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for Dawn, Aspasia & Priscilla
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Previously in The Kaerling series ...
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The mission of the companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lored, Erl, Stio and Ashlar have been forced to fight in the Arena in Irak Tam, and, against all odds, have slain the kaerling Champion. But they are kept within the Fighting Ring; they too are slaves, with no control over their future.
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Volume 19

House of Amethyst
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Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Irak Tam, Rhanilk & Orosturbe

Sharreshzan 

Day 1 to 3
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silent as mountains

intractable as these rocks

earth strength deep within
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Prologue
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The first scent Erl could recall was that of damp loam. He could feel the crumbling soil beneath his fingers, moist, gritty. Fragrance of leaf and moss were strong in his earliest memories, bringing back recollections of his mother’s dismay at the state of his hands and clothes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not far to go now!”

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

“None of that cheek, youngster!”

Erl heard affection and laughter in Milton’s voice.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who is it?”

Rusi recognised Lored’s voice.

“Who do you think?” Stio replied sardonically.

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

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

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

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

“Here, girl. Leave him alone.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Her name is Karah.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Very!”

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

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

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

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

“A what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Erl grimaced and Stio chuckled quietly.

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

Expecting the Falna Four to roar with laughter at his last statement, Rusi felt a little disconcerted as the men stared at him without humour. Shrugging, the Master of Lomentis turned on his heel, calling to Karah, as the drapes lifted to reveal an ageing woman in the green uniform of the Slave Medic’s office.

––––––––
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ASHLAR SLATE SAT ON a bench, his back propped against the edge of the wooden table. He kept his expression set and hard, concealing the turmoil in his soul. Behind him the fountain sang a quiet, liquid song.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes! How do you know?”

“Tari spoke of you.”

“Tari?”

“You’ve seen her?”

“Is she well?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ashlar had risen to his feet before he knew what he was doing. Stio grinned at the Assassin’s reaction. Had Stio met Erl’s sister before? If so, he’d known Erl was related to a kaerling. Why hadn’t he mentioned it?

“She’s not a kaerling!” Erl raised his hands placatingly, as Ashlar advanced towards him.

“She’s only part kaerling,” Lored added, blinking rapidly.

Slate stopped and clenched his fists. “And you’re not kaerling?”

“Do I look like one?”

Ash regarded the long-faced Falnaboldian lad. “No.” 

“And he doesn’t act like one either,” Lored said drily. “Otta does.”

Erl tore his gaze from Ashlar and gave the taku a sympathetic look. Lored winced and then sighed.

“Analgesic kicking in?” Rue asked.

The taku nodded briefly.

“Good! Now, does anyone else have any injuries you’d like me to check?”

“I’m fine!” Stio turned in a circle, raising his arms, showing off his magnificent torso complete with bruises and gashes. “Meet Steel Arm! I’m one of the Falna Four!”

Erl shook his head with a smile as Rue turned to him.

“I have an arm injury,” Ashlar said quietly.

“He’s Deathly Eye, Erl’s Screaming Maiden, (he really did sound like a eunuch at one point) and Lored’s Mighty Soul!”

Rue led Ashlar back to the wooden bench where he removed the clean silk shirt.

“That suits you,” the Herb Woman murmured. “Grey and black tend to drain you of colour.”

Slate glanced at Rue, noticing a blush of pink in her pale cheeks. He extended his left arm with its raw skin.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Ash! Branded?”

“You weren’t?”

She shook her head. “Medics seem to get better treatment than most other slaves. Apart from the brand, what’s wrong?”

“The monster we fought earlier, hit me, and paralysed my left side for a few minutes. I used a healing spell so I could wield a sword, but it’s still not right.”

Her long, capable fingers pressed his muscled arm, increasing his heart beat. With long years of discipline, Ashlar brought his pulse down.

“Hmm. Wrenched, I think. There doesn’t appear to be any deep trauma, your spell dealt with that. I’ve got some Rhus Tox cream in one of my bags.”

Ashlar slipped on his shirt and followed Rue across the room.

“Use this whenever the muscle feels uncomfortable. I’ll bring some more with me next time. Now, where is that girl with the bandages?”

––––––––
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THE SEMI-TRANSPARENT curtains lifted to reveal two slave girls; one carrying Rue’s requested bandages, the other, a tray of food.

