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Dedication

 

To Joan Oppenheimer the "Fearless Leader" and the

ragtag band of workshop associates who put up with my insanity.

Two decades of spilling blood

for the sake of the craft,

they all have my blessings and thanks.

To Joan especially

who has been the inspiration

and guiding light for myself

and so many others...

 

 

A tip of the hat to the

"Band of the Crescent Moon"

the creative wellspring

from which many of the

characters and the world itself

burgeoned before I shaped it

with my unworthy hands.

 

Brad, Brian, D.J., Dave

Glenn, Jamie, Jeff, Kaye, Lyn

Rob, Robert, and Tony

 

Intrepid adventurers all,

They do great things in fantastic lands.

 


 

 

 

The Savants

 

The historians called it the millennium of the immortal storm. One thousand seasons had passed since the Silissian holocaust swept the globe of Titaan. The Saughuin invaders had been driven back into the murky depths of the sea, and the dwarven halls at Blackstar rang with the sounds of victory over the orc hordes.

It was an age of gods and those who would challenge them, when demi-gods and goddesses walked the land in the guise of mortals and took lovers and begot children.

Magic was strong and plentiful, and varied were the strains of man that came after the first dilutions of immort blood.

It was the rise of the Ivaneth Empire over a declining Corwin, when the greatest mages and warriors ever to walk the face of Titaan were born and grew strong.

Thence came the Krillar, and the Shael Dal, and the organized bands of adventurers whose strength was the equal of any kingdom's army.

This time also marked the rise of savants, known to the immortals as the Ka'amok. For eons, once every few decades men and women were chance gifted with the persistent life sparks of Gaea that made them the spiritual brothers and sisters to the pantheon lords. However, the gods treated them not as kin but as prey, hunting them to harvest their bodies for the ritual of succorunding--the forced binding of avatars. For eons that hunt had continued, until the first of true born walked the worlds and grew strong, seeking to end a thousand centuries of predation...
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...There are twelve states of being. The first order of being is Jek'Acho, a state of life and activity without organized thought. Insects and other living things that can act only in a predetermined fashion exist at the level of Jek'acho. The twelfth and highest order, Tan'Acho is perfect synchronicity with the cosmos, the ability to redefine the laws that govern existence. It is believed that only Alpha, the prime First One can achieve Tan'Acho. I, however, am of a different mind. The Ka'Amok possess parts of Alpha's spark. It is my belief that properly motivated the right Ka'amok can be brought to Tan'Acho--even against their will.

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'.

 

 




Chapter 1

One Hanging Too Many

 

"As good a gallows job as I ever did, and he survived anyway. Guess we'll have to hang him again." The gallows man's raspy words inspired both wonder and horror in Bannor. In the last moments before the scaffold hatch slammed open, he'd fervently wished he could survive and escape to find the slavers who took Sarai. If he died, his betrothed would suffer a life of misery beneath a slaver's lash.

Each detail stood out in Bannor's mind with sun-bright clarity--the race of his  heart in anticipation of death, the shock as the cord jerked taut, the flash of light around his body, and the crushing grip of the noose.

Gagging and trying to take air, he forced his eyes open. He felt the prickly kiss of raw hemp rubbing his cheek and the vibration of the rope as he spiraled. His neck burned as though wrapped in scalding cloth. A sodden collection of straw-roofed huts hunched beneath a slate-gray sky came into view. The air stank of spoiled straw and stagnant water. Needleleaf trees jutted up in the distance--sharp intrusions on the panorama of green foothills nestled beneath the majesty of Radigast pass.

As Bannor turned, he saw flabby, pig-faced boss Ratch dressed in moth-eaten sheepskins. Two men flanked Ratch, his mountainous enforcer who looked like a summer-sheared broadpaw wearing a floppy hat and suspenders, and the gallows man, a crater-faced scarecrow dressed in a jaundice yellow tunic.

Blackwater's drab inhabitants shuffled their feet as they stood in the road that went through the center of the village. They were a motley assortment of men, women and children dressed in rough burlap. None looked as if they'd ever been graced by soap and water.

Dark hair shrouded Bannor's face as he kicked on the end of the rope like a prize catch on a fisherman's stringer. His focused movements caused the townsfolk to murmur, men and women shying back as he struggled with the restraints. He narrowed steel gray eyes, hardened body tensing as he focused all his strength on getting free. Every instant that passed, Sarai was getting further away. The thought of her in the hands of Corwinian slavers only increased the urgency of his predicament.

"What we do, Boss?" The giant enforcer said in a raspy baritone. "He not die.  We won't get our gold if--"

"Shut up!" Ratch smacked him in the stomach. "Pull him down. We'll hang the murderer again. Do it right this time."

Gagging and coughing, temples thundering with his efforts to escape, the word 'murderer' sizzled through Bannor's consciousness. The gallowsman's perverted brother had brought it on himself trying to rape Sarai.  A clean death was better than that sadistic cur had deserved.

A muscle in the gallows man's cheek twitched. "It was done right."

Ratch's henchmen clambered onto the platform.

Breath hissing through clenched teeth he levered his tied arms.  Burning pain accompanied the prickly fibers tearing his flesh.  Slick blood lubricated the bindings allowing him to shift his arms.

"Pull him up," the ruddy faced Gallowsman said.  "This wolf is even tougher than he looks."

The burly enforcer grabbed Bannor's shoulders, fingers clamping down like the tongs of a blacksmith. The tension in the rope relaxed. The other man worked at pulling the trap door shut and resetting the bolt.

Bannor stared at the crowd. Dingy faces studied him with a mixture of fear and awe. He locked eyes with a young woman. Strings of greasy hair hung across her face. He saw no spark in the girl's eyes. She turned away when she felt his attention. No one else in the crowd would meet his gaze.

It was so sad. He was no stranger to this town. He had policed Blackwater for summers, dealing with all kinds of vermin, human and otherwise. He had helped them in their need many times, yet when these outsiders threatened him, not a soul would help. Cowards. People couldn't be trusted. For a little bit of food and clothing, they were willing to step aside and watch him die. 

Bent over and trying to fit the bolt in the hole, the gallows man crouched at the edge of the scaffold. Bannor braced one foot against enforcer and kicked out with the other. Bone popped as his heel struck the hangman's unprotected head.

The man howled and hit the dirt, writhing and clutching his face.

The big man shook Bannor. "Do that again. I break your neck."

The irony of his words made Bannor want to laugh. 

A woman's voice rang out from the edge of the square. "You aren't breaking anyone's neck. What you'll do is cut him loose."

Hope surged through him. He glimpsed the heavy skinning knife on the enforcer's belt, if he could grab that...

The villagers turned toward the speaker. A small woman of perhaps thirty summers swept across the road toward the gallows, a green cloak swirling behind her. Gold hair, that shone even in the somber daylight, framed a narrow face. She wore a short sword and several sheathed daggers like an experienced fighter.

Following the woman was the biggest Myrmigyne Bannor had ever seen. Ebony hair trailing in the breeze, she appeared a head taller than the enforcer and looked thick with muscle. She nocked an arrow in a great-bow and took a bead on the big man.

"What do you want?" Ratch snapped. "Who are you?" 

The blonde woman stopped near the scaffold, a pace from where the gallows man muttered obscenities and wept. She looked Ratch up and down, lip curling. "The question is: what are you?"

The Myrmigyne gestured with the bow. The enforcer set Bannor on the scaffolding near the trap opening. A buzzing filled his head, as if insects swarmed inside his skull. The feeling waned. The short woman winced, glanced to the Myrmigyne and nodded.

Ratch reddened. "Listen, woman, I--"

The blonde lady's sword shrieked from the sheath, leaving a trail of sparks as it sliced open the boss' jacket leaving only a pink line on the skin beneath.

"Tell him to cut him down." She pointed at the enforcer. "Otherwise, Irodee will put a shaft right in this monster oaf's throat."

Ratch's mud-colored eyes went wide. "You can't--"

"Irodee, I changed my mind. Shoot him first."

The Myrmigyne swung the bow around.

Bannor stared at them.  They had come to free him.  Why? It occurred to him that he might be getting into a worse situation. He discarded the thought. What could be worse than dying and having your mate enslaved?

He sensed the enforcer tensing.

The blonde seemed to feel it too. "Don't--your boss will be dead before you take a step." Her blue eyes glinted. She scanned the throng of murmuring villagers. "Anybody feel strongly enough about punishing this murderer that they'll risk crossing steel?" Instants of silence passed.  She turned back to Ratch. "I didn't think so. What'll it be?"

The enforcer spoke. "Boss, we're not going to get our--"

"Shut up!" He eyed the sword glowing in the woman's hand. "Cut him loose."

"But Boss--"

"Now!"

Grumbling, the big man undid Bannor's wrists. He fumbled with the rope around Bannor's throat, it had cinched up mercilessly tight.  The skin was slick with blood. He still didn't understand why his neck hadn't snapped or how he had been able to continue breathing.

The blonde smiled, still keeping the sword ready. "That's better. Step away. All of you." She gestured to Bannor. "You--down here."

He jumped down next to her. One knee buckled and he caught himself. His legs felt like wet rags. He needed to stay alert, who knew what these two wanted.

She looked shorter than Sarai. The contours of her close fitting leather armor suggested a trained athletic body. The way she stood and held a weapon told him this was a person of dangerous skill.  "Why are you helping me?"

She tilted her head. "Would you let an innocent man hang once, much less twice?"

"No."

"Neither would I."

"Innocent!?" The gallows man bubbled through bloody hands. "He killed my brother!"

Bannor scowled. "Twisted scoundrel tried to rape Sarai. He rounded on me with a knife, so I put an axe in him."

"Sounds reasonable to me." The lady said with a shrug.  She glanced to her Myrmigyne companion. "What do you think, Irodee?"

"Think town smell bad, Wren. We go."

Wren nodded. Bannor felt the odd buzz grow in his head, then dwindle again. His chest tightened. He felt dizzy.

The woman put the sword to Ratch's throat. "Last thing. Where was the elf, Sarai, taken?"

He paled. "I don't--" He gagged as the blade pressed into his skin. "West, toward Marintown."

"Thank you."

They knew about Sarai.  What was going on?  "How did you--?" he started.

"Rescue first, conversation later. West." She pointed.

Bannor took a breath and the queasiness passed. Eying Ratch's henchmen, he walked in the direction indicated. Irodee stayed close behind. He glanced back to see what the shorter woman did.

She drew a dagger and flipped it into a throwing position. Pointing to the fat man she said, "Don't follow us. They aren't paying you for that kind of grief." With a casual flip of her wrist she launched the weapon.  The blade whirled out and impaled the hanging rope ten paces distant and hung there vibrating. "Get me?" She leaned her head to one side and whispered a word.  "*Stervallen*." She snapped her fingers and the dagger reappeared in her grip. It drew a chorus of breaths from the audience.

"Boss, we're not--"

"Quiet!"

The whole town watched as they walked into the forest. The two women kept a brisk pace, not saying a word. They moved as though woods-wise, staying on hard ground and balancing along dead-falls to prevent leaving tracks.

The hanging had taken more out of him than he first realized. All the rocks and trees appeared ringed by a white corona. Odors were distorted as well, the scent of needleleaf and sage, even the traces of the recently passed storm smelled strong. His skin tingled, and he felt hot.

"How's the neck?"

He struggled to keep his voice level. "Hurts. I didn't get a chance to thank you."

"It's only fair. You'll be helping me soon."

Bannor rubbed his throat. He took extra care picking through some bracken in their path. He needed to look strong until he knew whether he could trust them. He needed to get on Sarai's trail fast. "You assume much. I know nothing of you."

"My name is Wren. That's Irodee. You're Bannor Starfist. Those thugs were paid to kidnap your girlfriend, Sarai. You resisted; the big guy clubbed you. Being nice ladies, we helped out."

Bannor stumbled on a root and caught himself by leaning against a tree. The texture of the bark felt all wrong, smooth instead of with ripples and indentations. He strained to stay focused on Wren. "How do you know all this?"

The Myrmigyne shook her head. "Irodee think Wren going too fast."

"Hey, whose rescue is this anyway?"

Bannor moved a little further, then stopped and leaned against a boulder. He couldn't concentrate on talking and walking at the same time. "I want to know why you helped me. What do you expect in return? I won't do anything--"

"--until we get Sarai back. I knew that."

Bannor clutched the sides of his head. It would be bad enough without the world spinning. "Stop finishing my sentences for me!"

"Only trying to save time. We have to move fast to catch those slavers."

Bannor rubbed his eyes. His vision cleared slightly. Strange as this woman was, she did appear sincere, and he needed help. All his equipment and weapons were locked away in town.

"Slowly this time, as if this were a normal conversation. I'm Bannor and you are--?"

Wren half smiled. "I'm Wren Kergatha, this is Irodee De'Falcone. We've been looking for you. We would have stopped them before they hung you, but Irodee insisted on following me into the jailhouse." She glanced at the bigger woman. "It took a while to dislodge her posterior from the window."

Irodee reddened. "Not Irodee's fault!"

"Later."

He sat down on the rock as another wave of dizziness hit. "What--why were you there?"

"Getting your equipment."

Irodee removed a pack and pulled out his traveling items and his hand-axes.

Wren frowned. "Are you all right?"

He put a hand to his head. "Don't know--I feel--" He tried to continue, but his throat constricted. Dots danced in his vision. His stomach tightened. "Odin, I--"

He sensed Wren and Irodee lowering him to the ground. The view of the forest canted to one side. His heart thundered. Wren's words distorted, some distinct, others lost in confusion of sound.

"Bannor... backlash... awake..." He felt himself being shaken. Her warm hands pressed against his brow.

So strange.  He had escaped the noose, only to die like this.  Sarai,  what would happen to her if he died?

A voice rang in his head. He didn't hear it with his ears so much as feel it. <Bannor!> The word hummed through him. <The Nola is backlashing on you. You have to stay awake!> Each utterance came through clear and concise with no slur or accent, too powerful to have issued from human lungs. <Bannor!>

Blackness pushed at the edges of his mind's eye. He saw visions of Sarai's misty lavender eyes staring into his, the kitten-soft touch of her fingers on his cheek, her breathy elven accent giving grace to guttural human speech. Images of her suffering made him burn like fire.

A sharp pain coursed through the darkness. He experienced a strange duality. The real world, wrapped in a blanket of shimmering colors, the silhouettes of the two women moving around him, their probing fingers a distant tingling.

The dreamy illusions swayed and danced like shadows cast from a campfire.

<Sorry, Bannor, this is a bit intimate for a stranger, but I need you alive.> He felt the words more strongly.

A single bright pattern blotted out everything. It pulsed with life, not his but another's. It swelled until he felt he would burst trying to contain it.

He felt a sharp twisting sensation, and the light vanished. Thoughts--not his own--female. Gaea, it's hard enough doing it to myself. He felt a curious warmth spread through him. Come on--respond!

He wanted to rage at her, to demand to know what was happening. Why couldn't he see? Where had his voice gone?

Sparks flared like traces dislodged by a blacksmith's hammer striking a molten ingot. Again.

Damn, he's stubborn. A sharp prickling sensation, then a cascade of flashes.

Everything turned white. 

 

 


 

 

 

The worst part of immortality is not boredom. There is always something new to entertain. No, what makes immortality difficult, is a lack of goals to aspire to. You can't kill your chief rivals, they just keep reforming. Conquering territory and mastering space holds the interest for a few millennia, but even that gets dry after a while. For an immortal to feel true satisfaction, someone is going to have to change the rules. Someday, I shall be that one.

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'.

 

 




Chapter 2

Dream Escape 

 

Bannor awoke with a start, realizing he was staring into a campfire. He sat up and pushed the blanket into his lap. His temples and stomach ached. His neck felt stiff, and he found it difficult to move without pain.

He rubbed his eyes and looked around. Stars sparkled through ragged holes in the canopy of clouds. The gurgle of a brook nearby accompanied the chirping of night insects. Brisk air brought the scents of burning heatherwood and cooked meat. The need to find Sarai didn't feel as urgent as before. They were already following the slave caravan that took Sarai.  Why did he know that?

Irodee sat across from him leaning against a boulder, her ebony hair loose and spilling into her lap. Wren lay next to her, a cloak pulled around her. The blonde woman's face looked pale in the orange light. Irodee poked the fire with a branch, the flames reflecting in her dark eyes. The women must have carried him some distance because the trees ringing the grassy clearing were whitebarks and not needleleaf. The only groves of that breed lay a league south of Blackwater.

"Drink." Irodee handed a clay cup across the fire.

Bannor took it mechanically. As his head cleared, all his senses became sharp and distinct. The cup felt warm, its surface worn and dusty. Steam curled out, carrying the scent of an herbal broth.

He sipped the sweet brew. It tasted of bird-meat and seasonings he assumed were medicinal. After a few more sips, his curiosity about what had happened began to nag. It appeared Irodee wouldn't provide an answer without prompting. Brushing her hair, she only watched him. Even sitting, she cut an imposing silhouette.

"What happened to me?"

She threw some twigs in the fire. "Wren calls it backlash."

Bannor watched the slivers of wood contort in the flames, popping and sputtering. "What do you call it?"

"A league's worth of heavy toting."

He sighed. Backlash? Backlash from what?

Wren rolled over. Irodee rubbed the woman's shoulder.

"Wren said you two were looking for me. Why?"

Irodee frowned and threw some more wood into the flames. "Hecate's minions planned to slave you. We stop them."

Bannor digested that. Slave? But the slavers took Sarai, not him. What kind of sense did that make?  Why would a goddess or her minions want him, as a slave, or otherwise?

Bannor digested that. Slave? But the slavers took Sarai, not him. What kind of sense did that make? Sarai had told him stories describing the avatars as harbingers of chaos. Why would an avatar want him, as a slave, or otherwise?

Until recently, his life had been placid. Five winters ago he'd taken a position with Baron's scouting corps. He patrolled South Realm's border valleys to protect the kingdom from vermin like the orcs and goblins. There'd been scuffles and their inevitable scars, but nothing remarkable except for meeting Sarai. That remained a treasured moment.

It brought him back to his original thought. Why would an avatar want him? There must be some reason--and probably a good one. What did Wren and Irodee get out of it?

"Why would Hecate want to enslave me?"

Irodee made a disgusted sound. "Slavery is slavery. You not want to be avatar's slave, right?"

He shook his head. "But... why?"

"Who cares. Slavery wrong, we stop it. See?"

Bannor saw. The Myrmigyne's answer was more evasion than solution. Wren must know why Hecate wanted him. It would be a good reason to compel these two to interfere. From the tiny bit he saw of the blonde woman, she was not the type to run around the countryside bestowing random acts of kindness.

"Bannor should sleep. Long run tomorrow before we get horses. Irodee not carry you this time."

Bannor sighed. Perhaps Wren would give him a better explanation. He hoped Sarai was all right. Wish I could find out, tell her I'm alive. She must think I'm dead...

He thought it would be hard to fall asleep, but a wave of exhaustion hit him. By the time he'd adjusted his bedroll and made a pillow from a pack and some clothes, his eyelids felt leaden.

A few long breaths and a last glance into the dark serenity of Irodee's eyes and consciousness faded...

Drifting. Bannor felt an irresistible tugging. Dragged upward, he soared away from the ground. A powerful force propelled him across the sky. He climbed through mists and emerged in an indigo sky dappled with stars.

He noted that all his sensations were muted and distant. He felt the wind chilling his face as he flashed out over a sea of knotted gray fleece, but the sensation was peculiar--unreal. He marveled at pillars of clouds that rose to support the arch of the heavens. Even the way he saw things seemed fuzzy and less distinct. His heart pounded, but the sensation registered as though not in his body at all.

Dreaming, he told himself. Drawn toward the valley between the rocky fangs of the Marin spur, he descended. Snow crowned the highest outcrops and fog shrouded them in a gauzy cloak. He saw a line of fires at the base of the pass.

He was being sucked toward the flickering lights like a bug caught in a whirlpool. The rocky pass grew, then the details of a long caravan narrowing to a single wagon in their midst. It became dark and the sense of momentum stopped. 

As his vision adjusted, he determined he must now be inside a wagon. A slice of firelight between segments of the tarp gave a sketchy view of the cramped interior cordoned off by rows of metal bars. The malodor of mildew and spoiled straw smelled oddly weak as if the sense had to travel leagues to reach his brain. In the corner, a single figure lay hugging itself and sobbing softly.

His distant insides tightened and his heart stopped. Sarai! It no longer mattered whether this was a dream or not.

Straw blew away to either side as he rushed to her. "Sarai!"

The elf's lavender eyes went wide, glowing in the darkness. Her mouth opened in a shriek.

"No--No! Sarai, it's me, Bannor!" He tried to smother her cries with his body. Hugging Sarai's shuddering form. Though he couldn't truly feel it, he sensed the chilled condition of her skin. The woman's tattered tunic and dress fluttered as though caught in a gale. Her silver hair fanned outward as if she floated underwater.

"Bannor?" she said in hesitant voice.

"It's me." His far away heart thundered. He stroked Sarai's hair and sparks danced down the strands like tiny glow-bugs. Dipping his face into the curve of her neck, he tried to get a hint of her smell.  Muted by the leagues separating them, he could only imagine her unique fragrance. Her pale flesh glowed as though lit by candles. "I don't know how, but I'm here. I escaped. Now, I'll free you."

"Bannor, it sounds like you. Why can't I see you?"

"I'm here." He kissed Sarai, pulling her soft body against his. Since their separation, he'd longed to hold his beloved again.

Sarai's lithe body shone in the darkness like a beacon. Gasping, she pushed him back. "What's happening? It's like I'm full of light!" She held out a glowing hand. Probing, her downy fingers found his face. "My One, it's as if you're made of mist."

Bannor looked at himself. He saw only a faint outline as if he'd become a chalk drawing. He contained his amazement. "I'll get you out of here." Pulling away, he went to the bars. Straw swirled out of his path. Braced, he might be able to snap the thin rusty iron. He gripped the metal. Molten pain shot through his arms.

He snatched his hands back. Red glows throbbed where his palms should be. "Damn!" Dust and splinters of wood spiraled as though caught in whirlwind. He threw himself at the bars.

Agony ripped through him. Bannor hit the frosty ground beside the wagon howling. Dirt, snow and gravel flew all directions, campfires flickered out, and caravan guards screamed warnings. Two men sitting by a nearby fire stiffened and fell over as if turned to stone.

Odin's beard, he'd become a ghost! He righted himself. Sarai yelled his name. Without thinking, he dove back into the wagon. He felt the same excruciating shock as the cold iron tried to suck the life out of him. He held in a curse. The effort made him dizzy.

Bannor wrapped his arms around his betrothed to comfort her. How could he tell Sarai he'd become a spirit? Somehow he'd died and now wandered the world as nothing more than a bodiless presence.

<That's enough, Bannor,> said a female voice that made both of them twitch.

Somehow this voice sounded clearer and more distinct, more tangible than

his own.

Sarai yelped. Bannor turned. A red outline shaped like a huge bird of prey hovered nearby. The voice sounded familiar. "Who are you?"

The entity sighed. <It's Wren, this is my astral manifestation. I understand you want to help Sarai, but unshielded like you are, you'll put her in more danger.>

"Wren? I don't--" he started.

<Now is not the time to understand!> she snapped.  Flames flared around the image causing the debris on the floor to smolder. <You're endangering all of us!  The avatars are looking for you and you are broadcasting your whereabouts with all of this magic.  I promise we'll get her loose, but for now you have to leave.  Please!  Kiss her goodbye and let's go!>

He sensed the urgency in Wren's tone.  He kissed Sarai, not wanting to part.  "I promise we'll get you out."

<Don't worry,> Wren said.  <We should catch them in two days when climb the pass.  Come on, Bannor.> Something gripped his arm and dragged him skyward.  He braced for the searing pain but none came.

Clouds whipped past. Wren moved them much faster than when he went on his own. "Passing through iron or silver is deadly while in this state. The lords only know how you survived. Do us both a favor. Don't do it again!"

He felt silly nodding, not knowing whether she was looking at him. "Yes. What--how--?"

Wren growled. "You're asking me? It took me a long time to learn astral travel." They paused high over the sea of clouds. She seemed to be looking around. <Imagine my surprise; I wake up to check you out, and there's nobody home. Have to get your talent under control before something bad happens.>

Talent? That would have to be what the avatar wanted. "How did you find me?" 

Wren snorted and white streaks shot through her outline. <Where else would you go?> She kept scanning the heavens. He assumed what she looked for couldn't be seen in the skies around them.

The pause concerned him. "Why did we stop?"

<If the avatars detected us I don't want to lead them to our bodies.>

Bannor strained to grasp what this all meant. "Then we're not physically here. What I'm seeing is... what?"

<Your true essence--your tao. Regular people's spirits are too weak to affect the physical world. Instead of soul, you and I have a tao, and it is something that can exist independent of our bodies.>

A sinking feeling hit Bannor. "And this 'tao' is easily detected?"

The bird image burned brighter. <Normally, no.  However, when you give off magic like you do-- *yes!*>

Magic. What was she talking about? He didn't have magic.

She tugged on him again. The sky around them shimmered like a rainbow. The clouds and stars faded to become a gray realm marred by rips of obsidian dotted with colored lights. Odd shaped islands drifted by like ocean-bound flotsam. Nebulous areas of dark gray boiled in the distance. Occasionally, a bright streak illuminated the roiling masses. 

Bannor could see himself again. His skin glowed and he wore his best battle-skins and boots. The war-bow Sarai made for him rode on his shoulder and his axes lay in their sheaths. Here Wren appeared as an exotic hawk with flames for feathers and talons of winking diamond.

He struggled to cope with the new environment. In the skies of Titaan, he possessed no body, but he could smell the storm's aftermath, hear the whistle of frosty night air. Here his form was substance without feeling; no sounds, smells, not even the taste of moisture on his lips. 

<I want you to see what's after you and Sarai. This will keep us from being observed.> She fanned her wings over him. It felt as if a hot desert wind blew in his face. A blue radiance licked around his body.

"What is this place?" He pointed at the rolling chaos in the distance.

<This is the astral realm. Those are ether cyclones. Get caught in one of those and you might never find your body again.>

Bannor's mind reeled. "Are you sure we're not dreaming?"

The bird's eyes gleamed. <I wish we were. Let's go.> She soared away, pulling Bannor along.

The realm contorted around them. Isles and clouds of matter buzzed past at a phenomenal speed. She slowed, circling and entering an area suffused by a black radiance.

A single titanic figure surrounded by a squirming sea of smaller creatures filled the shadowy zone. An ebony snake with a hood large enough to cast a city in darkness, undulated slowly across the astral-scape. Its eyes burned and its mouth hung agape. Tree-sized fangs dripped green liquid. In each of its scales Bannor saw the images of people in torment. As they watched, the monster struck down into the massed beings around it and came away with a squirming bounty of screaming creatures.

Bannor felt his guts churn as the snake masticated its prey and the shrieking dwindled. A new row of scales appeared around the giant entity's neck, each plate now filled with a writhing victim. 

"By Odin, what is that thing?" It felt as if icy hands gripped his insides.

Wren's bird form dimmed. Her voice sounded hard. <That is the astral presence of Hecate. That is what is after you, Bannor. That mob around her are servants searching for you.>

"Why would that thing want me?"

Her voice dropped. <Hecate is after the power of Gaea, and she thinks she can get at it through you.>

Power of Gaea?  "What do I have to do with this Gaea? I'm a woodsman, a border guardian. I'm nothing special!"

<You are a *savant*,> Wren emphasized.  <And you *are* special. How do you think you survived the gallows, or flew astrally to Sarai? I'm sure it's worked other times you're not aware of. It is essential we keep that power out of Hecate's control.>

"What power?"

Wren countered with a question. <You want Sarai free?>

"Of course!"

<You'll do what I tell you?>

"How do I know you're not as bad as she is?"

<Bannor, look at that,> she waved a wing toward the monstrosity.  <I couldn't be that bad if I tried!>

His mind whirled. The nightmarish apparitions of Hecate loomed behind Wren. If she was telling the truth, these creatures were arrayed against him. He couldn't protect Sarai from them. He barely escaped from those three ruffians. Wren knew the enemy. She knew about his power and how to use it.

If she was an enemy, he could always rebel against her later. He would need someone like Irodee to help him get Sarai away from those slavers.

"Guess I'll have to trust you for now."

The bird bowed, sparks of yellow dancing through its plumage. <Cautious. That's fair. You've seen enough, they probably wouldn't probe this close to home, but no sense taking chances.> Bannor felt himself pulled back the way they'd come.

He felt a chill. "Will they ever stop looking for me?"

Ripples of blue shot through Wren's flames. <Immortals are patient and they have vast resources. They work at something until they lose interest or it becomes too costly to continue.>

They plunged out of the gloomy astral and back into the sparkling night sky. Spiraling down through the clouds toward a single patch of countryside that expanded beneath them.

"It sounds like you have a plan."

<I do, and it's pretty simple, grab Sarai and run.>

That sounded simple enough.  Why didn't he think it would end up that way?

 


 

 

 

The unenlightened feel that death is the end of being. They are wrong, what they consider death, is merely an altering of one's existence, a shifting from one state of consciousness to another. In fact, I have done extensive research in this area. For some reason, this appears to upset many beings. Some have gone as far as calling me a murderer. Don't these creatures realize I am doing them a favor? They get the distinct opportunity to change and grow closer to the creators. Something we of the pantheons have always been denied. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 3

Pursuit of the Truth

 

Bannor spent daybreak with nothing to talk to but rocks, grass, trees and the occasional spine-berry bush. Wren let Irodee choose the trail for their pursuit of the caravan holding Sarai. The giantess picked a route that cut through the roughest territory in South Realm. 

Though it was the shortest path, Bannor voted for a different way. Wren overruled him by saying if he wanted help, he'd trust their judgment. Bannor avoided saying that he didn't think Wren could keep up through that terrain. He'd made the trek on several occasions, and he never journeyed that way unless forced. The faint track not only cut through the heart of orc territory, but gullies, rocky slopes, and dense thickets that made it treacherous as well as risky. 

Wren said her plan was simple, but there had to be more to it than just rescuing Sarai and running. He didn't get to ask because all of his breath was consumed by the run. Irodee set a brutal pace through the winding Sepacawchee river valley; a boulder infested tangle of briar-wood, itch-leaf, and snag-root.

When running with others, Bannor usually had to slow down to let them keep up. Not with the Myrmigyne. Irodee leaped over bushes, ducked through thickets, forded streams and negotiated rock falls without missing a stride. It took all his stamina to keep from falling behind. At first, he worried that Wren wouldn't keep up. He soon discovered his fears were unfounded. She ran as if her feet never touched the ground. If anything, she maintained the pace easier than him or Irodee. 

Four leagues down the valley, Irodee stopped for a break in a large cluster of boulders that lay in the shadow of an anvil shaped outcrop. A handful of scraggly trees grew in between the rocks, and clumps of blue dapple-flowers grew along the edges of a creek that ran down from a crack in the cliff. 

A pair of unhappy thistle-wings chastised them from the branches of a nearby tree as Bannor dropped his pack. He slumped in the grass. His mouth tasted like old leather and his chest burned. He made fists to stop the shaking of his hands. Forcing slower breaths, he sniffed the honey-like redolence of the flowers. The scent mingled with the muted odors of algae and mineral-rich water. 

Irodee sat by a boulder, stuck her spear in the ground, and took a pull from a water skin. The woman's olive skin glistened with perspiration. 

Wren sat next to him, breathing heavily. Her face looked flushed and trails of moisture ran down her cheeks. 

It took a few moments for Bannor to be able to speak. "You're a good runner." 

Wren picked up a twig and twirled it between her fingers. "You learn when you spend most of your life being chased." 

"I suppose you'll tell me about it sometime?" 

She didn't smile. "Maybe." 

Something about the way she said it, snapped his restraint. "Why is everything a secret!? I've yet to get a straight answer from you!" 

The twig broke in her fingers. "Bannor, lower your voice. I can hear fine." 

"Good! I understand Hecate's threat. What you keep dancing around is why you chose to help me. What's in this for you?"

Wren tossed the sprig away. "Bannor, I'm not any more inclined to answer you now than before. I have my own security to consider." 

He felt a rush of heat. "Your security--!" 

The Myrmigyne cut in. "Irodee thinks Bannor should calm down before he takes a deep swim in a shallow stream." 

"Bannor thinks Irodee should stay out of this," he growled back. "Wren, I don't accept that. What about me is so secret that even I don't have a blasted right to know?" 

Wren's blue eyes met his. "Look woodsman, shaking your fist at me won't change my mind. I've faced lots worse. An ability like yours is addictive, once you start using it, it's tough to stop. Until you have control, you are dangerous. So the less you know, the safer we'll be." 

He'd never wanted to punch a woman so bad. Bannor slammed fist in the grass. "I don't accept that. I wish you'd just blasted well tell me!" 

A gust of hot air blew through the clearing. Wren yelped and rolled as miniature bolts of lightning attacked her from all sides. Wren's tumbling body left a wake of singed grass. "Bannor...!" 

"Wren!" Irodee dashed over, only to be knocked back by the field of crackling energy. 

"Stop it!" Wren cried. A hard white glare formed around her body. 

Bannor's chest ached and thunder pounded in his temples. Clenching his hands, he felt a vibration as if he'd grabbed a swarm of angry insects. Circles of green light shimmered around his fists. 

The blue radiance pushed inward again and Wren yelled. 

As Wren struggled, Bannor felt a corresponding twist in his own chest. Odin's eye, it was coming from him! He flinched back as the whiteness surged outward with a crack.

 The attacking force vanished. It felt as if a hammer crashed into Bannor's forehead. 

Wren gasped. The blaze from her body hurt his eyes.  She staggered to a boulder and slammed both hands against it. 

Thunder rolled through the clearing. A wave of air slammed him backward into the stream. The world grayed then came back into focus. Frosty water ran around his hands and knees. A ringing droned in his ears. 

He blinked. A pile of gravel scattered across the hillside was all that remained of the rock. A fifty pace swath of shattered saplings, uprooted bushes, and scarred boulders spread out from the explosion's origin. 

Bannor felt numb. All that came from him. 

Face crimson, Wren strode to him, grabbed his tunic and yanked him out of the water. "Don't you ever do that again!" Bannor could only stare at her. "You--" The woman clutched her temples and moaned. She warred with some inner demon for several moments, then appeared to get herself under control again. 

"Damn. Irodee!" Wren turned to the Myrmigyne who lay in the grass groaning. 

"Can Irodee kill him?" the big woman muttered, sitting up and clutching her head. 

Wren examined the Myrmigyne. "You're okay. Sit still, I'll be back in a moment." Obviously relieved, she rose and pointed at him. "Get up." 

He stood, hands shaking. Wren grabbed his collar and towed him over to the destroyed boulder. 

"See that? What if it had been Sarai instead of me? Does this prove to you how dangerous you are?" She scooped up some gravel and let the pieces fall through her fingers. "That's what Hecate wants--" She paused and her eyes hazed over for a moment. "The most powerful kind of savant, the Garmtur'Shak Nola." 

"I didn't mean to--" 

"I know you didn't do it on purpose!" she snapped. "Just don't do it again. Keep a grip on your emotions." She was obviously struggling not to lash out at him. Behind those hard eyes Wren was scared. 

He swallowed. Garmtur'Shak Nola--that was elven for master of magic's key. In anger he'd attacked her with his talent. Somehow she'd grappled with the magic and defeated it. "How did you--?" 

"I'm--" Wren started. 

"Wren?" Irodee gave her a warning look. 

She paused as if trying to remember something. "I'm a Kel'Varan Nola, a savant of forces." She shook her head and went to sit next to Irodee. 

The Myrmigyne put a hand on Wren's arm and peered at the woman as if there might be something wrong with her. 

A cold feeling swept through Bannor. The acrid smell of burned vegetation made his stomach churn. He stared at the debris and realized Wren was right. That could have killed anybody. He studied the two. Irodee appeared shaken, but undamaged. Wren sat cross-legged, head bowed.

He couldn't let this happen again. What caused it? He got angry and it happened. How was it similar to the two other times his power activated? At the gallows he'd been scared, not angry. The astral traveling happened in his sleep. Neither time did the power respond as he would have expected.

Even as he considered, he saw the lure. She was probably right, ignorance would be safer. What he didn't know about, he wouldn't be tempted to ponder or experiment with. He glanced again at the shattered boulder. Somewhere inside him lay an incredible power, one that worked by special rules. 

"Don't you think it's natural to want to know about yourself?" he asked. 

Wren's shoulders slumped. "Of course it's natural. It's just damn unhealthy at this stage in your development." 

Irodee shook her head. "Is Wren all right?"

The savant nodded. "I was dizzy. I'm okay now." She looked at Bannor. "Your power is a lot more dangerous than the others I've worked with." 

He frowned. "You know other of these 'savants'?"

Wren turned to look straight at him. "My father, my brother, and one of my best friends are savants."

He sat by her. "That many? It sounds like you're surrounded by them, I've never even heard of such a thing!"

"Neither had I, until I found out what had been done to me." She scowled. Apparently the memory of it made her angry.

He sensed this was the crux of everything.  

"What was done to you?"

Wren's eyes hardened. "I originally came from a different land, in a city named Cosmodarus. Hecate learned that savant blood ran in the Kergathas.

When I was seven, she enslaved my parents and separated my brother and I. The priests brought me here to Titaan to the temple in Corwin to be succorond--molded as an avatar host."

Irodee walked to where her spear and bow lay on the ground. She brought them back and started cleaning the weapons.

"Weren't Hecate's precincts destroyed two decades ago?"

"That's what saved me. The forces of Ukko and Isis assaulted the temple, and I escaped in the confusion. It left me alone in the street, still in shock, my mind half wiped. I went fifteen summers not knowing I even had a family." She gritted her teeth. "Bannor, I loathe Hecate. Her avatar Mishaka tore my universe apart simply to watch me cry." She took a dagger from her boot and flipped it. "I didn't want to invade your life. Flipping you on your head isn't for fun. It makes both of us uncomfortable--"

"Makes Irodee very uncomfortable."

Wren shook her head. "Hecate has an agenda. We don't know what it is exactly. We do know she's trying to figure out how savants like you come to be. How she would use you in that pursuit isn't likely to be pleasant."

"Being carted off as a slave is a pretty strong hint," Bannor said with a frown.

She nodded.  "You're getting it.  I hate Hecate for what she did to me. So, anything that messes up her plans is all right with me. Since you are her goal, keeping you away from her is mine.  Not hard to follow."

"No," he responded. If indeed it was that simple. "Well, you did rescue me, I am grateful for that. I apologize for being so suspicious. Until I met Sarai, I was a loner. I trust few people and you've hit all my raw nerves since we met."

Irodee chuckled. "Wren rubs everyone the wrong way."

"Hush!"

Bannor smiled. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to--"

Wren held up a hand. "Save it. I'd rather hear you promise not to experiment with your power. I told you more than I should have..." Her voice trailed off. "Let it go--this is the wrong time and place." 

He met her eyes. "There'll be a right time and place?" 

Wren snorted. "You jest? Of course. You'll be a bloody menace otherwise." She glanced toward the destroyed boulder and pointed the dagger at him. "I want to hear you promise." 

"Okay, but will you answer one question first?" 

She rolled her eyes. "What?" 

"After the gallows, you said I got talent backlash, right?" 

Wren flipped the dagger and caught it. "Yes. I had to enter your mind to fix it." 

"I didn't need it after we astral traveled. Right now, I must have just put out a hundred times as much magic. Why no backlash?" 

"That's because--" Her brow furrowed. "Damn--good question. It took all my will to counter the backlash from turning your attack..." She pursed her lips, obviously intrigued by the possibilities. 

"Whatever, only curious, I promise not to experiment." At least, not until he knew more.

Everyone refilled their water-skins and ate a few pieces of waybread. They spent the rest of the day moving at a fast march. 

Irodee's strategy was to move quickly in the cool of the early morning and proceed at double time in the afternoon. This way they could average seven leagues a day. Even with horses, a big caravan like the one carrying Sarai would be lucky to move four leagues. The slavers left three days ahead of them, and the trek through the Marin pass would slow them considerably. By afternoon on the third day they should be at the top of the mountain passage and within striking distance of the caravan. 

Sarai would be back in his arms. The thought made a tingle race through him. Star, I'm coming. 

They camped in a shallow grove of spice-wood where the Sepacawchee valley forked, running south into the Gragrin Mountains and northwest where it opened into Varheath Lake. They'd covered twelve leagues since Blackwater. 

The odor of gnarled spice-woods permeated the air. The pungent aroma that smelled like a blend of mildew and heavy pepper-spice. Nothing else could grow underneath the acrid canopy, and the ground was a solid mat of dead leaves and crinkled pink seed-berries. 

They made a small fire after clearing an area. Mists welled out of the valley and made the air wet and miserable. The flames silhouetted the spice-trees against the fog, making it look as if they were back in the astral realm. Bannor felt uneasy. Something didn't feel right. 

"We did good today," Irodee said poking the fire with her spear. "Bannor not hold us up like I thought." 

He thrust a branch in the fire causing sparks to flare. "Scouting is my profession." 

Irodee grinned. "Doesn't mean you're any good." 

Bannor snorted and stood. "I'm going to look around. You want to take second watch?" 

Irodee nodded. 

"Don't get lost." 

"Funny." He took an oil-dampened brand from his pack, unwrapped it, and lit it in the fire. Shaking his head, he started a sweep of the perimeter. 

He found the first quarter of the circle clear except for some blackhorn tracks. A broad-wing made its distinct hooing in the limbs overhead. He stopped and rubbed his prickling arms as he caught the hint of something that smelled even worse than the spice-woods. His stomach twisted. He hoped his first instinct was wrong.

Bannor followed the odor into an open section between the trees where the ground was covered with leaves. He kicked the thick foliage around. His toe struck some covered over rocks. 

"Irodee! You better see this." He kicked around finding several more hidden circles of rocks. 

The towering Myrmigyne loomed out of the fog carrying her spear. "What?" 

"Take a look." He finished clearing away the leaves that hid the fire ring. The blade from a broken iron dagger lay in the debris as well. 

Irodee frowned and took his torch. She examined the blade and the stones. "Orcs--they probably broke camp this morning." 

Bannor sniffed and made a face. "From the size of that badly covered latrine I'd say over fifty of them." 

"What Irodee doesn't like is, they're covering up. That means--" 

"--They're looking for something. Probably us." 

 


 

 

 

Recently, I have heard speculations that the life essence of mortals, that thing they refer to a soul or spirit, is actually a fragment of the immutable Alphaforce. It is an interesting theory, and lends support to why the most powerful magics can be fueled by this persistent mortal essence. I think many of us knew the value of souls long before we started using them to further enhance our powers. For myself, I have always found them to be delectable. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 4

Ghost of a Chance

 

"So you agree, the orcs could be looking for us?" 

Bannor studied Wren's reaction in the firelight. Face set, she hugged her knees. "I wouldn't rule it out." 

The fire crackled and sputtered, illuminating tendrils of mist as they curled through the clearing. Rubbing his prickling arms, Bannor hunched to warm himself. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of burning spice wood. 

"Irodee doubts it." The Myrmigyne pulled a blanket around her shoulders, and continued polishing her spear. "It is orc territory. They're a raiding party." 

Wren grimaced. "We'll treat them as if they are looking for us. Tomorrow we'll be extra alert. You don't think we have to worry tonight do you, Bannor?" 

He shook his head. "If the orcs planned on returning to that camp, they wouldn't have covered up." 

"Good, then we'll do the watches as we discussed." 

Bannor frowned, listening to the night insects. Something in the area had felt wrong since they arrived. Could it be someone watching them? 

"Irodee spell you in three bells." She slipped a sheath over the end of her spear and laid it and the bow next to her bedroll. 

Wren arranged herself as well. Bannor stared at the dancing tongues of fire leaping from the wood. He tossed some twigs into the flames. How strange everything became in only two days. In that short time, he'd gone from being a woodsman to some kind of mage. 

How would he explain this to Sarai? His chest tightened at the thought of his beloved freezing in a metal cage somewhere in the Marin pass. He dwelled on it for only an instant, then glanced at the slow rise and fall of Wren's chest. He had to go see Sarai again.

How? The power lay in him, but obviously wasn't triggered by whim.

The desire probably had to be focused. What had he been thinking last night? He had wished to tell her he was alive.

He sat on his bedroll, leaned back and studied the fog eddying through the branches overhead.

He knew it could be done. He simply had to make his blasted power work. He closed his eyes. He wished to travel again. 

After a long period of trying, he sat up and let out a breath. Nothing. Why didn't it work? Did it only happen when he didn't expect it?

He prowled around the edge of the clearing, frustration churning in his stomach. Standing by a gnarled tree, he peeled off hunks of bark and considered what he might be doing wrong.

Something was getting in his way. He rubbed his fingers together, rolling the sticky sap into a ball. Was he blocking himself?

He looked back to the two sleeping women silhouetted in flickering light. How did Wren learn to control her power? The Myrmigynes taught body focus, being attuned with the physical. Mages taught metaphysical awareness.

He went back and sat on his bedroll. Damn it. All I want is to comfort my beloved!

His body tingled and went numb. He barely caught himself before his head smacked against the ground, then relaxed. A cool wind blew through his mind. The vapor writhing through the clearing faded into translucency.

Floating. Elation over his success rushed through him. 

He hovered over himself, the flames licking up through his ephemeral body. His form lay with its arms crossed. He studied the placid face as if it were someone else's. A wolf's features; skin darkened from a life spent in the elements, wide-set eyes beneath feathery brows, a prominent nose and broad jaw. Sarai trusted that face. Nothing would keep him from protecting her.

He glanced at Wren and Irodee. Neither stirred. Even asleep, the image of the phoenix faintly outlined the savant.

This was risky. Hecate's creatures might sense him.  He wished he could conceal himself like Wren.

Green light flooded around his astral form. The lanky specter of the great mountain wolf sprang into being around him.

He sighed. No wonder Wren wanted him to wait until he got tutoring from a master.

Bannor willed himself to Sarai. He rose through the mists and streaked over the rocky countryside. Clouds dappled the starlit night. A glowing sliver of Pernithius, the harvest moon, peeked between the summits of the western mountains. Icy wind nipped at his face, and sent chills down his outspread arms. 

How did he feel things with no body?  Wren said something about the tao being his 'true' form? Could she really mean that this misty almost intangible body was his 'real' self?  That was just too bizarre to accept.

He covered the distance to the pass in the time it took for three long breaths. A ring of six campfires glowed in the rocks at the base of the ascent. 

He felt a twinge of concern.  The procession hadn't moved from the spot he found them in yesterday.

Flashing to within a stone's throw, he discovered the fires weren't the caravan's. A dozen hulking creatures walked in patrols around a cluster of boulders. Coming closer he made out two score more lying in scraggly burlap bedrolls. The rank odors of scoreday old ale, unwashed bodies, and urine lingered close to the ground like a poisonous cloud. Bannor rose higher to avoid the noxious stink. 

"Orcs," he muttered, hovering over the largest fire. His presence whipped the flames into spirals of red and orange. So, he had been right, they were after something. He just got the target wrong.  They were after the caravan. A large tent sat in the shelter of the hillside guarded by two huge orc tuskers dressed in splint armor. The leader was probably up there.

A squealing interrupted his thoughts. One of the creatures had awakened. Its green-skinned porcine face was twisted into a mask of fear.  The yell touched off a flurry of activity, burlap bedrolls being flung open as gleaming yellow eyes focused on his wolf-shape hovering amid the bonfire.

The tent flap rolled back and a huge man stepped out and bellowed a command for quiet. He towered over the guards and would have dwarfed even Irodee. In the dim firelight his skin looked blue. 

Bannor saw the flicker of an astral presence and dived into the cover of the rocks higher on the mountain. The half-giant bellowed for order. A glowing astral outline illuminated the creature's body, different from Bannor's own and likely not visible to the orcs. Membranous wings jutted from its back. A reptilian head topped with horns and mounted on a corded neck rose from bunched shoulders. A twitching spike studded tail extended from the base of his spine. Two other pairs of arms appeared to point and gesture as he spoke. 

A demon! His thoughts jumped immediately to the horrific creatures that had surrounded Hecate. He couldn't trust coincidence. Heart racing, Bannor sped toward the caravan.

He found the chain of wagons at the pass summit. Three fire pits burned around each. A score of sentries moved warily around the perimeter. His appearance that night must have really shaken them up.

He found Sarai's wagon and entered it, this time moving through the wooden roof and not the metallic cage bars. Sarai huddled in a corner nearest a fire, some straw and few pieces of old sacking pulled around her body for warmth. The rank smells of mildew and spoiled hay came back to him like the first time. 

"Star, I'm here." 

She roused. "Bannor?" 

He hugged Sarai's quaking body. "Odin, you're so cold." 

Her arms found his neck and pulled tight. "I could never feel cold with my One so near." Her violet eyes glowed. "You look like a wolf!" 

Bannor frowned. "Wren looked like a bird. I look like this." 

Sarai's body glowed, filling with his astral energies. "All that's important is, you're here. Say you can get me out of this cage." At his hesitation, her voice rose. "Please, Bannor, there must be a way with this new magic." 

The rising hysteria in her voice and thoughts of the demon only bells away sent thoughts careening through his mind. 

"Maybe there is. Who has the keys?" 

She sat up, crawled across the floor and pushed the edge of the tarp aside. After a few moments a hirsute man with blocky features and a stooped bearing passed. 

"There is another. He is bald with a black spider tattooed on his forehead. He opens the cage to bring me food." 

Bannor kissed her. "I'm going to get those keys." 

She held him for a moment then let go. "I'll be ready." 

Concentrating, he dimmed the image of the wolf until it no longer appeared visible. Rising through the roof, he settled next to the wagon. The hairy man continued to pace. He spoke to another who crouched close to a fire. 

"I say the witch is a banshee. We should let her go before she turns two more men to stone." 

