict and thus simple to defeat. The act itself was a foregone conclusion.

Valdemar's thoughts focused on an entirely different combatant. One who nearly destroyed everything he had built in a single act of desperate bravado. Marcellus Admorran was never distant in Valdemar's thoughts. He longed for the day when he would see the Champion of Kaerleon again. He was sure it would happen, even if he had to raze the entire kingdom of Leodia to make it so.

White-garbed stable servants arrived with fresh horses in tow. Valdemar mounted Fever, a spirited blood bay stallion. The horse neighed and pranced before Valdemar exerted control by touch and subtle rein pulls. Fever was still in training but would become a marvelous warhorse soon enough. Valdemar enjoyed training his mounts, for the bond between horse and rider was impossible to duplicate if someone else did so.

A squadron of Dragonists mounted at his signal, surrounding him as they trotted toward his castle. "Has Oebarsius' family been detained?"

"Yes, milord."

"Have them impaled alongside him. He should have company on his journey to hell."

Ganbatar gestured to the nearest Dragonist, who turned his horse and galloped toward the dungeons. Oebarsius had three wives, fifteen children, and six grandchildren. All would adorn stakes alongside him, a forest of bodies arranged to greet any who entered the gates of Dragos. It was almost an honor, but Valdemar didn't mind. It was also a message that worked well to ruthlessly quell his enemies' ambitions.

"I want the army to arms, Lord General. We are to move to Stravaholme."

The only indicator of Ganbatar's shock was a slight widening of his eyes. "During winter, milord? There is nothing in Stravaholme except ghosts of the past. We will lose men marching through snow and treacherous paths."

"Weaklings, Ganbatar. Chaff. Dead weight." Valdemar clenched his gloved fist until the leather creaked. "We have lost sight of who we are. In the protection of Dragos, our soldiers have become fat and contented. They must learn what it means to survive, to live by the sweat of their brows if they are meant to be conquerors. The move will unite them. We are the dragon folk, Ganbatar. We are not meant to be content. It is hardship that breaks us, determination that molds us, and blood that makes us strong. That is what Bruallia is."

He turned in the saddle and gazed at the jagged, snow-smothered peaks of the Dragonspine. The sinister range of treacherous mountains had long served as the main impasse that prevented his people from properly entering Leodia with an army large enough to be a genuine threat.

That time was over.

He nudged Fever forward and allowed the stallion to take the rein. The squadron of Dragonists followed as they galloped toward the dark, imposing walls of Castle Basilis. Winter was upon them, but Valdemar's ambitions were too lofty for the weather to impede him. He was a hammer, and Stravaholme was an anvil. The army was simply uncured metal that would be beaten into shape between the two. The fact that some might not survive would only serve as a testament to the strength of those who did. It was imperative to test their mettle in the mercy of the unforgiving elements rather than at the blades of Leodian soldiers.

Because there would be no turning back from the death and glory ahead.
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​Chapter 2: Gile
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Gile Noman followed his silent guide with apprehension and mounting fear. Sweat dampened his fur-trimmed leather under the battered, mismatched armor he wore. It was winter, and he should have been cold even with the bulky clothes and heavy cloak. But the lands defied winter's touch, remaining a sweltering, marshy nightmare. 

The path was a twisted, tangled route through a mist-enshrouded forest of blackened corpses that had once been trees. They appeared unnatural even in the dead of winter, frozen and contorted as if in agony, with sap seeping from their crevices like dried blood. 

Obscure creatures with pale eyes and hissing breath slunk in the shadows of the undergrowth, though Gile paid them no heed. He had worse to fear. When he looked up, the view of the night sky was concealed by swirling, striated clouds that massed continuously, occasionally illuminated by flickering lightning.

His inhuman guide trudged stiffly on silent feet in a relentless manner. It appeared as if someone had hewn a figure out of petrified wood but not bothered with the details. The face was barely discernable and completely expressionless under the tattered hood of its ragged cloak.

Gile had encountered the golem soon after he entered the fog-covered Barrens. It gestured for him to follow, which was all the interaction they had. Gile was impressed. It spoke of wisdom to use mindless servants. What could anyone learn from something that couldn't talk or wasn't even self-aware?

And that was the problem, ultimately. Gile had learned long ago to rely on his wits rather than just his blade, a talent that had allowed him to make the best of any situation and ultimately get over on anyone he served. But that was when he dealt with humans. He no longer toiled in the world of men. He was no longer a man himself.

The High Lady Masiki was certainly difficult to decipher. It was as if she wove an entire tapestry yet allowed Gile to see only a single thread at a time. Betraying Marcellus Admorran to the Bruallians had been remarkably easy, but he couldn't see why Masiki wanted to ignite a war. Nor did he understand why she had him follow Marcellus' trail only to allow the man to enter Kaerleon untouched.

Gile fingered the scars on his face, remembering how Marcellus had nearly taken his eye with the practice sword just before entering the arena. He had been careless, gloating instead of paying attention to the murder on Marcellus' face. He vowed to be smarter. After all, he had only one good eye left.

Masiki had not explained her reasons, and Gile knew better than to ask. He was a tool, and a tool didn't ask questions. Not even when Masiki sent him on his current mission with no assurance he'd emerge alive.

Yet even that was better than before. Gile recalled when he was like the others. Pitiful and broken. Human. A man of particular violence with a mind bent on rape, pillage, and murder. His days of pit fighting and living by his sword had cost him his eye and nearly his life. He lay in his own blood and piss, cursing the day his whore mother birthed him into the world.

Then, High Lady Masiki approached him with an impossible proposal. She offered him the Gift, the power to become so much more than what he was. He accepted immediately and without reservation. No one could say that Gile Noman shrank at the moment. He became more than a man, knowing that his cunning combined with his newfound abilities would take him places he formerly could only imagine in his most drunken stupors.

His thoughts focused when the darkened grove abruptly ended. One second, he stumbled through the tangled thicket, and the next, he practically pitched headlong over a steep embankment overlooking a bowl-shaped valley. When he regained his balance, his heart nearly stopped. What he saw was impossible.