The men, except for Lored, sniffed the spicy, meaty aromas with pleasure and the fair-haired girl smiled, dimples showing in her cheeks.

“Thank you,” Rue took swathes of material from the dark-haired girl’s arms and set about winding bandages around Lored’s torso.

The taku’s body had more muscle on it than she would have thought, for a scholar, and there was something in his eyes that made Rue think of heart break. But what kind of woman would have broken the taku’s heart? Power users in Falna took a vow of chastity, and Rue couldn’t imagine Lored breaking such an oath.

“How’s that?” She was aware of Ashlar’s eyes on her and felt a nervous shiver of both fear and delight.

“Better, thank you. Do you think I should eat?” The pallor of the taku’s face worried Rue.

“Do you feel as though you could?”

He wrinkled his nose, the sunburnt skin contrasting with the paleness of his cheeks. “I feel thirsty.”

“You could try some broth.”

Rue rose to her feet and folded the remaining bandages into a neat pile which she left on an ornate table beside Lored’s oddly carved chair. The other three men were already seated at the table. Cumin and coriander mingled with the scents of venison and beef.

“Do you have any soup?” Rue asked the flaxen-haired slave.

“We have beef broth.”

“That will be suitable.” Rue sniffed the clear liquid, her stomach contracting with hunger. When had she last eaten? “Please would you feed the taku?”

The pale blue eyes widened at Rue’s words.

“He won’t harm you, I promise, he’s gravely wounded. What’s your name?”

“Sanya.”

“Lored, this is Sanya, she’s brought you some broth.”

“Thank you,” the taku murmured.

Rue picked up her satchels and slung them across her body. She watched Lored being fed by Sanya for several seconds and then raised her hand in farewell to the three at the table.

She pushed aside the fine mesh of curtains, feeling her bones and muscles ache. Striding through the tiled foyer she caught glimpses of horrific scenes that the kaerlings appeared to think was art. There was a painting of a giant hound sinking overlarge canines into a soldier’s throat. Next to it hung a picture of a tall, muscled man with a wolf’s head, blood dripping from his incisors. The images on the opposite wall were no better, and in the wavering torch light, the white robed corpses stained with their own blood, appeared to writhe and ripple.

The Herb Woman averted her eyes and looked at the tiles beneath her feet. But it appeared that kaerling artistry really knew no other subject than blood and gory death. Rue blinked rapidly, trying to eradicate the images of disembodied heads and other body parts portrayed in the tile patterns. It was with relief that she reached the end of the foyer as three slaves, two girls and a boy, emerged from a flight of steps leading below ground. Each carried a tray laden with cakes, fruits and drinks and hastened towards the Falna Four’s living quarters. Rue pulled the wooden door open and stepped out into the night.

For a moment she stood on the threshold, hearing the slap of bare feet on tiles and the chatter of voices. Closing her eyes, she raised her head to catch the warm night wind. She breathed in deeply, bringing the pounding of her heart under control. Why was she so fascinated with Ashlar Slate?

The wind brought her scents of burnt flesh and cinders. Opening her eyes she saw the blazing constellations of Jargoiden above her. For once, no smoke streamed from Shambana to mar the silver patterns overhead.

She felt a faint breeze at the back of her neck and turned in alarm. Strong arms caught her as she gasped. Ashlar’s familiar iron and leather scents were overlaid with soap and spice.

“Take care of yourself, Rue.” His voice was husky and his arms drew her close to his lean body.

The Herb Woman inhaled and glanced up at the King’s Assassin, feeling alive, a vibrant hum pulsating throughout her body. In the half-light of the courtyard, Ashlar’s face was shadowed, his dark eyes glinting as he stared down at her. She opened her mouth to respond but he was already speaking again.

“I’ve lost both my freedom and my hound. I do not wish to lose you too.”

Rue’s hands clutched the man’s firm biceps beneath the silk shirt. She had long since accepted that she was fascinated by Slate, though she couldn’t understand why. That he was attracted to her, was the last thing she expected to hear.

“I...” For once she was lost for words. Her heart pounded and her cheeks burned. His long body pressed into hers and all she wanted was to lose herself in his embrace.

