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for Aspasia

Previously in The Kaerling series ...

The mission of the companions is simple; to rescue Derri and Lally from the kaerlings.

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

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

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

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

Otta has forgotten who she is and has left the protection of the kaerlings in the House of Amethyst ...

Tari is a prisoner in a lonely cell high in the mountains and has been told she is to be the Sacrifice to the ilkiendu god ...

Lored, Erl, Stio and Ashlar are prisoners in Irak Tam, the Fighting Ring and, having defeated the previous kaerling Champion, are now being trained for the Second Games of the Summer Season. Their master is Rusivarch Hoyun, who has put Milton, a Falnaboldian mercenary in charge of the Falna Four’s training ...

Year of the Unicorn Ascending

Orosturbe, Irak Tam, Rhanilk & Rhu

Sharreshzan Day 4 to 8
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Chapter One 
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Otta trod the cobbled street softly. Bright stars blazed overhead, tracing spirals and wedge-shaped patterns across the night sky. Only to the north did the light fade, smudged into impenetrable darkness by Shambana’s fulminations.

The waning gibbous moon hung above her, illuminating the deserted road. Shivers chased themselves up and down her spine, even though it was mild. The hairs on her neck prickled and she glanced back.

Shadows clustered in every doorway and she paused, thinking she saw movement. Turning to face back down the street, Otta stared into starlit darkness. Her breathing sped up, nerve juice pumping through her limbs. With an effort she controlled the action of her lungs, but still the sound of her heart thudded in her ears.

The satchel strap dug into her flesh, the bulkiness of the two blankets weighing the leather bag down. Her left cheekbone ached a little, though the cream Ogany had brought her that afternoon appeared to have eased the bruising.

Cobblestones ran in a gentle curve along the western wall of Orosturbe. To her left the bone covered walls gleamed faintly in the moonlight and she averted her eyes from the gruesome decorations. To her right rose the dark stone walls of the House of Amethyst. The blood red stains that streaked the black rocks were not visible beneath the moon.

Otta breathed out slowly, feeling the hairs on the back of her neck relax. No-one pursued her. The shadows were just shadows. Who did she think was following her anyway?

Slowly she turned so that the bone-covered wall was to her right and stepped out softly once more. She was convinced she’d left the House of the Half-Bloods without anyone noticing. No one would miss her, except perhaps Ogany. She shook off thoughts of the half-blood and concentrated on making good her escape. She had offered to run away with Ogany, to save the girl from the horrors of the Mating Rooms. But Ogany had been too scared to consider leaving.

Otta started to relax when a rasping, gasping sound from a window high to her left made her jump and she bit her lip. She stifled her own cry as someone else, (a woman or a child) began to scream; short, sharp bursts of pain and terror. The girl stopped, clapping her hands to her ears to block out the sound. Her stomach curdled with coldness and her heart hammered in her chest.

The agony ceased and a long, low groan of exhaustion and pleasure issued from the open window. Otta stood motionless for a few minutes before dropping her hands from her ears. She swallowed against the nausea in her belly, staring up at the panes of glass reflecting the gibbous moon.

Tentatively she stepped out again, hurrying away from the strange, terrifying sounds that lingered in her ears. A few houses on, more odd noises erupted in the night. Involuntarily she stopped, shrinking back against the bone covered wall.

Someone gagged and gasped, their breath hoarse and desperate. A choking sound filled the air and then another groan of pleasure in ragged waves cut through the night and at last, the gasping, suffocating noises ceased.

Otta hadn’t even had time to cover her ears and her body froze in place. She realised she was huddled up against a pelvis and long bones. Retching and spitting out bile, the girl raced northwards, not caring if anyone heard her.

She was barely winded when she reached the entrance to the complex that housed the stables and barns. Something made her pause and she peered around the open gates, expecting to see guards. The main yard was empty of human life, though moonlight touched on several rodents skittering into the gloomy margins of the nearest barn.

Strangely familiar scents of hay and warm bovine and equine bodies reached Otta’s nostrils and the almost-memories that tantalised and plagued her intermittently, danced just beyond reach, before vanishing into the void. A shiver ran up her spine. Slipping into the cobbled yard, Otta pressed herself against the reassuringly solid gate and peered back.