The colossal palace in the valley's center was large enough to dwarf the ones in Kaerleon or Hispalia and was far grander than either. It looked sculpted from foamy white marble topped by gleaming spires and turrets of gold. In the center of the seamless masterpiece of architecture was a glittering tower that rose so high it disappeared into the clouds. Even from a distance, Gile realized that the masonry was unfeasible. The structure seemed cut from a single piece, as though the forces of earth and weather had taken sentience and fashioned the palace for its inhabitants. It looked as if it had grown there instead of constructed. 

Groves of lush trees, flowers, gardens, and meadows bloomed in the surrounding grounds. The valley was in direct contrast to the dark and gloomy surroundings, like stumbling from a nightmare into a most beautiful dream. He had wandered across many lands and seen many sights, but nothing so staggering until then.

The golem trudged on as if unimpressed. The moment it stepped on the grass, it exploded into dust that swept away in the rolling wind. The empty cloak whipped past Gile into the gloom, reminding him what powers were behind the magnificence he witnessed. Sobered by that thought, he descended the embankment.

The grass sprang lightly back up, undisturbed by his footsteps. Winter didn't touch the place like the marshlands, but the air was lighter, making Gile a little more comfortable in his leather and furs. The breeze changed from foul and sulfuric to fragrant and breezy. With each step, his weariness vanished a bit more, so it took no time to cross the meadow to stand before the towering bluish-white wall. 

There were no visible gates, but two towers fifty spans across centered the front. Two massive marble creatures fortified the front of the towers. One was a manticore with a man's face, a lion's body, a scorpion's tail, and bat-like wings. The other was a massive, bipedal reptilian creature with rows of teeth in its long snout. A Fandredd, another creature from legend.

The top of the wall was barely visible. It looked like an enormous, frothy wave about to crash down. Gile shook his head to dispel the sensation of dizziness. How do I get inside the bloody place? Knocking was laughable. Who would hear?

Movement interrupted Gile's thoughts. He gave a start as the manticore looked directly at him with glowing eyes. A golden Glyph shimmered from its forehead.

It spoke in a rumbling growl. "State your business."

Another golem. Whoever cast it could use it from behind the wall, making posted guards unnecessary. The glyph on its head would be matched by its user, allowing the unseen person to see through the golem's eyes and control its movements. The creation required an intricate blending of the Crafts, both mental and elemental.

Despite being cast from stone, it had all the sinuous movement of a living being. As it scowled, its scorpion tail lashed with impatience. Gile eyed the gleaming stinger. It was long enough to fully impale him if the creature's master chose.

Gile mentally filtered through the guises he wore to deceive those he dealt with. The lowly, ignorant demeanor had fooled many, including Marcellus Admorran. He dropped his head and slumped his shoulders, barely peering at the marble beast. "I've come because of the Gathering. I have a message for m'lord Alaric Aelfvalder."

"You arrive alone? Where are the representatives of your Sect? Who is your Speaker?"

"I don't belong to no Sect."

The manticore's eyes narrowed to golden slits. "Aberran."

Gile shifted his feet uncomfortably. Aberran was the word used by the Sects to describe rebels, abandoned wards, or those given the Gift unknowingly or against their will. They were left to their own devices, not privileged to gain a mentor. No one would instruct them about their new nature or the nature of the Crafts. No matter how the circumstances came about, the result was the same. Aberran meant the Lost. They were outcasts shunned by the Sects and exiled to a solitary existence. 

A heavy hand gripped his shoulder and spun him around. The Fandredd loomed, eyes glowing red in its marble face. A Glyph blazed on its forehead as well.

"There is no use for the Lost here. Only the Sects may enter. You have come this far only to die."

Gile wished he had come armed, though steel would hardly do against such foes. There was always the Crafts, but he'd been strictly warned against inciting violence. "You don't understand. The king needs to hear the news I have for him."

"News? If it's important, convey it to me. Speak, dog!"

Despite himself, Gile felt the fingers of fear clutch his spine. Either of the stone creatures could crush him like an overripe melon. Yet to fail would result in a fate even worse. Masiki had assured him of that.

He stiffened his back and looked up at the Fandredd. "Begging m' lord's pardon. I have to deliver my message to the king in person. Not to his golems."

The Fandredd's red eyes glimmered when it lowered its reptilian head even closer. "You dare—?"

"Hold." The manticore tilted its head to one side as though listening to an unheard voice. It studied Gile as though seeing him for the first time. "It appears you shall get your wish, O-privileged guest of the King. Enter."

The beast sat back at its post on its haunches, instantly frozen as a cast statue again. The reptile returned to its place as well. Gile exhaled a shuddered breath. It appeared Masiki had spoken truly. He would gain entrance into the Forbidden City after all.

The wall in front of him silently opened. Instead of swinging out, it slid to the side. What could move all that weight so easily? He noted it took five paces before he cleared the thick door. Once past, it slid silently shut behind him and locked in place with a gentle click.

"Welcome, master."

He turned to the owner of the voice. The lass was golden-haired and beautiful with luminous sky-blue eyes, creamy skin, and a slim but supple figure. Her garb was a simple sleeveless white gown banded by a golden sash.

She reminded him of the last wench he'd raped. Just a peasant girl in Bruallia, but he'd spread her across the table and took his time while her father cursed and wept with a sword in his belly. Gile couldn't hear his threats or her screams over his own laughter.

He shoved the memory aside. Those were good times, but he was no longer that person. No longer shackled by his weaknesses and governed by his passions. His former pleasures were distant fires, allowing him to focus on the moment.

The lass curtsied gracefully. "I am Gwyneth. You are just in time. I will take you to the Hall of Gathering, where you will assemble with the others and await the King."

She waited for his nod before leading the way. He noticed other white-garbed men and women going about various duties. They were all human. Despite being so close to the outside, none of them even glanced at the gate. Yet, they had to be prisoners.

Could they all be under Coercion?

That seemed doubtful as well. It took a lot of focus and time, something unnecessary for simple servants. The simple answer was they were born and bred in Aceldama, raised in captivity.

Like sheep. He grunted at the notion.