As if he could read her thoughts, Ashlar lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers. Rue gasped again and felt the warm caress of his kiss upon her mouth. She stretched up hungrily, enjoying the heat of his tongue on hers. A shutter slammed, echoing across the courtyard and they hurriedly stepped away from each other.

They were still alone under the starlight, but Rue’s face flooded with heat as she wondered who had seen them. They glanced at each other, almost guiltily, and laughed softly, as though they were awkward young lovers.

“Be safe, Rue.” Ashlar kissed her again, a brief press of his lips on her cheek.

“And you, Ash. Look out for the others, won’t you?”

The King’s Assassin released her and stepped back into the doorway of the Champion’s House. “I will, but I don’t think Stio needs looking after!”

Rue chuckled at his dry tone. “Why’s that?”

“He’s already invited two of the slave girls to his room tonight.”

“How typically Stio. Take care, Ash. Make sure Lored requests me by name and I’ll try and visit again tomorrow.”

He nodded once and closed the door. Heart still racing, Rue strode across the paved courtyard, the white washed walls glowing in the starlight. Although she had a wooden token engraved with the angular kaerling script tucked into one pocket giving her permission to be out after curfew, the woman wished to return to her room on Rhu as soon as possible. As the echoing tunnel illuminated by greenish phosphorescence engulfed her, Rue’s thoughts swirled and spiralled.

Well, that had been unexpected! She considered her feelings towards Ashlar. The man was younger than she, and, after the death of King Toradh, she had thought she would never love another man.

But it seemed love could strike again, even between people who were at opposite ends of the spectrum with regard to life and death. Was this just a passing fancy brought on because they’d travelled so far together? Or was it something more permanent? Did she really want another man?

Rue blinked in the dim light, realising she’d reached the crossroads. The narrow tunnel ahead of her, led to the Fighting Ring, or so Zorion had told her. The opening to her right would take her to the main route back to Orosturbe but went via the Abattoir and the kaerling Champion’s Pit. Even though the monster was dead, Rue had no wish to walk that way. She took the left hand passage that ran past the dungeons where slaves were imprisoned before being sent to the Arena.

Her thoughts spun as she walked and she felt as though she was a young maiden once more, falling in love with a handsome soldier. The dungeon guards watched her pass, the green medic’s uniform keeping her safe from harm.
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Prisoners
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Tari could not sleep. The sky showing between the mountain walls was bright with stars and a silver radiance spread with every minute that passed.

She closed her eyes once again, slowing her breathing, encouraging sleep to take her. Memories of the last two days leapt upon her; the tall, lean purple-robed women with narrow, grim faces and pale eyes. They’d brought with them a handful of orange-clad slaves who carried a copper tub, several large kettles and firewood.

The priestesses had spoken little, only the odd word in Common pronounced with a strange accent. Their voices had been harsh and cold, sending goose pimples shivering over Tari’s skin. She’d watched as the slaves heated water in the copper tub. When steam rose from the surface of the bath, the fire had been extinguished and the priestesses entered Tari’s cage and disrobed her. 

Shivering, despite the heat of the day, the treu-priestess had been led to the bath and washed thoroughly from head to toe by silent, expressionless slaves. All were female, and when she was helped from the bath, one of the priestesses examined her intimately, sending waves of embarrassment through Tari’s body.

“Rhi oka u’eachte,” was all the woman had said and turned away.

The slaves had then clothed her in the white flowing robes she now wore. After that, she had been taken back to her prison. Left alone all afternoon, Tari had had nothing to do, except watch the narrow strip of daylight above her head.

Slaves had fed her in the evening and again in the morning, providing her with warm water to wash in. The morning had dragged by, but the afternoon had been punctuated by shouts, roars, screams and animalistic noises nearby. The sounds came in waves, with long stretches of silence in-between. Tari could make no sense of them and the waiting and inactivity tightened her muscles.

As dusk fell, one priestess and two slaves brought her a casserole that she had devoured hungrily. Whilst she ate, she kept an eye on her visitors who clustered in front of the bars on the other side of the narrow path. When the slaves returned to her enclosure for the empty dish, Tari attempted to speak with them.

“Thank you,” she said in a low voice. “That was tasty. What are your names?”

