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Chapter 79

Razek
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RAZEK'S METAL SPUR-caps clicked against stone as he made his way along the veranda. Normally, the crisp staccato would please him greatly. Today, outrage occupied the whole of his attention.

Six more dead and a new threat emerged. All because the fool would not take his counsel. Did the imbecile think their forces were unlimited?

Since his predecessor, Clackamas, had followed Araxis' order for an ill-conceived mission of revenge two thousand years too late into the swamp and lost half their force. Their numbers were dwindling with every failed attempt to recapture the girl, their worst defeat brought about by, of all things, a forest! Imminent disaster loomed over them.

He would have begged the right to kill the Ly Kai, Araxis, to remove a major obstacle to their success, but the Master made it very clear: the small, pale one must believe he was in charge at all times. Razek bowed, put on a respectful face, and masked his frustration while he wondered what his Master planned.

Hopefully, it would include a long, excruciating end for the hated Ly Kai vermin.

Let me have my vengeance when the time comes, Razek pleaded fervently. Reward me with some time to avenge the insults and humiliation your forces have endured daily.

But even in his weakened state, the arrogant creature who thought it gave the Balandra orders could burn them all to a crisp with a simple flick of desire. Curse his power! Araxis was an inferior physical and mental specimen. The dart the Geffitz warrior delivered back at the Black Tower had rendered him even more fragile. Araxis still languished while the girl, another victim of those poison darts, had moved on with annoying health and speed. Razek knew that firsthand because he'd witnessed the whole attack last night.

His efforts had finally appeared on the brink of success. The Geffitzi warriors had left the shadows of the cursed woods and were moving down an open cliff face. With no silent, unseen deadly ally to protect them, it was only a matter of time before the Balandra struck and seized the girl.

Then things fell apart.

While his troop examined the area where their elusive targets had left the forest and descended the rock face, he flew out past the boulder, testing the treacherous air currents of the escarpment for a safe descent.

He'd seen the Ly Kai female and one of the Geffitzi appear out of nowhere, startling his troops. The girl ran for the shelter of the forest while the warrior stayed behind to defend her escape. However, before slipping into the shadows, she burned one of his troops to a cinder with her cursed Ly Kai power.

And, out of nowhere, the beast had struck.

The attack was magnificent—Razek grudgingly admitted it. The creature arrived so swiftly and unexpectedly that all he could do was watch it destroy his men with awesome, ruthless efficiency.

On the cusp of the destruction, those cursed animals from the woods had emerged to chase the beast away. They took the Geffitz warrior captive and—the ultimate humiliation—ground the remains of his troop into the mud of the cliff top.

Razek was not sentimental. He would have left the bodies of his fallen comrades without a thought. But the four-legged vipers desecrating their bodies was an insult he'd been forced to endure, unanswered, in order to bring news of another failure back to the despicable creature who thought it commanded him. News which, in further insult, had been put on hold until the Ly Kai considered the time convenient to hear it.

Convenient! There was nothing convenient about dealing with Araxis! It was just a long stream of bad temper, poor judgment, and sulks. Razek did not expect anything useful from the upcoming encounter except more rage and threats, which made him even angrier. Balandra did not live under threat. Other creatures lived in fear of them. Such was the order of the world. His world.

But this was not his world.

Razek slapped at a buzzing insect—the biting, bloodsucking things were a plague in this bog of a place—and looked about. 

He hated the lush green of the living forest that pressed in around the stone structures Araxis had chosen for their refuge. Immobile things that grew from the ground were for shelter and burning, or fodder for the meat he hunted. Plants definitely should not act with considered thought.

The wood here was not the same as the thing that lay further south—the thing that had taken his forces in silent, stealthy ways over the past days—but he knew it also listened and watched.

Reaching the end of the stone veranda, he stopped before a huge set of double doors heavily carved with bas-relief images. Warriors hunted strange creatures and fought horrific battles across the bronze surface. Obviously, this place once served as some sort of temple for the savage creatures who called themselves Geffitzi. It was surprising they managed such an intricate piece of artwork, he thought critically as he raised a hand to strike the ornate surface. For inferior creatures, the door showed that at the very least they properly respected the art of death.

But then, they had learned all the requisite skills for art and death as slaves under a very discerning, demanding master.

The doors swung open at the hands of two of his troops stationed inside the building. Araxis insisted on having an armed guard within his sight at all times. Razek considered it a senseless waste of resources for a creature with the ability to slay anything around it with the blink of an eye, but it also, diabolically, worked in his favor. Feeding the Ly Kai's paranoia, making him feel under threat, made him less likely to strike out in the heat of passion against the diminishing number of Balandran warriors around him. 

Could the Ly Kai worm ever appreciate the symbolic honor a Balandran armed guard represented? Razek doubted it. What sort of honor did the wretched, fragile creature command with its endless whining, petty demands, and foul temper? Given free rein, Razek would have snapped his thin neck and gone after the cursed Geffitzi warriors in an all-out attack. That plan of action was more suited to his tastes. Kill them all, take the girl, and begin the long-delayed campaign of revenge and retribution the Balandra owed this world.