The palace doors opened of their own accord when his guide approached. The inner hall was massive, the floor overlaid with embossed gold and silver tiles. Nothing hung on the walls, for they were works of art. Some were murals, lifelike carvings of exotic and outlandish places, and depictions of past events. 

As they passed into the heart of the palace, he paused at a lifelike monument. It was carved from the walls and floor as if frozen upon emergence, forever immortalized in an ode to memory. The scene depicted a lone warrior facing six hulking, armored figures. The man was cherubic, the model of a conquering hero fearlessly facing his horrific foes. Gile studied the ornate sword, which had to be Nemon, the Devourer. Everyone knew the legend of Alaric destroying the Reavers, but the detailed scene made the story much more potent.

Gile smiled at the thought of Alaric's reaction to his news.

"If you please, master." Gwyneth beckoned politely.

They passed by many rooms, some of which had the doors opened. He gazed at a great library with more books than he thought existed, then an armory with weapons and armor dating back to lost Ages. He jerked in surprise when he noticed rain falling in one of the greenrooms. 

Bloody rain indoors? What in Narak's hells have I gotten into?

The hall abruptly ended in a sheer wall.

"We are here."

Gwyneth walked right through it.

Gile hesitated. He had limited skill with the Craft of Vizardry, but it could only be performed to change one's appearance, according to his knowledge. Yet, it must have been used to create the facade. He felt a stab of frustration that Masiki only taught him what she wanted him to know.

That was a concern for later. He couldn't help but close his eyes as he took a deep breath and stepped forward. A slight chill rippled through him.

He opened his eyes.

The hall was so grandiose it seemed a minstrel's tale come to life. Richly lacquered tables and chairs were arranged on a shimmering floor of crimson and gold. The room was rounded, with lines of seats arranged in lifted rows beyond the floor like a theater. The walls were lofty and soaring, separated by great columns depicting trees and animals. A bedazzling chandelier hung from a ceiling of pressed gold, a cascade of mirrored glass reflecting light from a glowing orb in its center. More spheres were arranged about the room on pedestals or hanging from the ceiling, though what illuminated them was a mystery.

Gile was so caught up in calculating the expense that he almost didn't see the tall man who beckoned with a gem-encrusted hand from the rows that extended from the floor. Strong features chiseled his dark, stony face, and his hair was long, hanging past his shoulders in luxuriously oiled coils. His long, thick beard was similarly dressed. He stared with irises so dark that the whites of his eyes glowed.

His deep voice boomed. "You are Aberran. As am I, so I wait here instead of being housed like the Sects. Please, sit. The Sects will sit at the tables below. We are not allowed there. I am Orabon, from Jafeh." 

He wore finely spun baumwole robes of ebony and dark green. Pointed wooden shoes peeked from the fringed hem, and a heavy, intricately carved medallion rested against his thickly muscled chest. He seemed at ease, confident, and extremely powerful. Gile reached out with his senses and immediately determined Orabon's strength was greater than his. Power radiated from the man like heat from a desert sun.

Gile assumed his diffident persona. "I am Gile Noman. From ... all over."

Orabon laughed. "Of course. You are Aberran. Naturally, the name has a different meaning for us. Never think of yourself as lost, an exile, or an outsider. We are the free people, Gile Noman. We live our lives as we please. Let the others become wrapped up in their secret societies and bound to their rules. True strength is found in solitude, in stepping away from the mob."

He folded his fingers under his chin and studied Gile as though measuring his worth. "I am curious, Gile Noman, why our mistress invited you here."

Gile felt the familiar rush of blood that usually compelled him to flee or murder someone. He took a long look at Orabon, weighing both options. "I don't know what mistress you're talking about."

Orabon's laughter was richly amused. "Of course you do. Need I speak the High Lady's name aloud? She may not have told you about me, but she has informed me of you, Gile Noman. I know you betrayed Kaerleon's Champion to Valdemar Basilis of Bruallia. And I know you aided his escape. I know you have been sent here to sow further seeds of chaos. We are brothers of the same order, my friend."

Gile fumed inwardly. It was just like the High Lady to send him blindly on a mission without telling him who to trust. Masiki always said she would not indulge her servants. If one could not survive on his own, then death was the deserved punishment. It appeared that Vivienne, Xoan, and Eretik learned that lesson too late.

Gile opened his mouth, but the sound of a deep chime prevented him from lying further.

Orabon lifted his head. "It is time. Tell me, what do you know about the Sects, Gile?"

Gile shrugged. "Bits and pieces. Not much."

Orabon's lips curved in a faint smile. "You're about to be educated."

The far doors swung open. The man who walked in was tall and broad-shouldered, his long black hair pulled back behind an iron-studded leather band. His mouth was a cruel slash, his eyes chips of onyx. He wore black from his boots to the high-collared coat that sported silver scrollwork. That and his imperial bearing differentiated him from the small company of black-garbed followers that slunk behind him, eyes darting around as if expecting an attack. Though their physical characteristics varied, all had a similar look of ... hunger, Gile decided. They looked like a pack of half-starved wolves.

"Lord Drowan is the Speaker for the Obdura Sect," Orabon said softly, as though not wanting to attract attention. "With his Honor Guard, if those with him can be said to have honor. The Obdura are usually the ones humans speak of when they whisper of creatures of the night. Most are animals, knowing only two distinctions—hunter and prey. Even the more civilized of them are decidedly antisocial. Turn your back on an Obdura; best check your spine afterward."

The Obdura hunkered down in the farthest tables out. To Gile's surprise, Drowan nodded to Orabon, who returned the greeting coolly. 

He smiled. "Lord Drowan is surprisingly stable for an Obdura. In terms of level-headedness, he is matched only by his second, Lady Vivienne. Normally, she would be by Drowan's side on such a momentous occasion, but she's been permanently detained, or so I've been told." Orabon seemed to find that amusing.

He gestured. "Look—the Malic Sect is on time for once."

