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“ 'I perceive by the will of God that His purpose is strange, His will a random and distant force to the minds of men who cannot see. For instance, you must look at the central prophecy of the coming of the Red King. Though it is aforetime, beyond the lifetime of men living upon the surface now, after the Destruction most will think the line finished and the kingdom nothing more than ancient history. Yet prophecy is like the tidal wave at sea which rises and falls with the drawing of forces that exist, not in the world itself, but outside of it. Men cannot see all things, no, not in their own time nor in the future. Many cannot  understand the past. Three times the world will be cleansed and brought a hope, three times the Reshaim will dawn, that holy hope, until the Third Dawn of the Reshaim. Afterward, all things will be returned to God, united in holy perfection and the  chain of birth, unhappiness, suffering and death will be broken and cast off forever. That perfection is the hoped for Paradise that all men attain to, whether they know it or not. It was the original Purpose, that Man might be brought back to Him in Perfection, eternal.' "

Says the inspired scribe Izingu, Ahaifa. For instance, I, like him before me, see the will of God in the birth of this new king though it shall be many ages from now. What is now coming next is the Second Dawn of the Reshaim. The First is long past in the Great Destruction of Assenna. As for the next dawn, the seed has been preserved throughout the wild peoples, to mingle and grow stronger, to weed out the imperfection it once had and it will be made to come back to Him in an unexpected way. The king will be a distant descendent of the last Red King, King Dahlan. As the holy book states, his father will be a warrior king, a wild man and strong like all his peoples, his mother a queen out of a mysterious land shadowed by dark gods but neither of them will be adherents to the faith nor will this be perceived clearly by all those looking for the second fulfillment. It will seem a strange thing, even foolish, especially to those looking for the wrong reasons. But along the way He will raise up prophets from among the people and these will guide those with the right hearts to truly see the signs. Those that can see it will rejoice. Those that cannot understand it will hate it and seek to destroy the signs and the servants who reveal it. Yet, Airend-Ur is with His people. If He has said it, it will come to pass.

- From the Additional Expoundings, conversations and acts of the Desert Fathers

(Appendix material from the Book of Nagilla)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter One 
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The end of the month of Aiphaz, 1700,  A. T. V.

"And who are you to disturb my rest? My dwelling place?" A mighty black, scaly tail came crashing down upon the ship, breaking it in half. Shards of wood, metal, goods, matter and men went flying like arrows into the Llordis. Rapheth could hear the terrified cries of the crew and passengers as they crashed into its rough, cold waters. The dragon plunged its head into the water to finish devouring the crew. Its head spikes, horns longer than long swords and black as pitch, demolished and splintered what was left of the ship. Rapheth felt himself falling, water rushing into his lungs. The cold attacked his body like a thousand stabbing knives. He caught a glimpse of light below as he struggled in vain to swim to the surface. Like a bright lantern pushing toward him through the water it came. He felt its heat on the soles of his feet. But I feel so cold.

"Then you should not have come here, little fool!" It was the fiery eye of Abgaron. The dragon opened a wide, vicious looking maw and bit him in half. . .

Rapheth awoke with a sickened start.

"Another dream?" Asked a voice in the darkness.

"Yes." Rapheth murmured. There was a tiny light only some feet away. He guessed it had entered his dream. How the things of waking time enter dreams in the most unexpected ways. The answering voice was Parso's.

"Reading in the dark again?" Rapheth asked, relaxing his head back against a burlap sack. He heard Parso chuckle. That familiar, avuncular sound comforted him. Rapheth took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

"Do you want me to read to you from the Holy Aishanna?"

"Please."

"Like the darkness that is covering the twilight. . ." As Parso read on, Rapheth tried to settle his mind, which flew from one tangled nest of dark thoughts to another. They had been sailing for twenty-two days, the Llordis Sea gradually pouring into the North Ocean. Its waters were very cold and the crew took to wearing heavy, woolen clothing proofed with a wax made of animal fat. The weather was unlike anything Rapheth and his men had experienced and some, such as Luz and Shukala, had fallen ill from the icy chill in the air. And the ship was unusual to Rapheth. The ships they had sailed in to reach Yeleb used many oars. One could become nearly hypnotized to the rhythmic sound of powerful oarsmen rowing to the drum. This one, a Pallinonian merchant ship, had great red sails but no oarsmen.

For some days he and Ephron had discussed how to fight a dragon but nothing had appeared miraculously to help them. Or, rather, him. Then Ephron urged him to think of out-witting the dragon with a riddle. They'd read that it had been done before.

"No need to ask Airend-Ur for help where you can help yourself." Ephron said. "We have been fortunate so far. Why assume He will not help? Do what you will and God's hand will be in the matter. Go forward and be courageous and face this demon-thing. You will triumph and destroy it. Only cowards shrink away or plot in the darkness." Ephron's prideful words echoed in his mind. It had impressed him. They also disturbed him. But he was of a special blood line. He was Reshaim! Why should he not be proud? That alone was powerful blood. Perhaps Ephron was right. Rapheth tried again to match the pace of his breathing with the heaving movement of the ship as it rolled through the rough waters of the ocean. 

It was night and the sky was obscured in thick gloom. However, the crew were fortunate. A man who was once an alchemical apprentice, a technician in the golden alchemical arts, was on board and he had a compass to help them navigate even when the stars could not be seen. Oratio was his name and he was amazed when Rapheth and Parso had shown him their tinkering machines, especially the chilyabium.

"I'd heard these things were banned in your lands," he'd said, astonished at the sight of it. He set to work tinkering with the machines when the weather was calm and had rigged it so that at least the chilyabium could be turned on. However, Oratio admitted that fixing such a finely made machine was far beyond his skill. He told them to come with him after the ship docked, to the house of his great-uncle who was a well-respected White Alchemist. He had a number of other relatives that were in the guilds as well. Most of his family lived in Tidua, a major hill town in central Pallinona. "My great-uncle," he said, "on seeing such a machine will welcome you gladly!"

After only a week of sailing Rapheth felt the evil dread of the dragon hanging about him like a suffocating drape, even feeling it as a pain in his kidneys. His disquieting thoughts blossomed into fear as he had now sailed off the edge of promise and hope into a maw of uncertainty. As the days went on, the crew, first merry and at times boisterous, had grown quiet the farther west they sailed. But there was no turning back. His men regarded him already as a sort of "king", if only amongst themselves but it was enough to burden him with more doubt and fear. This dragon son of Garon would surely test him for it was not only human men who did not want to see his rise. Certain beings of the higher realm hated him as well. He'd surmised from what he'd read about the creature that he would have to do battle, either physically or by wit. 

Rapheth pondered over this now in the dark. He could hear the waves pushing and beating against the side of the ship like hands seeking what was inside. If only he had a great sword such as the star sword of Ishuye. Why could he not have such a thing and why would God fling him to the far corners of the world without it? Even so, Abgaron would not be fooled into a physical battle with that sword again. Feeling alone in the blackness with only the smells of the ship and sea, hearing the soft snores of the other men around him and the waves outside, his thoughts turned sour. Rapheth felt like an animal caught in a trap, waiting for the hunter. He'd been told since he was a small child that he was of royal blood, of the famed, or infamous Reshaim yet he had to hide who he was. He could not fully partake of life but simply wait. Who am I, really? It frustrated him as he'd grown older to not have a sure identity, a place in the community and in the world which he could openly express. He was sometimes jealous of Shukala and Ephron for this reason. They knew who they were and what they would be in the firmament of society when they became men. They even knew which girls they would marry, both betrothed when they were still children, while he felt chained by destiny and unfettered by dangers that lurked everywhere. He'd prayed to God many times but there seemed to be no satisfactory answer from that front either. If you will not give me a powerful sword to defeat him as you gave Ishuye, I shall outsmart him by wit if I can! he thought defiantly. I have no other choice!

. . .

The next morning after a breakfast of stale bread, limes, hard cheese and salted beef, for which he had little appetite, Rapheth went above deck. The sky was the same sullen gray it had been for weeks. He had never seen the sky thus and it's alien quality did nothing to improve his mood. Even the crew remained apprehensive. His own men tried to get him to go back below deck but Rapheth stubbornly ignored them.

"What is the matter, do you think?" Asked Injol to Rhajit. Rhajit shook his head.

"Perhaps the weight of what he is about to become is finally taking its toll. A test of manhood, perhaps." Sea spray soaked and matted down his thick black hair. Rhajit smoothed it over again and pulled his cloak closer against the cold. "Out in the desert, boys of a certain age are tested as to their manhood. They must hunt and kill a fierce beast. A pack of jackals or a lion, or in the old days, one of the great lava lizards that used to roam the mountains. This must be his test."

