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Dedication

 

A special bow to the people

Who gave voices and life

To characters in the real world.

 

To Kaye, who is and always will be the book-hoarding mage Cassandra.  Who defined evil, jaded, and few other traits for Aarlen.

Who put the glint in Annawen's eye, and murmur in Eboneye's blade.

 

To Brad, who gave a barbarian dimension, then transformed him into the Philosopher, Painter, Warrior and Pimp--Talorin Falor.

 

To Glenn, whose fickle dice have made history more than once--

especially in this book.

 

To Lee, without whom there would be no arenas, no Meridian, and no Beia.

He loved the game.  IT'S BEEN PROVEN!  

It was something that gave him peace in his final days.  

I oft think of him, and the grand marathon games 

that were so much grist for the creative mill.

 

To Lyn, who found the first Kriar, who taught a bard to fly,

And encouraged a certain demon to count... 

To Jamie, who wielded the first Shaladen and never failed to surprise,

push the envelope, or make that 1-in-a-1000 chance when least expected.

To both of them for keeping the Dream Merchants in business.

 

To D.J. who braved the arena and made 

Beia's great escape possible...

 

To the rest of the "Band of the Crescent Moon" 

whose contributions can be seen as the texture 

throughout the world of Titaan, and the city

of Ivaneth in particular.

 

Thanks Guys.
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If you see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story... Enjoy.

 


 

 

 

Foreword

 

Shaladen Chronicles extends an invitation to both Science Fiction and Fantasy readers, as well as any mainstream readers willing to put aside what they know to enjoy a trip through time and space. This book was written by a lover of both genres, but was never intended to cater to the purists of either camp. Still, like all good science fiction, the shaladen universe generally plays by the rules of physics as we know and speculate about them. Additionally, like in good fantasy, magic exists--it has rules and most importantly--a cost. 

An attempt has been made here to form a seamless amalgam of the two genres. A mating of such vastly different worlds requires certain genre-specific compromises that will likely displease the purists. I ask our disgruntled purists to put aside their fly swatters and other implements of authorial torture and concentrate on the story and the characters. 

In the shaladen universe we have heroes and super-heroes, villains, and super villains... we have the full gamut of emotions and situations: love, unrequited love, humor, hate, and people driven by revenge. It is a place where a mortal man can shake hands with an immortal, and the boundaries of time-space can be broken with a thought. Whatever you favor in your reading, I promise it will all make sense, even if some of it is unfamiliar. Prime your imagination pump, sit back with your favorite beverage, take book in hand, and prepare for a ride that won't disappoint... 

 

-Will Greenway

 


 

 

 

 

For ten thousand millennia the Kriar worshipped the light and feared the dark. Ironically, it was the light that eventually abandoned the Kriar, and the dark that became the cradle of our continuance. Now, the void is our home, and the light of the stars has become our guide rather than our god. 

-- Supreme Counsel Vatraena Marna Solaris

 

Prologue

Chronal Fall

 

Dulcere Val'Saedra Starbinder phased back into real-time in a blaze of analogue energies. The discharge of chronal power crackled around her anomaly compensation field. Her twin hearts thundered, and she drew air with lungs that had been filled with nothing but the frigid cold of the void for far too long. Her gambit paid off--freedom! That despot Meridian would not again control her. Free she might be, but not in time to avert the cataclysm. Nothing remained for her now except to rectify the situation, or die in the attempt. 

She dropped to her knees in exhaustion, rips and tears in her silver flight suit exposing gold skin turned pale by the icy dark. She blinked to clear the protective membrane from her eyes. The optical coating slid back with a gritty rasp that felt as if nails were being dragged across her cornea. Wincing, she brushed back her long hair and massaged her dried-out eyes with shaking fingers. She drew another aching breath and arched her back, stiffened muscles protesting as they pulled in their sheaths. 

She sniffed the acrid odor of dry vegetation, and a breeze blew cool on her face. Night insects chirped and hummed. Cliffs rose ahead, the wind scoured and pitted abutment forming a jagged outline against a backdrop of purplish mountain crags. In the twilight, a moon loomed large, framed by russet mesas that stood like sentinels guarding a patchwork of scrub trees, rocks, and shallow valleys. 

Dulcere fingered her lips, cheeks, and forehead, restoring circulation to numb flesh. She thumbed the red matrix jewel embedded in her forehead to ease the itch of dried skin around it. She examined the gem's two companion stones, one fixed in her sternum and the other below her waist. A dark hue clouded the center of the crystals, indicating their drained state and the damage they had sustained. That deterioration was what prompted the ill-planned landing here. 

She'd awoken in transition space, flung there by Meridian after he no longer needed her. An analysis of her situation confronted her with a choice. She could either remain stranded in the transition realm and hope to be rescued before she died of neural and thermal attenuation, or take a gamble that a blind warp-jump wouldn't drop her in the heart of a star or some place equally inhospitable. Playing the waiting game was how she put herself in that predicament. She gambled. 

Dulcere conducted a quick test, setting the brain matrix's internal timer to zero, she blinked her eyes twice. She knew from millennia of practice almost to the chronon how long it took to do that. One point zero revs? It should read about ninety percent of that to an accuracy of thirty-six decimal places. She shook her head, feeling a cold sensation in her stomach. A one rev time fix was so sloppy that eons of chronal-slip could have been introduced into that warp-jump. 

The initial assessment looked bad. With her matrixes so damaged it was light's own luck that they still produced enough power to maintain the time-anomaly compensation field. Maybe she deserved to be ripped from existence for letting Meridian carry out his plans. 

Pride had cost her. To the end, she clung to hope, thinking she might still stop Meridian. How many lives? Dulcere shuddered, remembering the psychic wails of a billion billion minds as the timeline diffracted out of existence. Did a way exist for her to repair a time-sequence this heavily damaged? 

She shook herself. Focus. She needed to determine her location, and formulate a plan. 

Dulcere pushed herself to a stand. The muscles in her legs twitched and it took effort to lock her knees. She scanned the shadowy desert terrain. Far off, an animal keened. The wind gusted, then calmed as though the world were breathing a sigh after a long day of work. This might be any of a thousand planets, scattered through millions of star systems. Her brow furrowed. Why did this place feel familiar? 

Her hearts jumped as a blue-white flare radiated from a single point in the sky. Rings of ultra-violet spread out from the center. Several moments passed then a resonation, not quite audible, made her skin prickle. It grew in intensity until she could sense it through the soles of her feet. Finally, the air began to shudder as destructive forces reached down through the ionosphere. 

The rumble and light must be a star-drive going critical. Flashes like reflections off a thousand mirrors winked in the sky--the results of debris breaking up in the atmosphere. 

The realization gripped her chest like an icy hand. She'd jumped into her own past, back to the event that created this nightmare! She now stood watching the destruction her ship, the Tiraka. 

The wind moaned through the rocks again, kicking dust into eddies, and sending twigs and brush tumbling across the ground. The dry empty landscape echoed the desolation she felt inside. She clenched her fists in frustration. Trapped. Her matrixes might as well be dead. She couldn't time-dive a rev much less a hundred millennia downstream. The lingering turbulence caused by the timequake only made it harder. 

Her attention was drawn back to the red and white blossom of burning gases and ionized plasma spreading its petals to embrace the heavens. At the heart of that mass, she knew the gutted remains of her ship, the Tiraka, were now tumbling toward oblivion, inexorably pulled by the planet's gravity to a fiery death. 

Dulcere felt a hitch in her chest. At this instant, her ship was being torn apart by one of the Protectorate alpha eternals, humanoid monsters of flesh and blood that could survive naked in hard vacuum, shrug off cannon blasts, and tear through hull plates as if they were paper. The blue-skinned alpha, Garn, had appeared on their ship without warning. In moments, engineering was disabled and twelve of the crew dead. The devastation and slaughter continued as the creature moved through the ship destroying key systems. The Belkirin's duty was to command and defend. After donning the powerful Phalanx battlesuit, she hurried to confront the eternal and at least buy the crew time to evacuate. 

They had faced off, but even using the best Kriar exo-skeleton ever built didn't put her on an equal footing with the creature. She remembered leaping and dodging through the wreckage, trading blows. The few strikes that she managed to land did little more than anger the creature. In moments, her arms and legs ached and blood pounded in her ears. Suit alarms warned of fast dropping power reserves. The conflict had mirrored the dozens before it, just another losing battle in an ongoing war with the Protectorate. When she decided to confront the creature, she had known little chance existed that she might defeat the eternal. She acted only to save lives--to buy time. As she sensed the command shuttle thrusting away from the ship, she knew it was time she had managed to purchase. She gritted her teeth and kept on. She had to ensure the eternal didn't pursue the crew. He would take her down, but she would do her best to take the beast with her... 

Dulcere snapped out of her memories as something flashed on the planet's surface less than a dozen steps from her. Her matrixes chimed in her mind, warning of an incoming chronal flux. A few steps away, the ground dropped away to form a low jagged ridge. Sand and gravel crunching under her boots, she stumbled behind the waist-high wall of stone, crouched, and damped her energy signature. 

Light shined from a pinprick in the air that unfolded into the shimmering reflective surface of a gate. Weapon poised, a Kriar woman floated out. She scanned the landscape, matrix jewels encrusting the left side of her face winking in the radiance. After hovering a moment, she settled to the ground and aimed back through the portal. 

Dulcere caught her breath. That was Quasar Diliaysus, the rogue tarkath of the Kriar special forces. More flashes of falling debris ignited in the sky making Dulcere look up. Brushing back her waist-length dark hair, Quasar raised her head to look as well. The tarkath's attention went back to the opening as the edges of the gateway flickered and the air filled with a static hum. Another body flashed through the opening. 

Dulcere under-heard a telepathic broadcast aimed at Quasar. <Close the gate!> She flinched at the volume of the communication, made sharper by the sending Kriar's distress. 

Quasar slapped at a device on her wrist, and the gate snapped shut with a sizzling sound. Wiping at his narrow face, the newcomer stared into the space where the time door had been. The big Kriar's body trembled, his twitching muscles visible through the thin metallic cloth of his dark blue security uniform. The light from his iridescent blue eyes grew dim as if he had done something that troubled him. The crimson glow of a plasma blade withdrew into his clenched fist with a clap of imploding air. Clutching a wound on his shoulder, he staggered a step forward, reeled backward, and finally thudded onto his haunches with a gasp. 

Dulcere tuned her mind to listen for their telepathic exchanges. She was both alarmed and intrigued by the intrusion of these two at this particular time and place. What could they want here? 

Quasar let out a breath, her directed thought hot and stinging. <Damn you. What were you doing!> She holstered her weapon, and knelt in front of him. Brow furrowing and expression concerned she took his face in her hands. As the Kriar female raised his head, a curved silver tattoo flashed on his cheek. 

Dulcere drew a breath in wonder--Eclipse Shargris, one of Homeworld's most decorated heroes. Both of these soldiers had been rumored dead. What were they doing here? Their energy signatures told Dulcere they had come at least as far back-time as herself. Obviously, they were here by design, not accident. 

<Dark,> Quasar cursed, the feel of her thought echoing the concern in her expression. <You only needed to hold them a moment, not take on the whole platoon! We could have handled them together on this side if necessary.> She pulled a rod-shaped wound sealer from a medical kit on her side, and began treating the largest of the male's cuts. 

Dulcere looked down to her own wounds. These two possessed what she needed to get healthy enough to time-dive again. In fact, without their help she wouldn't be leaving this time at all. 

<Had to,> he gritted. <The fools almost destroyed the timeline trying to come through the gate unprotected.> 

The ground shuddered, and both Kriar looked up. Secondary explosions lit the sky and streaks of fire sliced overhead. 