Razek looked forward to that. It was a simple strategy: make the creatures of this world suffer. Make them all suffer for what their ancestors dared do to the great Balandran race two thousand years ago. It would be slow, agonizing, and pure pleasure.

As the doors thudded behind him, Razek paused, allowing his eyes to adjust to the chamber's darkness. 

Araxis sat next to a window at the far end of the shadowy room. 

The miserable little beast was killing whatever living creatures ventured into the area around that end of the building. Irritation curled in Razek. Charred scrub trees and undergrowth were visible beyond the opening where the Ly Kai had ignited a fire during a fit of pique the previous day. Several of his men limped from minor burns suffered while putting it out. 

Razek did not care whether the creatures of this world lived or died, but the forest around them, though not as sentient as the vicious woods further south, was still awake. It might have the capacity to retaliate if it suffered damage beyond what it considered tolerable. Which was why Razek's troops took the time and effort to hunt over a wide range of territory and to kill sparingly.

While this miserable wretch sat and picked repeatedly at the same scab.

Razek advanced to stop a discreet distance from the Ly Kai and ran a narrow gray tongue over his thin lips to dampen them. Speaking the bastard’s language strained his upper throat with its awkward sounds, but he had no choice. It was the only way to communicate with the Ly Kai. "The forest is alive in this area," Razek said stiffly. "We should avoid drawing its attention." He wanted to grab the Ly Kai and cuff it up beside the head. To call it the fool it was. Instead, he made a slight, conciliatory bow.

Araxis twisted to scowl at him and Razek had the satisfaction of seeing that his face was spotted with the welts of insect bites, too. "If your forces did what they were ordered to do, we would not be here, and I would not have to resort to crushing vermin for entertainment."

Indeed. Did the worm think he would be crushing Balandra instead? Or perhaps he harbored thoughts of running away from certain obligations. The Ly Kai was not as clever or subtle as he thought. Razek lowered his head, as much to hide a grim smile as to feign respect. At the end of this wretched endeavor, he would give this creature a lesson or two in inflicting pain for entertainment.

The Ly Kai swatted at an insect on its arm. "Well, report, Captain." The order rang out querulously in the high, hollow space of the stone chamber.

Araxis was on edge. Perhaps he was feeling the pressure of the situation. It also meant Razek should exercise extra caution in their encounter: it would not be good for this creature to kill him out of sheer spite.

"Lord," he dipped his head deeper to indicate greater humility and respect, "I bring news."

"But not the thing I asked you to bring." Once luxurious, now grimy fabric rustled as the Ly Kai adjusted his position forward to glare at him.

"No, Lord. New foes have entered the battle. They attacked our forces and ripped them to shreds—"

"What?" The creature surged to its feet, its pale face even whiter than usual. "What attacked them? Not her—"

Razek looked back up. "No, Lord." He wanted to lie and say she had struck out at them, to see what reaction it drew. For this Ly Kai to insist they pursue his quarry so relentlessly, he behaved as if he were terrified of her. Razek often wondered how Araxis would react if forced to confront the girl face-to-face, the way he demanded the Balandra do.

"Tell me what happened, you stupid fool!" Light reflected dully off the tarnished stars of the Ly Kai's robes as he quivered in rage.

And fear. The Ly Kai stank of it. Razek drank it up, relishing the other's distress. "We were tracking. So close. The girl and a warrior came around a boulder at the top of a cliff, fleeing a huge, clawed creature." He paused to savor Araxis' horror at the thought of a threat to the girl, knowing it would fall away with his next words. "She escaped. But after its attack, a new force of extremely dangerous animals emerged from the cursed woods to drive the creature away and capture the warrior." Razek did not care about the warrior's fate beyond that, but he did care what this new threat meant for his Balandran forces. "I fear the force that reigns in the forest has begun to implement its agenda."

"First, you say the forest protected them. Now you say it sent something to interfere with them. I am tired of excuses. I want her brought to me!"

Razek did not bother to mask the anger on his gray, wrinkled features now. "We lost more resources. This cannot continue. We must plan better."

"You must plan better, Razek. She is a useless, ignorant child. How difficult can this be?"

Obviously more difficult than the Ly Kai thought. "The situation is changing. She acted to defend last night."

"Liar! I would have felt the draw of power."

Razek paused for a moment to fight a dizzying rush of fury. "She burned one of my men to a cinder." If Araxis did not understand what they were up against, he was useless to the Master. The fool should be listening and suggesting strategies instead of dismissing new information.

"It was not starpower! One of those other vile creatures you speak of must have done something." Araxis suddenly appeared less confident than he sounded.

"I cannot say. Before my forces could react, the animals from the forest emerged to drive the clawed creature off. Then they finished crushing my warriors to shreds."