"I know of what you speak. I had my own test back then. However, none of us tribesmen had to face a dragon." Said Injol. Rhajit had nothing to say to this.

A black line, like a massive rising wave through the waters, rent a line through the sea. The water grew grayish and turgid as the creature cut its path toward the ship. There were frightened shouts from the sailors and the alarm sounded. Men ran to and fro over the deck or dove below deck but there was nowhere to hide. The lord of the Llordis had finally appeared.

"I thought perhaps we would not see him this time! Normally he would have appeared long before now!" Said the captain fearfully. "I have brought tribute, men! Even a prisoner below deck who would have received the death penalty in Tidua! Do not fear or panic, yet!" He shouted. Ephron and Shukala refused to go below deck and kept their eyes fearfully on their friend. A mountainous, scaled head like a lizard's with a crown of sharp horns arrayed around it reared up from the waters. Rapheth turned to the captain whose eyes were wide as moons.

"Do not give over the prisoner for the creature is here for me." The captain nodded but said nothing.

"Did you think that you could sneak past without tribute? I perceive you have something special to give me!" Said the dragon. It's voice was like the sound of great mountains dragging across each other.

"Oh, great and fear-inspiring Abgaron! I have your tribute! Much gold and silver I have acquired-" Cried the captain. Abgaron rumbled with cruel laughter. Rapheth could feel the rumble in the soles of his feet. Abgaron turned his gazed upon him suddenly, his eyes blazing.

"Keep silent and keep your gold and silver!" He said derisively. Parso, Rhajit, Shukala and Ephron tried to make their way to Rapheth's side. "Stand back, all of you! Or I will devour this ship and everyone in it." The dragon turned his attention back to Rapheth.

"I see a prize in flesh and blood this day." The dragon opened his mouth and revealed glittering, sharp teeth. "I smell the blood of Reshaim!" He said with deepest scorn. The words rolled over Rapheth like tidal waves and he could feel the disgust in it hit him with a vicious slap. "Long dead I thought you all. But here one stands before me. Do you not fear me, boy?"

"I am not a boy." Said Rapheth, trying to muster his courage. His heart hammered and he braced sweaty hands against the bulwark. The dragon laughed again and this time Rapheth could feel his own teeth rattle.

"Oh, such courage." Abgaron sneered. "You must have a holy sword on you, but I shall not be torn open again. No, I came to you in dream. You know of it. We shall find another way for you to pay your debt for crossing the sea, Reshaim!" 

Rapheth's heart fluttered in fear and excitement. He had no weapon to kill or fight the dragon but he did have his wits still about him. He finally spoke up.

"Give me a riddle to answer Abgaron, since you seem to know my mind." The dragon narrowed his eyes and then let out a deep hiss. A circle of fire surrounded the ship, anchoring it in the stormy waters. Quickly, as it touched the waters, the ring around the ship became a wall of thick, blackish gray steam that held the ship captive within the circle of the dragon's presence. It was foul, acrid, smelling of corpses, sulphur, melted metal and the sea. The dragon's voice suddenly became low as he sunk his head down, slipping it through the circle of steam and moving in close to Rapheth.

"You want to play a game? That is well, but where there is no blood-letting do not think there is no price to pay."

"There is a price to everything."

"Indeed. Give your riddle then, Reshaim." Rapheth was frightened but closed his eyes to gather himself. Airend-Ur hear me and be merciful. He could hear the dragon laughing in his head, though it could not be heard by the other men on board.

Make all the prayers you must. You will not leave here until the matter is done. Came the dragon's voice. Rapheth ignored it as best he could, wracking his mind for a riddle. Of all the scrolls and books he had read there were not many riddles to be found in them but there were a few in the Book of Kings' Wisdom in the Holy Aishanna and he was now fast coming up with his own riddle based upon one of those passages.

"Aha! I have one:

The cost of one only its maker knows,

it is both valueless and precious.

A beggar may give one as easily as a king.

But when one is broken, pain and rage are sure to follow. 

What is the answer?

The dragon reared back and stared at him for a few moments.

"The answer is a promise."

"What does this mean?" Gasped the captain.

"It means you may pass unhindered for he has given himself to me as a promise."

"I do not understand-" cried Rapheth.

"Of course you do not, little fool. I have been here long before your Reshaim ancestors walked the world. The crew here can go in peace. I will not harm them. This day. You, on the other hand, are the sacrifice." The dragon laughed and fires blossomed from the acrid smelling waters around the ship and rose higher than the wall of steam. The sails began to burn and it threw the crew into a panic.

It dawned on Rapheth that he'd rushed in too soon to battle with this ancient creature.

"Now what will you give me, Reshaim, so that you may pass unharmed?" The dragon had tricked him but there was no way he could change things now.

"I give you my word that I will come back this way, as a sacrifice or I shall forfeit my life, if I fail to keep my promise. Do not harm them, Abgaron." Rapheth felt himself beginning to tremble  uncontrollably. He wanted to curse his body for its cowardly betrayal.

"Have I not already said as much?" Taunted the dragon. I thought as much. Naive and stupid like all of your kind who worship the First One. Do not lie to me. I know when men lie. The dragon's voice sounded in his head. I perceive you speak truth to me in this, that you will face me but do not think you will succeed for I have my brand upon you. It shall kill you if you do not hold to your promise.

"I think that I and the Father of Storms will find you far more useful alive instead of dead. Oh yes." Hissed the dragon. 

Abgaron let them pass but not before leaving a visceral reminder of Rapheth's promise. He felt heat growing within him, becoming like a raging fire, then a searing pain in his chest. Rapheth screamed and collapsed.

"What is happening!?" Parso, Ephron and Shukala came to his side. Rapheth could feel blood welling up in his mouth. He felt the brand, now pulsing in his body. In terrible pain and out of breath he merely lay upon the deck, gasping for breath. The dragon moved away and let them pass. As the ship sailed on, the circle of fire and steam dissolved but they could hear the rumbling, menacing laughter of the dragon, even as he plunged back into the depths.

"Bless Elitaph and Io!" Cried one of the sailors.

"Bless my soul and the rolling waves! That was the strangest battle I have ever witnessed. Usually he demands valuables or flesh, right then and there!" Exclaimed the captain. "You must be a wizard, Rapheth! You must be! You have saved us all!" The captain and his men were elated.

"Yes, I think there is something else afoot here. This young man has some authority, or some other quality that is valuable, otherwise the dragon would not have made any such bargain. He must be blessed by the gods, else we all would be dead!" Said Oratio. "When I arrive home I must tell my uncle!"

"See! What did I tell you? You are on the path to great glory already! And you needed no sword or even God's hand in the matter!" Said Ephron excitedly.

"What do you mean, Ephron?" Asked Parso sharply.

"What?"

"Was this your idea?" Asked Parso, growing angry.

"What? Give your "divine destiny" talk a rest! He won and we are all safe! There is nothing to worry over, Parso!" Ephron said irritably. Parso's eyes glinted as he scowled at Ephron. Then he glanced worriedly back at Rapheth.

"That remains to be seen. And there is no true glory that is not given to a man by the First Pillar. You should know that," he warned. Ephron made a dismissive sound.

"Come, gentle fellows! We go in joy to Pallinona!" Said the captain. The crew raised a great cry of jubilant relief and they celebrated with ale, salted beef and powerful spirits. Some set about mending the sails.

How easily men descend from principles to potables in times of trial. He thought. Rapheth wanted to join in but he felt ill. He realized that he had made a deadly bargain with an evil creature and though he was obligated to keep his word, Abgaron was not. He rubbed the spot on his chest where he felt the invisible brand of the dragon. The first challenge was over and he had failed it. There was no question he wanted to keep his promise but could he? Should he? Even if he could escape Abgaron's retribution would Airend-Ur find it acceptable? What did the dragon want to use him for? He could have simply eaten him alive but did not, which made Rapheth's sense of dread deepen. Did Abgaron know something about his journey that he did not?
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Chapter Two
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He hoped he could run faster than their flocks of stone-tipped poisoned arrows could fly. He was the fleetest runner in nearly all of Dyrland. This was why he was chosen to scout. He did not think they were close but one never knew. They had become more stealthy over the years. The ice and snow came down in earnest now, pelting through the dense foliage of everblacks, lady reds and evergreens, sharp as teeth. In the far distance he finally heard it. The soul-chilling scream of the Ohdrufrid. He'd put a great distance between himself and his pursuers but it still sent fear coursing through him. He rounded a tree, one with a small hollow at its base hidden behind thick snow-covered kingberry bushes. It was one of the many hiding places he had examined long ago while scouting through the woods. The forest was densest near the town, before the strong wood and iron walls and the gate, making it easy for anyone to ambush men traveling to town in the evening. And there were creatures that did the bidding of the Ohdrufrid, watching the towns and villages of the vast forests for hapless victims when their masters hunted for human flesh. He dove deftly into the hollow and listened silently like a doe, hiding behind the protective underbrush of the kingberry bushes. He heard nothing now but the persistent pattering of snow and his own heart flailing away. He held his breath with difficulty. It sounded again. This time it was more of a short wail. But not the wail of sorrow. It was more a call of note, as if something was found. What, he could not guess. Perhaps they saw him approaching the desecrated village? Perhaps they caught his scent as he fled from the rituals he had spied in their caves? They were calling up the most ancient of dark gods now. Moraven took out the object he found in the village. It was warm now as he fingered it. A precious object sullied, blasphemed! It infuriated and sickened him to even think upon the matter. He climbed from his hiding place and started on his way again, though the pain in his legs made them shriek in protest. He quickened his pace toward the town gate. The Great Thane would not like the news he had to bring. The Thane already had many worries upon his brow. Yet, any news might help in the coming war.