The next group entered almost right on the heels of the Obdura. They were led by a tall, slender man with bright red hair that swept down his back. He also wore all black, but his garb was supple leather—a sleek coat cut off just below the waist and snug breeches tucked into tall, sturdy boots. Gold hoops dangled from his ears, and a skull-shaped medallion with glittering ruby eyes hung from his neck. His face was narrow, his lips curved in a thin smile that matched the devious light that sparkled in his green eyes. A gem-encrusted dagger hung from his belt; another was tucked in his right boot. He sneered at the Obdura as they took their seats.

Behind him was his Honor Guard. Most wore polished armor strapped with weapons, even if they were ceremonial. They sauntered in with an air of cocky aggressiveness, moving with the grace of natural-born killers.

Orabon smiled faintly. "The red-haired one is Killian, Speaker for the Malic. They are generally warmongers. Useful in situations that need messy solutions, but they're prone to fits of brutality and bloodlust, so the other Sects tend to avoid them. Though Killian is known to be extremely cunning." 

Orabon indicated the leader, whose hair flailed like living fire as he sat down with a flourish. He grinned sharply at Lord Drowan, who gave a slight nod of acknowledgment. The Sect members showed each other no such courtesy. The Malic sniggered and sneered while the Obdura glared as if they hated their Malic brethren.

Then again, the Obdura sods always have those baleful expressions. Gile had encountered enough in his travels to know some of the Sects by sight, though he felt it best to keep his facade of ignorance in place. Orabon seemed the type to flaunt his knowledge, and there was no telling what gems of information he might let slip.

The door opened again, admitting a new group that caught all eyes. The woman who led them was immediately striking. Her ruffled blouse and divided dress of blue shades were of the latest Ferochan fashion, and a lady's top hat perched atop her glossy raven tresses. Her high-heeled boots made every stride sinuous, every sway of her hips alluring.

She glanced about the room with a cool expression as her Honor Guard took their seats. They were an assortment of men and women draped in silks and velvets, with androgynous features and luxurious hair. Compared to the earlier Sects, they were swans in a murder of crows. Easing between the Obdura and the Malic, they gave both Sects a new target for their heated stares. The newcomers seemed amused, outwardly the epitome of relaxed calm.

"The Speaker for the Qarina Sect is Tasith." Orabon's tone was admiring. "Don't let her looks fool you; she is more than just a beautiful face. A poisoned dagger in a jeweled sheath is what she is, and cold as a Norland winter when she has to be. But if you do right by her, she will always remember you."

Tasith turned in their direction as he spoke and touched her fingers to her lips. Orabon returned the greeting with a respectful nod. "The other Sects do not care much for the Qarina because they tend to live their lives immersed in the world of humans. Many pass themselves off as their own descendants to stay in the same locations for centuries. Famous artists, poets, and stonemasons have been of the Qarina, their true nature never exposed. It helps that they are Gifted in Coercion, manipulating minds to bend to their whims."

The doors opened again. Gile looked for more newcomers, but no one entered this time. 

The lights flickered.

When they fully illuminated again, black-robed figures stood at the seats in front of the Qarina. For a moment, he thought his eyes deceived him. But as their gloved hands removed their hoods, he felt the faint reverberations of their Shadowmelds.

Like the other Sects, they were a varied assortment of men and women sharing a common demeanor—theirs was lofty arrogance. They didn't bother looking about but simply turned their backs to the other Sects and sat.

Only one cast a challenging look about the room.

She was tall and would have been beautiful if her features weren't frostbitten from the chill of her haughtiness. She seemed cast from marble with eyes blue as cloudless skies but cold as frozen lakes. Her hair was pale gold, pulled back and fastened in a pile of curls by a diamond-encrusted comb, save for the strands that fell across her eyes. A band of silver encircled her brow, centered by amethyst gems.

Orabon folded his fingers under his chin and studied the woman. "That could only be Celestine. She is the Speaker for the Cabalis, the most secretive and exclusive of the Sects. Although they are especially gifted in Aetheric Crafts, they make it a point to master as many others as possible."

Gile frowned. "Aetheric? I thought Crafts were either Mental or Elemental."

"Not exactly. Crafts can be categorized into Mental, Elemental, and Aetheric categories. Aetheric Crafts are the most difficult, combining Elemental and Mental Crafts for abilities like Shadowmelds or the creation golems."

He nodded toward the Cabalis. "Most of them were Elious, and they take pride in their hybrid blood. They believe that makes them purer than the rest of us savages. But try as they might, they'll never be what they desire most."

"What's that?" Gile asked.

"To be equals to the Aelon."

The robes of the newcomers dissipated like smoke. Celestine adjusted her fur-trimmed stole draped over a dress made entirely from glossy raven feathers. Her companions were garbed in simpler fare as though in contempt of fashion.

Loud, slow clapping interrupted the silence.

Killian loudly whistled as he continued his mocking applause. Drowan's features betrayed nothing, and Tasith smiled as if enjoying an unspoken joke. Celestine took in their attention with a condescending stare before turning to take her seat along with her Sect.

Servants entered. They knelt before the guests, one human for each member of every Sect. Only then did the servants move to where Gile and Orabon sat.

Orabon cupped his servant's chin in his hand and inspected the lithe, silk-clad young man as if he were a gifted pet. "This is an unexpected honor. I had thought we would be ignored." His faint smile returned. "Don't be shy. These domestics are a gift to us. I promise you will never again enjoy the like."

Gile looked at the young woman at his feet. She was dark-haired and as lovely as any of the others. Her golden skin shone as if kissed by the sun. It was almost unnatural, a human offering herself like that. He immediately felt the arousal, the hunger that drove him and all of his kind. He seized her head in his hands.

It always amazed him that the focus was so similar to Neumos, the Craft of Healing. The only difference was when he forcefully pushed, penetrating the fragile barriers that held back the human's precious pran.

It wasn't the battle he expected, the struggle to seize what humans fought for even unconsciously. It was as though the pran was offered, fed like honey dripped from a silver spoon. The sensation filled him with a tingling rush as his blood turned into molten gold, and every hair on his body was brushed with electric feathers. Gile gasped as the rush overtook him. It was glorious, a sensation that pushed all thoughts and concerns away until nothing remained except the brilliance...