The stooped man turned. The light illuminated his tattooed face. "We free her and the master will hang us." 

Bannor closed in. On the man's belt, he saw a ring of keys. Dust eddied and the fire flared as he approached. 

Damn. 

The tattooed man stiffened and the sentry gasped. 

"What was that?" 

Bannor grabbed the key ring. Pain seared through his hand as he gripped the iron. The fabric of the man's breeches tore. Bannor juggled the red hot metal. It dropped into a patch of snow with a hissing sound. 

Tattoo face yelped, and the guard blanched. 

Bannor snatched a stick from a pile of firewood and speared the ring. Lifting the branch and the keys took tremendous effort, as if he were hefting a boulder. Shoving the ring through the bars to Sarai, he dodged the guard who grabbed for the stick. Bracing, he slammed a fist into the man's face. 

A flash illuminated the clearing like lightning. The guard flipped and landed face down in the dirt. 

Bannor's hand throbbed the way it did after a fight. He didn't have much affect on dead things, but with people it was as if he was physically there.

Tattoo face yelled and men swarmed toward the fallen sentry. 

Sarai rapidly tried keys in the cage lock. 

He needed to distract them.

He rushed to the fire pit. His presence made the flames blaze. The men looked over at the flare of light. Racing around the camp Bannor knocked guards down and made campfires burst, sending sparks and ashes into the air. 

The ranks broke into chaos, as bosses screamed conflicting orders and men ran in different directions swinging at invisible opponents. Bannor could smell their fear. A satisfying warmth spread through him. 

The bastards deserved worse.  Picking up rocks and branches he flung them into knots of men, causing flurries of activity. 

Bannor pummeled a man hiding behind a wagon, took his vest and cloak, then hurried to Sarai. The elf jumped off the back of the wagon and staggered. Catching herself, she ducked down to watch the confusion. Her garments looked like rags, and in the orange glow, he noticed bruises on her arms and face. 

He sucked in a breath, keeping a rein on his anger. The accident with Wren flashed through his mind. 

"I'm behind you," he said, wrapping the cloak around her and putting the vest in the crook of her arm. "Head toward the shadow of the cliff." 

From the sounds, the caravan bosses were getting things under control. He put an arm around Sarai to help support her. Four days in a cage had taken a toll on his beloved. 

Out of sight, she put on the vest, pulled the cloak tight, then hugged him. Bannor kissed his mate and ran a hand through her silvery hair. He still marveled at his ability to be in two places at once, even if his senses were dulled.

"What now, Bannor?" 

"Let's try one thing first. Hold on." 

He lifted her in his arms and willed himself down the mountain. He felt on fire. Gritting his teeth, he focused hard on moving the two of them. He felt veins bulging in his neck. Arcs of lightning flashed in his vision. With a final groan of effort, they left the ground. 

Sarai gasped, clinging to his neck. "I hope you know what you're doing, my One." 

He couldn't spare concentration to speak. An inferno burned in his mind as he struggled off the cliff edge and south over the Marin depression. Sarai made squeaking noises and clutched him as they skimmed the tops of needlewoods and bristlebark. Even with supreme effort, he couldn't rise higher. 

Exhausted, his heart feeling ready to burst, he set Sarai down on the southern side of the pass, a league from where they'd started. 

"Must rest." He groaned. 

Sarai frowned. "Are you all right? I can't see you..." 

"I don't know. My astral form can affect people but..." He paused. "I don't think I should be trying to lift something so heavy." He waited until the sparks in his vision cleared. "It's as if I pulled every muscle in my body." 

Sarai tittered. "My One, astral travel is mental, more like you've strained your brain. You're used to swinging an axe, not casting a spell." 

"You know about magic?" He put his arms around her. "Help me." 

She embraced him. "I'm not a mage like my mother; I know the focus to light kindling, clean a hearth, read the stones." 

"I know nothing. Wren, the woman who freed me is a Kel'Varan Nola. She says I am Garmtur'Shak Nola, and that we are both in danger." 

Sarai went quiet. A broad-wing cooed somewhere in the trees. "Are you certain she said the garmtur?" 

"Yes." 

Her eyes grew round. "I--" 

"Tell me. Please." 

She swallowed and nodded. The look in her eyes made his stomach tighten. Bannor gripped her shoulders. "The garmtur is a savant of reality." 

"You mean I can make anything happen by wanting it to?" 

A rasping voice broke in behind them. "Anything except make me go away." 

Sarai gasped. Bannor turned and stared into the reptilian eyes of the six-armed demon. 

 


 

 

 

Death is an interesting experience. I think no creature is truly complete until they've experienced discorporality. It's happened to me three times. Once on purpose, twice by peers who were nice enough to demonstrate certain weaknesses in my defenses that I was unaware of. I have since joyfully returned the favor. I'm not certain they appreciated the opportunity as much as I did. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 5

Demon-stration of Power

 

Bannor stared into the flat gold eyes of the demon and moved between it and Sarai. He tensed, feeling his distant heart hammering. A chill wind swirled through the trees filled with the stench of carrion. 

The creature's membranous wings spread like a cloak lined with pulsing red and blue veins. The green scales covering its body gleamed in the moonlight like a chitinous shell. Its six arms tensed, hands forming fists, spreading talons, and clutching daggers. 

"What think you to do, savant, scare me away?" It grinned. Serrated teeth glinted and saliva dribbled down the sides of its elongated jaw. "You are nothing but wind." It strode forward. 

Bannor saw Sarai pick up a tree limb as a weapon. 

He shot toward the demon and slammed a foot into a deep socketed eye. 

The monster roared and swung. He dodged. A swath of pain cut through his arm as talons as long as his fingers lashed past. He landed another kick on its draconian head and lunged away from the counter attack. Behind him, Sarai dashed into trees. 

Snarling, the demon pounded after her. 

"Run!" Bannor screamed. He flew at its back aiming an attack at the wings. The behemoth turned and struck with surprising speed. A gnarled basket-sized fist slammed into his midriff. The world exploded into a million pinpoints of light. He careened through some trees and thudded to the ground. 

Bannor rolled onto his belly twitching and gasping for air. It felt like the creature had struck his real body! He forced down the pain. 

The darkened forest appeared to break up in blurry fragments when he tried to focus. He heard Sarai's scream and the demon crashing through the trees. 

Bannor fought down the nausea and flashed through the woods, crossing streams and over rocks. He sensed the fluttering of his beloved's heart and the fear tightening her insides. Sarai's weaving course forced the demon to shred and claw its way through the undergrowth. 

By the time Bannor reached her, she'd put a sizable margin between herself and the beast. She already showed signs of fatigue. The green juggernaut would soon run her down. 

"I'm behind you," he told her. "Keep going, I'll figure a way to stop that thing." 

"Bannor!" She stopped. "Where do I go?" 

"This way." He towed her east toward a confusion of trees and boulders. "Run!" He let Sarai go when she moved without assistance. 

The demon splashed through a stream fifty paces away. It roared and the trees in its path shattered. 

He needed to find something to use against the creature.  A weapon? He wasn't really present.

Bannor hurtled after his mate. Once they reached the cover of the boulders he tried to carry her like he did earlier but found himself too weak. 

Sarai leaned against the granite. "My--One, I can't--keep going." 

He put his arms around her. She smelled of exertion and fear. "I won't let it take you." 

"Hold me, Bannor, give me strength." 

"All of it, Star." The creature smashed through some trees a stone's throw away. The sound made her jerk. He felt her heart pounding and perspiration soaking through her shredded blouse. He hugged Sarai tight, wishing he was there to fold her in the real flesh of his body. 

Strength. The word rang through him. If he couldn't fight the creature, then Sarai had to. "Come on!" He pulled her from the rocks toward the next nearest cover. "I have an idea." 

The demon reached the rocks behind them and bellowed in frustration. Bannor was glad that the tight confines kept the monster from flying. 

"Odin help me if I do this wrong." 

Sarai fell as they reached the cover of a knot of dead trees that lay collapsed against an outcrop. Bannor pulled her to a sitting position and hugged her again. "Strength, all I can give." 

Her arms found his neck and she kissed him. "Bannor..." 

Lost in his concentration, he didn't hear her words. He needed to tip the scales.  He focused his desire.  *I wish...*

The smell of dead flesh grew overpowering. Snarling, the creature exploded through the brittle wood, knocked Bannor aside and grabbed Sarai with two of its clawed hands. "Mine." 

The elf screamed and writhed in the beast's grip. 

"No!" Bannor yelled, extending his hands toward her. Sparks whirled around his arms in tiny tornadoes of agony. Sarai's glowing violet eyes turned fiery red and the elf let out a howl. She kicked out. The demon staggered. Kicking again she tore loose, then shoved the demon so hard it flew backward and knocked a tree over. 

Groaning, she held her temples. "Bannor! It hurts!" She glowed as if her bones had become embers in a fire. 

Waves of pain lashed through him. He blocked it out, focusing on Sarai. 

The demon snarled and lunged at Sarai. She caught the huge form in the air and sent it catapulting overhead. It slammed into the hillside with a ground shaking crash. 

Sarai hugged herself as if holding her body together. "Bannor!" Sarai's voice echoed through the valley. The elf convulsed and tendrils of blue fire sparked off her hands, shattering rocks and trees. 

Control. He willed that rampaging magic to reign itself in and put itself to Sarai's defense.  Another jolt of pain shocked through him. Violet light surrounded Sarai. The crimson in her eyes faded and the blue sparks subsided. She slumped to her knees as if her bones had lost all their stiffness. 

The demon shuddered, apparently stunned. 

Bannor swept to Sarai. "Are you injured?" 

She shook her head. "Dizzy. I thought I would burst." 

Movement made him look up. The creature's hands and legs stirred. The landscape jumped around in his vision. "We have to run." 

Sarai stood with his urging. She wobbled at first but got better quickly, and increased her speed by stages. 

"Okay?" 

Her eyes were wide. "I don't feel weak anymore. It's as if I'm not running at all." She leaped across a stream and bounded over some fallen trees. If Bannor weren't traveling astrally he would never have kept up. 

They heard the demon bellow behind them. Sarai glanced back and her lip quivered. The throbbing between Bannor's eyes grew stronger. His heart beat erratically. 

"Star, I have to leave. I've expended too much energy." 

She slid to stop, face turning ashen. "I have to fight it alone?" 

Spasms wracked him and he groaned. "I'm out of strength. I'll bring help."

A shudder went through Sarai. Her glowing eyes searched where his face should be. "Which way should I go?" 

Fighting the tremors rushing through him, he pressed against her. She felt feverishly warm. "We're camped at the fork in the Sepacawchee valley." 

"I know the place." He heard the stress in her voice. She studied the sky obviously trying to get her bearing from the stars. This was a frightening situation and he was proud of the way Sarai controlled herself. 

The stars were difficult to make out through the mists and broken cloud cover. Sarai went to a nearby tree and oriented to north. "That way, correct?" She pointed. 

"Yes. We'll be coming the opposite direction. The ford at Branager's river is midway. Stay in the trees." 

Sarai took a breath. "I have no weapons, armor--nothing. That's four leagues through orc land." 

She didn't have to mention that the demon would be chasing her too. 

"You're strong now. Wren and Irodee will know how to fight it." Another wave of pain wracked through him. "I can't stay any longer." He kissed her and ran a hand through her silvery blonde hair. 

Sarai hugged him with rib cracking force. "My One, you test me--" 

"You can do it." He kissed her again, stiffening as the pain nearly doubled him over. "Tomorrow at the ford," he forced out. 

Tears ran down her face. "The ford." 

He shot away toward his body. Bannor watched Sarai until she shrank beyond recognition. He ached at the thought of leaving his beloved alone to escape the demon. What other choice did he have? 

The icy wind whipping in his face only worsened his cramps. As he approached, he realized the part of the pain was the pull of his body screaming to be reunited with its spirit. 

The details of the spice-woods grew in resolution until he appeared in the air over the flames of their campfire. He froze, stunned by what he saw. Wren and Irodee knelt next to his body. They'd removed his tunic. Bruises and cuts marred his torso, and the skin of his arms looked crimson. 

The fire roared higher from his proximity. Wren glared at where he hovered. Her blue eyes flashed. "Don't just float there killing yourself!" 

Bannor relented to the pull of his body. For a moment, he seemed to shoot down a tunnel. He opened his eyes and a wave of nausea gripped him. 

He rolled over on hands and knees. His world dwindled to a pin-point. Nothing else existed save the palpitating knot of his stomach spewing bile into mouth and sinuses. The wracking spasms continued until he thought he would turn inside out. 

When the convulsions subsided he collapsed, too weak to even shudder. Agony spread through him as if he'd been dipped in acid. 

"Bannor going to be all right?" 

Wren snorted. "He'll live. Damned woodsman, just enough brains to be dangerous. It'll take half our healing potion to put him right for tomorrow's run." 

"Demon," he groaned. "Six arms--after Sarai." 

Irodee murmured some curse that he couldn't make out through the pounding in his head. "Rankorhaaz?" 

Wren grabbed his chin. "Ugly green guy with a dragon's head and bat-wings?" 

"Couldn't fight him." The clearing wavered. 

"Of course not, dunce. How many times did he have to hit you before you figured that out? Gaea, you're a mess." 

"Irodee not like this. Rankorhaaz almost killed all of us last time." 

"Did you hear him? His lady is alone against that demon." 

"Gave Sarai--power. She hurt it." 

"Power?" Wren asked, frowning. "What do you mean?" She examined his scorched hands. "Damn, this is from some sort of imbuing magic. We're lucky to be alive. Gods, Bannor, if you knew the risk you'd be wetting your breeches. Hell, almost makes me wet myself thinking about it." She shook her head. "Get the potions." 

Irodee handed Wren a box from her pack. "Not like this. We may need these." 

"Hush. You sound like my mother." 

"Irodee is mother, want to return alive to my little girl!" 

Bannor coughed. "She has a child?" 

"Yeah, and you bet her little girl behaves too." 

"When Laramis isn't spoiling her." Irodee frowned and pulled him to a sitting position. 

The movement made the pain worse and he gritted his teeth. 

"Drink." Wren uncorked the bottle and handed it to him. 

The fluid burned all the way down. It tasted so foul his eyes watered and it made his tongue feel as if it grew fur. 

"Odin," he choked, "that's horrible!" Warmth spread through his body. The pain in one arm faded. 

"You're lucky it's not the stuff made with dragon whiz." 

"Don't joke," Bannor snarled. "Sarai is in trouble!" 

"I hear you. You're the one who bashed himself up." 

"Leave me the potions then. I'll catch up." 

"Think man, we need you. She won't trust us." Wren handed him another potion. "Hold your nose." 

Bannor made a face, grabbed the bottle and downed it in one gulp. His throat constricted and he gagged. 

The Myrmigyne scowled. "It not work too good on him." 

Wren looked him over. "His physiology has adapted to resist the effects of the magic he's been using." 

"My what?" 

"Nevermind. This will be a fast lesson. Don't ask questions and we'll get out of here fast, okay?" He nodded and she continued. "You're blocking the potion's magic. We'll tell your body the potions aren't a threat." 

"But--" 

She smacked him on the shoulder. "Listen. Watch the pattern I draw in the dirt. Follow it with your eyes. You want that pattern in your mind." She took a stick and wove a complex tracery in the dirt. It seemed aimless and without form. Lines converged and ran over one another. 

"There's no sense to this." 

"Concentrate," she snapped. "It will help save Sarai." 

He watched the stick wander around the ground like a bug caught in the bottom of a barrel. Moving to and fro without apparent purpose--turn, dip, jag, right, up. 

He blinked. He'd seen that design before. The glowing lines when Wren entered his mind. He bared down. After a few moments, he could anticipate the movement of the stick. 

"Yes." A glowing line formed on a blank tablet behind his eyes. 

His skin appeared to turn gold then back to normal. 

"Good. Suck it down." She handed him another potion. 

He made a face and gulped the horrible concoction. A bright blue glow engulfed him. His wounds glowed an eerie green. Open cuts sealed, bruises and burns returned to the color of normal skin. After a few moments, all his injuries vanished. 

"Bannor, you're a man of startling contrasts." 

"At least there's two potions left." Irodee shut the box and shoved it back in the pack. 

Wren stared at Bannor and let out a breath. "We better not chance it. Irodee, give me the teleport scroll." 

"We go home with that!" 

Her eyes stayed on his. "If Rankorhaaz gets his woman, no telling what this lunk will do. I'd rather not find out." 

Irodee glared at Bannor. 

He didn't refute Wren's statement. The thought of Sarai in the hands of that creature would make him crazy. He wasn't sure what he would do to free her. 

The Myrmigyne removed a yellowing bone scroll tube from the pack and gave it to Wren. 

"Is there a place near there that you have a clear picture of in your mind?" 

He thought about it for a moment. "Hydra rock. It's half way between Branager's river and the pass." 

"Get a picture of it in your mind. I'm going to touch your memory so I can take us there." 

Bannor closed his eyes. Every hesitation could be risking Sarai's life. 

He formed the picture of the huge outcrop of stacked boulders that looked like a many necked dragon. Her fingers brushed his temples. 

Wren dumped out the scroll in the tube. "Grab all the stuff you two. We're going demon hunting." 

 


 

 

 

Demons are interesting little creatures. Take the spirit of a reptile, mammal or insect, intertwine it with a portion of a sentient creature's soul, add a little blood and some freshly harvested flesh and you have a fascinatingly aggressive creature that hates practically everything and especially dislikes water and holy men. Not that I blame them, I don't much care for holy men either. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 6

Rejoining

 

To Bannor, it took an eternity for Irodee and Wren to pack their belongings. The night mists and wintry air seemed to conspire in delaying their departure. Fingers chilled, he fumbled with straps on his weapons and pack. His heart pounded a rapid tempo against his ribs, ticking off the moments. He resisted the urge to rush the women. Both knew the danger Sarai faced and wasted no time securing the gear. 

"Ready?" Wren asked. 

Irodee nodded. 

Bannor let out a breath. "Go." He'd never teleported. In the larger kingdoms, he'd watched royal wizards transport people to distant lands. Not once did he ever feel the desire to experience the phenomenon. 

Wren took Irodee's arm and positioned the Myrmigyne a half step to her right, then guided him onto the left. "On our way." 

She unfurled the scroll. In a sing-songy voice, she chanted a cadence of strange words. Runes on the vellum sparkled and faded as she read aloud. The timbre of her voice changed, resonating through the clearing. A reddish aura wavered around her, the illumination growing brighter with each word. The last symbol vanished off the page in a shout. Wren dropped the parchment and grabbed their arms. The crimson glow around her exploded. 

Bannor felt a savage wrench as if he'd been jerked backwards down a well. His empty stomach twisted. They fell through a swirling blackness then snapped back into reality again. A new landscape shimmered into view as if being painted in by some god-like artist. 

Hydra rock loomed above them, silhouetted against the gray-black night and the white-capped peaks of the Marin pass. Boulders wedged in formation gave the impression of five serpentine heads looking out in different directions. Granite fragments, scrub weeds, and stunted trees jutted from the ground in a confusion of dark shapes. He dropped to his knees as the scenery abruptly began spinning. His breath locked in his chest. 

"Odin," he gasped. 

"A virgin? Sorry I didn't warn you." Wren knelt and patted him on the shoulder. "After a few trips, you'll get accustomed." 

Bannor groaned as a reply. He would have heaved, but nothing remained in his stomach. 

"Irodee hopes we live to get him the chance." 

"Ever since the baby, Irodee, you've been positively grim. I'd think you'd relish the chance for some excitement!" 

The Myrmigyne unshouldered her bow. "Demons are too exciting for Irodee." 

The dizziness passed by the time Irodee made a few circuits of the immediate area. Bannor stood and looked around. "Do you have a plan?" 

Wren frowned. "If assessing the situation and then improvising is a plan, yes. At best, my magic can only drive Rankorhaaz off. We just used up our best means of escape." 

"Irodee think we should go south to Tenax. Heard there's sorcerers there." 

Bannor shook his head. "Tenax is two days run!" 

Wren pulled out her sword and headed west toward the pass. The blade cast an eerie blue radiance. "You planning on sleeping with that thing chasing you?" 

"No, but--" 

"Unless you can think of anything better, that's our tentative plan. Come on." She moved into to a jog, picking around rocks and brambles. 

Bannor shook his head and followed. Irodee fell in step behind. It would take more than a haphazard plan to defeat Rankorhaaz. He prayed to Odin they reached Sarai in time. 

After descending the hill and in smoother terrain, Wren turned to him. "How far is it to where you left her?" 

"Three leagues. She'll go south-east and turn north along Branager's river." He measured his breathing. An ache already gnawed inside his chest. He felt like a burned out fire ember. So much of his energy had been poured into the battle and Sarai. 

"How fast will she be moving?" 

"Fast. She'll have covered a league by now." 

"I'll need to think of a way to signal her." 

They ran through the darkness, weaving around trees. The air was cold and damp, and smelled of needle-wood. Irodee caught Bannor a few times when he staggered, keeping him moving south. As they ran, a faint acrid scent grew more pronounced. 

His heart labored and his mouth tasted like a desert. He refused to relent, forcing himself to continue. Perspiration ran in rivulets down his face, stinging his eyes and splashing on his chest. 

He wouldn't give up and leave his mate alone with that creature. His view of the woods shrank to the bouncing blue silhouette of Wren who ran point. He ignored the stitch in his side and concentrated solely on the pistoning of his legs. 

It felt like an eternity before Wren halted. He'd lost track of time and distance. The trees looked fuzzy and his heart hammered so hard his skull felt as if it expanded and contracted with each beat. 

He slumped to the ground. The world turned brown. He realized that Irodee was kneeling over him pressing two fingers to his throat. 

"Bannor, not go much farther." 

"He doesn't have to. I know how to signal her. Get out an arrow and shoot me." 

Bannor strained to see Wren clearly. He didn't have enough air to say anything. Irodee voiced his incredulity for him. 

"What?" 

"Don't worry. I'll stop it. I need the energy for this magic." 

"You sure?" 

"Do it." She held out her hand. "Shoot here--in case I really have lost my mind." She closed her eyes and a blue glow flooded around her body. 

Irodee fitted an arrow. Wren nodded to indicate readiness. The Myrmigyne let fly. The razor tipped shaft hissed out and hit the savant's hand. It stopped soundlessly, giving off a flash of light. The arrow clattered to the ground. Ripples of red and green traveled up Wren's arm. 

"Again." 

Irodee took a breath and fired again. The shaft stopped like the first. 

"Again." 

The glow around Wren became a red halo. She and Irodee repeated the process twice more. 

"Aim the next arrow up and toward the south." 

Irodee complied. Wren cupped the arrow tip in her hands. The metal sparked and ripples of color flowed into it. She touched the lower part of the Irodee's bow as the Myrmigyne swung it to aim at the sky. A sparkling nimbus surrounded the weapon. 

"Fire!" 

Irodee's greatbow thrummed. The vibration made the trees shake. The arrow left a spiraling blue line as it shot high into the night. When it reached the apex of its arc, Wren clapped once. The arrow exploded with an ear-shocking crack that lit up the sky with a bright yellow blossom. Tendrils of sparkling gold jetted outward and drifted down. 

Staring at the display, Bannor climbed to his feet. He didn't have the wind to say how impressive the magic looked. The pounding in his head no longer drowned out the night sounds. 

"Pretty." Irodee took hold of his arm to steady him. "Never saw this trick." 

Wren shrugged. "Never found a use for it before this. I hope she sees it. Everything else within leagues will." She punched Bannor on the shoulder. "Stay with us. We'll need you. Let's head south and fire another signal." 

They moved at a slow jog so Bannor could keep up without over-exerting himself. 

"Stop," Irodee ordered. 

They halted. The Myrmigyne froze, intent toward the south-west. 

Wren started to say something, but Irodee held up a hand for silence. The Myrmigyne stood so still she could have been a tree. The woman's dark skin and hair blended in with the shadows. All Bannor saw was the glint of her narrowed eyes. 

She pointed, then put a hand to her ear. 

Bannor strained to detect what Irodee heard. After a moment, he detected a barely audible roar. It came from more than half a league away. 

"That's Rankorhaaz for sure," Wren said. "Good guess on the distance, Bannor." She looked around then pointed to a hill some thousand yards off. "We'll head to that high ground and send up another signal." 

"Won't that bring Rankorhaaz?" Bannor asked. 

Wren sighed. "Better us than your girlfriend, right?" 

"Not if you ask Irodee," the Myrmigyne grumbled. 

The savant shook her head. "Don't sound so enthused. I might start to worry. Come on." She headed toward the rise. 

Even though Wren spoke flippantly, Bannor detected the tension she tried to hide. This would be a dangerous confrontation, one she wasn't fully prepared to deal with. 

The only solace he could take from the situation was that Sarai had not yet been captured. Why else would Rankorhaaz still be screaming, if it wasn't out of frustration? 

They weaved up a tree and rock studded blackhorn path. To the east Bannor saw the glint of Branager's river in a patch of moonlight coming through a break in the clouds. The exhaustion in his body turned to a numbness and he found the extra reserves to push faster. The rocky summit of the hill hove closer, covered only by a stippling of scraggly bushes. The acrid odor he detected earlier grew stronger. 

The crusty white ground at the top lay in stair-stepped ripples that crackled underfoot. Bannor heard bubbling and steam billowed along the ground. The reek of sulfur and stagnant water permeated the air. 

"Careful where you step," he said. "The ground is only a thin crust over boiling water in places." 

"You've been here before?" 

"There's a place like it to the south. Holes in the ground spit poisonous water there. The mud boils in spots." 

Wren rubbed her chin. "Geysers, eh?" 

"Wren have an idea?" 

"Only the beginnings of one. Let's get the girl, then worry about offense. Hit me." She held out a hand. 

They repeated the process of the last signal. This time the blast was a shower of bright green. 

The sounds of Rankorhaaz sounded closer. 

Wren frowned. "He must be airborne to be moving that fast." She looked at Bannor. "You better explain what you did to Sarai. We're two leagues through rough terrain from where you left her and it's only been a quarter of a bell cycle." She stopped and listened to the increasing volume of the demon's roar. "Augmenting Sarai this much could be dangerous--to her and us." 

Bannor frowned. "I--balanced--the power. At first, it was too much, but I fixed it." 

"What did you fix? What kind of power? Terra-force, elemental energies, bio-force, magic--what?" Pausing, she bowed her head and pinched the bridge of her nose. "What am I asking you for? You just do things." She sighed. "Bannor, come here. There's no way we'll catch Sarai if she's going that fast. We have to ensure she comes to us." She pointed to the southern side of the hill. "Irodee, cut around the edge and find a defensible position." 

"Wren kidding, right? Defensible against Rankorhaaz?" 

"Do your best." 

The Myrmigyne nodded and jogged off. Bannor stepped up to Wren. She looked so small, yet she possessed an undeniable air of command. She assessed problems quickly and immediately chose what seemed to be a competent course of action. He saw why Irodee took orders from her. He didn't like relying on women, even ones as capable as these two. If that's what it took to get Sarai back, that's what he'd do. 

"Kneel down. I hate being so short, everyone is taller than me--even the kids. Sarai isn't real tall is she?" 

He shook his head. "Only a little taller than you." He tried to keep his agitation under control. He knew by now that there was a reason for everything Wren did. She must have some purpose behind this inactivity. 

Wren sighed and listened to the sound of the roaring. She appeared to be steeling herself for something difficult. "Just once I'd like to make the acquaintance of someone shorter. All my friends are huge. They have to be careful not to step on me." She let out a breath. "All right, Bannor, think of Sarai. The clearest picture you've ever imagined. We have to make a pattern from that picture. Like the one we healed you with, only this one will forge a mind-link with Sarai." 

She looked in his eyes. 

"You're going to come into my mind again, aren't you?" 

She nodded. "I was getting to that." 

He knelt and clenched his fists. "Do it. Sarai is the most important thing in my life." 

Wren touched his temples. An icy wind tingled through his skull behind his eyes. The sound of her voice soothed through his mind. <I'm here. Give Sarai up to me. I need the pattern.> As she spoke he saw a beautiful tangle of interwoven lines that pulsed with colors. 

Wren's pattern. 

Sarai. He sensed that he already knew her pattern. It drew him across all the leagues to her side that first night. It made the imbuing ritual possible. He knew her most intimate secret. Sarai's inner name. 

Bannor pictured Sarai, imagining the glowing bloom of her true-self alive with wildly dancing sparks. 

<You're sure this is her pattern?> 

Yes. 

He sensed Wren force down a reaction. It sent a burning through him. What was so alarming? 

Wren prepared herself. Like a catapult cranked into position, her mind seemed to coil up, ready to spring free. 

<Sarai!> 

The thought was like an arrow shot at a distant target neither could see. 

<Sarai!> 

Bannor felt it hit home. They both were rocked by the force of the elf's reply. Fear, anger, desperation, relief, the emotions were amplified out of proportion. Her voice echoed like she stood in a huge amphitheater. <Bannor is that you?> 

Bannor sensed Wren wincing. The volume of Sarai's voice hurt. He spoke as though talking aloud, but the words beamed out across the distance. <Yes. Come to the signal, Sarai. We used teleport magics and are waiting at the top of the bald hill.> 

<I see it.> 

Wren's hands trembled on his face. <Come fast. We're waiting.> 

<I will.> 

Wren broke the connection with a gasp. There were tears in her eyes. She swallowed. "What in Gaea's name did you do to her?" The savant stared at him for moment then broke eye contact. "Come on. We have to get ready." 

Her tone sent a cold shiver along his spine. What had he done? 

Bannor followed as she picked a path around the periphery of the steaming terraces. They found Irodee standing in a cluster of rocks. Lines of war-arrows jutted from the ground and she'd leaned her spear against a boulder. 

"She's coming," Wren said. 

Irodee nocked an arrow and aimed at a winged figure now visible as a spidery outline in the sky. "So is Rankorhaaz." 

 


 

 

 

Some of my peers are alarmed at my behavior, at the way I treat living things, and consume whatever gets in my way. 'Do unto others as you would have them do unto you', my sister Athena once told me. 'I am', I responded. 'I just do it better.' 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 

 




Chapter 7

Elemental of Surprise

 

Bannor stared at Rankorhaaz's bat-like outline as it grew larger in the sky. An icy chill gripped his insides. This would be their ultimate test. 

Irodee poised, her bow drawn, breathing so shallow she looked like a statue. Moonlight reflected off the perspiration glistening on her forehead. 

Sword drawn, Wren stood by the Myrmigyne. The blue light cast from the blade made her features look metallic. She stared at the monstrosity without blinking. Red and green sparks danced around the knuckles of her free hand as it clenched and loosened. 

The tumble of boulders where they stood provided minimal cover. The dank odor of sulfur and minerals were strong reminders that an incautious retreat up the salt terrace behind them could mean a scalding death by drowning or asphyxiation. 

"Irodee like to know Wren's plan now." 

"Penetrate his armor." 

Bannor gripped the haft of a hand-axe on his belt. Rankorhaaz looked as big as a dragon now. "Why do I think that's been the problem all along?" 

"Because Bannor pretty smart guy." Irodee drew the arrow back farther, readying to fire. "Perhaps Wren tell Irodee how we do it." 

Wren took a breath. "When it's hatched, you'll be the first to know. We need to keep him occupied and get Sarai out of here." 

Rankorhaaz dived, vanishing below the pointed silhouettes two hundred paces down the hillside. Trees shattered thunderously. A female cry. The demon's roar cracked over the valley. The ground shook as though some massive hammer pounded toward them. 

"Sarai!" A surge of energy crackled through Bannor's body. He started for the trail. 

"Hold it." Wren grabbed his arm. "Listen!" 

More snarling and pounding, wood sundering. Oaths uttered in a guttural language. Curses screamed back--in Elvish. Then a howl of frustration. 

Footfalls pattered toward them so fast it seemed to be several creatures rather than one. The brush off to their left exploded. Sarai came toward them in a blur. Bannor didn't even have time to brace before he was toppling under the weight of a female body. Wren went sprawling and Irodee let out a yelp. 

"Bannor!" came Sarai's ecstatic voice. 

Down the hill, the pounding stopped and they heard snarls and objects being thrown around. 

What started as a happy reunion became a fight for life. Bannor's ribs screamed as if they were being pulverized. Sarai's body felt on fire and her arms clamped down like steel bands. 

"Sarai..! Augh! You're--hurting!" For three days, all he'd dreamed about was holding his mate again. Now, he desperately wanted her to let go. Pushing with all his strength didn't loosen her grip. "Let go!" 

"Bannor?" The pressure relented. He glimpsed the look of surprise on her pale face, violet eyes wide and mouth bowed. 

He pushed her off with a gasp. Rolling onto his knees, he clutched his middle and tried to get his wind back. 

"My One, what's wrong?" Her hands gripped his shoulders. 

Bannor flinched and felt an empathic shock, knowing how that must appear to her. 

"Be careful, Sarai," Wren said. He caught a glimpse of the savant's feet near Sarai's. "You've been charged with elemental power. You're hurting without intending to." She helped Bannor up, shaking her head. "Now I have a new savant and an avatar to take care of." 

His gaze met Sarai's, then both of them stared at Wren. "What?" 

The demon's roar drowned out her answer. 

Rankorhaaz's huge silhouette rose above the trees. 

Wren stiffened and sheathed her sword with a loud clack. "Sarai, come here." She drew the elf over to Irodee. 

Sarai's gaze lingered on him. 

Holding his ribs with one arm he pointed. "Do as she asks." 

He could see details on the six-armed beast now. It was larger than when he first saw it. He drew a breath, and pulled the hand-axe off his belt. If Wren had a plan, now was the time. 

The savant kicked a spherical piece of granite the size of Bannor's torso. "Pick it up, Sarai." 

Bannor saw the doubt in the elf's eyes. "Do it," he urged. 

Sarai bent her knees and gripped the rock, obviously prepared for the great weight. The stone seemed to float off the ground. Despite its mass she balanced it in one hand. 

Rankorhaaz roared. Irodee shot two arrows that glanced off the armor of the demon's forehead. He warded off two more arrows aimed at the eyes. 

Wren's words were like a chant. "Stone, air, fire, and water, Sarai. Throw it. Throw it, hard." 

Sarai stared at the demon only thirty paces away. The boulder glowed as it flew from her hands. 

Rankorhaaz howled as the projectile exploded against his chest. Hissing fragments of stone rained down on the forest trailing flame. Irodee loosed two arrows that thudded home where the armor had been weakened. Wren hurled one of her daggers which slammed into an eye socket. Writhing and screaming the massive body dropped with a ground shaking crash. 

Wren shook a fist. "Good shot! That'll give that green bastard something to think about." She held out her hand.  "*Stervallen*." The dagger she'd thrown shimmered into her hand.

"Well done, Star." Bannor put his arms around Sarai feeling his skin turn sweaty where he touched her. Sarai hugged his arm and put a hand gently on top of his. 

"Is it dead?" Sarai asked. 

The Myrmigyne shook her head. "Irodee not think it can be killed." 

Wren shook her head. "Short of incinerating him, his body will simply regenerate. It takes grand magics to permanently kill a demon of his power." She looked toward the South. "While he heals, let's get as far away as possible. Bannor, aim us for the place you saw the geysers." 

He nodded, glancing toward where Rankorhaaz crashed into the trees. The rational part of him wanted to run. His emotions told him to search for a way to finish the task Sarai started. Rankorhaaz tried to kill his mate, to tear apart his life. He didn't move until Sarai pulled on his wrist. He took Sarai's hand, oriented himself, then headed toward their destination. With Sarai safe at his side, he would do most anything Wren asked. 

"Sarai, these are our new allies. This is Wren." He gestured. "And Irodee." 

"My gratitude." Sarai leaned against him as they descended the hill. 

Bannor looked in her eyes. He could read the questions and the agitation. 

Picking up the pace, he led the way down a narrow path studded with boulders and thick undergrowth. The marshy smell of Branager's river grew stronger. 

"Lady Wren," Sarai said. Bannor glanced back to listen to the exchange. "You referred to me as an avatar. What did you mean?" 

"No 'lady', just Wren. Bannor transformed you somehow. If I can trust my training, and what I can see of the energies in you. It appears that you've become an elemental avatar." 

Bannor slowed, looking back toward Wren. "How is that different from one of the avatars of the gods?" he asked. 

Wren frowned. "Avatar is more of a term. The elements aren't alive the way a god is, but she is an outlet for power. I'll explain better when there's time. For now, she's in no danger." 

Bannor felt Sarai studying him. He couldn't read her expression. Strange that after changing so much that she didn't have a stronger reaction; anger, angst--something. He decided that it must be shock. 

"You'll be all right, Star." 

"I feel better already, my One." She bumped against him, her skin hot as if she'd spent all day beneath a desert sun. 

Behind them on the hill, the demon roared. Even those fearsome wounds had not kept it down long. 

Sarai let out a breath. "Next time we meet, it shall be a bigger rock." Her gaze sought out Wren. "We will not leave him to chase us again." 

The Myrmigyne chuckled. "Irodee think she going to like Sarai." 

"I understand her feelings," Wren said. "I don't feel confident taking chances now." 

"Irodee not the only one getting old and cautious--" 

Wren held up a hand and listened to Rankorhaaz's curses retreating toward the north. She frowned. "We must have hurt him real good. He's giving up." 

Bannor glanced toward the dwindling sound and pulled Sarai against him. She pressed her cheek to his arm. "Free," he muttered. "At least for a while." 

Sarai stared at him, face stern. She squeezed his arm until the pain made him wince. Face serious, she said, "I want you to explain everything." 

Bannor held his breath, staring back at her. "I will." 

Her grip tightened again. "Yes, you will. I like not this situation." 

He nodded. Sarai appeared to have the power under control. Almost too quickly. It didn't take long for her to express her displeasure. Now that she was so strong, she would turn the tables on him. Before this, he often used his mass and muscle to be stubborn. It was one of the few sore spots in their relationship. The thought of her using physical strength to intimidate him made his stomach tighten. He appreciated strong women. They could be equal to men. Stronger? That was wrong. 

"Let's move 'til daybreak, steady march," Wren said. "I want to be out of this territory fast. I don't feel like fighting off a tribe of orcs." She turned and gazed up the hill for a moment. "I still want to head for those geysers. Are they in the orc territory?" Bannor shook his head. "Good. We'll stop there." 

Irodee put a hand on the smaller woman's shoulder. "Wren still planning something?" 

She nodded. "A couple things." 

Bannor wondered what Wren could be planning that involved going to a place where the ground was filled with boiling water and mud. 

Sarai nudged his ribs with her elbow. The glow of his mate's violet eyes looked brighter than he remembered. "Your explanation, my One. What are we into?" 

He took her hand, kissed it, and laced his fingers in hers. It felt reassuring to know she was there. He forgave her agitation. He'd be snappish too, after what she'd been through. 

He started by explaining the situation at Blackwater, how Irodee and Wren helped him. He covered his experience in the forest with backlash and the first night of astral travel. The more of the story he told, the less real it all seemed. His life had been so tranquil before this. 

Sarai listened solemnly, occasionally asking him to elaborate. She stayed close, rarely letting go of his arm, as if she felt he might vanish at any moment. The walk became tougher as they came parallel with the river, negotiating tree falls and rocky terrain. The night had been exhausting for him and they rested often to let him catch his breath. 

Bannor hated appearing so feeble, especially in front of Sarai. He gritted his teeth and trudged on, making light of it. 

The deep indigo of the eastern sky had paled to azure, cut with swaths of orange by the time he finished telling his story and Sarai had in turn described her capture and the caravan ride up the Marin pass. 

They stopped on a hill that overlooked a russet valley gouged deep by Branager's river. The scalloped edges of the depression turned to the west for a league before side winding through cloud-capped peaks to the south. Yellow tinged smoke rose from a butte on the far side of the valley. 

Wren pointed. "Those your geysers, Bannor?" 

He nodded and sat down on a dead-fall. 

Sarai stood by him, arms folded and gazing at the distant landmark. Everything but the vest and cloak he'd taken from the guard the night before looked like shredded rags. Her skin looked gray from trail dust. These conditions certainly weren't helping Sarai's mood. 

Irodee stuck her spear in the ground and leaned on it. "Take us three bells to reach there. Maybe we rest here a bell then move on." 

Wren stared at the faint plumes. "Damn, I wanted to camp there. I'm about dead though. I don't think I could keep going that long." 

The Myrmigyne shook her head. "Irodee make it, but not like it." 

Wren nodded. "Are you tired, Sarai?" 

"No." She shrugged. "I've felt no fatigue since Bannor did this to me." 

The savant stared at the log for a moment rubbing her chin. "Will you do an experiment for me?" 

Sarai glanced at Bannor, then folded her arms. "Yes." 

Wren patted the wood next to Bannor. "Stand there for a moment." 

Sarai stepped up on the log with a puzzled expression. She stayed for a hundred heartbeats, then winced as if someone had punched her in the stomach and stepped back to the ground. 

Sarai shook her head. "That was unpleasant." 

"What did it feel like?" Bannor asked. 

She frowned. "Like all my strength was being drained." 

Wren sighed. "Sarai gets her strength from the rocks now." She looked to the elf. "If you keep the power long, it will be hard to give up." 

"Why would I want to do that?" 

"One of the laws of magic, Sarai. All power has a price." 

 


 

 

 

In the many millennia of my life I've been every kind of good, and all shades of bad. I can't really say that one kind of conduct appeals more than another. One thing that I've determined though, is that truth, honor, charity, and having a conscience are a real bother. They do so get in the way of molding the realms the way I want them to be. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 8

The Boiling Refuge

 

The rumble of erupting water startled Bannor. The fear died before his tired body could respond. The dank smell of sulfur and minerals had worked its way into clothes and skin after only a short time walking through the clouds of hot vapor. He wiped the perspiration off his forehead and looked around. 

The Hades flats stretched for a league in all directions. The ashen ground looked like dying flesh, cracked and festering. Stunted trees and bushes grew in solitary patches. Sediment caked rock jutted upward like spires of melting wax. Plumes of steam curled out of craters that bubbled and hissed. 

Wren led the way using Irodee's spear to find a safe path. Before they headed into the mists, she'd cast a spell that would aid her in detecting unsafe footing. Sarai walked behind her. Some part of his mate's new elemental powers allowed her to pass over fragile crusts of dirt that would collapse with one prod of the spear. 

Bannor stayed behind Sarai, forcing himself to stay upright. Occasionally, Irodee reached out to steady him. In all his seasons, he couldn't recall feeling more exhausted. 

After only half a bell of rest on the canyon rim, Wren decided to press on. Three bell cycles of hard climbing later, it became apparent that the savant had exceeded her endurance. For himself, only Sarai's support had enabled him to come this far. Even Irodee walked with a ragged stride. 

Sarai pranced through the fog like someone fresh on a morning jaunt. During the journey across the canyon she spoke little, obviously troubled by Wren's remarks concerning her new magic. What price might there be for drawing vitality from the soil? 

"Irodee have to know. Why Wren lead us here?" 

Wren stopped and frowned. "This area should keep Hecate's creatures from magically locating us." She pointed to a cluster of trees at the top of a white terrace. "That'll be a good place to camp. The poisonous gases stay down in the depressions." 

She turned and tripped. Off balance, she reeled a few steps. A crunch and one foot plunged into the ground. Wren gasped as steaming water splashed up. Bannor lurched forward. 

Too late. 

Before he could take a step, Sarai had dragged Wren back onto safe ground. Wren cried out and fought to get her boot off. Bannor dropped to his knees and jerked the hot leather off her foot. His chest tightened at the sight of her now crimson skin. Irodee knelt to examine the injury. 

"Is it bad?" he asked. 

Clutching her leg above the knee, Wren spoke through gritted teeth. "Boot stopped most of it. Damn, stupid--stupid." 

"Sarai pulled you out in time. It looks like it's only a surface burn." 

"Thanks--Sarai." 

The elf nodded brushing silvery hair out of her eyes. 

"Help me up, please." 

Irodee lifted her. Wren balanced on one foot. Bannor collected the spear and boot. He had to wait until the wet leather cooled enough to touch. He winced, imagining what would have happened if she'd fallen in up to her waist. 

Wren took the spear from him. The pain evident in her eyes and the way she held her breath. He handed over the boot and she pulled it through her belt. 

Sarai offered her shoulder for support and Wren walk-hopped toward the yellow-stained white hill. Irodee bit her lip. Bannor saw that the Myrmigyne was restraining her emotions. No doubt Wren hated being coddled, which appeared to be Irodee's first instinct; the kind of concern an big sister might show for a younger. Her devotion to Wren verged on fanatical. He'd watched her face a demon simply on the savant's say so. 

The fact she could inspire that kind of loyalty made Bannor want to trust Wren. Still, her evasiveness worried him. She clearly had a private agenda, but how did he and Sarai figure into it? He knew she plotted some revenge against Hecate. Would they be forced to choose sides? 

He watched Wren and Sarai for a few moments admiring the savant's tenacity. He'd seen veteran soldiers blubber like babies from lesser wounds. 

The thought made him grow cold. His admiration didn't blind him to the fact that Wren planned to manipulate them in some way. She said all she wanted to do was teach him to protect himself. He didn't believe it. Accepting Wren's help obliged them to assist her. If he refused her aid, he and Sarai would have to fight Hecate alone. 

Irodee stopped part way up the terrace and looked at him. Deep hazel eyes searched his face. 

If forced to choose between serving Wren or Hecate, one look at Irodee made the choice obvious. He hated being forced to choose one of two paths when neither appealed. He found it especially frustrating because he couldn't see a way around it. 

Shaking his head, he followed their tracks across the treacherous ground and up the hill. His whole body felt like one giant toothache. Irodee waited and took his wrist to help him up the steep incline. 

She smiled and brushed back her dark hair. "Irodee suspect Bannor thinking too much." 

"Bannor doesn't like being press-ganged." 

The Myrmigyne shrugged. "What if Wren asks it of you? What is your freedom and Sarai's worth?" Her hand gripped his shoulder. 

He glanced to where Sarai waited at the hillcrest with Wren. The memory of Rankorhaaz holding his beloved in the forest flickered in his mind. "A lot." 

Reaching the top he put an arm around Sarai. His mate responded with a brief squeeze. 

"Are you all right, my One?" 

"I've never hurt so bad, but at least I'm alive." 

Wren sat on a dead tree examining her foot. Irodee nodded to him and went to inspect Wren's wounds. 

"Need healing potion if you want to walk on it soon." 

Wren nodded. "We'll set up over there." She pointed. "We'll be up wind from the fumes. The trees will give us some shade." 

Irodee helped her up and the four of them found a flat place between several large needle-leaf. 

Bannor undid his bedroll and collapsed on it with a groan. "This has been the worst forced march since I was in the war." 

Irodee raised an eyebrow. "Bannor must have been very young." 

"Fourteen summers." He sighed. "King Balhadd was desperate for troops. If they could march and swing a knife he'd put colors on them. I'm lucky Father taught me to fight early or I wouldn't have survived the first skirmish. If my older brother Rammal had spent more time learning his lessons rather than climbing trees, he might have lived." He swallowed. "I wonder if he had powers too? Guess we'll never know now." 

Wren unrolled her blankets and lay down with a sigh. "Iggerd and Balhadd's five-season feud broke up a lot of families. Nothing worse than being forced to participate in a war you have no stake in--empty victories and unjustified loss." 

Bannor looked at her to see if she was being sarcastic. Her eyes were closed, face impassive. Irodee pulled the potion box out of her pack and prepared to tend Wren's burns. 

And you think your fight will be any different? I lost my brother fighting someone else's war. I won't sacrifice Sarai the same way. 

It had been many seasons since he dredged up those dark feelings. A decade later the guilt could still return full force. He accepted the lonely job as a border woodsman to escape it. So he wouldn't have to face his family and friends knowing he'd left Rammal to die. 

He remembered that day, hot like now, the air muggy and thick with the scent of carrion. He'd supported his brother for leagues, the Northerners coming down the hills like a swarm of insects. 

I'll get you out, Ramm, three more leagues to the staging camp. No place to hide. So heavy. So tired. Come on, Ramm, don't give up--move! His brother's limp body slogged forward slower and slower. Bannor's stomach knotted with fear as he looked back and saw sunlight glinting off an advancing wall of armor and weapons. 

Heart pounding, legs like wooden posts. Get up, Ramm! Get up! His brother looked at him with glazed eyes, face ashen. Rammal blinked as though his lids were weighted. Help me. Lifting his body felt like levering up a mountain. Every jolt and gully made the burden heavier. Don't die. We can make it. 

His knees buckled repeatedly. Each time he fought his brother back over his shoulder again. Fire burned in his chest. Behind him, the Northerners howled like wolves. Up down, up down--the ground sucked at his feet. Can't give up. 

Then the arrows came; a hail of steel and wood. Cold metal stabbed deep into his back. Screaming, he crumpled. They rolled down the side of a gully. Agony ripped through his body. He heard the shaft snap. Lying face down in the grime he convulsed in pain. Rammal groaned, fingers raking the dirt. Bannor clawed up to his knees. No strength. Enemy so close. Blood soaking his back. His arm felt like dough. Ramm! 

His brother only shook his head and closed his eyes. He put his fingers to Rammal's throat, testing for signs of life. His skin felt so cold. Ramm! He knelt next to the still body, tears burning on his face. No. 

He heard footsteps and the sound of steel being pulled. A fog closed around his mind. Scrambling out of the gully, he ran. The image of Rammal's eyes closing flashed through his mind again and again. I left him. 

So tired. 

"My One?" Sarai's warm hand stroked his forehead. 

He blinked and laced his fingers in hers. Wren and Irodee looked at him. 

"I thought you'd fallen asleep with your eyes open." 

"Grim thoughts, Star, that's all." He let out a breath. "I don't know what we're going to do." 

