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Chapter 31


A New Day
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Kaphri woke to the sounds of a rustling breeze and birdsong.

Confused, she pulled to a sitting position and looked about. Sunlight glinted through a canopy of newly unfurled spring leaves.

Uri glanced up at her from where he sat, his back propped against the trunk of a nearby tree. The rest of the warriors were nowhere in sight. "Welcome back among the living. How do you feel?"

She rubbed at her temples. "My head hurts. How...?"

"You fell asleep on your feet, so Frax carried you. He said he had plenty of practice lately." Uri's broad grin caused the color in her face to deepen.

She thought back to the warm, soft darkness of the previous night. Despite the horrors of escaping Araxis and his forces in the tower the warriors called Maugrock, a strange sort of bliss had settled over her as she walked through the late-spring night. It was the first time in many days that she was dry, warm, and without immediate danger hanging over her head. It would have been easy for her to think she was in another time and place. The stars were a glorious blaze she no longer needed to fear. She could have danced for joy, or just lain in the grass and stared at them in rapture. But that was not possible. Frax had been ruthlessly determined to put as much distance between them and the Balandra currently trapped on the other side of the barrier as he could. Wrapped in their private thoughts after coming to a tense truce among themselves, the warriors had walked swiftly and silently with their long-legged, ground-eating gait.

As usual, Kaphri had found herself scrambling to keep pace until, fighting weariness and pain, everything had become a fog. She vaguely remembered the feel of hands upon her, struggling in protest, and a sense of Frax's irritation, but nothing more.

But, that was last night. Now the sun was shining gloriously and she was hungry.

Uri had anticipated that. Using his uninjured arm, he pitched her several soft, round, reddish fruits. She caught them gratefully and bit into one, savoring the sweetness as it broke beneath her teeth.

"How is your shoulder?" The cruel Balandran barb that had pierced his shoulder did not bear the poison the warriors had feared, probably, Frax said, because the winged invaders were taking no chances injuring her.

"I'll live." Uri smiled.

"Where are the others? Where is Gemma?" She twisted about, looking for her little golden dragon companion.

"She agreed—as it appears we are all going to survive in spite of our wounds—that it can do no harm if she seeks an herb I requested. The rest are off to scout the countryside. It's been a while since the Children of Kep walked in this land. We would not like any unpleasant surprises. It was ours, and we don't think any of our people survived the attack of your Evil One, but something may have come here in the twenty years of our absence. Meanwhile, we—you and I—are to rest, so we're ready to go when they get back. When you're done eating, bring your arm over here and let me check it."

She did not find the idea of the two new warriors wandering around freely very comforting, especially since her companions considered them enemies. She searched for a way to approach Uri about them.

With him, a direct question seemed best. "Uri, who are those two, Seuliac and Velacy Aedec?"

His gaze locked on her, his mood becoming serious. "Trouble we didn't need, Willow." He called her by the name he'd given her in the dark zone, Omurda.

"They prefer to speak aloud." The two appeared to favor speaking over the telepathy her original three companions used.

"Yes, their clan usually does. Why?"

She mulled her response for a moment, and then decided to voice her concern. "The Ly Kai speak aloud when they do not wish someone to know their true thoughts."

"Really?" He grinned. "They can't hide their true thoughts if they use telepathy?"

"One cannot lie in a sending."

Uri's eyes sharpened beneath the humor. "You honestly believe that?"

"We mindspeak. Can you not tell?"

He appeared taken aback by the question. "Well, first, I could never accept that premise. I don't think any Geffitz would. It's just not..." His curiosity overcame him. "May I?" When she nodded, he lightly touched her mind. His humor vanished. "You really do believe that!"

"Because it is true."

"Interesting. I'm not sure that holds true for Geffitzi. It wouldn't be a strong argument for using telepathy, and you certainly wouldn't find people ready to admit to skill in lying." He gave a short, ironic laugh. "Actually, mindspeak isn't equally distributed in my people, Willow. It's traditionally stronger in the southern and the western clans. Those from the north and east are much weaker. Being less proficient, they are also more suspicious of the ability. Many of the rural populace never use it at all. Not that it doesn't exist; you will find it in use in any holdhall, though some users try to hide their ability. Intrigue works best if it is not overheard. Do the Ly Kai ever speak aloud?"

She took another bite of fruit to mask the twinge of pain his question caused. "They did to me."

"Why?"

"It was my choice. They saw no reason to hide their true feelings of anger and resentment from me when they sent, so we did not mindspeak."

"Were they cruel to you?"

"I did not say that," she responded stiffly. The Ly Kai survivors in the tower of Kryie Karth had hidden many things from her, but most of those things had been based on a fear of what she might become. Their anger and resentment came from the things they had lost with her uncles' betrayal.

"No. No, you didn't."

"I think speaking aloud is kinder, in a way."

Uri shook his head. "Kinder? Maybe. But who speaks for the purpose of kindness? I think speaking aloud is sometimes dangerous: one can never be sure what the listener hears. Words are too open to interpretation. And, as you say, who can judge the truth in it? But sending is dangerous, too, especially if you believe it's always true, Willow. A skillful sender can twist or disguise a lie, particularly if one doesn't even think to question it."