"They did not harm her—"

"She fled. They took her companion, a Geffitz, prisoner and returned to the forest."

"You are sure she came to no harm?" The Ly Kai persisted, his entire body rigid with tension.

Razek ducked his head again, this time to hide his fury. The filthy worm did not even bother to ask about the loss of his forces. "I can only say they returned to the forest."

"Where is she now?"

"The storm, coupled with these new threats... I lost them in the dark."

"I want her brought here, Captain. No more delays! Your master promised me." Araxis settled back on his stone seat, scratched at a welt, and glared.

Yes, the Master promised him. But the Ly Kai seemed to forget his half of the agreement, of the restoration of the Master's power on this world.

"She appears to be going to the city. We can lay a trap there—"

"Captain, I want her brought here, to me. I don't care where she is going or what it costs you. Bring her here!"

"Of course, milord." Razek bowed again in the face of that fury and turned to leave.

"It is impossible to get anything done with such incompetent fools," he heard the Ly Kai mutter behind him.

Razek's mouth tightened. They could not afford another quick, ill-conceived strike. The girl was growing in confidence and ability, pushed by their repeated, ineffectual tactics. The Master warned: if things continued, she would become stronger than the physical form Araxis currently occupied. It might have already happened, since the Ly Kai didn't appear to have noticed her deadly action last night.

Whatever Razek did, he must do it fast, before this Ly Kai grew totally impatient and destroyed everything. The Geffitzi warriors, away from the protection of their cursed forest, could handle. This new development, however, complicated things. Razek knew about the four-legged, poison-tailed animals from ancient times. They were deadly, cold killers like Balandra, which was why he felt such dismay at their sudden appearance.

Turning back to Araxis, he made another effort to guide him onto a more desirable, less obstructive path. "This place is unfit for habitation, milord. Let us carry you to your city. You would be more comfortable there while you wait." If they ensconced the Ly Kai in his precious, mysterious city, perhaps he would find distractions and allow Razek to act without the pressure of reporting every move.

"What do you know of the city?" Araxis bristled.

Interesting how defensive he became at any mention of the place. "I sent scouts to investigate it, in case that is her destination."

"I gave no order!'

"No, Lord, you did not." Razek managed to maintain a patient tone. "It is a necessary precaution. We must know the state of the place, so we do not walk unprepared into something hostile. The Geffitzi will move toward the city quickly if these new creatures join forces with them. We must secure the place before they arrive."

"You don't know where she is going. She's wandering like an idiot. I want her captured before she gets that far. How difficult is that? I will not walk into my city with less than my rightful power."

"We are trying, Lord."

"Well, try harder. Your incompetence is astounding. And stay away from my city!" Araxis appeared to be working himself into a fit of hysterics.

"Of course, milord." Razek lowered his head in a conciliatory gesture to hide his pleasure at the other's obvious distress. "However," he could not resist continuing, "you should know, everything appears intact and in good order." He peered from under spiky eyebrows to savor the reaction.

"You went inside?" The Ly Kai went so pale Razek thought he might pass out.

"Our Master would not be pleased if we allowed you to walk into a trap." He wondered if Araxis even noted his use of the word 'our.' He doubted the arrogant creature ever applied the term to include himself.

He should.

"You fool; you do not do anything without my order! Do you understand?" the Ly Kai shouted in rage. "I wish Clackamas was still here. He knew how to take orders."

A curl of scornful amusement burned through Razek: Araxis interacted with the Balandran captain, Clackamas, every day and did not recognize him now that he had strategically stepped back into the ranks. Hatred burned inside Razek. When the day finally came... "If you will excuse me?"

Araxis glared at him. "Where are you going?"

"To collect reports. We have observers out, assessing this change in our situation." Again, he put a slight emphasis on 'our.'

"Stop observing and get the girl, Captain." The Ly Kai turned his back, refocusing his attention on the dreary landscape outside the window in a rude gesture of dismissal.

"By your leave." Razek did not wait for a response.

The guards opened the doors onto the gray light of day. It was still raining, but the deadly lightning storm of the previous night had passed.

As soon as the captain cleared the portico, he loosened his wings and took two running steps into the yard. His leathery extensions billowed, and he caught the air in a huge down flap that lifted him speedily. He had no reason to mask his anger now as he flew over several buildings in the ancient Geffitz complex to the structure the Balandran troops were using as living quarters.

Several of his men tended their weaponry under the shelter of the porch. They scrambled to their feet and stood at stiff attention when he lit in the yard. He flicked his wings, scattering water over them as he walked past, then re-tightened his appendages onto his back. None of the Balandra made a sound or changed expression, behaving as warriors should around their superior.

The rest of his steadily dwindling force slept in the front two rooms of the building. He stalked through and shoved the heavy door to his quarters so hard it rebounded off the wall with a satisfying boom.

"Is that necessary?" a voice asked peevishly from the shadows on the far side of the chamber.

"Apologies, Master." Razek dropped comfortably into his mother tongue.