. . .

Idwil, heavy with child, sat and rested her sore feet upon a velvet pillow. The baby, little Millidred, played quietly on a soft pallet of furs near the fire.

"Tella, hand me the quilt." She said to the serving woman.

"Yes, mistress." The hall that Thane Uwain built would have to be prepared and decked with the best tribal hangings, candles, winter greenery and wreaths. The other thanes and elder men of counsel, her husband being the Great Thane, or Chief Thane of the king, would be meeting again. Uwain of the Eostur clan, chieftain and Great Thane of Grunhold was preoccupied these last months. The town was on high alert even though they had won an important victory against the Ohdrufrid over a year ago. She was concerned as to why this did not satisfy her husband. He worried constantly, his face set into a permanent scowl and he was not a man given to a lot of talk. A boar was turning and roasting on the spit at the kitchen fire. A large horn of good honey mead sat on the long table by his chair. Even these things did not seem to make him happy anymore. She remembered when the hall of her lord was filled with his deep laughter and the laughter of the other thanes and valiant men of the land; singing, talk, the barking hounds and laughing wives and children and the giving of good gifts. She sighed heavily and went back to weaving her quilt. She was weaving into the quilt the sigil of their house, the kingberry flower. It was sacred to the people of southern Dyrland and there were many uses for it as well as for the kingberries. She heard his heavy footsteps coming up the outside steps. A blast of cold air blew in along with a bit of fresh snow. Lord Uwain shook his furs and set his sword and its sheath aside in his favorite chair, the one made of boar tusks, leather and polished everblack wood. He nodded to her.

"My lady."

"My lord."

"Da!" Said little Millidred and reached her plump, rosy hands up toward her father. At last, the Great Thane smiled broadly, if briefly. He took her up with one hand and hugged her and she squealed with delight. He rubbed Millidred's golden red hair, taken after her own tresses.

"Arnulf, play some soft music for us." Said Idwil. Arnulf, a young musician from northern Dyrland, orphaned some years ago, played upon his old wooden harp a soft and lilting lullaby. She had lit special candles of myrrh as her husband liked the scent. They were difficult to come by in the Great Valley Lands. But the candles were alight throughout the main hall which gave a gently festive air to the great house.

"The king, I expect, will call for council again soon." Her eyes studied his face carefully and she detected the scorn in his voice.

"Another council? So he finally admits we are officially at war with the Ohdrufrid?"

"With the Ohdrufrid, the Wodrufrid and every evil work and dark creature conjured up against the tribes of Men."

"By the gods! We issued them a resounding defeat by the Black River. I thought it would be years before we heard from them again, if ever," she said.

"Normally, you would be right. But there is something else at work here. They continue to worship the gods of the underworld, ones our people rejected long ago and I suspect they are getting unnatural help from them. The very air of these times is evil, Idwil. It reminds me of the last days of the rule of King Khalit and his first queen. He had these evil counselors all around him, one in particular who urged the case for him to acquire another queen. Finally, needing money for a nearly bankrupt kingdom and needing an important military alliance against his enemies, he was finally persuaded. The fact that he had no issue from the first queen only helped that fatal decision further along. He brought within his court and to his bosom snakes who worshiped at the altars of demons. Signs and portents, dark and frightening were everywhere when this new queen was got with child. The atmosphere of the entire court changed. It was like always having to have eyes at the back of your head, lest a serpent strike you from behind." Idwil was listening with all earnestness now. Rarely these days did Uwain divulge what was on his mind unless he was greatly disturbed.

"I was under the impression that most royal courts were like that."

"They are, but this one even more so. I tell you Idwil, the dark gods are powerful in the world. They are rising and becoming more active. I had to flee and I barely escaped with my life after we learned of Khalit's death. I owe Ruz and his brother Omun a life debt and now that Omun has helped our sword-smiths forge these new swords that can cut through anything, our entire town owes him. Even so, fighting against gods is a different matter. The giants are up to something. I can feel it."

"Perhaps I can weave some trick-"

"No! Not that I do not trust in your skills but leave this be. It could get you killed." He came to her and tenderly touched her swollen belly. She put her own hand over his.

"You and our children are too precious. Do not attract the attention of the gods of the giants lest you invoke their everlasting wrath. The sun is waning in power as winter comes but the gods of the giants are rising in strength." Idwil felt pained.

"As you say, my lord." Still, she had the blood of her foremothers, the wise women of the woods in her and they never sat by idly when their families were in danger. She would come up with some defense to help her husband and her people.

"I wonder, Uwain. Where did he ever learn this secret?" She asked. These new men he'd brought with him from the Southern Lands had always intrigued her.

"He said that when he was a youth he spoke with a very old man. This man was from the land called Hidush."

"Where is that? You speak of so many places I have never heard of."

"I have been to many places and heard of more. The Hidushian told of a way that their blacksmiths had discovered a new metal called stel, or steel. He explained the process to him and Omun, having a great ability to remember things, kept it in his mind always and through trial and error he applied these principles to his own sword-making. He told no one of his new knowledge and discoveries. In fact, Omun found a way to make the stel of the Hidushians even stronger." There was an urgent knocking at the doors. One of the servants answered it.

"My lord! It is I, Moraven!" The young man was flushed and breathing heavily.

"Come in and sit! Get him something to drink!" Uwain commanded. A cup of mead was set on a table as he came and stood by the fire.

"Sit, lad! Tell me, what have you seen and found?" Moraven took a few moments to catch his breath. His face was deep red. The music stopped. He finally sank down on the rugs by the fire. The baby looked up at him curiously. Idwil caught her up into her arms.

"My lord and lady!" He first bowed to them. "My lord, you were right to suspect some evil craft among the giants. I spied them in one of their sacred places in Mount Blacry. They are calling up the dark gods! The villages of Stafa and Wyllahen were destroyed! The people I saw in the cave! I think they came from those villages, my lord!"

"What happened to the people in those caves?" Asked Idwil with a look of dread upon her face. Moraven shuttered.

"Do you even need to ask, my lady?"

"Mercy!" Cried Tella.

"You were right! You were right to warn the king of their activity. I saw things too great and terrible in those caves and we will need more than the men we have to defeat them. The king must help us!"

"We must all join together or face annihilation!" Said Idwil.

"And why does he wait and tarry as we in the south are picked off and killed?" Said Uwain. "His own people!" 

"But is he truly of our blood, my lord?" Said Tella quietly.

"Mmm. You speak truth, woman." Said Uwain.

"I have something. I found it in the ruins of Wyllahen." The boy took out a bronze medallion, dirtied and battered, and put it on the table. Uwain took it up and looked it over. Then he looked at Moraven in consternation.

"This is the sigil of chieftain Ogwain and his clan. I knew him to be a great ally of the people of Grunhold and of the Eostur clan. They have killed a great warrior."

"May his soul find rest." Said Idwil. Her delicate features looked drawn.

"He will find no rest after their cruel and disgusting rites!" Uwain shouted in rising anger. He closed his eyes briefly and the color faded from his face.

"You have done well, Moraven. Stay here for the night and the servants will see to your needs. Meanwhile, I have information the king needs. If he wants it." He said these last words in disgust and stormed out of the hall toward the main bedchamber. Idwil kept her fingers busy weaving and threading the quilt. Not only had the kingberry brought good fortune to her house and her family line through many generations but weaving helped her to think, to pick through confusing thoughts until she came down to the bottom of a matter. She could feel evil growing all around her out there in the wild woods just as her husband did. And it disturbed her that the king would not come to the aid of the people in the south. The king had not always been this slow to action. He was once a valiant, mighty man of good courage and fairness. Perhaps he was weaker than everyone thought these days. Perhaps he had not the men to spare. Perhaps the Brytlanders in the north were stirring against him again. Perhaps. . .

Perhaps she would need to seek out that ancient font of wisdom. The one many in the towns and villages quietly respected. Old Hildwylla. 