That was an interesting idea. "Perhaps you are right. Rath spoke aloud, but I always believed he spoke true. I never suspected he acted for a purpose other than his own."

"Trust like that would get you killed in some Geffitz holdhalls."

"Are they truly so dangerous?"

"Things are not as bad as they used to be, but yes, lust for power breeds treachery. I must warn you: don't let the Aedecs fool you. Caer Rhynog, the holdhall of our new guests, is historically one of the most treacherous. Traditionally they may not be as telepathically strong as the Kitahns, but they have their skills. And they don't make the identities of the people who possess those skills common knowledge."

"But you trust them to wander about."

"Yes. Why?"

"They...hate..." she tapered off, reluctant to say more for fear he might ask how she knew their feelings. Frax had warned her in Omurda never to use that part of her mental skills on a Geffitz. She did not think he would discriminate in that crime between an ally and an enemy.

Uri nodded. "Yes. They're Aedecs." He said it as if it explained everything.

"So I have heard," she murmured, looking down at the fruit in her hand. The Aedec name held a significance that was beyond her.

She felt the touch of Uri's humor again. "Yes. Well." He paused for a moment in thought, and then he was back. "Once you named your titles to us. You called yourself a Daughter of the First House of Dolphere." She nodded. "I'm sure to your people there is great significance in that, based on...?" He looked at her, waiting for her to finish the statement.

"Based on our bloodline and the power we wield. The position of our family Birthstars has always been high in the Hierarch of the Ly Kai. The Dolphere family has long ranked high in the governing of the Ly Kai Homeworld."

He nodded. "We have something similar here. Two ancient houses have ranked higher and longer than all the other families. One is the Aedec family of Caer Rhynog. The other is the Kitahn family of Caer Cadarn. Two families so old and powerful— and stubbornly proud—will, inevitably develop a few interests at cross-purposes. And sometimes family and blood take precedence with them over good sense or common purpose."

"They feud?"

"Blood feud."

"Recently?"

"Yes, since the beginning of our history."

"Oh." Kaphri digested the information for a moment, the agreement of a truce between their feuding houses coming back to her. "Frax trusts their word?"

"He knows how far to trust their word. There is a difference."

"How far is that?"

"For as long as they believe it suits their purpose. So, Frax must think ahead of them."

"Can he do that?"

"Frax?" Uri smiled with hard satisfaction. "The Aedecs have reason not to trust the Kitahns, too, Willow."

She could understand that. Memory of Frax's latest bits of manipulation to discover what drove her southward stung her afresh.

"And you, Uri?" She remembered the sense of surprise she had felt in the Aedec warriors on seeing Uri wearing the red and green of Kitahn. "Seuliac does not react toward you in the same way as he does Frax and Tobin. What of you?"

"Enough Kitahni blood flows in my veins to make an Aedec touch his blade when I enter a room, Willow, but I am Caspani, and we have our own interests to guard. The interests of Rhynog and Cadarn are not always those of the rest of our people. But, just as I wear the tabard of Cadarn because the colors protect better in this terrain, in this matter I also stand with Frax. Seuliac Aedec can be trusted not to act until he is sure of exactly what is transpiring around him. Hopefully, by then, reason will prevail and our new friends will see the need to stand with us in this." Once again, the touch of Uri's subtle humor lightened the seriousness of their conversation. "Seuliac is the Warlord of Rhynog, commander of the Aedec family's land forces. As self-serving as he appears, he does have a reputation of good sense. He won't do anything that might harm Rhynog, and everything that will advance its cause. Velacy," he shrugged slightly, wincing as the movement pained his shoulder, "is second in line as an heir to the Lordship of Rhynog. He is young, proud, and as belligerent as an Aedec could possibly be, but he is not reputed to be a complete fool. Now, finish your fruit, then come here."

The fruit was good, and she wanted to savor its fresh taste after so many days of dried roots and worse, so she took the third piece with her as she walked over to sit in front of him. The Geffitz's big hands were light as he unwound the cloth that bound her outstretched arm. He grunted with satisfaction and turned it so she could see it clearly. All the infection had disappeared, leaving the knife cut dry and scabbed.

"It heals well, but there'll be a scar. You begin to accumulate warrior's badges, Willow."

Kaphri looked up at him with a mental frown, not understanding the reference. His mouth curved. "Badges. Marks of battle, like this." He twisted to show her a long silvery scar that ran over the skin of his ribcage from his left breast to his lower back. Remembering the slash marks on her shoulder, left by plain cat's claws, her eyes widened at the thought of the injury that had left such a mark on him.

Something else caught her attention. His shirt was gone! He wore only the burgundy and green-trimmed tabard, and it was clean. And he had bathed.

She was abruptly aware of how dirty, as well as blood-smeared, she was after her fall down the mountainside.

Uri saw her look down at her clothing. "You can bathe later, when the others return. We wouldn't want you slipping under a rock again, unsupervised, would we?"

Kaphri ducked her head, avoiding his eyes while she watched him smear a salve on her arm from a small vial he carried in a beltpouch.

Her curiosity drew her back into their exchange. Warrior's badges. What a strange idea. She asked him what it meant.