"Well?"

"He did not ask for details, and I did not offer them. He denied noticing any use of her power last night and expresses no regret at the loss of your loyal forces, Master. He will not change."

There was a rustling sound of soft, dry laughter. Balandran laughter. "That is the beauty of it, my captain. His arrogance will not allow him to consider that his choices might be in error. The power of the birthform he occupies is far below hers. It has not occurred to him that he cannot sense use above it." The other Balandra limped forward into the light. He was older than Razek and shorter, his body bent from a recent injury. Deep scars crosshatched his sinewy muscles. In form, it was the very Clackamas whose loss Araxis lamented so vocally moments before. In reality, he was something far more sinister.

"She continues to move north?" He had been apprised of the previous night's events far sooner than Araxis.

"The beasts have moved them in that direction. He continues to profess confusion over her movements."

"Because, Razek, he truly does not know." The other Balandran chuckled. "Excellent. I promise you, this new situation will work for us. Send a few of your troops out to monitor our targets but warn them: they mustn't be seen yet. The fool need not know of your activities. We will soon defang our little serpent and finish this."
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Chapter 80

By the Goddess' Will


[image: ]




THERE WERE MORE CYRWINS this morning than there had been last night. Kaphri counted twenty in the thinning darkness. They encircled her and the warriors inside a wall of gray bodies.

When they had stopped to make camp, Tobin told them the animals would form a ring for their protection. Seeing them now, Kaphri wondered whether they were there to protect, or to hold them captive. Twenty Cyrwins were far too many to exert her will over if they should force her to act.

Memory of what she'd done last night stirred a reaction of nausea in her so strong it threatened to overtake and humiliate her. She was not nearly so bold in the daylight, seeing the beasts surrounding them. The stone images that guarded the main gate at Caer Cadarn had proven unpleasantly accurate to the tiniest detail.

At least the threat of the tarmeuth was gone, she thought. Uri had assured them that crossing the storm-swollen river would eliminate any threat of the creature's pursuit. In Velacy's nightmare story, water had been a natural barrier to the animals, and she had definitely felt some of the tension fall away from the warriors when they reached the eastern bank of the river. Even their newfound, unpleasant four-legged allies displayed a lightening of anxiety.

Not that crossing the river had otherwise improved their situation. They were in the grasp of a new and terrible danger in the form of Tobin and his Grimmen-loyal companions. The value of the Cyrwins' aid in crossing the river, measured against the threat they presented, did not balance. Kaphri was sure that fear of another tarmeuth attack had made the encounter at the bottom of the escarpment briefer and less violent than it would have been. The real confrontation still loomed.

It was a regrettable situation. The Cyrwins seemed intelligent creatures despite their penchant for violent and petulant behavior. They would have made useful allies.

She turned back toward her companions clustered in the center of the ring of Cyrwin flesh and sighed. What a wretched sight they were in the morning light. Frax, Tobin, and Seuliac were in poor condition, and she had no idea what to do to help them.

In the Geffitzi way of thinking, this would be the ideal time to strike a weakened foe.

But the Cyrwins had not killed them, and in view of what they had just gone through, she considered them fortunate.

***
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It had been a miserable group that emerged from the river last night. The tarmeuth, however, was not the only threat out in the stormy darkness, and the Cyrwins insisted they must keep moving. Sometime during those next miserable, wet hours, Frax had lapsed back into unconsciousness. Uri's repeated requests to stop and tend to the commander's wound had fallen on deaf ears. With no control over their mounts, they had ridden wearily onward as prisoners to their new companions.

The downpour had softened to a fine drizzle when Tobin finally ordered a halt in the darkness.

"We will stop for a few hours, then move on," he said.

Uri and Seuliac were supporting Frax's unconscious body between them after lowering him from the Cyrwin's back. The warlord staggered under the weight as Uri stopped to glare at Tobin. "We'll take as long as it requires to stabilize your brother. We will not travel again until I say so."

"You can take care of him tomorrow in the daylight."

"We'll make the time now. If you were in such a hurry, maybe you should have ordered the Cyrwins not to attack him."

Annoyance flashed across the younger Kitahn's face. "You have no idea what's at stake here."

"Then why don't you tell us, Tobin? What's so all-fired important that you can't stop to ensure your brother's life?"

Tobin had only shaken his head and refocused his attention on the Cyrwins.

They all wanted answers, but they also knew it would be a waste of time and breath to pursue the issue further.

Uri confiscated their blankets to set up a makeshift tent to tend to Frax's wound. The commander was very ill: Kaphri had felt it as if the link between them during telepathy remained slightly open. She clung to it tenaciously, alert for any changes as she watched Uri work from a distance. An air of urgency she had never sensed before hung over the Caspani warrior. At one point, he exchanged sharp words with Tobin again, but the younger warrior's posture offered no indication of repentance as he hovered, observing Uri.