<By the light,> Eclipse thought. <Has she already started fighting the battle? How much longer before she crashes?> 

Quasar touched one of the many gems gleaming on her arm, narrowing her eyes at something she read on her wrist. <Only a few hectarevs now.> 

The male studied the sky and the blossoming colors of the warship Tiraka's fiery disintegration. <I can still feel them battling one another. Her energy is dipping though. She's running out of strength. Can you believe she went hand-to-hand with an eternal--even for a short time?> 

<Of course,> Quasar also raised her gaze to the sight above, the eruptions making rosy reflections on the shiny gold skin of her face. <Look who her mother is. She's pureblood. They wouldn't entrust a command or the Phalanx armor to a weakling.> 

Dulcere's stomach tightened. They were discussing her. Then these two knew that Garn would win the fight and blast her out of the wreckage. She would slam planet-side and get buried beneath a cliff. Had they come from after the time-quake? If they did, then they would know she caused it. If they wanted to stop Meridian from taking her captive, this certainly wouldn't be the juncture to change the outcome of those events--this was too far back in history. What could they possibly be after then? 

<We best take cover,> Eclipse remarked. He tried without success to rise a few times until Quasar caught his wrist, helped him up and supported him on her shoulder. The Kriar woman sighed and hugged her partner. <Eclipse, you know you are crazier than I am. You are half dead from taking on all those Daergons.> 

The Kriar male put his head on her shoulder. <Love the sun, and you are bound to get a few burns.> 

<Oh hush--fool.> Quasar looked around, pointed to a large boulder, and the two of them hobbled together toward it. They had barely reached cover before a roar filled the night. 

A lance of fire angled across the curve of sky, a meteor that she knew was the matrix shielded body of her earlier self re-entering the atmosphere. Dulcere clenched her fists. Her insides felt as though she'd been hollowed out. She gritted her teeth. This is how it felt to watch yourself die. 

Dulcere winced, feeling the heat and shock as a body wrapped in a force field of concentrated matrix energies shrieked past their position to impact the cliff with a roar. 

The detonation illuminated the plateau, flashing grotesque shadows from the twisted trees. Molten rock splattered outward as the speeding form cut into the landscape. 

The hills went silent except for the crackle of wood smoldering. Clouds of smoke rose, backlit by a glow that cast amber shadows on the rocks. 

Dulcere blinked. Her mind was numb with remembrances of the fear and pain of that moment. She survived when no Kriar should have. She lived through a direct confrontation an eternal that killed dozens of her brethren. Ironic, that after pulling through all that, she would awaken from stasis to be taken captive by that living canker, Meridian. 

She swallowed the anger that flashed through her. She thought that the diffracted timeline was bad enough. These two Kriar being present at the time of her being entombed in the cliff, added new complexities to the situation. 

Looking at one another, the two tarkaths rose from their cover and approached the impact area. Making sure her life force and mental emanations were dampened, Dulcere moved from shadow to shadow in the moon-light keeping the two other Kriar in sight. 

The breeze dispersed the vapor, revealing a blackened crater of glassy stone. At the center lay a cocoon of pulsating colors that gradually grew dimmer. 

A murmuring came from the depression. 

Eclipse gripped Quasar's arm. <She survived.> 

Dulcere shivered as her gaze took in the mangled mess of a body that lay naked and vulnerable to the night. Just remembering sent pain shooting through her arms and legs. 

Quasar let out a growl. <By Hellion's light,> she snapped the thought. <She's not wearing the armor! All the risks and energy wasted. She ditched it before re-entry. Dark damned drone--she didn't break protocol to even save her own damn life!> 

They were after the Phalanx armor. Why? They'd come back a hundred millennia at least, surely in all that time the Kriar must have developed technologies more advanced than the prototype she'd been field testing. 

Eclipse growled, his thought hard and ringing. <Do not demean the girl for being a good soldier, simply because it inconveniences you. Look at her.> The male clenched his fists. <She is what Daergon Surr's arrogance bought us. Dead and suffering soldiers. Don't seek to emulate his poor example.> 

Quasar was obviously taken aback by his intensity. She pushed her face into the curve of Eclipse's neck and ran hand across his chest. <My apologies, you are right, we would both do well to remember the ranks we rose through. We are so close though. I can taste the Genemar. That armor is the key to finding it, and--> She stopped. <Eclipse are you hearing me?> 

<She's moving,> Eclipse's thought was quiet. <She's even managed to arm a distress marker. Wonder why she was never recovered.> 

<Eclipse, we need to focus here.> 

The Kriar male pushed her back, hands gripping her shoulders. <Have you no feelings, Quasar!? Can you not feel her pain?> 

The rogue tarkath looked into the crater, glowing green eyes flashing. <She's a tough one--admirably so. What would you have me do, Eclipse? Cry? We're thousands of gigarevs in the past, we can't change what already is.> 

The male's blue eyes brightened. <We can find out why our belkirin was not recovered. Perhaps she will tell you where the armor is.> 

Quasar stared down into the crater, toying with the strands of her hair. <You want to rescue the girl. I want the armor. Those goals need not be at odds. I am curious as to what happens.> 

She gets scared, Dulcere thought to herself. Concerned that Garn would come down here and finish the fight. She panicked and tried to use damaged matrix stones before they fully healed. She got herself into more trouble than she ever imagined. 

She watched as a maimed female--herself--clawed her way out of the crater, pasty white blood oozing from a dozen wounds. She relived the pain of each agonizing reach and pull. Survive. Even after all those millennia of life, she did not wish to die; not alone on some uncharted rock. 

<She's making for that cliff,> Eclipse remarked. 

<That same cliff was collapsed when we examined it a megarev ago. Strange, didn't we see signs of recent excavation?> 

<We did,> Eclipse remarked. <Someone must have dug her out, or our scans would have found her.> 

Dulcere's jaw tightened. Meridian found her, curse the creature. That meant they came back-time prior to her diffracting the chronology. For whatever reason, Eclipse must never have gotten an opportunity to exercise his desire to free her. She warred with the idea of revealing herself to these two. Instinct said there was sinister purpose to their being here despite Eclipse's noble-seeming sentiments. Quasar wanted something called the Genemar. The rogue was by far one of the most dangerous Kriar alive. With her power and viciousness, little lay beyond her reach. 

Once Dulcere was back in her origin reference and things set right, she could turn her attention to worrying about what these two were after. There might still be a chance that Corim and Beia survived. What a tangle this all was; so many acts to answer for, so many things she regretted. 

Quasar growled. <Right now, I want to find her. Let's go. Eclipse, do you really want to stand here and watch this child get crushed?> 

Eclipse studied Dulcere's crawling form for a moment, his head tilting up to see the cliff that would soon be collapsed on her by a combination of poor luck, bad planning, and desperation. 

<No,> he finally determined. <I want to see her back with Marna. I'd like to see the Solaris motivated to do something besides sit.> 

<Is that what this is about?> Quasar responded with a raised eyebrow. <You still have feelings for our lady?> 

Eclipse frowned at the female. <I never stopped. She would never have understood you and I being together. That is all.> 

Quasar shook her head. <All I understand about you and I, is us in a borehole surrounded by Lokori put there by Daergon Surr's foolishness.> She looked around. <Let's find a good spot to transition out of here. There's an unusual amount of chronal turbulence.> 

The male's brow furrowed. <Yes. Something is definitely amiss in the continuum. We should check it out.> 

<Eclipse...Eclipse. Let the eternals clean up their own messes. We warned them there was a rogue time-diver. Remember, I even offered to track for them. They turned me down.> Quasar thumped Eclipse on the shoulder and pointed down the plateau. <Looks like a soft spot there.> She moved toward the location indicated. 

Eclipse took a last look at Dulcere as she crawled toward the cliff. He followed his companion. 

Dulcere glanced at the time-shadow of herself. The memories of those last moments of fear and pain pushed through her body with fingers of ice. She straightened. She needed to be ready. When the two elder Kriar gated out, she needed to ride their draft. She concentrated, listening for the signatures in their matrixes. With their guard relaxed, they didn't have all their usual shielding in place. She filed away their track identification, so if she needed to find them again she could. 

<...You wanted compensation,> Eclipse was telling Quasar. <That's why the Protectorate turned you down.> 

Quasar shrugged. <It is not as if I asked much. For the best time tracker living, my price was cheap. They passed. Their loss.> She paused, eyes narrowing. <Feels like that snarl is getting worse.> 

<This is bad,> Eclipse said, brow furrowing. <Really bad.> 

<Damn it,> Quasar grumbled. She punched some of the gems on her arm. A pinhole of light shined in front of her, then widened. <I hate working for free.> 

Dulcere crouched, tensing to make her move. 

Both commanders activated their analogue generators, and the sheen of phase variances surrounded their bodies. Quasar leaped into the gate. Eclipse paused, looking around as though he sensed something, then he too leaped for the portal. 

Dulcere sprang up as the Kriar swung his body forward. She launched herself at the chronal threshold and a chance to put everything she'd destroyed back to rights. 

Crossing the barrier into tween-space, her thoughts went to the boy Corim, the first victim of her foolishness. He had come so close to rescuing her. A fine way to repay his bravery. She shuddered, recalling the fear in his dark eyes as she warped him into the void... 








 

 

 

Knowledge is the sword wielded by books in their war on ignorance. 

-- Cassandra Kel'Ishtauri-Felspar

 Archmage Ascendant and Master Archivist of Isis

 

 

Chapter 1

The Fighting Sage

 

On the birthday of his twenty-fifth summer, Corim Vale vowed to become immortal. Some were renowned for their leadership, others their prowess in war--his fame would be as the man who brought letters to the common people. Hunkered in front of the iron-bound gates of the Falorian academy he considered two obstacles to that goal. First was the book in his lap, written in spidery Silissian dialect. The second were the nagging doubts concerning the upcoming battle with master Falor. Dreams were all fine and well, but one needed to survive to realize them. 

He drew a breath and tried to put the worry out of his mind. A salty breeze sighed against his smooth-cheeked face. The gentle wind sent swirls of dust across the yard and up the gray marble steps where the clouds spread out around his feet. The keening of sea-birds and the distant crashing of the surf against Ivaneth's southern shoal barely impinged on his hearing, the sounds muted by the high granite walls of the fighting yard. 

Adjusting himself on the stone bench, he turned the page with extreme care. Corim gritted his teeth, chest tightening as the ancient and brittle parchment creaked under his delicate touch. Any damage to this book would cost him scoredays of pay. He sighed. He was such an idiot to apply for his Sage's Guild residency at the same time he challenged for the position of seventh-circle fighting instructor. He needed more time; time to research, to practice. The guild chairs would shred his thesis, and master Falor would pummel him senseless. It had become a point of honor though. He would earn both the guild residency and the school tenure even if it killed him. 

He calmed himself. It was hard enough to read the twisty Silissian script without his mind wandering. It made him reflect on another poor choice of his; choosing a topic that necessitated going to intellectual sources penned in his third and weakest language. Damn, he just needed to get this section memorized. Return the book. Then he could get in some extra sparring practice and scout out what details he could of the master's fighting style. 

He read a few more passages. He felt a chilly sensation on his neck and paused. Now, it felt like he was being watched. He looked up. He saw some students sparring in practice yard, but they were intent on the rhythm and strike of their weapons. Was everything conspiring to break his concentration? 

With a sigh, he returned his gaze to the book. He fingered the page over carefully. 

A shadow crept across the face of the book. 

Bultaik misa indri tas... What is that word? There wasn't enough light to make it out. His skin prickled. He realized that someone was standing in front of him. 

He slid over the bench so the light shone again on his page. He rubbed his forehead and continued his reading. After a few moments, the shadow returned to hinder his view. 

Corim growled. "Do you mind?" He waved whoever it was away. 

He heard no answering response. The person also didn't move. 

Corim let out a breath. "Please," he said, looking up to a figure framed in the bright morning sunlight. "You're in my--!" 