"Wounds earned in battle," he explained.

"I am no warrior." A touch of bitterness that she would have rather kept hidden crept into her sending. She did not do battle. She ran.

Uri held her gaze steadily. "Don't judge yourself too harshly: you're braver than you credit yourself. You had the warrior mind-set at the barrier. I touched it in you, and so did the others."

Memory of the mental brushes she'd experienced at the barrier came back to her. The Geffitz seemed to sense her perplexity. "It's the warrior's way of determining truth and protecting ourselves from treachery, by touching on another's true intentions. There is no honor in dying from foolish, blind trust, Willow. A warrior does not shield; his motives can withstand the examination of his fellows. You were ready to die for what you believed was right. That's all anyone can ask of a warrior."

The discussion of motives and honor was leading in a painful direction she did not wish to pursue. She'd been trying desperately to escape from them when she fell captive to Araxis' winged forces in the shadows of Omurda.

She might be forced to try again.

But she never wanted them to come to harm because of her. "I am sorry I caused you injury, Uri. I really am."

His hands stopped their light work. He studied her closely. "My wound is not your fault. We all realize there is risk in what we do. A Geffitz warrior does what is necessary."

"Why? Why did you risk your safety to come to that tower? It was dangerous."

"We must know what threatens us from the Maugrock, so we can prepare to defend against it. To protect the others, the ones we leave behind, so they, and we, too, can live in safety. I wouldn't hold much honor if I didn't do everything possible to ensure the safety of the ones less able to defend themselves."

She searched his face. "You left ones you care about behind?"

He nodded. "Family, friends. A female, soon to be my lifemate."

"What is she like?"

Uri looked surprised.

"This female...?"

"Ladrienca."

"Ladrienca. What is she like?"

Uri smiled. "Laddy? Like the touch of the hot summer sun on your face, or a summer storm at night, fierce and warm in its intensity, but cooling to the spirit. Sweet as indrum fruit as it bursts on the tongue, clear-minded as the sky after the snow. Fair and soft as tamsin flowers as they fall in the spring."

His eyes took on a distant look and Kaphri caught the image of a pert, smiling face, similar to the warrior before her, but more delicate in its features. A deep longing ran through Uri's sending and Kaphri shifted uncomfortably, trying to move away from it without being obvious.

Such fondness and need! She had not known such feelings were possible.

Uri broke the sending with a sheepish grin. "Sorry. I got a little lost in my thoughts there."

For a moment, they sat in silence while she tried to sort through the baffling emotions she'd just gotten from the big warrior. They left her feeling awkward, but she decided she must pursue the subject further.

"There is a fondness in you for this female. This separation is painful. You...choose...to experience these feelings? Why?"

"The feelings and time shared are worth the sadness of the separation. And the return will just be the sweeter." Uri studied her, bemused. "Willow, don't you know anything about love? What of your mother and father?"

"My mother died in the betrayal, when I was two years old. My father—is still in the north."

It was Uri's turn to look discomfited. "Ah. Perhaps your people don't..."

"They were lifemates," she said stiffly. "I am aware of the joining between male and female. I learned the rituals of binding, so, as High One, I could conduct the ceremony." Hredroth knew whatever for; all the survivors in Kryie Karth were old men, except for her.

But she had touched feelings similar to the ones they were discussing. They came from every one of the men in Kryie Karth when they longed for those they had lost in the betrayal. Longing, laced with a bitter anger toward her.

Sudden fury at herself lashed through her. How foolish she was to have pursued this conversation.

"Willow? Hey, Willow Wand—" Uri's mental touch was full of concern.

Kaphri dodged it, suddenly wanting to be alone. But before she could scramble to her feet, a glimmer of gold flitting between the trees caught her eye.

"Gemma!" Joy shot through her, washing away the horrible sense of desolation with a flood of warmth. She eagerly stretched out her arm and the winged dragon fluttered onto it with a mental brush of pleasure.

As the little dragon slipped up on her shoulder, Kaphri gave Uri a guilty glance of apology for severing their conversation so abruptly.

He was settling back against the tree, his expression thoughtful as he observed them. She caught the barely perceptible wag of his head that told her it was of no consequence. That he understood her slip in mindspeaking her companion against Frax's ban, and she relaxed back down into the spot where she had been sitting.

"Give these to the Geffitz. Unpleasant as they are, you may share them."

Kaphri held out her hand and Gemma dropped some shriveled orange berries into it. She looked at them doubtfully but Uri acted pleased to see them.

"You have my thanks." He nodded his head at the little companion. Despite a mental sniff of irritation from Gemma, Kaphri sensed his reaction pleased her.

He handed one of the berries back to her. "Eat it." He gave a grimace. "Don't worry about washing it; it'll kill whatever would ail you. Swallow fast." He winked as he tossed one into his own mouth, clenched his teeth, then swallowed it with a shudder.

She understood what he meant the next moment as the horrible bitterness of the berry flooded her mouth. Gagging, she swallowed.

Uri had his waterbag ready for her.

Seconds later a noise behind them drew their attention. Tobin had returned. Kaphri turned away as he suspended the two dead animals he carried from the low branch of a nearby tree and came over to lay several withered plants next to Uri.