Bone-weary and afraid, Kaphri huddled with the Aedecs for warmth while the wet ground soaked their clothes even deeper. They needed a fire, the one thing everyone agreed was impossible.

How much worse must Uri feel, fumbling about in the dark?

Realization broke through her weariness. She could do something to help. Her starfire, with its low draw, was so mundane it was not detectable to other Ly Kai.

Besides, after the things she'd done earlier to defend the warlord against the tarmeuth, sending out that huge blaze of power...

Out of habit, she checked for the watcher. The presence was gone, left behind, she could only presume when they passed beyond the realm of the Grimmen. It did not mean the thing's influence was no longer a shadow over them; the woods was more displeased with them now than it had ever been.

When she got up and limped over to Uri, Tobin glowered at her. "What do you want?"

"I can do something to help."

"What would that be?" Uri asked without looking up.

She willed her racing heart to slow down. "I can give you some light to work by."

"Really?" Uri glanced up. "Light would help. How?"

She had squatted beside him and summoned a small amount of starfire. The tiny glow of light flickered into existence a forearm's length in front of her brow. She directed it under the cover of the blanket tent to seclude and contain it.

Uri had given her a startled look. "That does help, but should you be doing it?"

"I fear I have emblazoned my presence on this night at least once already." She adjusted the starfire slightly brighter and directed it lower to hover above Frax's shoulder.

The sight of the angry, dark swell of the wound made her close her eyes. When she opened them again, Tobin was staring at her.

"How long have you been able to do that?"

She understood what he meant. There had been times during their journey when her starfire would have been of great help to them, but she had not offered it. "My starfire? Since birth." She chose to misunderstand the question rather than defend it. 

Seuliac and Velacy had moved up behind her to see what she had done.

"Light without a source.” A glint from her starfire reflected off the white streak in the warlord’s dark, soddened hair. “Old warriors claimed they'd seen it, but I didn't believe their stories." 

"It has a source," she'd corrected him wearily. "It comes from the stars."

"Starfire." Uri pressed the area around the wound, squeezing a clear fluid out of the swollen flesh. "It definitely helps. But is it wise to use it?"

"It's a natural, inborn power all Ly Kai share. Its use is too common and weak for others to sense."

"But you can't be sure of that here, where you’re the only user for leagues around, so we'll keep this short," Uri told her. "Move the light down toward his arm a bit more." 

Kaphri closed her eyes again against what the light revealed.

"Can you make heat?" Velacy shivered.

"I’ve never tried." She had heated water in Kryie Karth, but air was a thinner substance. "I'm sure it would require a draw of power at a much higher level."

"Not air. Rocks." 

His suggestion sparked Uri's interest. "Could you heat a few large stones to help keep him warm?" The need for her to try must have outweighed the threat of Araxis' detection, or he would not have asked. And, as she'd pointed out, she had already emblazoned her presence on this world when she attacked the Balandra at the top of the cliff. Even if Araxis noticed her use of starfire, his Balandra would still have to locate them.

Within moments, the Aedec warriors had gathered several large stones. Taking one up, she'd cautiously channeled her low-level power into the dense material. At first, there was an immense drag on her effort, like pouring water down a hole, but gradually the rock began to hold and radiate warmth. She warmed four stones, which Uri positioned in the blankets around Frax.

"That will help him immensely." Uri had smiled at her.

"I don't know how long it will last."

"It is enough. We don't want to push you too far. Thank you."

Tobin scowled but did not protest when she stayed beside Uri, offering the only support she could while he cleansed the wound with captured rainwater. He sprinkled a powder on it from his beltpouch and leaned back on his knees with a weary sigh. "It's in the hands of the Goddess now." 

***
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"By the Goddess' will," Seuliac had murmured as he and Velacy turned away. He meant it more fervently than he would have ever believed possible. The loss of Frax Kitahn as their leader would be a disaster for Velacy and him.

"You pray for his recovery?" Velacy erupted in tightly directed fury. "I told you agreeing to a truce with them was a mistake. Now we're surrounded by death. We should take the girl and get out of here. This is the Goddess' land; they can't attack us now."

"Velacy, you're a fool for even putting your thoughts into form. If you try taking that girl, you won't get ten steps. Besides, we're in this too deep."

"Because you put us here!"

"No, Velacy. Because the Goddess willed it. Otherwise, you'd be dead, and I would be in the north, fighting off an invasion and totally ignorant of all this. But we're not. We're here in the middle of it because it's where we're supposed to be. Now, let's get some sleep." If the Cyrwins killed them while they slept, he might consider it an act of mercy.

"Come, girl. You get some rest, too," the warlord ordered Kaphri.

"But you do not know—" she began to protest.

"Precisely." He, too, feared their new companions. "But we have time to sleep. We will make use of it." 

Physical demands had finally taken their toll, and the Aedecs curled up for shared body heat on the wet leaves and fell into exhausted sleep. Kaphri wanted to curl up with them and share their warmth, but she would not let herself.