"Enough."

Orabon's voice shattered Gile's nirvana, jarring him back to reality. His magnificent surroundings seemed dark and faded compared to what he had just experienced. Murderous rage swelled as he glowered at the man who had snatched his hands away.

"Easy." Orabon released him with a light laugh. "These morsels are only intended for a sample, not a meal. After all, we are not the Obdura, are we?"

Gile looked at the domestic in alarm. She quivered violently at his feet, veins slowly receding from being distended to the point of bursting, and eyes glazed as her chest heaved from the effort of breathing. A sheen of sweat plastered her filmy gown to her body.

"I didn't mean to—"

"Of course not. This is your first time. Don't worry; I stopped you before you did any permanent damage. They recover quickly. She will be ready for use again after a few days."

Other servants entered and helped the domestics rise and leave the chamber. The ones who served the Obdura were carried out, for as Orabon insinuated, they were too drained to walk on their own. The Qarina petted and stroked their fawning domestics before allowing them to be taken away, much to the disgust of the other Sects.

Gile felt more lightheaded and dizzier than after a normal feeding. Orabon chuckled richly.

"Did I not tell you? Unlike any you have ever tasted." He clapped Gile on the back.

"You've ... been here before, haven't you?"

Orabon didn't answer. "Do you feel it, Gile?"

It was more a sense of their coming, not an actual announcement. The talking suddenly died down as the humans vanished. When lights in the room brightened, the Sects rose to their feet.

Gile stood with Orabon. "What is it?"

"The Co'nane." Orabon's voice was hushed with awe.

They entered silently, clad in bright tunics and gowns of material softer than silk. Their skin shone almost metallically, and their luminous eyes outshone any gemstone. They were the Co'nane—the True Blood. The Aelon who had not returned when the others departed the world of men. For once, Gile didn't need any clarification. Even though he had never laid eyes on the Co'nane before, he knew them the way that men knew their gods. 

They moved with grace that made the Qarina seem clumsy and possessed a regal bearing that made the Cabalis appear humble. Yet behind their beauty was an air of deadliness that made the Obdura and Malic appear as dogs in the presence of wolves.

They stepped onto the dais and stood beside three gilded seats. One of them spoke in a ringing voice.

"Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Caretaker of the Blood. Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Royal Consort. Bow, you children, for you are in the presence of the Pale Lord." He bowed along with everyone else in the room as vapor billowed beside the three chairs, an unearthly mist that slowly coalesced into the three most powerful of the Co'nane.

The Caretaker was a strikingly severe woman, clad in a simple scarlet gown that did nothing to rob her of her imperial bearing. She was more handsome than beautiful, with a firm chin and glittering emeralds for eyes. Her hair was fiery enough to make Killian's look waxen in comparison. Even her skin appeared red-tinted.

The Consort was of such beauty that even Tasith seemed ordinary in her presence. Her lustrous hair glinted a shade of dark lavender; her golden skin was smooth and flawless, her lips full and sensual. Most striking were her violet eyes, which glowed beneath her thick lashes like amethyst. Her slinky indigo gown hinted at sleek curves but revealed nothing. She wore no jewelry, as if nothing forged could enhance the beauty she already possessed.

Alaric Aelfvalder was tall and lean yet somehow powerful in stature. His skin was pale but not sickly; his eyes polished sapphires. Silvery-white hair hung loose past his shoulders, though no age showed on his slender, commanding face. A scarlet griffin was stitched on his shimmering white tunic.

His face was an imperious mask that gazed at the room full of kneeling subjects. They only rose after he and the other Co'nane took their seats.

Orabon glanced at Gile as they sat. "The Caretaker is Jacquelis, perhaps the oldest of the Co'nane. The Royal Consort is Serona Belleson, the solestra of the King."

Seeing Gile's questioning look, he explained. "In human terms, she is his bride, his soulmate, though it is much deeper than that to them." He cut his lecture short as Alaric raised a hand, commanding immediate silence.

"I welcome the Sects, all which have come to this Gathering," he said in a voice soft-spoken yet assertive. "The Cabalis. The Obdura. The Malic. The Qarina. As always, you are welcome to the one realm in this land where nothing can cause you harm, not even the sunlight. Here, you can walk about freely day or night. You are safe from all threats here in Aceldama; save any you bring. I trust you have found our hospitality accommodating."

The Sects murmured their agreement.

Alaric looked to the rear where Orabon and Gile sat. Gile felt that the azure eyes pierced right into his head, sorting through his thoughts and secrets.

"Orabon. You are among the few without a Sect I welcome, but why do you test my patience? You arrive with this Aberran in tow, who disgraces himself with unorthodox practices and an unbound lifestyle. Is there a reason for this, or does Orabon now start a Sect of his own?"

Laughter rippled through the other Sects, which silenced when Orabon rose, gesturing to Gile. "I am not familiar with this man. He was admitted through the gates, so I invited him to sit with me."

Alaric never took his eyes off Gile. "I was informed a wanderer found his way here. A bold man to survive the Barrens alone. The golem is just one of the tools we use to protect our location. If someone gets so far, we feel it's best to examine him further. Rest assured, he will be questioned in great detail."

Gile practically itched from the eyes that stared at him. To the Sects, he was a curiosity, a scruffy animal that wandered into their home. But Alaric was much worse. His gaze practically burned into Gile's skull. Masiki had not warned of how powerful the Pale Lord was. Gile shuddered when Alaric finally turned his eyes away, addressing Orabon again.

"Since he is with you, he shall witness this event. But let his witness be silent, for I will not tolerate his discourse at an event he wasn't invited to."

Orabon nodded and gave Gile a warning glance.

Gile ground his teeth. How in Narak's hells will I be able to say anything now?

He had not expected the ceremony, the almost overwhelming majesty of the Co'nane. It hung in the air, pressed down on Gile's shoulders, and demanded subservience. He was nearly dizzy from the sheer weight of it.