The other Geffitz nodded his thanks again.

The scout stood for a moment, looking at the three of them, then, surprisingly, sat down. Kaphri realized his silence was tightly suppressed excitement.

"Well?" Uri had noticed it, too.

"Game is everywhere! They're so tame they would come up and eat from your hand. Nothing has hunted here in twenty years. If we could re-claim this land..." He was mindspeaking Uri without shields, something he rarely did in her presence.

As the warriors continued their exchange on hunting, Kaphri took Gemma from her shoulder and set her in her lap so she could look into her green eyes while she stroked the line of her ridged backbone. There was so much to tell her. Tobin and Uri appeared to be absorbed in their conversation, but the girl knew it was not the way of these warriors to drop their guard. They would instantly be aware if she mindspoke. But refusing to allow her to communicate with Gemma, after Kaphri's captivity in the tower, would be most cruel. She decided to try speaking quietly, with shields down. At this point, all the Geffitzi would do was order her to stop.

"Gemma, I missed you so much." She wanted to immerse herself in the dragon, but she also had to be sensitive to any reaction coming from her two companions. "What happened to you?"

It was no surprise when Uri blinked. His brow furrowed and there was the barest passing of withdrawal before he centered his attention back on Tobin.

He was going to let her communication pass. A tension drained from her that she hadn't even realized she felt.

Gemma had held her reply, waiting for the Geffitzi reaction. "The gray ones fly swiftly and my wings are not so large. It was at least four days flight for me from the Taprock River to the Maugrock."

"I didn't know. I was so scared. They made me breathe something that caused me to lose my senses when they took me. And," she added, "I was very ill. Frax used a poisoned dart on me. He said the Balandra drew out the poison and kept me from dying." She closed her eyes for a moment. "They carried me to a horrible place and chained me in a room high in a tower. It was terrible—so cold and dark. And when I finally came to, five of them came in with a bowl and a knife..."
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Chapter 32


The Crystal
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Uri and Tobin's exchange stopped.

She looked up to find them listening to her. Uri lifted a brow as their eyes met and Tobin shifted to a more comfortable position. They waited in expectant silence, so she resumed her sending, sharing the story with the three of them now.

Shortly afterwards the two Aedec warriors wandered back into camp. Seuliac was palely sporting a nasty bruise on his forehead but otherwise appeared none the worse for wear. At first, they hung back, as if they thought Uri might stop her narrative in their presence. When that did not happen, they came over and settled on the ground to listen, too.

Her story became long in the telling. Occasionally Uri or Tobin would break in with a pointed question. Even Velacy overcame his obvious distrust of her enough to raise a question or two. Seuliac merely listened, his eyes fastened on her, his attention like a sharp blade.

Some of the details, like the force in the central core, brought a reaction of strong dismay or interest. It didn't seem prudent to tell them she had pushed Frax into the shaft, despite Uri's puzzlement over the other warrior's quick acceptance of such an unknown element.

Kaphri's mindspeak was a sharing of words, impressions, and detailed memory images. Uri and Tobin were familiar with the tower, having trained there as young warriors. They were almost with her as she desperately counted off the passages. And they were all as shaken as she was at the sight of Ving in the vast chamber, with the sound of hundreds of unseen wings rustling in the darkness. They snarled rage at his threat against the Geffitzi clans and shared Frax's shocked dismay at finding the debris that blocked the stairwell missing. Their awe and fear at the sight of the temple, deep in the rock below the Maugrock, was immense, and even Gemma grew distressed when she described moving across the rune circles, the serpent searching through the images in her memory with an uncharacteristic feverishness. Tobin ran through the children's rhyme when she stumbled in her recitation, half, she thought, to reassure himself he would have known the words too, if he was there instead of Frax. The rest of the details beyond that point Uri and Tobin knew, and she was reluctant to discuss her second attempt at escape except for a brief mention of her removal of the bloody sign on her forehead.

To her surprise, both Gemma and Uri reacted to the last bit of information with agitation.

Uri caught her right hand and turned her fingers up to study them intently. "You didn't just wash the sign off. That was bad magic! What did you do?"

Gemma moved on her shoulder, tiny claws digging into the muscles of her right arm as she leaned forward. Kaphri went over her actions again with as much detail as she could remember.

"Something that looked like blood." He snatched her words. "Kep, you were a mess when Frax brought you in—blood all over your face and shirt and breeches. Blood on your hand. Where would the blood on your hand come from?" He lifted her arm, studying the remnants of her soiled sleeve, trying to see some reason in the motion. "Frax wasn't injured, so he's not the source." He was thinking rapidly, with an urgency that alarmed her. "Your leg? But you said they chained your hands upwards. Where would you get blood—or something else—on your hands? Think!"

She shook her head, unable to answer.

He weighed her hand in his as he studied her thoughtfully. "Blood. Or something. Sweat? Is not dark. Your clothes. You didn't wash them yet."

She gave him a reproachful look. How could he ask such a question? Her clothing was filthy.

He dropped her hand, watching it fall to brush her breeches.