He stopped in mid-word as he took in the huge hairy figure looming over him. A half-ogre; and he looked mad. Hands the size of butcher blocks clenched and loosened at the end tree-trunk arms knotted with muscle. Shadowed by a cliff-like brow, two tiny pale blood-shot eyes glared at him out of a craggy face that would have made a gargoyle swoon. 

The brute leaned forward and snorted, polluting the air with the odor of spoiled milk. 

Nose wrinkling, Corim leaned back from the stink. His stomach tightened. With deliberate care, he closed the book. He loosened the ties on his blue tunic and cleared his throat. "Is there a problem?" 

The creature scowled at him, meaty lips pulling back from square yellow teeth in a grimace. He edged closer. 

Corim shoved the book behind him and came to his feet. He worried his boots into the stone, making sure he had good footing. "Whoa there. What's the matter?" Corim felt a twinge in the back of his head, then a strange icy nibbling behind his eyes. 

The og scrubbed at its shaggy head for a moment as if a bug were trapped in its skull. The half-ogre let out a snarl, and a vein pulsed in its temple. 

"You da matter!" The og snarled in a voice that sounded like a ground quake. "Gundar is tired of watching you sit all day. You never train in classes, never spar or do chores--don't do nothing!" 

Corim stepped back out of arms' reach. He'd never seen this bruiser around the academy before. He shook his black hair out his eyes, keeping his gaze fixed on the og. "Sorry that bothers you, Gundar." 

"Why they give you better room than Gundar? Huh?" the creature rumbled, leaning forward. "Better food. Teacher say we have to call you, 'sir'." The creature's brow furrowed. "Never see you fight!" He gestured toward Corim with a fist. "You don't look so tough. Why you so special?!" He yelled with such force it made Corim's hair flutter. 

Corim took another step back from the eye-watering intensity of brute's foul breath. Somehow, he just didn't think the intricacies of circles, seniority, and challenges would make much sense to the og. He also couldn't afford to chance getting injured right before his match against Master Falor.

"Look, Gundar, you obviously have some issue with me. I'd like to settle it with you now, but I don't have the time. Challenge me after tomorrow. I promise you a good fight. Deal?" 

He felt a twinge in his temple that made his vision blur. The og gripped the side of its head. "No deal! Fight now!" He lunged. 

Corim slip-blocked a massive hand aimed to crush his head. He knocked the creature's other arm up and sent a palm strike whistling into the creature's sternum, focusing his energy on the bunched nerves shielded by that thin layer of bone. 

The og stared down at Corim's hand jabbed into its abdomen and let out a low angry growl. 

Corim winced. That sure didn't go as planned. He glanced up as the creature swung as though to hammer him like a nail. 

Corim sidestepped the hissing mattock of flesh that pulverized the tile he'd been standing on. He guarded away two more thunderous punches, then slammed his heel down on the og's instep. 

Gundar let out a howl, buckling to grab at his foot. Corim took the opening, side-stepping and bringing a ridge strike up into the soft meat and bunched nerves of the og's arm-pit. 

The og staggered back, growling in pain and gripping its paralyzed left arm. 

"Give up?" Corim urged, holding up his hands. 

With a crazed yell, the brute charged. 

Corim spun, sending a heel kick thudding into that same spot beneath the og's sternum. The strike halted all of Gundar's momentum and knocked him back a step. The og let out a pained gasp, dropped to his knees and lurched forward hugging his stomach. His forehead left a greasy smear on the tiles as he moaned and gurgled for breath, hurt expulsions of air kicking up tiny clouds of dust. 

Corim shook his head, knowing exactly what that chest-seizing fish-out-of-water experience was like. He realized then that the fight had spectators. The students he saw practicing earlier had paused and were now staring at the scene with wide eyes. 

"Don't just stand there," he snapped at them. "Go fetch a healer!" 

A quick nod and the two men ran toward the administration compound. 

He should wait for the healer. There would probably be an inquiry over an altercation like this. Damn it, he didn't have time for such silliness. He glanced at the huffing og. He'd live. 

Corim picked up his book, and headed to the west compound where he wouldn't be disrupted again. As he crossed the dirt fighting yard he glanced back to Gundar. Still, the creature's sudden hostility had been odd. This was third time he'd been attacked this tenday. 

Why had everyone turned hostile suddenly? Why against him? In every case, he'd been deliberately non-descript and minding his own business. The brute acted as though he were mentally under attack or possibly in pain. There were a couple of moments he'd felt strange twinges as well. Shaking his head, he pushed the incident from his mind. He needed every spare moment to complete this research and still be prepared for the grueling match ahead. 

It took superior fighting skill and knowledge to survive in the monster-infested dark lands where the richest treasures lay. If he worked hard enough he'd learn the secrets of the great treasure hunters. He yearned for the magic and knowledge to travel the planes and explore the worlds described in his books. To enjoy the thrill of uncovering new lore and traveling to alien landscapes. Someday he'd form a school like this one. One designed to educate not only warriors, but aspiring academics; a school that would train anyone that cared to learn. 

He would become a true teacher, not some stodgy sage doling out knowledge to the pupils who best tickled his ego. 

The sages found his goals of educating the masses blasphemous and dangerous. They thought him foolish enough to try to spread the first powers through the populace. Not everyone needed magic or the great secrets, but they all should have the power to read and write. 

His father and mother had both suffered because of illiteracy. They lost their farmland from not being able to read the deeds and know that they needed to renew the land-grants. He and his mother were separated from his father because they signed a contract. They were told the contract would return the property, but instead it bound them as hand servants. After that, he vowed to never again let himself be a prisoner of ignorance. 

Corim's only tools were his exceptional agility and the strength he had built up from summers as a cart-wright's apprentice. The most profitable use of those attributes was show-fighting. He shoveled garrison stalls to get lessons from the militia, squired for knights, and spied on training schools to learn the rudimentary fighting skills that won him his first prize money. 

That started his life as a fighting scholar. Tournament winnings funded his education, both in warrior-skills and general learning. Later, as he traveled the competition circuit, he taught others who wanted to learn. 

Corim knew that if he stayed dedicated, he'd acquire the skills to make finding that one great treasure possible. Then he would have the money and notoriety to do things the way they should be done. Step by bruising step, he could see his dream that much closer to being true. 

Right now, he needed to find a comfortable spot to finish this research, then get as ready as possible for the match with Master Falor. A growing ache in his stomach told him it would be no easy task. 
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Talorin Falor settled on the ironwood balcony rail, the material groaned as he leaned a shoulder against the window frame. He glanced down toward the inner courtyard of his school, noting there weren't many students practicing today. 

He stretched, feeling the warmth of the sun. He was a big man who felt cramped in doorways, that is, the ones he didn't arbitrarily widen with a few strokes of the huge hammer that rode on his hip. His opponents called him the petrified warrior: fists of rock, eyes of ice, and a jaw of iron. 

With a sigh he undid the strap holding the shoulder-sheath, bent and leaned the shaladen Nova against the wall. He glanced around wondering about Ceraph's whereabouts. She almost never arrived late. His office had recently been tidied up and the pungent smell of the wood-oil used on the paneling still lingered in the air. The light streaming in through the curtains made the freshly polished floors glow. Every chart, map and tapestry in the circular room looked spotless. 

He settled on the rail again and scrubbed a hand through his hair. He felt that familiar crease of tension in his stomach. Some people could sense bad weather, Tal had an in instinct for trouble. This time he felt it all the way to his bones. A double dose was on the way. He could smell it on the wind. 

A summer of uninterrupted peace--it lasted longer than he predicted. Now, time anomalies were cropping up, with the Protectorate unable to find the perpetrator. Rumors on Kriar Homeworld said one of their elite soldiers, presumed dead, was actually alive and running amok. 

Scary, one loony belkirin could annihilate a timeline. Since he had joined the Protectorate twenty summers ago, life seemed nothing but one long battle. Tal loved fighting, but occasionally it was too much even for him. 

He took responsibility for the ugly tasks that sometimes needed doing to set matters right. It was a position that sapped his strength until it forced him to take time out and recover. 

At a young age, he learned the need to be as brutal as the enemy. The memories still left him cold. His elven wife lay bloody and lifeless in his arms. Around them the slashed husks of her kinsmen lay staked out and left to rot in the sun. A thousand deaths because he'd withheld a killing stroke and showed mercy to an enemy commander. While Tal fought on another front, the embarrassed officer had exacted his revenge. 

Even now, when his sword took the life of murderers willing to slay thousands, Tal would still flash on the impaled bodies of innocent elves. He'd re-experience the gut-wrenching loss and despair. He'd loved his wife, the elves and their ways. They died simply to salve one man's injured pride. Those visions gave Tal the will to execute such killers to prevent similar events from ever transpiring again. 

He and Beia Targallae had been waging a war against Meridian Arcturan. Tal formed a regiment to destroy the evil mage's arenas. So far, they'd only forced the operation underground; the slavery, gladiatorial combat, and human sacrifice continued. Meridian's troops were formidable opponents. Soldiers capable of beating them on their own turf were hard to find. 

Meridian's brutality was sadism for personal gain. For that alone he deserved to be punished. After Beia showed Tal the atrocities of the Death Spectacles, he knew Meridian's organization must be destroyed. To allow the Arcturan and his twisted followers to shatter more lives was criminal. 

A sound made him glance back into his office, he saw his Elven talent scout, Ceraph, glide in with a sheaf of papers under her arm. She stopped briefly to straighten a picture on the wall. Once satisfied, she came to the desk and stopped in front of it, hands clasped together, indigo blouse and skirt clinging to her slim body. Tal always chided the birdlike woman to eat more. The elves were slight already, and fussy eaters could look skeletal. 

Today, Tal would test a new prospect. He'd set up the school to find candidates for his vigilante army, the Scarlet Talons. Ceraph told him that the new man had potential as a recruit. 

He glanced back in the courtyard, of the sparse population, one stood out; a dark-haired man with broad shoulders and sculpted body leaning back on a bench and reading a book. "That our candidate?" 

Ceraph approached and rose on tiptoes to look out. Tal watched the elf's amber eyes flash as she spied the man reclining on the bench below. The woman's delicate features brightened. "Yes, Master, that is he." 

Tal noted the change in her normally impassive expression. Though Ceraph was not his best fighter, her six centuries of experience made the lady an excellent judge of character and skills. 

He patted her shoulder. His blocky fingers each looked thicker than her wrist. "Raph--let's cut the formal stuff." 

Ceraph blushed, ivory cheeks reddening. "Yes--Tal." Her eyes flashed and she grinned. "Or would you prefer the nickname your wife uses--Tiger?" 

He chuckled. "I wouldn't suggest using that around my wife. I think my big kitty, Terra, could even get jealous of you, little bird." 

She nodded. 

He focused again on the man in the courtyard dressed in silk and leather. Usually, the pretty-boys didn't go in for the heavy fighting. It messed up their good looks. 

"All right, Ceraph, give me the poop." 

She raised an eyebrow. "'Poop'? What does that mean?" 

"You know--the scoop, dope, lowdown, sly, sneaksee--the facts." 

She pursed her lips. "Perhaps Mistress Beia is correct, you've stayed a few days too long on those strange worlds." 

He grinned. "Could be." He studied the young man's intensity, as if nothing else existed save the book in front of him. "Go ahead." 

Ceraph cleared her throat. "His name is Corim Vale. Tournament weight is thirteen stone, height is nineteen hands; hales from the kingdom of Ironwood. He's lowborn, parents were farmers pressed into service." 

"King Iggerd's big land sham?" 

"Yes." 

"Lot of bitter kids came from that. What's he do, besides fighting?" 

"He's a scholar. Does a lot of treasure hunting." 

"Kid's a book snoot? He's good, or you wouldn't have called me." 