She brushed the hair out of his eyes and smiled. "We'll do what we have to do. As long as we can be together. After all, we might be going to a better place." Sarai glanced at Wren then met his gaze. "Rest now, we'll worry about it later." 

She snuggled next to him. Her body didn't burn as it had before. It felt cool and comforting. He looked into Sarai's glowing eyes. 

"I love you, Sarai. I don't want anything to hurt you." 

"I love thee, my One. Nothing will harm me again, I promise." 

So certain. So confident. He closed his eyes and let himself drift off. 

The smell of burning needle-wood pitch and the crackling of fire woke Bannor. His sleep had been an abrupt plunge into blackness where even the horrors of the previous night couldn't reach him. His legs still throbbed and his mouth tasted leathery. The misery of the headache had finally left him. 

Stars shone in an ebony sky. The gleaming white circle of Pernithius, the harvest moon, illuminated the eastern horizon. He heard the distant yipping of wild dogs now and then over the hiss coming from the flats. 

Sarai knelt by the fire teasing the flames with a twig. The flickering light cast her features in golden hues. Irodee and Wren slept close to one another, their breathing deep and steady. 

Sarai looked up and gestured him over. Muscles protesting he rose and went to sit by her. 

She kissed him on the cheek and spoke in a whisper. "Feeling better?" 

He nodded. "Didn't you sleep? Even elves need some." 

"A little. I don't feel tired, so I need even less." 

He frowned and looked in the sky. "What time is it?" 

"Around ten bells. Triatus rose and set already." 

"We've been asleep that long? I shouldn't be surprised. Nothing unusual?" 

Sarai shook her head. "No demons or orcs, just dogs and they seem content to stay far away." 

"Good." He tossed a twig in the flames and watched as it curled and expired. "How are you feeling?" 

Her eyes glowed brighter. "I have never felt so--alive." She paused, her lips pressed to a line. "Bannor, I don't care what Wren says. I want to stay like this. I was too vulnerable before. Now, I can fight back." 

He'd suspected she'd feel that way. "What about the price?" 

Sarai's gaze didn't waver. "You gave me this power. How bad could it be?" 

Bannor sighed. "You once told me a story about the magician's apprentice who hired an imp to find his lost love. He wasn't concerned with how much it cost, either." 

She frowned. "You don't know what it's like to lack strength. To be handled by men and unable to break their grip. No one will drag me around or put me in a cage again." Her eyes flashed. "Ever." 

He put his hand in hers. Sarai's fingers closed and squeezed tight. 

"I want you safe the way that this new magic can make you. It's just--" 

She put a finger on his lips. "Let us worry about Rankorhaaz and--" she gestured to Wren and Irodee. "Those two." 

Bannor glanced over. "What about them?" 

"How beholden to them do we want to get? I'm obliged for their help, but how much more can we accept?" 

Putting his head on her shoulder he stared at the flames. "There's so much we need to know. I don't see how we'll learn it without Wren." 

"I like not being shackled to them." 

"Neither do I. I've decided one thing though." 

"That is?" 

"She can't make us pay what we're not willing to give." 

Sarai nodded. "Aye, that's the way it will be then." 

He put his other hand on hers. "We will find a safe haven from all this chaos, where Hecate can't bother us." 

A roaring interrupted Bannor's next words. It made his skin crawl. Sarai stiffened. 

Rankorhaaz. 

The sound came closer. Irodee woke up and grabbed her spear. Wren opened one eye, frowned and rolled over in the blankets. 

"Wren, is demon!" 

The savant's voice sounded thick with sleep. "Yeah, I hear it--tell him to be quiet." 

Bannor's voice rose. "It's Rankorhaaz!" 

Wren growled. "Let him yell. If he gets closer, wake me up." 

Irodee nudged the smaller woman. "Wren, this not funny." 

"Wasn't 'posed to be funny. Demons don't like water. He tries to drive those orcs out here and he'll have whole platoon of cooked Urakai. I picked the spot for a reason." 

Bannor chimed in this time. "That is?" 

"I'm a savant of forces." 

"So?" 

She patted the folded cloak she used for a pillow. "Can you think of a stronger force than a ground quake?" 

"What's that got to do--" 

"This is the most unstable terrain you can find. I can turn every fissure, geyser, and fumarole in this area into a weapon. He doesn't have the courage to fight me where I have the advantage, especially now that we have an avatar of stone with us too. For the time being, relax. Save your energy for when we need to leave. That's when it'll get ugly." 

 


 

 

 

Love is a trick played on the consciousness of fools. I've extracted the definition from many creatures and all of it is just so much blather about 'sacrifice' and 'feelings' and 'caring'. If such a thing truly exists it is nothing but a convention and no real tangible force. My cousin Aphrodite argues vehemently to the contrary, but she was never very bright and has always been easily duped. The thing that bothers me is that in the texts of the First Ones, there is reference to it (love), and the achieving of Tan'Acho. Instinct tells me this little intangible will be an irritating snag in my plans... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 9

Hot Spring

 

"Wren, you led us five leagues out of our way so you could have a bath?" Bannor's voice rose. The demon's roars had kept him awake long after the creature gave up. Lack of sleep left him in no mood to play games. 

Face feeling hot, he sat on a boulder. Wren had led them to a rocky basin surrounded by trees and a scattering of bushes. A stream tumbled into the steep-sided depression where it mingled with hissing fumarole water. Silver and gold flecks eddied in the bubbling liquid. 

"Honestly, Bannor, I'd have gone even further for a hot soak." She grinned. "More for you than me. Get a smell of yourself." 

He frowned and folded his arms. Still half awake, it made everything bleary and annoying. 

Irodee and Sarai sat on the pool's edge making ripples in the water with their toes. They both looked amused. 

Sarai siding with Wren and Irodee made it more irritating. One moment she complained about owing Wren, the next she'd joined the savant's bath party. 

Women. 

Wren dove in fully clothed. Swimming to the edge, she fished a parchment packet from the backpack she'd left on the ledge. 

Sarai borrowed Irodee's comb and worked at removing the snarls from her hair. "My one, the three of you are exhausted." Bannor noted how Sarai didn't include herself in the statement. "Rest and get your strength back. We'll need it to leave this place." 

"If we can get out at all," he grumbled. 

"You're full of optimism this morning." Wren poured a white powder in her palm and rubbed it in her hair. "Save the hostility for Rankorhaaz. I didn't travel all this way to rescue a grouch." 

Sarai chuckled. 

Bannor stared at his mate. She beamed back. He turned the scowl on Wren. "Getting chased by demons makes me grumpy." He found a pebble and tossed it in the water. "Rankorhaaz will be waiting for us--" 

Wren cut him off. "Irodee--Sarai, dunk him!" 

By the time he registered what the she had said, his mate and Irodee were already reaching for him. 

"No." He pointed a finger. 

Neither stopped. Bannor scrambled off the rock. They caught him before he moved far. Their hands clamped on his biceps and wrists. He struggled, but Irodee weighed too much and Sarai's grip was like steel. 

"Hey, not now--don't--don't!" 

They did. 

The bath did make him feel more alert. Steaming water loosened taut muscles and cleansed his grimy skin. When everyone finally finished removing a tenday of trail grime, the sun had risen high in the cloud-streaked sky. 

Wren refused to discuss the avatar's pursuit. She told him to relax, reality would be facing them soon enough. Bannor translated that as meaning she hadn't yet figured a way out of their predicament. 

Turned away from the pursuit, he was left with thoughts of what he and Sarai should do. What did they really want? Where did they go from here? They couldn't blindly follow Wren around without a plan of their own. The question was, what could they do? They would never be able to have the pastoral life that they used to enjoy. Rankorhaaz and all the fiends and slavers that came after him would see to that. 

Seek refuge, Wren said. What did she mean by refuge? What was deemed a 'safe' place? If it meant being trapped behind walls unable to venture anywhere without fear, neither he or Sarai wanted any part of it. Would he really rather die than live a life closed behind walls? 

With those heavy thoughts on his mind he found himself a spot in the shade of a big scalebark to contemplate what they should do. He watched several needle-beaks fencing in the branches overhead, wings a-blur and ruby feathers flashing. Their battles mimicked his own conflict; a pointless feud over personal space. He and Sarai simply wanted to be able to live together in peace, raise children and make a life of their own. 

Bannor felt Sarai press her breasts against his back. Hugging him, she put her chin on his shoulder. "Are we feeling better, my One?" She nuzzled the curve of his neck. "I know we smell better." 

He pressed her hands. "Much improved." He sighed. "How are you feeling?" 

She curled around him like a cat, settled in his lap and put her arms around his neck. Sarai's eyes gleamed. "Don't worry. I'm fine." 

Sarai felt warm and inviting, silvery hair spilling across his legs. She certainly looked fine. Bannor felt himself growing taut. He leaned to kiss her. Sarai pulled him down hard, mouth seeking his ravenously. She looped her legs around his back and cinched him down. She squirmed against him, nails digging into his skin. A sharp sting went through his lip and he tasted blood. 

Startled, he pushed away, searching her slender face. Is this my Sarai? Eyes glowing, she licked the blood off her lips, smiled and undid the ties on his tunic. 

A cold tingle shot through him. He caught her hands. "Sarai?" 

"I need you, my One." She pulled on him, more gently this time. 

Her violet eyes swallowed him as they always did. Their bodies tangled. The elation of being with his lover again made all his problems vanish. 

Despite the rapture, he couldn't push the picture of Sarai savoring his blood out of his mind, the strange glee he'd seen in her eyes. 

Wren had been right. Sarai did pay a price for the power. 

Would he be willing to pay it along with her? 

Bannor bolted upright. Sarai sat up next to him, silver hair mussed. The shadows of the trees had grown only a fraction longer. The thrum of a bow, the hiss and crack of arrows hitting home brought him to his feet, reverie forgotten. He pulled on his breeches, grabbed his sword and axe, cautioned Sarai, then ran toward the sound. 

Two more impacts, the sound of wood splintering. 

He rushed to their camp in time to see Irodee letting fly with two more arrows. The shots hissed into the hearts of two targets drawn on trees about twenty paces apart. 

The Myrmigyne spun and aimed at him. Wren appeared behind her, dagger readied. 

"Whoa!" He held up his weapons. "I thought there was trouble." 

Irodee lowered the bow. "Only practicing. Sorry, not think would disturb you." 

Sarai appeared behind him, sheathing the dagger Wren had loaned her. Smoothing her hair and blouse, she put an arm around his waist. He found himself more conscious of her touch. 

Sarai glanced at the targets. "Good shooting, Irodee." 

The Myrmigyne nodded. 

Six arrows jutted from the two trees. All the shafts were clustered in a pattern less than a hand-width across. 

Wren gestured to Bannor and went back to her place seated on a log next to her pack. Scratches in the dirt formed a rough map at her feet. Obviously she'd been considering their plight. "What were you starting to say, Irodee?" 

The Myrmigyne shot twice more. The arrows quivered next to the others. "Irodee saying she misses Marta. Wants to see Laramis." 

"You have a daughter?" Sarai asked. 

Irodee nodded. "She's five summers now." 

Wren looked up from her drawing. "Five--and she's already taller than me." 

The Myrmigyne looked at Sarai and grinned. "Marta calls Wren, Pico-kana--Little sister." 

Sarai squeezed Bannor. "We were thinking about children after we're joined." She looked at him eyes gleaming. "I think we'll make beautiful babies." She broke away to stand by Irodee and look at the targets. "I bet Marta is a nice girl. Her mother is tough, but I can tell she's a good person." 

Irodee looked down at Sarai, apparently not knowing how to respond. "Grata." 

Sarai smiled. "Can I try?" She held her hand out for the bow. The Myrmigyne frowned. The huge weapon looked impossible for Sarai to pull. Irodee shrugged and handed it over. 

"Taija," she said softly, caressing the smooth wood. Brushing her hair back, she accepted two arrows from Irodee. She put one in her teeth and nocked the other. 

Bannor barely saw her move. He only heard the thrum of the bow and the smack of impacts. 

Both shots vibrated in the exact center of the chalk circle. 

Irodee bowed to Sarai. The elf bowed back. 

Wren raised an eyebrow and looked at Bannor. 

"Sarai crafted bows in the elven army," Bannor explained. He walked over and examined Wren's drawing. 

She'd sketched the flats, detailing the high ground and stands of trees. Sheer valley walls bordered most of the northern and western extents of the area. Broken hills rising into mountains hemmed in the land to the south. The only easy travel seemed to be back the way they'd come. 

Sheathing his axes, he sat beside her. "I see you didn't relax." 

Wren shook her head. "It's my job to worry." 

Bannor sighed. Irodee and Sarai took turns shooting the bow, involved in some discussion about children. It seemed scoredays since he'd reflected on their plans for a family. Life's trivial details dissolved when faced by a danger like that posed by Hecate. 

"I notice Irodee doesn't worry." 

Wren ran a hand through her hair, fingers gripping the strands. He saw doubt in her blue eyes and heard the tremor in her voice. "My friend trusts me too much. We spent my last teleport scroll getting to Sarai. We needed it to escape before things got this tight." 

"Is there something I should know?" 

Wren nodded and pointed south to a rise a half-league away. "Watch that hill." 

He did. After a few moments he saw a glint; sunlight reflecting off glass or steel. His chest tightened as he noticed other flashes on adjacent hilltops. "You think they know where we are?" 

"Not precisely, but there aren't many spots in the flats where we could be hiding." She shrugged. "If they'd come in after us, getting away would be easy. Rankorhaaz will form a blockade instead." 

Bannor frowned. "I saw a hundred orcs, no more. He can't cut off the entire southern access to these flats." 

"Those are rough hills. Orcs have phenomenal endurance. In that terrain they could run us down. The river valley is a death trap. To keep us penned, Rankorhaaz only needs to guard a few trails and have lookouts keep us from slipping between. Meanwhile, he'll get help to flush us out." 

Bannor groaned. 

"Trust me, it could be worse." 

"Oh? How?" 

"We could have camped on the canyon rim and he'd have us trapped in that valley. We crossed before he stationed the orcs on the south rim. I bet he split the tribe. Half went after Sarai and the rest has been stationed here to head me off in case I got to her before he did." 

"I don't understand. How did they even know about Sarai?" 

Wren smiled. "They thought she was the savant. I confused their communications, their times were wrong, targets, trails, everything. Otherwise, Rankorhaaz would have caught her early on. If they hadn't delayed me up north, I'd have reached you before anything happened." 

He stemmed the urge to bristle at Wren for risking their lives. She worked the way a general did, executing moves to get the advantage. 

"I take it they want you too?" 

"Are they after me, no. Would they like to kill me--oh yes." She took a handful of dirt and let the particles trickle through her fingers. "I forced a concession from their mistress, they don't chase me. However, if I get caught interfering with them-- that's my own fault." 

"Let me understand, you forced a concession with Hecate?"

"Sure did," Wren responded.  "Once in a lifetime thing. Would have been better to kill her when I had the chance.  I didn't.  Now she's more wild and vicious than ever."

He rubbed his forehead.  "But how?  I mean if you're that powerful..."

"Like I said," Wren said.  "Once in a lifetime, the right elements came together." She sighed. "Let me be honest, I have friends that could get us out of this in a heartbeat." She leaned forward. "The problem is I have a goddess who is spending considerable effort to make sure those same friends don't get involved.  Savvy?"

"I guess."

"When I came to get you, it was a simple plan. Find you, grab you and whoever you were with, and teleport out. Problem was Hecate had already moved, she already had agents in play combing the countryside for you. Worse when we were teleported in, we learned to our dismay that she'd put a bender spell over the whole region.  We came in ten leagues off target.  I came with two teleport scrolls, I was forced to use one just to get close to you. After that, the best I could do was confuse them while I located you."

"Okay, but how did she even know I existed?" 

"Well, I knew about you because my grandmother had set up a kind of 'savant detector' that you showed up on when you first used the garmtur.  You had to use that ability a couple times before we could get anything close to a real idea where you were.  My guess, is that Hecate found you much the same way."

"Wait. I don't remember using the garmtur before Blackwater."

Wren tilted her head.  "It's kind of a subtle ability friend, you saying you didn't wish for anything before a couple days ago?"

"I--" that stopped him.  People wanted and desired things all the time.  Before Sarai, there had always been something of a longing for companionship... He swallowed, feeling a cold chill go through him as the memory of the first day he set eyes on Sarai flashed through his mind.  How he had wished she would look his way...

He pushed away from those thoughts.  "So, we're stuck..."

"Indeed," Wren said.  "I have contingencies, but those might be a tenday or more kicking in. This was such a simple mission I didn't see any way for it to get anywhere near this frelled up. I hoped my Nonna would have come before this, but if she's not here by now, she's not coming. Hecate must be more in bed with the Aesir than we thought..."

"Aesir?  You mean like Odin's Aesir?"

"Yes," Wren said with a nod.  "I know I don't look it, but my mother and grandmother are Aesir."

He rubbed his head. He was glad of the information.  He wished he could find some comfort in it. He looked at Sarai. She and the huge Myrmigyne stood near the trees removing the arrows. They talked as if they'd known each other for tendays. Funny how things as simple as a bow or an interest in children could bring people together. 

She glanced at him and smiled. She kissed her hand and made a tossing gesture. He grinned and responded in kind. His throat felt tight. One moment she seemed so alien, the next the tender being he adored. 

Wren patted him on the shoulder, looking on. "She's a special lady." 

"I love her a lot." 

"It shows." Wren smiled. "She's handled the power much better than I thought. Maybe she'll be okay." 

He shook his head. "I don't know." 

Wren's face turned serious. "What?" 

"Sometimes she seems--different--" The thought made his stomach knot. "Like a stranger is looking out of her eyes." 

It took a moment for her to respond. "Power tends to make someone more assertive. This is a desperate situation. She may be putting on another face to deal with it." 

They stared at each other. He broke the silence. "I hope you're right." 

Wren didn't meet his eyes. "What else could it be?" 

For once, Bannor felt grateful for Wren's indirection. The thought of some other creature inhabiting the body of his mate made him feel icy inside. 

He changed the subject. "So, about your allies.  Why exactly can't any of them help us?" 

"Well, one is timing," Wren shook her head. "Most of them went to a tournament." 

"Tournament?" He snorted. "Couldn't we contact them astrally?" 

"Not when they're on another plane of existence. The all-worlds tournament is held in Asgard. They won't be back for at least a tenday. Time runs strange there, so it might be longer." 

"Asgard?" Bannor frowned. 

"I told you I was related. I'm not jesting with you. My mother is the daughter of Idun." 

He studied Wren to see if she might be joking. She appeared serious. "You're descended from an immortal?" 

She looked down at herself. "Doesn't show, does it? You'd think with a family tree like that I'd be taller!" 

"Irodee thinks is because Wren is long on brains instead." 

Wren grinned at the Myrmigyne as she and Sarai came and sat beside them. 

Sarai patted Bannor's knee. "We thought we'd let you two figure out how to leave this place." She glanced toward the mountains. The expression on her face said she and Irodee had been discussing the telltale flashes on the hilltops. "It looked like you were having troubles." 

"Some," he admitted. "These flats are a defensible position, but we only have a few ways out." 

"We need a distraction," Sarai said. "Something to draw them away from the way we want to go." 

"No." Wren pointed at her. "We just got you back. We won't risk losing you again." 

The Myrmigyne took a pebble and threw it into the trees. "Irodee sometimes wishes she were a bird. Not have problems like this.  Wren should have brought Ziedra instead." 

Bird. A bell rang in Bannor's mind. 

"Well, I brought you," Wren said. "It wasn't supposed to be this damn complicated. If we had Mom's carpet that would be--" 

"That's it!" he burst out. 

They looked at him. 

"We'll fly out. It'll be tough, but I think between us we can do it." 

Wren narrowed her eyes. "Do you know something I don't?" 

Bannor looked at Sarai and she smiled back sharing his secret. He felt it unlikely his betrothed would ever forget her flight off the mountainside. 

"Tonight we make like birds." 

 


 

 

 

As mentioned elsewhere I have determined that love is an abstraction. Lust is another thing altogether. It is quantifiable quality, and a dependable handle that can be used to control all manner of creatures. In my travails, I have found few creatures that do not experience it to some degree. I must confess I have succumbed to its pull more than once. Hedonism is indeed my greatest weakness, but no one has ever lived long enough to take advantage of it. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 10

Hair Apparent

 

Sitting on the log in the clearing, Wren grabbed hold to keep from falling over. "We're going to what!?" From the savant's expression, Bannor guessed she thought he'd gone crazy. 

He squeezed Sarai who grinned. "I said that we'd make like birds." 

As if to emphasize his point, two tiny needle-beaks whizzed through the clearing chasing one another. 

Irodee folded her arms, her gaze lingering where the birds vanished into the branches. "Bannor means we fly?" 

"What else would I mean?" He glanced southward. Glints off orcish armor continued to wink on the hilltops. It reinforced the importance of finding a means of escape. 

Sarai rubbed her hands. "I think it's a wonderful idea!" 

"I don't." Wren's jaw set. "Precisely how--are we going to fly?" 

Bannor saw her steely fixation. She was obviously suspicious of how their flight would be achieved.

He wouldn't let that ruin his plan. "Our astral bodies. I carried Sarai off the mountain in my astral form. Together we could carry her and Irodee across the valley. That would give us a big lead on those orcs." 

Wren rolled her eyes. "Brilliant Bannor. How do we get across then? Our bodies are stuck here!" 

Bannor ignored the sarcasm. "All we need is a hundred yards of rope. We can run south as visible astral projections and get the orcs to chase us. When they're lured away, we return to our bodies and go to the western rim. We repel down the cliff, cross the river, and then one of us carries the rope to Irodee and Sarai so they can pull us up." 

"Yes!" Sarai clapped. "That is good." 

The hardness left Wren's features. "Okay, it's not as bad as I thought. You lifted Sarai?" 

Sarai squeezed his shoulder. "We flew--not well, but you could make it work." 

"Where we get two hundred paces of rope?" Irodee surveyed the West as if she could see the chasm. "The only river ford west of here is at Tarmin's Bend. Walls very high there." 

"Could you go astrally for some?" Sarai asked. 

Wren shook her head. "Not with Rankorhaaz watching us." She paced in the rocky clearing. "We need something that can serve as rope." 

Irodee scanned the trees. "In jungle, we use vines." 

"Something strong and supple," Wren said, crossing the clearing a few more times. She stopped by Irodee and ran a hand through the Myrmigyne's waist length tresses. 

Irodee snatched her hair away. "Irodee not have enough hair to make rope!" 

Wren's expression brightened. "Not yet, you mean." 
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Bannor probed the dirt for the Traba roots Wren said would be found here near the hot spring. Nobody could wheedle the savant into divulging what she meant by her cryptic statement. She only told them the she now knew how to create a rope and she needed certain roots and other elements for an alchemical potion to make it. 

Wren's silence terrified Irodee. While they prepared to go after the ingredients, the Myrmigyne mumbled about losing her hair. Apparently, she had lost her hair in a fiery mishap in another adventure. Bannor guessed from Irodee's tone that she had never entirely forgiven Wren for the accident. 

Bannor furrowed the dirt, enjoying the feel of moist humus between his fingers. At the cabin he shared with Sarai, he enjoyed tending a large vegetable garden. The work always gave him a sense of peace. 

Searching for the Traba vine tubers was turning out much like the rest of his recent experiences; lots of digging and little discovery. He'd been at this for half of a bell with no luck. 

His fingers closed on some odd shaped nodules and he pulled them up. The twisted grayish tendrils fit Wren's description. He uprooted all he could find, put them in his pouch and went to find Sarai. 

The breeze rustled the tree branches and he sniffed the cloying needle-leaf scent. Beneath the boughs of a scale-bark a pair of chattering blue-feathers began diving at him. As he dodged their attacks, he heard the piping of baby birds. The parents kept swooping at him until he moved away. 

Bannor felt a kinship with the blue-feathers. They only wanted to keep invaders away from their family. Like them, the enemy's size wouldn't deter him. He'd fight back until he died or the invaders gave up. 

Shortly, he found his mate kneeling in the hard soil of the terrace overlooking the flats. Emaciated needle-woods grew in the desiccated ground. Rocks crusted with cracked mud thrust up like warts. Wren had sent Sarai here for minerals that should be found in fallow ground like this. 

Sarai didn't notice him. Even dressed in ill-fitting clothes she made his throat tighten. He stood mesmerized by the motions of her lithe body, the way her pale skin glistened in the sunlight. 

He cringed, watching as Sarai plunged her slender hand into the hard dirt. He heard a sound as if a blunt knife were being twisted in a melon. She thrust in to the shoulder, probing beneath the ground as if she were searching the bottom of a barrel. 

His stomach tightened. She'd held him with those hands only a bell ago. 

She pulled out after a moment, leaving an opening. No dirt clung to her arm. Thinking back to her smile when she bit him, Bannor imagined blood welling out of the ground. He shuddered. 

Sarai moved a few yards and lunged again the same way an angler might grab for a fish in a stream. The vibration made him wince. 

He walked closer. "Doesn't that hurt, Star?" 

She focused on him and grinned like a child caught playing a secret game. "Not at all, my One. Stone is my element now. I'm learning what that means--ahhh..." Sarai bit her lip in concentration, hair falling across her face. The ground vibrated. She pulled out her catch. Several bluish lumps sparkled in her palm. "Success! You bring me luck, my One." 

She wrapped the minerals in a piece of cloth, hopped up, and came over. With effort, he held still as Sarai put her arms around him. He felt heat coming through their clothes. He paused before returning her hug. 

Sarai's gaze met his. "Do I frighten you, my One?" 

He hesitated. She'd sensed his tension. 

She went on. "Think of how I feel. Your power can split the world asunder." Her glowing eyes searched his face. "I love you. I know you love me too much to let me come to harm." 

Sarai's tone and her expression made his face feel hot. He bowed his head and hugged her tighter. He nuzzled her silky hair and breathed in the flowery scent. "I'm sorry." They were the only words he could find. 

She shoved him back. "There is more to it, my One." Her features hardened. "Some of your unease is you don't like the idea of me being able to be independent. You want your elfin flower to rely on you." She held his face. "No." She kissed him and shook her head. "No. No. No. I've managed to see to my own needs for four centuries. I want to be loved, Bannor, not coddled. Protecting me is fine. It's natural to guard your beloved, but I'd rather you give me a weapon and let me defend myself." Her lips tightened. "If you'd let me have my bow and sword when we went into town, those ruffians would have been face down in the street rather than carting me off." She stepped back and folded her arms. 

He clenched his hands. He wanted to tell her she was wrong. He saw the depth of her anger over the capture and his part in it. She'd held it in until now. They shouldn't be fighting now. He couldn't deal with his own emotions, much less hers. Instinct made him want to yell back, defend his position--his ego. Something that would no doubt sound stupid and immature, especially to an elf three hundred seasons his senior. Could he help how he felt? A woman shouldn't have to carry a blade. 

He started to say something and she put hand across his mouth. She stared at him for a long moment, violet eyes unblinking. The corners of her mouth curved into a smile. "Just say you love me." 

He swallowed. His whole body tingled. "Ur muv ooh." 
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Bannor and Sarai returned to the campsite where Wren hunched over some noxious smelling concoction she cooked over the fire in a metal cup. From time to time she would add pinches of substances from various pouches she took from the pack. Irodee sat on the log nearby, eying Wren's operation the way a criminal might regard the building of a gallows. The Myrmigyne brushed her tresses nervously as if it would be the last time she ever saw her hair. 

"Find the Azurite and Traba root?" Wren asked. 

Bannor answered by putting the ingredients next to Wren's knee. 

The savant flashed him a smile. "Good!" She pulped the roots in a bowl with her dagger and measured a quantity into the bubbling mixture. Sarai's contribution she powdered and put aside. 

Bannor knelt by Wren. "Will you tell us what this will do?" 

She kept intent on the grayish soup. "Isn't the suspense killing you?" 

"Irodee thinks Wren is what the suspense is going to kill." 

She chuckled. "Touch her hair and she thinks I'm planning to shear her bald." 

Sarai sat by the Myrmigyne. "Are you?" 

Irodee leaned forward. 

Wren peered at Irodee with a wide smile. "Would I do something like that?" 

"Irodee thinks maybe." 

Shaking her head, Wren continued her alchemical preparations. The three of them watched in silence as the forest shadows grew longer. Occasionally, Bannor watched the south for evidence of the orc scouts. 

He pointed to discernible shapes moving near the edge of the flats. Whatever Wren's plan turned out to be, it would have to work. Apparently, Rankorhaaz had whipped some courage into the orcs. 

By himself, Bannor had challenged a dozen orcs and survived. Their chances wouldn't be good against five score or more. They'd be overborne despite superior skills or magical power. 

Sarai stared at the distant figures. 

The Myrmigyne let out a breath. "Maybe not have time." 

Sarai narrowed her eyes. With deliberate slowness, she thrust her fingers into dirt until her hand became completely submerged. "Need to keep them scared a little longer." 

Bannor's neck prickled as he saw beads of sweat forming on her brow. 

Sarai's eyes glowed brighter. "Something scary." Her hand twisted as if she gripped something. She stamped her foot and tore her hand free. A bulge in the dirt shot south like a wave snapped down the length of a cord. 

A rumble vibrated in the distance. Irodee stood. The resonance continued, growing in volume. 

Wren stopped working, brow furrowed. "What's going on?" 

Sarai's tone sounded flat. "I tickled the flats." 

In the distance, plumes erupted into the sky. The dirt beneath their feet rippled and the trees swayed. Bannor could feel the air trembling. 

"Isn't that enough tickling?" Bannor raised his voice over the tremor. 

Sarai patted the dirt and made hushing noises with a finger over her lips. Her skin gleamed and he saw pulsations of blue light around her feet. 

The rumbling dwindled to a distant mutter. 

"That's impressive," Wren remarked. "Are you all right?" 

Sarai's jaw set. "Fine." 

Bannor saw strain in her features. A gray cast had come over her skin. She met his gaze, daring him to say anything about it. 

He didn't. 

Irodee peered in the direction of the orcs. "Orcs gone." 

"I'm not surprised." He glanced at Sarai. "It must have been ten times as bad in the center of it out on the flats." 

Sarai's expression stayed impassive. "Maybe even worse." She took a breath, and her eyes fluttered. Wiping the perspiration from her brow she looked at him as if asking for forgiveness. 

He knew Elves had no love of orcs. Whatever she had done would not have been pleasant.

"It's good having an elemental on our side," Wren said, going back to work. "Just as well if the vermin fell in a fissure. That's what I would have done." 

Sarai became interested in another part of the clearing. 

His chest tightened. Maybe his betrothed hadn't changed. Perhaps he was simply being forced to acknowledge the wild part of her nature. One didn't survive for four hundred summers without some hardness. 

Did it matter if his little flower had petals of steel? 

After the tremor, they saw considerably less activity in the hills. Bannor figured it would give them another day to prepare. 

Wren finished her work, the results of which were three separate solutions. She then performed some kind of ritual magic on each container. Afterward each potion glowed an eerie blue. 

The savant stirred the grayish goop, the glow reflecting in her eyes. "Alchemy is one of my father's hobbies. About five summers back, I was going through a bout of hair envy and he heard me grumbling about my never being able to grow my hair out." She let a few drops the thick fluid drip off the stick. "He taught me how to make this." Wren fixed Irodee with her eyes. "Undiluted, the magic will make your hair ten times longer." 

"Wren does want to cut Irodee's hair!" 

"Who else has that much hair? Ten times my hair is four yards. With yours it'd be twenty! We can cut more than we need and leave you with extra if you want it." 

Bannor frowned. "How does it help? We need two hundred yards." 

Sarai brightened. "We take sections, braid them, and tie them all together. Those other potions are to make it viable as rope." 

Wren nodded. "Give the elf a gold crown." 

"Irodee still doesn't like it." 

"Hey, Irodee, trust me." 

The Myrmigyne folded her arms. "Always trusting you. If Irodee loses her hair, Wren will too." 

"Deal." 

She didn't seem convinced. "All right, what Irodee do?" 

"Sit here. Bannor get the blankets and lay them out to keep the hair clean. Sarai, don't let the potion touch anywhere but her scalp." 

They worked around Irodee. The big woman looked anything but comfortable. Bannor didn't envy her. They applied the solution to Irodee's hair, painting it on her scalp and down the length. Wren then chanted strange words. Her hands gleamed as she made passes over Irodee's hair. 

"Ow, itches! Wren not say would itch!" 

"Don't touch it!" 

Irodee's black tresses writhed like snakes, spilling down her back and tumbling onto the blankets in a jumble. 

"Hurts, Wren!" She clenched her hands as the metamorphosis continued. 

Bannor coiled the growing lengths to prevent tangling. The hair felt silky smooth. He could see why Irodee was so protective of it. 

"Only for a little bit more." 

"Wren owe Irodee for this!" 

"Oh hush, it doesn't hurt that much!" 

"Maybe on Wren's dinky hair!" 

The savant snorted. 

Irodee might have exaggerated some for Wren's benefit, but Bannor could see it wasn't a pleasurable experience. When the magic ended a quarter bell later, the Myrmigyne looked pale and appeared thinner, as if the magic had drawn substance from her body to feed the growth. 

Irodee winced and ran a hand over her scalp. "Is done?" 

"Done," Wren agreed. "Where do we cut?" 

The Myrmigyne stood. Bannor steadied her when she swayed, feeling her weight he realized how gargantuan she was. He could barely reach the crown of her head. Irodee twisted to view the trailer of hair lying on the blankets. 

"Here." She pointed a below her hip. 

Wren used her magic sword to trim the hair with a few swift cuts. 

Irodee caressed her locks as if verifying they were really still all there. 

"Some braiding, applied potion and magic and we'll have our rope." She patted Irodee on the back. "Then comes your part, Bannor. Moving Irodee will be much tougher than Sarai." 

Bannor stared at the Myrmigyne. "I've been thinking about it." He frowned. "We simply have to find the will to do it." 

 


 

 

 

Immortals live for gambles, intrigue, manipulation and the hunt. This goes for those claiming to be of the 'light' and we arbitrarily labeled the 'dark'. Let none fool you, from the greatest of us to the least we are all caught up in the cosmic game, the higher the stakes the better. Fragile mortals have always been our favored tokens and champions. Perhaps it is their flexibility, unpredictable nature, and vulnerability that makes them so attractive. I find their creativity intriguing and have always found their meglocentricities a great source of amusement. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 11

Hair Today Gone Tomorrow

 

Bannor's fingers felt numb from the constant motion of intermingling strands of human hair. He knelt next to Sarai, their knees and hips touching. The elf's nimble fingers worked much faster than his callous thickened ones. 

Limbs swayed overhead and needlebeaks hummed and flashed through the foliage. Irodee and Wren worked across the clearing beneath a ponderous scalebark. Its thick boughs reached upward to embrace the sky. 

Wren had shown everyone how to braid the hair and to link the segments so they became one solid cord. The savant figured working together it would take four bells to complete the rope. In half that time, his fingers felt like dead hunks of meat. 

Dabbed with the Wren's alchemical solutions the hair strands swelled and hardened as he worked. From testing, he guessed this rope would be nearly identical to the fine silken cords made by the elves. Mentally comparing the texture of the two products he suspected that Wren's hair rope was less of a new idea and more of an obscure art. 

"My One, have you thought on how you will move the monolith?" 

"Monolith?" The word shook him out the daze of constant repetition. "Oh, Irodee." He shook his head. "Agonizing over it won't make it easier." 

Sarai deepened her voice in a mock impression of his. "'We simply have to find the will to do it.'" She patted him on the knee. "To lift her? My One, there isn't that much will in the whole kingdom." She shook her head. "I wish we could break away from this blonde she-thief." 

"Thief?" He turned to his betrothed. "What do you mean?" 

"Come now. Haven't you put it together?" 

He frowned. 

Sarai rubbed his cheek with the back of her hand and made a clucking sound. "She's expert with a dagger, runs like the wind, even wears her sword for quiet running. I've seen that black leather carapace before. She showed us the rogue's skill for rope making. Watch her hands. I've done ropes before. She's still twice as fast as me. She's a guilder certain, a master from her knowledge and confidence. I notice she keeps her neck covered, I would wager she has a mark." 

"So, what if she is?" 

"Bannor, if we can't trust her, be damned what and who she knows." 

"Sarai, a person's past is behind them. She's been secretive with us, but trustworthy so far. We're safer with her counsel than without it." 

Her jaw tightened. "Keep your eyes open. A guildmaster can steal your soul and you won't even know it's missing." 

The tone in her voice made the back of his neck prickle. He studied Wren. Blonde hair wreathing in her face, the savant leaned over her work, fingers flashing over the braiding. 

There's only one way to resolve the question. 

He walked over to Wren. "Can I ask you a question?" 

She looked up. Her fingers never slowed. "No, but you'll ask anyway. So go ahead." 

Irodee smiled and gave Wren a push. 

Bannor glanced at Irodee, but locked eyes with Wren. "Sarai thinks you're a guilder, maybe even a master." 

She sighed. "Sarai's a smart lady, Bannor, hang onto her. Never argue with centuries of experience." 

"You don't deny it?" 

"Gaea's eyes, no, fifteen summers in the guild. Ever hear the story of the Malicent gem?" 

"The Ivaneth bards sing it every spring at the faires." 

Wren grinned. "The lady thief in Arabella's song, Ardwren, that's me. Last job I did in Corwin for Mistress Whitelock." She regarded Sarai who was eying them. Wren grinned. "Don't worry, I won't steal your soul. I'm retired." 

Before her last words, Bannor had resolved to push further but the last part answered his questions. "Thanks for not being evasive." He narrowed his eyes. "For once." 

"Twice, I told you plenty yesterday." 

He knelt next to Sarai and went back to work. She gave him that arched eyebrow expression he'd come to associate with 'I told you so'. 

He sighed. 
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Only a sliver of light tinged the horizon between the rocky teeth of the western mountains, casting tangerine hues on the undersides of distant clouds. The breeze had picked up and felt cooler. It carried with it a familiar scent. 

"Storm," Bannor murmured. 

They sat around the campfire where Wren finished the joining and checking of the completed rope. Her attention shifted to him. 

Irodee sniffed, her dark eyes intent on the sky. After a moment she said, "Bannor right, think perhaps hit late tomorrow." 

"We are going to be well south by then. It's to our advantage. Rankorhaaz hates water." 

Sarai paused in the act of rubbing Wren's skin balm into her hands. She gestured to the sky. "Why? What is water to him?" 

"I don't know. Maybe his mother tried to drown him." She shrugged. "It doesn't hurt him, but getting wet makes him crazy." 

Flexing his numb fingers, Bannor scanned the south where they knew the orcs waited. "Orcs aren't afraid of water. The threat of losing us in the storm may push them to make a move." 

"Then let's prepare to leave. Tie everything down. Even if we can't fly we can still use this rope to repel down the cliff. I can climb up the far side and tie it off. It's more risky, but a good alternative." 

Irodee and Sarai stood and immediately went to work. 

Bannor eyed Wren. "You intended to do it your way all along." 

Wren met his gaze. "Bannor, I refuse to waste time arguing. We'll try it your way. If it doesn't work, we'll try a more practical approach." 

His jaw tightened. He stared at the savant. 

"Oh grow up. I'd be fascinated to see your method work. The ethereal affecting the physical..." Her voice faded. She let out a breath. "Pardon my staidness. I learned to keep things simple, less goes wrong." 

He growled. "My way will work. Can you even climb that cliff?" 

Wren stood. Stepping to a big needleleaf, she clambered up. She used no branches for a purchase, only the grip of fingers and toes. She grinned down at him. Bannor couldn't see how she held on. The tree bark provided little purchase. "Think I can handle rocks?" 

"All right, I get it." 

She hopped down and helped with the packing. 

He stared at the savant for a moment before adding his hands to the stowing. She always seemed a pace ahead of him. Could he be that dumb, or Wren simply that smart? He disliked shying away from something because he didn't understand it. The savant chose to be a puzzle. She veiled herself in half-truths and obscurities, daring him to discover her true nature. Here I am, try and learn my secrets. 

They carefully stowed all of Wren's alchemical apparatus. All the pack strings were tied down to ensure whether they flew or climbed, things would be ready for the trip. 

The last shred of light vanished behind the crags. Irodee and Sarai sat down on the log to await the next step. 

Bannor gazed around the clearing, their temporary stronghold in the forest wilderness. He would remember this place with its birds, trees, pitfalls, and revelations. Glimpses of the stormy road ahead had been revealed to him. The path behind was legion with snapping dogs ready to devour him if he misstepped. About that, Wren had been lucidly clear. 

He met his betrothed's gaze. Sarai's glowing eyes never blinked. Rely on no-one, her expression said. We can only trust ourselves. 

Bannor tried to remember Sarai before Blackwater and the slavers. Was she always so suspicious? Had that carefree smile and whimsical wit all been a ruse for his benefit, or did he see only what he wanted to see? Maybe only now did he see the true face of things. 

No, he would never forget Hades flats. 

The place where his life changed. 

He examined his hands, raw and aching from the day's work. 

His gaze found Sarai again. Whatever real or imagined changes she'd gone through, her support remained constant. She trusted him. The Garmtur'Shak Nola, he knew its unpredictability now. A single wish had kept the gallows from breaking his neck. Later, that same talent nearly killed Wren. A desire to see his betrothed had given him the ability to soar the astral winds. An urgent need transformed Sarai into an elemental. 

All the tools and none of the control. Discipline. 

Weren't all disciplines simply a way of viewing things? In this case, knowing exactly what he wanted to accomplish. Willing what wasn't yet real into existence. 

Flexing his fingers, he studied the cracked skin. 

"Bannor--" Wren started. Sarai put a finger to her lips and gripped the savant's wrist. 

He focused. These are not the way my hands should be. Bannor opened and closed his hands. Visualizing his healthy undamaged flesh superimposed over the chapped members. 

I wish... 

In his mind, he stripped away the cuts and dirt. 

I wish... 

The cracks in his mental picture vanished. 

I wish... 

He peeled away another layer and the color returned to normal. 

He flexed his fingers. The pain ebbed. 

The wounds faded out. 

So simple. So alluring. He now understood what Wren had meant by a power that encouraged experimentation. An ability that might fly out of control on his next attempt. 

Bannor walked to Sarai and cupped her face in his renewed hands. He felt tears trickling down his cheeks. He kissed his betrothed. 

"I love you, Star." 

She smiled. "I you, My One." 

He turned to Wren. "I'm ready." 

Bannor and Wren concealed themselves in a cluster of rocks and Irodee and Sarai covered it over with branches. Lying in a clump of needle-leaves with his arms crossed, he let the tangy-acrid scent fill his awareness and help him to relax. He felt Wren's presence next to him as if layers of itchy wool surrounded her and pressed against him. 

Wren's voice echoed in his head without making a sound. <All right, I'll get you launched then follow your lead.> 

He didn't know how to reply. "How do you do that?" he asked aloud. 

<Don't use your mouth. Think the words. Enunciate them in your head. Savants naturally communicate between each other this way. With training we can mind-speak with telepaths and mundanes.> 

Bannor clamped his jaw shut and thought the word. He saw it spelled out in his head in large red runes. <Mundanes?> 

<Ow! Not so loud. I'm right next to you. Mundanes--people without magical abilities.> 

He made the letters not so large. <Never thought of normal people as being mundane.> 

<Much better. Don't worry, Bannor, you will.> 

Another of Wren's veiled statements, using that 'I've seen it all' tone that made him want to punch her. He wondered if she could sense his thoughts when they were linked this way. 

<Yes, Bannor, I can. When you feel the urge to take a swing, step right up. Make your first try a good one. I'll drop you before the second.> 

He imagined tiny Wren challenging him to a fist fight. <Not likely.> 

Bannor sensed her shrug. <People are easier to climb than trees. A girl doesn't survive fifteen seasons in the guild without learning how to earn respect. Think on it. Okay, enough banter, launch now?> 

<Wait.> 

He took a breath. My One, there isn't that much will in the whole kingdom. If Sarai was right, Wren would have beaten him again. 

This is where it stopped. He would make this work. 

They needed the strength of will to move Irodee. Mages lifted heavier things with their magic. He and Wren could do it with theirs. He considered what they needed to do, pictured it in his head, and slowly blended desire with reality. 

He felt a burning rush through him. <Wren, go!> 

Bannor felt the savant reach inside his mind. A twisting sensation and blackness. When he became aware of himself again he stared down at his reclining body. The details of the clearing stood out in sharp contrast. 

Around him the outline of a forest-canine glowed and crackled. It felt different this time, charged and solid, like a second flesh. Wren appeared again as an exotic hawk with flames for feathers and talons of diamond. Her image gleamed, casting shadows on the trees and rocks. 

She fanned her wings and dust blew through the clearing. The savant's voice echoed weirdly. <Bannor, what in Gaea's name did you..?> The bird form surveyed the South. <How in Hades am I going to cloak us? We rise above the trees and they'll see us in the next kingdom! I can't dim my image.>

Irodee rubbed her eyes walking to within touching distance of the bird form. "That you, Wren?" 

<In the flesh, more or less.> She chuckled. It made sparks fly into the air around her feathers.

Irodee stared where Wren's body lay next to Bannor's. "Seen you do this before. Never so bright."

Bannor felt dizzy. As he acclimated himself, he noticed networks of multicolored rays of light connecting he and Wren to the sky.

He spoke. His voice sounded oddly distorted and hollow. <Wren, what are all these lines around us?>

The bird form's head swiveled, eyes like jewels flickered. <What lines--I don't...> Her voice dropped to whisper. <Gaea help us.>  

"Ley lines." Gazing up into the sky, Sarai grinned. She focused on him. "The currents of magic that surround planes and planets."

"Irodee, don't see anything except Wren and Bannor." 

 Bannor saw a shudder go through Wren's form. <You must have bent every ley line on the continent. I couldn't cloak us if I tried. Every mage on Titaan will know exactly where we are. Let's go. Hold on Sarai.>

Whatever these force lines were, they made Wren confident. She swooped over to Sarai. The elf shrugged into her pack and held her hands up. 

It appeared as if Sarai and Wren merged into a single ball of flame. The burning image shot over the trees like a meteor. Sarai's whoop of delight dwindled into the distance. 

Irodee knelt by his body and Wren's obviously waiting for him. 

A roar broke through the night. 

Rankorhaaz. 

The focused magic and the comet of Wren and Sarai had brought the demon out of hiding. 

Irodee stood. She watched where the sounds emanated. "Bannor, must go now." He saw the fear in her eyes. 

What if he couldn't move this ponderous woman? Rankorhaaz would find their untenanted bodies. 

The Myrmigyne pushed back her hair and walked toward him. She held her fists up. "You can do it. We go now." 

Rankorhaaz's bat-like form closed on them across the flats. 

He lunged for Irodee and prayed. 

 


 

 

 

Magic. Its study and use are among my greatest joys. I find awe and wonder in the myriad permutations that the laws established by Alpha and the First Ones can be bent in order to achieve a desired result. Tan'Acho is the ultimate goal wherein the laws themselves can be redefined rather than tricked and sidestepped as I do now. I live for it. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 




Chapter 12 

The Best Kind of Demon...

 

Bannor threw ephemeral arms around Irodee prepared to put a death embrace on the woman. Tension shot through him. Distantly, he felt the heart of his physical body race. 

Contact. 

The Myrmigyne burst into a blaze of blue light. Bannor's astral body and Irodee's physical one meshed. He heard her gasp and experienced the knotting of her stomach as they soared away from the ground. 

Power rushed through him as he rose higher. The magic lines pulled him whatever direction he wished to travel. 

It worked! 

It took no effort to carry Irodee. Her mass had become magic co-joined with his. Bannor dodged to avoid Rankorhaaz. The demon ponderously turned to follow. 

"Bannor!" Irodee's voice sounded tiny and scared. "What did you do? Can't see myself!" 

"Irodee, we're together in my magic." 

He felt her swallow. "We land soon?" 

"Hopefully--" He yelled as spasms wracked him as if rats were trying to chew their way out of his insides. 

He spun to see the source of the attack. Rankorhaaz hovered in the path of one of his force lines. Sparks erupted around the demon's mammoth frame. It swelled in size. 

Feeding. 

"Odin's eyes!" Bannor charged. 

From thought to impact took less than an eyeblink. Irodee's scream rang in his ears as they slammed into the monstrosity. 

The collision sent pain cascading through Bannor. It felt as if he'd jumped out a third story window and landed without bending his knees. 

Caught off guard the demon pitched through the air howling. Streamers of energy trailed him like water escaping a punctured bladder.

Bannor felt broken inside, but he'd abated the demon's attack. 

We're stronger now but also more vulnerable. No wonder it upset Wren. 

"Bannor not do that again!" 

He wasn't strong enough to attack again. The monster hovered and flailed as though disoriented. Rankorhaaz would recover soon. 

Where's Wren? 

She probably had her own problems. We have to deal with Rankorhaaz now. 

"Irodee--shoot him!" 

"Not have body!" 

"Imagine your bow. Draw an arrow and shoot him between the eyes. Try!" 

The Myrmigyne didn't question again. He sensed her forming the picture. He felt the bow grow taut and the arrow touch her cheek. 

Bannor concentrated his will. "Shoot!" 

A shaft of energy sizzled across the intervening distance and exploded into the demon. Rankorhaaz screamed. Not in rage. 

In fear. 

Irodee gave a war cry. "Bannor, it works!" He felt a crushing hug. 

The demon clawed at the smoking bolt lodged deep in his shoulder. 

"Again!" Bannor yelled, staying focused. 

Irodee's astral bow thrummed twice. Sparkling arrows traced out. 

Rankorhaaz twisted to get out of the way. The arrows shrieked home in his side and back. He fell from the sky and exploded into the flats. 

"No!" The demon's agonized scream made Bannor wince. 

A greenish ball arced upward from the spot where Rankorhaaz hit. It erupted, illuminating a patch of the sky. A fissure opened in the heavens and something darker than the surrounding night poured through. The pieces of the blackness resolved into dozens of smaller winged shapes. 