When she realized Uri and Tobin were also preparing to settle to the ground on either side of Frax, shock and disbelief sliced through her. How could they simply relinquish their control over the situation like that? Neither she nor the sleeping warriors had protection against their new, murderous allies. Someone must keep an eye on the Cyrwins' activities.

"Get some sleep, Willow," Uri had sent back in response to her sense of question.

She had ignored him.

***
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He'd been walking for a long time. Frax paused, frowning as he tried to remember how he came to be in this gray place of drifting mist. The light was low and even, coming from everywhere except the ground. That was dark, sandy, packed earth. No plants, no debris. So, somewhere. He just didn't know where. Or how.

He tried to peer through the drifting veils of gray surrounding him. He'd been here before. He knew that much. But how? It wasn't a memory for him. It was an immediate sense of here and now, and not a why or how.

What was he missing?

His attention drifted.

The air was hot. Dry. Thirst burned his throat.

A faint roar pulled his attention. Something was approaching from above, growing louder. A sudden surge of instinct screamed for him to run, but he stayed rooted, unsure where to go. Orange light was spreading brighter above him with the rising sound. Then, a ball of fire screamed past overhead, shredding the mist. He ducked, expecting to feel the blast, but the roar continued, receding while he cringed and counted. On five, a massive explosion ripped the sky and light limned a distant line of mountain peaks.

Whatever caused the blast, that massive row of stone had protected him from an instant, scorching death.

He turned his back to the fading orange light, now a dancing glow of furious burning, and crouched, thinking. What was this place? Did he sense anything familiar?

The rising scream of more falling fire ripped the distance.

This time, minutes after it struck, hot wind, dirt, and small stones slammed him. He pitched to the ground, shielding his face while the debris scoured his back.

A faint mental call, demanding he—all of them—come to the Place of Gathering, dropped into his brain.

A part of him responded instinctively. Wild hope surged and he scrambled to his feet and turned to answer the call. But another sensation was also pulling at his attention.

Somewhere, pain and nausea whispered, rising in stridency.

Reality descended with a new, terrible wash of consciousness, pulling him away.

***
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Sitting alone, listening to rain whisper on the leaves and sensing the hulking forms that shifted in the dark around her, time had crept past. But it had been a long day—and night. Kaphri had given in to the drowsiness of half-sleep when a weak but familiar touch brushed her mind.

In an instant, she was awake, her heart surging with relief.

Too much! Instinctive warning had flashed in her mind. Her joy must not be for Frax. Not after the things he'd done, betraying her, telling her he had made a mistake, giving her over to Seuliac's control. Bitterness tried to flow in to replace her relief, but she pushed that away, too. This was a time for reason.

Hoping Frax had not caught the leading edge of her first, unguarded reaction, she tempered her response to cool reserve. "You're alive. Good." She waited, heart pounding.

"I..." A blank moment snatched his senses. "Where are we?"

"We have crossed into Pterfellen."

"Everyone?"

"Yes. Including Tobin and the Cyrwins."

"Ah. I feared we'd lost you and Seuliac last night. It was last night, wasn't it?"

"Only hours ago. Are you all right?"

"I was...dreaming. It’s gone now. Are you sitting watch?"

"Uri says the Cyrwins will keep watch, but I don't trust them. Are you in pain? Should I wake him?"

"I can wake him if I need to." A sense of vague amusement rippled from him.

Obviously, he was feeling better if he found her concern a source of humor. So, one crisis averted. But their problems continued. She should wait until he was stronger before voicing her concerns, but she could not. Let him see how amusing their situation really was.

"Tobin is messing with the balance of things."

"Tobin is under the influence of a powerful force." His answer was cautious, as if there was a great deal more he might have said. "But," he had attempted to shift to a lighter tone, "right now even that force realizes we must rest. The Cyrwins will stand guard. You can sleep."

"They could do us harm while we sleep."

"Priestess, if they brought us into Pterfellen, they will not harm us. I swear it."

They harmed you, she'd thought angrily. She held back the response, knowing that arguing with him would not improve his condition.

In truth, the fact that the Cyrwins had attacked him terrified her. He had made an agreement with the Grimmen at the edge of the wood before they entered it. He was Cadarn and the creatures' ancient ally, but they had ruthlessly struck him down. They might have killed him—he was still seriously ill—then where would the rest of them be? What would happen to them if Tobin and the Cyrwins took control? She still feared for Seuliac and Velacy's safety, even with Frax awake again.

And how could she go on without his overbearing, aggravating presence constantly at her back, browbeating her...?

"They want to kill Seuliac and Velacy," she had persisted.

"They won't. I have that guarantee."

If she had thought Frax was in control, she might have relaxed then. But he wasn't. Tobin was. And, she suspected, neither was Tobin to any great extent. The Grimmen had its Eldren agenda here—the same agenda Frax had warned her about in the Palenquemas.

She looked over at the sleeping Aedecs. "No. I will sit guard."