A shade against the gloaming flickered, wavered, and then was still. She stared into darkness but saw nothing else move. She was tired, she told herself. She needed to sleep. Something inside her stirred, wanting to press out and investigate. But she didn’t know how to connect to herself and wake that sleeping thing within her. If she managed to do that, would her memories return?

Immediately her thoughts wandered and she yawned. Blinking wearily she looked around, wondering where she could hide and sleep. The nearest barn smelt of bovines, the next had the lanolin reek of ovines, but the third barn housed horses. Quite when she had ridden equines, Otta wasn’t sure. All her memories were muffled; she could only remember a few things at a time.

She lifted the bar that secured a side door. The barn was warm, smelling of dung, horse and hay. The creatures snorted warily but calmed down as soon as she shut the door.

The barn was split into numerous aisles flanked with stalls. Nervy, long-legged runners flicked their ears back and forth as Otta walked past them. She momentarily considered stealing one of the equines but realised she’d have to find food and water for it, and that she would be even more noticeable on horseback than on foot.

At the far end a hayloft ran along one wall, several ladders leading to it. Otta hastened over to the nearest one, half-remembering another barn where two white horses waited... She hauled herself up, throwing the blankets and her satchel onto the dusty planks.

Below her the horses dozed. Outside the slow flap of sharresh-idenru wings cut through the silence of the night. Otta clutched the blankets and pack and tip-toed over creaking planks.

Halfway along the loft she noticed a faint track in the drifts of hay, that led between several bales towards the wall. There, out of sight of the rest of the loft, was a dip in a pile of loose straw, as if someone had slept there in recent weeks. Otta sighed in relief and slipped the satchel over her head. She unrolled the blankets and spread them over the dried stalks. Sitting down, the hay rustled beneath her. She lay back and pulled the satchel under her head.

Her body trembled with exhaustion and her mind leapt around in alarm, as she realised what she had done. She had left the protection of the House of the Half-Bloods. She might be attacked by one of Spur’s friends. Or all of them, as they had promised. Had she been foolhardy in leaving? The kaerlings hadn’t been able to protect her from Spur’s unwelcome advances, and had she not somehow screamed silently to every kaerling near the garden, she would now no longer be a virgin. Her fear subsided a little as she recalled Amon’s honey-coloured eyes and olive skin. He’d rescued her from his son’s attempt to sully her...

Her thoughts spun away on a different path. Why was her virginity so important to everyone? Clay Mead had told her she was the Ukka-Sharr. That was a term she thought was familiar, but couldn’t remember where she’d heard it before. And, according to Mead, the Ukka-Sharr had to be a virgin.

The kaerlings wished her to remain untouched so she could mate and produce children during the next Mating Season. But why was it so important she went to the Mating Room a virgin? And why did Spur and his friends think that she deserved to lose her virginity? They were kaerlings, why didn’t they agree with their fellows?

Otta’s thoughts leapt again, recalling how Lark had struck her the previous evening. Now both Lark and Spur had been punished for their actions. Her mind made a connection; had Spur tried to punish Otta for allowing herself to be struck by Lark? Her skull ached with relentless whirling images and she wondered briefly why the handsome Jas hadn’t visited her as he’d promised.

She breathed slowly and deeply, and, as her body relaxed, sleep hovering at the edge of consciousness, Otta was suddenly aware of how incomplete she was. But what exactly would make her complete once more, she wasn’t sure.
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Lored woke as the white washed walls of his room glowed with light. Emerging abruptly from an exhausted slumber, he blinked against the sudden glare.

Confused, he sat up, feeling his hair falling to his shoulders, curls dancing around his ears. Alarm shot cold fire through his body and he swung his feet onto the floor before he realised he was alone.

Exhaling in relief, the taku stared around at the four white walls. There was a window set in the north side of his room, just under the ceiling. The panes of glass were roughly square, set in pale stone. The window could not be opened, and, while there were no bars, he had the impression he was imprisoned.