"What the...?" His big hand caught her right leg above the knee and rolled it inward, almost throwing her over before she could catch herself. Gemma dug claws to maintain balance as Uri stared at a dark, caked smear high on the cloth of her outer thigh. He looked up, his eyes fastening on her face. "Where did this come from?"

She started to shake her head again, then stopped, memory of a sensation of stickiness and her reaction of dismay tugging at her. Things felt clouded and dark in her mind as she struggled to remember. "From the..."

"There's something there!" Tobin reached forward.

"No!" Uri caught his wrist and held his hand away from her leg. His attention came back to her. He repeated his question. "Where did this come from?"

"Down there, in the circle. I..." Vague memories flickered in her mind. In the temple. She was looking at the runes in the center of the rings. She wanted to see them, but something blocked her view. When she reached down to brush it away, something dark, thick and warm clung to her skin.

Such sadness. Her breath caught in her throat as the memory rushed over her now. She had wiped her hand on her breeches to break with the sensation, then Frax was there, slapping the canna disk away before she could look at the inner ring, breaking the spell the circle worked on her. He was dragging her away, over to the altar... The details were still obscured and clouded in her memory, as if something, or someone, had willed she should forget them.

She glanced at the dark blotch on her breeches with fear now, remembering the thread that tangled in her fingers and the round shape that hung from it. The smear had cracked, separating along a definite edge.

Uri drew one of the thin-bladed boot knives the warriors kept so readily at hand and slipped the point of the blade beneath the break, lifting gently. A twisted, tangled mass caked with dried darkness came away. Uri held it up and they all stared.

"Kep, what is that?"

"Let's find out. Waterbag, Tobin." Uri laid the thing on the ground and carefully poured water over it. The stuff softened and flowed, dark and red. "That's dried blood! But whose?" Uri poked the mess with the blade and a glint of warm, golden metal resolved through the crimson. Using the knife again, he caught it in a notch in the blade and lifted it to reveal a delicate gold chain. From a loop, still caked with blood, hung the bauble she'd seen in the temple.

"What the hell is this?" Uri poured more water over the chain and lifted it again. The water ran down the strand in dark droplets to gather on the charm at its end.

They all watched in stunned silence as a drop fell from it—and disappeared in the air.

"Holy Kep! Tobin! Take this!" Uri thrust the knife handle into his companion's reluctant hand as he fumbled about for a leaf and a twig. But as he reached out to capture some of the dark crust still caked on her breeches leg, the stuff was blackening and crumbling to a fine powder that fell away without leaving a trace.

Uri drew back with an expression of bafflement and disappointment. "Damn," he swore. "If I could have caught some of that..."

"Take this!" Tobin spoke aloud, but it was not hard to catch his meaning as he shoved the weapon with the chain back into Uri's grip. He scrambled to his feet and took a step back.

The chain gleamed cleanly now in the shadowy forest light, with no trace of stain remaining. Uri raised it to eye-level so he could take a closer look, but Kaphri noted none of the warriors were eager to touch it. Uri studied the bauble for a moment then held it out for her to see.

There was something at the crystal's center.

"What is that, Gemma?" Kaphri leaned forward to peer at it. There was a tiny golden sphere encased in the ball of clear crystal.

"A remnant of ancient power," the serpent replied.

"Ancient," Uri glanced at Gemma. "And to what leanings? Good or evil?"

With a swipe of his hand, he cleared the leaves on the forest floor to expose a small patch of soil. Quickly he drew some dried leaves from a pouch at his belt and crushed them between his fingers to form a small pile of pale powder in the dirt.

A clean, fragrant smell brushed Kaphri's senses. A strange, brief stab of loss ran through her, quickening her heartbeat for a breath before fading. The scent had been the touch of something rare, good and pure.

"Sevil," Gemma murmured with approval and Kaphri realized she was identifying the leaves.

Tobin hovered beside them, as reluctantly fascinated as the rest of them, while Uri traced symbols at four points around the powder, naming each as he went: earth, wind, fire and water. Then he drew two lines, one above and one below the symbols, and broke them in half with two shorter ones above and below the dust. That completed, he suspended the crystal over the sevil by the chain and spoke several words aloud with quiet but firm resonance.

He was working some type of spelling, that was simple to see, but Kaphri didn't think he was prepared for the response he received. The powder beneath the crystal flared in a clear, white glow, like the blaze of a tiny sun, then died away, leaving no ash or waste behind.

A stunned silence hung over them all.

"Perhaps," Uri looked up to search her face, "you should tell me, in detail, how this came to you."

"Why? Is it evil?" A blaze of panic shot through her.

"No." he said, taking a deep breath. "It may have come from the temple, but it's not evil."

"Then what is it?"

"My knowledge is limited. An ancient working. Possibly a talisman of safe passage or guardianship. The intent is pure; you saw what it did under a spell of testing."

"Well, it wasn't a safe talisman for someone," Tobin observed sharply.

"No," Uri conceded. "Whoever carried the thing appears to have lost it in the heart of evil's stronghold, along with a lot of blood. But it appears to hold power against that evil. The blood on her hands and clothes must have held the crystal's power in suspension."

"But it was warm," she protested.

"And wet. And now it's dried and crumbled beyond dust. Now, tell me."