"Damn it, Priestess!" But after all this time, he must know it was useless to argue with her, especially if he had no immediate means of backing it up. Exhausted from the small effort to communicate with her, he broke contact, and in less than twenty breaths, he had dropped back into sleep.

How did he dare claim they were safe with these vicious creatures surrounding them? Caught between anger and a sense of betrayal, Kaphri shifted her position against the tree trunk.

The movement drew the attention of the nearest Cyrwin. An ear had flicked, a head swung slowly. Slitted serpent eyes regarded her. She'd tensed, her body responding defensively by gathering power.

The automatic reaction caught her by surprise again. Five times this night, she'd drawn starpower in preparation to use it against another creature. She'd never done anything like that before.

Yes, she had, her mind argued. She had killed Rath by drawing power and overwhelming his weaker body when he tried to stop her from leaving Kryie Karth.

She'd argued that she had not known anything of Arylla's power back then. Her control over her draw on power was better now. She'd glared at the Cyrwin, waiting. When the creature turned its attention away, she had settled back in the growing light.

Wet, cold, sore, and tired, she still found a moment of peace to let her mind drift unguarded with the sound of the rain on the leaves. The sense of being constantly observed by the watcher was gone, vanished when she slipped free of the geas, and, despite everything that had happened over the last day, she'd been in worse predicaments. In the Palenquemas, as a captive of the Wyxa, she had had every comfort she required, but she'd been in far more danger. There, she had lacked any contact with the stars... 

Or Gemma. The constant sadness that ached in her heart for her lost friend swelled. Sadness, but never a sense of betrayal.

Kaphri was gripping the droplet of crystal in her fist again. Lost in thought, she had pulled it from its place beneath her shirt to clasp it and draw comfort.

The Guardian Stone. The prison that held her tiny dragon companion. The Wyxa had created it ages ago and bound Gemma inside it to stand guard in the depths of the Black Temple, to protect this world from the terrible evil they had sealed away there. But the tiny golden dragon had differed with their definition of how to protect this place, leaving the darkness and finding her way to Kryie Karth, to comfort and guide a lonely girl. Gemma had shared Kaphri's wretched childhood. Into a sea of anger and hostility that surrounded the girl, the little serpent had brought kindness, patience, and understanding.

No matter what the Wyxa thought, Gemma had not abandoned her true task. Kaphri knew the truth: the Guardian had shifted the mission of saving this world onto her.

She didn't even belong here. The Ly Kai were invaders. Sixteen years ago, Araxis had lured a large group of their influential leaders here with the promise of a new life of wonder and adventure. She could not fault them that desire. From the crumbs of memories she had stolen from their minds in curious moments, she knew the Ly Kai Homeworld was ancient and staid. Araxis had offered adventure and new experiences beyond his wondrous gate. His followers didn't know he had driven this land's original occupants away with a terrible plague and sealed the survivors in the north with a barrier fueled by Arylla. They hadn't suspected that Araxis had ambitions to rule this new world. When he demanded their obedience, they had rebelled. He threatened to close the gate and sever them from the Homeworld, and a terrible battle had ensued.

The Ly Kai, individually, were far weaker than Araxis' Birthpower. But when they joined their starpower together, their resistance was magnified. They almost defeated him. They succeeded in destroying his physical form, but at the last moment, he struck a cruel and desperate blow, killing all the women and children, creating a distraction that broke the chain of their combined power so that his essence could escape. 

Only the men and a two-year-old child, Kaphri, survived.

Of course, as the niece of the now-labeled 'evil' Araxis, all manner of suspicion centered on her. The men were anguished, angry, and confused. Why had she lived when all their wives and children were slain? Indeed, he had even killed her mother, his sister.

Only Arylla-born controlled the power to open gates, and with Araxis severed from his physical form and vanquished, there was no one among the survivors to re-activate the gate for their return to the Homeworld. They huddled around a mass grave, sure Araxis' twin, Alexar, would come and rescue them. He did not.

Eventually, bitter, angry, and fearful of Araxis' vengeance—knowing his ethereal essence still lurked in this world somewhere—they fled from the scene of betrayal, going north. They entered the lands where Araxis had driven the original inhabitants and encountered their savage hostility. Many Ly Kai men were slain before they reached the isolated refuge of the lake tower they named Kryie Karth, or Hearthstone. Cowering in the barren mountain ring, on the constant brink of starvation and with their seething hatred and resentment directed toward her, Kaphri grew up. She prayed to her Birthstar, Freya, though it never responded, and, with the men's rigid refusal to break Ly Kai tradition, they grudgingly groomed her, as the highest ranking Starborn, to become their leader when she turned eighteen.

In such bleak, bitter conditions, she might have become a wretched, twisted being—if Gemma had not found her on the lake shore one day when she was seven years old and returned with her to the tower as her companion.