The walls of his room were plain and unadorned, for which he was grateful. The paintings that decorated the foyer, living area and practice room, were violent, graphic and bloody,  portraying scenes of monsters and death from the First Age.

The plain wooden door could be bolted from the inside and a finely woven mat covered most of the polished planking that made up the floor. A washstand stood against the north wall alongside a cupboard for his clothes. A wooden chair carved with curious beasts and trees stood in the corner and his bed lay along the eastern wall.

The plaster ran smooth and straight, unbroken except for a small patch in the north-eastern corner. A scuffling noise, similar to that of rodents overhead made the taku start in alarm. He laughed at himself, pulled off his sleeping robe and unwrapped the bandages from his torso. There was no evidence of rats or mice in his room; no doubt rodents were living in the roof.

He stood at the basin, turning the taps on, the novelty of piped, running liquid still delighting him. He had expected them to be incarcerated in a cell similar to that which they’d been held in prior to the fight with the kaerling Champion. The Champion’s House had been a pleasant surprise. None of the Falna Four had ever seen running water before. True, the cold tap produced a tepid fluid that tasted of sulphur. But the other tap gave them such hot water that it had to be diluted with lukewarm liquid.

He filled the basin and plunged his arms into the water, splashing his face and curling locks. Fresh wash cloths and towels were supplied daily and he luxuriated in the feel of the soft material cleaning his skin. Having spent so long underground in the Belira mines, without a proper wash, Lored relished the ability to clean himself thoroughly several times a day. Not so much a prisoner then, more like an honoured guest.

A guest who had to do as he was told, he reminded himself, feeling the ache in his ribs and a tightness in his arms. Towelling himself off carefully, Lored examined the bruises and cuts on his ribs from the fight three days before. The bruises were blue-yellow, the gashes healing over. Whatever Rue had put in his wounds had sped up the healing process considerably. He didn’t think he’d need the bandages any longer and slipped on a pair of leather trousers. He shrugged on a grey silk shirt, feeling the soft material caressing his skin and covering the mark on his right shoulder. He searched through the shelf in the cupboard for a clean turban and found a length of ochre silk. He spent a few minutes wrapping his damp hair in the material and then made his bed.

Chores complete, he settled himself in the carved wooden chair, awaiting the summons to breakfast. That he had a room of his own in the heart of the kaerling stronghold where he could stand naked with no one to observe him, seemed the greatest of ironies. As soon as he began to relax, thoughts of what might happen at the next Games nagged at him.

His first experience in the Fighting Ring had been horrific. The daily blade and form practise he struggled with, (though Stio, Ashlar and Erl seemed proficient enough), was tame, compared to his introduction to the Games. When he was engaged in blade practise or trying to learn the forms that Stio endeavoured to teach them, Lored found he couldn’t think about anything else. But when he was alone and there was nothing to do, he worried about how he could kill another human.

He closed his eyes and deliberately turned his thoughts to his sister, Tari. That the mark on her shoulder had been seen by the kaerlings and the ilkiendu, worried Lored greatly. He should never have allowed her to fall into the wrong hands... He stopped such futile thoughts. He had protected Tari as much as he could, before circumstances had driven them apart. At least Tari didn’t know that she and Lored shared the same parents; she thought he was a friend of her father’s.

Without that knowledge, the kaerlings and ilkiendu couldn’t find him. Had he been searched thoroughly on his arrival in Orosturbe, Lored would no doubt be dead now. But Clay Mead, who had met Lored and Otta when Nenyar had landed outside the City of Bones, hadn’t recognised his one time friend and had only picked up on the taku’s inhibited ability. Thus Lored had been sent to Irak Tam, just in time to meet up with Erl, Stio and Ash.

Despite the horrors of Otta’s betrayal and the savagery of the slaughter in the Fighting Arena, Lored recognised that the god had his hand on each of the companions. True, no one knew where Tari was. But Rue was convinced the girl hadn’t been killed, yet. Quite how they were going to find his sister, or even the kaerling boy, Derri, Lored didn’t know. But for the first time since he and Otta had left Nenyar’s Valley, the taku felt a flicker of hope in his heart.