She went over her passage through the temple again, seeking in her memory for any elusive details of those moments in the vast darkness, when rising fear that she was alone in the blackness had prompted her to increase the light of the canna disk. All too clearly, she remembered the scent of ancient dust, the feel of an ominous, gathering presence, and the sensation of immense structure around her. But her actions felt veiled. Through a fog, she saw the vague shapes laid into the floor inside their great circles, and the dark smear that obscured the central pattern. The recall of heavy, warm stickiness, now caused her to mentally recoil, but Uri would not let her break the memory chain. He pressed her onward like a firm hand. The terrible sorrow snatched at her again, shaking her to her very roots, before giving way to a faint, tingling recollection of rising demand. Of a powerful external force urging her to wipe the stain away, to see the shapes hidden beneath. Then the vagueness gave way to the memory of Frax glaring down at her in fury and the lick of hot purple—

She broke her recall, pulling herself back to the present. Her hands shook when she raised them to her forehead.

Gemma moved on her shoulder, her quick mental touch reassuring.

Uri studied Kaphri solemnly. "It would seem the amulet, and Frax, made timely appearances. Perhaps you haven't realized yet, but the presence in the temple is a remnant of a dark and malevolent force that nearly destroyed our world before we defeated and drove it out ages ago." His expression tightened with dismay. "The place where you stood is known as the Goroth M'nget, the Circle of Sacrifice. Legend says the runes there hold a terrible power that can ensnare the unwary with just a look. Judging from that, and the images you've shown us, I would say this crystal must have been working to protect you, even before you picked it up."

"I don't know anything about this object, but I know the thing in the darkness is evil," she told him. "I think Araxis used it in Kryie Karth when he tried to ensnare me."

Uri raised a hand to stop her, his face suddenly pale. "Wait. You think he's using it?"

"I think he tried to. But he wasn't successful. It's not the same as the power of the Ly Kai," she hastened to add, "even if it does lurk inside the barrier."

"Now, there's something else I don't understand," Uri said. "You told us it grabbed you at the barrier. If it's the same force, why didn't it react to your presence when you were right on top of it in the temple?"

How had she passed through the heart of its power in the temple without the evil force reacting more strongly? What had made that different? It was difficult to recall small details: during most of her passage across the vast floor she had been tired and in pain, her mind drifting...

Her heart gave a painful thump. Her mind had been drifting because of the reversed symbol the Balandra had painted on her brow. It had locked all her power away from her. Had it also isolated her from the very thing that would mark her presence in the darkness?

"Severing you from your power might have hidden your presence in the temple," Uri gave voice to her thoughts.

"The ultimate question is," a familiar mental voice broke in calmly as a hand reached down between them and lifted the chain from the notch in the blade, "is she to use this thing, or is it to use her?" Frax raised the strand, the crystal glinting brightly, to study it in the light. "How long would you say it's been lost to this world, Uri? How many hundreds of years?"

"Even the serpent observes it's ancient." Uri answered, a trace of uneasiness in his tone.

"Just a little something this one seems able to walk around our world and pick up." Kaphri bristled, the earlier animosity at the barrier crackling between her and the Geffitz leader as their eyes met, but she bit back any response as he continued. "Whatever this is, it was serving some purpose down there."

"Yes."

"And now it's not." He gave her another glare before he shifted attention back to Uri.

"No, it's not." Uri's response was quiet and unhappy. "But," his sending picked up some urgency, "it must have been working to aid her. It had to be the source of the blood on her hands that helped remove the symbol from her forehead. And look. This is where it clung to her clothing! Up on the mountainside, when she turned toward the serpent," the flat of Uri's hand brushed the side of her thigh where the dried blood had caked, "it would have come in contact with the barrier. It could be what opened it."

"In other words," with a quick movement of his hand, Frax caught the crystal up, clasping it, chain and all, tightly in his fist. His knuckles whitened. "This little trinket has worked to make us prisoners here, on this side of the barrier?"

Uri heaved a sigh. "Well, maybe. There does seem to be some force at work here. It's as if the thing was waiting for her to find it. I wonder if she could have come through the barrier without its help."

"Force?" A curl of angry frustration ran through Frax's sending. "Almost as if? Uri, I don't think we begin to have any idea of the forces at work here, manipulating us." His eyes locked back on Kaphri with a hard, angry glitter as he considered her from behind a shielded mind.

***
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FOR THE FIRST TIME, Frax Kitahn allowed the possibility he was not quite in control of their situation. In fact, things had taken on a monstrous life of their own. What had he gotten them into when he insisted on taking the girl captive in Omurda? Where, of all things, he had listened to the words of a Guardian! At every turn, this girl seemed to be moved along by forces beyond her control, and now, they, with her. And, of all the things she had revealed to be working on her at the barrier, they had just added another to the list. The small crystal dug into the skin of his hand as he clenched it tighter.

Well, he was not ready to relinquish his hold, real or imagined, on his fate, just yet. "Uri, you're the one best schooled in the lore of our world. What is your counsel on this?"

Uri turned his attention on her with a thoughtful expression. Tobin was already glaring at her darkly, not to mention the wary regard of the Aedecs. It was a tribute to her fortitude that she did not writhe beneath the intense, piercing glare of five pairs of gray Geffitzi eyes.