His task had become much more difficult.
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​Chapter 3: Rhanu
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Despite the heavy fur-trimmed cloak that enveloped him, Rhanu still shivered. He had marveled at the snow the first time he saw it. In Hikuptah, snow was just a story told by traveling merchants. His homeland lay across the Sea of Sand, where the villages and homesteads grew like lichen alongside the Eline River. Rhanu was familiar with the merciless sun, sweeping sandstorms, and heat that could kill the strongest man if he was fool enough to brave it. It was another world compared to the land of green forests and lush grasslands of Leodia. Rain was more valuable than gold in Hikuptah, and wars were fought over water barely deep enough to wade in. The thought of frozen water falling from the sky was a thing of wonder.

That wonder had long passed. He was freezing and miserable. Winter was beyond anything he could have imagined. The wind dumped gusts of snow and created deep drifts that made progress mind-numbingly slow. His nose leaked like an old waterskin, and the scarf wrapped around his face was uncomfortably damp from breathing through it.

He couldn't think of when he had been so wretched.

Yet, he was still haunted by the encounter with a pair of odji two nights past. In Leodia, they were called akhkharu. He and his Huntsmen almost had the odji pinned when the cursed pair escaped. Rhanu and his band had hotly pursued them until they reached the forest's edge. That was when they heard a sound to curdle the blood...
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A SCREAM LIKE A BANSHEE being boiled alive caused the horses of the odji to rear fearfully. The forest mists became frantic spirits that fled when a dark rider emerged on the most fearsome horse Rhanu had ever seen, more monster than steed. Its breathing grated like a saw dragged across gravel, and its silver-shod hooves rang with every step.

The rider was decked out in black spike-studded armor and sackcloth, with a massive horned helm covering its face. Reddish lights flickered from behind the narrow visor slit, and its ragged cape flailed like raven wings when it turned its burning gaze toward the two odji.

The gargantuan steed reared with another soul-cringing scream. Blue-white flame flared from her nostrils and enveloped one of the odji, creating a shrieking, gibbering figure of fire. He dropped and rolled across the ground, but the flames sizzled and devoured him like the thinnest, driest paper. In the bat of an eye, only smoldering ashes remained.

The remaining odji tried desperately to get his horse to cease its wild rearing. He screamed as the rider wheeled around and unsheathed a blade so black that the night brightened in its presence. In mid-scream, the odji's head hit the ground and rolled near Rhanu, staring with shocked eyes. Head and body erupted in eerie, blue-tinged flames.

It was over in seconds. The dark rider turned his monstrous steed toward the forest, ignoring the Huntsmen.

"Wait." Rhanu shook off his shocked trance and edged his fearful horse as near as it would go. "Who are you?"

The rider paused. Impossible as it seemed, Rhanu thought he saw a flicker of recognition in the phantom's burning gaze. But without a word, it tapped the reins. The bestial horse shot forward with a ground-trembling neigh, quickly swallowed by the forest's gloomy shadows.

Meshella turned to Rhanu, her normally unshakable calm replaced by wide-eyed shock. "Did you ... did you see?"

Rhanu couldn't tear his gaze from the tangled forest. "I saw. But I'm still not sure if I believe it."
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RHANU COULDN'T FIGURE it out. If ever a being was to be named evil, that rider was. But it slew the odji and ignored the Huntsmen. Rhanu was accustomed to witnessing strange things, but they had grown stranger since the encounter at the Royal Palace where the Huntsmen met Marcellus Admorran, who had disappeared without a trace at his manor. There wasn't a single footprint to mark his passing, no signs to track where he went. If they had not seen the patch of melted snow in the garden, they would not have known anything unnatural had occurred. 

Nyori was found dazed and almost unconscious from shock, but she remained closemouthed about what she saw even after her recovery. A mystery. They left the manor with many unanswered questions, escorting Nyori to her mysterious homeland along with Dradyn, Marcellus' servant companion. Both she and Dradyn had ridden in glum silence since their departure.

None of that explained the dark rider. Rhanu mulled over that night repeatedly, but it was like the ring puzzles the Caraka demonstrated at their shows. No matter how he worked at it, he still couldn't solve the riddle. The trying was enough to make his head hurt.

He raised his head as Han approached. They had not encountered any real threats, but Han was armed with a short sword on his side and the longer one he wore on his back. That one he had never drawn in Rhanu's presence, but he handled it with reverent ceremony. Rhanu had learned the sword had belonged to Han's father. Han was especially sensitive about the subject, so Rhanu didn't press the issue.

Han had purchased a pair of snowshoes at the last outpost, which allowed him to negotiate the snow without sinking. He had some experience with snow because his country was familiar with winter storms, at least in the mountains.

Like Rhanu, Han was a foreigner. He hailed from Honguo, a country whose very name conjured up tales of mystery and danger. Hikuptah and Honguo were so far away that most men in Leodia had never seen them. Some had never even heard of them. 

That wasn't the only thing the two men had in common. Both had their lives forever changed by the cursed odji, or kuang-shi, as Han called them. Every land and culture seemed to have a different name for the same race of beings. Despite their age difference, he and Han had united like brothers over their shared hatred of the creatures. Han seemed to have discarded his rage, hiding his feelings behind an attitude of indifference. Rhanu knew better. 

"We have company." Han's soft-spoken accent was deceptive, creating an image of a meek persona rather than the brash, outspoken youth he was.

Rhanu's hand strayed to the wakiza strapped to his saddle. Formerly familiar with the shorter, sickle-shaped khopesh blade he used as a soldier, he had taken up training from Han to become proficient at using the longer weapon. It quickly became his trademark tool.

Though it was still daylight, the sun was veiled by falling snow and billowing clouds. Some odji had strength in those conditions.

"Friend or foe?" Even if it were not the odji, not many sane people would be out in the frigid weather.

"Depends on who you ask." Han grinned. Getting a straight answer out of him was next to impossible.

"Have we found a place to stop for the night yet?"

Han jerked a thumb to the nearby foothills. "There are caves just around the bend. We checked them out. They're empty—and dry. The fire should be started by the time we get there."

They continued in silence for a few minutes while the wind howled, blasting gusts of powdery white on their heads. Sneezing violently, he spoke to take his mind off his misery.