Wren's voice cracked through his consciousness. <Bannor! Grab my body fast! Get Irodee to Sarai.> 

Trailing fire, Wren's hawk-form dove at Rankorhaaz, diamond claws extended. Bannor didn't watch. The demon's wail made a chill dance through him. 

"Die," Irodee muttered. 

They plunged to where his body and Wren's lay. What would happen to Wren when he tried to absorb her? 

No time to question. The savant's order was clear. He swept the debris away and scooped up Wren's body. Pain shot through his arms. 

"Irodee! Help me!" 

It felt like lifting a mountain. Wren's form did not merge with their astral body. Magic crackled around the savant's physical body. The air rippled as if he were pulling her figure through murky water. 

Irodee groaned, adding her strength to his. The woman's will was strong. Together they struggled to move skyward. 

"So hard." Irodee gritted. 

They dipped several yards almost hitting the trees. 

"Stay focused!" He snapped. "We'll drop Wren's body!" 

The landscape flickered beneath them. Bannor glanced back. Dark forms flapped after them. Wren's bird-shape dove and struck among the demons her claws blazing like stars. 

Bannor and Irodee staggered through the air over the canyon rim. The ground fell away. The gorge yawned beneath them. The silhouettes of the trees far below looked like spikes. The ribbon of the river glinted in the moonlight, foaming and studded with rocks. 

Irodee gasped. "Tired Bannor." 

They fell fifty yards. 

"Concentrate!" Bannor's mind burned. He could feel blisters growing on his hands and arms as magic poured into his astral form. 

Through naked will they clambered back up to their original altitude. 

The horde of shapes closed, too many for Wren to stop. 

The jagged outline of the far rim hove into range. Bannor could see a single bright dot winking off to their left. He headed for it. 

He felt on fire. Irodee let out a moan. Their hearts pounded in tandem. 

"Not much further." 

Irodee struggled to do her part in the pairing. The world grew fuzzy. The cries of the demons grew in volume. Below, the rocks beckoned. All he needed to do was let go. The torment would stop. Wren would never manipulate him again. She would become a bodiless spirit trapped forever between the astral and physical planes. 

A ghost. 

Sarai's voice rolled in his mind, cold and loveless. Let her go, my One. Our problems would be solved. 

Their flight faltered and they dropped again. 

Bannor screamed a battle cry and Irodee joined in. They halted their fall and started a climb. 

Save yourself. 

They'd closed half the distance to the glowing dot on the rim. He could now see the gleam of the demon's eyes. Bannor's arms felt ready to rip from their sockets. 

So easy to simply let go. 

We can be together, forever. 

Bannor screamed. "We're--going--to--make--it!" 

The cliff edge closed. He could see a figure backlit by a small fire. 

A demon cackled. Something ripped into his back. A scaly humanoid form whipped by. He gasped. They tumbled downward. Irodee yelled. They slowed and fought upward again. 

Hideous laughter came closer then changed to a howl as something hissed past Bannor's head. The black creature spiraled out of sight, a long shaft protruding from its eye. 

One torturous pace at a time they ascended canyon wall. More arrows stabbed into the darkness followed by agonizing wails that dwindled into silence. 

With one last effort, they heaved themselves over the rim. Bannor put Wren down. 

He released Irodee. The Myrmigyne flowed out of him like quicksilver. The viscous shape swirled upward and solidified into flesh. The huge woman slumped to her knees with a groan. 

"Bannor! Back to your body!" Sarai commanded. She held a huge black bow. Her hands blurred as she whipped off more arrow shots. 

A dark radiance surrounded the elf. Her violet eyes burned. Winged shapes filled the sky. She continued firing. "Now!" 

The urgency in Sarai's voice gave him a surge of new energy. He shot toward camp. The serpent demons pursued. 

Unburdened, he covered the distance in instants. Wren broke off her sky battle and streaked toward the camp. They met over the site of his hidden body. 

The trees and bushes looked singed. His jerkin and leggings smoldered. He could feel the beat of his own heart but it sounded dangerously slow. 

"Don't stare, damn it, get in there!" 

Bannor felt himself shoved. A flash of blackness and disorientation. 

"Sorry if this hurts." Talons pierced his chest. A burst of agony. 

The foggy impressions of the forest vanished. 

<Wake up, damn it!> 

He regained consciousness what seemed instants later. He couldn't see himself. The broken outcrops of the canyon whipped by. 

<What happened?> 

<Thank Gaea! I thought you'd gone into trauma and your spell link would break.> They jerked into an abrupt vertical climb, skirting the rockface. His stomach felt as though it lodged in his boots. He heard several mushy thuds behind them. <We're in it deep. Rankorhaaz is gone, but he sacrificed his energy to gate in hundreds of these fiends.> 

They arced around and stopped abruptly. Irodee and Sarai stood bracketing Wren's body where she lay in the grass. The huge coil of climbing cord was still looped over her shoulder. 

Wren released him. A tingling went through him as his bones and flesh became like oil pouring down and spiraling up into a solid form. 

A wave of exhaustion enveloped him. He collapsed to his knees. 

"Welcome back, my One." Sarai grinned at him. He noticed blood coated her hands. He scanned the clearing. A huge orc lay sprawled nearby, head twisted around on its shoulders.

Sarai frowned. She glanced at the dead orc. "Fool tried to attack me from behind. At least his bow is serviceable." 

Her tone made his skin prickle. 

Wren hovered nearby, obviously debating whether to stay astral or assume human form again. She gazed skyward. Bannor saw dozens of force lines still ran upward from the savant's astral shape. 

The demons grouped again for another attack. 

"Grath." Sarai muttered in Elvish. She threw the bow down. "Wren, here. Irodee--Bannor, take her body away from the cliff." 

The jewel eyes of Wren's bird form flashed. She checked the demons. She must have guessed what Sarai planned. "Do it!" 

Irodee shouldered her bow and scooped up Wren's limp form. Bannor grabbed the rest of the equipment. The weight made his strained body scream in protest. 

Limping for cover, he noticed Irodee wasn't moving any better. Sarai must have known they couldn't outrun any pursuit. 

He saw Wren's bird shape engulf Sarai. She appeared to sprout fiery wings as she raised her arms toward the heavens. 

The ground rumbled and the lattice of force lines became crimson. 

The nearest demons slowed but the press of their fellows shoved them forward. 

Sarai made a clawing gesture. The ground exploded and a giant fist of rock smashed into the massed creatures. Like a huge stone serpent it writhed and struck. 

The demons broke ranks. Several slipped inside her reach. Bannor grabbed for the orc bow at the same time Irodee reached for hers. 

Sarai had used most of the orc's war arrows. His arms felt like clay. He drew and fired. The shaft thudded into a monster's scaly arm. 

Irodee's aim was slightly better. The arrows hit but not with the stopping accuracy both of them needed. 

Heart pounding, he kept firing, one in four finding a vital spot. There were simply too many. Sarai! 

The fiends reached her. A huge earthen hand shot upward and grabbed a demon around the torso. The creature screeched. Sarai clenched her flaming hand into a fist. The rocky member squeezed with a sickening crack. She seized more demons and crushed them. 

Sarai retreated, the ground bulging upward and grabbing any demon that came too close. 

By the time she reached the trees, the clearing glistened with demon ichor. The monsters changed course and headed toward the flats. 

"They're breaking off!" Wren gave a whoop. Sparkles danced around her hawk shape. "Yes, what a boost! To be on the offensive for once." 

Bannor looked from Wren to Sarai. She met his eyes and smiled. Her chest heaved and sweat streamed down her face. She'd bitten her lip during the fight and blood trickled down her chin. 

Sarai put her hands on her hips. "Well?" 

He let go of the bow and hugged her. She fitted her steaming body to his. Sarai kissed him fervently. He tried to ignore the taste of her blood. 

She pushed him back a little. "You're trembling." 

Bannor let out a breath. "I'm ready to fall down. You scared me." 

Sarai frowned and held his hand up. His fingers were raw from pulling the bowstring. 

"My One, you never quit. It must be part of why I love you." She kissed away the blood. 

Wren's hawk shape dove into her body. Bannor saw the force lines wink out. The savant sat up and wiped the sweat off her forehead. She tried to stand and failed. After her second attempt and failure Irodee helped. 

"Gaea," she breathed. "We're lucky that we managed to drive them off. I don't think we could fight now if we tried." She leaned against Irodee. "Let's get under cover." 

They made their way slowly into the trees. 

Bannor pointed back to the clearing. "What about the orc?" 

"He was an advanced scout for the war party coming from the pass." Wren caught her breath and continued. "Without Rankorhaaz they shouldn't be a bother until they get another leader." 

They found a small glade and collapsed into the soft grass. 

Everyone lay still. The only sounds were those of night animals and breaths taken to calm speeding hearts. Even Sarai appeared exhausted. 

Sarai put her head on Bannor's chest. He watched the stars. His skin still felt hot as though he'd been sunburned. Irodee and Wren lounged an armlength away. 

Bannor broke the silence after a long while. "Where now?" 

Wren answered. "The coast, to a town named Bravadura. I have allies there. Hopefully, by then my Mother or Father will check in with me and we can get transport home." 

"And then?" Sarai sat up. "Cower behind your walls? Live in self exile?" 

Wren sat up too. "I understand your upset, Sarai, but at least in Cosmodarus, Hecate will leave you alone." 

Sarai's eyes flashed. "I appreciate your efforts on our behalf, but I refuse to be closed in where your family has us at their mercy. That makes you no different from those avatars." 

Wren stiffened. Her face reddened. "Don't even think to compare me to those beasts!" She stared at Bannor. "You want to spend the rest of your existence running from those things?" She pointed at the canyon. "I'm offering you a life. A place of safety where you can raise children and can learn about your talent." She met Sarai's eyes again. "You're right, I have motives and agendas. You've seen what Bannor can do. What would you do in my place?" 

Sarai frowned. "You're worried they'll use him against you, the only savant more powerful." 

"Hang the danger to me. His power has to be controlled. He pulled the entire planet's magic field out of alignment for Gaea's sake! What happens if it gets out of hand? A whole population could get erased!" 

Bannor's gut turned icy. The immensity of the danger had never been expressed in those terms. He cut off Sarai's answer. "Wren, you're sure that many people could get hurt?" 

She snorted. "Bannor, we're not discussing hurt here. I mean total annihilation; a disruption of the forces that hold reality together. This whole planet and everyone on it could simply cease to be." 

Sarai started to cut in and Bannor put a hand over her mouth. "You can stop that from happening?" 

"That's why I want to get you trained." 

He looked at Sarai. "I don't care if it is a cage. We go with Wren." 

Sarai didn't say anything. She only glared at Wren. 

 


 

 

 

Devotion. My servants are devoted because I allow them to be no other way. I admit that sometimes I am jealous of those who inspire it rather than force it. There does appear to be a certain 'quality' to inspired devotion that makes it desirable over that won through glamours and fear. I must make it a point to examine the phenomena closer... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 13

Visitor

 

 

Interlude. 

Journal Entry 27: Spring, 1109 New Ivaneth Calendar. 

I hope that these journal entries will survive me should things get even worse than anticipated. So far this book has endured every extreme I have exposed it to. The magic tracer placed within it should allow you to locate this record and give you the knowledge necessary to proceed in my absence. The situation is dire and events have taken unpredictable turns. 

Mother, I can hear your voice as clearly as if you were standing with me. "Li, you really must learn your limitations." 

Let me be remembered as saying you were right. You have always been right. I love you. I wish I had told that you more often. In death, I will regret that the most. We all needed time to come together as a family again. We all found it hard, especially me. I would like to lay the blame at Hecate's doorstep, to say that the magics that wiped my mind had paralyzed my ability to care. I always feared that my newfound father, mother, and brother were only a dream, a figment that might vanish like a setting sun. In things of the heart I have become bow shy. Over the summers, Set and Hecate took so much from me. Tell Azir and Father that I love them too. 

It is morning now. The storm winds make travel impossible. We are holed up in a cave five leagues south and west of the Hades Flats. Rankorhaaz is dead. He did not go quietly. Before he died, he opened a dimensional portal and allowed scores of serpent demons through before I could finish him. We slew forty before driving them off. They harried us as we came south. They seem to share Rankorhaaz's hatred of water and did not attack after the storm hit. 

As I write this, Bannor stands at the mouth of the cave. He is edgy, like a trapped animal. I have watched the development of the Garmtur'Shak Nola since the encounter at Blackwater. With each use, the power he taps increases. 

It frightens me. 

We discussed the power of this new savant. His abilities are beyond our expectations. It daunts me to be near it. Bannor has insisted on testing his talent despite my warnings. It is a miracle we still live. 

Irodee is as stolid as ever, but she senses my fear. I think that scares her more than Bannor does. I hear Ziedra's 'I-told-you-so's' in my dreams. She could have teleported us out of this pit.  Damn it, this was supposed to be a simple in and out. Nonna gave me two scrolls and it wasn't enough. I should have waited for your help. Now, I'm trapped with an army of orcs and Gaea knows how many demons tracking us. 

If that weren't enough, I face another trial; Sarai, Bannor's elven wife-to-be. She is a spirited woman, a gray elf noble if I know anything about elves. I like her but Sarai mistrusts me. Since Bannor transformed her (see my entry 23), she becomes ever more suspicious. I have noted a disturbing pattern. In the day she is pleasant--calm. At night she becomes hostile--vicious. I don't know if this is stress, part of the transformation, or an avatar manifestation. 

That is my main problem. I don't know enough about Bannor's talent. I surmise that his ability may have been working on a subconscious level for seasons. For him to win the love of this landed princess is far-fetched without magic. Not slighting Bannor, he is handsome, gentle and honest, but the gray elves rarely couple with humans. The way he describes their chance encounter, seems no chance to me whatsoever. I have not been foolish enough to mention this observation. 

Mother, it makes me cold. He is so taken by this woman that if she walks away, it will destroy my chances of getting him to safety. He would pursue Sarai into Hades itself, and my words would not divert him. 

They hug and she looks past him at me. She raises her chin and our eyes meet. There can be no doubt in my mind. She knows there is nothing I can do if she decides to take him away. Bannor's power is truly awesome. Should Hecate somehow harness him, no part of the cosmos will be safe from them. 

Gaea help me, Mother. Will I have the strength to do what must be done? What other choice is there if Sarai means to take him? 

What then? 

End of Interlude 

 

 

Bannor stared out at the sheets of rain. He listened to the roar of the wind and watched as huge needleleaf and scalebarks pitched in the gusts like pennons atop a castle. Star-bright jags of lightning flickered across the sky followed by stone shaking rumbles. A damp musty smell filled the cavern and wood burned fitfully in a ring of stones at Wren's feet. 

The savant lay against the wall, legs tucked against her chest, jotting notes in a metal-bound journal with a quill. Irodee and Sarai lounged at the back of the cave playing stones on a grid they had scratched in the floor. Irodee sprawled like a great cat, seeming to expand to fill all available space. Sarai sat cross-legged across from her. Apparently, the Myrmigyne knew the game well because Sarai studied the grid intently, brow furrowed, her chin resting on a fist. 

He envied Irodee. Sarai beat him at stones so easily it made him feel stupid. The current contest had lasted a bell now with neither gaining a significant lead. His games rarely went half that duration. 

Bannor turned his gaze back out to the storm. Blue and green colors shot through the clouds. Each time the colors flashed, what he now recognized as a force line would ignite, then fade. 

Magic. 

He wondered if Wren had noticed or even cared. She'd spent all of yesterday and now most of this morning scribbling in that book. 

"Game." Irodee turned over a row of stones. "74 to 70." 

Sarai frowned. "By Carellion, well played." She smiled after a moment, then noticed he was watching her. Her eyes met his. "I guess I should take her more seriously." 

He stooped to walk over and crouch next to Sarai. Putting his arm around her, he gave her a squeeze. "I have never taken her any other way." 

Irodee smiled. 

Sarai rubbed her cheek against his knuckles. It made him feel warm inside. She reset the board. "You play masterfully. Could you be more scholarly than you let on?" 

Irodee's dark eyes glinted. "Irodee never said she was not schooled." 

Bannor folded his arms. "What formal school teaches common like you speak it?" 

The Myrmigyne raised an eyebrow. She gazed at the cave roof for a moment, cleared her throat and spoke. "Perhaps you think I should use the properly inflected king's common?" Her words rolled out in melodious tones like the voice of a trained mage or a stage bard. 

Bannor felt his jaw drop. Sarai looked amazed too. 

The Myrmigyne frowned and placed a stone on the grid. "Irodee talk like that and all her sisters make fun. If you big as Irodee, people think you slow," she tapped her temple. "Better for Irodee they not know different." 

"It fooled me too." Wren blew on a page to dry the ink. "I knew she read, but didn't know the Queen had sent her to the Kel'Ishtari school as a reward for bravery."

"Kel'Ishtari?" Sarai breathed. "The great bard school?"

Wren nodded.

Bannor scratched his head. "Bard School?"

"Cassandra Kel'Ishtari the arch-magi of Ivaneth founded a great bard university. It is the most prestigious on Titaan."

He sniffed. "I've never heard of it." 

Sarai sighed. She started to say something, then closed her mouth. 

Wren tested the ink on the page before closing the book. "If I hadn't been a rogue scholar I wouldn't know about it either." 

Sarai made her move and studied Irodee as if the Myrmigyne had become a new person. "How well did you do?" 

"Irodee graduated Sera Kan Fara." 

Sarai's eyes widened again. Bannor guessed Sera Kan Fara was good. "Did you get to learn under Master Almechi?" 

In her excitement, she must have forgotten he was listening. He felt a twinge of resentment. Sarai was always after him to read. She spent all the money he gave her on books and scrolls. Their living space had suffered for it too. 

Their talk about school, masters, classes and grades didn't mean much to a man whose only education were farming and hunting tips. He had learned basic math for purposes of barter but little else. 

He went back to the cave mouth to watch the storm. Wren stood, came and touched his arm. "Sera Kan Fara is the top ten of a hundred, Bannor. Maga Kan Fara is best of class." 

He smiled, grateful for the translation. 

"I saw you look at me as if you wanted to tell me something." 

He studied her face. Like Irodee, this woman was more than she appeared. She saw things even when her attention appeared elsewhere. 

Bannor pointed out at the storm. "It isn't natural. There's magic driving the weather." 

Wren frowned and studied the sky. 

He stood hands clasped behind his back. 

"Are you seeing things all the time now?" 

"I didn't see it at first. As I watched, I thought I saw some colors. When I concentrated, there it was." 

She let out a breath and folded her arms. 

"What's the matter?" 

Wren didn't answer. She stared at the floor. 

"Wren?" 

She focused again. "It's nothing. Damn it." 

Her knuckles were white. That scowl wasn't for nothing. He stared at her. 

"Were you ever in charge of a patrol?" 

The question took him by surprise. "A couple times, why?" 

"Take them into danger?" 

He frowned. "Yes. I lost a couple men once." 

"How did it feel, Bannor? Remember how it felt to be responsible for other people's lives?" 

Too quickly it brought back the image of Tanny lying in the ditch, his head split open from an ogre's club, chunks of his flesh ripped away to provide a trail snack for the monsters. He would always remember the smell of death. It made his throat tighten. 

"I didn't like it. The Baron required it of me, so I did it." He swallowed, realizing where she was leading. "Is it that bad?" 

She leaned against the wall. Her face looked pale. "Bannor this isn't a simple patrol. That's the power of the gods out there." Her chin quivered. "My family has been at war with the gods and their minions for cycles." She let out a breath. "My grandmother trained me to fight at a disadvantage, but this is getting crazy. This isn't some passing whim, Hecate *really*wants you."

Gods wanted him. Visions of creatures snapped up in Hecate's jaws flashed through his mind's eye. Men and women doomed to perpetual torment. The thought of Sarai suffering like that made his stomach churn. 

So far, Wren and Irodee were the only ones willing to help them. Possibly the only ones who could help. No, he wouldn't let Sarai change his mind. Wren might be irritating, but she would never subject them to the horrors those monsters would. It was a trade off, like any of life's compromises. 

He stared into Wren's eyes. "You're the smartest person I've ever met. If there's a way out, you'll find it. I'll do whatever it takes to help." 

Her eyelids fluttered. "Please, Bannor, don't try to help too much. It's been Gaea's own luck that something hasn't happened. Your talent is coming awake faster than I dreamed..." Her voice trailed off. "If something--" She paused. "Please save it for an emergency." 

He nodded. "Is there a practice that can help keep me from using the power wrong?" 

"That's what I'm writing in that book, observations about how your talent works, to suggest a way to train you. With few exceptions, savants are born able to control their abilities. Unfortunately, each one is different." 

"You helped me astral travel, and in the healing--?" 

Wren held up a hand. "Little things tend to be the same. My power is mostly defensive. I used my talent all through my teens not knowing I was doing it. Only later did I find offensive uses for it." She tapped him on the nose. "Your power is anything you want." 

He swallowed. "Sometimes it's dangerous getting what you ask for." 

"Exactly. The night before last, you must have wished for us to have the power to move Irodee. Your talent blindly complied. Since you didn't know how much it would take, you found a magic source and put it all at our disposal." She shuddered. "We only needed a little telekinetic magic." 

He rubbed his cheek. "So simply knowing exact methods and the consequences might be all I require." He glanced at Irodee and Sarai. "An education in magic." 

"That would keep you from accidentally using methods that are dangerous, yes. Controlling your thoughts, and the parameters of the power are the most important. That requires study." 

"Whatever it takes. I don't want to hurt people by accident." 

"Good." Wren patted him on the back. 

He felt a twinge in his forehead. It made him wince. At first, he thought Wren might be doing something, but he noticed she had stiffened as well. It reminded him of the time on the gallows when they first met... 

Wren turned. "Damn. Irodee, Sarai take defensive positions. Someone's coming." 

Irodee stood, ducking to prevent bumping her head. "Wren, sure? The storm--" 

A rumbling bass cut through her words. "Is of no consequence to me, Lady Irodee." 

Bannor stepped back pulling his axes from their loops as a figure loomed in the cave mouth. He stood taller than Bannor, the lines of his broad form seeming at right angles to one another. A cloak the color of blood trailed in the wind as he stepped out of the rain. His eyes looked cut from obsidian. 

Not a drop of moisture dampened his clothes. He held his hands away from his sides showing no intention of reaching for weapons. 

"Mazerak," Wren's eyes narrowed and she pulled her sword. 

"You know this man?" 

Mazerak grinned at Wren. "Well, Princess, an introduction?" 

Wren's lip curled. "Bannor, this is Mazerak, savant of Storms." She glanced to Irodee.  "Apparently, Hecate didn't eat him after all."

Lightning cracked outside and Bannor saw the bolts reflected in the man's eyes. "Eat?" Mazerak snorted. "How droll.  Of course, lady Hecate wouldn't eat a useful emissary." He glanced toward Irodee and Sarai and folded his arms. "And as her majesty's representative, I have come to strike a bargain."

 


 

 

 

Royalty. An interesting concept conceived by mortal minds. Their kings and queens wish it to be believed that they are divinely charged with the task of ruling. That such fallow creatures expect to get the same respect accorded an immortal demonstrates the extent of their arrogance. They quickly learn different when they are in the presence of a real queen. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 14

Arminwen Revealed 

 

 

Bannor gripped his axe and stared at Mazerak. The storm outside had quieted as if echoing the dark man's calm demeanor. A new odor competed with the musty cave stench; spice-oil skin fragrance. Bannor wrinkled his nose. He knew a dandy when he smelled one. 

The cave felt cooler now, more so with Wren glaring at the intruder. Bannor felt certain that if he'd been caught under the assault of those flashing blue eyes, he would have left this place and never returned. The tautness of Irodee's body and the way she moved to protectively shield Sarai said she respected Mazerak. 

A savant of storms 

Bannor met Sarai's gaze. She smiled. He guessed more to reassure him than anything. Her face hardened and she gripped her dagger tighter. 

A grin split Mazerak's dusky face as if this were all a jest. He shrugged the blood-colored cloak off and draped it over his arm and brushed at his spotless blue vest. Flipping a handkerchief from his pocket, he dabbed his nose. "Smells like a privy in here." His gaze dropped to Wren's sword. He raised an eyebrow. "Certainly you won't attack an unarmed man?" 

Wren sniffed. "Since when does a savant need a weapon to be dangerous?" Her tone made Bannor's nape prickle. 

Mazerak rolled his eyes. "Come now, I am here to parley. There will be opportunity aplenty for fighting." 

Bannor broke in. "What did Wren mean about Hecate 'eating' you?" He put his axe back in the catch on his belt.

Mazerak rubbed his chin. His hands were manicured, the nails glossed and perfectly cut. "Bannor isn't it?" At his assent, he continued. "No doubt, she assumed that when I chose Hecate's service, that she would succorund me as happens with many savants. I wagered I would be both safer and more useful as an ally."

"He got lucky," Wren said with a scowl. "Traitor.  He would have taken me captive-- tried to actually."

"Yes, yes," Mazerak dismissed her words with a wave of his hand.  "Old news. It was no ill will on my part.  I had to make an effort else they wouldn't believe my allegiance."

Bannor frowned. Now he understood Wren's anger.  "You sold out," he translated.  He leaned against the wall and shifted his feet. He kicked dust on the storm savant's shiny black boots. The dark-eyed man looked down and narrowed his eyes. Lightning cracked outside and the hiss of the wind increased.

"I resent that inference. I am practical. I chose the more convenient ally." He ignored their looks and bowed to Irodee. "Lady Irodee, you no longer wear a maiden's braids. So, you must have brought a young one into the world. I trust that bounder, De'Falcone, is treating you right?"

Irodee eyed him the way she might a venomous snake she planned to crush under her heel. She nodded curtly. 

Wren growled. "This isn't one of your courts. Say your piece and get out." 

The corner of his mouth quirked. "I knew I shouldn't have expected manners from you, Wren, once a peasant..." He shrugged. 

The lady savant reddened. The cave seemed to grow cooler, if that were possible. Bannor suppressed an urge to smile. Mazerak seemed to know where Wren's dragon was chained. Bannor found it difficult envisioning this fop as one of the enemy. 

This fellow wouldn't save his own mother if it meant getting dirty. 

"Manners remain foremost, even when faced with negotiations in such dreadful environs." He sniffed and dabbed his nose again. 

"The exit is that way." Wren pointed out to the storm. 

Mazerak made a dismissing gesture. Bowing, he held his hand out to Bannor. "Lord Mazerak Duquesne." 

He narrowed his eyes. "Captain Bannor Starfist." He gripped the man's hand borderland-style, thumbs interlocking. 

Expecting to feel an effeminate hand, it surprised Bannor to find he held rock instead. Pampered and pretty this savant might be, but not soft. Mazerak met his grip and clamped down until it hurt. 

Bannor pulled back. He sensed Wren's gaze probing Mazerak's every movement and nuance. 

He smiled. "That's how you westerners do it, isn't it?" He peered toward where Sarai stood. "You brought another along, did you not?" 

Frowning, Sarai stepped from behind Irodee and folded her arms. 

Mazerak's eyes widened. He dropped to one knee, soiling his silk breeches. "Your pardon, Arminwen, I did not know." Mazerak glared at Wren. The first enmity he'd shown. "Such indecency should be beneath even you. Keeping royalty in a cave, and unheralded at that!" 

Mazerak appeared truly outraged. Bannor glanced at Sarai. Her brow furrowed. She had stiffened at his words. To Bannor, the reaction wasn't because Mazerak exaggerated, but because he'd revealed a secret. 

Bannor's throat tightened. Royalty? 

"Cretins," Mazerak grumbled. "I shall hang them myself. If I had known I would not have let those slavers--" 

"Enough!" Sarai snapped. Her tone rang with command. "Don't prattle. Do We know you?" The way she straightened and stared at Mazerak, she seemed much taller. With Sarai straightened up and eyes blazing, Irodee no longer looked so huge standing next to her. 

Mazerak swallowed and stood. "Highness, we met at a banquet in Coormeer." He cast another withering glance at Wren. Her face looked like stone. Bannor wondered what she was thinking. "It's been ten summers. Father and I greeted your delegation. Your mother wore that stunning ruby dress that had all the matrons sputtering. It was--" 

Sarai held up a hand. "Yes." She growled. "You wore that silly gold feather in your hat." 

Mazerak winced. "Pardon, I assure you it was quite in fashion." 

She snorted. "We are certain." Sarai came and put her arm through Bannor's. "Get on with it. What is this deal you wish to deliver?" 

Royalty. The word echoed in Bannor's brain. A princess? He always sensed she was nobility, but never imagined so highly placed. What hurt is that she'd kept it a secret from him so long. They were going to be married next season. What was she planning on telling him? Oh, by-the-way, my One, there's going to be a few more guests than expected. 

Sarai gripped his arm as if she could wring the knowledge out of him. 

Mazerak grimaced. This mission no longer seemed to appeal to him. "Arminwen, this is not right. You shouldn't be here. Not with her." His gaze flicked to Wren and his voice dropped. "A princess of Malan should not be--" 

Sarai interrupted. "Lord Mazerak, are you implying that We can't be where We please? Speak your message--or is it an ultimatum?" 

"No, Highness, I wouldn't presume--" He gulped, his dark eyes glazed like those of a trapped animal. Obviously, realm politics mattered as much to him as his duties for the goddess. Bannor could almost see the thoughts whirling in his head. "Her majesty, Hecate--" 

"Faugh." Wren made a spitting sound. 

Mazerak stiffened. "Her majesty, would like to express her apologies. She wants it known that the actions of certain fanatical elements of her order were not personally ordained. She is willing to overlook the damages inflicted during the conflicts providing that there is no further interference in church business." 

"Overlook the damages inflicted on her!" Wren shouted. "What about the damage to me! Where's the restitution for the fifteen summers of my life? Don't insult our--"

Sarai broke in with a ringing voice. "Wren! Desist!" 

The lady savant stopped, mouth open. 

"We have heard your half of this story. Let Mazerak," she seemed to deliberately leave out his title. Bannor saw the man's mouth twitch. She paused and lowered her voice. "Let Mazerak have his say. We do not need your counsel simply to listen to this story." 

Bannor looked at her. How could he have missed this part of Sarai? Doubtless she'd concealed some from him, but his own blindness seemed more at fault. He never saw her as capable of demanding obedience like that and getting it. He didn't think anyone could make Wren shut up. Sarai had also lapsed into using 'We'. He assumed she meant the royal 'we' and wasn't referring to him and her. 

Being of royal blood explained some questions he'd asked himself on occasion. Where did Sarai learn to ride so well, or find the extraordinary teachers that taught her proficiency with so many weapons? How did she come by such extensive knowledge of Malan's people and the borderlands? Why did the few elves they met show her such great respect? He wanted to flog himself. Not once did he wonder why she steered them away from elven contact and refused to cross the border into Malan. 

Bannor the blind. Sightless and stupid, he deserved all the surprises that had been thrust on him. He'd been so lovesick these past scoredays, he could have tripped over a mountain and not noticed. 

"Well, Mazerak, go on. Tell us how your gracious lady plans to show us her generosity." 

Irodee stepped next to Sarai and folded her arms. The look on her face spoke as loudly as any words. This the Myrmigyne had to hear. 

The lord looked as if he'd eaten something sour. "Your Ladyship, they did not know of your involvement. The church would reconsider if they knew." 

Sarai's tone could cleave steel. "You came to deliver the message, savant. Do it." 

"This is preposterous. I want no part of--" 

She clapped her hands once. "Speak!" 

Mazerak gripped his throat as if that clap had been a headsman's axe descending. "Forgive me. The edict is that Wren and her allies will go unmolested and you will be allowed to live if Bannor comes into our fold." 

Wren looked stunned. "They want you bad, Bannor." 

Sarai scowled. "We will be allowed to live? Allowed, Lord Mazerak? How would her Majesty like it," she spat the word 'Majesty'. "If Malan supported Wren's efforts. How would she like it, if the throne proclaimed that all kingdoms harboring her majesty's minions would no longer receive Malanian mithril, food or border support?" 

Bannor let out a breath. He now understood Mazerak's reluctance. His kingdom would be one of the first to suffer for insulting Malan. The Malanian kingdom was powerful in magic. Even the huge province of Corwin wouldn't dare awaken the sleeping dragon of Malan's army. 

Mazerak held up his hands. "They didn't know, Arminwen. Let me talk with them. I am certain they will see their error and be ready to negotiate something more suitable." 

"You do that." Sarai stepped forward and punched a tiny fist into his chest. The blocky man recoiled a step. "Don't let them think they can kill Us or kidnap Us again." She held up her hand and a glowing red sphere appeared there. "You know of the Malanian mind seal. I can send it faster than any knife or magic can silence me. Mother will know what has happened. Trust me, Coormeer will be the first to feel her displeasure." She clapped her hands. "Begone." 

All the color had drained from Mazerak's face. He bowed stiffly and whipped the cloak over his shoulders and headed for the exit. He stopped and glared at Wren. "You can't keep getting lucky forever." 

Wren's smile never touched her eyes. "You heard the Arminwen, Lord Mazerak. Begone." She made shooing gesture. "Toddle off and take your blasted storm with you." 

He scowled at her a moment then stalked off into the downpour. Not a drop of rain hit him. 

How does he do that? 

Sarai watched the man leave. She went limp against Bannor and let out a breath. "I am glad that's over. It should buy us a few days at least." 

Bannor frowned. "Why didn't moo t--?" Sarai's hand clapped over his mouth. 

"Things happened very fast, my One." She took her hand away and rose on tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek. "Please let me think about what I've done. We may now be in more trouble than before." 

Wren turned from watching Mazerak. Her eyes widened. "Sarai, please tell me the throne approves of you being here." 

Sarai shook her head. 

Wren pointed at Bannor. Again negative. Wren put her face in her hands. "Splendid, bloody splendid." 

His brow furrowed. "I don't understand." 

Wren swallowed hard. "Your mate," she choked on the word. "Is a royal fugitive." She peered warily at Sarai. "No doubt she refused an arranged marriage." At Sarai's steady gaze, Wren continued. "That means that if they catch us, the Malanian throne will throw us in the dungeon for assisting her. They'd be even more unpleasant with you." She shuddered. "Not good. Mazerak will eventually wonder why half the Malanian cavalry wasn't chasing after Sarai when those slavers caught her. He's going to inquire in Malan. Gaea, what a knot this all is." 

Bannor focused on one thing in all of that explanation. He took Sarai by the shoulders and turned her to fully face him. "You're marrying me so you don't have to wed someone else?" 

Sarai scowled and pushed his hands away. "That is a horrible thing to say, Bannor. It is beneath you to even think it. I kept my ties to Malan quiet for many good and proper reasons. What you don't know, you can't accidentally give away. I refused to be part of Father's barter marriage to that pig son of King Tradeholme's. It's an old tradition and it's been broken at least half as many times as its been upheld. It simply takes time for things to calm down. Mother knows I'm all right. I've had letters couriered to her regularly." 

"But--will they start scouring the southern borders when they find out you've been seen?" Wren asked. 

Sarai paused. "Probably. Father will want to spank some sense into me if nothing else." 

She glanced outside to the rain. "Well, storm or not, we'd better prepare to move. I don't know how Mazerak found us. We had better not be here if they send somebody who has less to lose." 

Irodee patted Bannor's back. "Irodee think we should be honored, being in the company of two princesses." She winked at him. "Sarai is not the only one who will be spanked when she gets home." 

"That's enough of that," Wren said. "Nonna wanted it done fast, it couldn't wait until after the tournament. We both know now that she was right." 

"Following Granna against your Mata." She shook her head.  "That will be bad." 

Wren's blue eyes met Bannor's. "Well, I just have to accept it." She picked up her backpack and began stuffing items away. "The threat was ten times what mother thought. Don't you agree?" 

Irodee shrugged. "Not matter what Irodee think. In fact, not think it matter whether you right or not either." 

"In that I would have to concur, I'll be up for a spanking for sure." She sighed. "Come on, Bannor, Sarai, let's move. We'll try to get a few leagues and find shelter further south." 

Bannor headed for his equipment. He glanced back at Sarai as she start working on her bedroll. It was a silly question, but Bannor had to ask. "Would your father really spank a daughter 400 summers old?" 

Sarai half-smiled. "Does water run downhill?" 

 


 

 

 

What is ultimate power? Some think of it as the ability to destroy all that is, others say it is the strength to restore true life to things deceased. Another line of reasoning is ultimate power is the talent of being able to shape any person or thing to your will. The Garmtur'Shak Nola is a little of all of those, and none of them. The study of this particular kind of Ka'Amok has proven central to achieving Tan'Acho. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 15

Elf Encounter 

 

 

Bannor pushed the head-high brush aside and let Sarai step through. The fields of chaffweed filled the air with a biting pungency. Insects buzzed incessantly. The soaked ground sucked at his boots as he brought up the rear. Wiping the sweat off his forehead he glanced at the sun high in the sky. Another five bells of hard march left today. 

On the morning after the encounter with Mazerak, the storm had abated. Its effects remained. The muggy air clung like a stifling shroud. 

Only a swaying of weeds marked where Wren picked the trail ahead of them. Next, Irodee towered over the tops of the scrub brush. Her dark hair flicked in the breeze like a pennon. Wren's desire to move untraceably had made their journey far more arduous. 

He concentrated on covering their tracks. A task he knew better than any of the women--for once. He brushed the weeds back into place behind them. In this terrain, he could only make a trail harder to see from a distance. He hoped to find rocky ground further west. 

Four days of travel with no sign of pursuit had made him nervous. He found it worse than knowing something actively hunted them. They continued toward the coastal city of Bravadura. Once there, Wren's allies would conceal them until they arranged transport to Cosmodarus. 

Bannor still didn't want to travel offworld, especially not to hide. He kept reminding himself that keeping Sarai safe outweighed his comfort. The fact that Cosmodarus was a city of wizards gave Bannor hope that he could find answers for Sarai's peculiar behavior. He finally realized that she changed most notably at night. She became snappish and he sensed her always on the verge of doing or saying something hurtful. When Mazerak revealed she was a princess, it made it worse. 

He still found it hard to believe. His head ached when he thought about it. What should he do? If he started treating her differently she'd be upset. Of late, Sarai had been preoccupied with being self-sufficient which made her more sensitive to his attitude than ever. Bloody royalty, he didn't know whether to count his fortunes or run for the hills. 

"You really are a princess?" he breathed. 

Sarai flipped her silvery hair and frowned. Even in this heat she looked as fresh as if she'd just stepped from the bath. "For the hundredth time, my One, yes. If you ask me again, you'll limp the rest of the way to Bravadura." She sighed. "I apologize for being hesitant to talk." She fell back to walk with him. "I told you I have two sisters." 

He nodded. 

"Ryelle, the eldest will accede mother to the throne. There is Janai, and I am youngest. That is why father is willing to marry me off for a little while." 

"For a little while?" His brow furrowed. 

"Prince Myrgul is over thirty summers old. Since the health of Ivaneth's royal family is poor, father figures at worst Myrgul would plague me for forty summers. Once widowed, I would bring my alliances back to Malan." 

Her cool tone made him shiver. In four decades and a man would leave Sarai's life by natural causes. The same way he would. Bannor had never thought of it that way. A human life spanned only a tiny part of an elf's existence. Sarai was gray elven and no-one even knew how long they lived. A half-elven jeweler Bannor hired to make Sarai's betrothal ring said he'd read of common elves living to be a hundred human generations old. 

They measure time in human generations, not the passing of seasons. 

He swallowed. A pang shot through his heart. How could I be any more than a passing fancy to her? "Will it be like that with me, Star? A deep breath and I'm gone?" 

Sarai stopped. Irodee looked back and paused. 

"I apologize, my One. I know that sounded callous. Those are Father's words. He makes me angry. To him, humans are born to be his playthings." 

"What do you think?" 

Sarai reached out and meshed her fingers with his. She started moving again and Irodee broke a trail for them. Light glinted in Sarai's violet eyes. "There is only one human I like to play with." Grinning, she poked his ribs. "He can be a colossal bother, but I love him anyway." 

It made him feel warm inside. Something kept echoing in his head. He would plague me for no more than forty summers. "Tell me, how much can you love a man who will shrivel up after a few turns of the seasons?" 

"Too much." Her face turned stony. "With such short lives, humans burn bright. Many elves are drawn to that passion. We call them 'silcomhad jihira', star kissers. Getting burned is inevitable when you try to embrace the sun. The pain starts long before your lover's death. Watching him waste away is agony." 

Sarai closed her eyes, the lids fluttering. "Our own kind seem cool after holding flames. The desolation over losing a short-lived is called 'kerakah', the great despair. It can last as long as a century. Loneliness always drives the sufferers back." She bit her lip. "Some elves hate humans because they've watched loved ones die of kerakah. It is ugly." Sarai's voice faded. 

"Cheerful subject," Wren said still hidden by the weeds. "However, your worry is over nothing." 

Bannor felt a flash of heat. "How can you say it's nothing!?" 

He sensed Wren rolling her eyes. The habit irritated him. After six days with the savant, he saw it in his sleep. After the eyes, came that patient tone. She rarely sounded condescending. He took it that way regardless. 

He hated feeling dumb. She treated him as if he were a child. He wasn't stupid, he simply never had that fancy learning going for him. Give him a forest, a town, a siege, normal people and problems--he understood those things. 

"Bannor, let me answer it with a question." 

"All right." He hated these kinds of answers. 

"Since we started this trip, your ability turned Sarai into an elemental, that same talent transformed me into pure magic and back. It's done other things equally as amazing. Now, given that, how hard do you think it would be to turn a human into a gray elf?" 

Sarai's eyes widened. Her expression looked as if Wren had struck her with a lightning bolt. 

The simplicity of it hit Bannor. The ease with which Wren cut the heart out of a problem amazed him. Had she already considered it, or did she solve it in the time it took Sarai to explain it? 

"No, my One, that is a bad idea," Sarai said coolly. "As much because I might lose the 'human' you, as the way my people react to a changeling. Some people have been changed into elves over the centuries. They were treated as pariahs." She gripped his hand. "Wren is right, though. When you master your power, slowing your own aging will be simple." 

"Irodee think whatever Bannor wants will simply be." She smiled at him, a beautiful woman wading through a sea of rippling gold. 

Wren and Irodee talked about his talent as if he would become a god. No deity would make mistakes like him. The thought of such incredible power made his stomach burn. Even without all the other's book learning he knew the huge responsibility that such power implied. 

"I get it. Let's not talk about the nola." Wren called all savant powers nola for short. Since they'd started discussing it at night, he'd adopted the term himself. 

Sarai put her cheek against his arm. She looked the most cheerful she'd been since the encounter with Mazerak. 

"Does Bannor mind if we talk about food? Irodee is hungry. We ate half-rations this morning." 

It surprised him that Irodee didn't talk about it more. That huge body had to require a lot of nourishment, far more than he'd seen her eat. "Not far from here is a town named Dewfield just east of the Corwinian border. We can get provisions there." 

"It's on the Karameth, so they have boats, right?" Apparently, Wren knew the Karameth River marked the Corwin/Ivaneth border. 

Bannor wished he could see her face. "Yes, traders come upstream in spring when the waters are high. We could take a barge downstream." 

"We'll do it," Wren said. Bannor felt good when she took his suggestions without question. "I'd planned to book passage at Candleshire, but since it's impossible to sleep when Irodee is hungry, we'll go your way. Her stomach rumbling is like trying to sleep through a ground quake." 

The Myrmigyne snorted. She slapped a bug and tossed it away. "At least Irodee not snore." 

He met Sarai eyes and she grinned. 

"Wren, I should go into town to get provisions while you and Sarai book passage. Keep Irodee out of sight until boarding. Everyone in town would remember her." 

"Two plans in a row. Fugitive life agrees with you, Bannor." 

"I think it's more because a demon isn't breathing on my neck." 
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The town of Dewfield was a rotted tooth in the jaw of the country-side, one that should have been pulled a decade ago. Bannor's nose wrinkled at the smells of overflowing privies, burning stinkwood, and poorly cleaned animal hides hung in the wind to dry. In his summers as a baronial woodsman, he'd avoided this place when possible. He always cut short his stop-overs in this borderland colony with its rough-hewn buildings and coarse inhabitants. 

He shoved the pouch of gold Wren gave him underneath his leather jerkin to keep the jingle of coins to a minimum. Loosening his axes, he made sure to keep two paces between him and any passerby. 

Men and women in this town slunk from one place to another. They wore drab clothes and for a people who lived near a river they didn't seem to wash often. Few met his eyes and any who did made his skin feel oily. 

Altercations were common in this miserable town. Meanness proliferated here like suck-bugs in a swamp. When Wren agreed to let him come alone, it surprised him. He'd expected her to argue. He guessed she figured if he could handle the place before he became a savant, then nothing had changed. 

Of thirty odd buildings in town, three were taverns. A sooty sword-nicked sign proclaimed one place the Troll's Breath pub. The two-story building was so infested with wood mites that it looked as if it might blow over in a stiff breeze. Dewfield's solitary sundries shop stood next to it. 

Two lanky men with leathery faces and serpent eyes sized him up from the pub's mouth. Both wore river-lizard boots and hats. Scabbards for oversized skinning knives rode on their hips. Bannor judged those blades cut humans more often than animals. 

Bannor ducked into the sundry. Inside it smelled of tallow and spoiled grain. Hedgecloth bags and rickety crates stood in haphazard stacks. Rusty farm implements jutted from dilapidated barrels. A bored old woman with dull eyes and a puckered face took his provisions order. Her voice creaked like a rusty hinge as she tallied his purchases. 

Bannor didn't quibble over her high prices. He wanted out fast. He did verify that she gave him good food and supplies. The delay made him edgy. He watched the door. Clinking coins always drew attention. 

Loading everything into a freshly bought traveling pack, he shrugged into the heavy load and tightened the straps. With Bravadura a scoreday away, he took no chances that they might be forced to avoid populated lands. At Wren's pace, hunting wouldn't be possible in the game-sparse south. 

Bannor glimpsed a movement by the doorway. He grabbed a shovel from a barrel. "I'll bring this right back." 

The shopkeeper narrowed her eyes, but said nothing. He approached the door at an even speed. On the right he saw the tips of scaly green boots. Holding a hand-axe in his left and a shovel in his right he took one fast step outside. 

A man grunted. Bannor blocked the weighted leather bag with the shovel handle. The wood shattered under the blow. He whacked the man in the face with the flat of the spade. The curved iron clanked as it impacted bone. The man's head hit the wall with a wooden thunk. Bannor glimpsed a flash of silver in time to jab the second man in the stomach with the flat of his axe. The skinning knife nicked his forearm in a slash of burning. Bannor counter-attacked. The shovel pealed like a broken bell. 

He knelt by the man who'd used the knife. "By Odin, that was a sour note." He took the bandit's lizard-skin hat and put it on his own head. 

Applying pressure to the bloody gouge in his arm he reentered the sundry. Dropping the broken shovel on the counter, he tossed the shopkeeper a gold coin. "Get it tuned." 

On the way out, he grabbed a rag to stop the bleeding. He examined the two men. They'd live, not that either deserved to. Five summers ago this incident would have made him angry. Now, he expected it and reacted accordingly. It was simple survival among wolves. The borderland's problems were all symptoms of a kingdom that had expanded beyond its grasp. Flesh feeding upon itself to stay alive. 

A half dozen patrons had gathered outside the Troll's Breath to view the scuffle's results. No-one spoke above a mumble. They appeared disappointed he hadn't killed the two bullies. If they wanted murder, he wouldn't provide it. 

Two men wearing hooded cloaks and carrying bows pushed out of a tavern across the lane. They glanced at the front of the sundry. Their eyes locked on Bannor. The men looked pale in waning afternoon light. Muscles rippled under their tight tunics and he saw the glint of mail around their collars. Their weapons all looked well worn. He wouldn't be taking these two out with a shovel. 

He walked straight ahead as if not noticing them. 

"You." One pointed at him. 

Bannor glanced and saw the man's hair was white. For all their muscles, neither appeared very tall. Bannor acted as if he hadn't heard. 

"You there, with the pack!" The man's voice sounded high, and he spoke with a northern twang. 

He let out a breath and faced them. "Yes?" 

They came close with a few steps, spreading out to have angles on him if there was trouble. They did it so casually it convinced him they were trained guardsmen. 

The one with the white hair pointed at him and Bannor met his gaze. He masked his surprise with effort. Deep lavender eyes looked out of a fine-boned, ageless face; gray elves, both of them. 

His heart stumbled, but he kept his face smooth. 

The elf pointed to Bannor's hand-axes. "You are one of the Baron's woodsmen are you not?" 

His stomach tightened. How did he know? He glanced down and saw the woodsclan seals engraved on the metal heads. He'd used the axes so long he'd forgotten they were marked so prominently. Still not many would know the origin of that symbol. 

No sense in giving the elf the impression he stole them. "I am. What's this about?" 

"We're looking for a woodsman, a garrison captain. A loner, we understand, he summers somewhere in the mountains. In the winter he sells pelts and moves around between the towns along this river." 

Animal instinct said bolt, intellect told him to stay calm. Obviously these two didn't know what he looked like or they'd be all over him by now. How had they found out so quickly? The Malanian capital was almost a scoreday away. 

"A captain you say? Know what he looks like? There be ten odd garrison commanders. I don't see 'em but once or twice a season myself." 

"No," the elf admitted. "You would remember him, though. He's been keeping an elven woman with him. She has silver hair and violet eyes." 

"You don't say?" Bannor almost choked. He kept a smile plastered on his face. He could see over the heads of the two elf guardsmen. 

Waving to him from down the street was Sarai. 