One of the slaves looked at her blankly, as the other girl shook her bald head briefly. Glancing behind at the priestess who still had her back to them, the slave girl touched her lips and then slid her finger across her throat. Dumb? Tari gasped, and the priestess turned her head.

“No word is to be spoken by the Sacrifice to any lesser creature. The Sacrifice is pure in body, thought, word and deed.” The tall woman gestured the two slaves out of the pen, cuffing their heads. She slid the bolts that secured the cage door and Tari heard the click-click as a key turned.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” she said, desperate for conversation.

The priestess’ pale eyes bored into her and the girl fell silent. Without another word, the purple-garbed figure swept after the slaves, leaving Tari alone once more.

She sighed and opened her eyes to see the rim of a full moon lifting behind the jagged peaks to her left.

“She is beautiful, isn’t she?”

The kaerling drawl echoed in the night air, and Tari jumped. She sat up, looking around for the source of the voice. A movement behind the bars opposite caught her attention. A sensation of dread clutched her abdomen and the girl pushed herself off the bed.

“Some months she hides herself behind her veil. I miss her then.”

Tari peered into the gloom and saw a figure rise from the heap of blankets.

“I think she likes it when I sing to her. Sometimes she just wants silent contemplation. But when I feel wrong, I howl at her. I don’t think she enjoys that.”

“Why not?” Tari couldn’t help asking, blinking rapidly to focus on the person pressed up against the bars across the path.

“When I howl, they force me to drink their potions and I don’t wake up for days.”

Tari was sure the woman was a kaerling; no other people spoke with such an exaggerated drawl. “Who are you?”

“I am Violet. Who are you?”

“Hello, Violet. My name is Tari. Where are we?”

“Tari. That is not a kaerling name. Nor an Imelese one. Where are you from?”

“Falnaboldu. Is this Orosturbe?” Tari could see a short, slim figure clad in a dirty shift. The hair was long and tangled, the eyes bright in the moonlight.

“Orosturbe?” The woman threw her head back and cackled in a shrill, unsettling manner. “Orosturbe? How I long for my home in Orosturbe! For my patient, understanding husband. For my children, Mar and Arlsa. Oh, my poor children. Are you still alive? I cannot feel you in my soul!”

Tari swallowed hard as the woman’s voice lifted into a wailing shriek. Rock walls resounded with the eldritch scream. Then, abruptly, Violet fell silent.

“I’m sorry. What happened to your children?” The night breeze was chill and Tari shivered as she clutched the iron bars.

Violet bowed her head, shoulders shaking. Tari wondered if she was crying, but the woman made no sound.

“I sent them away.” The kaerling woman raised her head suddenly, tangled hair obscuring her features. Her eyes gleamed in the light of the moon as it lifted further into the sky.

“Oh.” Tari wasn’t sure how to respond and a nagging feeling that Violet wasn’t in her right mind, reared its head.

“It was the only way to save them.” The whisper was so hoarse, that Tari strained to hear the words. “I couldn’t see them go the same way as Calen, Dula, Issus and Arci. No! To corrupt children so young, to make them predators, abusers of those weaker than they, this is not right. I will not tell you!” Again her voice rose into a shrill, piercing shriek. “I will never tell you! You will never find out from me where I have hidden them. You cannot have them! Ah! Ha! Ha! Ha!”

Tari let go of the cool bars, feeling icy dread spread from her abdomen up into her stomach and down her thighs. The woman continued to laugh and stumbled back into the darkness of her prison.

The treu-priestess returned to bed, wrapping the thin blankets around her tightly, trying to block out the maniacal cackle. Squeezing her eyes closed, Tari put her fingers in her ears.

All kaerlings were lunatics, the ones she’d met, anyway. Polite and charming on the outside, but inside they were violent and cruel. Peri, for instance. She never thought she’d see him again. But he’d been there, two nights before, when the mark on her back had been revealed for the first time.

Tari squirmed with embarrassment at the memories and one of her fingers slipped out of her ear. Silence reigned. With a sigh of relief, Tari huddled under the blankets, turning her back on the other enclosure.

Her last thought, as sleep crept up on her was, why had a kaerling woman been imprisoned?

~#~
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OTTA WOKE ALL AT ONCE, a sense of dislocation descending upon her as soon as she opened her eyes.