"Yes, he--" 

Tal held up a hand. "Wait." Below he saw a huge og moving toward Corim. The set of creature's shoulders and scowl on its brutish face said it wasn't walking over to have a cheery morning conversation. "This could be interesting." 

Shrugging the leather vest loose on his massive shoulders Tal pulled a rock-nut from a pocket and rolled it around in his hand. He crunched the shell between his thumb and forefinger with a loud crack, then popped the meat into his mouth. He chewed slowly, relishing the tangy flavor. 

Ceraph leaned close to see. Tal cracked another and offered it to her. She hesitated, then took it from him. 

Crunching and eating rock-nuts, he watched the exchange grow more heated. Corim trying with little success to avoid a physical confrontation. The big man raised an eyebrow, noting how easily Corim slipped the strikes of a creature easily double his weight. He flinched, feeling that powerful mule kick in his own gut. 

Tal sucked a breath through his teeth. "Mmmm, that's got to hurt." He nodded as Corim sent two students to get a healer for the og, then headed out the west gate. "You're right, this kid is good. He's got restraint to. I like that; shows class." He smirked. "I probably would have broken the slob's head." He opened another nut and held it out. 

Ceraph smiled and took the offering. 

He glanced back to Corim's retreating back. No anger, no animosity, even after the og tried to kill him. The man truly had a special warrior's composure. "How do you rate him?" 

"Excellent." 

Tal turned all his attention on her. The elf wore a solemn expression. It took a lot to impress Ceraph. The best rating in the last five summers had been 'very good'. "Excellent? You getting soft on me?" 

"Overall winner in three events in the Blackstar tournament of '94. Top honors four summers running in the Western challenge jousts. 211 victories, thirty-one ties, and twelve losses since he entered circuit. He has been undefeated in the last eighty-one bouts." 

Tal raised an eyebrow. "Damn, surprised I haven't heard of this guy. He done any tours on the unlimited circuit?" 

She shook her head. "That usually involves an invite from the nobility. He's expressed some rather pointed reservations about the upper class in Ivaneth and Corwin." 

The big man chuckled. "My kind of guy." He shook his head. "Even if he just tours the limited circuit, that's still a lot of fightin to do and still keep looking like a pretty-boy." He sniffed, thinking about the fight he had just witnessed. "Have to admit, the kid's got a solid defense though." He paused. "How's he done since being here?" 

The elf smiled. "He swept all the sixth circle masters by challenge." 

He rubbed his chin. "You're rooting for him." 

Flushing, she studied the floor. "He is quite the gentleman." 

"Raph--fraternizing with a prospect--you?" He laughed. 

Ceraph turned a little redder. "He wants to be a seventh circle master. He approached me to arrange the master challenges. I found him refreshingly persuasive." 

Tal grinned. "After all this time, a man has finally turned your head? He's a human at that. Kid deserves a fair shake just for doing that. How'd he do?" 

"Five of seven, two ties." 

"Decisive victories or points?" 

"Points. He plays for the win, not for blood." 

Tal cracked his knuckles. "One of those civilized fighters you're so fond of. So, blow me over, Raph. Has the kid got grand master potential?" 

Ceraph bit her lip, tiny hands wringing together. "Yes. His skills have only developed in proportion to his challenges. He has reached a plateau. He needs to be pushed to make the breakthrough." 

"And you think we can use him in the Talons?" 

"Definitely. He's very interested in taking part in off-world expeditions." 

Tal noticed how quickly she'd answered that. He guessed Ceraph saw liaison opportunities in Corim's becoming a part of the school's faculty. He had nothing against that. Still, to be a part of the Talons Corim needed a lot more than a strong defense. Meridian's soldiers were hardened warriors, men and women honed to lethal sharpness by deathmatch after deathmatch. 

He pulled the last shell out of his pocket and began tossing it up and down. "Okay. He's instructor material for sure, but the Talons? He'll have to really show me some guts." Tal fixed on her amber eyes. "If I approve him for the Talons you'll be responsible for him until he's trained. There's a big deal going down and the Shael Dal will need me. I won't have time to baby sit." 

"I'll keep him out of trouble." 

"Good." He caught a glimpse of Corim, now settling in the Master's Compound. "So, the kid needs a push? That can be arranged." 

The rock-nut crushed between Tal's fingers... 

 


 

 

 

 

Death is fleeting. Dishonor is forever... 

--Rakaar Hespian Steelsheen

Grand Battlemaster of Baronia

 

Chapter 2

The Golden Weapon

 

Meridian Arcturus stumbled into his research lab, his mind still fuzzy from lack of sleep. Books and apparatus crowded the large room that smelled of parchment, leather, and decade-old dust. The disk-shaped warp platform lay at the back of the room with Dulcere, the Kriar they'd captured, chained atop it. She had not looked up as he came in. She usually greeted him with some sharp telepathic remark whenever he entered. Tonight, she did not even move. Over the last few tendays it had grown steadily harder to sleep. The only practical thing left to do was work. 

He collapsed into his chair behind the desk. The tension was getting to him. He couldn't put the concern from his mind. The Protectorate might discover them here at Daladar any moment. They needed to finish preparations as soon as possible. His ultimate weapon was proving to be everything he hoped. Unfortunately, she was every bit as dangerous as Rakaar promised. Though he would admit it to no one, the Kriar was beginning to worry him. More and more, she seemed less affected by the inhibitor, even as he researched ways to strengthen its power. It was too late to have second thoughts; the plan had already gone into effect. They'd already done too much to turn back. 

Four scoredays--had it really only been that long? They'd already accomplished so much since acquiring Dulcere. He thought back to the day it had started, when he had gone to Rakaar's lab to get the Baronian's assistance... 
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Meridian stepped off the last step and looked around the alien's temporal studies lab. Rakaar, his enslaved Baronian war-mage, was the latest weapon in the arsenal that Meridian had controlled over the centuries. The lab hummed with energy, the atmosphere heavy with the scent of electrified air. The area's numerous bookshelves, counters, and workbenches had been arranged for maximum efficiency, each plane and angle of wood placed with obvious precision. As Meridian took in the careful arrangement of the stasis cylinders placed on the wall, and the neat arrangement of the glowing blue power jewels sitting in their cradles for inspection, he admired the creature's rigid mental discipline. 

Dressed in a mottled brown sleeveless tunic, the giant creature hunched over a drawing desk at the back of the room, a quill moving rhythmically in his hand. 

The Baronian spoke up before Meridian had a chance to announce himself. The war-mage's voice rumbled like a ground quake. "What is it, Human? Have you come to bore me with more excuses?" 

Meridian swallowed his anger. The war-mage took pleasure in goading him. This creature hated every instant of its compelled indenturing. It was a stroke of luck that he had found Rakaar adrift in the transition realm, unconscious from dueling some unknown foe. Like demons, Baronian mages kept their life essence in a specially magicked prison to keep them from being vulnerable to certain kinds of spell attack. The spirit cage was usually kept on a chain around their necks. That defense mechanism proved to be Rakaar's bane, and a turn in Meridian's fortunes. With the creature unconscious, it was a simple matter to steal the amulet and later manipulate it so as to control the creature. Meridian did this by tying his own essence to it so that if he died, so, too, would the Baronian. 

For decades, Meridian had been plotting to undo his enemies in the Protectorate, but the capabilities and knowledge to make it happen had never been at hand. Rakaar, with his powerful magic and monstrous combat capabilities, gave him the means to recover several of his top operatives, who were imprisoned in various institutions throughout the known worlds. They were possessed of brilliant minds, and now owed him a debt of freedom and service. The ones that didn't feel proper gratitude, he let Rakaar "persuade" into the proper line of thinking. 

After the cadre was formed, they rebuilt the destroyed laboratories at the defeated arena on Daladar. It was an out-of-the-way world with a sparse population that was unlikely to attract the attention of the Protectorate. Since establishing their base of operations, they had been hard at work formulating a means to end the threat of the Protectorate forever. Great strides toward the creation of such a weapon had been taken. They lacked only one thing-- 

A source of power. 

"No more excuses, Rakaar," Meridian growled. "I knew it was only a matter of time. I have located what we seek." 

"What you seek, Human," Rakaar said, rising. 

Despite his great bulk, the creature moved with a silky poise that indicated it could move with speed as well as power. Rakaar towered another third as tall as most men, his arms and legs knotted with muscles that could grind rock to powder. Slit gray eyes burned beneath a furrowed brow. His sharp features and dark skin made him look like a bust cast from copper. 

Rakaar placed the quill in its well with a care that belied his massive size. He turned to Meridian, eyes flashing. He snarled. "What I seek is an end to this nonsense. Show me this prize, if indeed you have found it." 

Meridian drew a breath. Inside he quailed. So far he had barely kept this creature in check. He had to trust his magic and the compulsions that he had put in place. On the outside, he kept himself steady. "This way." 

He led the way back up the steps. The Baronian thumped up the passage behind him. He emerged into the dusty common chambers. 

"Psihtath, Seglar, Jund!" he called. "We have a job to do." 

Willowy Psihtath, pale Seglar, and the ponderous Jund came at his call. Arms shoved into the sleeves of his green robes, Psihtath stepped into the room. The lean, hawk-faced man had been the hardest mage to acquire, but he was also the most brilliant. Psihtath was an alchemist of extraordinary skill, and one of magic lore's best versed in the crafting of wards and magical defenses. White-haired and pink-eyed Seglar stepped out of an antechamber, a dark hood pulled over his features. The albino was a ghost reputed to be the only warrior for hire able to match the best fighters from the pits. Dim-witted Jund stomped in after the mercenary. The massive Jund was a melding of man and magic, a golem as broad as two men with skin of stone and the strength of fifty warriors. 

Rakaar loomed at Meridian's back. "Are these underlings necessary, Human?" he asked in a rasp. 

"They are unless you plan to move a mountain by yourself. All of you, come with me to the teleport circle, I have a find of great importance you must help uncover..." 
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The strands of the teleport incantation unraveled around them. The magic dissipated like wisps of smoke into dry desert air. The rugged plateau with its sparse population of twisted trees and scraggly bushes looked inhospitable at best. Breaths of hot dry air came spiced with the acrid scent of dry sage and dead vegetation. The ground underfoot felt hard and glassy, and a deep depression had been gouged into the landscape. A short distance away, the land rose to meet a giant tumble of boulders and rubble from where a section of the headland had sheared off. 

Seglar pulled his hood further around his features. Jund stared up at the sun. Psihtath looked around, bent and picked up a piece of the glassy rock and examined it. 

Rakaar scanned the area with narrowed gray eyes and went immediately to the depression. He stood at the bottom for a few moments, then looked back to Meridian with a grunt. "So?" 

Meridian looked at Psihtath. The other mage raised a wispy eyebrow. 

"It is there," he answered, indicating the pile of rocks with his staff. 

The Baronian frowned and stomped in that direction. The rest of them followed. The war-mage climbed part way up the rocks and stopped. He cocked his head as though listening to something. Slowly, he spread his hands and turned. He paused, turned a little, and nodded. 

"You are right, Human. What you seek is here. It is deep, though." He grabbed a hunk of rock that Meridian guessed weighed no less than fifty stone, and heaved it out of the way. Rakaar pointed to Jund. "You, Broad one, assist." 

Slow-witted Jund looked to Seglar, and the ghost-like warrior nodded. With ponderous steps, Jund clumped up the pile of rocks and began heaving boulders aside. Seglar followed him to assist. Meridian gestured to Psihtath. Together they summoned their magic. Flashes whirled through the excavation like sparks from a bon-fire, rocks began shuddering and tumbling down the hill in a steady groan. 

Three bells into the excavation Rakaar stopped and brought a chunk of rock back to Meridian. "Human, do you know of there being anything special about this place?" 

Meridian rubbed at the back of his neck. "No, why?" 