 


 

 

 

Recently, a peer asked me if I believed in the legend of Starholme Prime, the place where it is rumored all of our kind were born. I answered that not only did I believe in the place's existence, but that I had proof that certain of the Ka'Amok had been there and had sealed it away from our kind forever. My peer then demanded that I tell her what miscreant dared do such a thing. I answered, "look to the ones I hate, there you will find your answer..." 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 16 


Downstream

 

 

Standing in the grimy street amid the rank smells and the flimsy buildings of Dewfield, Bannor tried to scream to Sarai with his eyes. He found his efforts unsuccessful. With the two elf guardsmen watching so closely, any change in his expression would allow them to see his fear. Sarai continued walking toward him. They hadn't seen her yet. 

These elves would drag Sarai back to Malan. Unless he wanted to start a war between Ivaneth and the Malanians, he would have to let them. 

Eyes narrowed, the white-haired elf asked, "Have you heard of him?" 

"A garrison captain you say?" Bannor spoke loudly, hoping Sarai would overhear. "Traipsing around with an ELF woman?" 

The guard winced and wiggled a finger in his ear. "What's the matter with you, Human? Have you heard of him or not?" 

Bannor felt not only the elves' attention, but the people gathered outside the sundries shop and the two taverns. Most of them questionable characters that he would have preferred not notice him. Some of those people knew Bannor was a garrison captain. Flogged, either way he leaned. 

I wish I could control my power better. I'd simply tell her without them hearing. 

Sarai kept on. The breeze riffled her silvery hair. The sight of her made him dizzy. His stomach tightened. He couldn't--wouldn't allow her to be taken away. 

"Well?" The guardsman prompted. 

"In Blackwater, they hung a man who had an elf with him." Bannor spoke for Sarai's ears. 

The elves frowned. What's the matter with her? She hadn't slowed. 

The other guard leaned forward. "You're certain? They hung him?" 

"Certain." Bannor locked eyes with him. 

"Why?" 

Bannor's throat constricted. Memories of Blackwater made a wave of heat rush through him. "Killed a man trying to rape his girlfriend." 

"Someone tried to--rape--" The elf almost choked. "The woman?" 

"So I hear." 

Sarai stopped a pace behind the guards. Bannor forced himself to stay relaxed. From the corner of his eye, he surveyed what the townsfolk were doing. At least five pairs of eyes looked interested in himself and the elves. He'd keep an ear open in case opportunity made someone bold. 

He tried not to meet Sarai's eyes. What is she planning? 

"He was executed for defending an elf?" the guard's voice sounded strained. 

"Some humans are sheep," Sarai said. She lunged. Before either guard could move, whitehair's sword came free of the sheath with a shriek. 

They turned on Sarai. She dropped into a crouch. Mithril-steel glinted in her hand. 

Bannor drew his axes and moved. One never knew an elf's level of skill. They might have practiced a weapon for only a summer or as long as a century. 

A dagger appeared in Whitehair's hand. His eyes widened. "Arminwen--!" He stopped and restrained the other elf. "Garech, des noth!" 

Garech lowered his weapon. 

Sarai nodded to them. Her sword stayed readied. "Praelor Vindae, Midach Garech, We trust your families are well." 

Bannor gritted his teeth. A praelor commanded an elven legion. He moved to stand by Sarai. He wouldn't make the mistake of making these two nervous by standing behind them. Both elves looked pale. They feared for their lives. 

The praelor bowed. "Arminwen, what are you--" 

"Obviously, Vindae, We have your sword. You will go back to Father and tell him to recall his trackers. We will return when it suits Us." 

Vindae swallowed, obviously weighing his options. "We cannot--" 

Sarai stiffened. "You will, Praelor. Is your midach so good he can bring Us down without killing?" The elves dropped their gazes. "I thought not. Give Us your sheath." She elbowed Bannor. "We have not owned a good sword for over a season." 

The praelor frowned, but did as she ordered. 

"The bow and quiver too. We've been making due with an orc bow." Her lip curled. 

Vindae reddened. "Liar human, making Her use vermin's weapons!" 

"You speak out of turn, Praelor!" she snapped. 

Sarai's tone made Bannor twitch, the guardsmen too. If he'd seen this side of her first, he'd have thought there was no gentleness in the princess. Vindae mumbled in Elvish and dropped the bow and quiver. 

Sarai's eyes glittered. "Actually, Vindae, he did kill a rapist in Blackwater. They also hung Bannor. Our One does not die easily." She smiled at their surprised expressions. "You can tell Father that too." 

"Arminwen--You have recognized him?" 

Vindae stressed the word recognized. That affectionate term 'One' had meant more than Bannor realized. He checked the street and locked eyes with a few villagers. They made a wider circuit around them. 

"He is Our One, Praelor." She gestured. "Go now. Tell Mother that We love her, Father too." 

The guards studied him. Soon, every elf in Malan would know what he looked like. Cosmodarus might be the only safe place left now. 

They watched the elves walk off. When they both were gone, Sarai picked up the praelor's weapons. 

Bannor gripped her shoulder. His heart still hadn't slowed. "Star, was that wise?" 

Sarai adjusted the sword belt on her hips. She didn't speak until she'd discarded the orc bow and quiver and had replaced them with the Elvish ones. "I prefer those messengers to Mazerak." 

"Your father will send guardsmen regardless of what you said." 

Her eyes flashed. "I know, Bannor. I know very well." 

Dozens of townsfolk watched them as they headed over the hill to the docks. Between his street brawl and the standoff they'd destroyed any chance of concealing their passage through Dewfield. 

Armed with the praelor's weapons, Bannor noticed that Sarai's bearing had changed. Before, she walked with a relaxed grace. Now, she stalked like a mountain cat among a flock of herd animals. 

Bannor still found that haughty posture appealing except it wasn't the Sarai he'd grown to know. Had becoming an elemental changed Sarai at all? Could anxiety simply be revealing layers of her nature? The royal Sarai acted stern and abrupt. She spoke of herself in the plural sense, and used her eyes and voice like weapons. He'd seen hints of the hardness hiding beneath Sarai's gentle manner. How much of the real Sarai was the steely princess? 

He reached for her hand. 

Looking at him she, laced her fingers in his. "You are my One." 

Bannor listened to the way she stressed her words; my One, mine. Bannor always found the pet name endearing. The praelor's reaction cast it in a different light; a troubling suggestion of ownership. 

Much to consider. The buildings thinned as they leaned into the slope. The air cleared and the humid smells of the river became detectable. He heard dock workers yelling and the creaking of derricks swinging. 

"I love you," he said. 

Sarai brought their meshed hands to her lips. "And I you. I know the way I've been acting may be troubling--" 

He interrupted her. "We'll talk later. This thing with the praelor. Wren is going to pitch a fit." 

"Don't tell her, my One." Sarai's grip tightened. 

"What?" 

Her gaze remained steady. "You heard me." 

Bannor slowed at the summit that overlooked the river and Dewfield's five-building trade-depot. Three barges hunched at the stream-side laced down with ropes and gang ways. Bare-chested men scrambled about their loading chores, cursing and singing alternately. 

"What are you saying?" 

"Father will provide better protection than Wren. I trust him." 

"What about me going in the dungeon?" 

"He is my sire, Bannor. I can persuade him that the support of a savant has more value than an alliance with King Edmund of Ivaneth. Father's games are important to him, but so is my happiness." 

She sounded so sure; but betray Wren? They'd promised to cooperate with her. "You've given this some thought." 

She nodded. 

"So why not go with the guards?" 

Sarai's expression turned fierce. "Wren won't just let us go. Those not on her side are the enemy. She will kill you to prevent your power from being used by Hecate." 

"I wouldn't want it another way." He felt an icy chill. "I don't want to be a tool of the dark powers." 

Sarai thumped his chest with her fist. "There are other ways besides Wren's. We have a right to choose." She paused. "I mistrust Wren. I respect her power. If I defy her, my Father's phalanx will be at my back. Perhaps then, she will follow our lead. Clear?" 

His stomach churned. He shouldn't doubt his fiancee. Her love was as tangible as the grip that linked them now. Would the Sarai he first met conceive of a power ploy such as this? 

"Clear. I dislike being forced to choose between you and Wren." 

She touched his cheek. He felt the scrape of her nails. "As if there were any question of who you would choose." 

"She saved my life. You're suggesting that I break my word." 

"Nonsense." Sarai's eyes flashed. "She's had us treed the whole time. The only way to get concessions from her is to force them." 

Bannor looked to the river. He rested his free hand on the hilt of his axe. The breeze felt cold on his face. "It may be as you say. I'll consider it carefully before I do or say anything." 

She kissed his hand and held it to her cheek. She fixed him with that same loving gaze that had never failed to make him grow warm inside. "You will see my way is best. We cannot allow Wren to bully us. If we accept her help it shall be on our terms, not hers." 

He sighed. "As you say." 

In the depot, they found Irodee standing in the shadow of one of the buildings. He wouldn't have noticed her if not for the glint of her spear. She wore a dark cloak and had pulled the hood around her features. 

She gestured them over. "Wren has booked passage," she said. "They cast off in a quarter bell." Irodee's eyes glinted. "Sarai followed the elf trackers." She nudged her. "What you doing?" 

"Making sure Bannor didn't get in trouble," Sarai answered. 

Irodee's face clouded. Her hand whitened on the spear. "Elves leave in a big hurry." 

Sarai put hands on hips. "What of it?" 

Irodee leaned down so she met Sarai's eyes. The Myrmigyne's tone wasn't friendly. "Stones not the only game Irodee can beat little sister in. Irodee not old as you, but she not child either. Unwise for Sarai try hurting Wren." She stalked off in the direction of the river before Sarai could reply. 

Bannor let out a breath. Sarai had underestimated Irodee again. No good would come of this. He headed them toward the barge. 

The barge-master, a brute with hairy shoulders, a pocked face and a filmed over eye could have given anyone nightmares. If the sight of him didn't, his odor would have. 

Bannor climbed the ramp, asked permission to board and promptly looked for someplace else to be. He noticed the barge's wallopers stayed a discreet distance from him too. 

He spied Wren leaning against some crates. Bannor thought it no accident that the savant chose the upwind side of the barge. Irodee was already heading toward her. He and Sarai followed the Myrmigyne through the maze of ropes, timbers and goods. 

Wren flicked the brim of his river-lizard hat and smiled. She frowned when she noticed his arm. "What happened?" 

"Nothing a stout shovel couldn't fix." 

She stared at him, then apparently resolved to pursue it later. 

Bannor glanced at the barge-master. "Couldn't you have booked a less fragrant passage?" 

"He's the only one heading down river." 

Irodee and Sarai found spots for themselves a safe distance apart. Wren's brow furrowed as she noted the deliberate separation between the Myrmigyne and the elf. She'd be wondering what caused the sudden rift between them. They'd been getting along very well before this. The savant studied him with a raised eyebrow. 

He shrugged. What could he say? 

They stayed clear of the wallopers as they finished lashing the freight headed downstream. The barge-master bellowed orders and gestured with a hand that looked like a claw because his two middle fingers were missing. 

The barge cast off, starting its trip downstream at a leisurely crawl. Four deck hands with poles guided the wide scow toward deeper water. 

Bannor heard a yell from the dock. Two figures ran from between the buildings. One man dressed in a shiny chainmail hauberk was followed by a shorter one that looked unusually broad. 

"By Ukko! Hold up there!" The taller one yelled. He looked about Banner's height with light hair. The hilt of what was likely a battlesword jutted over his shoulder. 

"No room!" The bargeman bellowed back. 

"Stop ye boat, I can see me-self ya got room!" The smaller man called in a gravelly voice. 

"We ain't booking!" The master boomed. 

Irodee rose and shielded her eyes from the sun. The barge was over a hundred paces from the bank. She looked at Wren. 

The savant frowned. "It couldn't be him." 

"Dross-faced metal-breakin orc-kisser, pull that bleedin boat over or I'll swim out and get ye me-self!" 

"That one curses well," Sarai murmured. "That's a dwarven accent." 

Bannor nodded. "I've never heard of a dwarf that big though." 

"We been paid to be full. Hear me!" 

Ahead the river narrowed, and someone had built a narrow quay for fishing. The taller hit the smaller one on the arm and pointed to it. They both took off at a run. 

"Irodee think it sounds like..." Her voice trailed off. 

"I know what they're planning," Wren remarked. 

"Think we should get ready for a fight?" Bannor asked. 

The barge-master saw it too. "Watch yourselves, boys. Them two is real determined to board us. Keep us right in those shallows." 

The blond man pelted down the quay, his hair whipping in the wind. He seemed to see the occupants of the boat more clearly. "Irodee!" he hollered. "Get them to pole in!" 

"Laramis?" Irodee leaped onto a crate. "Laramis!" 

The barge passed the quay with some fifteen paces to spare. 

"Ukko's breath!" The man leaned forward and seemed to fly as he launched himself off the end piling. 

Bannor swore he must have been part bird. Wind whistling through his tabard he hit the deck with a half-pace to spare. He stumbled forward and sprawled among the freight. 

"Boys get that stower off my deck!" The master boomed. Behind him there was a splash and a curse. 

Irodee shoved through the polers and snatched Laramis up. "Mada!" She cried swinging him around joyfully. 

"My jewel!" He gasped back. "Jewel! JEWEL! Aggh--Enough!" 

The master raised a pole to fend off the man that had lunged out of the water and gripped the side of the barge. 

The man with the dwarven accent focused burning eyes on the bargeman. "Best be gettin that stick out of me face or you be eatin it." 

"Let him on," Wren told the master. She sighed. "The party just became a little more interesting..." 


 

 

 

 

Starholme Prime, I have learned is the greatest legacy of the First Ones, the race whose blood runs within our veins. They who are the children of Gaea. The Ka'Amok are mere accidents, re-emergences of Gaea's persistent seed. With all the First Ones only a distant memory, one would think it would be those of the pantheons that Gaea favors. She does not. Her words and ears are only for the Ka'Amok. If ever a mother was fickle, it is she. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 17 


Dac and Laramis

 

 

Bannor leaned over the gunwales and grabbed the arm of the person hanging on the side of the barge. Bracing himself, he dragged the broad-shouldered man out of the river and onto the cluttered deck of the barge. The master and one of his assistants stepped close even though Wren had told them the two newcomers could stay aboard. 

The one-eyed bargeman's odor made Bannor wish he could turn his sense of smell off. 

As the brawny man climbed to his feet and shook the water off, Bannor saw he'd guessed correctly. This wasn't a human, but an exceptionally large dwarf. He stood two heads shorter than Bannor, but was half again as wide. Size wasn't the only thing unusual about his dwarf. He had no beard, only a bushy mustache that drooped past his chin. Flecks of gold glinted in his rust-colored hair and eyes. 

Bannor extended a hand. "Bannor Starfist," he said. 

The dwarf took hold with a pressure that suggested he could have pulped bone. "I be DacWhirter Ironfist, ye be callin me Dac though." He looked at himself. "You be havin any blankets among yer things, Boy?" 

"There's a matter of passage," the bargemaster started. 

Dac's hand went to the war-hammer in his belt. "There'll be a matter of dyin if ye bother me again fore I'm dry." 

The master went back to tending his boat. Bannor led Dac to their packs and pulled out a blanket. He sat next to Sarai and pulled her close. She snuggled close to his warmth. 

As he dried off, Dac spoke to Wren and Sarai. "Ladies--sorry about me language. Sometimes me mouth--well, sometimes it be sayin what me mind is thinkin, ya understand?" 

Wren smiled. "No offense taken. So, Dac, are you Desiray's Dac, the Band of the Crescent Moon, Dac?"

"That I am, Missy." He scrubbed the blanket over his head and glanced across the river to the mountains. Thunderclouds boiled over the crags their undersides pierced by the sharp points. "Looks like another storm, dross, I'll never be gettin dry. Seems I be more oft wet than not this tenday." He turned and focused on Laramis who was still embracing Irodee. "So that's his mate, eh?" He shook his head. "Thought his young-one was big. You could make three fair-sized women outta this one." 

Wren frowned. "Irodee's daughter--Marta? She was with you? Where's she now?" 

Dac pulled at his mustache. "Couldn't very well tow a youngster with us. Laramis left her with a priest in Malan." 

Bannor felt a chill. If Mazerak was indeed heading to Malan to speak with the King and Queen about Sarai, Irodee's daughter could be trapped. 

Sarai licked her lips. "In Malan?" she asked. She glanced back at smiling figures of Laramis and Irodee who were weaving their way through the crates toward them. Bannor felt the tautness in Sarai's body. No doubt she guessed as he did that Irodee wouldn't be smiling for long. 

"Aye," Dac answered. "Malanian Lord and Lady they was, head of the church as far as I know such things. Seemed happy to watch her." 

Irodee's eyes widened and she stopped. "Is this true my husband, in Malan!?" 

The blond man looked stunned by her outburst. For a moment, the only sounds came from the gurgling of the river and the clomping of wallopers moving on the decks. 

Indigo eyes wide he spoke slowly, obviously trying to determine his error. "Yes, two of my most trusted friends--" His voice trailed off. His gaze stopped on Sarai. "Arminwen? Highness, your pardon please..." he closed his eyes and his fists tightened. "Tell me, milady, you wouldn't be the one the King Jhaan is searching for would you?" 

Sarai sighed and nodded. "I am a fugitive for refusing his Majesty's arranged marriage to Myrgul Tradeholme of Ivaneth." 

Laramis snorted and rubbed his short beard. "Duke Myrgul? I can understand trying to avoid a marriage with that egotistical pigboy." He turned to Irodee. "I am sorry my wife. I did not know." 

The Myrmigyne nodded. Her dark eyes fixed on Sarai. 

"Laramis--Sarai and Bannor are engaged," Wren added. 

Laramis' face grew tight. "It may be the King's found out. When we left, he was readying to commit troops to a full scale search for Arminwen Sarai." The blond man studied Bannor. His dark eyes looked concerned. "That's very bad considering what we saw on our way here." He shrugged out of his pack, reached inside and pulled out a battered helmet. He dropped it on the deck at Wren's feet. 

The night black metal made a hollow clank on the wood and spiraled to a stop. The odd shaped helm was fashioned to look like a snake's head, the face opening sported fangs to make it resemble gaping jaws. 

Wren stiffened. "Set's minions? I don't get it," she said.

"It appears she has an army of them on loan from the serpent lord," Laramis said. 

"And a big army at that, Missy," Dac growled. "They're all over the north territory. We had to kiss dirt and eat bark to get past those dross-eatin scale-faces." 

"Thousands?" Bannor echoed. His stomach twisted. "A whole army?" 

"Sure as Moradin's beard," Dac muttered. "Lest I'm wrong, they all is carrying one of these. Found 'em on every one we was forced to bring down." He fished a piece of worn leather out of a pouch and handed it to Bannor. 

Sarai gasped. 

Bannor felt a chill as he studied the leather etching. The river sounds and the creaking of the barge seemed to grow loud. An unmistakable rendition of his face had been depicted on the oiled skin. Bannor pinched the leather between his fingers. 

A whole army looking for me. I didn't want to believe... 

Laramis sat across from them and pulled Irodee down with him. The Myrmigyne looked less happy now than when they first boarded the barge. 

The barge rattled and kissed against a rock quay. The wallopers grunted and heaved a wooden crate onto the cobbled stone finger jutting out into the river. The village on the shore was little more than a few thatched shanties and a corral populated with some mangy looking herd animals. 

An army. The words rang in Bannor's head. He ran his fingers across the image so carefully crafted by an unknown artist. Who drew it? Didn't they know or care what they were setting loose on him? 

Laramis' voice called his attention back. "It's more than that friend." Staring at Laramis, Bannor noticed he had old man's eyes set in a young face. His voice made the boards vibrate. "Imagine friend, Malan's army and Hecate's army both want the same thing--the princess and you. Neither will allow the other to have what they want." 

"It'll start a war," Sarai breathed. 

Wren pointed a finger. "Not if we're not here. I do not intend to be around for them to fight over. It stresses the fact that you two must cooperate with me." She focused on Sarai. "I know you've been considering trying to break from me." She paused and her voice dropped. "Don't do it." 

"Highness," Laramis said to Sarai. "I must agree. I know Lady Wren is a bit rough around the edges." He glanced at the savant. "Her manners are atrocious sometimes, but I have it on good authority--" He paused and looked skyward. He touched his the hilt of the sword over his shoulder, then his forehead and finally placed a palm over the flaming sword emblem on the left breast of his chainmail. "Lady Wren's heart is in the right place in these matters." 

Sarai's brow furrowed. She had watched that gesture carefully. It seemed to spark some recognition. "I've seen you before." She paused. "Laramis-- Lord Laramis De'Falcone?" 

"Sir Laramis Corbin De'Falcone the II, scion of the eternal flame of Ukko. I have visited your court many times Arminwen." 

"Pardon me density, gent, mayhap I missed it, you're saying she's a princess of Malan?" 

"Haven't you been listening? Exactly that, bend a knee, blackguard." Laramis said it lightly, but Bannor sensed a sword rattling in a sheath. 

Dac eyed Laramis. He bent his knee; a little. "Beg pard. I never did understand all this dross with titles." He grinned. "Highness--Warmaster DacWhirter Varon Ironfist of Blackstar. I ain't had much use for court manners, so apologies if I offended." 

Sarai's violet eyes turned flinty. "Skill and courage define a warrior, not etiquette. A good many nobles have forgotten that--I haven't." She kissed Bannor on the cheek. "Not everyone can shine like a Paladin." She nodded to Laramis. 

Bannor felt a twinge of irritation from the way she said it. One of those not so subtle feminine jabs in the ribs. Even when things looked this serious she could still pick at him. He guessed human or elf, it didn't matter, women were women. Instead of slighting his lack of refinement, what she should have been worrying about was the huge Myrmigyne staring daggers at her. 

"So what about Irodee's daughter?" he asked. 

The big woman focused on Wren. 

The savant pressed her lips to a line. She seemed to study the movements of the wallopers on the deck. 

"Well?" Irodee's voice sounded sharp. She'd never used that tone with Wren before. 

She seemed surprised by it to. "For the time being, she's safe in Malan. Even if Mazerak links you and Laramis with Sarai, we can still send my Mother or Father for her, Mazerak doesn't know them by sight." 

"What if they hold Marta to get her back?" Irodee nodded toward Sarai. 

"Irodee, let's deal with it if it happens. Marta is my goddaughter, I won't let her get stuck in Malan. We'll get her back safely. Let's concentrate on staying ahead of that army long enough so that help can get us off planet. Then we can go get her. Okay?" 

The Myrmigyne nodded with a tight-lipped expression on her face. 

A pungent odor made Bannor's nose wrinkle. The master stood nearby rubbing his filmed over eye. He was chewing on a raw onion. 

No wonder he smells bad. 

"Sorry ta interrupt, but there's the matter of payment for passage." 

Dac fumbled in a pouch and flicked a gold coin to the bargeman. "Yer lucky I'm dry." 

He caught the coin, glanced at it then stowed it in a pocket. He scratched under a hairy armpit. "Am I to understand you six are running from the law? Costs extra if the King wants ya." 

Laramis tapped the circular crest on his armor. "My good man, in Ivaneth--I am the law." 

The rest of the trip downstream was more subdued. The words war and army were not ones Bannor liked. He'd lost his brother Rammal in King Balhadd's siege and his family had all but disowned him because of it. Conceiving of a possible war brought troubling thoughts. 

They'd already faced hundreds of orcs and demons, and now an army pushing down from the North. Some tiny part of him clung to the idea that it was some deception of Wren's. 

If a paladin said an army was headed this way... He best 'smell the metal smokin' as Dac said. It didn't change Wren's plans of simply leaving Titaan to go to Cosmodarus. It made a shambles of Sarai's scheme to get away from Wren's control. Could Sarai justify to her Father waging a war with the army of Hecate over one untrained savant? It might mean starting a conflict simply to get to Malan. 

He let the rocking of the barge lull him. Leaning against the gunnels, he let the cool wind caress his face. The sky was turning shades of indigo. The smells of vegetation, wood tar, and slow running water all mingled in his brain. He was glad to let the river do the walking for a change. All the leagues reeled off in this last tenday had ruined his boots. 

The stubble of the borderland hills slipped by. A continuous panorama of steel gray, chaff brown, and dappled greens cut through by valleys and stands of trees. Beyond them the crags of the Westros Mountains stood like rows of teeth back-lit by the setting sun. Beyond that range lay the old world, the kingdom of Corwin where Wren came from. The land that claimed to have thrown off the yoke of Hecate. The presence of her army proved the real truth of that matter. 

They'd passed several more nameless river communities. Few were larger than a dozen houses and a few fenced in horses. From time-to-time the bargemaster would have the wallopers unlash a few crates and drop them on a quay without slowing. Usually people were waiting for the goods. 

Thunk! 

He looked away from the rail. Dac and Wren were playing a game with a dagger, something to do with lamps casting their shadows on the crates. The barge workers nervously watched them play. One easily saw the deadly accuracy each player possessed. 

"Ten points," Dac rumbled. 

"Ten?" Wren demanded. "Off center eye shot? Five." 

"I be spinnin it backwards ye see?" 

"All right, ten." 

Thunk! 

Laramis and Irodee leaned together whispering. The Myrmigyne had been stiff ever since the news about her daughter. She kept pulling at her long hair and looking to the north as if she would bound out of the boat and head to Malan at any time. 

The paladin did his best to keep his wife calm. Polishing the blade of his battlesword, he spoke soothingly in another language that must be Irodee's parent tongue. 

Thunk! 

Sarai had folded a blanket and reclined on a pair of crates. He noticed she looked pale and her hands trembled. 

"What's the matter?" 

"The water. The wood." 

"Huh?" 

"I'm an elemental now, my One, remember? It's uncomfortable not being in contact with stone. I feel so weak." 

"Is it bad?" 

"No, it's like being empty, vulnerable. I don't like it." 

She means normal, not faster than a horse and stronger than a bear. He could sympathize with missing such powers. He leaned down and kissed her. "I'm sorry." 

She pulled him in for another kiss. "I'm sorry too; for deceiving you, for snapping. I want us to be happy." 

Bannor looked at the stars. "We will be." He closed his fingers together one at a time into fist. "I won't let anybody stop us." 

Blue light crackled around his hand to seal the promise. 

 


 

 

 

 

Gaea, for several centuries I was obsessed with learning everything about her. Because it was known that she only appeared and spoke with Ka'Amok, I even went as far as to become as they are. I learned that to embrace the Green Mother is to touch Tan'Acho. I became obsessed with receiving that boon. I grew a conscience, protected the weak, and helped my fellow Ka'Amok. I listened to the stars and one night after several centuries of trying, I finally heard her voice. "Daughter," she asked in my mind. "Why do you pretend to be something you are not?" "To gain your favor, and touch Tan'Acho," I answered. "If you want my favor," she answered. "Give back the life of the alphas that you took. Restore the lives of all the others you have unjustly taken." There was such pain in her voice, that for the first time in all my millennia of life I felt guilty for my choices. "But I can't," I answered. "Just so," Gaea replied. "You will feel my touch when you are again a part of your alpha. When one can again love what you are." The voice went quiet and I knew that I would not hear it again. That is why I hate her--I hate the mother that would call me "daughter" but refuses to acknowledge me with her embrace. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'.

 

 





Chapter 18 


Seen It in a Dream

 

 

Bannor felt a stirring in the darkness. His eyes snapped open. Ash-gray clouds swam through the indigo night. The red moon Triatus lit the highest clouds making the wispy trails look like streaks of blood. Stirred by a restless breeze, the fire flickered casting random shadows across the riverside clearing. The blocky shape of the barge fidgeted in the current, tugging at the mooring tethers. The night insects had stopped chirping. Bannor sniffed burning wood and the damp loamy odor of grass and vegetation. He detected hints of something else, but the smell was too vague to name. 

Sarai stirred in the bedroll next to him, her face delicate against the pillow of his chest. She sighed and her breath warmed his skin. 

The silhouettes of Laramis and Irodee appeared undisturbed to his left. The huge woman lay wrapped around the paladin like a blanket. Yellow and orange reflections danced on the Myrmigyne's glistening black hair as it spilled across Laramis' sleeping face like rivulets of ink. 

Wren and Dac slept on the opposite side of the fire. Neither seemed disturbed in any way. At the edge of his hearing, he detected the bargemen snoring in the wooden hull at the water's edge. They said they would post a watch. Bannor didn't see a lookout anywhere. 

Something had awakened him. What? It seemed overly quiet. An itchy feeling of wrongness tingled through him. He couldn't see or smell anything to substantiate the sense. He didn't want to wake everyone for no reason. They needed sleep. Tensions between Irodee and Sarai had grown tighter than bowstring. 

He caught another whiff of that odor, tangy, but too indistinct to make out. Dac muttered something in Dwarvish and rolled over. Laramis kicked beneath the blankets. 

Bannor shifted enough to see the surroundings better. Sarai murmured a sleepy complaint, but didn't wake. Strange, she slept less before his magic transformed her into an elemental. Even though it seemed as if she could stay awake forever, the moment Sarai lay down to rest she fell immediately into a deep slumber. 

Wren and he agreed on this camping spot. A wide clearing surrounded by a wall of scrub bushes and pipe reeds so thick that only a master woodsman or thief could approach undetected. To remain out of sight any attacker would have to stay well beyond dagger range. 

Something about the silhouettes of the surrounding foliage appeared off. The difference was so subtle that he might only be imagining it. Some of the reeds didn't appear to be shifting in the breeze the same as the surrounding ones. 

If he gave the alarm now, whoever was stalking them might escape. He needed silent communication. 

Wren. The savant mind-speak they'd used before. Could he wake the sleeping woman with a telepathic message? 

If he didn't try, there'd be no way knowing. 

He closed his eyes and composed himself, remembering what he did on that previous occasion. Wren's instructions repeated in his head. Don't use your mouth. Think the words. Enunciate them in your head. Savants naturally communicate between each other this way. With training we can mind-speak with telepaths and mundanes. 

He'd spelled the words out in his head and had aimed them at Wren. He did that now. 

<Wren. Wake up. Stay quiet we may be in trouble.> 

He couldn't be sure how much, if anything, she understood. He did feel a muddled response. Bannor caught fragments of blurry pictures; cliffs, fields of green, a starry ocean? 

She was dreaming. 

Bannor checked the surroundings again. He still sensed an entity crouched out there--waiting. Though he couldn't identify any visual evidence, he remained certain of its presence. Something out there patiently stalked them. He became aware of his heart thumping hard against his ribs and the dampness now in his palms. 

He didn't want to scream in Wren's head as he did the time before. She would yell and alert their watcher. 

He sniffed the air again. Bannor could still detect that muted scent, sharp and sweet. Something nagged at his memory. He could almost identify it. Any stronger and he would know what that out-of-place odor belonged to. 

Bannor returned his concentration to Wren. The savant had convinced him that her guild trained senses were extremely sharp and that if anything were out there she would be able to confirm or deny its presence. 

<Wren,> he called again. Another reply, still distorted and unclear, slurred like the speech of someone freshly awakened. He guessed it must be an automatic acknowledgement, not a conscious reaction. 

He stretched toward her mentally, envisioning his lips near her ear. <Wren, I need to talk to you.> 

Bannor felt a jolt. He recoiled from the force enveloping him. Chills shot through his body as he found himself towed down into darkness. Lungs tight and heart hammering, he mentally clawed for a grip to resist the force drawing him out of his body. His intangible fingers and toes only scraped down the sides of the chasm that widened as he fell. Bannor tumbled into the void unable to even scream. 

Light followed blackness. Sensations whirled through his perception. Tensed for impact, he tightened into a ball. 

He never felt the collision. He only became aware of a distant roar that ebbed and surged. Bannor uncurled and looked around. The tautness went out of his muscles. This didn't look like the abyss. Orienting, he rose and glanced around. He stood at brink of a cliff overlooking an ebony ocean. Breakers of liquid night crashed on a shore that sparkled like crushed gems. As the waves thundered, he could see stars shining through from their undersides. 

Bannor examined himself. He looked solid, but his body felt weightless and all but intangible. This wasn't his astral body. What happened? 

He recognized the ocean from the images coming from Wren. Could I be in her dream? 

Swaths of clouds rolled and tumbled through the sky as though blown at great speed. Inland, trees bordered a wide meadow where blackhorn and small animals nibbled at the grass. 

Did all savant's dream so vividly or only Wren? In the distance, he saw two figures moving across the clearing. One wore white, the other green. When he moved nearer he determined the one in white must be Wren from her size and blonde hair. The other was a man in dyed leather armor. He walked with his arm around her. 

His approach startled them. Wren wore a revealing silk gown. The man dressed like a guilder, weapons and tools slung for quiet movement. 

"Wren," his voice seemed to echo. "I need to talk to you." 

Her eyes widened. "Bannor? What are you doing in my dream?" 

The revelation stunned him. "You know you're dreaming?" 

She put hands on hips. "You weren't playing around with the power again were you?" 

Wren seemed completely lucid. 

"No," Bannor answered. "I tried to wake you up with mindspeak. I sort of got--sucked in here." 

The man spoke, his voice sounded low and fluid. "Wren, this doesn't appear to be a good time for our council. I sense danger. That is why he seeks you." 

She sighed. "I get to see you so rarely, Grahm." 

Grahm nodded. "I know. We are getting closer--my benefactors are almost satisfied. Then we can be together again for real." 

Bannor saw the disappointment in her eyes. Wren--in love with a dream? That didn't seem right. She seemed so grounded in reality. 

"Will I see you again soon?" she asked. 

"Perhaps within the next few nights. In the realms I tread now, time is a tricky thing." 

She put her arms around Grahm and kissed him. 

The man smiled. "You know I'll be back for more of those." 

"That's what I'm hoping." 

Grahm faded out. 

"Life around you keeps getting stranger." Bannor looked up to the sky, then to the trees and out to the rolling black ocean. He shook his head. The urgency in the clearing came back to him in a rush. The words came out all at once. "Wren, something's wrong in the clearing. The bargemen didn't set a guard and I feel something watching us in the reeds." 

Wren blinked. "Whoa, Bannor, this is a dream, remember. We have time, go slow." 

"What's dreaming got to do with it? While you're sleeping something can sneak out of those reeds and get both of us!" 

"Time is relative here. Thoughts move much faster than words. By the time I've finished explaining this concept only an eyeblink has passed--understand? Now, from the beginning--slow." 

Bannor frowned. "I guess." He felt trapped. His body might as well be a million leagues away. He didn't have a clue how to get back to it. 

Slow. Bannor held his breath, trying to push down the sense of being confined. Wren would know how to get him loose--he hoped. 

"All right, I woke up and I could sense something wrong. The clearing looks wrong, smells wrong. Have you ever looked at a thing and known that it wasn't right without being able to identify how?" 

Wren's blue eyes appeared larger than they normally did. She looked right through him it seemed. She pulled a strand of hair and twisted it around her finger. "Of course, Bannor. That's the instinct that keeps you alive." 

He nodded. 

She gritted her teeth. "I think Dac and Laramis led the enemy to us without meaning to." 

"What? Then why--" 

Wren held up her hand. "They need numbers, a hundred demons didn't stop the four of us. Now, we've got a dwarven warmaster, and one of Ukko's highest ranking paladins. They won't charge in without an overwhelming force. They want you and me alive, not dead. They'll try to separate us and hem us in individually." 

"So what do we do?" 

"We pretend they're not there." 

"What?" 

"Trust me. I know about the minions of Set. You won't find them unless they want to be found. Then it's too late." 

Even in this dream, Bannor could feel the heat rise in his face. "We can't just let them surround us!" 

Wren took hold of his arm. Her hand felt as soft as a butterfly wing. "I said we 'pretend'. We act as if we don't know they're there. I have no intention to get caught." 

Bannor looked in her eyes. She couldn't lie in a dream. Could she? Lately, he'd gotten the sense that Wren always acted in control, even when she was actually improvising as she went. 

She appeared sincere and certain. 

"Okay." 

"Good man," she patted him on the shoulder. "All right, I'm going to go astral and see if I can spy these visitors of yours. You stay put, all right?" 

He nodded. 

She looked at him expectantly. "Well?" 

Bannor looked around. "How do I get out of here?" 

Wren raised an eyebrow. "The same way you came in of course." 

"How's that?" 

Her brow furrowed. "What do you mean, 'how's that?'" 

"I thought you did it." 

"Me? I was dreaming Bannor, sleeping--" Wren stopped herself. "You haven't been making any funny wishes have you?" 

"Not that I remember." 

"You sure?" 

"I don't know--maybe." 

She frowned. "Maybe? I thought we discussed being careful." 

He felt the heat in his cheeks. "I have been!" 

"So--what did you wish for?" 

"I don't remember exactly. It was back at Dewfield, I wanted to talk to Sarai, I wished I could talk to her. I felt dizzy for a moment, but it went away. Nothing else happened--at least not that I'm aware of." He pushed down an urge to panic. It seemed as if the walls of this dream world were closing in on him. 

"Gaea," Wren closed her eyes and drew in a long breath. "There's no telling what that might have done. You really must be careful. It's natural to desire things, but you have to guard that impulse. Even a stupid little thought like 'I wish he would shut up' could be disastrous." 

Bannor nodded. He clenched and unclenched his hands trying to keep himself calm. Reining in his emotions here was more difficult than in the real world. Every little feeling wanted to take control. 

Wren put a hand on his cheek. It felt warm and smooth. "I'm sorry Bannor. I always seem to be lecturing you. I know you think my getting you off Titaan is more for me than you. From my heart, I do care, I want you and Sarai to be happy. I want what's best for all of us. Trust me. I promise things will turn out all right." 

He swallowed. It made a fluttering sensation in his throat. "You can get me out, right?" 

"I can if you haven't somehow magicked yourself so I can't." 

Bannor glanced again at alien landscape. "I don't want to be stuck here." 

She sniffed. "Believe me, the last thing I want is you stuck in my head." She folded her arms. "I'm not even sure I can wake up while we're linked like this." She tapped her chin as she thought for a moment. "All right, this should work." 

"What?" 

"Do you want me to explain it, or just do it?" 

He didn't hesitate. "Do it." 

Wren gave his shoulder a squeeze then vanished. Moments passed. He stood alone in Wren's dreamscape. How could he be experiencing someone else's dream when they no longer dreamed? He didn't know. So much to learn. 

Bannor went to the cliff and looked down. Jagged rocks jutted from the beach, their sharp edges glinting like jewels. The waves continued to rumble. The clouds streaked across the sky like flecks of foam in a river's rapids. Wren had a strange imagination. He looked for signs of the savant and saw none. 

What is she doing? 

Sighing, he picked up a pebble and tossed it over the side. The stone hurtled downward and made a hollow clacking on the rocks. He kicked a larger stone and watched it tumble, bits of it sundering away as it rebounded off the cliff-face. Finally, it made a white spray as it smashed on top of a boulder. 

He shook his head. "Wren, where in Hades are you?" 

"Right behind you." 

Before Bannor could turn, he felt hands shove hard against the small of his back. For an instant, he almost caught himself at the brink, flailing for a nonexistent purchase in the air. The dreamscape spun as the crags rushed up to greet him. 

 


 

 

 

 

One of the strange things that I have noted in my research is the strength that the Ka'Amok exhibit while in their astral body. It is spoken that while beyond the bounds of the flesh they are closer to Gaea and able to touch her power and that of Tan'Acho. My studies have failed to prove this conclusively one way or another. I do know that they are capable of some fascinating feats when not even wearing the flesh they were born in. I know that in this 'trick' can be found the power that Gaea denied me. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 19 


Cornered

 

 

The air whistled in Bannor's ears as he plunged down the cliff side. He saw glints of diamond sharp edges and flashes of stars in tumbling midnight water. Flailing did nothing to slow his descent. Even in a dream, he couldn't fly. Icy fear shot through his veins as the dreamscape spun, giving him flashes of the craggy shoreline looming larger. 

Wren killed me... 

The rocks. 

The sky. 

Rocks. 

Sky. 

Bannor screamed. The sound came out muffled against a hand clamped tight to his mouth. He struggled, but a grip held him immobile. Heart hammering and lungs tight, it took him an instant to realize he was staring into Sarai's eyes. Her silvery hair was mussed and her brow was furrowed. She hugged him closer in the blankets. 

"She killed me," he mumbled into her hand. "I would've died..." 

"Shhh," she hushed. "Nightmare." She kissed him. "It's all right." She glared toward where Wren lay. 

The savant turned in her blankets. Bannor saw her eyes glint in the firelight. He noticed the others stirring. Despite Sarai's attempt to silence him, his outburst had been audible. 

Wren's voice echoed in his head. <Sorry, scaring you out was the only way. Before you get mad. How many times have you fallen in a dream and actually hit bottom?> 

The statement didn't reassure him. He felt betrayed. The blood still pounded in his temples. A repeating image of the stony fangs rushing toward him flickered through his mind. 

I trusted her and she killed me. 

Not replying, he simply stared at her. 

Wren frowned. <Oh, grow up. You got yourself into it that time. Don't scowl at me because my way wasn't gentle. I'm not your mother or your girlfriend.> She glanced out at the reeds. <Lie there and sulk. I'm going to see if you're right about us being watched.> Rolling onto her back she crossed her arms underneath the blankets. He knew Wren was composing herself to go astral and scout the area. 

His face still burned. She shouldn't have done that. 

Sarai stared at him. "My One, what happened?" she asked in a whisper. "Wren spoke in my mind and told me you would awake violently. What did she do?" 

Bannor shook his head, keeping his attention on the savant. Her head lolled to one side. He saw the misty image that must be Wren's astral form leaving her body. It looked like a trail of vapor spiraling up out of the blankets. Bannor guessed he needed to be astral himself to see Wren's phoenix form when she didn't want to be seen. 

Sarai poked him. "Bannor?" 

He swallowed. The thundering of his heart slowed. His anger diminished as the pounding lessened. Wren's barb still nagged at him. Little witch didn't have to do that. She scared me on purpose. He didn't want to admit to himself how well she'd succeeded. 

Bannor hugged Sarai. "I'm all right," he whispered. 

"What's going on?" 

He scanned the reeds for evidence of the observer he sensed earlier. He sniffed the air. A hint of that tangy scent he first detected still lingered. Where had he smelled that before? 

Sarai nipped his chin to get his attention. "Bannor?" 

He kissed her forehead. "Something is watching us." 

She frowned and glanced around. Like most elves, Sarai possessed exceptional vision. Even on a starless night, she could pick up silhouettes where all he could see was black. 

She'd once described how the night looked to her; the vegetation and rocks like vague greenish outlines, warm blooded animals standing out brighter against the darker shapes of trees and rocks. 

"I don't see anything," she said after a moment. "Are you certain?" 

He nodded. "Can you smell that sweet odor?" 

She closed her eyes and sniffed. Sarai's brow furrowed and her nostrils dilated as she searched for that elusive scent. Her jaw tightened. He could almost see her digging in her memory for the identity of that trace. 

"A spice of some kind," she determined. 

Spice. Bells went off in Bannor's head. The memory screamed at him. Sarai had brought it partially into focus. Something about spice. Spice-wood? No. Where else did you get that odor? Spice oil... No one in the borderlands could afford to wear it. Only a lord could... 

Mazerak! How could he have forgotten the smell of that block-faced dandy with his blood-colored cloak, shiny boots, and velvet finery? That must be his scent. Hiding? That didn't seem like the fop's style. What was going on? 

"Duquesne," he murmured. "It's him." 

"Duquesne?" Sarai's features tightened. She seemed to be trying to figure out how he reached that conclusion. Her eyes widened. "That's his skin oil!" 

Bannor nodded. He probed the surroundings. Why hadn't Wren returned? It would take only moments to scout around in her astral form. 

Unless Wren was who Duquesne came after. With the savant out of the way, one of the only persons able to help them would be gone. 

"Something's wrong." He slid out of the bedroll and pulled on his boots. Shivering, he rubbed his arms and patted some life into them. His breath made plumes in the damp night air. The clearing remained quiet except for the crackling of the flames and the creak of the barge moored nearby. The bargemen continued to snore in the hull. The reddish light of the Triatus moon gave everything a crimson sheen. 

Sarai tossed off the blankets revealing her pale skin to the night. Now back in contact with her element, hot and cold no longer bothered her. She stretched then donned her breeches, boots, and halter. 

He glanced at the others surprised that the conversation hadn't awakened someone. All appeared normal. Everyone breathed evenly. Irodee snuggled closer to Laramis and his face sought the curve of her neck. Dac grumbled and pitched in his sleep, hands clenching and unclenching around the blankets he used for a pillow. 

Bannor turned his attention to the reeds. The cover provided by that thick wall of vegetation worked for and against them. The reeds would hide any assailants until he was stepping on them. 

Wren had said to stay put. 

A voice in his head told him the savant had an aggravating way of being right. Instinct told him that something went wrong. Whether Sarai trusted Wren or not, they needed the savant to escape Hecate. Her ingenuity had pulled them through some tight situations. 

He was tired of hiding. He picked up his axes, flipped them in the air and caught them. Time to show them I can do something besides run away. 

"Give me a few moments. Wake the others. Then come after me." 

Sarai picked up the blade given to her by the elven guardsman and belted it on. She scowled. "No, we go together or not at all." 

Bannor growled. He didn't have time to argue. The glint in Sarai's eyes and the set of her jaw said she wouldn't back down. "Fine. If there's a battle, the sounds will bring them running anyway." 

A cold feeling crawled up his legs. He sensed a wrongness in the air. He studied the sleepers and debated whether he should wake them now. 

He and Sarai needed to do this themselves. 

"All right, shadow me, let's make them think there's only one." 

Nodding, she picked up her bow and quiver and arranged them. 

Bannor crept to the barge. He could see the bodies of the bargemen lying in their bedrolls between the crates. None of them stirred. He gestured to Sarai and moved along the water's edge toward the reeds. 

The gurgling of the river and the creak of the mooring lines sounded loud in the silence. He smelled the fetid odor of marshy ground and decaying vegetation. The squish of his boots in the mud made him uneasy; poor footing if he was forced to fight. His heart picked up speed and his stomach tightened. The sense of unease grew stronger. 

He glanced back at Sarai. His betrothed looked like nothing more than a black outline with two violet ellipses that winked on an off as she blinked. She glided across the marshy ground in complete silence leaving no trace. Back at the Hade's flats they learned Sarai's new elemental powers allowed her to move unimpeded across ground no matter how brittle or soft. 

He slid deeper into the reed thicket. The crimson moon's hazy illumination made the fluff topped stalks appear to glow. The breeze riffled the narrow shafts, making a low humming. So quiet. Why no insects and animals? He heard no croakers or night singers. 

Not good. 

Metal creaked. 

Bannor froze. His heart abruptly became thunder in his chest. 

His skin tingled. He felt a presence. Something hiding in the darkness. 

The reeds swayed. The river gurgled. His blood pounded. 

They were close. 

He caught a faint sizzling sound at the far edge of his hearing. 

Searing pain swept over him. Images of blue-black walls and spikes. Bannor staggered and clutched his middle. In an instant, it vanished. He caught his breath. 

What in Hades? The pictures and pain had come from outside of him. A wave of agony abruptly cut off. Wren? The burning felt the same as the time he'd tried to pass through iron while in astral form. 

Iron walls, spikes. A cage designed to restrain an astral form? 

His body felt like a bowstring now, taut and vibrating. His arms and legs burned with the hammering of his heart. He moved toward the source of the sound. Whatever was out here may have let him feel that burst of sensation to lead him into a trap. 

He'd teach them not to hunt a woodsman. He spent his life in the wilderness fighting the creatures of the hills and crags. He'd built a reputation among the bordermen for his knack of evading ambushes. 

One step. Two. Four. More sizzling. Another burst of sensation. 

Bait to trap him. The scum would pay.

Sarai's eyes became glowing slits hovering in the blackness behind him. He changed course, picking his way toward where the reeds thinned. The higher ground there would be an excellent place to put a lookout. 

He crouched low as he neared. Every rustle of vegetation became loud punctuations of the silence. Bannor held his breath again. His chest ached. No more sounds. 

Only a few steps remained between them and that hillock. 

Nothing moved. 

Closer. 

The wrongness felt palpable like a seeping cloud of paralyzing cold. Hecate's minions were here, each of them with an image of him burned into their twisted minds. Laramis told him about the fanatics. They would happily lay down their souls to see their mistress' bidding done. Men and women who drank the blood of innocents to gain demonic strength. They wore the serpent armor not only for protection, but to hide the scaly deformities caused by their association with demons. 

He inched up the rise. Axes at the ready. Sarai close on his heels. 

Two more steps to the top. The ground felt packed underfoot. 

He glanced down. 

Fresh tracks. 

Slash! 

Bannor brought his weapon around before he even saw the figure descending on him with a sword upraised. The whistling head of his axe thudded into the minion's throat while the creature was still in mid-leap. 

The humanoid toppled to the ground and writhed like a beheaded snake. A sulfurous smell filled the air as a greenish mist rose out of the mask and separations in its armor. Its body was gone, leaving only the metal shell behind like the husk of a bug sucked empty of life by a spider. 

Bannor surged forward to meet more armored figures rushing out of the night. One of Sarai's arrows hissed over his shoulder and struck the lead creature in the face plate. It dropped. 

The remaining minions continued their charge. He blocked a sword with his right axe and swung the other so it slammed home into his opponent's exposed ribs. Bone crunched and the blade sunk deep in the creature's torso. The minion snarled and thrust a hand forward. Icy metal gripped Bannor's throat. 

Sarai flashed past him and met the last creature as it tried to strike him away from its companion. Steel resounded as they traded blows. 

Despite his efforts to resist, the creature pulled him closer forcing him to look into the eyeholes of its mask. Glowing yellow eyes narrowed. 

"Ours," it rasped in a wheezing voice. 

The world started getting fuzzy. He couldn't get air. 

"Not yet, I'm not." He wrenched the lodged axe side-to-side. 

The minion howled and its grip loosened. Bannor tore free and hacked at the creature's neck. The minion staggered back. Mist billowed around the creature. Empty platemail clattered on the hard dirt. 