"So, are you going to tell me about our new friend?"

Han nearly stumbled but caught himself. "You mean Shiru?"

"Of course I mean Shiru. You obviously know him since you have been arguing like lovers ever since he joined us."

Han glared. "No need to be crude. Yes, I know him. He is a Shao Warrior." He saw Rhanu's questioning look. "The Shao are the most gifted warriors in my homeland. They serve the Imperial Emperor and the Sovereign Ones as their fingers of justice. When conflict occurs that cannot be resolved by normal means, the Shao are the ones to settle it."

Rhanu slowly nodded. "Are you a Shao Warrior?"

"No." Han's voice grew wistful. "Every boy dreams of being a Shao, but few are privileged. My father trained at the temple but elected not to take the vows. My eldest brother was chosen to train in his stead. I am the youngest of five sons, so little honor was left for me. I was lucky my father took an interest in me at all. As it was, the life of a scribe was all I had to look forward to. An honorable occupation, but not the life I wished for myself."

Rhanu pulled his cloak tighter around himself. "So, what does it mean to be a Shao? Shama Nyori said something about Shiru being able to do something called Apokrypy, which sounds like odji sorcery." Rhanu felt his eyes narrow. He was suspicious of any of the secret arts. Nyori could perform unnatural feats herself. He had seen her bring Dradyn from the brink of death with his own eyes, and her staff was obviously an artifact of great power. In his homeland, such things were restricted to the Lektor—priests marked with red-dyed hands and tattooed faces. They were second only to the Anokfero in power.

Han gave him a wry glance. "It's not sorcery. It's a special focus combined with a secret language only trained minds can learn. Here, it is called Apokrypy. Back home, we call it Yijing, the Words of Change. The Shao are masters of this art and trained in the most powerful fighting styles."

Rhanu mulled it over. "I once thought that only the odji practiced such things, but I have learned that is not true in all cases. Yet, I cannot fully trust Nyori or Shiru, for that matter. What does he want from you?"

Han spoke his following words as if they were unimportant. "He wants to kill my father."

Rhanu stared. "What? Why?"

Han pulled his hood over his head and strode away across the drifts. "Shiru says that my father is a traitor who stole an object of vast power from the Sovereign Ones and seeks to trade it to the kuang-shi for power and protection."

"And you believe him?"

"I don't know," Han said. "I haven't seen my father in years." He continued toward the front of the line, ending the conversation.

Rhanu reluctantly let him go. Privacy was the unspoken creed of the Huntsmen. Every one of them had tragedy in their past somewhere, and each respected the other's right to speak of it. Or not to speak. He knew better than to pry. It wasn't as though he had no secrets of his own.

His thoughts turned to the home he was exiled from. The blazing heat of the sun never seemed so attractive. He pictured the fields by the Eline River and the great dunes of shifting sand beyond. The grandeur of Hikuptah, with its towering palaces and temples, gargantuan statues, and stone pyramids looming over everything. 

The harvest would be finished, and the weather pleasantly cool. He had thought it was cold at night, but that was before he saw snow. He would sit atop the clay roof at home, let the breeze bring in the scent of the river, and be content. But that was before the dark times, before the Lektor priests came for his sister.

His thoughts focused as the caves came into view. The other Huntsmen brushed snow from their clothes or collapsed to the gravelly cave floor in thankful relief. In the vast expanse of Garlanelle, the endless agricultural fields were dotted with flyspeck villages and small towns, none of which were nearby. They were lucky to find the caves. Although dank and moldy-smelling, they were dry and large enough for the entire group and their horses. 

His band only numbered around fifteen warriors. He tried not to keep track of specific numbers—it only made the pain sharper when one died. But they were a hardy bunch, used to life outdoors. He had collected them from Parthava to the shores of Jafeh, from Feroch to Leodia, where Dradyn and Nyori had joined them. Along the way, he had lost about as many to the odji. The survival rate of the average Huntsman generally lasted up to one's first encounter with a wraith. Those who survived usually lasted a bit longer. He and Han had hunted the odji longer than anyone he knew, despite knowing they would die in the task.

"I begin to think you like this snow." Meshella grinned as she tossed him a dry rag. She had surprised him with her resilience. He hadn't expected her to survive either, yet she had become one of the most skilled of the group.

He removed his hood and wool headdress, using the rag to soak the dampness from his thick, twisted locks of hair. "I'll like it when it melts."

"Aw, the poor pup can't take the cold? I thought they made harder men in the Sea of Sand." The gemstones in her eye patch glittered. Meshella had lost her left eye driving off the odji that slew her husband and children. Much more had been lost besides the eye, though she seldom spoke of it. The Huntsmen were her family now, and she defended them as fiercely as she must have done that day.

She had unceremoniously doffed her wet clothes and stood in her sodden undergarments. Her body was tanned and lined with lean muscle, decorated with more than a few scars that did nothing to subtract from her beauty. Even so, he didn't feel the arousal he may have felt around someone else. She was a sister to him. She looked nothing like Tameri, but some of her mannerisms brought his sister to mind strongly.

It was better that way.

The others didn't share his virtuous perspective. He caught many of them sneaking sidelong looks, a few staring openly at the golden-haired lioness as she spread out her clothes against the rocky wall. Even Dradyn stirred from his gloomy stupor with appreciative eyes.

Rhanu grinned. Her lack of chastity wasn't on purpose. She seemed surprised at the stares at first, and it tickled her to no end when she found out why. She was from the barbarian clans that roamed the wilds of Uros, content in their uncivilized ways and cloaked in mystique. She said the women would go about completely unclad sometimes, often when they hunted or dueled one another.

Han certainly took in the view without hesitation. He was as skilled a warrior as they came, but his youth was displayed when encountering women.

Rhanu nodded to him. "Maybe you'd like to paint a picture, Han."

Han held his hands as though capturing Meshella in a frame. "I would gladly abandon my sword and take up the brush if I even dreamed I could render such a divine sight to canvas." He gave an exaggerated sigh. "But alas, such perfection is beyond my skill."

Meshella rolled her eye and swatted at Han with a towel. He nimbly dodged out of the way.