Moraven took a generous drink of mead and sighed in relief. Then he looked around the near empty hall, his feverishness in the heat of the flight now subsiding. Deep sadness and helplessness began to overtake him.

After writing a letter to the king Uwain went to the granary and had the letter sent off by one of the blue-black night falcons. The king would have to act now. They were moving up north, attacking the towns and villages in a winding route ever nearer toward the royal seat. There was no other choice. They could not afford to sit and do nothing or the giants would retake the territories and subjugate everyone under the old, cruel gods of long ago. A terrible fate no man wanted to see except the most wicked. They needed a weapon that could not be beaten. More than one, if possible. His long time guests who were now nearly part of the family slept in a one room hut built for them, attached to the granary. A small fire was burning in the brazier in this room and a small lantern burned, lit from bear fat. 

"Omun, hurry and produce those much talked about singing swords of yours. We will need them in the coming days if we are to defeat the enemy. There are times I wish we had the secret fire you used to speak of, the elements of it and how to make it. Perhaps we could burn them out." The man stirred from his covers in the dark.

"Not so, my lord. It is made of bitumen, among other things, but that is all I know. That secret fire has such strange elements that even I do not understand the making of it. You do not want to see it, unless it is to see the forests of your homeland burn forever."

. . .

The smithy was brimming with blacksmiths and bladesmiths as Omun, his Alharan accent growing ever softer over time, was again at work instructing them in creating the superior swords of the strange new metal. He'd been working closely with a particularly ambitious swordsmith named Hlothar Ulfberht. Hlothar was from the north of Dyrland, of the people called Brytlanders.

Brytlanders were originally from the land of Dach, just northwest of Dyrland and it was said certain families among them had ambitions toward kingship and empire. But for now, this ancient enemy of Dyrland had receded into the background as everyone greatly feared the tribes of giants rising up in the land.

Hlothar was one of the best swordsmiths in the region and he and Omun often spent much time together talking and learning from one another; from different perspectives and different sides of the world, they had a shared love of metallurgy and all things Golden Alchemical. Northern Dyrlanders had found a way to make steel swords long ago. However Omun, through his knowledge of metallurgy as he'd practiced Golden Alchemy secretly for many years, found a way to greatly improve upon this primitive way.

"You see this here? By adding a blast of air to the process at this point. . .where it takes your men days through this process, this shortens it and makes better, stronger steel. Stronger than even northern Dyrland steel."

"Stronger than iron. I never thought anything could ever be stronger than iron." Murmured a young apprentice. All of the apprentices were forced to climb the eaves or stand outside the forge to watch through the wide doorway while the masters and journeymen crowded into the choice places in the forge.

"Steel, in an indirect way, is a kind of iron. You do not get steel without iron. So iron is still the strong, red foundation. There is also another thing I want to show you later." Then he had others try the process. His brother Ruz toiled quietly, helping to keep things organized in the shop and presently he was cleaning the outside step. Much of their success in Dyrland he owed to his brother. Ruz had managed to take a number of hidden scrolls of Queen Diti's, forbidden information, some of them were alchemical sigils, blueprints and instructions to build strange devices, others were of potions and medicines long forgotten. Omun was more a swordsmith than an engineer or architect. There was one scroll that held the most valuable information to him, though most of it was written in Old Alharan, which he could barely read. A word: stel. It had captivated him. It was an older word for steel. Which meant that the alloy was known about long ago. Whether it was used in Hybron in any practical sense was unknown. But it was known. And the instructions for creating a very strong stel was in the scroll. It included using bones from a powerful animal or warrior. When Omun had tried it out, adding the bones of an auroch the Thane and some of his men slew, to the charcoal, his steel-making was driven to a new height. He valued these prized and forbidden scrolls and kept them well hidden. 

Omun had taught a few of the most skilled Dyrlander swordsmiths and they now took over and helped walk the others through this sacred way of sword-making. It was a wonderful experience, a freedom he never had before, to practice his discipline in the open. Alchemy was not only welcomed here but admired and respected. In Hybron only iron swords could be made, as to try to create anything different and stronger required the use of metallurgy, a form of alchemy which was banned. A stupid and ignorant law he never understood. It was all alchemy! And giving and sharing knowledge was a joy to him that he could never practice openly back home. He also had a natural love for and knowledge of tinkering devices. Infernal devices, according to the Ainash hikras. It saddened him that his homeland was so full of hypocrisy. 

While he was free in one sense and relished it, there were other dangerous things in this new land of the Great Ridge, or the Great Valley Lands. Things, disturbing. When he saw that he was able to take a short rest he went outside to join his brother.

"I hear of reports again, brother. Dark things in the forests. I do not like these forests. There are trees here as black as bitumen and even some with foliage red as blood," he said.

"I know it. I have heard that some of these trees feed on the blood of animals or men. That the giants feed them." Said Ruz. "Besides, I think of returning back home these days. I have no use here. I am an eunuch and I cannot take a wife here. How would I have issue? Many see us as strange anyway."

"I would imagine that is how Uwain felt among our people, Ruz. But your idea is a good one. I too have been thinking long and hard on returning but we have no news of what is happening back home. I fear to return after the death of the king. Who knows what Hybron looks like now? Or Egi? The land could be in complete chaos." 

"But I fear that chaos will erupt here. These people are getting ready for another war with those monstrous beings out in the wild."

"And I am helping them prepare for it. These new swords I am making are the most powerful yet! They sing through the air!" He swung his sword arm as if carrying one. "And I am making them longer and lighter, yet stronger than any of the strongest iron swords. It is a miracle, Ruz! When I am finished instructing the swordsmiths and blacksmiths here, I will tell Uwain that we are ready to return to our homeland."

"Good, good. Hopefully it will not be too much longer. If only we had some news. I am looking forward to a new king rising to the throne, my brother. The Red King! Queen Diti always talked of this future king."

"Puh. I have heard much about it and seen little. A nice fable, I suppose. I just want to go home." Said Omun. He went up the wide road toward the Great House, to the little hut at the side of the granary and shut the door.

Ruz finished sweeping and put the broom aside. He peered up at the sullen, gray sky. Back home clouds only showed up to foretell omens, usually good ones. Sometimes not. Rarely were they seen in the open desert. However, in this land they were always there, obscuring the sky, the sun and the stars, as if suffocating them. And it was colder than anything he had ever experienced in his life. This land was always wet and raining or snowing. He was mystified as to why Uwain still worshiped the sun god in this land as the rain gods and storm gods seemed to hold more power. One of Uwain's attendants was coming, walking with a quick, rushed gait and looking at him with a worried and purposeful look.

"Is he here? My lord needs to speak with him. It is urgent." Ruz pointed to the hut beside the granary.

"He is there and he is not busy as of now."

The attendant went to the granary and knocked. Omun came to the door.

"The Thane would speak with you at once, Omun."

"What is it about?" He asked, reaching for his cloak.

"The king has finally sent for him. Evil is afoot and Lord Uwain feels your knowledge of metallurgical devices and sword making is key. War is brewing." Once he got outside, Omun cast an alarmed glance down toward Ruz as he pulled his cloak close about him and left behind the attendant, tramping in the snow around to the steps of the Great House.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]




Supper was amiable, slightly subdued and especially late this night. Anet was visiting the citadel. There were new faces at the citadel, such as the young ones that came to wash her feet after her long treks across the desert before they all sat down to eat. Ones such as Yusanna, a feisty little girl that reminded Anet of herself when she was a girl. There was little Lia, who in her talents for visions reminded Anet of herself also. And there was Yadua, the mysterious mute woman who had helped save  Lia's life. 

Lia, who at first was withdrawn and cried most of the time, seemed to finally be getting along quite well with the other sisters. Irtal, one of the newer shepherdesses of the citadel and a candle-maker, had taken Lia under her wing. And when she wasn't helping Irtal with the sheep and their lambs Anet often heard from Instructress Helga or Instructress Iddina that she and Yusanna would get up to mischief.

A meal of goat in spiced gravy over potatoes, preserved lemon onion chutney and quass was delicious, as usual. Sister Madeah never lost her touch in the kitchen. Anet motioned for Irtal to hand her the bread plate and she took another round of flatbread and poured a bit of olive oil upon it.

"I wonder what the king will say after all is said and done." Said Instructress Helga.

"I have no idea what to expect," said Anet.

"After all is said and done we will have a true king. Enough about the usurper! It is good to have you among us again, Anet. You are sorely missed." Helga actually permitted herself a slight smile. 

"Are you sure? I was a bit of an imp."