"See this rock?" 

It looked like a cube-shaped chunk of stone to him. "So?" 

The Baronian narrowed his eyes. "This granite has been cut. Many of the larger stones have notches in them as if to make them easier to move." 

"To my knowledge, we are the first ones to disturb this place," he answered, feeling some concern. "My magic tells me our prize is there. Would it make sense for someone to uncover this spot, and then put the stones back?" 

"It does not seem logical, no," Rakaar mused, rubbing his chin. He watched Jund lever a massive rock out of position and heave it aside with a crash. His brow furrowed. "I still find it odd." 

Meridian shook his head. "I cannot account for it." 

Rakaar turned back to the excavation work with a shrug. "That does not surprise me." 

Meridian frowned at the creature's back. He hated the alien's superior posturing and attitude. He put his mind back to the arduous task of moving stones. 

Even with the terrific muscle power of the three warriors added to his and Psihtath's magic, by the end of a day they had only moved half the stone. They broke for the night, rested and returned on the following day to finish the task. Six bells of heavy magic and toting later, Meridian sensed that they were finally close to the prize he sought. 

They cleared the rocks away from a particularly large slab. Meridian felt sure this would be the last they needed to move, but it was also the largest. 

"My concerns grow with Rakaar's," Psihtath said in his wheezing voice. "Examine the stones there. Note that the notches appear to be melted into the granite. Here on this largest slab, look at the grooves." 

"Jund hope we not doing all this work for nothing," the golem grunted in rumbling voice. 

"Yes," Rakaar growled. "This had best not have been a waste of my time." 

Though his stomach tightened, Meridian kept a straight face. "It's there. I know it is." 

"We shall find out," Rakaar put his fingers to the largest stone, and Jund added his strength. With grunts and gasps, together the two juggernauts slowly pried up the several ton fragment of the cliff. 

Tension humming through his body, Meridian watched as the slab groaned out of the hole. 

Next to him Psihtath sucked a breath. Seglar's pink eyes widened. A cylindrical section of the stone had been melted away. The first thing they saw was a pair of gold feet. 

"A female," Seglar said in his whisper. 

"A Kriar," Psihtath breathed. 

"Our prize," Meridian corrected. 

With gritted teeth and yells of effort, Rakaar and Jund shoved the massive rock aside. 

Jund scratched its bald head, staring down at the gold-skinned female lying in the depression. "Why she not crushed?" 

"Perhaps a half million cycles ago, she was," Rakaar said. "Those glowing stones on her chest and waist created a cavity, then healed her." To Meridian he said, "Get the restraints." 

Meridian stepped down out of the rocks to the pack that they brought along with them, and pulled out the energy shackles. 

"I understand these creatures can move themselves through teleportation. Why didn't she wake up and leave?" Psihtath asked. 

"Most likely a malfunction of the brainstone. It failed to terminate the hibernation stasis after the healing was complete." 

Seglar bent down near the slender female's body. "This is Meridian's new weapon? She doesn't look like much." 

Rakaar gestured Seglar away. "I suggest you not stand so close. You might trigger a defensive response." 

Toting the heavy shackles, Meridian clambered to the top and handed them to Rakaar. 

Seglar pushed a hand through his snowy-white hair. He touched the female's gold skin, obviously examining its metallic-appearing texture. "Defensive? You just said she's been asleep for millennia. What's she going to--hurrrgh!" 

In an eye-blink, the female's hand was gripping the warrior's throat. Seglar gurgled and thrashed, hammering his fists against her arm and prying at the fingers crushing his wind-pipe. 

Jund grunted and snared the Kriar's free arm with a stubby-fingered hand and jerked her up. 

The female hurled Seglar away, sending him skittering across the hillside for more than twenty paces. Membranes slid back from her eyes, revealing solid black orbs that sparked and flashed. She brought a fist crashing home against the golem's chest with an impact that sounded like the whack of a woodcutter's axe on a tree. Jund snarled and clamped another hand on her. 

The gems on her brow and chest flashed. A voice snarled in Meridian's mind, and everyone else's from the way they jerked. <Let--go!> Hand sparking, she hammered a fist into the golem's abdomen, slamming him down the hill. 

Red light flickered around her arm, then sizzled into a pace-long corona of crackling energy. Meridian's heart seized as she lunged toward him. 

Rakaar reacted in a blaze of speed, grappling her from behind, and pinning her arm. The humming blade of light paused within a finger-length of Meridian's neck. Before she could thrash, Rakaar clamped one shackle around her arm. The Kriar gasped as sparks rasped around her body--siphoned into the dead-black glow of the shackle. The golden female dropped to her knees and fainted. 

Meridian let out a breath, heart thundering. He rubbed his throat. One heartbeat slower and he had no doubt that the blade would have sheared the head from his shoulders. 

"I trust we've had enough of a demonstration?" the Baronian growled. 

Seglar picked himself up, and stood over the Kriar rubbing his throat. Pink eyes narrow, he shook his head. "If that is how this creature is when it is weak, how will you control it when it is strong?" 

At the bottom of the rock pile, Jund grunted and clambered back to his feet. His heavy brow furrowed and he scratched his head, apparently trying to fathom what had just happened. 

"Don't just stand there, Human!" Rakaar snapped. "Get us back to the laboratory. She must be fitted with an inhibitor immediately!" 

Shocked, Meridian tapped his staff and started the complicated cadences of a teleport spell. Even as he was nearing the end of the casting, he saw that the golden female was beginning to stir in Rakaar's hands. The song of the portal engulfed his mind, and he focused on the familiar image of the teleport circle at Daladar, then released the transport energies in a surge of tingling. 

Without a noticeable passage of time, the enchantment jerked them off into blackness and deposited them in the place he envisioned. Even as the wisps of the teleport energy receded from around them, Rakaar moved fast. He shoved the Kriar into Seglar's hands and sprinted to a workbench thirty paces away. 

The mercenary gasped. "Damn, she's heavy." The body squirmed. "She's also moving!" He took her around the neck as the Kriar began to shift with more and more vigor. The shackles on her arms glowed, and smoke curled around them. "This is not good." 

Rakaar returned with what looked like a large collar in his hands. "Do not worry, Human." He snapped the device around her neck with a heavy metallic click, and the Kriar fell limp. He turned to Meridian. "You may have done your job too well. This belkirin may be too much to handle." 

"Belkirin?" Meridian asked. "What is that?" 

"Do I look like a library, Human? Don't suffer me with stupid questions. I will tell you this much. The inhibitor may not hold her overlong. It would be advisable to create a stronger one." He looked back to Seglar, who held the limp body in his arms. "'Ware what you hold, fighter. She is heavy because Kriar body tissue is three times as dense as human flesh, with commensurate strength and resistance to injury. Their blood serves only to cool their body, so even if you manage to cut them, the bleeding only inconveniences them." 

"A monster," Psihtath breathed. 

"She is a warrior," Rakaar growled. "Even shackled and inhibited like this she remains dangerous. Her weapons--like that plasma blade--are integrated into her body, along with the mechanisms that allow her to move in time. For her to be of use, they cannot be removed or disabled. The first careless person will end up slain." 

"She's marvelous," Meridian said, moving closer. He ran his fingertips across her hairless face, the surface felt smooth as baby skin with no variations in the golden color. "She's deadly and beautiful all at once." 

The female stiffened and her eyes opened. Dark black orbs sparkled and flashed like pieces of a starry night sky. The siphon shackles gleamed and smoked around her arms. 

Seglar's eyes widened. "Meridian...!" 

Meridian reached up to the chain on the inhibitor, and wrapped his fingers around it. "No," he said. "Cease all efforts to free yourself." 

The Kriar thrashed side-to-side with gritted teeth. 

"Cease now," he ordered again, pushing more of his will into the controlling magicks. 

Panting, she stopped and glared up at him. Her telepathic voice rang in his head. <What do you want with me, Creature? You are not the Protectorate.> 

Meridian saw Psihtath fold his arms, relaxing now that it appeared the inhibitor was working. The willowy mage raised an eyebrow. 

"No, I am not the Protectorate," he answered. "Tell me your name, Kriar." 

The female narrowed gleaming space-black eyes. <I am Dulcere Val'Saedra Starbinder, Mitaka Legion belkirin commanding the escort ship Tiraka. I am identified as--> Meridian felt an icy sensation as strange symbols filled his mind. 

The alienness of her identity name made him reel backward a step, but he recovered quickly. "Well, Dulcere," he said. "I want you to work for me. I want your time-diving skills." 

<Want all you like,> she growled the thought. <Free me, or you will regret it.> 

"No, no, no," Meridian shook his head. "You have it wrong. Do as I say or you will regret it." 

<You are a fool.> She thrashed in Seglar's grip. <I will do nothing you ask. The Kriar are not slaves.> 

He looked into her eyes. "This one is--now..." 
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A voice echoed in Meridian's mind. <Sometime soon, you will regret that decision.> 

He startled out of his muse. Dulcere was staring at him. The creature had been reading his mind. Damn, it was like Rakaar said, they had to be constantly vigilant. "Such threats are meaningless without the power to back them up." 

Dulcere pursed her lips. The chain on her wrist jingled as she smoothed her hair. <It only takes one mistake. Remember, Meridian, I have time--all the time in the universe.> 

 


 

 

 

Passion is a weapon as sharp as any sword. Like a sword, it is often double edged. Focused correctly, love of life, of one's mate, and of beautiful things can make a juggernaut of an ordinary man. Unbridled passion creates strength without tempering. It is when that untempered emotion snaps under pressure that good men die a fool's death... 

-- Talorin "Tal" Falor

 

Chapter 3

Challenge of the Matayan

 

Kneeling before a small crystal totem hanging in his chambers, Corim finished the last of his prayers to Ishtar. 

My will, body, and sword shall be one beneath your glory--tameth. He touched his forehead, then his heart in salute. 

Standing, Corim looked around the single-room quarters. A pair of tables framed his neatly made pallet. Arranged on one side was the meager assortment of memorabilia he carried with him on journeys abroad. A small but elegant bust of his mother carved from dragon bone by his grandfather, sat beside a tattered hand copy of Mataya's Word. The book which contained the lore-knight's code of ethics had been given to him by his first master. Made into a medallion, the first gold piece he had ever earned as cart wright lay atop a worn but usable sharpening stone that was given to him by a grateful student. 

He picked up the yellowing statue and held it in his palm. Corim's fingers knew every line and plane of his mother's delicate face. 

I made King Iggerd and his ministers pay, but they'd already drained the life from you. You were so pale and gray. They robbed you of your beauty. You couldn't even smile when you saw me force them to return what was ours. He shuddered. All the gold on Titaan couldn't buy what they stole. That's all their kind knows how to do--take, take, take--but they never give anything in return. I will always be at war with the takers. 

Corim pressed the image to his forehead and set it back on the stand. Over the cycles he'd repeated the words so many times, they'd become a liturgy as sacred as his prayers to Ishtar. 

He grabbed his knapsack and leather equipment tote and put them on the bed. He retrieved his sheathed sword from the corner. Holding it up, he pulled the blade. The metal rang with rich musical peel. Sitting down, he took an oiling rag and lovingly stroked the weapon. He performed the ritual before every important fight. So far it hadn't failed to see him through. 

He remembered every strike of the hammer and each compression of the bellows that went into the weapon's forging. Smelted from father's plough-shear and the family's last hunk of wheel strapping, the blade embodied his life before King Iggerd shattered it forever. Zortach he called it, which in the old-tongue meant memory. 

It took the winnings from three-dozen tournament victories to raise enough gold to put a magic edge on this sword. After the mage Xandar enchanted it, the blade had been like a charm; eighty-one victories in a row. 

He swallowed. Let it be lucky enough to get me through this fight with Master Falor. 

A rapping on his door startled him. He set the blade down, stepped to the door and opened it. 