Uri replied cautiously. "The Evil One has stirred powers from the past with some success, Frax. The most recent evidence: the return of the Balandra. Something is happening. Something significant and not, I fear, in the best interests of the Children of Kep. But you saw the testing. This thing does not carry evil. It already protected her, if not us, too. It came to her. It isn't evil." He frowned. "I fear its removal from its resting place may have serious repercussions, but, considering what we know, I don't think it would be wise to take it from her."

Frax nodded. He opened his hand to let the necklet dangle from one finger before her eyes. "Put it on."

Kaphri drew back with a quick glance at Uri.

The sandy-haired Geffitz gave her a nod. "It came to you. Its power may yet serve you in some way."

Serve her? She did not want anything of its power. She didn't want anything from this world. Kaphri made no move to take the thing from the Geffitz leader's hand.

Frax's mouth tightened. Impatiently he separated the strands of the chain with his fingers and reached down to drop it over her head, pulling the collar of her shirt away from her neck so the small ball dropped coolly between her breasts before she could protest.

"You found it, Priestess, you wear it."
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Chapter 33


Strategy
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"If you're so sure that damn thing put us here, why not use it to pass back over," Tobin snapped. "There must be a way."

Uri shook his head. "Taking either her or the crystal back would only invite disaster, Tobin. We know what will happen if the Evil One captures her."

"So what are we supposed to do?" Tobin sat back down beside Uri, his frustration obvious.

"She wants to go south. We'll take her south."

All their attention locked on the Geffitz leader. For a moment it appeared Frax was lost in thought and had absently spoken aloud. Then he looked around, his gaze sweeping over them as he weighed their individual reactions. Tobin's expression was startled, Uri's, guardedly receptive. The two Aedecs were stonily wary. The girl's expression, as usual, was emotionless, though he did catch a tiny flicker of mental dismay at his words.

He could guess what her thoughts had been. Did she honestly think he would consider a parting of their ways now that the barrier trapped them in the south? She was the key to this whole mess, and he did not intend to let her out of his grasp.

"And why would we do that?" Tobin's question broke the silence. "We have orders, Frax, and they don't include her."

"Our mission didn't end when the barrier broke, Tobin. It changed." Frax gave him a glare that brooked no argument when the younger Geffitz began to protest. "We're cut off from the north, caught in a new situation, but we will not be bystanders. Far from it. We have what the Evil One wants. What Uri said last night is true: he will come after her. He'll find a way to breech his barrier, and when he does, he'll bring his forces with him, shifting them from the north. That will reduce the threat to the clans. So, even if we can't be there, we can influence the battle to our people's benefit.

"That includes keeping her out of his hands. Leaving us with two options: kill her and remain on this side of the barrier—I don't think we'll get back through on our own—or help her and draw off his attention away from the north. Personally, I want a shot at doing something about that barrier." He took in the cautious nods of agreement. "We all share the same problem: the Evil One. He drove us from our lands and put up a barrier to stop our return, and he's a threat to her continued existence. Someone has to stop him. Neither of us, her people nor ours, alone, succeeded at putting an end to him. Together we might have a chance."

He turned to Kaphri. "We'll help you get wherever this geas draws you, Priestess, because it's the only thing we can act on right now. Just remember; it's not a guarantee of your life. If things look like they're going bad in any way..." She knew how to finish the statement. They would kill her. "In return we want the barrier to our lands removed. You will make that happen. Agreed?"

She had no choice but to agree, though she had no idea how, or if she could accomplish his goals. Araxis truly was a problem they both had in common. She would never be safe with him in pursuit of her.

"Geas? What's this about a geas?" Uri's tone sharpened.

The corners of Frax's mouth tightened. "Another little bit of information I picked up from her at the barrier, Uri."

The other warrior's expression was grave. "Where there's a geas there's someone else's purpose." He shifted his attention to Kaphri. "Whose? What does this thing bid you do?"

"All I know is that it drives me southward." She looked away.

"It gives you no specific sense of purpose?"

"No."

Exhaling loudly, the big warrior withdrew into troubled thought.

Frax continued. "I doubt we can fight all the forces we'll draw away from the Maugrock, so, we'll go dark and avoid them. Later we can take up resistance tactics. The first question: how much of a head start can we get before they come through the barrier? It's been two days since I hit Araxis with the poison dart. You're certain he's not dead? That you'd know if he was?" All eyes were on Kaphri. She nodded. "Then the Balandra saved him, just as they saved you. Still, he'll be ill, and it'll take some time to gather his strength. The next question: can you tell when he breaks the barrier?"

She shook her head. "I don't know, especially if we move away from it. In his present form, however, he doesn't possess the power that he used to create it."

"Are you saying he can't come through?" Tobin asked.

No matter how she wished she could tell Tobin that was true, she knew better: Araxis would stop at nothing to attain what he desired. "No. He may destroy Ving's body in the process, but he will find a way to come through. I just can't say I'll sense when he does."

Frax shrugged. "Then we must wait and see."