"And we have plenty more imps running about the place but none so curious about the outside world like you." Helga smiled broadly now, her fine lines broke into a wave of happiness, a true rarity. Anet was delighted to see it. Though still dour, Instructress Helga seemed less dour than before and the word was that she was a little softer on the students these days. Beloved Sister Carise had since passed away and she had left her only valuable worldly possession, her beautifully carved walking stick, to Instructress Helga. Helga used it as she now had a limp from an arthritic leg.

The prophet Ilim, who now lived among the scions, had a new task having to do with the city of Jhis. This was the most momentous and dangerous of their spiritual journeys. He had specifically asked for Anet to accompany him on this task. He'd received a letter from the king and showed it to her. it was written in a luxurious, metallic blue ink and dripping with cryptic courtesy. It had even come in an Egian made tinmak messenger; a golden dragonfly. But behind those words were iron teeth. Mother Berenice had first discerned the danger in the beautiful little thing but it did not miss Ilim either. Anet later ascertained that it's faceted glass and web wings were stained with the barest hint of a subtle poison, the powerfully potent venom of the giki-serpent. Ilim mentioned that there may be someone  other than the king behind the poison. Ilim's powers of perception had grown over time, so she did not question it. They consulted Saujiah on it and he bade them go and prophesy anyway, for they would give a sign that the end of Jhis had come. Airend-Ur had a point to make to the wicked king and his court.

"Let him think he has set his trap," said the messenger. "He has hardened his heart against the First One. He sees a vision of the demise of his house and the judgment against him. I have sent it." So they prepared for the journey. In the morning they would be leaving.

"I have not yet seen or heard of the king we all await." Said Irtal quietly.

"He remains hidden for now but Ilim and I know of his coming. The prophet knows who he is, through and through. That is all I can say, until the sign."

"Until the sign." Said Instructress Helga confidently. "Are you sure you will not need the warrior scions to accompany you both to the city?"

"No, no. We trust in Saujiah's word on this. But please make sure to send a group of sisters to Beth-Ayin ahead of us. Afterward, Ilim will visit the faithful, as many as he can. He will especially want to visit Beth-Ayin, as the brothers and sisters there have not seen him in an age."

"I worry for him. His health is no longer the best."

"I know but he insists he must go to see them. God will strengthen him." They ate and talked in broken, muted conversation; at times light, at times somber. The youngest ones were all in bed. Anet  was grateful for the peacefullness of the small company as she meditated on what lay ahead. Her dreams of running in the desert, of seeing the great city of Assenna were back, if sporadic. And also the disturbing dream of the dead queen. There were other dreams too. She thought on the holy messenger Saujiah. At times, he had appeared gaunt and other times as a strong, mighty man. She now discerned  that his look ebbed and flowed according to the work he was doing, whether he was at mortification and deprivation or doing a dynamic work. He was now full of dynamism, like her. 

Speaking of dynamism, she might have to do battle with this dark one, whoever it was, trying to reach her. She ate the rest of her meal in silence, listening to the usual goings-on and gossip of the citadel and town. And wondered how Kaisha her old friend was faring.

. . .

They set off before dawn the next morning. Ilim was in a grumpy mood. Anet was glad for the camels instead of mules or donkeys, but these seemed to give the prophet something to gripe about. The camels were, in his opinion, too wide and fat. Unnatural beasts! These new camels had been imported from Egi, camels with six legs instead of four, created and bred, most people suspected, by Black Alchemists. These monstrous creations did not seem to bother those who stood to gain monetarily from them or from those primarily concerned with comfort, but it was one more sign of the slow creep of certain black alchemical ideas encroaching Hybronian society. Ilim was muttering about the current laziness and wretchedness of the people of the land, in particular the youth. And how many had grown so fat and lazy that they now needed to breed "malformed beasts"  to hear him tell it, to bear their ever-growing backsides. 

"If animals can be deformed in such a way for the comfort of others why not eventually people?" He griped. The camels took these insults patiently in stride. Anet had to admit she'd found these unusually large camels rather strange but thought nothing more of it as she had other things on her mind. Like what sort of welcome they would receive in Jhis. Frankly, she was tired of hearing about the forsaken place and did not want to go. Her skin crawled just thinking about it. Someone powerful there was trying to reach them, someone with ill intentions. 

Though she had figured out that Taliat had no gift of reaching her through dreams, the way the dream had made her feel left her in no doubt that the queen, who was her own kin, would have thought nothing of slaying her. In fact, she had tried to kill her, not knowing Anet was a relative. If Queen Taliat had known, it would have made no difference. And now another person in Jhis, close to the king she surmised, was trying to harm her with venom-laced letters and in dream. The only thing keeping this person out of her head and from doing true damage was Airend-Ur, and for that she was forever thankful. Anet was so focused on who was trying to infect her mind that she barely heard Ilim, who was now fussing specifically at her. His voice slowly faded in seemingly out of nowhere, finally rustling her out of her thoughts.

"Anet! Do you not hear me, child? Something is wrong! Can you not feel it?" She looked around quickly, now on alert. Ilim's perceptive powers were at work. Finally Anet felt it, like a force moving just under the sand. Even their animals were becoming nervous. Anet put her hand on her sword hilt. It lay in its scabbard attached to a belt of bones beneath an old sash around her hips. She was ready to spring from the camel at a moment's notice. They were both silent. Her breathing became still. She scanned the area. Nothing but sun, sand and pink-orange sky. Ilim then glanced at her in alarm. She heard it, like a sigh beneath the sands and then they were upon them! Two figures shot up like fire bugs out of a dune about two hundred paces before them. Anet lept off her camel, her eyes trained upon them. They were difficult to see, disappearing in the air like moving glass pieces. Ilim detached his staff from his side and swung it in front of him. One of the figures landed beside her and within the same moment she was upon it, feeling the low whirring energy emanating from it ride over her in long pulses of power. She lifted her wide bronze blade, her body both rigid and ready to bend. She felt herself being filled with fiery sparks of energy. At first they looked like men but as the figure came down upon her she could see that it was mechanical, a skeleton of human bone and iron dressed in leather armor. Anet swung her sword in a powerful arc nearly cleaving the skull from the boneman's spine. Pieces of metal flew off into the air. It lifted a foot to kick her. A long blade shot out from its big toe bone. Anet lifted her robe and it billowed in a wide arc. She swung it over her body and whirled away, quick as a sand snake. The boneman's toe blade sliced through her robe, just missing her torso. She swung both arms up and struck the creature full on with the blade making a hairline crack in the skull and then she came in again, bashing the boneman in the side of its head, cracking the skull. It fell, dislodging completely from the body and tumbled on the sand but the body itself continued to fight. However, it was now slowed. Sweating, she deftly avoided the boneman as it swung round clumsily with its thin sword trying to strike her. She bashed and deftly hacked away at it, breaking through bones and shearing off bits of metal, but she was tiring. Seeing what looked like fire, light and tubes within it, in a fit of fearlessness she reached into the ribcage and grabbed a handful of tubes and wires. They burned and she cried out while pulling the mass out with all her might. The skeletal figure shook and jerked, went still for a moment and then crashed into the sand. She dashed towards Ilim, who was now standing uphill on a sand dune, blocking each strike of the other boneman. Anet crept up behind only for the second boneman to whirl from Ilim to her and it went striking her down. She clashed swords with it but it was stronger than the other one and it forced her nearly to the ground. Ilim swung his staff, bashing the side of its head.

"Ilim, father, its chest! It is the weakest part!" She cried. Ilim immediately attacked the back of the ribcage with the point of his staff, breaking off two rib bones. The figure swung its sword down upon him and he blocked the sword with his staff and scuttled back. Anet leaped up and hit it in the chest, driving with all her strength and broke another rib bone. They both rained down blows upon it but the boneman did not go down, returning nearly blow for blow. They would soon tire while seemingly this thing could fight on forever. Ilim snatched off his turban and head mantle and threw it over its skull. This slowed the boneman somewhat and Anet, in a lightening moment, went for the chest, tearing at the copper wires and tubing, pulling them out. It finally fell. They both stood staring at the thing in horrid fascination. Ilim turned to her finally.

"What in the red world were those things? Have you ever seen them before?"

"No! It would seem someone has taken the concept of tinkering machines to a new plateau," she said.

"Those. . . were tinkering machines?"

"That is the only thing I can think of. I have never seen them before. I did once see a man who had a mechanical heart."

"Juhi!" Cried Ilim.

"But he was a real man, father." His face darkened into a black scowl.

"I think those were once men, Anet. It must be the work of Black Alchemy." 

"Another import from Egi we do not need." She said.

"As we get closer to Jhis, things may get even blacker. And I am getting too old." He said. He took her burned hand into his.

"Child. I am sorry I have been dragging you into this for so long."