An elf woman stood in the entry, dressed in a lavender silk blouse and skirt. Her satiny gold hair was plaited and held with combs. He noticed she came armed with a sword and dagger. 

"Milady Ceraph!" He bowed.

Smiling, she studied him with expressive amber eyes. "Master Vale." 

"Please enter." He gestured her inside. "I was preparing to leave." 

Ceraph stepped across the threshold and looked around. 

Corim left the door open and went to the bed. "I would offer you refreshments, but I have none. My apologies." 

"None needed." Corim saw her sizing up his austere surroundings. "From a lord of your merit, I expected...more." 

He shrugged. "Never put much stock in possessions. It gives the nobles something to take from you. I move around too much in any case. I own what I can put in a pack and saddlebags." He checked the contents of his tote. "So what brings Lord Falor's second to my door?" 

"I came to tell you that things are arranged." 

Corim looked around. "They weren't arranged before?" 

"The test, yes, but I wished to have the master review you." 

"For the teaching position?" 

"That too, but also for membership in the Scarlet Talons." 

He felt his gut tighten. "Lord Falor's honor guard?" 

Ceraph grinned. "Yes." 

Corim's heart speeded. "The one he sends off-world?" 

She nodded again. 

He swallowed. This was amazing. He'd never even considered applying! "I--I--I'm overwhelmed. Visiting other worlds is one of my lifelong dreams!" 

She looked up at him. "Quite a coincidence." 

He found the elf's smile enchanting. There was little about her he didn't find attractive. "I cannot express my gratitude for this opportunity. Can I ask why you extend this privilege to me?" 

"Your manners." 

"Manners?" He knew his voice sounded incredulous. 

Ceraph nodded. "After living with fighting men most of my life, I've learned to appreciate the few who are truly gentlemen." 

He pulled at his collar. "I'll take your word for it, Milady. I never considered myself a gentleman so much as someone who is civilized." 

She nodded. Her gaze fixed on Corim's collection of items. Stepping over to the table, she trailed a hand across the worn cover of the handbook. "Isn't Mataya's Word the guidebook for proper gentility?" 

"I think of it more as enlightenment." 

The elf's eyes narrowed. "Either you are the smoothest actor I have ever met, or you are truly as you appear." 

"Lady Ceraph, could you explain where you're heading with this?" 

The elf caressed the book. "Where indeed, Lord Vale, where indeed?" 
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Corim slowed his normally brisk walk to accommodate Ceraph's shorter steps as they crossed the grounds toward the main building for his meeting with Master Falor. The architecture, with its sweeping buttresses, peculiar symmetries and textures, gave the school an otherworldly appearance when compared to the city outside. 

Ceraph looked like a delicate flesh-and-blood doll, wide amber eyes aglow. The elf wore quick-draw sheaths for her weapons, positioned in Danee style for two-handed fighting. Corim guessed that anyone estimating Ceraph purely by size would be badly stung. It took summers of tireless dedication to master the fluid Caan Danee, a technique that relied solely on speed, not strength. 

"Caan Danee," he murmured. 

Ceraph looked up. Her hands flickered to hilts of her swords. "Have you practiced the style?" 

Corim shook his head. "I've studied it. I've incorporated many of its moves into my own techniques." 

She nodded. "Will you be using a traditional form against Master Falor?" 

He let out a breath. "Pure form is usually only good if you know a warrior is weak to a particular style. I have never met master Falor, much less seen him fight." 

Ceraph frowned. "Occasionally he fights Caan Danee, but he prefers the Dan Sadad." 

"The circle of power?" Corim's stomach tightened. No other style had caused him more pain. "He's a strong man, I take it." 

Her tiny hand touched his. "Very." 

He looked at her. "For a fair test, you shouldn't tell me these things." 

The elf paused. "If I described his technique intimately, you would still be in for your greatest challenge..." 

Corim walked through the vaulted weapons hall in silence. Dozens of coats of arms decorated the blue-gray walls, the teakwood rafters inlaid with precious metals and jewels. Sconces fashioned in the muscular images of the war-gods, held burning torches up in salute. 

Ceraph moved whisper-quiet beside him, face set and body taut. 

Of the twelve losses he'd experienced as a tournament fighter, three of them had been against initiates of the Dan Sadad. In each instance, he faced a whirling tornado of steel that struck so hard and fast that he couldn't counter. Those losses gave him insight into a viable offense should he confront them again. Would it be effective against a master of the style? 

Corim had long since abandoned a single form. He drew from all the techniques he had ever encountered, merging them into a homogeneous mixture of speed, flexibility, and power. He didn't have a name for it. It simply worked. 

But will it work well enough? 

"Are you all right, Corim? You look pale." 

He shook his head. "Any other style and I wouldn't flinch." He rubbed his arms, still remembering the bone-deep aches left from battling the punishing in-fighting techniques of the Dan Sadad--and those men hadn't been grand masters. "The technique is just brutal to deal with." 

Ceraph put a hand on his shoulder. "You have victories against men who used that style, correct?" 

"Certainly. However, the ones I defeated simply weren't that experienced." He shook his head. "Even when I beat those men I still got pounded." 

She studied him with narrowed eyes, the barest hint of a smile on her lips. "You're not afraid of a little pain are you?" 

"Pain? No." He rubbed his the back of his head. "Getting my neck broken--yes!" 

"I won't lie to you," she said in low voice. "The master is very rough. If you do your best though, you'll get through it." She paused. "There is something else you should be ready for. The master has an odd way of speaking." 

"How so?" 

Rounding a corner they headed down into the vaulted dueling hall. "People think he's possessed because he talks in tongues. Don't let his words distract you. He's simply fascinated with the slang of otherworld cultures. I also think he likes the perplexed looks people give him." 

Ceraph took a ring of keys from a pouch and opened a huge set of double iron-bound doors for them. The massive valves swung inward with a creak, revealing the innermost fighting arena of the Falorian Warrior's Academy. A pale yellow light illuminated a huge octagonal chamber close to a hundred paces across. Black marble stairs leading down to the center divided the area into eight triangular sections. Wooden benches rested on bricked-in tiers that stair-stepped down to a low girding wall that surrounded the circular wooden fighting surface. 

Together they walked down the steps between the bleachers. The acrid smell and static feel of this place reeked of battle. He looked up to find the source of the light. Expensive Sylissian glow-globes floated near the domed and frescoed ceiling illuminating the many scenes of triumph and war. At the bottom of the stairs, Ceraph led him around the observer wall and unlocked a gate. She closed the gate behind them, and they took a half dozen more steps down to the level dirt covered fighting surface. Two other large entryways barred with ironbound oak entered the arena at the floor level where they stood. 

Ceraph walked them part way around the circle to some benches. She took his bag and broke it open. "Limber up, I'll ready your tack." 

He touched her arm as she leaned over. Ceraph looked at him. "I don't have many close friends. I hope we can visit even if I fail." 

Ceraph beamed. "I'd like that very much." She turned serious. "You won't fail." Her tone made it sound like an order. 

So much to learn about this lady. He found the elf's curious combination of passivity and strength fascinating. 

Corim began his rigorous warm-up with a short jog around the circle, shadow fighting with kicks and punches to get his blood pumping. He ran through a series of exercises, and ended with some stretches make sure every muscle was limber. 

When he first fought in tournaments, he surprised his opponents with bursts of speed. After summers on the circuit, he learned of foods, physical rituals, and balms that improved his natural capabilities. Since he'd mastered those skills, none had beaten him. 

Speed could overcome power if the opposition was marginally slower. He pressed his hands together, making the sinuous movements that tensed arms and wrists. Ceraph said that Falor sometimes used the Caan Danee. That meant the Master possessed great speed. That left only flexibility, as users of the Dan Sadad were more like rocks than whip-trees. 

Desire. The emotion struck through him like a lit torch thrust into a darkened room. His only focus had been strategy--on making the best possible showing. With an opportunity to join the Scarlet Talons hanging in the balance this was the most important fight of his career. Damn, why did these strange sensations have to start now? He needed all of his focus now. 

Corim turned. His eyes met Ceraph's. She'd obviously been studying him. "Milady, is something wrong?" 

"No, I--I--was just watching you." She blushed and looked away. 

Embarrassment. Corim felt heat rush in his cheeks. He'd never been self-conscious before. In fact he wasn't now, yet his ears burned as if... He saw the redness in Ceraph's face. Was it her emotion?

He dispelled the sensation from his mind by imagining blackness. I've felt I could read someone's thoughts before, but nothing like this! Corim took a breath. He couldn't worry about it now. He needed to stay focused on the fight. 

"Well, I hope you don't see anything disappointing." 

The elf gave him a timid smile. 

The scalewood door on the far side of the chamber unbolted and swung open. A dark-haired man dressed in a vest and leggings strode in with a large duffle over one shoulder and plain leather sword sheath in his free hand. 

"We ready to go?" Master Falor boomed. 

The swarthy man was a head taller than Corim and built as though he lifted horses for a living. A tear-drop shaped sapphire dangled from a platinum braid around the man's corded neck. If any fat existed on the man's frame, Corim couldn't see it. 

Tal dropped the duffle next to Corim's. It hit with a thud that made the wooden floor of the dirt-covered battle-circle shudder. He leaned the sword sheath against the bench. The hilt of the sheathed sword appeared very elaborate and the stone in the pommel glowed with a soft red light.

"So you're the new kid, eh?" He held out a thick hand. 

Corim looked at Falor's extended arm. After a moment he realized Tal expected him to clasp hands. An odd custom, wonder where it comes from? "Master Falor, I'm honored to meet you," he said taking the master's hand. The naked force radiating from the owner of the school electrified the air. His grip was just hard enough to be painful. Corim met the man's dark eyes, responding with a firm pressure of his own. 

"Call me Tal. I don't cater to the master crap. I like things informal. Just mind the chain of command, and there won't be any problems." 

This is a man who is rarely told 'no'. "Yes, Sir." 

Tal looked at Ceraph. "So, you gonna be the kid's corner girl?" 

The elf's brow furrowed. "What--" 

"Never mind." Tal pulled a massive sword from the duffle and set it down in the dirt with a clank. He dumped out a heavy dueling glove, a thick leather back-belt and a shoulder harness. One at a time he started putting them on.

Corim looked from the sword leaned against the bench to the half-sword half-bludgeon lying on the floor. "Master, aren't you going to use that?" He nodded to the sheathed weapon.

Tal looked over. "That? That's for real fighting, not playing."  He stepped over to Corim's equipment and picking up Corim's sword, Tal examined it. "Shakiran Warwand isn't it? A scoreday's tournament winnings if it's a copper." 

Corim nodded. "Worth it, too." 

"Nice balance, strong, good flex." He returned it. "That sword there, Nova, would cut this thing to pieces. You probably wouldn't want that right?"

"Definitely not," Corim answered with a frown. He couldn't imagine a blade powerful enough to cut thirty-fold steel and mithril to pieces. Still, the master did not seem to be a man given to exaggeration. 

Tal shrugged. "For testing, I don't need gadgets anyway. You'll break five of these fancy blades before I replace this one." Using his boot, he nudged the weapon lying in the dirt. 

Corim looked at the weapon. "Can I?" 

Tal shrugged. 

Corim bent, took hold of the master's sword which was as thick and wide as a man's hand. He grunted as he hefted the massive blade. He swung it experimentally. His shoulder ached just moving it around. "Lords and Ladies, Sir, what is this thing--an anvil pounded into the shape of a sword?" 

Tal chuckled and took the weapon from Corim. He swung it onto his shoulder. "Naw, only half an anvil. Suit up, and let's get to it." 

Eying the Master's huge weapon, Corim let Ceraph help him don his protective carapace and metal leggings. He picked up his fighting mask and looked to Tal who hadn't moved to put on any protective armor. 