The shriek of metal made Bannor turn. Sarai ripped her sword out of the torso of her opponent. The monster fell, gas pluming into the atmosphere. 

"Go!" She pointed. 

Heart pounding, he headed in the direction she indicated. What she'd seen became evident an instant later. A knot of figures grouped around a gleaming box. 

Bannor brought an axe down on the head of the first sentry as it turned to intercept him. The whirring of Sarai's arrows thudding home sounded around him. The air filled with the noxious smell of minions dying. Two more fell beneath his strokes before the group broke ranks and faced him. 

He saw the flutter of a blood-red cloak. He recognized the silhouette of Mazerak's broad body and the glint of polished brass buttons and boots. "That's enough of that, goodman Bannor. Unless of course you'd like me to clip the wings off this flaming chicken." He thrust a black iron sword into the metal box. The burning image of Wren's astral body flinched back. Gleaming sapphire eyes narrowed and her talons closed and opened. 

Bannor stopped. The armored minions spread out to either side, razor sharp weapons glinting in the moonlight. He guessed there were at least twenty. 

All he needed to do was get Wren out. The savant looked more than ready to do the rest. "Do it, Mazerak, and you're dead." 

The lord chuckled. "Old boy, you seem to be under the delusion that your threats worry me. Not only will you not attack me, you'll lay those axes down on the ground and come quietly." 

Bannor gripped his weapons tighter. "What makes you think that?" 

Mazerak snapped his fingers. "Show him, Darling." 

He felt a sharp jab in his back. Steely fingers gripped his shoulder. Bannor glanced back. Glowing violet eyes met his. Sarai's face had taken on a grayish cast and she looked stiff. She pushed him forward. 

Mazerak bowed. "Let me reintroduce myself. Lord Mazerak Duquesne, savant of storms. Master of the elements--" He gestured to Sarai. "And elementals..." 

 


 

 

 

Even those of the pantheons do not possess the fundamental will-force known as the 'tao', they, like most mortal creatures, have only souls or spirits. The Ka'Amok and a few rare beings that exist among the stars possess a tao, a thing that is analogous to a spirit, but can exist normally as personified life outside the shell of their bodies. If anything, it is the tao that makes Gaea favor the Ka'Amok over the pantheon lords. I surmise that if I were to possess a tao, Tan'Acho would indeed be mine. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'.

 

 

 

 





Chapter 20 


In His Elemental

 

 

Bannor felt a hot rage fill his chest as he saw Sarai's stiff bearing and grayish skin. The crimson moon's illumination cast the marshy clearing in an eerie glow that matched the red haze clouding his vision. For him, the armored warriors of Hecate encircling him vanished. Wren's frantic movements in the iron cage no longer mattered. One thing held Bannor's mind. 

Mazerak. 

The dandy grinned at him brushing at his spotless cloak. He adjusted a belt on which hung a jeweled scabbard then rubbed a smudge off the gold chased guard of the saber in it. 

Bannor almost gave in to the urge to rush the Lord while his attention was diverted. 

Mazerak reached into a ruffled sleeve and pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed his nose. "What'll it be, Man? You going to loiter there changing colors or do I have to force you to surrender?" 

He glanced again at Sarai, noting the stiffness of her body. She looked like a statue as she held the dagger extended toward him. 

It took effort to force the words between his teeth. It took all his will not to go for the Lord's throat. Every instant he thought of Sarai enslaved by this pig made the rage burn hotter. "If you've hurt her, you'll wish you'd never heard of me." 

Mazerak sniffed. "Oh, of that I'm certain. You're quite a fighter, a bit more than I expected actually." No emotion registered on the lord's face as he surveyed the husks of the minions Bannor had killed. He frowned and dabbed his nose again with the cloth. "Such odoriferous places you camp in. Your concession, I'll wait no longer. Drop your weapons." 

"Let Sarai go!" Bannor yelled. 

The minions all made hissing sounds and tensed. Mazerak held up and hand and they stopped. "No, no, no--you're supposed to say, 'I concede'." He pulled the sword from its sheath. Sparks danced around the edges of the curved blade. "There will be no deals, Bannor. There is a hefty reward for Sarai back in her homeland. I plan to recoup some of my losses in this venture. Drop your weapons now or I'll have her run you through." He gestured and Sarai's knife pressed harder in Bannor's back. 

Where are Irodee and the others? The sounds of the battle should have brought them by now. He thought they'd be attacking long before this. Careful not to give it away, he glanced around to see if Dac or Irodee might be hiding nearby to take advantage of an opportune moment. 

Nothing. 

The storm savant shook his head as if he knew Bannor's thoughts. "Delaying won't bring the others. I'm a thorough man." He reached into a pocket and tossed something. Tendrils of glimmering dust fanned out from his hand, reaching the ground they crept along like something alive. "It's made from the blooms of the Silissian Jytteh plant. Released upwind, it can be effective fifty yards away. They won't wake for half a day. A pity that elves and savants are immune to most sleep inducing drugs." He sighed. "Sarai, take those silly axes from him." 

She placed the dagger in her boot, stepped around him, and pried the axe from his grip. His stomach churned. Fight him, Star, don't let this worm control you. If Sarai heard his passionate mental plea she didn't react. She simply reached for his other weapon. Bannor searched her face for any spark of the woman he loved. The elf moved like a wooden puppet, her limbs pulled into motion by invisible strings. Her eyes no longer shone. The bright violet that glowed in the night now looked a dull lavender. 

"I never knew elementalism ran so strongly in the Malanian royal family," Mazerak remarked. "I don't know how I overlooked the princess' strong ties to stone." He raised an eyebrow. "Fortunate I noticed on our second encounter, wouldn't you say?" 

Bannor only glared at him. Keep talking, fop. You'll regret every word. 

Mazerak snapped his fingers and gestured to the cage where Wren's Phoenix form hovered, its claws opening and closing. The fiery bird's diamond eyes glittered with malice. If Wren freed herself, Bannor sensed she would do everything in her power to make an end of the storm savant. 

He tightened his fists. She'd have to wait her turn. 

Sarai gripped Bannor's wrist and a minion slunk over to take his other arm. Two more took up positions behind him. 

He tested Sarai's hold. 

Bannor yelped as she clamped down on his wrist so hard his bones groaned. The minions hissed. Unblinking reptilian eyes stared at him from serpentine masks. Mazerak chuckled as the four escorts propelled him forward and shoved him hard against Wren's cage. Pain creased his forehead as his face hit the cold metal. Moisture ran down the bridge of his nose and cheek. It trickled over his lip leaving the coppery taste of blood. 

The hands holding him released. Bannor snarled and turned to put his back to the enclosure. Thick rods of iron thrust out of the ground around him as Sarai and the minions backed off. 

Mazerak's hand glowed as he made a horizontal slashing motion. A slab of iron appeared, forming a cap over the bars surrounding Bannor. The metal sizzled and glowed red as it fused with the vertical shafts. The dirt under his feet shuddered. A slab matching the first pushed out of the ground and welded itself to the bars as the other had. 

His throat tightened. Sealed in iron. An icy sense of doom gripped his lungs, threatening to extinguish the anger burning in him. Bannor fought it down, keeping a steady glare focused on Mazerak. He would never give this bastard the satisfaction of thinking him beat. 

Lord Duquesne stepped forward and looked his work up and down. He nodded, apparently satisfied with the soundness of the cage's construction. "I admire your spirit, Woodsman, but I advise you not to fight this. It'll only make the combining worse." 

The heat in Bannor flared again. He spat on Mazerak's boots. "Bring on your death goddess you worthless fop! I'll spit in her eye. You have to get me to her alive." 

The storm savant stepped back. His blocky face tightened. He gestured to Sarai. The elf came forward woodenly. When she stood next to him, he pushed Sarai down on her knees. 

The lord raised his chin, dark eyes flashing a challenge. "Lick it off, little bitch." 

The flare of anger was blinding. Snarling, Bannor lunged through the bars his fingers passing only hairs from the Lord's throat. "Bastard! Stop it!" 

The shriek of steel leaving sheaths echoed through the clearing. Four minions thrust their weapons through the bars forcing Bannor back. 

Mazerak fixed him with flat black eyes. 

Sarai hesitated. Her eyes flickered and her neck muscles twitched. 

Duquesne's brow furrowed and his voice became a rasp. "Do it." 

Her head dipped and she stopped again. 

"Now," he gestured with a clenched fist. 

"No!" Bannor yelled. Damn the risk, he didn't have to touch the bastard to squeeze the life from him. All he needed to do was will it hard enough, want it enough, and his desire would be reality. He wanted it bad--wanted Mazerak dead. I wish... 

Sarai's face went to the Lord's boot. Her tongue flicked out. Bannor forced himself to keep his eyes on Mazerak, on that single desire to crush the life from his body, to wipe away that pompous expression. 

For an instant, he saw lines and threads of color all around the savant of storms. He imagined the cords twined around the lord's neck. Bannor imagined his fingers gripping those threads, he clamped down and yanked. 

Duquesne gasped and staggered forward gripping his throat. "Uck!" 

"Die you miserable cur!" Bannor growled twisting his fists in the imaginary cords cutting off the rogue savant's supply of air. 

"Urk!" Duquesne gritted his teeth, dark eyes bulging but locked on Bannor. He stared down at Sarai who was still kneeling at his feet. She unsheathed the dagger at her side and raised it to her own throat, hand shuddering. "Let--go!" Mazerak gritted. "Or--she--dies!" 

"Leave her alone!" 

Mazerak groaned. Veins stood out on his face and neck. The dagger that Sarai held against her own neck began to draw blood. Her hand shook and she moaned in obvious pain. 

"You bastard." 

"I--will--do--it," he gasped out. "She'll die--before--me." 

With a wretched sense of defeat he let go of the Garmtur. 

Mazerak staggered as the pressure lessened and he let out a groan. "That--that--was--unwise." He made a slashing gesture with his arm. "Sazaaran, put him down." 

Bannor tried to dodge too late. He heard metal slide on metal and a burst of ringing as something hard cracked against his skull. 

The world went gray. The last thing he saw through the bars of his prison were the fading silhouettes of Mazerak and Sarai together beneath the blood-colored moon. 

 


 

 

 

Liandra Kergatha was the experiment that should have succeeded. She instead became the most troublesome mortal I have ever had the displeasure of knowing. The witch has personally and by proxy caused the deaths of more of my avatars than any immortal, and been the source of more irritation than I care to admit. She is a vicious little sprite that lives to thwart me. She has Gaea's own luck, and as I have lately concluded, the Green Mother's embrace as well. Considering what she has cost me, I almost regret the torture I inflicted on her--almost. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 21 

Spiritual Juxtaposition

 

 

The sun burned over the hills, casting the battlefield in shades of vermilion. A thick layer of pasty ash covered the parched ground, the trees and bushes charred to blackened skeletons. The muggy air reeked of carrion and shuddered with the sound of the Northerner's marching drums. King Balhadd of the South had lost this territory. No trumpeters remained to even sound the retreat. The North's army poured through the valleys like a swarm of insects. 

Bannor shifted his brother's weight, keeping him secure over his shoulder. He paused, something seemed wrong. This all seemed familiar, as if it all happened once before. He pushed the sense down and forged forward, struggling to stay ahead of the tide. I'll get you out, Ramm. Three more leagues to the staging camp. Bannor's stomach knotted as he looked back and saw sunlight glint off an advancing wall of armor and weapons. 

Fire burned in his chest. Up down, up down--the ground sucked at his feet. He couldn't give up. 

Arrows hissed through the air. He felt a stab in his back. Yelling, he stumbled and the two of them rolled into a ravine. Agonizing pain ripped through body as he heard the shaft snap. Lying in the grime, Bannor twitched. Rammal groaned, fingers raking the dirt. Bannor clawed onto his knees. Ramm! 

His brother only shook his head and closed his eyes. Bannor pressed a hand to his brother's throat testing for signs of life. His skin felt so cold. Ramm! He knelt next to the still body, tears burning on his face. No! 

He heard footsteps and the sound of steel being pulled. Scrambling out of the ditch, he ran... 

I failed. I was a coward. I should have died protecting you. 

A haze swept over the scene. Bannor found himself leaning over Rammal's still form again. Dead. My fault. I should have done something. 

Done something... 

Something... 

A scratchy voice spoke behind him. "Haven't you plowed that field of guilt enough, SproutBoy? I'm gettin right tired of seein it myself." 

His vision of the ravine and the hills wavered. Colors sparkled and danced. Bannor found himself standing on the porch of the wood and brick house of his childhood. The lake gleamed. Flocks of birds dipped and flashed on the water's surface. He smelled the heady scent of his mother's flower garden and the lingering odor of his father's pipe tabac. 

Bannor whirled toward the voice. "Ramm!" 

Rammal leaned against the porch post chewing a blade of grass. He wore the same broad rimmed hat and leather coat that he had on when he left for the war. His lean face looked unchanged from ten summers ago. His blue eyes still possessed the sparkle of mischief Bannor remembered. 

Rammal took the grass from his mouth and tossed it. "You sound surprised. I'm disappointed, SproutBoy. Ten harvests older and not any smarter. Who else would you find here?" He gestured toward the house. 

Bannor's throat tightened. "This is a dream. You're dead." 

"Guess then I can't do this?" Rammal doubled his hand and struck. 

Pain shot through Bannor's belly. He gasped and folded around his brother's fist. He sat down hard on the boards, struggling to take a breath. 

"Hit pretty hard for a dead man, don't I, SproutBoy?" 

"Stop--" he wheezed. "Stop calling me that!" 

"Calling you what--SproutBoy?" 

Bannor growled and clutched his stomach. 

Rammal leaned over him. His lanky frame blocked the sunlight. "There ain't much time. You'll have to take our word for some things." 

"What things?" 

A new voice rang in. "That people never really die. They simply move on to another plane of existence." 

A man dressed in a green leather jerkin and breeches stepped into view beside Rammal. 

"You're that Guilder, Grahm, from Wren's dream!" 

"At least his memory works," Rammal said. 

"This is a dream," Bannor said. "My dream. How--" 

Rammal rolled his eyes. Grahm shook his head. 

"What--!?" Bannor demanded. 

The Guilder sighed. "Don't you listen to anything Wren tells you?" 

"Of course. What's that have to do with you being in my dream?" 

"You didn't listen at all." Rammal hoisted Bannor to his feet. "savants have a strong presence everywhere. In the astral realm, the ethereal, the world of men--and the world of dreams. Dwelling in your thoughts can make me more real, more material." He took off his hat and scratched his head. "I didn't die in that ditch. My spirit is here--in you. It's an ability all savants have--the power of the tao." He glanced at Grahm. "You can keep the spirits of people who die near you part way in the realm of the living." 

Bannor choked. "You're a ghost." 

Rammal and Grahm traded looks. 

"Close enough," the Guilder said. 

"I don't understand--why are you in my dream?" 

Grahm gripped Bannor's shoulder. "Wren is my girl. She risked her life for you. Her body won't live long separated from her astral self. You must do something! I'm not going to see her die when we're this close." 

"So close to what?" 

The guilder's dark eyes narrowed. A muscle in his cheek twitched. "Do you want to live, or would you rather ask stupid questions?" 

The hold on Bannor's shoulder ached. He sensed the tension both in Rammal and Grahm. Something about this felt wrong. He searched the cloud streaked sky, and the environs of the family farm. So perfect, so real. Each scent was correct, every blade of grass, down to the textures of wood and stone. He never dreamed in this concise detail. Bannor could count the pores on Rammal's face and see the hairline scar on his cheek he had given him one spring during sparring practice. What was the wrongness? 

Play along. 

He controlled the suspicion in his voice. "What should I do?" 

"Stop leading with your chin for a start," Rammal said. 

A flair of heat swelled in Bannor's chest. "Oh yes, Ramm, you're going to advise me about fighting? If you'd practiced a lick, you'd be in the real world and not here." 

Grahm glared at Rammal. "You've always known the wrong thing to say to him, haven't you?" 

"His favorite pastime," Bannor grumbled. "I understand it's hereditary for older brothers to be louts." 

Rammal frowned. "Can I help it if he screamed like a baby over the littlest thing?" 

"Don't waste time!" Grahm yelled. "I can't keep us here much longer." 

Bannor folded his arms. Rammal sure acted like his older brother, a Rammal that still hadn't grown up. "Tell me." 

"Your power--" Grahm started. 

Bannor cut him off. "No." 

"But--" 

"I won't be persuaded. Wren's convinced me that it's dangerous using my talent. What about my other savant skills?" 

Grahm gritted his teeth. "You're in a metal cage. Trying to pass astrally through iron will kill you." 

Bannor felt a flicker of hope. "That bastard Mazerak thinks so too." 

"What?" The guilder's eyes widened. 

"It's painful--" Bannor shook his head. "Still, what good would it do? I can't get the cages open. If Mazerak traps my astral form, we're doomed." 

"Can you talk to people in this form?" Rammal asked. His voice sounded weaker. Bannor read disappointment in his brother's face. The scowl had begun when he refused to use his power. Disappointment over what? What did these two really want? 

"People who know me well can see and hear me," he answered. "Others don't perceive anything but a specter." 

"You need a body," Grahm said, rubbing his chin. 

Bannor snorted. "I can't take over just anyone, at least not with what I know now." 

"He'd need a body without this astral stuff in it," Rammal said. "You just said people die after a few days without it." 

"A live body without its astral self--" Grahm's voice trailed off. 

Bannor stared at him. "Why dwell on this? No-one--" 

A grin spread across Grahm's face. He gripped Bannor with both hands. "Wren! Wren's body doesn't have its astral self!" 

His guts twisted. "What? Wren?" 

"Only a savant could host your astral energies anyway. You'd burn out a mundane person. It's perfect. Her powers are controlled. You can follow Mazerak's enclave, remove the guards and open the cages." 

Bannor's throat tightened. "Take over the body of a woman?" It made him shudder. Force himself inside of Wren? It was like asking him to rape her, only worse. It would be a complete violation of her body and psyche. The whole idea of forcing himself on a woman, especially this way, made revulsion surge through him. He stepped back. "Think what you're asking me. This is your girl." 

"She'll die otherwise." Desperation gleamed in Grahm's eyes. His breathing quickened and he clenched his hands. "You have to help her." 

Bannor grasped the guilder's fear now. Not only a fear for Wren, but himself as well. "If she dies, it cuts your ties to the material world." His jaw tightened. "You die too." 

"Nobody wants to die!" Grahm yelled. "You think I wanted a minion's knife in my back? Poison turning my blood to acid. I died slow in Wren's arms. I'm only a dream in her head now. All I can do is perish a little at a time right along with her." His eyes glazed. "I want to live." 

Bannor saw Rammal's fear, the tremble in his hands. Both wanted to live. Dream people tied to their anchors in the material existence. 

His stomach churned. Take over Wren's body? It felt and sounded--evil. Even if it weren't, the unnaturalness made him cold inside. If he asked Wren's permission, he risked alerting Mazerak. 

Each wasted moment increased the distance between Mazerak and Wren's body. How long since they knocked him unconscious? 

"You have to do it," Grahm insisted. 

"Don't tell me what I have to do," Bannor growled. He smacked his fist in his palm. Thoughts of Sarai and what Mazerak might do to her made the anger worse. He'd seen his power unleashed. If Hecate turned his capabilities into a weapon it would be devastating. He must either free himself or suicide to prevent the suffering of others. In death, he would condemn Sarai to whatever fate Mazerak planned. 

Odin's eyes, think! He kept coming back to the fact he needed to manipulate objects in the material world. While his astral body could handle small items and affect people, it couldn't break open cages of iron. 

Or kill Mazerak. 

The ends justify the means. That's what Wren would say. 

So much at stake. Mazerak would send his minions to kill Irodee and the others while they slept to ensure they wouldn't follow. Ultimately, he couldn't justify not going for Wren's body. Could he let his allies die simply to save his conscience? 

Another chill went through him. "I'll do it," he said, lips tight. 

A wind picked up, whipping leaves and dust into spirals. 

Rammal's eyes hardened. "You know what to do, SproutBoy. You know I'll be here--always." 

Grahm nodded. "Take them to the wall." 

Grahm and Rammal turned transparent. The landscape of the old homestead changed so that it appeared to be a picture painted on glass. The image shattered and the fragments toppled off into nothingness. 

Grahm's voice continued to reverberate. To the wall... 

The wall... 

Wall... 

A shroud of fog closed around him and turned everything white. 

Bannor became aware of a jarring vibration. Pain jangled through his neck and his face felt raw where he'd slumped against a bar. 

He opened his eyes to slits and saw nothing but a fuzzy blur. Wood creaked and metal groaned. Horses snorted and shod hooves clashed on rock. He felt his enclosure heave up, then slam down with a loud clattering. 

A wagon. 

He blinked to clear his vision. After a long period of trying to focus, nothing came clearer than blurry shapes framed by the broad bars of his cage. It was still nighttime. 

The wagon lurched again. A horse whinnied. 

He heard Mazerak's clipped voice. "Get the other cage loaded and catch up. I want to be in Albrech by noon tomorrow." The Lord sounded too far away to be on the wagon. 

Little time had passed. The minion must have hit him a glancing blow. Have to do this fast. 

He closed his eyes and tried to focus through the throbbing in his skull. Time to fly on his own. 

Bannor reached into himself to that place Wren touched. How did she do it? A kind of a twist and everything broke free. 

He thought back to the last time Wren had helped him leave the shell of his body. She did it so fast. Reach in and flick, out he came. He recalled how it felt to unleash the spirit locked in the flesh; the tingle of each tiny component giving up its imprisoned energy. Wren made it like a key in a lock. Turn it and everything trapped behind the door flowed out. 

The tracery. 

When Wren wanted to talk to Sarai or to heal him, she made him weave a complex series of lines in his head. When done right, the magic worked. Wren did it fast for a reason. She didn't want him able to do it himself. He must have the design for this feat of magic. 

I wish... Bannor focused his desire, his love and fear into the urging. 

Writhing lines and colors blossomed in his mind. The tracery beat like a heart. Colors pulsed through it like blood. Recognition shocked through him. He'd seen this image in his sleep. 

It's me. 

He'd ponder the revelation later. Expanding the pattern in his mind, he imagined wrapping the lines and colors around himself like a suit of armor. Energy surged. A flickering. A twist. 

In the next instant, he looked down at his body crumpled at the bottom of the cage. The glow of his wolf-form surrounded his astral self. He dimmed the radiance until it became only a shadowy outline. 

Mazerak sat on a huge white war-horse a short distance away. Several minions lifted Wren's cage into a wagon. Two warriors controlled the team of horses pulling the wagon loaded with his cage. 

He saw at least ten more armored forms in strategic positions around the operation. It would take careful planning to break free of this trap. 

Time to go. He braced himself for the pain. Last time he had done this with thinner bars placed much farther apart. He wasn't sure if spacing mattered. One way to find out. Gathering all his will, he shot forward. 

Red hot talons ripped down the length of his body. He heard the sizzle and the iron glowed with heat. 

Bannor hit the dirt, writhing as pain continued to reverberate throughout his spirit. The world grayed. Could a spirit go unconscious? 

The wagon rolled on. The racket caused by its travel no doubt covered the sound of the hissing metal. He lay paralyzed until the agony abated. No-one appeared to have detected his presence. 

When his strength returned, he flowed closer to Wren's cage. The savant's phoenix image halted. Her diamond eyes fixed on him. She spread her wings and looked in the direction of their camp. Focused on him again, she closed one eye and cocked her head. 

He headed for camp. If you knew what I planned, you might not be so eager to send me to it. 

It took only instants to travel to the barge. As he approached, Bannor saw two minions in the reeds heading toward camp. 

He hurtled toward Wren's body. Odin help me... If he had a stomach to feel, it would have tightened. Don't think about it. Do it. 

Bannor dove into Wren's untenanted form. 

Jangles of pain shot through him. Apparently, some remnant of Wren still occupied her body. As he tried to enter, he met fierce opposition. He struggled with the stubborn fabric, shoving and tearing forcing his way inside. 

It sickened him, but he continued. He subdued that spark of resistance, crushed it with the weight of his personality. He shoved it into a dark place in the back of her mind and locked it behind a door. 

When finished, he felt the spasms of what he'd driven himself to do wracking his new body. Her heart raced and blood hammered in her temples. 

Taking hard breaths, Bannor opened her eyes. She stared at the crimson moon and sniffed the cold night air. The sounds of the sleepers impinged on her ears, loud and distinct, much sharper than his own hearing. He heard the minions approaching through the reeds. 

She felt around the bed roll until her hand came to the hilt of a sword. The night of the bloody moon was only beginning. 

 


 

 

 

Damay Alostar was the most powerful of the Kel'Varans to walk the realms. She was obviously one of Gaea's favorites. I regret never taking a personal hand in killing the witch. Dead twice, and still giving me headaches. It's really too bad she came back to teach that troublemaker Kergatha. I should have killed them both myself to make sure they stayed dead. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 22 

Bent Gender

 

 

Bannor sat up clutching Wren's sword. The savant's body felt odd; nothing appeared to have any stiffness to it. Could something be wrong with her? The thought made his new heart race. How did a man tell right feeling from wrong in a woman's body? His heightened hearing still detected the minions moving in the reeds. Everything smelled different--unfamiliar. 

Studying the clearing bathed in the Triatus' crimson light, he saw Laramis, Irodee and Dac. They showed no sign of having stirred since he and Sarai engaged Mazerak's warriors a bell ago. Apparently undisturbed, the barge still fidgeted against its moorings at the riverside. 

From the growing sounds, he determined where the minions should emerge from the foliage. Slipping out of the bedroll, he found Wren's boots and pulled them on. Why did the clothes feel tight? A tug on the tunic revealed the fabric's looseness. He ran now slender fingers down from his neck down across--breasts. The tingle made him pull his hand back. Female skin must simply be more sensitive. He looked at the hand; so small and delicate, yet he sensed power in this flesh. 

The nola. Unlike in his own body, Wren's power seemed alive. He felt it clamoring to be tested. 

A sense of revulsion crept into Bannor again. He'd pried into this woman's body and become privy to sensations and experiences he neither had the right or desire to know. He forced it down. Either he did this or all of them died. He clenched his fists. 

Think of Sarai. 

Bannor crawled to Irodee and Laramis and shook them. The Myrmigyne and the Justicar moaned and thrashed, but he couldn't rouse them. Dac responded the same way. They showed no adverse effects, no sweating or poor skin color. They only seemed deeply asleep. Mazerak's claims about the drug's intoxicating power must be true. He'd have to do this alone. 

The sounds told him the minions were close. 

He climbed to a standing position, staggered and sat down hard. His face burned and he smacked the grass. Nothing about this body worked right. His movements grew more difficult and sluggish as if something in Wren's body were resisting him. 

How? All the savant's consciousness should have been locked up with her astral body in Mazerak's cage. Perhaps the resistance was instinctive or linked to the aliveness of Wren's savant power. Even something as stupid as a bug understood intrusion, maybe the resistance was like insects that swarmed to attack enemy invaders. A cold fear made his stomach knot. He couldn't even stand. Not much time left to get control of this body. 

Bannor calmed himself. Maybe if he seemed less of an intruder. Don't fight her. 

He stood carefully, trying to let Wren's body move naturally. He took a few experimental steps. The legs seemed hinged wrong. The body wanted to walk on the balls of its feet in a way that felt off balance. Trying to walk normally made him stumble. 

How will I fight like this? 

His throat tightened and his blood rushed as he saw the reeds swaying. He gripped Wren's blade. At least he'd trained with a sword. 

He gripped the weapon San cleed style, the way he fought for seasons before turning to the axes. His fingers ached and the hilt felt awkward. 

Damn it, do it your way then. 

Bannor relaxed and exerted a minimum of control. Wren's hand shifted to an unfamiliar position. The sword felt as though it became an extension of his arm, light and ready for action. 

The two armored warriors emerged from the reeds. He let the danger fuel this body's reflexes. Relying on her instincts rather than his own, he tried not to think but simply react. He felt that aliveness in Wren's body swell and mingle with him. 

The first creature charged. Its blade whistled in the damp air. His arms and legs moved as if possessing minds of their own. He guarded the attack away with a flick of the wrist. His gaze locked on the eye-slit of the other warrior as it closed. Reptilian eyes glared hate at him. He snatched a dagger from his belt. 

Wren's power surged, something in the body focused. For an instant, that narrow opening expanded in his vision. He threw. The blade whistled home, sprouting from minion's faceplate with a fleshy thud. The creature dropped, putrid smelling gas billowing from its armor. 

As he grew accustomed to this duality, Bannor's awareness expanded. He felt the air pushed ahead of the other warrior's weapon and knew where the strike would go. He side-stepped. 

The minion missed. It snarled and reversed. He leaped. The blade passed beneath him. He felt an overwhelming desire to taunt the creature. He continued to evade without countering, dodging the attacks as if the creature were moving through molasses. 

His body froze. He couldn't move. The minion swung for his head. 

Fear shot through him. What's happening...!? 

His hand suddenly thrust into the path of the blade. He felt a tingling in his guts. The razor sharp steel slammed home-- 

--and stopped. 

A jolt of pleasure traveled down his arm. A ball of warmth grew in his chest. He yanked on the sword. The minion snatched for the weapon too late and the blade whirled away and stuck in the ground. 

The creature punched. He blocked instinctively. Bannor knew from fighting these things that they possessed hideous strength. He felt no impact, only the pleasurable tingling. 

A savant of forces. Bannor remembered Grahm's words. Her power is under control. The Kel'varan nola must allow Wren to take the energy from each blow and store it--as she did in the forest with Irodee's arrows. 

Each of the minion's attacks made the warmth increase. The creature pounded away until it realized it couldn't win. Regaining some control, he dispatched it with a single thrust to the heart. 

Withdrawing the blade, Bannor strengthened his hold over the body. Wren's nola resisted. She staggered. He concentrated harder, trying again to submerge that primal essence. Wren relented and Bannor sensed his control return. 

He felt a chill. Why did she surrender so fast? Some instinct told him the battle for mastery would get worse. Wren's power acted like a complete consciousness. It possessed no voice, but it understood he did not belong. She would try again to take over. 

Ironic that he must fight the woman he wanted to help. What happened if she overcame him? Would he be kicked out? Trapped? 

He put the worry from his mind. Sarai needed him. 

Bannor wiped off Wren's blade and reclaimed the dagger. He stared at the shells of the two minions, then glanced at Wren's delicate hands. She hadn't even perspired. That lack of stiffness that first alarmed him was the feel of a body limber as a silken veil and whiplash fast. He'd never understood the scope of Wren's abilities. He could detect the tiniest particles drifting by in the river, single out any one and know it in terms of its energy, course and mass. That perception apparently assisted her aim, making the most difficult shot a simple matter. No wonder Mazerak wanted her disabled. He didn't want her for an enemy either. 

He looked northwest in the direction Mazerak's group had been going. He kicked the plate armor. If Wren were bigger, he'd use the mail for a disguise. Mazerak would expect a report from these two. 

Damn. 

He looked around the clearing. He couldn't leave everyone so vulnerable. A bear or griffon could come along and eat them. He glanced at the river. The only bad water was days downstream. They'd be safer adrift than lying here waiting to become a meal. 

Wren was limber, not strong. Her muscles ached by the time Irodee, Laramis, and Dac and their equipment had been dragged aboard the barge. 

He wished he had learned to read and write, if he had he would have left some kind of note. He hoped they would be able to figure things out. He untied the barge and shoved it out into the middle of the stream. 

"Good journey," he mumbled, watching the barge drift off. Hearing a feminine voice made a ripple of disquiet surge through him. 

What if I get stuck inside this body? 

Bannor pushed the feeling down. 

Shrugging into Wren's knapsack, he cinched the straps, locked down her sword and faced northwest. He took a breath and glanced at the barge now almost out of sight. Everything will be all right, it has to be. 

I'm on my way Star. 

It wasn't difficult to follow the tracks of the heavily laden wagons. Bannor found he couldn't go rapidly without loosening his hold over Wren. It made him uneasy, but he did it, letting her essence take partial control; first a jog, then a run. He hardly breathed. The night moisture clung to their flesh like a cool second skin. Wren ran effortlessly. The trees, brush, and rocks loomed in the darkness and vanished in the distance behind him. 

She moved like the high springing blackhorn, feet never seeming to touch the ground. Her nola absorbed the impact of every footfall, deadening the sound and rejuvenating the energy expended to run. 

This is how she kept up with Irodee. She can sprint for bells like this! 

The city of Albrech lay on the Corwin side of the border. Leagues of rough territory and hills separated Mazerak's group from the nearest road. Even with their two bell lead, he could catch them before they traveled far. But could he reach the caravan by daybreak? Once the dawn light struck the hills, freeing Wren and himself became far more difficult. 

He pushed into a sprint. Wren's heart pumped harder and the feeling of warmth in her chest pulsed in syncopation to the staccato rhythm of her boots against the dirt. 

As he dodged through bracken and sorrel, Bannor started adjusting to Wren's altered perception of smells. He recognized the sappy pungence of scalebark and the sharp bite of needleleaf. Though he would never feel comfortable in this duality, it was reassuring that they could work in concert. 

A few thousand trees, three briar patches and a stream crossing later he heard the jangling of wagons. Tinges of orange and azure were now creeping into the dark indigo of the eastern horizon. The caravan had traveled faster than he anticipated. He guessed they must have fresh horses nearby to drive them this hard. 

He stopped. Perspiration stung his eyes and his face felt hot. He'd covered a league in little over a quarter bell. 

He needed a plan. It seemed simplest to begin by getting Wren back in her body. He need only reach into the cage and Wren's astral form could rejoin with her flesh. 

That wouldn't free Sarai. 

No doubt, the only way to do that was to kill Mazerak. With all the Lord's guardians and Sarai, Bannor would need Wren's help to succeed. The coming light gave him little time for careful plotting. 

He would have to rely on Wren to get him loose. 

Bannor studied the land descending toward the southern spur of the Westros Mountains. Like cairns of fragmented rock, the headlands thrust up from the lower plateau until their peaks mingled with the clouds. A carpet of mist poured downhill into the bramble studded watersheds that wound a serpentine course toward Corwin's eastern river valley. Once at the river, Mazerak's group would follow it north to Albrech. 

The hill shadows would give him a fraction more night time. The wagons had already disappeared into a thick grove of shimmerleaf, further shutting out the dawn light. 

He had to try now, there wouldn't be a better opportunity. 

Jogging toward the trees, he cut around the grove. He'd find a hiding spot ahead of them that would allow him to assess Mazerak's force. 

As he moved through the trees, Bannor felt more in his element; the hunter rather than the hunted. Wren's chest grew tight as he sensed the nearness of his quarry. Her heart beat faster as she saw the trailing wagon and the cage containing Wren's phoenix form. 

Bannor felt a jolt. Then an urgent desire to plunge toward the faintly glowing shape. She charged toward the caravan. Bannor clamped down his will. Wren stumbled as he fought to reassert control. 

Damn it. Not now! 

She dropped to her knees as he focused on driving Wren's essence back. Even this little part of the savant was powerful. It felt like she was trying to shove him aside and assume complete command. Calling upon every bit of his strength, he managed to the batter the force back and assume mastery again. 

Trembling, he lay in the wet grass, heart hammering and breaths coming in gasps. If they fought again for ascendancy, Wren would win. The nearness to her astral form must be making the host essence stronger. 

He rose and stood on shaking legs. He had to do this before she attacked again. Wren's body tingled as though she'd been struck by lightning. Bannor took slow breaths, calming her body. 

Go. 

Ducking through underbrush and around trees and rocks Bannor paralleled the caravan, soon overtaking the lead wagon. He cut around a hillock choked with trees. The far side would be the place to lay in wait. 

He bounded over a creek and ducked through an overgrown tangle of deadfalls. The wagon sounds dwindled to the North. 

Down the backside of the knoll, he spied a cluster of trees perfect for his needs. The wagons should pass by only fifty yards away. 

He made his way to the spot and hid. Her heart thundered. A broadwing hooted in the branches above. The breeze hummed through the boughs. A horse whinnied in the distance. 

Bannor pulled Wren's sword. 

The wagon sounds grew. He thought he glimpsed Mazerak's white stallion at the head of the procession. Closer. He saw four armored warriors on black mounts following the Lord. 

As the first wagon trundled out of the darkness, his stomach tightened. Where's Sarai? He saw the cage with his body limp at the bottom but no sign of his betrothed. 

Bannor located four outriders on both sides of the caravan. As the second wagon became visible, he felt a chill. Sarai wasn't on it, either. 

Damn. Damn. Damn. He couldn't let that distract him. He must go for Wren. The beat of her heart counted off the instants. The smell of dry leaves and vegetation filled her nostrils. He formulated a plan; as soon as the gap widened, a quick sprint, take out the rear guard and the drivers. 

Her palms felt sweaty. He dried them on his tunic, self-conscious of the touch on sensitive breasts. Wren's whole body felt charged with tension. It seemed to know reunion with self was coming. 

Now! 

He lunged out of the cover and bolted through the trees. The silhouette of a minion grew. It turned as he struck. Metal shrieked. The creature's helmet flipped through the air, another insect-like husk dropped. Stinking vapor plumed upward. 

The other minion was too far away to be a hindrance. He rushed the wagon, threw a dagger that flashed home in a warrior's neck knocking it against the other guard. 

The sword flicked out, slashing the reins as he leaped onto the cart. Two swipes brought the other guard down. 

Wren. 

Wren's phoenix form blazed, its diamond eyes wide in amazement. Guards closed in on two sides. 

He reached out. 

A rumble filled the air. The cart capsized, throwing the cage to the ground. Stunned for only an instant, he scrambled toward the red glowing form. 

The ground rippled and before Bannor could twist away the rock thrust him into the air. The stone took the form of a huge hand, its giant fingers wrapped around Wren's entire body, pinning her arms and legs. 

He glanced around wildly. A minion, smaller than the others stared at him with glowing lavender eyes. It held a hand outstretched, fingers partially closed. 

"Sarai!" Wren's voice sounded hoarse. 

The elf clenched her fist. 

The pressure around Wren grew, the huge fingers crushed down... 

 


 

 

 

Willforce or what is more commonly known as magic is an endless source of entertainment for me. Lack confidence and you can't make a spark. Get over-confident and you destroy yourself and a large chunk of the immediate landscape. For some reason, I've always found that amusing... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 23 

Mirror Mirror

 

 

Dots danced in his vision, blurring his view of the forest, the caged phoenix and the armored minions. A huge hand formed of rock gripped Wren's body, pinning her arms and legs. Sarai had smashed dozens of demons in this same fashion only days ago. 

Have to break free! Instants stretched into infinity. The blood pounding in her temples crescendoed to a thunder. Bannor's awareness expanded. Every particle of the loamy amalgam surrounding her body became sharp and distinct. The pressure applied by the stone under Sarai's elemental control increased. Static crackled and rock groaned. The body didn't compress. A crackling nimbus of blue light had formed around her. 

Bannor glimpsed Sarai dressed in black plate armor. Sparks danced around her clenched fists. The lavender glow of her eyes had turned blood red. 

Minions hissed and guttural voices screamed for a halt to the caravan. 

He felt Wren's nola swelling, jamming into every limb, tapping the constricting force Sarai was applying. The pulsation in her chest turned from a pleasurable warmth to a searing throb. 

"Sarai, stop!" 

The crushing force grew. The blue light became blinding. The burning of the nola became excruciating. A voice shrieked in his mind. 

The field around Wren's body was slick. He pulled his left arm free with a heave and struck at the rocky prison. The massed nola in his fist detonated, sending glowing fragments hissing off into the trees. 

The pressure lessened. The burning of the nola slackened. 

Sarai snarled. The stone reformed. The heat renewed. 

Bannor hammered at the rock. The nola jolted each time and released the contained energy. The barrage drove all the minions back, and shredded the nearby wagon and battered the iron cage containing Wren's Phoenix form. Sarai moved forward. The fragments bounced off her slender armored form as though made of sponge. 

The voice in his mind became a thunder. <Bannor! She'll kill us both! Not the rock! The cage!> 

He reached toward the iron enclosure around Wren's astral form. Too far away. 

The pain grew. Bannor slammed the rock to release the energy, sensing that if he didn't keep venting the power both he and Wren would die in a single searing blast. 

Sarai crept closer, each step wooden and slow. 

Wren's mental voice grew more desperate. <Throw the power! Focus!> 

A wave of confusion swept through him. Throw power? Focus? How? He smashed the rock again to release the tension. Molten chunks of granite and fused soil shot out and bounced across the ground like char and embers kicked from a fire. 

Throw. 

Focus. 

He ripped a hunk of rock loose from his prison. Throwing it at Wren's cage, he focused all of his pent-up energy as he released. 

The stone became a sizzling mass, tendrils of energy rasping around it as it hurtled to target. 

Wren's Phoenix form flattened itself against one end of the cage. The missile impacted with a roar. 

The shock numbed Bannor's ears. A searing wave of air knocked Sarai down only a few steps away. 

When the dots cleared from his vision, he saw the blazing Phoenix diving for him. Bannor braced himself as Wren's claws clamped down on his arm--and slid off. 

The astral essence didn't transfer. 

<No!> Wren screamed. 

Bannor's heart hammered and his stomach became an aching hole in his torso. Wren's nola was shielding her body--from everything. Including its real mistress. If he turned the nola off, the stone would crush Wren's body before the savant regained control. 

Sarai righted herself by stages like a puppet pulled to a stand by strings. Her livid eyes glowed. 

Wren dove at Sarai, wings slashing and beating in a frenzy. The elf toppled. As Sarai's concentration wavered, the pressure around him lessened. He smashed away the rock and freed his other arm. 

He saw Mazerak and his four guards galloping toward their fight. "Wren!" 

The Phoenix whipped around and out of Sarai's reach. Her diamond eyes widened--then narrowed. The voice in his mind dropped to a deadly whisper. <Bannor, your cage--open it!> 

The other wagon had stopped fifty paces away. The minions surrounded it, ready to fight. "It's too far away, I can't throw!" 

<Forget distance! Focus!> 

Sarai's renewed concentration gave him a burst of new energy as the rock tried again to smash Wren's body. 

Distance had nothing to do with it. Throw the nola; his first lesson in controlling magic. Trial by fire. Live or die. He imagined a stone in his hand and dumped the power into it as he had before. 

He threw. 

A sphere of energy flew from his hand. Mazerak dove off his horse to evade the bolt. The other horses reared as the hissing globe of energy detonated against the top of the cage that held his body. He prayed to Odin he didn't kill himself with the shock. 

The flash whited out his sight. Minions and horses screamed. 

Dots still spinning in his vision, Bannor heard Mazerak scream. Cloth and flesh tore. Lightning jagged down out of the sky and rasped into the ground nearby. Bannor felt the roar of thunder like fiery teeth against his skin. 

The storm savant's nola. Mazerak cursed. Bannor smelled the stink of dying minions. 

What happened to Wren? Sarai's stone prison blocked most of his view. The bright flashes made a blur of what remained visible. He felt sure if the Lord had managed to kill Wren he would have sensed something. Why did she want him to open the cage? He hadn't questioned, knowing that she never did anything without a reason. 

He shunted some more power into the stone fist holding him fast. The material fragmented and reformed. Sarai only held him now, probably realizing she couldn't kill Wren this way. 

His vision cleared. Mazerak pawed at his face, obviously trying to wipe blood out of his eyes. 

Bannor felt his nape hair stiffen. His body stood up in the blast ripped cage. Even across the distance, he made out a shimmering green light in the eyes of his wolfish face. The grinning expression looked wrong. 

"Guards!" Mazerak yelled, still rubbing at his eyes. The Lord looked in the direction of Bannor's body. After a moment, he stiffened. "Don't even try it woodsman. I still have Sarai and Wren." 

Bannor's stomach tightened. Mazerak didn't yet understand. 

"Mazerak." The voice came from the lips of his body but it sounded different--hollow. The words echoed through the clearing. "I think not." The bars of the cage enclosing his body wilted as if they'd become rods of dough, falling open like the petals of a flower. "Start praying Duquesne." 

Bannor couldn't see it, but he imagined the color leaving the Lord's face, the man's blocky jaw going slack. 

Sarai staggered. The reddish tinge left her eyes. 

Two of the surviving minions rushed toward Wren in Bannor's body. She glared at them. As they charged, each moved progressively slower as if wading through thicker and thicker mud. The color of the black armor grayed toward white. The minions froze a step from the wagon--as statues of marble. 

Sarai glanced around, obviously disoriented. The stone enfolding Wren's body loosened. Bannor quickly slid out and caught the elf when she started to fall. 

He saw Wren opening and closing his fingers. "Didn't you know what you were dealing with Mazerak? Didn't they tell you?" 

She reached up and plucked a flower from the air. 

Bannor felt dizzy, sensing the true potential of the nola in his body. How much control did Wren really have? What if she lost it? 

"No!" Mazerak shouted. He gestured. The heavens glared star-bright. Bolts twined down. 

Wren held up a hand. The lightning bent in midcourse, felling trees, shattering wagons, and vaporizing the remaining minions. 

Wren sniffed the bloom. "What a shame. You missed." 

"How?" Mazerak muttered. He glanced back and his eyes fixed on Bannor in Wren's body with Sarai. 

"Kill him," Bannor growled. Wren's feminine voice issuing from his lips was still startling. 

"Yes, you put it rather poetically, didn't you, Bannor? Reach down Duquesne's throat and turn him inside out?" The green in his body's eyes flashed. "That can be arranged." 

Mazerak's head snapped around. He made a whimpering noise. 

Wren stepped off the wagon. Her feet never touched the ground but levitated a handwidth above it. She glanced down, then to Mazerak. She grinned. Snakes gave warmer smiles. She moved forward. The Lord backed away. 

Bannor recognized the bloom in Wren's hand. A star-petal, the type of flower a mourner laid on a grave. 

"Wren," Sarai said, her voice gravelly and dry. "How did I get here? What's happened to Bannor?" 

Without thought, he pulled her tight against him. "You're all right." 

Sarai's eyes widened. She didn't like Wren. It felt wrong too. Things in the wrong places, touching other things. 

"Yes." Sarai pushed him back. Her eyes went to his body. 

Bannor's heart beat faster as Wren closed with Mazerak. 

"You know," Wren said, her voice a boom. "I never realized I would enjoy gloating so much." 

"Please," Mazerak's heavy voice trembled. 

"Save it, mercy is for those who are themselves merciful." She sniffed. "You haven't given quarter in your life." 

She'd backed Mazerak up to the point Bannor and Sarai could see the cadaverously pale features of the Lord streaked with scratch marks and blood. His dark eyes gleamed like those of a trapped animal. 

Mazerak's gaze tracked to Sarai. The elf stiffened. 

"A - a - ah." Wren gestured as though she were tearing the contents of something from a bag. A bluish glow poured from Mazerak's body and collected around her hand. 

Sarai relaxed and her eyes cleared. 

The storm savant howled. "M-m-my nola!" 

Wren tossed the blue essence on the ground and squashed it underfoot the way she might a leech. The spot fizzled and popped. "Has caused enough trouble." 

Bannor felt ill. So much potential. Too much. The fear Wren had expressed about his power reverberated through his mind. A savant who can destroy or enslave all the others, the Garmtur'Shak nola. 

Mazerak dropped to his knees. Bannor stepped to the mound of dirt Sarai used to grab him and picked up Wren's sword. The metal felt cold and hard. 

An icy revelation swept through him. While he didn't like being in Wren's body, it might not be mutual. The savant had now capped the danger of Bannor's magic. He remembered her saying that such power was addictive. The ability to make any desire a reality would be an incredible temptation. 

She already showed warning signs. 

Sarai went to Bannor's body and hugged him. She didn't realize she was embracing Wren. Wren hugged her back. She glanced at Bannor over the elf's head and raised an eyebrow. 

Wren faced Duquesne. She put the flower in the man's lapel then backhanded him. Mazerak snarled and gritted his teeth. 

"Do you still want to fight?" she growled. 

The Lord subsided. Wren drew a glowing tracery in the air. Bannor knew it, the universal symbol for a traitor. The dandy's eyes widened as Wren drew her hand back. She took her palm and shoved the glowing emblem against Mazerak's forehead. 

A sizzling sound. Mazerak yelled and staggered away clutching his face. 

Bannor moved to follow but Wren grabbed his arm. It seemed so odd to look up at himself; so much like looking in some strange mirror. 

"We don't need his blood on our hands." They watched the Lord stagger away, cursing and moaning. He soon disappeared into the foliage on the far side of the clearing. He never looked back. "Hecate's followers take care of their own." 

Bannor shuddered, thinking of the image in the astral realm as it scooped up souls to be tortured in the god's stomach for eternity. He closed his eyes. 

"Are you all right, Sarai?" Wren asked from his body. 

Bannor opened his eyes. 

Sarai nodded. She blinked and looked up into the canopy of trees. Shafts of buttery light filtered through the shimmerleaf. Birds chirped and a stream gurgled in the distance. The smell of the minions, the tightness in his stomach. They were all gone. 

Odd. So sudden. 

Bannor watched Sarai raise her face to the light and sniff. Her body relaxed. Then he noticed it too. Something in the air. For the first time in tendays, it didn't feel like something evil was breathing on their backs. 

Sarai put her arms around his body's neck and pulled. Wren returned the embrace. 

To him watching, it felt as if he'd gone head first into an icy stream. The fear returned. His guts churned. He watched from afar as Sarai kissed who she thought was Bannor. 

Wren didn't try to stop her. 

She has Sarai. It burned. 

Thoughts careened through his mind. Now, Wren had the responsibility. Hecate would chase her, not him. With the garmtur, nothing could stop Wren. Her body had stopped fighting him since she went into his. All of them safe. 

He'd never have Sarai; not like this. It felt like a knife in his chest. He swallowed. How in Odin's name do I get her out of there? 

Sarai pulled back after an agonizingly long embrace. "Bannor?" The question hung in the air. 

He wondered what his companion had sensed. Wren had done far too good a job of acting passionate. 