"I will tell our guests you are coming." He bowed and turned to where Nyori spoke urgently with a pair of hooded figures. She was smiling, the first time Rhanu had seen her do so since Marcellus mysteriously vanished.

Meshella's amusement sobered as she looked at the newcomers. "They were alone out in this storm, Rhanu. I'd say that makes them either very brave or very foolish."

He looked at the pair. Something seemed familiar, though he couldn't see their faces. Their scents tickled his nostrils.

He knew one of them, at least.

He tossed the rag back to Meshella. "Get some clothes on before these boys have a fit." She laughed again as he walked toward the newcomers. Han said something, and they stood quickly. When they pulled their hoods back from their faces, Rhanu blinked in surprise. One of them was a woman. The other was Naresh, one of Nyori's protectors when Rhanu first met her. Naresh had similar features to the woman, marking them as siblings.

Nyori turned, her face still beaming. "You remember Naresh, I'm sure. This is his twin sister and my mentor, Shama Ayna."

Ayna was older than Nyori by only a few years. Her partially braided ebony hair was windswept and dampened, but that seemed to enhance the beauty of her face: full lips, tanned skin, and magnetic eyes the color of liquid gold. A diadem of tiny gems sparkled on her forehead, and loops of beads and polished bone hung from her neck. Her burgundy dress was intricately interwoven with mosaic designs, and pouches of varying sizes hung from her wide leather belt.

Rhanu bowed respectfully. "Sholoim, Shama Ayna. It honors me to meet the one who trained such a talented woman." He turned his attention to Naresh. "I had heard you were slain. It pleases me to find that to be an error. But where is your companion?"

"He was the one who died, unfortunately." Naresh had changed since their last meeting. His eyes were downcast, and his face harder. His voice still had the same prideful ring as before, however. "The akhkharu I battled only saw me as a nuisance." His tone suggested irritation at that. "They cast me from the mountain and left me for dead as they followed Nyori's trail. I was sorely wounded but managed to survive long enough to be found by a Caraka caravan. They were able to keep me alive until my sister found me."

Ayna looked at Rhanu as though she were peering into his soul. He shivered inwardly and wondered if she could read his mind with her sorcery.

She spoke in a calm, deliberate manner. "Nyori has spoken highly of you and your band, Rhanu'bis. We thank you for your hospitality. It was difficult to travel in this storm, but I knew we would find you."

His eyes had ventured longingly to the fire where his men distributed wineskins and made themselves comfortable, but her words refocused his attention. "You came through this storm looking for us? Why?"

Her mouth held a hint of a smile. "Did Nyori not tell you she was to meet with me?"

"Yes, but I didn't know you knew where to find us. How—"

"The certainty of knowing. The Sha are guided by intuition. In normal times, we would have met in a civilized place, but times are not normal, and it is pertinent that I meet with her now."

Rhanu felt a stir of amusement. I wonder if learning to provide mysterious answers is a part of training to be a Shama. "You're welcome to stay until we can guide you to a hospitable town, mistress. Besides that, I don't know what you want with us."

Her amber gaze stayed focused on his. "One, because you are a hunter of akhkharu. They are on the move, and we need those capable of destroying them."

He was slightly impressed. Not too many knew anything about the odji, surely not enough to know them by their name. Still, she was a Shama, so it was no surprise that she knew more than the average person.

"And two, because you have seen the dark rider."

Rhanu's mouth dropped. "How could you know that?" 

Her only response was her mysterious smile as she pulled her hood back over her head. Her eyes glowed from the shadows.

"Because I know, Godslayer. If you have had enough of wandering through snowstorms, you will let me guide you tomorrow."

"You? Guide us? Why would I even consider that?"

"Because when you do, I will lead you to this dark rider. He is essential to my cause. And to yours."

She turned and walked toward the fire before Rhanu could respond. The Huntsmen respectfully made room for her. Even Shiru nodded in respect. Rhanu shook his head wonderingly.

Naresh glared, and Nyori looked as though Rhanu had said something offensive. She stepped closer, her whisper fierce. "Ayna knows more than you can imagine. Listen to her!" She walked away with her head held high. Naresh gave Rhanu a warning look before joining the others.

Rhanu scratched his head as he looked at Han.

"Nice job backing me up there."

Han grinned. "A man needs no help putting his foot in his mouth. She is one of their Sovereign Ones. To argue with such is useless." He looked at the departing Shama. "She is beautiful, is she not? Her complexion is flawless: such lovely golden skin. And her eyes—have you ever seen such? I was stricken by Nyori and afraid I would never reclaim my heart, but this Ayna..."

Rhanu clapped Han on the back with a laugh. They joined their comrades at the fire, where Fregeror had already begun another tale of legend and daring.

It wasn't until much later that Rhanu realized that Ayna had correctly interpreted the meaning of his name.
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THE STORM BROKE THAT night. They awoke to clear skies and a sun that did its best to radiate what little warmth it could. Compared to the previous day, it was marvelous. The vast expanse outside was covered in a white blanket while the trees wore heavy winter coats. 

Ayna had instructed the band to head southeast toward Feroch. With the Huntsmen practically fawning over her and acting as though she was their natural leader, Rhanu couldn't add anything that would not make himself sound foolish. She smiled at him as if she could read his thoughts. He wondered again about the range of her powers. Was it possible she was mentally manipulating the entire band? He shook his head. He knew too little of the Sha, but it didn't feel like his mind was invaded.

Who can know such things? He made a point to stay as far from her as possible, just for good measure. Booting his horse forward, he joined Dradyn toward the front of the line. The big man rode atop a shaggy colt and stared ahead with a focused gaze. He hadn't said much since Marcellus' disappearance, but as a former Ranger, he knew the lay of the land well. That was good because their last guide lay buried in the hills of Avalloc.

It was strange finding so many odji in a well-populated region like that. After the attack in the palace, escorting Nyori was the best way to put some distance between them and Kaerleon. The soldiers would be looking for anyone involved, and Rhanu had no intention of explaining their reason for being there, especially when Marcellus Admorran had vanished into thin air.
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