Corim's brow furrowed. "Aren't you going to wear any armor?" 

Tal raised an eyebrow. His broad face broke into a smile. "What, you think you're going to hit me?" 

Corim paused, studying the man. "That is the idea." 

The master stuck his sword in the ground. He laced his fingers and pressed them outward with a loud crack. "Kid, if you can cut me with that toy. I'll give you the school." 

Corim studied Tal, trying to determine if he was serious. He shrugged. Tal was the master. 

He put his mask on and tightened the strap. He picked up Zortach, backed to the center of the floor and swung it the formal salute of the elements, sky, stone, fire and water. 

Tal responded by slamming his fist into his palm with a crack that sounded like rocks crashing together. Dark eyes focused on Corim he made a slight bow. 

Pulling his sword out of the ground, the master stepped forward. 

Corim stayed wide of Tal, shifting back away from the center, all the while keeping an eye on the big man. 

Tal rolled his shoulders, and moved his head side-to-side to limber up his neck. He spun the heavy sword as if it were made of wood. 

Corim flashed on the energy he used to simply swing that monster. Ishtar, he's strong. 

"Come on, Kid, bring it to me." He tossed the sword to his left hand and whirled it with a dexterity equal to the right. 

Corim focused, feeling the rush of power as he willed himself into battlemind. 

Tal stood flat-footed at the center of the ring, moving the sword from hand to hand. Corim struck between exchanges, driving in to knock the huge weapon out of reach. 

Corim hit nothing as Tal spun clear. He dived and heard steel hiss over his back. Corim hit the dirt rolling and reversed his direction with a kickoff. Another blow smashed the turf, kicking a spray of sand against Corim's helmet. He hand-sprung to his feet, and raised his sword just in time to block. 

The weapons impacted with a burst of metallic thunder. Corim felt the blow through every bone. He leaped over a shot, ducked another, and evaded a lunge. Tal kept on, as relentless as a tempest. 

"Missed your calling, Kid. Should have been a dancer." 

Damn. He glimpsed Ceraph, fingers laced and held close to her mouth. He concentrated his power, bringing his sword under Tal's and driving it overhead. He whirled and hacked at the Master's ribs. 

Tal flashed inside the swing and slammed Corim's forearm to a stop with a hard elbow. Corim let out a grunt of pain but flexed his wrist to allow the momentum of the sword to carry it forward. It slapped home. He felt a shock of elation; a weak touch, but still a score. 

"Point!" He retreated, trying to ignore the pain shooting through his arms. 

Tal felt his ribs. "What kind of wimp hit was that? Bugs bite harder!" 

"A legal point," Ceraph put in. 

Tal looked between them. "Ain't a point in a real fight. Come on!" 

The clash buzzed in Corim's head as they whirled around one another. Corim ducked only to have a knee hammer into his face guard. The force flipped him onto his back with a stunning crack. 

Tal grunted. "Point--a real point." 

The world spun. Without the mask, his face would be ruined. Taking a breath, he gathered his feet. Three points determined the victor. 

Another point like that, and he won't need a third to win. Corim's back and arms ached and his lungs burned. 

"Shake it off, Kid. I didn't hit you that hard." 

He's every bit as fast as me and three times as strong. Have to get a real point or this pain will be for nothing. 

They clashed, Corim narrowly evading another telling point. Stopping Tal's sword grew harder with each bone-rattling parry. Dodge, feint, lunge--Tal slipped the sword and passed Corim in a blur, a spinning sweep knocked him hard onto his back. A hard elbow crashed down on his stomach. 

Corim let out a war yell to keep from being winded. 

"Point," Tal rumbled. No emotion sparked in the man's dark eyes, no indication of judgment or assessment. He helped Corim up. Corim bent at the waist, hands on knees. 

"One more." 

Corim stared at him, eyes hard. "Two." 

Tal grinned. "Yeah, Kid, show me." 

Corim picked up his sword. Have to do it. He took King Iggerd's sneering image and superimposed it over Tal's grim countenance. He let his mother's desolate face swim in his mind, broken by the humiliation and torment. The molten anger flared in the pit of his stomach. The drive to see that ugly head on a pole where it belonged. 

Charging, he put all his of power into every strike. A fierce grin on his face, Tal met him halfway, responding with powerful sallies of his own. Pain gnawed at Corim's arms, but he refused to give ground. 

Do or die. Corim dove at Tal's feet and rolled. As he rose he brought an elbow up to crack hard against the master's chin. It felt like hitting a column of marble. The blow rocked the Master's head back. Tal snarled, eyes blazing and teeth bared. Corim backed off. 

"Tal, No!" Ceraph yelled. Corim saw fear in her eyes. 

The big man snapped out of it and scowled at her. "Yeah, a point." He rubbed his chin, eyes burning into Corim. "Pretty good hit." 

Would have kept a normal man down for bells. It didn't even redden his skin. Corim shivered and rubbed his bruised elbow. He'd taken two points from this juggernaut. Did he dare try for the victory? If I win, he has to let me have the position. 

They clashed again in an instant. Tal took the battle more seriously, and the strength of his hits increased with every attack. Agony surged through Corim's arms with each exchange. He dodged to stay clear of the flickering viper of Tal's sword. 

Can't stay with it. Have to gamble. Tacking left to right, he reversed and leaped over a low thrust. Corim kicked downward on Tal's hand. As the blade dug in the dirt with a shriek he struck for the neck. 

Despite the swiftness of the assault, Tal still jammed the strike with a forearm block, robbing the swing of momentum. Determined, Corim twisted so the blade hooked around and glanced off Tal's corded neck. 

"Point!" Ceraph yelled. 

A shock of elation ran through Corim. He staggered back away from Tal, waves of torment rolled through his shoulders and back, but he ignored it. Even when he won he always got beat up. It was even more true now. It felt as if he'd been stepped on by a giant. 

Glowering, Tal rubbed his neck. He looked at Ceraph, then to Corim. He slammed the point of his sword into the ground so it quivered. 

"That's no point--this is a point." Tal struck. 

A burst of agony, a whistle of air, and Corim slammed into the wall. His helmet rang as he thudded against the stone, the armor's back plate made a grating rasp as he slid to his knees. Gasping for air, Corim fell to all fours, dots whirling in his vision. Ceraph yelled. 

Tal jerked the mask off Corim's head. "If you work for me, Kid, you'll have to learn what's playing and what's war." He grabbed Corim's breastplate and lifted him off the ground. Tal drew his fist back, dark eyes narrow. "This will be your first lesson." 

Corim's arms felt like lead posts. His legs dangled like deadwood beneath his waist. Tal's huge knuckles were aimed to crush his face, and he couldn't do anything but swallow. 

"Talorin, No!" Ceraph tugged at Tal's arm. 

A strident female voice called out. "Tal, stop!" 

The Master's hand shuddered, then launched forward. 

Corim clenched his eyes shut. There was a hiss of air, a curse, and a female grunt. 

Corim opened his eyes to look at a set of huge knuckles only fractions from his face. A tall dark-haired woman had pinned Tal's arm at the elbow. Muscles in the woman's arms stood out as she fought against the master's tremendous strength. 

"Damn it, Tal," she snapped. "I said stop!" 

The Master's eyes widened, he relaxed and looked around as though confused. "Terra?" 

Her voice dropped, but stayed firm. "Let go of him. It was a cheap win, but nothing to get pulped for." 

The man seemed to be surprised that he was holding onto Corim. He let go as if not recognizing his own hand. 

Corim slid down the wall, the nasty grating of metal on stone loud in the sudden silence. 

Tal stepped back, giving Corim a better view of the exotic-looking woman. Her lithe, predatory body was sheathed in close-fitting ebony mail, thigh-length riding boots, and stylized gloves. Everything about her brought to mind the word 'feline'. Her movements were as strong and sure as a jungle saberclaw. Golden eyes gleamed in a heart-shaped face, mahogany-colored hair formed a ruff around her head like the mane of a great cat. 

Ceraph knelt by him and put a hand on his shoulder. "Are you all right?" 

He nodded and stood with her help. Flames burned in his chest. A dent the shape of Tal's knuckles marred the metallic breastplate. 

Terra moved her arms around Tal's neck and kissed him. "Take it easy on the plebe, Tiger," she purred. "I'm certain he gets the idea. Besides, rearranging that beautiful face would be a crime." She kissed him again. 

The stiffness left Tal's shoulders and back. His hands unclenched. Terra definitely knew how to handle the master. 

Corim undid the straps of his breastplate and let it drop to the floor. It would take tendays to recuperate from this contest. Every part of his body ached. A costly battle if ever there was one. He took a breath and groaned. His lungs felt as if they'd grown too large for their confines. 

He staggered over and sat on a bench. He'd never seen such strength without the aid of magic. It had taken all his skill to win points from Tal. Only one hit could be deemed a worthy blow, no doubt a miserable showing in the master's mind. 

"Should I get a healer?" Ceraph asked. 

Corim shook his head. "Let me rest. Be damned if I'll be carried out." 

Terra broke away from Tal. The master frowned and started tending his weapons and repacking his duffle. He didn't look at Corim. 

I've failed completely. He'd have beaten me to a pulp in a real fight. 

Terra swayed over and sat next to Corim. She glanced at Ceraph and nodded, then looked at Corim. "Tal takes the game a little too seriously sometimes." She leaned over. "I'm Terra, and you are--?" 

Corim tried to keep his voice even. The burning in his chest was growing. "Corim Vale, Milady," he wheezed. "Pardon my manners, the fight took a lot out of me." 

Terra smiled, showing elongated incisors. "You did well, although it may not feel like it." Her gold eyes narrowed. "Take off your tunic." 

"Pardon?" 

"Don't argue with her," Tal snapped. 

Corim flinched, and so did Ceraph. Tal had appeared completely absorbed in the process of preparing to leave. 

With effort, Corim removed the garment. A circle of purple flesh had already formed. A line of egg-sized circular scars interconnected by a fine web of discolored skin ran from his right shoulder down to a point a little below the growing bruise. 

Ceraph gasped. Terra whistled and ran a long curved fingernail down the line of wounds. "Green dragon bite if I'm not mistaken, a big one from the looks. The wounds are fairly old, but from the extent of the scarring you didn't have a priest-healer around at the time." 

Corim nodded. "It was misadventure, yes." 

Ceraph put a hand on Corim's shoulder. Terra continued her examination. "Cracked the sternum and some ribs." She rubbed her fingers together, and a light emanated from her hand. 

Corim squirmed away. Terra grabbed his arm. "Sit still!" 

He gritted his teeth. Magic was for studying, not experiencing. Terra placed her hand on the wound. The glow surged out of her palm and into his flesh with a hot tingling. His skin rippled in circles like waves of water radiating outward from the impact of a stone. Gradually the purple turned to bronze, and the pain receded. 

"Better?" 

He rubbed his chest. It felt completely free of injury. Even the cycle-old bite scars looked faded. "I am indebted, Milady. How can I--?" 

Terra put a finger on his lips, then ran one of her long fingernails down his cheek. "You can repay me by simply being underfoot once in a while." She ran a tongue over her teeth. 

Tal stepped over and put a hand on Terra's shoulder. She rubbed her cheek against his knuckles. 

"Is he gonna live?" 

She raised an eyebrow. "No thanks to your temper." 

Tal shrugged. "That felt weird, like I wasn't in control. That's never happened to me before." He looked Corim in the eye. "I was outta line punching you like that. No hard feelings?" He held out his hand. 

I bet that's as close to an apology as this man gets. Corim nodded and shook hands. 

Tal frowned. "Never lost my temper like that for no reason." 

Seems a lot of people have behaved oddly around me recently; the wallopers in the tavern last tenday, the guard a night ago, the og. He frowned. Can it all just be coincidence? 