"Do not worry over it, father. I have some salves and solutions to clean and mend it. It is not too severe." It looked worse than it actually was. Their animals had run away and they had to walk a league before they caught up to them. After mounting their camels again they were both quiet for most of the journey. The rise and fall of sand dunes and the scuttling of scorpions was the only excitement they met up with afterward. However, they remained on high alert all the way into the city, wondering how far and how black Jhis had become and who'd sent the poisoned wing and the mechanical men after them into the desert.

"It is someone of the king's court. But not the king. I have heard it through the voices of the sands that the king keeps company with a powerful alchemist." Ilim said one night. They were a day's journey from Jhis now. Anet wrapped her torn robe close about her, shivering against the cool night air.

"The king's sword they say is a black sword of flame and smoke. Fearsome thing. They say it is the star sword of Ishuye." She said.

"People say so many things. It is why I have lived off and on among the tribes. Too much kingly propaganda and weavings of lies in cities. It pollutes the mind. And the Ainash have done nothing but encourage the poison and added to it. You cannot see or hear anything but lies now," said Ilim.

"True." She said. He was silent for a long time. Then:

"There is something you must know,  Anet. I once said that I would tell you about your family." She snapped to attention.

"Yes?"

"I know it has been so long and I should have told you before now. Both of us were so busy that I could not." He was quiet for a moment and then he looked at her again. "Your father was a minor nobleman of the Aishanna-La. His name was Ific na Kuyin, of the House of Kuyin. A respectable, upper-class family in Jhis. They were also faithful worshipers at the temple. Good people. Your mother was Egian nobility."

"Egian." Anet said quietly.

"Yes. You have perceived this because of your dream?"

"I was not sure at first but I have come to know it."

"Well, now you know."

"She was related to the former queen."

"Yes. You are descended from the House of Kuyin and of the House of Seht, Anet. They were sisters. Lady Eilannat had three daughters. Anetaliat was your mother's name. She was also called Netaliat. She was the eldest by ten years. Taliat was the youngest. There was another daughter, younger than your mother and older than Taliat. Her name was Eilat. She died young. Anyway, your mother defied convention at the risk of death and married someone that did not have her family's approval. The Seht family, like many Strabian people, disdain anyone who is not Strabian like themselves, even if they are of noble blood. They hated even the name Reshaim for these are descended from King Dahlan's concubines, not his queen. This fact they wish to keep secret for the Strabians too have Reshaim blood in them though they refuse to admit it. The fact that your mother's suitor was Aishanna-La made the insult worse as they did not and do not like this religion, the very opposite of their own rites and beliefs. She ran away and when her father's men came to claim her back and punish her the only thing that stopped them was a bride price seven times bigger than any nobleman would normally pay for his bride. That and most likely the protection of God Himself. Your father paid it and prayed fervently over the matter and that saved her life. So they started out with very little but soon they were blessed after a few years and they grew in wealth and influence and then they had you. Your mother was a courageous woman and your father always supported her. She had made a name for herself as a kind and generous woman and often worked to help the poor in the city. She converted to her husband's faith soon after marrying him. But she was always at odds with the Golden Temple priesthood. Women were not allowed into the temple and she would go inside anyway as she was well versed in what the holy book said and what it did not say, and they could not lie to her on this matter. So they resorted to trying to shame her, which did not work either. Nor did it work on your father as he once even denounced a priest for catching him coming out of a brothel. One day she had come in for prayers and they dragged her out and had her publicly whipped. Enraged over this, your father withdrew his support from the temple and many others who saw what happened withdrew from the temple in protest. This angered and created fear among the Ainash priesthood. You see, they were gaining in influence over the Aishanna-La community, Anet. It is my belief and the belief of others that one night the priesthood hired thugs to burn down your parent's home. To put an end to this growing challenge to their authority. An old friend of mine, Eliaz, happened to be visiting their home when it happened. The fire happened so fast that there was little time to escape. Many say it was sea fire, an evil thing! In that, I began to suspect the priesthood's sinister connections to Black Alchemy. But no one had any proof. You were only a small babe at the time. Eliaz grabbed you but could not get to your parents for the raging fire, and he fled from the house. Your parents burned to death in that fire. As well as almost everything they had. Eliaz happened to grab a few valuable things from your room for safekeeping. They were in a safe box. A deed and a seal and a ring, your mother's ring, given to her by her mother before she was cut off from the family. The priest Zarhaz was given them for safe-keeping. These things will become useful to you in the future and they are the only things left of your heritage and past. Your name, in full, is Anetaliat Anetarieth na Seht-Kuyin, as your mother kept her family name."

"She kept her name?"

"She did. She never did anything just because others did it. She had her own mind. As you do. And your father was ever loyal to her, as you are loyal to me and to God. You have all the good qualities they had, Anet. And you are not common. Not that there is anything wrong with the common man or woman, but you have more than one great destiny laid out before you, child." Anet was stunned at this news. She wanted to know more. About the whole of the Seht dynasty. 

"That is all I know." Said Ilim, shrugging. "I no longer have access to the records at the Golden Temple. I do not even know if they destroyed them or not."

"Well, now I can know truly where I came from and where I am going." She said softly.

"Yes. It is all in the name." They were both quiet after the revelation.

Ilim finally went inside the tent and went to sleep. Anet kept watch that night for a few hours longer before going to sleep. She watched the moons as they made their voyage across the sky. Even though the last regime was gone and the dark queens of the moons defeated, they were not dead and the moons here in Hybron seemed alien and distant to her. How far and different was her memory of them when she was a child so many years ago, first learning how to fend for herself. Then, she would look up at the milk moons and she thought of pleasant, wonderful things. Now they seemed like cold, snake eyes. Watching and sinister. Her mind sometimes wandered into the territory more and more of marriage and children. What it would be like to be in love and to be in the arms of a husband? She closed her eyes and prayed fervently to keep her mind on what lay ahead. She, for the first time in years, was not sure of her destiny. Life. Sometimes it was pure joy and sometimes it was just too much. She was of noble parentage but still felt like the common woman. She did not feel changed. She had come to a fork in the path. We the little people, the ones who are ruled, by seasons, by portents, by culture, by the mighty men of fame and power, by the gods. We are the beasts with all the burdens.

. . .

They reached Jhis late the next evening. It was the eve of the Day of Glorious Fires. The air in the city carried with it the powerful scent of burning flesh and the streets crowded with masked people. The celebrations had gone on for six days and though above this deep and heady mixture the night was clear, the air of the city was murky with sacrificial smoke and incense. Ilim, with Anet following, approached the guards at the gate who seemed to recognize them instantly. And they were not glad to see them.

"What is your business here? No word is to be spoken against the king or his blood on pain of death old man!"

"What a far cry from the guards who used to be here years ago. No respect!" Ilim snapped.

"I asked you what is your business here?" Demanded the guard.

"I am here to see the king."

"The king is-"

"I am here to see His Greatness the king. He knows I am here. He requested it," said Ilim. Anet remained silent. The guard looked from him to Anet.

"And why is she here?"

"She too has been requested by royal order." Then Ilim took out the rich parchment letter in metal ink sent to them and waved it in the guard's face. The other officer shook his head at both of them in disgust. They called a gaoler and he had them both locked into a cell and he took the letter from them. There were others incarcerated. These jeered at them both and made lewd remarks at Anet.

"Where is your power, old man? Why do you let them clap you up in here?" Both remained silent at the hoots and insults. One man spat on the bars of their cell. And other, more vile refuse was thrown at their cell door. An hour later a group of guards finally escorted them to the Red Palace. The stars were starting to peer in from the horizon. Anet had covered the lower part of her face with a black veil so that only her eyes could be seen. She stayed close by Ilim as they made their way behind the escort up the steps and into the grand halls of the Red Palace. 

It had been years since he had seen the inside of the Red Palace. It made him grieve inwardly for Khalit and Diti. He was now one hundred years and he walked slower, his shoulders were more stooped but he was still in fearless service to his god and just as he did not hold back from prophesying to his former brethren of the Ainash priesthood, to Khalit or to Taliat, he would not hold back now. They reached the vast hall that led to the throne room and the banquet rooms behind it. It was announced that Ilim, the Aishanna-La prophet had come. Ilim could hear the merriment of hundreds of voices as they were feasting, the king with some of his counselors, the princes, his favorites at court and many government officials, his queen and concubines and their ladies. The king had several men sitting around him. All dressed in black. The king commanded they allow them entry.