Perhaps that had something to do with his talk with Stio the previous day. He hadn’t intended to open his heart to the Kirridian, but Stio had seemed content to listen and had posed questions Lored was too frightened to ask himself. Their conversation about Otta had been strangely cathartic. Speaking words that described his fear, fascination and feelings of betrayal, hadn’t fixed anything, but it had helped. Lored felt as though he’d slept for a month in the Hidden Land of Zorat.

His stomach growled, contracting with hunger. Lored pushed himself to his feet, feeling the pull of strained muscles in his back. He groaned and straightened slowly, pausing as a scraping, scurrying sound scratched its way across the ceiling. The taku raised his eyes, half expecting to see a rat running over the smooth white surface. The noise ceased and he shook his head. He was still too jumpy by far.

Sliding the bolt of his door back, he stepped out into the narrow corridor that separated his and Stio’s rooms from Ash’s and Erl’s. No sound issued from the two rooms before him. From Stio’s chamber a delighted giggle erupted into long gasps of pleasure. Lored raised his eyebrows and hurried down the wooden staircase, feeling embarrassed at overhearing Stio’s love-making. He was still wondering which of the many slave girls that attended them had had the privilege of spending the night with the Kirridian, when he reached the narrow foyer.

Two thralls, bearing silver trays of fruit and fresh bread, entered the tiled hallway at the same time and came to a halt, eyes wide in surprise. Lored gestured for them to precede him and followed the girls into the living area.

“Breakfast is still being prepared,” one of the girls apologised.

“I’m happy to wait,” the taku told them, seating himself at the table, squinting in the bright light from the open windows. “Don’t worry about waiting on me, if you’re busy.”

The two girls looked at each other, hesitant smiles dancing on their full lips.

“I mean it!” He waved them away.

“Thank you, sir,” they said. “We wish everyone was like you and the tall warrior.” They giggled, their cheeks blooming.

Lored wondered if Stio had managed to sleep with all the slave girls assigned to them. He shook his head as he watched the two shapely thralls return to the foyer and then helped himself to freshly baked rolls and sliced melon. His stomach grumbled with appreciation and the light, fluffy bread filled his belly. The sweet, moist pink flesh of the melon slipped down easily and he started on another slice. He gazed grimly at his goblet, knowing full well the transparent liquid would continue to keep his burgeoning talent at bay. Reluctantly he raised the vessel to his lips and drank quickly, closing his eyes against the odd, bitter taste of nenissha.

He sat back, wondering if he would have room for porridge and eggs later on. He turned away from the intimidating succulent plant whose long, pointed leaves looked as though they wanted to impale him. His eye fell on one of the more macabre paintings in the middle of the southern wall.

Wide brush strokes depicted an emaciated figure draped in purple robes, its thin face like cracked parchment, dark eyes almost demonic. Before the bony figure, three nearly naked females sprawled, hands reaching out in supplication, fear in their wide eyes. Lored hated the picture, but the aggressive brush strokes would not let him look away.

As he stared, he realised there were four more women in the picture. The reason he hadn’t noticed them before, was because they were cast aside, like forgotten garments, eyes closed or glazed, their necks marred with jagged rents. The painting appeared even more disturbing now than it had done before he’d discovered the corpses, and Lored shivered as Stio sauntered into the room, whistling a Kirridian marching song.
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Chapter Three
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Jas paused outside his sister’s bedroom, hearing Asper talk animatedly with Trine. His fist hovered near the wooden panels and then dropped to his side. Why was he considering bidding farewell to his sister? She didn’t care for him. She cared for no one except herself.

He couldn’t tell Asper where he was going anyway. He couldn’t even tell Amon, his lover, what he was about to do. And he deliberately hadn’t told Clay Mead when he was going to Rhanilk. Although the Falnaboldian taku was strong in ability, the High Priest was far more powerful and slipped in and out of the taku’s mind with impunity. Jas didn’t want Kenril to get wind of what he was about to do.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Gbe Kaerling Volume 20





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