"We can run up and down the length of the land indefinitely, striking here and there, but even if we destroy his forces, it won't solve the problem of him or her. What's the point? How is this supposed to end?" Tobin persisted.

All attention focused back on her.

"I'm being drawn somewhere, perhaps to the gate the Ly Kai used to enter your world." The survivors memories had revealed that much to her. Perhaps she might find something there to help her along the Paths of Power. To help her attain the full potential of the starpower the Twenty-five had denied her in Kryie Karth. "Perhaps I will find something there to help me," she offered lamely.

Velacy made a startled, angry exclamation, and she realized much of what their two Aedec companions were hearing was new information for them. Frax, Uri and Tobin were already aware of her helplessness. She was sure they did not want to share how her mindblocks hampered the full use of her starpower, or her absence of knowledge, in front of these new warriors.

"And where is this gate?" Tobin demanded.

She had never gleaned the slightest image, much less the location, of the place where the Ly Kai entered this world. Her sense of ineptitude stung her.

"Are there any landmarks? What did the land around it look like? Were there mountains? Plains? Forests? The Great Water? A river close by?" Tobin's impatience grew each time she was unable to reply.

"Kep, I don't believe this!" He sprang to his feet in disgust, only to sink back down at Frax's impatient gesture. "Do you realize how big this land is, girl?" he flared.

"Whatever draws me, I will find it." Kaphri looked at him with a calmness she did not feel. "The geas didn't let go when I passed the barrier. Even as we speak it pulls at me." That was true; the geas was beginning to insinuate a rising need to move while she sat there. But now a small tingle of panic edged it. Her passing through the barrier seemed to have strengthened its urgency.

"Well, Kitahn," Seuliac Aedec finally spoke up with a short, harsh laugh. "You have many pieces of this puzzle, but not enough. So, what's your plan?"

"The Balandra prefer to fly at night, so we'll travel during the day and shelter at dark. Speed is important, but making it our first consideration would be reckless. We'll go to where she is drawn, but not in a direct line. On this side of the continent, we'll move slightly westward."

"No."

"No?" Frax made the word sound as quietly dangerous as the look he shot her.

"I told you, I can't go westward. I will not go westward." It was as if a sudden torrent broke loose inside her. Everything, from her ignorance of her Birthpower, to her total ignorance of where she was going, surged up inside her. And here was this Geffitz, trying to direct her future. Again. Did he think she was so helpless she was unable to take any action on her own? She lashed out in defiance. "And I will not be treated as a prisoner any longer!"

"Prisoner, hold-guest, slave," Frax shrugged, "they're only words. What you choose to call yourself is unimportant. But you will do as you're told, Priestess."

From the corner of her eye, Kaphri saw Tobin nudge Uri, a slight, mocking grin quirking his mouth.

His amusement fired her frustration further. "Why? What are you—" she was forced to pause a moment. Standing, she was more than a head shorter than he; sitting while he towered over her was even more ridiculous. She got to her feet, drawing herself up as tall as she could in defiance. "going to do? You will not kill me. You can't kill me! As you say, without me, you have no hope of destroying the barrier."

Frax took a step forward so he stared down at her with the barest space between them. Kaphri would have gladly taken a step back, but defiance would not let her. She held her ground, refusing to show any reaction as she glared up into his stormy gray eyes.

"Oh, we're all too conscious of that, Priestess," His sending was a furious hiss. "But it won't give you the tiniest bit of leverage. If you want to play difficult, I'll play difficult, and, serpent or no serpent, I will make you squirm. But you will cooperate. If you try to sneak off again I'll track you down and drag you back, and if you're thinking of attacking us, now that you feel comfortable with your power again, you better be sure to finish it all in one try. I told you, you're too dangerous to wander freely on my world. I will not allow it. We'll help you, and you'll help us in return. In between, things will be done my way."

What choice did she have? She was much better off with these warriors, insufferable as they were, than on her own. Grudgingly Kaphri gave a slight sending of assent.

"It's settled, then. Sit down. Now."

They continued to glare at each other.

"Why does he put up with that?" She heard Tobin mutter in an impatient aside to Uri. "She's nothing but a little slip of thistle. I would..." She saw him make an abrupt crushing gesture with his hand.

"Did you ever grab a handful of thistle, Tobin?" Uri gave a mental chuckle. "Some have nasty, sharp little barbs hidden within."

Tobin gave a snort of irritation and flopped onto his back.

Velacy seemed to agree with Tobin. He shifted his position restlessly. Seuliac Aedec, however, was watching their exchange with intense interest. It crossed Kaphri's mind that, like Tobin, he was also wondering why Frax bothered to argue with her. A chill of resentment ran over her. Why, indeed? In the end, she could do little against anything the Geffitz leader decided to do with, or about, her.

But Seuliac did not know that. For all the two new warriors knew, she could burn them all to cinders with a glance as Frax had suggested. He had done nothing to dissuade them of the idea.

She knew he read the spark of realization in her eyes. "Not another word, Priestess. Sit down now." The words were a sizzle of warning in her head, meant only for her. There was a hardness there—a warning that he would not be thwarted in this. She had agreed and he considered the matter ended.

She opened her mouth. Closed it again, teeth clenched.
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