The chamber door swung open, and another woman entered completely armed for battle. She had the sinuous grace of a dragon ready to strike, the body of a war-goddess, and a stony face that looked to have never worn a smile. A large, star-shaped scar marked the dusky skin of her left cheek, and a black lightning bolt on the other. From the way she wore the huge bow and spear, and the brevity of her dark blue garments, Corim guessed her to be a jungle-lands Myrmigyne. 

"As I live and breathe," Tal boomed. "If it isn't the bow-babe herself. What's up Beia?" 

Beia stopped a few paces away. She nodded to Terra and Ceraph, not acknowledging Corim's presence. "I don't like being called 'babe', Tal." 

"Oooh, in a bad mood." Tal chuckled. "'Babe' is a high compliment to the females on a world I visited recently." 

She snorted. "Are either you or Terra free to help me on a mission?" 

Tal looked to Terra. "We're on call. The Protectorate is going crazy trying to track down the source of a rash of time anomalies. I have to be available do a briefing this evening." 

"Aarlen told me about that. I have a line on something big going down at Daladar--" She stopped and pointed at Corim. "Who's he? Should we be talking in front of him?" 

Tal locked eyes with Corim then turned to Beia. "Him? He's the newest member of the Talons; sharp kid, well educated, good technical asset to the team." 

Corim felt a shock. Did he say newest member?! 

"Him?" Beia frowned. "With a face like that, he should be posing in shop windows or dancing in one of those women's nightclubs you told me about." 

Corim felt his hackles rise. She said it as if he wasn't fit to live. Something about her, I've heard this woman's voice before. 

Beia assessed him with cold emerald eyes. "What's your name, Boy?" 

Corim bit back a coarse retort. "Corim Vale, Milady." 

The corner of Beia's mouth quirked. Some of the icy bite dropped out of her voice. "Winner at the 94' Blackstar tourney? The one with the mask." She looked at Tal. "He's good, but he wouldn't last to the third elimination in an unlimited tournament." 

Somewhere in the back of his mind Corim put together tournament, Myrmigyne, the name Beia, the star-shaped scar, and Daladar. His anger overwhelmed the voice of reason screaming for him to shut up. Corim stood. "Milady, I've never slighted you. I am a person and I have a name!" 

"Cool it, Kid." Tal put a hand on his shoulder. 

"Sir, whatever her rank, even a fourth circle student deserves a little courtesy!" 

Beia narrowed her eyes. "Really? Tell me what you've done, besides beat up fops that deserves my respect? Did you fight in the border wars, kill a dragon, battle with the dwarves at Blackstar?" 

"Listen you two," Tal interrupted. "We--" 

Beia growled. "No--I want to hear his answer." 

"It is not what I have done. It is what I do. I am a teacher. Killing is counter-productive except as last resort. An educated man knows that. I enlighten my students, teach them civility and self esteem. Sometimes order must be maintained through the strength of arms, but it is learning and knowledge that makes us free." 

Beia's jaw tightened. Corim saw he'd struck a nerve, and it felt good. "I recognize that lore-knight prattle." The Myrmigyne glared at the master. "Tal, he's a bloody matayan just like Ess! He's going to have all the other Talons spouting that 'civility' drivel inside of a cycle!" 

"Matayan." Tal turned to Ceraph. "You didn't mention that." 

Ceraph reddened. "Excuse me. I didn't think you'd feel it was relevant." 

Terra smoothed her mane. "Ceraph, wasn't your father a matayan?" 

The elf nodded. 

Beia's eyes flashed. "Hades! Ceraph's tried to soften the Talons for five winters only she's never had a candidate with blood thick enough to--"

Still ignoring the voice screaming danger, Corim cut her off. "I am not here to soften anything! I am as hard as any of these Talons." 

The myrmigyne folded her arms. "You are, eh? Tough on the outside doesn't count, Boy. Anyone can take a pounding. We're talking about blood. About crimes that would make you dump your guts. It's righting real wrongs, not this softhearted peace-through-learning drivel." 

Corim gritted his teeth. "It is not drivel! If a cause is just, I'm not afraid to put my strength behind it." 

"Oh, it's just all right." Beia's smile lacked all warmth. "We'll make a bet. If you can grit through this mission to Daladar with me without turning three shades of white and screaming for your mama, I won't fight your joining the Talons. To make it worthwhile, I'll get you a membership in the Loremaster's Foundation." 

His heart jumped. The Loremasters were an elite group of academicians who had access to vast stores of information spanning all the planes. Best of all, some of them believed in spreading knowledge like he did. "You can do that?" 

"Ivaneth's resident elder, Cassandra Kel'Ishtauri-Felspar, is my sister. She likes book-sweet little matayans like you." 

Corim wouldn't let Beia's barbs dig any deeper. What she offered was ample incentive. What horror could be so outrageous that it would make him shrink away and give up? "What if I lose?" 

Her voice rang hard. "You leave the city and teach somewhere else." 

Tal frowned. "You're in, Corim. Beia won't change my decision." 

Corim folded his arms. "She'd make my stay miserable, I'm certain." He met Beia's eyes. "Respect runs both ways. I'll show my mettle, if she'll show me hers. I accept the challenge." 

Terra stood and walked over to stare down at Beia. "You make sure he has the right equipment and briefing." 

The two women stared at one another for a long time. 

Beia let out a breath. "I'll see to it now." She looked at Corim. "Meet me in two bells in the central courtyard." 

Corim nodded. "Done." 

"Wait." Ceraph stepped next to Tal. "I wish to go." 

Corim turned in surprise. "Ceraph?" 

"No," Tal said. His fingers went to the teardrop around his neck. There was passion in his voice. "No way." 

Beia put hands on hips and looked from Ceraph to Tal. 

Ceraph made a sweeping gesture encompassing Beia and Corim. "Talorin, I am more experienced than either of them. If I'm working at odds with you as Beia says, then I should see it for myself." 

Tal stared at Ceraph and growled. "I'd have to put you in a cell to make you stay." Ceraph's chin came up. "It's against my judgment." He focused on Corim. "Keep your guard up." 

"Fine," Beia said. "Ceraph, get your boy ready. We're going to Daladar. You know the preparations." She turned to leave. 

"Beia." Corim put an edge in his voice. The Myrmigyne turned and looked at him. "When this mission is over, you won't call me a 'boy' again." 

 


 

 

 

Should this record survive me, let it be known that my crew all fought with bravery. I now take weapon in hand to save those surviving so that no more lives are lost. Let me go on record as saying that this whole war is a mistake. Every violent clash is another blunder that worsens our crime. The Protectorate are defending territory they have every right to fight for. To my mother and friends, though all of you frowned on my choice to be a part of the forces--I have no regrets--it has been a service with both honour and purpose. I want you all to know that I continued to love you even when you judged me. I go now to fight Garn Ellon of the Protectorate. I fight him not for honour, glory, or for the Kriar nation. I meet him because of my oath and pledge to protect the crew under my command. Farewell... 

-- Dulcere Val'Saedra Starbinder

Forward Belkirin, 12th Mitaka Legion

(log recovery from Starvessel Tiraka)

 

Chapter 4

Captive Kriar

 

"Why are you gray?" Meridian mumbled to himself. 

Dulcere watched impassively as Meridian, dressed in a dark tunic and pants, paced back and forth in front of her, smoothing his mustache. She focused most of her attention on the huge brass valves of the lab only fifty nano-light-revs away. Stuffed with books, tables and apparatus, the dusty room felt as confining as any cell a fraction of its size. If it had been the size of a galaxy she would have felt no different as long as she remained confined within a perimeter. 

Still dressed in the same silver rags they had found her in, Dulcere lay chained on top of a beveled circular disk about seven arm-spans across. Multicolored power crystals protruded from the plane of the bevel. They magnified and distributed her time energies so that she could carry large groups of people and equipment. 

So far, Meridian had forced her to power the warp interface and to create several small temporal disruptions. These repairable anomalies were decoys to keep the Protectorate busy so that Meridian could pull off what he called his 'big show'. Only she knew how narrowly they'd evaded the Protectorate enforcers during their excursions. 

One Protectorate guardian came close enough that Dulcere could have reached out and touched the odd-looking woman, a white-haired giantess with silver eyes who wore an odd amalgam of star-fairing and pre-industrial clothing. 

It appeared many changes had occurred during her long hibernation. The Protectorate Elite now appeared to be using human avatars to do their enforcing. If able, she would have let the time-agent catch them. Unfortunately, Meridian's magic forced Dulcere to use her abilities to their fullest. The white-haired time-diver possessed formidable skills and tracked them relentlessly. It took exceptional effort to escape. 

Dulcere had hoped Meridian would continue gambling on her ability to evade capture. With one or two more chances, the white-haired woman would catch them, and then Meridian's plans for temporal disruption would be over. Dulcere did not want to be captured by the Protectorate, but it would prevent her from being a murderer on galactic scale. 

Meridian put one hand behind his back and deftly spun the wooden staff he carried. He stopped and gave Dulcere a cold stare. Dark circles ringed the man's eyes. His rugged face looked drawn from many nights spent without sleep. "What might be wrong with you? Did I miss something in my research?" 

Dulcere grinned at the mage. She knew it made him nervous. He spoke and acted as though supremely confident. Her empathic abilities told her otherwise. Dulcere rested easier knowing that Meridian tossed in the sheets wondering what she was smiling about. 

After spending several megarevs with the human, she'd gone from hating the ursine mage to pitying the creature. As any competent soldier would, she studied the enemy and his psychology to discover what ticks she might leverage to make an escape. 

Little separated Meridian from insanity. Decades of conflict, constant defeat, brushes with death, and scores of wounds had all whittled away at him from the inside. 

Dulcere knew his nemesis, heard him mutter their names; Beia Targallae and Talorin Falor--Meridian Arcturan's own personal demons. She learned that his organization had once spanned hundreds of worlds. By dint of will, these two determined warriors had crushed his outposts one planet at a time until only a dozen remained. 

With nothing but escape and the nearest piece of masonry to contemplate, Dulcere learned what she could about these two enemies. If anyone stopped Meridian, it would be one of them. 

To build her knowledge, she drew upon fragments of conversation, stray thoughts, and what she could decipher of Meridian's journals through the covers when they sat on the shelf. If it hadn't been tactically unwise, she would have let Meridian know she could see through porous materials like leather and wood simply because it would rob him of yet more sleep. Her current position gave her visual access to most of the books on the nearby shelves. While it took exceptional concentration to extrapolate, translate, and comprehend the contents of the texts, it gave her something worthwhile and productive to do. 

Dulcere came to know Beia Targallae, the 'blonde bitch' as Meridian called her. Even he, who held little in esteem, admitted to a grudging respect for the woman. 

When Beia was a child she was captured by Merdian's 'recruiters' and raised to fight in the arena. Of four family members enslaved, only she and a sister survived their imprisonment. As Dulcere learned more about the spectacles and the horrors experienced by female pit fighters, she grew to understand the hatred that drove Beia. If Meridian had known the vengeful monster that his pit training was going to create, he would have drowned the girl before her twelfth cycle. 

By reading the minds of Meridian's guards, Dulcere learned of Beia's legendary skill. In an eleven cycle span, Beia fought 613 events, and lost only fourteen times. Whole dynasties crashed covering bets involving some of the woman's battles. Every warrior in Meridian's employ knew Beia's name. Most paled at the prospect of meeting her in battle. 

Nobody knew how Tal Falor became involved with Beia. If Meridian respected Beia, he feared Falor. Tal earned a reputation by crushing some of Meridian's top operatives and overcoming whole platoons of men. He trained a private army specifically to infiltrate and destroy Meridian's outposts. On top of it all, Tal had recently joined the Protectorate and gained access to their vast power and resources. He married a woman named Terra who was quickly becoming the third demon on Meridian's list of foes. 
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