"You may go, prophet," said one of the guards, an Egian by his look and dress. He and most of the palace wore the latest fashion of kilts and a golden harness with a bronze and cloth sash over the left arm. The palace guard did not even acknowledge Anet. He spat the last word out as if it were distasteful. Ilim nodded curtly even though they sneered at him and went in, Anet at his side. The laughter fell off gradually as the two approached the center of the hall and stood in front of the king's banquet table. Ilim got a good look at his closest grandees and it did not escape his notice that not only were his astrologers in their fancy black satin robes with golden patterns sitting around him but another man, also dressed in all black, was there. This man wore a tall, black, cone-shaped hat as well as the symbol of the alchemist; two half moons on either side of a golden sun around his neck. While all the others, including the king, were richly arrayed, this man, though his clothes looked well made, stood out in his austere attire. Another one Ilim saw and recognized was Lord Igun Tybbl-Awat, the father of the High Priest of the Golden Temple. This old goat was so arrayed in costly attire and fabulous jewels that Ilim wondered that the king did not have him whipped for daring to rival him at his own banquet. Ilim shook his head inwardly at how far they had degraded themselves. Lord Tybble-Awat, even in his ancient, decrepit state still managed to throw a mighty look of contempt at Ilim. He was sitting next to Erol and he whispered something to him. They both laughed, Lord Tybble-Awat's face squeezed and creased like a Qutanese dulal court dog. Ilim instantly knew after laying eyes upon the alchemist that this was the man who had tried to kill them. Ilim had heard of this man hanging around the royal court of the Egian king. A man by the name of Erol. The alchemist held his gaze, his eyes glittering, hard and soulless. To Ilim, his essence was like a black hole, a darkness that loomed over the entire room, no the whole palace. The king himself was a ruthless, cold man but this one was even more dangerous. Ilim glanced at Anet from the corner of his eye, whose expression seemed unreadable. Wise choice, my daughter. he thought. Alchemists such as Erol were subtle in their machinations. Anything, even a stray betrayal of emotion, might be used for their purposes. The king held up his hand and the room finally fell silent. Both Ilim and Anet bowed before him. 

"Your Greatness, you requested. We have come."

"I have had an unusual dream, Ilim. One that my astrologers here could not interpret. You are reported to be very powerful. I wonder if you have those same powers of perception to reveal to me my dream. It was said that you prophesied in dreams to Queen Taliat. Is this not true?"

"It is most true, Your Greatness."

"Ah! Then tell me the meaning of my dream, Oh Ilim the Wise. Tell me what I dreamt these last few weeks and then tell me the meaning of it." The king took a generous drink of wine and sat back expectantly. There was a vast host of emotions rolling through the hall. Ilim focused on just a few, the king's being paramount. The king truly wanted to know what his dreams meant. This was no game.  Ilim could sense fear in him, though he masked his eagerness and fear adroitly with pretended amusement and contempt. Ilim had to be careful. If he did not interpret the dream or its meaning they could be put to death immediately. Yet, there was the alchemist, whose very essence was an oily, envious presence. Seeing the prophet as his rival, he would seek Ilim's death, no matter the interpretation. The astrologers also wanted his soul. There was fear in all of these men. The princes seemed focused on Anet and they were not Ilim's concern at the moment. One of the princes whispered something to a courtier and pointed at her. Anet stood stone-faced, emotionless. Erol's glittering stare was unsettling to him. Just as he worked with Airend-Ur, this one worked with another force. Erol whispered something to one of the astrologers, who stroked his luxurious beard and nodded, frowning, and then he whispered something to the king. The king commanded and a servant brought out a small wooden table and silver plate of bull entrails, setting it upon a table before Ilim and Anet. 

"You keep the king waiting. You are bold, prophet." Said Lord Erol softly. His words slid and cut into Ilim's soul like a thin dagger. It physically hurt to hear that one even speak. His ears popped painfully. Ilim shook his head vigorously and refused the entrails.

"Do you refuse the king's request?" Asked Lord Erol, his eyes had a weird light in them as he glanced from Ilim to Anet.

"I need no entrails to tell what I know. I have never needed the insides of an animal to prophesy." He said. Ilim looked away from Erol and back to the king. He stared into the king's eyes intensely and then he closed his eyes as a flood of images came over him and he saw what the king had seen.

"Oh king, may the dream apply to those hating you, it's interpretation to your enemies. I will now tell you the dream and its interpretation: 

"It was a black tower, it was a strong tower that you beheld, tall, and reaching to the heavens among the clouds, taller than the mountain tops. It was visible upon all the world, so great was it and its base was rooted in the ruins of many cities and palaces and fallen towers that came before. You, O king are that tower, great and fearsome because you have grown mighty and your rulership extends through the Middle World. Your grandeur has grown great and it has reached the very heavens. You beheld a messenger coming down from the heavens with wings and eyes of fire and he was saying: "Bring down this tower and ruin it but leave the foundation, for from it a new tower shall be built, stronger and mightier and greater than this one for this one has offended the First One and He shall bring it down." And a mighty, fiery stone came down from the heavens and it crushed the tower so that it came down, crashing in fiery and smoking ruins, except the foundation remained. This means the line of kingship in Hybron will be destroyed as they has offended the First One in the heavens in their badness, king after king, ruler after ruler. You, O king are the strong black tower and Airend-Ur has said your line and kingship shall come to an end. If you remain in Jhis, it will be burned with fire and sulfur and you and your line will die with it. That is the interpretation, and it is true." The king's face grew pale.

"Was that the dream? Or was it some sort of sorcery he employed? For he has brought the witch of Shima with him." Said Lord Erol slyly. He pointed at her. "Why does the woman cover her face? I have not heard that she has a husband that she must cover herself. Has she something to hide?"

"Baseless and foul lies have been used to shame and tarnish the reputation of a holy woman. Unlike the lies told by those who hate her, she is modest and virtuous. That is why her face is covered. Is that only reserved for married women?" Said Ilim. Ilim felt her tremble ever so slightly beside him at the alchemist's words. He detected Anet lowering her eyes to the floor.

"That witch has brought nothing but her black curses and ill fortune to many good men!" Crowed Lord Tybble-Awat. But the king was not interested in Anet.

"Silence!" Shouted the king. "Let the woman remain covered! My priests and astrologers could not tell me a single thing about my dream, what it was or what it meant! Do you, prophet, mean to say that my line will be destroyed by your god? My own sons?"

"I say it. I do not lie." Said Ilim quietly.

"I cannot believe that!"

"Do you say that the prophet Ilim lies, my lord king?" Said Anet suddenly. Her voice sounded uncharacteristically deep. "For if you believe that he is from the First Pillar, how can you not believe that he has interpreted the dream right?"

"I believe that it is for a foul thing that he has said this thing to me and in bringing you here among us! Nor did I give you leave to speak, woman!"

"He is from the First Pillar as am I, the one who created all other gods, even your god. If you dispute him, you dispute the First One."

"Be silent, woman!" Demanded the king. "You cover your face, now cover your tongue or I will have it cut out!" The two princes gazed carefully at them. One of them, cold and detached, had light brown eyes with tiny flecks of light in them like his father and sat with a look of rehearsed disdain. The other, darker of eye, seemed to welcome the challenge and the danger they had brought to the court. His eyes were filled with an unnatural lust and he focused especially upon Anet. 

"We will see. And who is this fiery rock to topple me and my sons? Why leave the foundation? To sit another king upon the throne? Egi sat upon the Hybronian throne centuries ago and I have taken it back. It is mine! Hybron is mine as Egi is mine! It will not be taken from me! You will not supplant me or my sons with some desert king!"

"He is a false prophet, Your Greatness! They will try to usurp the throne and they have a man in mind to do it!" Said Lord Tybbl-Awat. 

"Then he must be found and put to death. Take them to the dungeon. I will find out who this new would-be usurper is!" Suddenly, the king grabbed his chest in pain and fell over, his goblet clattering to the floor.

"Help me!" He shouted. "Help me! Witchcraft! Treachery!" The hall was thrown into confusion.

"What is happening?" Asked Anet, turning to Ilim.

"The king is afraid but does not want to show it and now wants to save face. He has the answer he has been seeking," he said. Servants and court officials rushed to the king's aid. Lord Tybble-Awat drew himself up, stood and pointed a shaking finger at Ilim and Anet.

"These two have sown distrust and evil in the realm long enough! For nearly twenty years this Ilim has hounded the kingdom with his wicked mutterings, bringing down evil upon the people. The honorable priesthood of the Golden Temple should have had you executed! I say it now, do what should have been done long ago. What do you say, O king? O princes? Should we allow this wicked man and his witch to continue to live? They have tried to put a curse upon you! Execute them!" He accused.

"Yes, my lord king. What the Golden Temple failed to do the throne should do. Why, this man has even dared to bring down evil upon your own sons! He has committed a grave offense against your supernal person and your offspring. If he continues to live he will usurp your authority as king in the land." Said Lord Erol. Others, especially the astrologers and Lord Igun Tybble-Awat began calling for their execution and the merriment and feasting soon turned into wild baying for blood.