Light streamed through the curtains to her left and she blinked in confusion. Sitting up, she discovered she was in a large, comfortable bed. The linen was clean, smooth and silky, white in colour with patterns in red around the edges of the quilt. Then she recalled where she was; in the House of the Half-Bloods.

Conflicting thoughts swarmed through her head; she was in danger, she had to get out! No, she was safe, the kaerlings would protect her. Her skin moistened first with hot sweat and then with cold perspiration.

Swinging her legs off the mattress, Otta rose to her feet and stepped across the wooden floor to the window. Pushing back the plain green drapes she saw the volcano, Shambana, looming to her right. Jet protrusions made an uneven texture of the outer mountain walls and a steady plume of grey smoke drifted westwards. Below her, the city of Orosturbe descended tier by tier to the bottom of the bowl. Buildings constructed of black stone shot through with crimson streaks gleamed in the morning sunlight. The House of the Half-Bloods sent out a shadow that dipped down onto the tiled roofs below.

Again nagging thoughts jabbered in her mind. She should leave, now, she wasn’t safe here. But other voices inside her whispered reassuringly; she should rest, recuperate, regain her strength.

Her head felt strange, as if she was cut off from herself. Her memories were tucked away, where even the kaerlings couldn’t find them. Though some of her recollections had risen to the surface recently.

Odd memories drifted in and out of her mind; Clay Mead, clad in black leather, piercing blue eyes, questioning her, testing her for her favoured element. Handsome Jas, the chiselled planes of his face luring her to touch and caress him. Red-headed, green-eyed Dia, emanating bitterness, resentment and power. Gar, with his scarred cheeks, and cold, cruel eyes, claiming he should have been her father.

Otta sighed and lent against the polished wooden window sill, thinking of her mother. Luella’s hair was touched with grey at the temples, her pale face lined. She was an aged kaerling. And the inhabitants of the House of Amethyst had told her that her dam’s name was Arnet. Quite how Luella had reached Falnaboldu, hiding her kaerling heritage, Otta hadn’t ascertained. Who was her sire? When the kaerlings had forced their way into her thoughts, not one of them could find a memory of the man who had seeded her mother.

And Otta herself had no recollection of a father. Or of the sibling that the others were convinced she should have. She had learnt recently, that kaerlings always gave birth to twins; a male and female. The word twin seemed significant to her, but she couldn’t work out why. There were a lot of things that seemed confusing and unclear to her. Why couldn’t she stay with handsome Jas, instead of being cooped up here in the House of the Half-Bloods?

The previous day she had spent much of the time asleep, exhausted from the tests she’d endured on her arrival at Orosturbe. Otta watched a flock of dark, ragged-winged birds wheel and turn beneath Shambana’s plume. Why was she here? There was something she had to do, she was certain. But what it was, remained beyond recall.

Once more alarm skittered up and down her spine, clouding her thoughts, churning her belly. She should leave as soon as possible. But where would she go?

She wondered where Nenyar was, suddenly desiring to be in his company. Nenyar was her protector, he’d kept her safe from something or someone... Images wavered in the back of her mind; a mountain top, distant peaks, the flickering shadows of leaves in the sun and... They vanished as someone knocked on the door.

“Come in!” Otta raised her voice and turned around.

Her room was square with one window looking west. The bed occupied the south wall and the door stood halfway along the north wall. The wooden portal opened inwards and a slim, olive-skinned, dark-haired kaerling woman entered.

“Otta, the half-blood?” She closed the door and stared at the girl with intense green eyes.

Otta felt a surge of disquiet; perhaps she should have bolted the door from the inside. “I am Otta. I have been assigned to the House of the Half-Bloods until my status can be proved.”

The olive-skinned young woman smiled briefly, a movement of lips that did not reach her eyes. “I’m Lark. I’m your guide, until you know your way around the city. Why don’t you get dressed?”

Agate eyes lingered on Otta’s muscled arms and slender waist. A wave of trepidation flickered through the girl’s body. Hurriedly, Otta threw off her shift, aware of Lark watching her all the time. She pulled on a grey dress that reached to mid-thigh and slipped on the sandals that had been given to her in Dia’s house. Hastily combing her long locks, she scraped them into a loose braid and looked around for a thong to tie the end. A touch on her shoulder made her jump.