I wonder if she kisses better than me? He crushed the thought hard. This is serious. 

Despite himself, he giggled. The laugh hurt. Needles of pain jabbed at his stomach. Trapped in a woman's body, while a woman kissed his mate. 

Something is wrong. A wave of dizziness washed over him. He giggled again. 

Sarai looked at him then back to Wren. Her lavender eyes flashed. Could she possibly have any clue what had occurred? "Is something the matter?" she asked. 

His voice sounded strong--confident. Her gaze flicked to Bannor. "Nothing I can't fix." 

 


 

 

 

Soul or spirit magicks are by far the most powerful incantations that can be invoked by a mortal or immortal. Learning them starts with 'know thyself'. Mastering them ends with 'hate what you've become'. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 24 

Losing Control

 

 

Leaves crackled underfoot. Boughs squeaked overhead. The morning shadows grew thinner, much like Bannor's patience. The longer Wren kept his form, the better her control became and the less chance he had of forcing her to leave his body. The vision of her ripping away Mazerak's power made him shudder. If Wren resisted his efforts to unseat her, he couldn't guess how she'd react. 

A warm easterly breeze picked up, making the light flicker and dance as it filtered through the shimmer-leaf trees. Bannor smelled the dewy redolence as flowers opened to greet the sun. Such an illusion. The battle Mazerak started hadn't yet ended. 

He paced beside Wren. She'd barely said anything except to direct them back toward the river. The savant moved clumsily, much the way he had when first taking over her body. Now, having shed the heavy armor, Sarai glanced nervously between the two of them. 

Wren looked at him. The wolfish countenance he only knew from a mirror, was set in a frown. "You know, you walk funny. Nothing smells right." She rubbed her chest. 

Bannor felt that alien urge to giggle again. It made his stomach hurt. A vein throbbed in his temple. "You know you can come out of there any time now." 

"Is that any way to act? I saved your life." The deep voice dropped to a growl. 

"My One," Sarai said. "What is wrong? You've been acting so odd." 

Wren turned to Sarai. "Star, what could be wrong? Mazerak's gone. You're safe. We can go home now." Wren said it exactly the way he would have. Her face--his--stayed straight for a few instants. She chuckled. "Bannor, you're so melodramatic." 

Sarai's eyes widened. She stepped back. "Bannor?" 

Wren shook her head and pointed at him. "There's your One. Like the new look? Handsome rogue, what a smooth cheeked, long-haired, son-of-a-baron he is. Never had to shave a day in his life." She cocked her head. "Bit on the disheveled side though." She snapped her fingers. 

Bannor felt a tingle and looked down at himself; clean. 

Wren made a clucking sound with her tongue. "Absolutely adorable now. Ready for romance." 

She laughed then stopped, wincing and putting a finger to her temple. 

Sarai's features darkened. "This isn't funny." 

"Funny?" Her voice, his, rose. "Didn't you see what I did? You don't think that's funny?" Her eyes widened and the pupils seemed to shrink. "Neutered Mazerak's nola. Just felt like it. So I did. Bent lightning in the sky. Felt like it. So I did." She took Sarai by the shoulders. "Turned those minions to stone. Just bloody felt like it." Her voice wavered. "Don't you think that's positively hilarious?" 

Sarai's lavender eyes went pale. She twitched. Her throat tightened. She snorted. Her lips puffed out as if she was trying to hold something in. Her eyes watered. Then she dropped to her knees laughing. 

His heart, Wren's, pounded. Sarai's laugh was the most frightening sound he'd ever heard. 

"Thought so," Wren muttered. She turned. Her steel gray eyes--his--focused on him. He felt her gaze drilling into his forehead.

Bannor swallowed. Sarai's laughter made it hard to think. His chest seized and he fought an urge to chuckle. "Stop it, Wren. You don't know what you're doing." 

"Don't I?" She clapped her hands. 

In the distance, hooves pounded. In a moment, three of the black stallions ridden by the minions thundered up and reared. Their eyes rolled, manes and tails whipped. They whinnied as though frightened. 

Wren made a slashing gesture. The horses subsided instantly. Sarai stopped too. 

The whole forest had gone silent. 

Bannor felt clutched in a giant frozen hand. 

Wren stared at him. "You can't see what I see." She held out her hand. "The whirling bindings of matter and energy and the road map laid out that links them. A little deeper and I can see the very underpinnings--the pillars that support time and space. All I have to do is reach out--" She made as if to grab something. 

Bannor snatched her arm. "Stop it!" His voice squeaked. His fingers barely closed halfway round his body's wrist. He craned his neck to match gazes. Bannor never realized what an imposing figure he cut. 

Wren focused again. She winced and put a hand to her temple. "Rules--so many rules." 

She seemed to be babbling. "What rules?" 

"Cards all precariously balanced. To shift one you must move another to alter the scheme or it comes tumbling down." She made fluttering gestures with her fingers toward the ground. "All comes tumbling down. No more games. No more fun in the sun. Nobody laughs or cries. It's over." She gazed upward. "You hear? Over!" 

Sarai moaned. The horses whickered and snorted. 

It felt as if a needle lanced into his temple. Bannor shuddered and grabbed the side of his head. "Wren, savants must not be meant to trade bodies like this." 

"Put the card game back in your hands?" She shuddered and gripped both sides of her head. "You don't even know how to shuffle!" She fought to speak through clenched teeth. "You're blind woodsman. Your power isn't an axe, it's a window." She howled and dropped to her knees. "Need more time." Wren thrashed. 

The throbbing in his head became a crescendo. A horrible gnawing as if something were trying to chew its way out of his mind. 

Suddenly, Wren went very still. "Bannor, I can see myself." 

It felt as if a brick hit him between the eyes. 

The sun went dark. 

 


 

 

 

Multidimensional translocation? I'd like to pop the pimple head of the mage that named it that. Actually, there isn't a good name for ripping a hole in the universe and hoping all the ether doesn't leak out... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 25 

Abstract Reality

 

 

The rumble of breakers thundering against rocks roused Bannor. Night birds cried and the wind moaned through crevices nearby. He smelled salt and decaying kelp. A nauseous churning roiled in his stomach and an ache dinged in his temples. 

He sat up as cold sea-spray wafted over him. Clouds tumbled across the face of a blue-white moon in the darkening azure sky. The last quarter of the setting sun shone orange and red reflections on an ocean of gleaming black water. Rubbing his stiff neck he looked down a beach that glistened like crushed sapphire. Ebony water lashed the shore. Stars shone in the underside of the waves. 

What in Odin's name? He was back in Wren's dream. 

It made no sense. 

He recalled the last moments of consciousness. Wren's words had been a stream of confused concepts. The savant had perceived depths of his nola that he'd never guessed at. What she saw drove her to the brink of insanity. 

The power she described was mind numbingly immense. I can see the very underpinnings--the pillars that support time and space. All I have to do is reach out... He shuddered. How close had they come to total annihilation? 

He stood. The sapphire-like material crunched underfoot. His mouth tasted dry. He twisted his neck again to get the crick out. The headache diminished some but persisted as an irritating needling in the back of his skull. Something about the dream; it seemed more tangible than the previous times. He glanced up. The moonlight glinted on a shear cliff studded with outcrops. 

The same precipice where Wren pushed him off when he'd become trapped in her mind. 

Who's dreaming this time? How do I get out? Scare myself out like before? 

Studying the rock face, Bannor saw a way to negotiate the climb. He doubted he could bring himself to leap off the cliff. The texture of the landscape, the rumble of the waves, the salt spray; this seemed too real to be a dream. 

If it's not a dream, what is it? How did I get back in my body? 

Water sloshed around his boots as he walked down to the waves. Bannor noticed that the sapphire material grew darker the farther toward the surf he looked, totally black at the point where the water looked a few hands deep. He scooped up a handful of the liquid, noticing it looked translucent when not overlaid on the black crystals. He sniffed. Salty, like the ocean water he knew. A touch of his tongue gave an unfamiliar taste, alkaline but weaker with hints of minerals. 

He splashed several handfuls on his face and chest, feeling it trickle down the front his tunic and into his breeches. Bumps rose on his flesh. 

Bannor frowned. It all felt wrong. Something beyond not knowing where he stood, an aspect of this place itself. 

He walked back toward the rocks and paralleled the cliff. A strange sound made him tense. He oriented and moved toward a muffled murmuring that came from a cluster of boulders twenty paces away. 

Bannor rounded the outcrop and froze. His heart jumped. "Wren? Sarai?" His voice sounded loud. 

Almost lost in the shadow of the rocks Wren lay in the sapphire-colored sand clutching herself and twitching. A quiet whimpering escaped the woman's lips. By her, Sarai sat up, face flushed and silvery hair disheveled. 

She blinked at him with lavender eyes. "My One, I feel weak, I cannot feel the stone." Running a hand through her hair, Sarai looked around. She swallowed. "What is this place?" 

He knelt and reached out for a hug. 

She moved back, eyes narrowed. "You are Bannor?" 

He nodded. "It's me." He looked down and rubbed his chest, thankful there weren't any breasts there. "I'm not sure how we switched back." 

Sarai ringed him with her arms. He squeezed his beloved tight, relishing her warmth, feeling the beat of her heart against his chest. They broke apart and Sarai's gaze went to Wren. She paled. 

She touched the savant's arm. The woman jerked and made a frightened mewling sound. 

Bannor's stomach twisted. Something horribly wrong. 

After a period of trying to rouse Wren, Sarai shook her head. "She's totally withdrawn. What she must have seen at the end..." Her voice trailed off. 

He remembered the savant's words. They'd sounded so full of pain and wonder. Bannor, I can see myself. Likely she meant far more than her physical self; something staggering. 

With Wren in this state, this probably wasn't her dream. The absence of Wren's boyfriend Grahm supported the idea. Sarai never saw this scene, so it couldn't be her. In his head? Even though it was plausible, it didn't make sense. He remembered the sun going dark. 

Could it be that they'd actually been transported to some far off piece of reality? A place so distant that Sarai could no longer touch her elemental powers. Wren yelled something about time and that she saw herself. 

That brick between the eyes sensation. The queasy stomach. The ache in his skull. They felt similar to the sensations he had when Wren used the scroll to transport them to Hydra rock. 

"Odin's breath," he murmured. It felt as if his bones had turned to clay. "Oh no." 

"My One?" 

"This place," he gestured to the sky. "It's Wren's dream. She wanted time to make sense of what she was seeing. She saw herself. The nola fulfilled her last desires even as she was losing her grip on it." He paused. "It either transported us here or created this place." Bannor tightened a fist. His knuckles cracked. He recalled the dirge-like tone of his voice blurting at the heavens. All comes tumbling down. "This may be all that's left." 

Wren's whimpers grew then diminished. 

Sarai glanced at the savant, then to Bannor. "What? Don't be silly." 

He steeled himself, looking out at the water and the reflections on the black sea. "Wren implied that reality as we know it, is more precariously balanced than we'd like to think. One little push--" 

"Wren was crazy!" Sarai's voice went shrill. Bannor saw in her eyes that she believed more than her tone suggested. "She shouldn't have been tampering with your nola. Overweening little thief finally grabbed hold of something she couldn't handle." Sarai paused. "Served her right after what she did." 

He picked up a handful of sapphire dust and let it trickle through his fingers. "She saved our lives." 

"So?" Sarai glared at him. "She didn't have to do--" She stopped herself. "That." 

"What? Kiss you? I like kissing you." 

Sarai scowled. "You know that's not what I meant. Besides, she said those other things. She planned to leave you stuck in her body!" 

He shrugged. "Wasn't meant to be. I understand why a neophyte in command of the garmtur scared her. I won't hold it against Wren. Being petty doesn't get us out of here." 

"Petty!?" She rocked back on her knees, fists on hips. "I'm not being petty. I never liked being herded across the countryside with that harridan snapping at our heels. You didn't like it either." 

Wren kicked and writhed and Bannor glanced over. The woman went still. 

"No, I didn't." He kept his voice calm. The traumatic experiences had rightfully put his mate on edge. All he could do was weather the storm. "Wren was helping us the best way she knew how." 

Sarai pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes and folded her arms. "I think you actually like her." 

Oh, Odin. Why did she have to want to fight now? They didn't even know where they were. He kept a rein on his voice. "I admire Wren's tenacity. She's very capable." 

She snorted. "I'm certain. She and that tower of a henchwoman. Hmmph. Where was the ogress and her husband when we needed them? I'm killing minions and kissing Mazerak's boot--" She shivered. "Where are Wren and Irodee? In a cage and asleep. Tremendous help!" 

"I've never seen you like this." Bannor shook his head. "Do you get like this often?" 

Sarai stared at him. "What's that supposed to mean?" 

He sucked back the word 'whine'. "Never mind." 

She rose and looked out at the horizon. She seemed to master herself. Her voice dropped. "I am not being petty," she repeated. "I've been through a lot. She hasn't helped." Sarai kicked some sand on Wren's legs. The savant twitched. 

He frowned at the gesture, but let it pass. 

"I'm sorry." Bannor went to Sarai and hugged her from behind. "It's my fault. If I didn't have the power, this wouldn't have happened." 

Sarai leaned her head back against his chest. "I shouldn't yell at you. I saw what Wren did. It must be frightening to imagine that thinking the wrong thing could cause so much destruction." 

His stomach tightened. To get them out of here he might need to risk using the power again. A child playing with fire. He wouldn't quickly face that prospect. 

"Very frightening. I never wanted to hurt anybody who didn't hurt me first. It makes me knot-up inside whenever I think of things going crazy. Each nola has a life of its own. I felt it inside of Wren. Hers is more developed--mature--under control. I can't sense mine, as if it's hiding and doesn't want me to know it's there." 

Sarai turned and looked in his eyes. "Why do you think?" 

He sighed. "I don't think it wants to be controlled." 

Her eyes widened. "But the danger..?" 

Bannor swallowed. "Children think they'll live forever and don't fathom the consequences of their actions." He dipped his forehead to touch hers. "Wren went inside me and forced the garmtur into line. My nola probably got mad and kicked her out, like her Kel'Varan tried to do to me. I think like a spiteful little child, it punished her." 

They looked at Wren lying in the sand curled in a ball. 

Bannor stared at the moon in the cloud streaked sky. His voice wavered. "Unless that child grows up. We may be here a very long time." 

 


 

 

 

Splinter realms, closed universes, alternate realities, parallel time sequences they're all a big joke played on us by Alpha and Gaea. The more we learn about them and the rules that govern their existence, the more exceptions to those rules we discover. They stand as an unending challenge to the know-it-alls of the universe... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 26 


A Dose of Unreality

 

 

Bannor walked down the glistening beach carrying the surprisingly heavy savant in his arms. Though smaller than Sarai, Wren weighed at least a stone more. She'd writhed and moaned at first, but now appeared calm. 

They'd been in this new world for a bell now. All their efforts to revive Wren failed. They saw no other choice but to bring Wren along and hope they could find a way to heal her. Without her knowledge, they would probably never be able to leave this place safely. Unable to help Wren, they'd turned their attention to finding a way up the cliff where they could see the edge of inland forest. Where trees lived, there would be shelter, warmth, and food. All of them were necessities if they planned to sit a long vigil over the stricken savant. 

The sea breeze picked up, the wind brisk and damp. Here on a flatter section of the beach tiny birds darted back and forth near the surf, chasing and being chased by the ebb and surge of the water. 

Sarai had taken off her boots and walked barefoot in the glistening sand. She swung Wren's knapsack as if dancing with it. The waning orange light reflected on her pale skin and silvery hair. Bannor never remembered her looking more exquisite. 

"You know, we've never walked together on a beach before," she said in a quiet, speculative voice. 

Bannor wished he didn't have to carry Wren. "Never had a chance," he said. "The ocean is so far from the mountains that I've only been on a beach a few times in my life." He scanned the shadowy cliff looking for a way up. So far, nothing had looked promising. He turned his attention back to Sarai. "When was your last time?" 

"Ten or fifteen summers at least. The coast is five hundred leagues from Malan's nearest border. I've taken the three day journey across the Iodite Sea many times, but that's only a big lake. It's not like the Moonshae Ocean." She sighed, her attention focused on the breakers. "I see why the water looks black. What do you think makes the stars?" 

He shook his head. "Maybe there are some glowing gems among the black. Perhaps the light doesn't bend in this water like it does at home." 

She nodded. "I can only imagine the wonders out there. I love the open sea. It's totally free. Father forbade me to travel on the ocean because he hated it so. His sister drowned in the Moonshaes during a storm." 

Bannor jostled Wren to renew his hold. Carrying the woman like this was difficult. They'd found nothing to make a sled from and he couldn't get the savant straightened out to carry her over his shoulder. 

After he finished adjusting Wren, Bannor fixed Sarai with steady gaze. "Your Father was completely against it, and you went anyway?" 

She nodded. "I've been on the big Nomar ships running before the storm around the straits of Canth. I've talked with sea dragons and walked on the shores of dark Silissia. Some of the grandest times of my life." 

He felt a tightness in his throat. Wren suddenly seemed heavier in his arms. "I'm only another one of your defiances, aren't I? Sarai proving to her parents that she won't be dictated to." 

She stopped and put her fists on her hips. "Even if you are, Bannor. You are still my One. I love you. I must or I wouldn't have stayed with you this long." 

"It has nothing to do with this forced marriage to Duke Myrgul?" 

"Bannor, what has gotten into you? Lately, whenever we have a free moment, you're poking at our relationship. Isn't what we have good enough for you?" 

"What we have is excellent," Bannor replied. He lowered his voice. "It's how long we'll have it, that concerns me. I don't like thinking that I might only be some whim of yours." 

Sarai let out a breath and tossed Wren's pack up on the sand. "Put her down. I don't like looking at you through that tangle of arms and legs." She sniffed. "You probably should just toss her in the water. All she's good for now is an anchor." 

He shook his head. "It surprises me how I've never noticed the mean streak in you." He moved up the shore and set Wren down in a dry patch of sand. 

"If you'd stop thinking of me as a human you might see more things." The glow in her eyes brightened. She stepped close, held up a hand and wiggled her fingers in his face. "Just because I have four fingers and a thumb doesn't mean I think the same, act like you, or even feel things as you do. I am an elf. I have many streaks. I have to because of the millenniums of life ahead of me. We've only been together for a turn of the seasons." 

She poked him in the stomach. "You haven't begun to see all my facets. I'm four centuries old! It's silly to think I'm hiding things from you. If I'd talked non-stop from the day we met you'd still know little of me." 

Bannor felt heat in his cheeks. She sounded like a mother lecturing a child. He started to interrupt, but Sarai poked him in the stomach again. 

"I'm not finished. See something in me you don't like? Live with it. All relationships are like that. Love is about understanding. Not some impossible perfection between two people. If before this, you never saw things in me you didn't like, then you hadn't looked. I've seen things in you. It didn't matter to me because love makes it trivial. What you should ask yourself is not 'how long will it last', but 'how good can we make our time together'. The simple truth is, the better it is, the longer it goes." 

He felt tiny. Sarai could do that to him; turn his indignation into guilt. She'd also evaded his point with an attack of her own. She always managed to turn his statements against him. 

A movement drew his attention out to sea. He saw a procession of pouch-bills skimming across the swells. Graceful, effortless--in their environment. Like the birds, with language, Sarai was in her element. She glided over the top of words while he gamely tried to keep up. 

What do you expect? She's the daughter of a king. 

He refused to be diverted this time. "So am I?" 

"Are you what?" 

"A whim!" 

Sarai snorted. "If you are, you're the most persistent whim I ever met. I don't invest this much emotion on a passing fancy. Believe it. Let this be the last time we discuss it!" She scooped up a handful of water and splashed him with it. "If you ask again, I'll dunk you in the nearest water I can find." 

They stared at one another while the waves crashed on the shore. He couldn't help it. He believed that she truly loved him. Muscles he hadn't realized were tight, loosened. He felt a smile spread across his face. "So, you'd dunk me?" Bannor took a step forward. 

"Yes, I will." She backed away smiling and flicked some more spray his direction. "Give it the soaking it deserves!" 

He closed in on her. "Soak my head, eh?" 

"Douse it good!" She laughed and dodged as he lunged for her. She sprinted along the edge of the surf with him in pursuit. He chased Sarai on a weaving course and tackled her into the shallows. 

They wrestled while star-dotted waves rolled into them. For Bannor, the laughter, the cold spray and immersion were like a balm, washing away the anxiety and sense of being trapped. For the moment, they could be themselves, unguarded and free without threat of enemies. 

They dragged themselves out of the surf sometime later, breathing hard and smiling, and collapsed in the sand by one another. For a while, they were both quiet, studying the orb of the moon. 

He glanced toward Wren. The savant hadn't moved. 

"What do we do?" he asked. "Can't stay here forever--can we?" 

She took a long time to answer. "What if we tried and found out you're right and this is all that's left?" 

"I'd say we were in trouble." He tried to laugh it away, but a queasy sensation filtered through him. The prospect made him want to curl up in a ball like Wren. How could he possibly fix the damage? He knew almost nothing. Wren was the trained one and she lay on the beach in a heap, her mind turned inward away from the universe. 

Even if they'd only been transported to this place, they didn't know where 'here' was. Would the avatars be able to find them? There seemed to be an abundance of animals, but no people. They couldn't spend the rest of their lives in place bereft of all civilization. 

Sarai sighed and rose. "I suppose we have to find a way to wake up Wren. She knows what she did." 

"How?" 

Her eyes turned flinty. "She's needed her head soaked for quite a while. It's time it got done." 

"Huh?" 

Sarai stalked down the beach toward the curled up savant. 

Bannor chased after her. "What do you mean?" 

She didn't answer. Without ceremony, she grabbed one of Wren's legs and dragged her toward the water. The savant writhed and made whining sounds. 

He placed himself in front of Sarai. His heart rushed at the determined look on his mate's face. "You can't do that! She'll drown!" 

Sarai stared at him, eyes hard. "You have a better idea?" 

"No." 

"Then get out of the way." 

"But--" 

"Bannor, trust me! Much as I'd like to, I won't kill the little trollop. Okay? Move." She shoved against his stomach. 

He didn't budge. "The water?" 

"Bannor, yes, the water--it's cold and it's wet." 

Wren made louder sounds and twisted in Sarai's grip. 

Sarai stomped on his toe. 

"Ow!" 

"Either help or move," she growled. "We need her knowledge of your nola. I don't feel like waiting for her to slip into a death sleep or something." 

"I don't like this," Bannor mumbled. He moved and assisted in carrying Wren into the surf. 

The savant kicked more vigorously as Sarai splashed water on her cheeks, throat, and chest. Wren's heart shaped face wore a grimace and her eyes were clenched tightly shut. The woman's skin looked waxy as if all the life in her flesh had been knotted up along with her psyche. 

"Come on," Sarai said, holding Wren's head above the surface of the water. "You can't get us into this and then go hide. Get out of there." 

"How do you know she even can?" 

"Remember me telling you about elves who go kerakah over the loss of a human lover?" 

He nodded. 

"It is much like this. The shuddering and child-like sounds. It is a mind turned inward away from pain or fear. Many times they can be brought out with another shock or by getting them angry." She took a big handful and dumped it across the bridge of Wren's nose. 

The savant cringed. She clawed the air trying to push them away. 

"She's certainly aware of the irritation." 

"Only superficially," Sarai said. "Like a baby kicking in its mother's belly in response to a loud noise." 

He held on as Wren thrashed. She still showed no signs of regaining consciousness. "What now?" 

"Give it a little bit. Straighten out her legs." 

Bannor did as asked. They both tried for a while and finally gave up. Even together they simply couldn't outmatch the limber strength in the savant's legs. She wouldn't uncurl. 

Sarai smacked the water. "So that's the way she wants to be. I have a solution for that." 

"What are you going to do?" 

She took Wren by the shoulders and shoved her head under. 

"No!" Bannor grabbed Sarai's wrists, but her arms were slick with moisture. 

"Let go." Sarai shoved him away and straddled Wren. Bubbles frothed to the surface. "This is the only way!" 

Wren started flailing and splashing. 

Bannor tried to pull Sarai off again, but his mate had a death grip on the savant. "You're killing her!" 

"If she wants to live, she'll fight." She bucked up and down as the savant struggled harder. 

"Sarai, she can't breathe!" His heart pounded as Wren groped. 

"When she wants me off. She'll get me off!" 

Bannor wavered in agony. He wanted to trust Sarai, but it looked as if Wren was dying. The savant couldn't last much longer. If she were going to fight back, it would have to be in moments. 

He poised himself, ready to drag the both of them ashore. 

Sarai jerked Wren to the surface and shook her. The savant gagged and coughed. "Loser--peasant--curl up and let Hecate win. Give up, be the nothing you are! Die like a simpering weakling." She shoved Wren back under. 

The level of the struggling didn't change. Right when he feared Wren would suffocate, Sarai would drag her to the surface and curse the savant with a vehemence that would make the most foul-mouthed sailor cringe. 

After the fifth dunking, Bannor's stomach felt like an icy lump. If Wren were going to fight back, it seemed she would have done so by now. 

"It's not going to work, Sarai." He took her wrist. "Wren's will must be gone. My nola must have done something horrible to her mind. Let her up." 

"Bannor, without her we'll be trapped here!" The water started boiling as Wren started thrashing harder. 

"Sarai." 

"Damn you!" She slammed Wren against the bottom. "Play--with--fire--and--burn--us--all!" 

"Enough!" He grabbed hold of Sarai with both hands. 

A blue light shone in the water. Sarai yelped. A flare of brilliance hammered into Bannor, sending him toppling. Air whistled. Images flickered through his vision. The moon, the waves, the sand, the moon. He crashed hard on his back in shallow water. It felt as if a fist had driven into his ribs. 

He gasped and spasms wracked his chest. He couldn't breathe. A ringing droned in his ears. 

He heard a female yell and coughing. Energy crackled. Someone staggered rapidly through the shallows. More coughing. 

Bannor couldn't move. He concentrated solely on getting another breath. A wave poured over him, tumbling him further onto shore. 

Sarai shrieked. "Bannor!" 

A sizzling sound. 

Everything went quiet, except for the rumble of the waves. 

 


 

 

 

What is reality? Why can we bend and change something that should be immutable? I don't know. I'm just glad we can, otherwise there'd be no fun in life at all... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 27 


Shore of a Far Away Consciousness

 

 

Bannor struggled to rise. He had to find out why Sarai screamed. The yell had been cut short. A sound like the buzz of insects all but drowned out the rumble of the waves. An ache throbbed in his bones. He could only make out blurs and black water as the breakers spilled cold and foamy around him. The burst had flipped him at least twice before he slammed into the shallows. 

He managed to get to hands and knees in the gritty sand. "Sarai!?" he yelled. 

No answer. His chest tightened. He saw only the outlines of the crests rolling into the shore and the cliff side. He saw neither Wren's floating body nor Sarai. 

What happened? 

He remembered the flash. The same color as Wren's nola. Such force. Focused, it would have killed. Had Wren awakened? Where was she? What happened to Sarai? 

Bannor struggled to his knees. He wiped his eyes. The scenery moved and shifted. After an instant, he realized it was him doing the wavering. 

Never been hit so hard. 

He called again. Still no answer. He surged to his feet and floundered a dozen paces toward where they'd been dunking Wren. He collapsed in knee deep water, sputtering as the salty liquid invaded his mouth. 

"Sarai!" 

Did I go the wrong way? Wren wasn't here. Nothing visible on the shore. He shook his head. Clarity was returning, but slowly. 

The hammering of his heart only worsened the buzz in his head. Bannor heaved himself to his feet and plowed into the breakers. Could Sarai have been knocked into the trough behind the waves and pulled out to sea? 

A swell hit him in the chest knocking him off balance. Panic shot through him as the turbulence banged him against the bottom. He clawed for the surface and emerged gasping. The world spun. 

"Sarai!" 

If she'd become trapped underwater, she might only have moments of air left. He heaved himself to his feet. 

"I wish my damned vision would clear!" 

A tingle rushed through him. The star-dotted seascape snapped into focus. He felt a jolt, realizing what he'd done. He shoved all thoughts away save finding his mate. To his left, in the trough of a wave, the water boiled. 

Water splashed as he raked his way through the swell. A breaker crested over him and slammed down. He dove toward the turmoil. 

Lost in an ocean of blackness, he could only grope for the source of the disturbance. He slashed the area in front of him with his arms hoping to make contact--find something. 

The buzz in his head became a thunder. His chest felt crushed in a giant's grip. 

You have to be here! 

His hands found only more emptiness. The current heaved, flipping him in the darkness, scrubbing him against the sandy bottom. The surface. Where was the surface!? 

He lunged, trying to orient as the water tumbled around him. No air. Which way is up? 

Something hard hit his ribs. Pain shot through his chest, forcing him to cough out vital air. He snatched at the object. It tried to jerk free in the chaos but he gripped hard. His feet touched the bottom. 

The surface. 

Bannor pushed off with all his strength. His head broke the surface and he drew in a breath of burning salt air. He pulled the squirming object with him. 

It was a leg, still kicking viciously. 

He heaved. 

Two bodies, locked together, broke the surface. Wren and Sarai, at each other's throats. They both gasped for breath, hissing and struggling. 

"Odin's breath! Stop it!" he ordered. They ignored him or were too locked in their conflict to respond. 

Another wave plowed over him, pushing the three of them toward shore. He found footing, grabbed each woman by the leg and started towing. 

In the shallows, he pulled them apart and shoved in opposite directions. "Enough!" 

Wren fell hard on her haunches, chest heaving. The savant's blue eyes were wild and her teeth were bared in a snarl. Scratches marred her face, neck and chest. Sarai landed on hands in knees, teeth gritted and eyes blazing. She took air in gulps. A fist-sized bruise discolored one cheek and her left eye was red and swollen. An angry-red imprint of Wren's fingers ringed her neck 

When Sarai started to move, he pointed a finger. "Stay still, damn it. Either of you moves toward the other it's going to be a three way fight." He snorted to get the water out of his nose. "Scared the ghost out of me. I thought you were both dead." 

"Thief tried to kill me!" Sarai gasped. 

Wren sputtered. "Tried--drown me!" 

She made to stand and Bannor shoved her back down. 

"Just sit there and calm down. Sarai wasn't trying to kill you, only wake you up." 

"Fine way to wake me," she wheezed. "By bashing my head on the sand in pace deep water!" 

"She tried to strangle me!" Sarai spit and wiped her face. 

"Not that you two liked each other much anyway." 

"I--" Wren stopped. She seemed to notice for the first time the alien surroundings. "Where in Gaea's name are we? Can't be my dream." 

"You tell us," Sarai snapped. "Your trying to steal Bannor's nola got us stuck here!" She convulsed and broke into a fit of coughing. 

"What?" 

"You're jesting, right?" Bannor asked. "You remember being in my body?" 

"Your body?" Wren grimaced. "I don't remember getting back in my body." 

"She's lying," Sarai muttered. "She must be." 

"I don't think she is. Come." He held out a hand to both of them. 

Wren rose first. The savant walked with a pronounced limp and held her ribs. She leaned on him, looking ready to fall without his support. Sarai looked equally battered. Her cheek darkened as he watched, stark against pale elven skin. 

Not much steadier than the women, he helped them trudge ashore to the shelter of some boulders. 

The three of them huddled in silence watching the last sliver of the sun vanish on the horizon. 

Bannor rubbed his hands together wishing for a blanket or a change of clothes. He'd left their supplies on the barge. All that remained were his skinning knife, Sarai and Wren's weapons and the contents of the savant's knapsack. Sarai's bow, a vital hunting tool, had been lost in the marsh when Mazerak took control of her. 

"We have to get on that cliff to some wood or we're going to freeze," Bannor said. 

Wren shook her head. "Climb that in the dark? You'll kill yourself. Hurts. Right now, I can't make it either." 

"Useless," Sarai grumbled. 

Bannor glanced at his mate with her swollen eye and bruised cheek. She must be in pain. These last bells had brought out shades of Sarai he never imagined existed. He hoped he wouldn't see them again for a long time. 

"If we don't keep you two warm, those wounds will stiffen up. We haven't seen a single stick of driftwood." 

Wincing, Wren massaged her side and legs. Bannor judged from her grimaces of pain that Sarai must have really pounded her ribs and thighs with kicks. Wren studied the steep rise of jagged rock for a moment then shook her head. The cold already appeared to be gnawing at the woman through the wet leather. 

Bannor felt the chill too. The fear rush was ebbing and leaving him with that drained, vulnerable feeling. 

"You don't remember killing all those minions and finishing Mazerak?" he asked Wren. 

She stared at him. "I remember next to nothing. Sarai beat the Hades out of me because I couldn't make my nola work right. I feel lucky to know my own name." 

"Trauma," Sarai muttered, hugging herself. "Your nola, switching bodies, the water... People lose memory from less." 

Wren put her face in her hands. "It's hazy--I recall escaping from the cage. It's muddled after that." 

"You did some incredible things with my nola." 

"Like what?" 

"You ripped out Mazerak's power for one thing." Simply remembering the scene of the dandy's power being torn out and being stepped on made Bannor shiver. 

"I did?" Wren looked amazed. 

"You also let him go," Sarai growled. "Should have killed him. He'll be back to haunt us." 

"Doubt it. Hecate will want him killed for failing. He'll be too busy running to bother us." 

Bannor rose. If he didn't move now, the wintry air would soon make it impossible. "I'm heading down this beach until I find a way up. You two want to sit here in the cold or come along?" 

Sarai and Wren looked at one another for a short span then stood with a chorus of grunts and moans. They left the rocks together and he went to pick up Wren's knapsack. 

The rumble of the waves had grown. The wind now a steady hum in his ears. His skin felt like ice. The next few bells would be some of the most tense since he, Sarai, and Wren met. Everything was going wrong. 

Not everything, he thought, only the important things. 

He loosened the pack straps and shrugged it on. Best not to burden the limping savant. Bannor set out, Wren and Sarai falling into step beside him, one on either side. 

"How's the eye?" he asked Sarai after a while. 

Sarai spoke in tight voice. "Feels like a demon chewing on my face. You plan to do something about it?" 

"What do you want me to do? Punch Wren? Looks like you did enough damage." 

"Plenty enough," Wren chimed in. 

Sarai glared at him with her good eye. For a moment, it looked as though she'd say something, but she seemed to think better of it. 

Bannor glanced at Wren who stumbled along with difficulty. "You know you could have let go when you heard your ribs starting to crack." 

Wren snorted. "I could have laid there while she drowned me too. Sarai didn't seem friendly at the time." 

"Since you two have fought. I hope the feud is over." 

Both women stared at him. 

So much for hopes. 

They walked down the beach, occasionally sighting a notch in the cliff that might give them access to the summit. None tempted their weary bodies. Further on, it looked as if the headland dropped to meet the beach. 

The wind moaned in the rocks. The clouds in the night sky grew larger and more forbidding, blocking out the moonlight. Bannor felt a prickling sensation as if something were watching them. Something here? Couldn't be. This fast? He'd been on the run too long. 

He glanced out to sea. It didn't appear they would be able to reach shelter before the storm reached shore. 

"Wren?" he asked. 

"Yeah." 

"Think I should try and use my nola? Maybe I could get us back to Titaan." 

"You could also get us more lost than now." She ran a hand through her bedraggled hair. "I'm starting to remember part of what happened. If I used your power like you said, then there's obviously some technique I recognized." 

"You said that my power was a window, not an axe." 

"Whatever that means," Sarai mumbled. 

"It must be a seeing ability like the kel'varan." 

"I can't see anything special. Nothing like what I saw when I used your power." 

"You just don't know what you're looking at. When I use the kel'varan, it's simply being aware of the hidden patterns my nola puts in my vision. Over the summers I've learned to be able to discern them instantly." 

"How can I recognize a pattern?" 

Wren shrugged. "It must be something obvious for me to pick it up that fast. Once you see it, then everything else falls into place. The operation of your power becomes apparent." The savant groaned. "I can't believe I'm coaching you. It's freezing and it'll be raining soon. Could there be a worse time to discuss this?" 

"I can think of several," Sarai murmured. She leaned against Bannor. 

"The tracery," he said. I can see myself. Could it be that simple? "Wren, when you astral travel. Do you look into yourself. See your own pattern?" 

Her words were slow and measured. "In a way." She paused. "It's not seeing, but touching. When you touch your true self. It's like turning a sock inside out. What normally faces in, is facing out." 

He turned to Sarai. She seemed to be considering that. 

The patterns. It always came back to the pattern. In the beginning, he'd been good with the weaves. He'd known Sarai's, Wren's, and when he looked deep--his own. Bannor, I can see myself. That's when his nola had forced her out. 

"Wren, what if you could see the true pattern of anything?" 

"What if I could see it?" Wren's expression darkened. "It could unravel the primal essence of anything. If you know the lock, making a key is simple. When you apply a key, that object is completely malleable. That's what magic is based on. Unlocking the bindings of matter and manipulating them." 

Sarai narrowed her good eye. "That sounds complex. If Bannor's power works the indirect way he's thinking, how could he possibly know how to do anything?" 

She asked the very question that occurred to him. 

Wren sighed. "That's what being a savant is about. For me, I know matter and energy down to their components; channeling force so exactly that it can't hurt me. Rationally, dealing with that should be too complex. I do it all the time--without thinking about it. The nola takes care of it." She looked at the clouds starting to blot out the moon and frowned. She rubbed the back of her neck. 

Bannor felt it too. An itchy sensation. 

Wren seemed to ignore it. Involved in the explanation. "With Bannor, it would be the same. He wants something, his nola unlocks all the necessary patterns." She sighed. "The danger is that his nola doesn't discriminate between volatile and nonvolatile weaves. Once he consciously knows what to avoid, so will the garmtur." 

Bannor drew a breath. He slowly repeated Wren's words spoken in the clearing after the battle. "You can't see what I see. The whirling bindings of matter and energy and the road map laid out that links them. A little deeper and I can see the very underpinnings--the pillars that support time and space. All I have to do is reach out..." 

Wren froze mid step. Her eyes went wide and her face drained of color. "Gaea. I said that. I remember n-OW!" She gripped the back of her neck. 

Sarai leaned around Bannor and fixed the savant with a one-eyed stare. "You almost did it." 

The blonde woman gazed at the two of them for thirty heartbeats, trying to mouth something. She reached for Bannor's arm. Her eyes rolled up and she collapsed. 

"Wren, this isn't funny." Bannor knelt and shook her. When she didn't move, he put an ear to her chest. 

"Bannor?" Sarai crouched by him. 

Wren's heart was silent. 

"Odin!" Shock stiffened his body. He reached behind Wren's head to lift her and felt something protruding. He pulled it out and came away with a small metallic dart. 

A raspy voice broke over the sound of the waves. "That is the last thing she shall ever remember." 

 


 

 

 

Avatars are one of the most interesting creations of magic that those of the pantheons have developed. They are incredibly useful tools that are probably responsible for more insanity than any other affliction experienced by immortals. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 28

Enter Hethanon 

 

 

Bannor turned at the sound of the raspy voice. The moaning wind, rumbling waves, and the thunder of his heart all rang in his ears. Darkness swathed the beach, the cliff-side jutted into the ash-gray night like broken bones embedded in the sand. A movement caught his eye, a silhouette that coalesced out of the shadows. 

He heard Sarai's sword hiss from its sheath. Her breathing quickened and she stepped closer to him. In the distance, a cliff-bird keened, a grotesque laughing sound. He gripped the skinning knife on his belt and pulled it free. Their isolation, despite its conflicts, had been too good to last. 

Hecate would never let him go. They would do anything including murder and kidnapping to get what they wanted. The more evidence of it he saw, the more he understood Wren's total hatred of these creatures. 

All he or Wren ever wanted was to be free; to live normal lives, to love and be loved. Hecate and her agents felt compelled to take what they did not already possess. Injecting chaos into otherwise placid lives simply to satisfy their greed. 

Now, Wren lay at his feet, the beating of her heart still and silent as stone. 

No more. 

This creature, whatever it was--would feel his retribution. 

The words burned in his throat. "Whatever you want, you won't get it," he snarled. "You people have taken enough from us." 

The figure stopped, its details still hidden by the cliff shadows. A male voice spoke, coarse and sibilant. "I did you a favor, savant. Kergatha has long been an obstacle to everyone." 

"Begone snake-man!" Sarai said in a commanding tone. "We like your kind even less than hers. If she's dead, we'll hunt you down." 

The figure moved nearer. A pair of slit gold eyes flashed in the wan moonlight. Bannor discerned the outline of a long rod that was probably the dart-pipe that was used to shoot Wren. 

"No closer," he warned, tightening his fist on the knife. He wanted to check Wren. Some drugs slowed the heart, but it could sometimes be restarted with a thump to the chest. In the worst case, he might be able to wish her healthy again. Wren's explanation before she collapsed had made some things clear. He knew her pattern now as well as his own. From what she said, when you knew something's pattern, it became malleable to your will. 

The intruder stepped into the faint moonlight. A blade of a man with a hatchet face and long spidery fingers. A black shroud of what looked like cobwebs twitched in the wind around him. The other details of his face and clothing were lost in chalky illumination. Even at this distance, he smelled of death. 

"Hethanon," Sarai drew a breath. 

"Arminwen," Hethanon's voice dropped. "I could hardly credit Mazerak as speaking the truth. Surely, the princess of Malan has better things to be doing." 

"You know him?" Bannor growled. 

"Of him," Sarai said icily. "Father drove Hethanon and the cult of Set from Malan a century ago, but only after much blood." She drew a breath. "He is an avatar of the jackal god." 

"Was an avatar of him. Hecate is my mistress now. No thanks to that witch." He spat in Wren's direction. 

Bannor took a step forward. "Avatar, this is your last warning. Get away from us. I'm tired of your filth. You stink of decay." 

"What will you do, savant Starfist? Shoo me away with words?" Hethanon reached out. His hand glowed and a crushing pressure clamped down on Bannor's throat. 

Bannor gagged. Something sucked the strength from his legs. He dropped in the sand. 

"Bannor!" Sarai started toward the avatar. 

"Bastard." Bannor flipped the knife and threw. 

The blade whirled home above Hethanon's collar bone with a thud of tearing flesh. The avatar let out a gurgling sound and staggered back. 

Only one chance for Wren. He may have waited too long already. Bannor envisioned Wren's tracery. The glowing pattern he saw in his mind seemingly seasons ago outside the town of Blackwater. The feminine presence that saved his life. The phoenix. His and Sarai's enemy and ally; Hecate's nemesis.

I wish your mind and body undamaged, perfect and alive. He touched the tracery. For the first time, he felt the nola surge in him. He sensed its unbridled aliveness. 

Wild. 

He grabbed Wren's shoulder. Sparks spiraled down his arms and flooded into her body. 

The savant didn't stir. 

A hard cold pressure squeezed down on his insides. He must have done something wrong or perhaps the Garmtur'Shak Nola did possess limits. He couldn't restore life to something dead. Bannor straightened. 

Sarai had taken only a few steps. She gazed at him casting a wary eye to the avatar. Hethanon would not be stopped by a single strike. Fear had made an ugly mask of Sarai's damaged face. The wind blew through his mate's silvery hair. She looked at Wren. He saw the question in her eye. 

He shook his head. 

Gone. 

Bannor would die before surrendering to Hecate. He would go fighting. He reached down and pulled Wren's magic blade. It made a peeling sound as it cleared the sheath. The sound made Hethanon's noises stop. 

With a heave the avatar wrenched out the knife and flung it in the dirt. His blood looked blacker than the night. "You'll suffer for that savant." His gold eyes tracked warily to the glowing weapon in Bannor's hand. 

Obviously, he'd seen it before and knew to respect the weapon's edge. Even urged by a woman's strength it cleaved armor as if it were made of paper. 

"Go. Next time your head is coming off." The sword made a trail of gold light as he made chopping motions. 

The sky flickered white. Illuminating the avatar's dusky skin and jag-toothed grimace. Thunder rolled over the beach several heartbeats later. 

The storm still lay a ways out to sea. 

Hethanon's gaze shifted from him to Sarai. This fiend, Mazerak, the demon, even the ruffians, they all wanted to strike at him through the only thing precious in his life. It made heat rush through him. He would not allow another of these creatures to hurt Sarai. 

Bannor let out a yell and charged. Anger knotting his muscles and revenge hardening his mind, he brought the gleaming sword around to split Hethanon. 

Apparently stunned, the avatar backpedaled. He gestured and crimson lightning blazed from his hand. The bolt jagged into Bannor's chest. Wet leather, skin, and hair sizzled. 

The shock drilled into him. Pain screamed through his body. He kept focused on that single strike. Though his muscles felt as if they'd become clay, he took one more step and swung. 

Hethanon blocked with the metallic rod. The whistling sword severed metal, then flesh. The blade tore deep into the man's torso above the second rib. Blood gouted. Droplets struck Bannor's face and clung like boiling oil. 

Reeling, the avatar howled. The sound shook the rocks. 

Bannor dropped, no longer able to stand. He wiped at the noxious fluid searing his skin. 

Sarai rushed in. Her elven blade scored two blows before the echos of Hethanon's yell faded. She dodged twice, ruby bolts lancing into the night sky. She slashed Hethanon's instep. 

The avatar shrieked and tumbled face first in the sand. 

"Jiha Malan!" She plunged the sword into his back. 

Hethanon's next outcry made Bannor's bones vibrate. His vision grayed. The sound drove Sarai away. She fell at his side clutching her ears. Bannor pulled her to him. They'd made their statement. 

The avatar clawed at the gleaming mithril jutting from his back. Black gore welled around the blade. Vapor curled out. The air filled with odor of disintegrating metal. 

Lightning cracked the sky. "Fools!" Hethanon's bellow drowned out the thunder. "I am immortal. I cannot die!" 

Bannor put his arm around Sarai. Her face had turned the color of ash. She trembled. No more fight left in her. 

Have to try something else. So weak. It felt as if demon gnawed on his chest. Hard to breathe. He took rapid, shallow breaths. Pain crashed through him in waves. Auras ringed everything in sight. The rolling thunderheads caught his attention, in them, the rings bent and swirled. 

A pattern. 

His vision blurred. In the swirling shapes, multicolored lines pulsed and intertwined. Lightning flashed, twining down into the ocean. In the brilliance, he saw the corkscrewed simplicity of its essence. 

In the clouds, he'd seen their tracery, saw how they gave up part of their essence to form the bolt that streaked cloud-to-cloud or at the ground. 

Hethanon rose, still transfixed by Sarai's blade. 

Every muscle twitching, Bannor forced himself to his feet with Sarai's help. 

"Let's test your immortality," Bannor rasped. He reached toward the sky, forming the thunderhead's tracery in his mind. He felt the storm's pulse throbbing at the edge of his touch. 

He twisted the weave and pointed at the charge's target. 

The shaft of metal jutting from his enemy's body. 

He grabbed Sarai and dove away. Night turned to day as dozens of streaks of energy ripped downward. 

The detonations of thunder blended into a single roar too loud to be heard. Scalding air gusted over them. The storm unleashed its full fury on Hethanon, mauling and tossing him like a piece of raw meat attacked by wolves. 

Sarai clutched Bannor around the neck and buried her face in his chest. 

His stomach twisted and he looked away. 

Silence. 

He felt a furious humming in his head and moisture trickled down his neck from his ears. The winds had slackened. A stomach-churning stench filled the air. It seemed as if the thunderstorm spent all its power in that single assault. Even the waves looked smaller. 

Bannor collapsed, his weight pulled him and Sarai to the sand. Summoning the lightning had torn away all his remaining strength. 

"I hope he's dead," Bannor groaned. "I couldn't do that again if I wanted to." 

"He has to be," Sarai said in a voice that sounded tiny and distant. Bannor saw that she'd spoken with as much volume as she could muster. It might be bells or days before either of them could hear normally again. 

The glow of Sarai's eyes looked faint. "Nothing could live through that." 

Assisting each other they moved away a short distance. 

They'd killed Hethanon. Wren was dead. It still left them trapped in this alien place. Bannor didn't know how the avatar found them or if more of his kind would come. 

Raindrops pattered on the sand. A mist rather than driving downpour. The cool liquid soothed his burned skin. 

"We did it, Bannor," Sarai said. She tried to smile but it looked more like a grimace. "We stopped him without Wren's help." 

He let out a laugh and stopped from the pain. "Look at us! This isn't a victory. We're barely alive. There'll be others. We can't keep fighting like this. We need someplace safe." He looked out to sea. "That is if we can get away from here." 

Sarai nodded. "Poor Wren, I didn't like her, but that's no way for her to die. Cursed assassin." She glanced back toward the avatar's remains. 

Her eye widened and her jaw went slack. The little color that had returned to her face left it again. Sarai grabbed his arm and pointed. 

Bannor felt his skin prickle. Past where Wren's still form lay. The avatar's charred corpse twitched. A leg bent and a hand clawed the sand. 

"Odin," Bannor breathed. Despite the hot burning on his chest, his insides grew cold. 

Perhaps the avatar was truly immortal. The spirit of a god imbuing mortal flesh with supernatural life. The body could be killed, but apparently not Hecate's influence. Hecate was elsewhere empowering Hethanon's shell much the same way he had impelled Wren when she left her body. 

His strength was gone. Even at full power, what could he do? How did you drive out a deity's demiurge? 

"What do we do?" Sarai asked. 

Bannor shook his head. Groaning, he rose to his knees. Rain trickled down his face. His chest ached and it hurt to breathe. If they ran, they wouldn't make it far. 

Sarai pushed herself up clutching his arm. They watched as the blackened body's movements grew more deliberate like a puppet master untangling the strings of a broken puppet. 

"We can only play for time. We thought Rankorhaaz was unstoppable. It simply took the right thing." 

Sarai's face screwed up. "It took Wren. You hurt the demon. She killed it." 

"Funny to hear that coming from you. Come on." It took all his effort to stand. 