It was only on the night of her eighteenth birthday, when their anger and fear finally peaked, that Kaphri discovered the truth behind her existence. The surviving men had lied. Precious, silent Freya was not her Birthstar. They had hoped she would thrive under its lower influence and protect them from Araxis' vengeance, while simultaneously fearing she would fall under Arylla's wicked influence. When she tried to warn them that an evil force had invaded Kryie Karth, they shifted the threat onto her and revealed their deception.

Terrified she was destined for evil, Kaphri had fled Kryie Karth with Gemma. Then, driven by a geas, a relentless compulsion of unknown origin, she wandered the world, steadily moving southward, until she encountered Frax, Tobin, and Uri in the shadowland of Omurda. They took her captive and planned to use her to undo the damage Araxis had wreaked upon their world—things she or the other refugees had never been aware of. She had not dared tell them about the geas at the time for fear they would kill her, only revealing its existence when they found themselves trapped at the vast, invisible barrier Araxis had created between the north and south. After the crystal and blood that had rested in the depths of the Black Temple broke the barrier long enough for them to fall through, they formed an alliance that included two new companions, Seuliac and Velacy Aedec, who were historical enemies of the other three warriors. Together, they would protect her as she followed the geas southward, and she, in turn, would find a way to remove the barrier.

During their struggle across a continent and an escape from the Palenquemas, the vast swamp home of the ancient Wyxa, she came to realize Araxis was manipulating her life as the key to regaining his power and that Gemma, as the Guardian sworn to protect this world, had sought her out and cultivated her into the defender this world would need against him.

But Frax had once warned her that the Eldren, the Wyxa and the Grimmenwood, did not view the world the same way as the Second Children of Kep, the Geffitzi. The Eldren had their own agenda. And though Kaphri had managed to free them of the Wyxa, except for precious Gemma, who they had locked back into her previous prison, the Guardian Stone, they were all at the mercy of the Grimmen and its forces now.

And that was still not the end of their trials. A heavy chill settled over Kaphri. She might defeat Araxis. But she knew nothing about this other threat—this Bithzielp the Wyxa spoke of. Even the warriors only gave her vague, horrific stories passed down through thousands of years of their history. And the Wyxa claimed Gemma was an Ancient, a Guardian committed to defending against the threat. Araxis seemed a mere ripple in a stream compared to the being who had once commanded his followers to move moons and torture the world's residents for him.

The situation was critical. Otherwise, Gemma would not have come to her side eleven years ago on the lake shore in the north. But the Wyxa had locked Gemma away again to fulfill her original purpose of guarding their world against Bithzielp's reentry, leaving Kaphri only able to draw comfort from the little dragon instead of the guidance she needed. The swamp dwellers refused to trust their Guardian's judgment on how to best confront the looming danger, prioritizing the threat of Bithzielp over Araxis. Leaving Kaphri alone in her battle to defend this world.

Kaphri had pulled upright in the darkness, ignoring the pain of protesting muscles.

Had the last thought been the natural progression of her mental process, or had something else intruded with a warning?

It was probably the simple, inevitable conclusion of her thoughts, which was the truth, after all, wasn't it? The gate where the Ly Kai had entered this world was no longer a nebulous goal on a vague horizon. Thanks to Tobin, the Cyrwins, and the Grimmen, the time to confront it was fast approaching.

As Seuliac had warned, she must prepare, which meant including Arylla as a resource.

The thought of using her Birthstar no longer stirred panic in her. She still feared Araxis would follow its trail of power back to her, but she did not fear the star. The warlord had broken her misgivings with his steady, unrelenting stream of probing questions and observations. Deep in her heart, she knew his analysis was accurate. Ly Kai somewhere had manipulated power to gain certain results: the births of Araxis, Alexar, and herself.

Weaker power manipulating stronger. It was a disturbing thought. In Kryie Karth, she would not have believed it. Now, she knew it had happened. It all came down to knowing the possibilities and how to achieve them, something Seuliac was working to achieve through her...

She had looked up at the wet canopy overhead. Despite trees or cloudy skies, she knew precisely where Arylla was at any moment. She was aware when the star cleared the horizon and when it disappeared again. It surprised her to realize that, but on thinking about it, she had subconsciously sensed those things since that first night, crouched in the cold, wet grass high on a mountainside on the southern edge of the Dark Zone, Omurda, when she'd actually laid eyes on her Birthstar for the first time.

She refused to ask for star response yet—doing so risked giving away their new location to Araxis—but perhaps it was time to begin her evening prayers to Arylla again.

***

[image: ]


Now, in the early morning light of their first day beyond the Grimmenwood, Kaphri watched Tobin leave the circle, taking one of the Cyrwins with him. He returned several hours later with a bundle of herbs, which he handed off to Uri.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
st

PART FOUR OF THE STARCHILD SERIES )

Y

RN

7 >

ON/7 X <
2 {7 =
AN

0 p

. ! el \‘ 1
% BOBBIESFATIN <

L





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
TAKING
b ALL

BOBBIE FALIN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