“Even in the House of the Half-Bloods, the women wear their hair long. Braids are for servants or for when we go to war.” Lark’s hands were gentle on Otta’s hair, combing out the braid.

“I wasn’t told that,” Otta moved away from the woman. She had no wish for Lark to discover the shape of her ears. Quite why she felt she had to keep that a secret, Otta wasn’t sure.

Lark smiled slowly, green eyes gleaming. She reached out one long-fingered hand and stroked Otta’s cheek. A shiver of revulsion passed over the girl’s skin and she stepped towards the door.

“When do we break our fast?”

“There should be food in the hall below,” the kaerling woman smiled again and swept past Otta.

Every sense in the girl’s body told her the olive-skinned woman was a predator.

“You can ask me anything,” the kaerling woman announced, as they descended the wooden staircase to the large hall on the ground floor.

They seated themselves at one end of a long table, ignoring the half-bloods gathered there. Slaves brought them fruits, bread and cheese.

“Don’t you ever eat flesh?” Otta enquired, feeling a need for red meat.

“Only during the Mating Season,” was Lark’s reply.

Otta plucked a handful of purple grapes and ate them before speaking again. “What’s that?”

“Ah!” The green eyes burned. “It is the best time to be alive. I believe you are a virgin still?”

“Of course! Aren’t you?” Lark didn’t seem to be much older than Otta.

“Kaerling women are virgins until we mate in our fifteenth year.”

Otta spread soft, herb infused cheese on a slice of bread. “What is the Mating Season?”

“It starts in the new year when we all move to the Mating Rooms. There we eat meat and fat and drink blood. We mate with our partners until the women are pregnant.”

“How old are you?” Otta asked, devouring the bread and cheese.

“I will have seen twenty winters this year.”

“You already have a child?”

“Two.”

“Oh, twins!”

“Of course! A boy and a girl. I don’t see them often, only on Rest Days.”

“Don’t you miss them?”

Lark frowned, puzzlement in her emerald gaze. “Miss them?”

Otta struggled to recall why a mother would miss her children. “Don’t you want to be with them all the time?”

Lark snorted with laughter, tossing her black hair over her shoulders. “By the Nameless One, of course not! That’s what we have teachers and servants for. They look after the children, while we focus on our work for the House.”

Otta concentrated on finishing her breakfast, feeling unsettled as they sipped small cups of mint tea. “What is required of me today?”

“Simply to familiarise yourself with Orosturbe and the surrounding calderas. You need to understand your heritage, in case you are a full-blood. Even if you are just a half-blood, you still need to know and understand our ways, in order to accept your place in the House.”

“What do I need to do this morning?”

“I have been told to introduce you to all the kaerlings currently at home here at the House of Amethyst. They need to meet you, in order to recognise you. Until your status is confirmed, we have been ordered to treat you as a full-blood.”

“What does that mean?”

“No man can touch you. You have to remain a virgin for the Mating Season.”
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Predators
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Otta still felt hungry, despite eating well at luncheon. The lack of meat wasn’t good for her body, but, until the Mating Season started, it looked as though she was stuck with the kaerlings’ odd eating habits.

As she walked with Lark through a wide, straight tunnel lit by glowing phosphorescent lamps, she sighed. The morning had been tedious, meeting kaerling after kaerling, both male and female. All had asked her the same question; with whom had her mother mated?

Otta was fed up of replying that she didn’t know. It was only the fact that she still felt unsure of herself, knowing her memories were inhibited, that she complied with kaerling protocol. She gazed at the turnings and crossroads, wondering how anyone could navigate such a tortuous road.

Beside her, Lark hummed an eerie tune that echoed against the rock walls. Slaves and servants hurried past, heads bowed, several flinching as they passed close to the women.

“What are you singing?” Otta asked, as daylight ahead dimmed the lamp glow.

“Oh, just a song we sing in the Temple,” Lark replied dismissively.

“What are the words?” Otta felt curious.

“Ner hal’st k’aien il li zkh’ah irataryian. It’s just the chorus. I never bothered learning the verses.”

“What does it mean?” The compulsion to know filled Otta with a sense of foreboding.

“Screams of the dying we consecrate to you, oh darkest god.”