"I have a wonderful use for more men in my laboratory. Especially a female body. I have not worked with female bodies in quite some time and I have new experiments to perform that require fresh hosts." He said.

"It will not be either of us." Said Ilim. 

"They must be executed!" Lord Tybble-Awat was now barking like a toothless old dog.

"No, but bring the woman to me," said the elder of the king's sons. "I will make use of her." He  licked his lips.

"That woman is powerful and you would find nothing but the kiss of death from her. Give them both to me, my lord king and I will put them to good use." Said the alchemist, the bare hint of eagerness in his voice did not escape Ilim's notice.

"Enough! Will a king's own men tell him what to do to his very face? You men, watch yourselves! Seize them and take them to the dungeon to await my orders!" He demanded. Spear men and the palace guard moved to capture them when the entrails suddenly blew up in smoke and fire. The plumes of smoke grew and grew and became thicker until they filled the banquet hall. People began screaming, the queen and the concubines wailed.

"It is an evil spirit!"

"Nisrok is offended!"

"The unnamed one has come to claim us! They have brought him here upon us!" Cried Lord Tybbl-Awat. Smoke and fire suddenly roared from the edge of the room.

"Did you. . ." Anet looked at him. Ilim shook his head. Panic and mayhem was rising in the room and the king was shouting. Ilim pointed his finger at Lord Igun Tybble-Awat.

"You! You have mislead the people of God and mislead the people of other gods and you have fouled the temple! You have no business interfering with the running of the kingdom , you or the rest of the corrupted priesthood, yet here you are, out of your place! You have forsaken Him and He has forsaken you. May you speak no more. I leave you to your fate, Lord Igun Tybble-Awat." Lord Tybbl-Awat's face shriveled into a gruesome mask of death. He began choking and then fell over with a dull thud and expired, his nearly colorless amber eyes turning white, a thin stream of blood trickling from his mouth. The hall went into a tumultuous uproar. Ilim took up his staff and grabbed Anet's arm.

"Seize them!" Cried the king as he frantically fished for a dagger from his side.

"Anet, it is finally time for us to go!" Ilim said a Khuliom prayer and a wind grew and whirled around them and they both disappeared from the banquet hall but not before he felt a sharp pain. The king's dagger caught him in his side. Anet caught him before he fell to the ground.

"I swear, father! You truly are a thaumaturgist come back from the past! Such a wondrous thing to do! I surely cannot do it!" Anet cried in relief.

"Yes, but it is not my doing, as you know. You, my child, must flee far from here. And I lay this upon you again: you must protect the true king when he comes back into the land. We must all be on the ready to receive him. You will know when he comes back and you must gather the tribes while I go to finished gathering the rest of the faithful people in the land. City-dweller, mountain-dweller and tribesmen alike must be gathered. Be on the watch for they will seek our souls like never before. The end is near for this king and for Jhis. Never again shall we go into Jhis for its judgment has passed. It has been found fit for destruction."

"And where will you go?"

"I must go south to visit the faithful and to upbuild them. They desire to see me. In a way, I am the father of many and I worry for all the people." It was a blessed darkness, outside under a sky full of stars. The first moon was a waning gibbous. They were a league outside Jhis.

"I wonder, Anet. Why did you put the veil over your face? I have never seen you do so before."

"I perceived that it was in my own interest in that court, after our trial in the desert. Too many men there I fear are involved with the dark arts of Egi. And one of the princes I have heard is especially dissolute. Now that I have been at the king's court, my fears were well founded. I thought it better to hide my face." She slipped the veil away. He had not noticed before that her eyes and lips were heavily made up with khol. She looked like an entirely different woman and at the palace her voice had sounded different. 

"I suppose He has given us our own talents, distinct to each of us," he said. She smiled. 

In the half light of night Anet made out movement of shadows. And then the grunt of a camel. It was their two camels.

"Well, well!" She said. "It would seem our six-legged friends have found us. One more small miracle." She laughed.

"Let us go. They will guide us south. I shall travel to Hevan first. Then Lirumsha, which has been sorely neglected, Beth-Ayin and also the other cities. I have finally finished my work in Jhis. At first, years ago, they refused to listen. Now they are unable to listen. They have become blind and dumb to the truth." There was a quality of tired resignation and sadness in his voice.

Anet wondered if there were yet still three or four good people there but it was beyond her control at this point. If there were, it was no longer in their hands. She urged her mount on, following Ilim. Neither one of them looked back.
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Chapter Four
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"Alchemy and high knowledge are not evil; they can be beneficial things for Mankind. But that is the seed of the matter; they are things to be used, such as the dagger, the sword or ladre. They can be used for good or ill and were often used for attaining power over other men and plotting their destruction, just like the dagger, the sword and ladre. Yet, what society has banned the dagger, the sword or ladre?"

- The Book of Nagilla

The rest of the voyage was relatively event free. They sailed from the Llordis right into the North Ocean and two weeks later - after the encounter with the dragon - they'd reached the storied shores of Pallinona.

Pallinona was the gateway land to the West; the lands of the Valierite peoples. These, according to Hybronians, were those races not of the Middle Kingdoms who lived in the West and also in the North. 

Pallinona was an island land, sitting two hundred leagues east of Nal, an older neighboring kingdom from which much of Pallinonian culture descended. It was large for an island with a number of cities, or little kingdoms, that vied with each other for dominance. It was the main land of trading posts that stood between The Middle Kingdoms and the West, or the Hidden Kingdoms of the Great Ridge. Such luxuries as crystal, certain dyes, colored glass, herbs, emeralds, cloves, pepper, lemons, blood oranges, white olives, olive oil, sheep, cattle, copper, and in ancient times, pegasi. 

Pegasi had long died out but at one time in the world's history they existed and there was a lucrative trade for these when they were new foals. A full grown pegasus could not be tamed by a mortal but when raised in training as a foal they could be used - and abused - and they were, resulting in their extinction. The last reported pegasus in Pallinona, or anywhere else for that matter, had been seen over sixty years ago. 

They had reached the port city of Lavuso and from there followed Oratio to Tidua. It was six days travel from Lavuso. Compared to their homeland, the land of Pallinona seemed a paradise. There was greenery everywhere, a luxurious spread of lush green they had not imagined. Thick moist sea air greeted the face from the sprawling port, a fresh, vegetal scent that was foreign and alluring to the southlanders. And though the North Ocean was cold, once they had landed they could see that like in Hybron the sun kissed this land. But it was blessed with its leaping light in a different way. The land was dotted with small, verdant forests, trees full of rich fruit fragrant and coats of luxuriant foliage, vibrantly colored flowers and bucolic, sprawling landscapes. They past by large farmsteads, villages and towns and long stretches where there was nothing but soft, rolling hills.

Upon approaching the gate of the hill town there were no caravans. What had replaced camels were horses. Horses and donkeys were everywhere, travelers were coming and going into the city on foot, merchants coming in on wagons pulled by draft-horses and mercenaries and vagabonds on horseback. Oratio's party also were traveling on horseback. Rapheth was so sore he did not know what to do and he feared to even look at the sores between his legs. Ephron and Shukala were every bit as uncomfortable as he was and struggled mightily not to show it. Rapheth also worried about coin. They had very little. Thankfully, the chilyabium had helped their financial fortunes rise - for the time being. Rapheth felt more like a noble beggar than a future king but he was glad to be on land to take his mind off the dragon's mark. 

In Tidua, one of the seven major hill towns in the land, there was an abundance of red stone, brown stone and brick, copper-rimmed towers. Towers and statues were erected everywhere that recalled to them the obelisks and royal images back home. There was a large fountain they passed and a cistern where they saw people drawing water. Most houses and buildings in Hybron were made of mud brick, those of note, of brick and stone. Here it seemed most houses were made of red, brown or beige stone. And were nearly all topped with red brick. As they entered the market square the houses grew bigger, taller and more elaborate and Rapheth noticed these rich and stately houses had towers with writing chiseled in them, family names, he guessed, and lineage. The people of Pallinona spoke Latinuum, their mother tongue and some also spoke a dialect of the main tongue in Hybron, Alhar. A few people gawked at the giant Injol as they entered the town, pointing and whispering. Thankfully he wore a long cloak over his massive arms but he was an imposing figure in any case. One thing that surprised all of Rapheth's men, including Rapheth, was the open acceptance of alchemists within their midst. In fact, Rapheth noticed White Alchemists wore white or cream colored frocks and britches underneath, the Gold Alchemists wore brown with wide copper or gold rimmed hems and then there were the Black Alchemists. It was openly offensive to some of his men, especially to Injol who scowled mightily at them and even Parso did not look kindly upon them. Ephron gave all of the alchemists a look of open contempt. Rapheth was surprised to see two women dressed in White Alchemist garb. Ephron, Shukala and the other men were galled. 
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