“That sounds perverted,” Otta told her. 

Lark turned and smirked. “What you consider perverted, can often be seen as an act of worship in our culture.”

There wasn’t anything Otta could think of to say to that. Lark’s words curdled discomfort in her belly and she hurried after her guide into the bright light of a high sun.

“This is Idenika,” Lark nodded at the guards as they stepped through the tall, metal gates. “This is where Amon and his assistants conduct their experiments.”

“What are experiments?” Otta asked, finding no meaning for the word in her memory.

Lark frowned in annoyance. “Amon is tasked with enhancing the power female kaerlings can wield.”

“How does he do that?” Otta didn’t really understand the concept.

“He tries things out on slaves.”

Otta wasn’t sure why, but Lark’s words kindled revulsion in her gut.

“I’ve been told that Amon isn’t available to instruct you today, but his assistant, By, should be free to tell you about his latest experiment.”

“Oh!” Otta tried to sound enthusiastic.

Black stone buildings lined the road which widened into a large square filled with pens, as if it were a market for livestock. Several enclosures contained slaves of both sexes, from many different nations. They were all without exception bald and naked, sitting on the hard ground, eyes downcast.

“This way,” Lark guided her to a tall building beyond the corrals where a kaerling man waited beside a closed door. “By! This is Otta from the House of the Half-Bloods!”

The tall, muscular man with dark skin and dark eyes smiled in welcome. “By the Nameless One! You are the image of your mother! How is she?”

Taken aback by the genuine friendliness in the man’s voice, Otta gaped. “I haven’t seen her for a while,” she stammered.

“Of course, you haven’t! Lark, Ruby is indoors and wants to speak with you about the female slaves you requested last week. This way, Otta.”

The tall man placed an arm around Otta’s shoulders and guided her to a pen where a dozen large slaves sat in a circle. “This is my own experiment, Amon supervises, of course. But he’s had very little to do with this one.”  

Otta smiled politely, feeling trapped by the man’s arm. He smelt of leather and a strange cloying scent. His tunic and trousers creaked whenever he moved.

They stood before the circle and By released Otta’s shoulders. He clapped his hands, and, as one, the slaves rose ponderously to their feet.

“Move these rocks here, over there!” By ordered, pointing to the pile of large boulders beside him.

Without a word, the slaves lined up and silently began passing the bulky stones to each other. Otta gaped as muscles bulged and flexed. Sweat poured from different coloured skin; pink, olive, black, mahogany and yellow. Unprotected from the heat of the sun, perspiration dripped down their faces, half blinding them. No word of protest passed their lips, not even a grunt of effort. Within half a turn, all the boulders had been neatly piled at the opposite end of the enclosure.

“Well done! Sit down and I will summon refreshment for you!” By clapped his hands once more and the slaves seated themselves in the dust.

Otta blinked, not really understanding what she had just witnessed. Several dark-skinned women in short orange tunics trooped into the corral carrying water jugs and platters of vegetables and rice. The large slaves drank greedily and devoured all the food in sight.

“What do you think?” By beamed down at her.

“I’m not sure!” Otta told him honestly.

“If I told you that these slaves only eat vegetables and fruit, and no animal produce at all, what would you say?”

Otta blinked in surprise. “How do they survive?”

By laughed delightedly. “They have to eat a lot of plant material, but it’s worth it in the long run.”

“Why?” Curiosity got the better of Otta.

“We’re trying to breed slaves who are completely obedient, who never rebel or think for themselves. Amon and Ruby determined last year that something in animal produce allows slaves to formulate their own thoughts. So, I’ve been training these slaves to eat only plants.”

“And?” Otta wondered why the kaerlings were worried about people thinking for themselves.

“These slaves are unable to formulate original thought. They can only do as they are bidden. If we let them loose in the plains to the north, they would die. They cannot fend for themselves and are totally reliant on us!”

“Isn’t that a bind?” Otta asked, feeling tired.

“Not really. They work harder than meat-eating slaves and for longer too. And, even if they’re tired, they can still perform sexually.”

“Oh!” Otta felt uncomfortable. Why were the kaerlings so obsessed with carnal acts?

“I hope, that which ever way you are proved,” By said kindly, “that you’ll come and study with Ruby and myself at some point.”
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