Bannor wobbled, uncertain of his footing. Sarai swayed at his side. He glanced back at Wren. If they survived they'd come back and give her a proper burial. 

The savant's features looked waxy in the dim light. Her expression had relaxed, she no longer wore the grimace of pain as when she fell. 

Hethanon rolled over and rose to hands and knees. His body now only a sticklike caricature of bones, sinew, and parboiled flesh. 

"Bannor!" Sarai pulled on him. 

He took a last look at Wren. Even if Sarai didn't, he thought of Wren as his friend. His insides knotted. He would try to do good in her memory. 

They turned and staggered away. Leaving Wren alone by the ebony sea to greet her maker. 

 


 

 

 

Dead, undead--the difference never bothered me much. What's a few maggots between friends? 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'.

 

 




Chapter 29

Exit Kergatha 

 

 

Bannor staggered down the sapphire beach doing his best to support Sarai. He hiked Wren's pack on his shoulders, regretting its extra weight. The cool night drizzle continued to patter down urged by a sighing breeze. He stumbled and caught himself. He was the one who needed help. His body had been drowned, battered, burned, and shocked. It was pure miracle he still moved at all. His ears still echoed with reverberation of the thunderbolts he struck Hethanon with. 

Sarai looked as frayed as he did, clothing torn and sandy, bruises covering her face and neck, and one eye swollen. 

The chill night air only added to the stiffness of their wounds, robbing them of valuable mobility. 

"Is he after us yet?" Bannor asked as loudly as he could. After being so close to the thunder strikes, neither could hear well. He couldn't spare concentration to look or he'd fall down and be unable to rise again. 

Sarai pushed damp strands of hair from her eyes and looked back. "I don't see him." 

"I hated leaving Wren back there." He swallowed. "I should have done something." Bannor glanced out to the rolling black sea, the stars shining from the underside of the breakers. His stomach tightened. "Something." 

"She was already gone, Bannor. That freak must have poisoned the dart. You tried. You can't raise the dead." Sarai looked back toward where Wren died. "Wren isn't around to help anymore. We have to protect ourselves now." 

"Need to concentrate," he muttered. "I can't imagine how we can kill it. The lightning should have liquefied him. Should be nothing left." He looked up to let the rain wash down his face. "If my ears would stop ringing I might be able to think. If only we had some of Wren's healing potion." 

Sarai nodded. "At least we'd have the strength to fight back." She stopped. "Wait, maybe we do. You still have her knapsack. Look inside." 

They could only hope. His singed skin stretched as he twisted to shrug out of the pack and Bannor groaned. They stumbled into the shelter of some rocks to prevent soaking the contents of the pack that had been meticulously weatherproofed with oil and resin. 

Bannor laid it on a rock and undid the strings. Sarai stepped out of the cleft and kept an eye out for Hethanon. They didn't know when the avatar would be after them again. Bannor had immolated the creature in a thunderstorm's full fury. Nothing should have been able to remain whole in that conflagration. 

Sarai returned to watch him go through the contents. Inside, the depth and breadth of the pack felt much larger than the outside portrayed. His hand could move far past the dimensions of the bag before he touched the sides. 

More of Wren's surprises. He always wondered how she managed with only a bedroll and this knapsack. Now, it made sense. Inside were numerous packets of herbs and strange minerals, the mortar and pestle Wren used to make her alchemical solutions, a few tightly bound changes of clothes, a tindercase, the coil of hair rope they made, a wooden box, and three books, one being the metal journal Wren always wrote in. Irodee would want that. 

Leaving the wooden box out, he put everything else back. He opened it. In round receptacles were six potion vials one of which contained a swirling blue fluid. 

"Yes." He felt a little surge of hope. "I don't care if it is made out of dragon whiz." 

Sarai smiled faintly. He knew her wounds hurt as much as his. No doubt she had bruises and contusions hidden beneath her clothing he couldn't see. 

"We'll split it," he said. "You go first." He uncorked the container and handed it to her. 

Bannor went to the opening and checked the beach. A cliff-bird cawed its raucous laughing sound. The waves tumbled on a dark empty shore. No sign of Hethanon. 

He turned back to see Sarai still nerving herself to drink the noxious smelling, foul tasting concoction. 

She looked at him and wrinkled her nose. "This smells so bad, I'd almost rather keep the wounds." 

He wished for the energy to laugh. "Don't worry, it tastes worse than it smells." 

"Oh, thank you." She frowned. Pinching her nose, she tilted her head back and gulped half down. She thrust the bottle into his hand, shuddered then grimaced. "By Carellion, that's vile!" She shook herself. "Bleaahk." 

"You're lucky. I had to drink two full ones before they figured out how to make it work on me." 

A greenish glow surrounded her swollen eye, bruised cheek and neck. The injuries slowly dwindled to a fraction of their former size. 

Sarai let out a breath, the tension in her body relaxing. She touched her face. "The healing is as powerful as the taste is bad." 

Bannor stared at the glass container half-filled with the odious substance. 

"Go on," Sarai urged. 

"Don't rush me." 

"Hethanon's out there, remember?" 

"I know I'd rather fight him than drink this stuff." 

Sarai peeked out of the cleft. She came back and grabbed his shoulder. "He's coming!" 

"That's not funny." 

"I'm not joking. Drink the potion!" 

Bannor sensed a genuine note of urgency in her voice. He tightened his hand on the glass. In his mind, he envisioned the tracery Wren had shown him. He touched it. His skin glowed gold as his nola's defenses lowered to accept the potion's magic. He tilted his head back and let the burning, ultra sour liquid slide down his throat. His tongue felt as if it tried to die in his mouth. 

He shuddered. His wounds shimmered green. It felt as if insects were marching back and forth beneath his skin. His heart beat erratically. 

Gradually, the ringing in his ears stopped, and the sounds of the rumbling ocean returned. The burning in his chest dwindled to a dull ache. 

He could take a full breath again without feeling as though he would split open. He swayed in relief, feeling some of his strength return. 

Bannor returned the vial to the holder, shut the box and thrust it back in the pack. He strapped on the satchel and stepped behind Sarai who poised at the opening. 

"How far?" 

"Fifty paces now," she said. "He looks like a scarecrow after someone's set fire to it." She shivered. "Any ideas yet? My sword's gone and so is your knife. All we have is Wren's blade." 

"Just run for now." 

They dashed out of the cleft and down the beach. Bannor blinked in the sleet, straining to make out the area behind them. The stick figure of Hethanon reached out a spidery hand and clawed the air. Red pinpoints of light gleamed in empty eye sockets. 

The avatar made a hissing sound. Words drifted on the wind, a lisp that only something more snake than human could utter. "Accept the inescapable, Starfist. You shall soon tire. I have time." 

Bannor pushed faster. A patient stalker, that's all he and Sarai needed. 

They passed the area where he first awoke and rounded a curve in the beach. After running several long stones-throws they slid to a stop. A headland jutted out from the cliff into the waves. 

Sarai gasped. His chest tightened. 

Trapped. 

Breakers lashed the stone, shooting high into the air through hollows in the rock. The smell of salt and seaweed hung heavy in the air. The silhouette of the jagged prominence looked like the riddled remains of some gigantic sea creature that had slithered out of the depths and died as it surmounted the cliff. 

The sharp ridges, hollows, and fluted sections of granite wet from rain and pounded by the sea would be difficult to negotiate under the best of conditions. This cliff would be both ally and enemy, if he and Sarai survived the ascent, they could stand off an army from any one of the hollows high in the face. It would also provide shelter from wind and rain. 

He glanced back. Hethanon wasn't visible yet. "We have to try it. Your eyes are better, see if you can find us a way up to that notch over there." He pointed to a squared off indentation shielded on two sides. It lay midway up the cliff, but looked reachable using boulders and outcrops as foot and hand holds. 

Sarai drew a breath, wiped the rain water from her eyes and forged forward. 

He followed her as she picked through boulders covered with cone-shells and moss. Farther out the spray from the crash of the breakers gusted over them. Salt stung his eyes. Beneath his hands he felt the vibration of the waves hitting the point. 

Moving with care, Sarai tested each hand and foothold before moving on. The promontory rose dark and forbidding above them, lines of strata streaking diagonally up to a hooked claw at the crest. 

Crossing to the base proved perilous, negotiating slimy jags, avoiding water filled depressions and unstable slabs. 

As they climbed, tiny shapes scurried into the cracks. Between the rumbles of the waves he heard bubbling sounds and the scrabble of chitinous feet. 

Sea bugs. He'd been pinched by one the very first time he ever ventured to the ocean. It taught him not to reach into a crack even after small ones. You never knew when a bigger one might be hiding close by, ready to make a meal out of your finger... 

This whole adventure had been like that; always a bigger bug hiding in shadows, waiting to feast on him. 

He glanced to the beach. Almost lost in the haze of rain and mist, he could discern a spindly figure at the base of the cliff, undulating as though boneless. His heart sped. Even if they made it to the hollow, what then? He made sure Wren's sword was secure in his belt. He sensed Hethanon was speaking to them, but the monster's words didn't carry over the rumble of the swell. 

Bannor took hold of Sarai's calf, as she started up a boulder. She turned. He pointed to the figure of the avatar veiled by sea mist. Her glowing eyes widened. Swallowing, she moved faster. 

What to do? The avatar did have time on its side. There were limits to their endurance. Eventually, it would corner them. He looked at Wren's sword, ultra sharp, that would be their last resort--a quick, clean end. 

Sarai climbed. He made sure to place his hands and feet where she did. Her night-sight picked up details he would never fathom under the deceptive moonlight. 

Jagged edges rasped under his fingers. He took slow breaths, moving in a steady rhythm as they worked up a crevice that would lead them to the alcove he'd pointed out. Sarai had risen to this task, picking her course with precision. He suspected that sometime in his mate's long life she'd been formally trained to climb. That knowledge had gotten them this far, but training could only do so much. They had no climbing tools and secure handholds were growing harder to find. 

Sarai's breathing became labored as the ascent steepened. Gaining a firm purchase on the slippery granite often took several tries. He saw in the stiffness of her body that she knew every instant counted. Safety versus urgency; to climb this treacherous face any faster meant courting a painful death shredded on the rocks below. 

Bannor searched for Hethanon. His stomach churned. The creature was already close enough to hurl one of the fire bolts it had struck him with. It clambered over the boulders slowly, claw-like hands clinging to the soaked stones like spider's feet. 

It stopped as if feeling his gaze. Its red pinpoints fixed on him. Bannor's skin crawled. The word 'soon', drawn out long and sibilant, cut the wind enough for Bannor to hear. It echoed in his mind. Soon, it would all be over, one way or the other. 

Sarai pushed up and edged across a narrow cornice above him. The hollow in the rock still lay a stone's-throw higher. His muscles were burning. She must be tiring too. 

A creak, then the grate of leather on stone. Sarai yelped. His heart seized and he snatched for her. She plunged past, hands clawing the air. "Bannor!" 

Sarai. His throat constricted. Heart hammering, he twisted to find a way to see down the face. No. No. No. He couldn't see her. Had she caught hold? "Sarai!" 

No answer. 

"Soon--very soon." Hethanon's words slashed through the roar of the sea. In the distance, a cliffbird cawed its ugly laugh. 

 


 

 

 

Pain can be a horrible distraction, or a catalyzing focus. Fear is the same way. I understand love can do the same thing in an even stronger measure. For myself, I cannot attest to the truth of the statement. While many have loved me, I have never been foolish enough to love them back. 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 30 


Element of Peril

 

 

Precariously perched on the cliff side, the drizzle running in his eyes, Bannor howled. It was a primal sound wrenched from the depths of his guts. Sarai had vanished into the darkness between the outcrops. This far up the side of the point, the rain and mist made it difficult to see. Below, Hethanon clambered across the rocks like a spider. Breakers pounded the point. The wind moaned through the clefts, raking Bannor with icy fingers. 

"Sarai!" he screamed. 

No response. 

He couldn't leave Sarai on the rocks where that creature might find her. The pulse in his temple throbbed. How would he get to her? He didn't even know where she'd slid. A fissure separated him and the outcrop that blocked his view. All he could do was cross the cornice and try to climb down on the far side of the fissure. 

Heart pounding he clawed his way onto the ledge, conscious of the poor purchase of his toes on the brittle rock. Sidling with extreme care, he struggled to stay focused on his destination. He knew a monster lay below. Bannor felt if he looked down now, he'd be like a bird mesmerized by a snake. 

Sarai, please be all right. You have to be. 

His foot slipped. Heart leaping, he caught himself with his hands and managed to lift his legs and place his foot farther up the cornice. Gasping, he edged two quick steps to a broader ledge. 

He looked down. The mist from a breaker obscured the outcrops below. 

Please. 

Like a shroud being pulled away, a gust parted the fog. At first he saw nothing, then movement. A few paces down, Sarai clung to the rock wall. A dark streak that must be blood drew a jagged line down the middle of her forehead. A twenty pace drop into rocky teeth and surf yawned below her. 

"Sarai!" 

She took a moment to look up. Her entire focus appeared to be holding on. She blinked glowing eyes. She sounded dazed. "Bannor?" 

"I'll drop a rope to you. Hold on." 

"I--will." 

Leaning against the cliff, he removed Wren's pack and pulled out the hair rope. There was far more of the cord than they needed. It made the handling clumsy. He threw a coil around a projection higher on the face, then put a loop around his waist as security in case Sarai pulled him off the ledge. 

A sibilant wheeze came from somewhere down the cliff. "Starfist, I s-see you. Soon." 

Too close. 

His chest felt like a giant knot. He had to get Sarai, even if that meant letting that fiend catch him. Bannor felt the creature's unholy attention. He blocked out the queasiness in his stomach. 

"Bannor?" Sarai's voice shook. "Scared." 

"It's okay. Don't let go." He paid out the rope until the tip of the strand swayed near her hand. Sarai started to loosen her grip to grab it. "Wait. Let me drop some more." 

Sarai nodded. She swayed. "Bannor?" 

"I'm here." The rope was in position. He doubled the cord around his wrist so it wouldn't slip. 

"Bannor..." She trailed off. "The stone--" 

Hethanon's rasp drowned out the rest of her words. "Soon we dance, Starfist." The sound made Bannor's neck prickle. The creature had to be less than a stone throw away now. "Singed me bad, savant. It's my turn." 

Bannor looked for the avatar. 

No sign. 

Where? 

He couldn't worry about it now. "Grab it, Sarai. I'm braced." 

Sarai didn't move. Her fingers appeared to be loosening. 

"Sarai! Get the rope." 

"The stone..." The words grew faint, parts of them washed out by the rumble of the waves. "Feel... stone..." 

She must have hit her head; be hallucinating. 

He moved the rope back and forth so that it thumped against her arm. He made his words sharp and distinct. "Sarai, grab the rope!" 

Moving as though in a torpor she reached out one-handed for the rope. The action seemed more as a result of his command than her own volition. A shock went through him as he expected her to fall. She must have a purchase with her feet he couldn't see. Sarai took hold. 

"Both hands, Sarai! Hold tight." 

She clutched the rope. He felt her weight bare down on the line. Muscles burning, hand-over-hand he reeled Sarai in; a little up, rest, more, rest. The rain made the line slick and there were no knots to aid his grip. Rubbing the line dry with each pull added to the difficulty. Sarai felt like a mountain pulling against his weary body. 

"You okay? Sarai? Answer me." 

A nod. 

"Help me with your feet." 

Where was Hethanon? During a rest, he glanced around. No sign. The monster had taunted him as it grew closer; now nothing. The possibility of the avatar coming at them from an unexpected direction made a shudder go through him. 

Sarai found traction on the wall, lessening the burden on Bannor's throbbing arms. Normally, he wouldn't even feel her weight. The fight, stress and climb had worn away his energy. Being perched on a rock knob no bigger than a bread loaf made the task doubly arduous. 

Closer. Only two paces to go. Sarai never weighed so much. His arms felt made of wood. 

He called to Sarai. "Still with me, Star?" 

A nod, nothing more. Sarai didn't look up. She held to the rope like a rag doll, her body limp except for an occasional kick against the rock face. Bannor couldn't see how she stayed on the line. 

He glanced around. Where are you Hethanon? He let out a breath. Odin, I miss you, Wren. Smug little witch, you always knew what to do. At least you seemed to. That made all the difference. 

"Sarai, you're almost here." 

She mumbled, her words thick as though she were drunk. "Here--yes, close. Feel it." 

Limp strands of silvery hair flicked in the breeze. Blood dribbled across Sarai's brow, down the bridge of her nose and into her mouth. Crimson stained her lips. 

The damage looked superficial. What could be wrong with her? 

Pull. 

Only a little farther. Could Hethanon have done something to her? He'd been on the wrong side of the fissure though. 

Reach. 

Why was he fooling himself? Hethanon was an avatar. He found them, even isolated in some unknown corner of the cosmos. The creature survived immolation in the full fury of a storm. Immortal. Unkillable. It could have killed him long ago. 

Pull. 

Hethanon wanted him alive. Sarai would be a lever to make sure Bannor did what they wanted. Probably, they planned to make him succorund, an avatar host, as they tried with Wren. An avatar like Hethanon. Something no longer human. 

"Bannor," she mumbled. "Stone--here all the time." 

What? He braced for last pace of rope. It didn't look as if Sarai would help much. He needed a way to balance her on this tiny projection. 

The light in Sarai's eyes looked almost gone. 

"Sarai, you have to wake up! I need you alert." 

Bannor took a big lead and pulled. As Sarai drew closer, the glint of something metallic caught his attention. It jutted from her right shoulder. 

A fiery hand gripped his insides and crushed down. 

A dart. 

"No!" 

From somewhere higher on the cliff, he heard hideous sniggering. "She has little time savant. I restore your star. Come." 

Outmaneuvered. The slow patient stalker. He was a hunter. He should have known better than to try the cliff. 

Damn. Damn. Damn. He heaved, pulling the limp form of his mate to within reach. Half dead and she still hung on. No way to crouch without throwing himself off balance. There was only room for his feet on the knob. She didn't look capable of standing on her own. Sarai would have to hold around his neck. 

Her eyes were closed. When she spoke it came out in a slur. "Almost, my One." 

Bannor fought to keep his voice level. "Sarai, stay with me. When I pull you up, take hold of my arm." 

"All be better soon..." 

No help. 

He couldn't spread his legs to brace that last arm length. Done wrong, her weight would flip them both off the cornice. 

Hethanon's hiss came from above. "Hecate awaits you, savant. Hurry. Your star soon strays to the heavens." 

He must concentrate. Forget the avatar. Save Sarai. 

Her hands were spaced apart and when he pulled her close he gripped so as not to smash her fingers. 

"All right, this is going to be scary." Odin, yes, it would be. He needed to jerk her up to where he could grab her around the waist. No margin for error. Do it wrong and they toppled off. 

"Elemental," she whispered. 

"Here we go," Bannor said. He bent his knees and tensed his arms. Sarai's head lay at the level of his toes. He must heave her from there to chest level in one clean motion without throwing himself off balance. 

It made him wish he'd practiced more in the contests, where men demonstrated their strength. The snatch was little different than this. 

"On three," he spoke as much for himself as Sarai. He focused. His heart pounded. His chest became a solid mass of burning. "One--two--three!" 

His arms went taut and his knees straightened as he wrenched on the line with all his remaining strength. 

Sarai gave a cry as she lurched upward. Perhaps it was instinct or Bannor's fervent desire; she grabbed for him. 

Eyes clenched shut, Sarai's arms locked around his neck as he captured her around the waist. "Got you!" 

The balancing rope around his waist slipped. They both started to topple. He gasped and threw out a gripping hand as a horrible queasy out-of-control feeling shocked through his limbs. 

His fingers scrabbled on the stone finding nothing to hold. No. No. No! 

Sarai's eyes opened wide; brilliant glowing violet. "Mine." Her hand shot out and clamped on the stone. Her fingers appeared to penetrate into the cliff. 

She pulled them both back onto the knob. 

Her distant tone turned hard. "All mine." 

Her skin grew hot against his neck. The limp doughy feeling in her flesh was now like velvety steel. 

Balanced again, his body still feeling tied in knots, he dared to hope. "Sarai?" 

"Dizzy," she muttered. She pushed her foot against the cliff. A slurping sound and the rock parted around her boot. Braced, hand and foot, Sarai plucked the needle out of her shoulder. "Freak." 

"Sarai, talk to me." 

She blinked. Her gaze less intense, but now more alert. "Drug. Started to fade, felt my element calling. It was close." She swallowed. "Didn't know how to touch it. Mine. Mine now. Not weak anymore." 

Maybe not weak, but less than coherent. She'd somehow managed to renew her link to the stone. The surge of elemental strength appeared to have blunted some of the drug's effects. Bannor couldn't be sure if it still threatened Sarai. He knew nothing about her elemental nature except that stone was her ally in all shapes and forms. It couldn't hurt her. 

Perhaps even a poison that used minerals as an ingredient would be less effective. 

They had to use what windfalls fate dealt them. He spoke to her in a measured voice. "Sarai, can you get us up to the notch?" 

She pushed the hair out of her eyes and stared at him as if deciphering his meaning. She nodded. Taking the rope he'd thrown around the projection overhead, she tied it around her waist. 

"Follow." 

He didn't have an opportunity to stop her. Fingers and toes gouging indentations in the stone, she clung to the wall unafraid and seemingly immune to the pull of the rocks and sea below. She scrambled along the cliff as if she were moving across level ground. That didn't help Bannor. Those shallow holes in rain-slick granite didn't tempt him at all. He'd kill himself if he tried. He could only uncoil the rope and let her ascend. 

Odin's breath. She was out of control, not understanding. Hopefully, when she reached the notch, he could get her to secure the line. 

It took only moments for her to reach the spot. Sarai stood in the alcove and looked back as if she expected him to follow that treacherous path up the precipice. 

"Tie it off!" He hollered. 

Hethanon's chilly tones came from above. "savant, is the star gone yet? Sweet relish for Hecate's altar." 

He took a breath. Even if he made it. They still had the avatar to contend with. 

Sarai vanished into the niche and after a few moments returned to the opening. He took up the slack. It felt solid. 

She waved. 

Bannor pulled again. It didn't give. How did she attach the rope so fast? He would have to trust her. 

Tossing the coil off into the darkness below, he knotted a hanging loop. He quickly made another to have two handholds. The rope rose into darkness on a diagonal. The rock wall was scored with fissures and pitted from erosion. Lines of strata formed jagged ridges. He'd rappelled across worse, but under dry conditions. It had also been over three summers ago with the guidance of a skilled mountaineer. 

Nothing but to try. He put his hands through the loops and settled his weight. Letting out breath he started across the face. 

"Such sport, savant. Shall I see how your star fairs?" 

Stay focused. He bounded over crevices and cracks, feeling the urgency, keeping his gaze pinned on the vanishing point of the rope twenty paces up the cliff. 

His foot hit the edge of a fissure and plunged inside. Off balance, he lurched sideways. Needles jabbed his stomach as he felt himself lose control. He countered with the other leg too late. His shoulder thudded into the rock. The world spiraled as he rolled across the face, rough edges and protrusions jabbing his back and side. 

In desperation, he brought both legs up and managed to halt his momentum by wedging a foot in a crack. Gasping, he glanced up. The notch lay directly above. He could see hints of what could be usable gripping points. He no longer had the strength to hand-over-hand up the rope. 

Half way there. 

Sarai peered down at him. What was she thinking? Why didn't she help? 

As if in answer to his question, the rope started rising, pulling him up to the notch. 

Reach, pull, reach, pull--her movement fascinated him. She didn't appear to even be braced, somehow rooted in the stone above. Her arms showed no strain. He aided with his feet to speed the ascent. 

The power of an elemental. They'd need that and more to face the monster now waiting on the ridge top. 

Sarai reeled in the last of the rope separating them. Standing on a broad flat surface again, he let out a sigh of relief and put his arms around her. It felt good to be out of the rain. Off the side of that precipice. 

She returned the hug clumsily. "Mine. All mine," Sarai muttered. She blinked, her eyes the only light in the dark crevice. "My One." 

From the few rays of moonlight that penetrated, it appeared the alcove went some distance back into the cliff. He could easily stand up inside. Even arms spread he could take a long step before touching the walls. The scuff of his boots echoed off in the darkness. 

Something squeaked like a rusty hinge. Bannor's blood froze. "savant," Hethanon's voice echoed from deeper within. "Step into Hecate's vestibule."

 


 

 

 

True elementals are one of the few races in the universe beside the Ka'Amok to possess a tao. Through the strength of their will they animate a 'body' of their element and make it as viable a shell as a human spirit does flesh. Hundreds of generations of evolution have given their kind incredible control over their parent element. How they accomplish this is quite intriguing. Dissecting their varied forms to learn their secrets is a fascinating pursuit I enjoy... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 31 

A Rocky Relationship

 

 

Even in the darkened confines of the rock alcove, Bannor knew what lay hidden farther within. Amid the stale dust and the acridness of guano hung the stench of death. It was impossible to be certain of distance in the faint light. At the edge of his vision, Bannor made out a pair of glowing red pinpoints. 

Hethanon's eyes. 

Bannor clamped his left hand on the wall and gripped Wren's sword in the other. A puzzled look on her features, Sarai clung to his waist staring into the darkness. 

Rain pattered inside the entrance, and waves rumbled outside. Gusts of wind stirred the dust. 

The avatar must have known where they were going and had beaten them here. The frustrating inevitability made Bannor want to yell. To toil so hard, to fight and climb all this way, simply to run into the creature anyway. 

"Dead," Sarai mumbled. "Not belong." 

"She lives," the avatar rasped. "Pity that the poison seems to have made her dumb. Such a waste, all that magic, so little elf." 

Angry heat rushed through Bannor. "Pity this," he growled. He looked at Sarai and thrust out his open hand, palm up. "Sarai, show this bastard your magic." He clenched his fist. 

Her mind clouded by poison and elemental power, Bannor couldn't be certain how much Sarai understood. So far, she understood. The emotion in his voice would be unmistakable. 

She narrowed her eyes. Her jaw tightened. 

"Savant, don't even..." Hethanon started. 

Sarai made a hammering motion with her fist. 

The cliff convulsed. Bannor staggered to one side. Hethanon shrieked. The red pinpoints vanished as a roar boomed through the cave and hot air gushed into their faces. 

Sarai slammed her fist into her palm. A thunderous concussion rocked the cliff. Sections of the ceiling pitched inward. The avatar's howls reverberated through tons of granite. She gritted her teeth. Using her knuckles, Sarai made grinding motions in her palm. A chill went through Bannor as he felt the stone around him writhing. Muted by the rock, the shrieks peaked and finally stopped. 

"Quiet," Sarai said, fists clenched at her side. She went to Bannor and put an arm around his waist. She huddled against him. "Mine. All mine." 

Bannor shuddered. A horrible way to die even for something as unspeakable as Hethanon. It brought back images of when he'd been trapped in Sarai's stone fist--the rock crushing down... His skin prickled. If the avatar was truly immortal, he wouldn't be imprisoned forever. They must get away--make time. Perhaps when he'd rested, he might find a way to use his power to permanently disable Hethanon. How did you kill something unkillable? 

"Sarai?" 

She looked at him and clutched his arm. "Mine." 

"Can you get us on top?" He pointed through the ceiling. 

Sarai blinked at him. She nodded after a moment. Taking his hand, she led him to the wall. She didn't stop. The granite opened like a giant mouth and sucked her in. 

"No, Sarai, no!" He tried to fight off her grip. Sarai's elemental strength made her hold like a steel manacle. His arm had plunged into the wall up to the wrist before he could brace. Talons of fear raked through him as she inexorably dragged him forward. "Sarai!" She didn't appear to notice his resistance. 

His elbow vanished. The wall made slurping sounds. It felt as if a maw of clay were devouring his arm. He twisted like a drowning swimmer trying to keep his head above the surface. "Sarai, stop!" 

His shoulder entered. The clammy embrace spread down his side. Tendrils of liquid stone bulged around Bannor's torso. "Stop!" 

Taking a deep breath, he tottered on one foot, balancing for an instant before the rock engulfed him. 

Absolute blackness. No pit or dungeon could be so lightless. He felt viscous matter expanding and contracting around him, pressing down and pushing him ahead like a melon seed popped forward between giant fingers. His heart hammered wildly. No air. He couldn't take a breath. He sensed the titanic mass of the cliff crushing down. If Sarai's concentration wavered for an instant he would be entombed; lost forever in this rock void. 

He'd never felt such fear. Trapped in a grave of solid rock. Using up his last moments of air in a futile attempt to scream. Dying slowly--painfully. 

He latched onto his only point of reference; Sarai's grasp. How could she see to navigate? It didn't matter as long as they came out of the stone soon. His lungs already burned. Not much air left. 

Please, get us out of here, Star. 

It may have only been instants, but it felt like an eternity. All at once, the ground spit them out with a wet sputtering sound. He emerged gasping and coughing. Leaned over on hands and knees, he tried to keep from retching. Rain tattooed on his back and neck. 

Odin, let me never have to do that again. 

Sarai stood by him, a quizzical look on her face. She smiled and gestured. "The top." 

He glanced around. The headland looked about fifty paces wide here and grew thicker inland. A thin layer of soil covered the stone, farther out on the ridge it became raw-edged rock like spines jutting out of a dragon's back. It rose to an angled point a hundred paces toward the water. It was a long way down to the sapphire beach. The arduous climb had given him a graphic appreciation for exactly how far. 

Wren's corpse lay alone and naked to the rain somewhere down there. The thought ached, like salt rubbed into a wound. He should have done something. Perhaps if he and Sarai had only listened to her and cooperated they wouldn't be in this mess. They'd be in Cosmodarus; safe. 

Wren would be alive. 

He looked out to sea. The ebony ocean made the night sky seem huge in comparison to home, as if the heavens were wrapped around them. 

Lost--so very lost. Without Wren they might wander the cosmos forever and never to step foot on Titaan again; always pursued by Hecate, never resting.

Bannor rose. He would not give in. Wren had been safe. She risked herself to help others; to help him. She lost her life trying to give him the safety she had won for herself. He would not let everything she strove to accomplish be for nothing. She wanted to make sure Hecate never harnessed the Garmtur'Shak Nola. She wanted to use his power to help other savants to be safe. 

Was that so selfish? All he and Sarai had seen was how it inconvenienced them and impinged on their freedom. They never wanted Wren's help. Wouldn't admit how much they needed her. Too late now. 

Far too late. 

"Bannor?" Sarai touched his arm. Her luminous eyes looked concerned. His beloved was in there someplace, submerged in poison and elemental force. The power had staved off the killing blow, but what survived was child-like and primal. He could sense her reaching out, trying to make sense of events and emotions. 

He took her hand in both of his. 

She put her other hand on top and smiled. "Mine." 

He sighed. "Yes, yours." 

Bannor turned his attention inland. Through the dark and rain he could make out the beginnings of a forest. At least there might be a place to find shelter and food. 

He pulled on Sarai and she followed. The rock trembled under their feet as they moved. 

She looked back and made a shoving gesture. "Quiet." The stone creaked and groaned. Bannor imagined he heard another shriek. 

All went silent again, except for the wind and rain. He pressed on, moving them faster. 

They would see the avatar again. 

It was only a matter of time. 
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Bannor and Sarai lay in a hollow beneath a deadfall. When he expressed a desire to stay dry, Sarai manipulated the soil and rock so it formed a solid shell over the trees. It took only an instant for her elemental powers to scoop out a sizable area and make an embankment to keep running water out of their enclosure. 

The ground was hard but dry. It smelled of wet vegetation and loam. The breeze was only a gentle sigh in the trees. He wanted to be out of his soaked clothes. To rest, if only for a bell. They should have at least that long before the avatar freed himself from Sarai's granite prison. 

He kindled a small fire with the tinderbox in Wren's pack. He stripped off his tunic, breeches, and boots and hung them to dry over the flames using branches that jutted down into the hollow. 

He coaxed Sarai out of her clothing, and into some of Wren's dry leathers also in the knapsack. The guilder clothing hung loose on Sarai's slim eleven body, but he found them a good fit overall. Seeing Sarai wearing the savant's clothing made a pang shoot through his heart. Only bells ago the two had been quarreling and knocking each other senseless. He forced it down. Wren was gone. They had to do what they could to survive. 

Stripped to his undergarments, he lay back against the dirt embankment. 

So exhausted. Every muscle ached. Have to rest. Bannor shut his eyes for a while, then opened them, aware that Sarai was still sat cross-legged at his side seeming content to simply stare at him. It unnerved him, but he couldn't admonish her. She was like a child now. Elves needed little sleep, and the elemental forces gave her limitless endurance. It must be how she resisted the poison. The body never grew fatigued, it simply kept staving off the effects. 

He had no way of knowing whether her unusual behavior was a product of this internal conflict, the elemental power, a combination of the two or something entirely different. When the power first came back, she'd acted scattered, confused, eventually she regressed into this childlike state. He didn't know when during those events Hethanon had shot her with the dart. 

So strange that a creature of his power would use such a device. In retrospect, the weapon's effectiveness had to be respected. Hethanon did more damage with a tube and a piece of sharpened metal than he'd done with all his god-like magic. 

Ironic. 

Why did all the irony have to come home to roost in his nest?

He put his arms up to make a cradle behind his head. Orange and yellow tinges of light danced across the dangling masses of his clothes and the haphazard rock and log ceiling. Smoke eddied among the damp branches before escaping out a trough he formed by shifting two of the logs. Sarai stretched out by him and put her face against his chest. Her cheek felt warm and her hair like tufts of down against his skin. 

Throughout everything she retained her sense of possession, of their bond. What that meant to this changed Sarai was hard to tell.

He lay in the cool lean-to, listening to the sigh of the wind, the crackle of the tiny fire, and the gentle rise and fall of Sarai's breathing. 

Bannor didn't realize he'd nodded off until the pop of the fire startled him. He felt a groggy awareness that he must have slipped into a shallow sleep. For how long, he didn't know. With Hethanon on their trail, he couldn't risk staying in one place too long. 

So drained. He needed to rest and regain his strength. He felt certain that Hethanon wouldn't give him that time. 

He must risk getting what rest he could. If he wore himself out, the avatar would catch him anyway. 

Bannor swam at the edge of unconsciousness, drifting in and out of a hazy sleep. Sarai stayed warm and comforting at his side, a tiny island of hope amid a sea of misery. For this one moment, he was at peace. He treasured it. This might be the last one he ever enjoyed. 

The ground shook, rattling Bannor awake. The rumbling continued for long moments. In the distance, he heard what sounded like explosions. He blinked and rubbed his eyes. The fire had burned itself out and the faintest tinges of gray shone through the space between the dike and the roof. The rain had stopped. He must have dozed off for bells. 

Sarai sat up and fixed on the sound. 

"It comes." Though she said it with no inflection in her voice, it sounded ominous anyway. 

She must have done the creature far more harm than his first attack. Perhaps it was simply growing harder for Hecate to keep rejuvenating her immortal puppet. 

Bannor pulled on his dry clothes and shouldered Wren's pack. He still had no clear plan. His body ached, but his mind seemed clearer. He would have to find the key that would somehow disconnect Hethanon from Hecate. Without the goddess' power to animate it, the battered zombie would be a puppet without strings. 

Sarai kept glancing in the direction of the sea cliffs. It was difficult for him to guess what she might be thinking. She hadn't shown fear even trapped in the alcove with the monster. She might only be reacting to his unease. 

They headed inland. The thick forest made going tough. The undergrowth and deadfalls were constant obstacles. Wren's sword could hack through all but the thickest foliage and he simply chopped his way through rather than go around. 

Where to go? With no landmarks and no knowledge of this world, anyplace would be as good as another as long as they stayed away from Hethanon. 

Sarai spoke little. She stayed at his side as though attached. Occasionally, she pointed out animal paths concealed by the brambles. 

He needed a destination. What was the point of running if he wasn't going anywhere? It was all for time. The opportunity to come up with some scheme to get the avatar off his back. Rest time had been a plunge into unconsciousness. Little if any reflecting went on then. 

They maintained a steady course for over a bell. The terrain grew steeper and the trees more sparse. He knelt by a stream and quenched his parched throat. The water was cold and mineral bitter. Sarai took a few tentative sips, apparently not very thirsty. 

"Where do we go?" He wondered aloud. 

"Home," Sarai answered. 

"Yes, but how?" 

She shrugged. 

Odin, how he longed for his mate's normalcy, sharp tongue and all. When she'd regressed, her control over the stone increased dramatically. Only so much could be done with that ability. Right now, they needed strategy, not power. The avatar could only be overwhelmed on the short term. Hethanon wouldn't make the same mistake again. 

Bannor headed out. As they forded another shallow stream, he followed a rutted dirt path. Weather worn stone markers with unfamiliar runes engraved in them jutted from the soil every fifty paces along it. The first signs of habitation they'd seen. 

Where people lived, there might be help. He felt a twinge of unease. If they are people. 

Sarai knelt by a marker and ran her fingers down a depression. "Old." 

Bannor raised an eyebrow. "How old?" 

Sarai met his eyes. Her brow furrowed. She looked to the pale sun in the East as if it could give her the answer. She nodded and walked to a huge tree that looked similar to a scalebark, the branches gnarled and twisted from harsh seasons and bouts with insects and disease. She patted its rough side. "This grow many times." She pointed at the markers. "Tall, much buried." 

"Several centuries," he repeated. She understood more than he thought. 

They followed the path to where it opened into a large grass covered glade. Rocks and markers ringed a pond at the center. The water looked clear and placid. As they drew closer he could see where algae shrouded stone shelves descending beneath the surface. What could those be for? 

His thoughts were interrupted by a hissing sound. Wood shattered. A blackened, dirt encrusted stick figure stepped into the clearing on the far side. Bannor felt that hot spike of frustration drive into his guts. 

Such blasted utter futility. Either he killed the avatar, or it killed him. 

"Savant, I weary of this pursuit."

"Stop chasing us then." He took a deep breath. "I'll die before I let her use me."

"You can try to die, mortal, but you will serve even in death."

Bannor shuddered, he sure hoped that wasn't true.

The avatar glared at him with its pinpoint eyes. Bannor could smell its stench even at this distance. 

A strident female voice came from behind. "Hey, Bannor, is this loser bothering you?" 

 


 

 

 

A parable says that one of Gaea's faithful trekked to a high mountain and for days concentrated on summoning the Green Mother. After a tenday of efforts, she was rewarded with plumes of green smoke that surrounded her, and from it a voice asked. "You called me, Daughter?" The savant who had labored so hard, half starved and weak could only croak out the words. "Y-y-you came!" "Of course," Gaea replied. "I came simply because you thought I wouldn't..."  Every time I think the universe is perverted or unfair, I remember the contrary words of she who gave birth to it and know it to be true... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 





Chapter 32 


Life and Death

 

 

The voice emanating from behind Bannor made his chest tighten. It caused his view of the lake, surrounding clearing, and the scarecrow-like avatar go blurry. He didn't dare turn his head for fear that he'd only imagined who belonged to that twanged western common. 

The breeze seemed to go quiet. The birds ceased their chirping. Even the ripples on the glassy pond appeared to stop. A white glow cast reflections on his arm and he smelled sea-weed and salt. 

Hethanon was the first to speak. He spoke in a disgusted rasp. "Kergatha." 

"Hethanon," the feminine voice replied, bright and cocky. It was the most welcome sound Bannor had heard in tendays. "You look a bit--err, words fail, you've looked better. Bannor and Sarai been keeping you busy?" 

"This isn't your business, Bitch," Hethanon hissed. "You're dead." 

"See Bannor, try to be polite to this assassin and he insults you. What a low, heathenous, lurkabout..." She grimaced and waved and hand in front of her face.  "Holy frell man, do something about that smell."

His heart bursting with relief, Bannor could spare a look now. "Wren!" He paused and frowned. "You--you're--glowing." 

Still dressed in her soaked guild leathers Wren stood at the edge of the clearing. The savant's blonde hair hung wet and soggy around her face. Everything else about her was dazzlingly white. Wren's skin glowed and light shone through rips in her clothing as if someone had put a brilliant white beacon where her heart should be. 

"Pretty," Sarai murmured, eyes wide. 

Wren's gaze shifted to Sarai and her eyebrow rose. Something about the savant's eyes frightened Bannor. No longer were they the sparkling blue he remembered. They looked intense--infinitely blue. 

"Yes--*glowing*," Wren acknowledged with a growl. "We'll talk about that later--*Bannor*."

His skin prickled. As she finished, Hethanon snarled and launched a firebolt across the clearing. 

Bannor ducked and Sarai lurched to one side. 

Barely stirring, Wren put up a hand. The thunderous energy impacted her palm and flared around it, crackling and sizzling. She lifted a leg and followed through as if she were pitching a stone. 

A bolt identical to the first jagged back across the clearing and smashed Hethanon back into the trees. The avatar writhed in the grass cursing. 

Wren came and helped Bannor up and put a hand on his back.  Her hand felt hot, much like Sarai's skin. She grinned, eyes wild.  "That stopped working on me ages ago, the idiot still hasn't learned."

That feral gleam in the savant's eyes concerned him. "Odin, we thought..."

Wren held up a finger and pointed at Hethanon. "Let's deal with--" Her brow furrowed. "It."

Hethanon climbed to his feet. It took a long time. The blackened creature wavered. The smell of charred flesh drifted across the clearing. He moved until he stood at the far edge of the pond. "Kergatha, your luck can't hold out forever."

"You call this luck?" She looked down at her glowing hands. "It felt a lot like dying. I have to admit, after the tower I thought I would never see your ugly face again. How I regret being wrong about that."

"I don't know how you survived the poison," Hethanon murmured, staggering forward.  "Unless you are truly immortal, I will enjoy killing you until you stay dead."

Wren's features hardened. "You aren't killing anyone.  You're done." Hethanon snorted. "Empty prattle." The avatar started around the pond. "I shall drown you, and tie you with rocks, so if you have become immortal you can die over and over for eternity."

Bannor's stomach twisted.  The creature's malice made his skin cold.  How would they stop this thing?

"Bannor," Wren said.  "While I was lying there in the sand, I remembered a lot of things," Her hand clamped on his arm. "How I worked your power, for one thing."

He fixed on Wren. It hurt to look into her eyes. "And?" 

She pointed at the approaching Hethanon. "I know his secret. Without it, he's only singed flesh and bone." 

"What?" 

"It's all in his pattern." 

"But, I don't know--" 

"Yes, you do. Look." 

Hethanon was almost on top of them. Sarai tensed at his side. The charnel smell grew until it was palpable in the air. 

"Sarai, hold him!" 

His mate clapped her hands. Two huge bulges in the ground swelled and slammed together with Hethanon at their center. 

The avatar's muffled scream of frustration rumbled through the massed rock and loam. Bits of dirt and hunks of grass dropped off the mound. 

"Damn, she's gotten stronger." Wren eyed Sarai. "Hecate wants you fierce to hold him together through this." She looked at Bannor from the corner of her eye. "It's going to be bad if she gets you."

"Wren, less pressure, more *help*," he gritted, "Tell me what I need to do!"

She nodded and pulled him back to the edge of the clearing, well away from the quivering hillock. "Stare at it. Look for his pattern. It will look similar to your own--and mine."

Bannor studied the mound. All he saw was a grass covered bulge sitting in the middle of the clearing. It looked like pustule ready to split open and disgorge its infected contents. 

"I don't see anything, Wren." 

She reached up grabbed the back of his head. His hair stiffened. "You want me to die, boy? I'll die right here next to you, and so will Sarai. I can't kill that bastard. You have to do it." 

"I don't know how," his voice sounded weak. 

She pushed on him. "I'll tell you how, damn it. Do as I say. Concentrate! Find the picture within the picture. I know you can do it. Hethanon isn't this injured because he did it to himself. You had a hand in that--and this." She held a glowing hand up in front of his eyes. "Focus." 

A split opened in the hump's top and a blast of crimson energy burst skyward. Melted soil and rock boiled out. A blackened mummified-appearing hand thrust out and tore at the dirt confines. 

Bannor's stomach knotted. His heart pounded. 

Sarai gripped his hand. "Dead," she murmured. 

Thoughts jangled in his mind. Focus. He stared, searching for the tracery that would reveal Hethanon to him. 

The sulfurous smell grew. He wanted to vomit. Wren stood frozen by him. Sarai wrinkled her nose, but did not stir. Would Wren really stand there while the avatar came to kill her? 

Why couldn't he find the pattern? When he had needed it, the power came. 

Hunks of the mound ripped away. Hethanon would be free in moments. 

"Wren, I can't... I need more time..." 

"This is all the time you're going to get. You won't get lucky twice. I'm not coming back a second time. You'll spend the rest of your existence being chased by this stinking filth." She made a fist. "Emotion, Bannor. Desire is the trigger, emotion drives it, you have to let yourself see." 

A large section of the hump tore, sod ripping and smoldering as Hethanon battered away the obstruction. The avatar had weakened greatly. The flesh less substantial with each new ordeal it was put through. 

You have to let yourself see. 

See what? Hethanon's hands wrapped around Wren's throat? The pond frothing as she drowned beneath its surface? Emotion. Desire. 

Why did the power hide from him, but not Wren? 

Let yourself see. 

Did he block himself? Even before Wren told him of the danger, some hidden part of him must have sensed it. 

The hillock's side collapsed and Hethanon stepped out. 

"I'm going to make an awful fuss when I start suffocating," Wren warned. "Better do it." 

"Wren..." 

The avatar stepped forward. He moved slowly, apparently confused by the fact they weren't running. Bannor still didn't know how the creature got ahead of him and Sarai, or for that matter, how Wren found them. 

"Do it!" Wren gritted. 

Bannor focused on his own tracery. In it, lay all the answers to every question he had ever asked himself. 

As he concentrated, Bannor felt the wild thing, the Garmtur, growling in the corner. It wanted to be separate, autonomous, unconstrained--alive. He could feel it feeding on his emotions. It flourished on his primal urges. The Garmtur only acted when he was in danger, or his desire for it became great enough. 

Desire is the trigger. Emotion drives it. 

The Garmtur snarled. All evidence of it slid from his grasp. It sent a tremor of fear through Bannor. Gone. Then he noticed his tracery had changed. The complex whirl at the center was different now. It hid in the heart of his pattern. The essence that made up his nola. 

Burning eyes glowing with hate, Hethanon staggered toward Wren, hands clawing the air. The stench of death grew overpowering.

Wren stood her ground. 

She means to do it. She's going to let that ugly bastard drown her and strand Sarai and me forever! 

Sarai braced at his side. She stared up at him, glowing eyes pleading with him. It appeared she wouldn't attack the monster again without his urging. 

Bannor's mind whirled. Have to do it. The pattern continued to gleam and pulse, throbbing like the hammering of his heart. 

He reached out mentally and touched his nola. A shock jolted through his body. Pastels and colored weaves danced through everything in sight. The world became dazzling and immense. 

Traceries in everything. The trees, grass, the pond and sky, Wren, Sarai--every iota had its own signature and identity. In that instant, he sensed them all. Interlocking weaves, relationships between things he'd thought were simple turned into mazes of boggling complexity. Within each pattern, he found another and another... 

Bannor's stomach turned to fire, and he felt dizzy. His heart pounded. He had always known the universe was huge beyond measuring. The land he called home made up only tiny portion of the cosmos and he could never see all of it within his lifetime. 

This sight. This curse, brought home how infinitesimal his view had been. Infinity could be found in a handful of the soil at his feet. Now, he could see not only into the sub-patterns but the macro-patterns that comprised the workings of the sky and beyond... 

Too much. He knew why Wren had started to go mad. 

"Die." Hethanon closed his fingers around Wren's throat. The savant impassively let him. 

Her infinitely blue eyes burned into him, accusing--daring. 

No! 

Bannor felt like a colossus. Everywhere patterns and lines. He couldn't move without disrupting a subtle balance or a scheme. Rules, so many rules. 

The avatar clamped down, his stick-like arms tensing as he squeezed Wren's throat. The blue glow of her nola flickered around her neck and licked down her arms and legs. 

Wren's intense eyes never left Bannor. She didn't struggle. Only the Kel'Varan Nola kept the avatar from snapping her neck. The blackened figure cursed and snarled, then started dragging her toward the pond. 

Chaos ravaged Bannor's mind. How had he managed to stay alive? The balance--so precarious. One little tug... 

The image of his body's arms raised to heavens came back to him. Wren's voice, his, echoed in his mind. All comes tumbling down. No more games. No more fun in the sun. Nobody laughs or cries. It's over. He felt as if he were being turned inside out. 

Sarai gripped Bannor's arm. "Mine." She pointed at Wren. "Ours." 

The more Bannor understood, the more he realized Wren's importance. Without her, not only would they be stranded, he might destroy the universe he was trying to protect. 

All comes tumbling down. 

Hethanon had dragged Wren half way to the pond now. The savant didn't kick or resist, she simply allowed the fell creature tow her toward the water. She glared at Bannor. Was she insane, did she really mean to let him kill her? If she died, he would remember that stare for the rest of his life.

Still afraid to move or even twitch, he focused on Hethanon and the whirling lines in the avatar's body. He studied the patterns, unable to understand what Wren might have meant by a secret. 

What secret? 

They reached the water. 

"Bannor!" Sarai shoved his arm. "Ours!" 

Hethanon thrust Wren into the water. 

Bannor's heart raced. He started to reach for Sarai's hand and stopped. So fragile. Everything tenuous as gossamer. He could see the web of power connecting Sarai to her element. Brush it the wrong way... 

The power. Sarai's power. The connection, without her power she was a normal elf. Without his power, Hethanon was a... 

"Corpse," Bannor growled. 

The line connecting Hethanon to the sky was easy to find. He barely even needed to reach out to touch it. 

One little tug. 

He took hold with infinitesimal care and gave a little pull. 

The avatar, vigorously plunging Wren under the water froze. His jaw dropped open and his limbs drooped. Hethanon didn't even have time to scream, he simply disintegrated into a pile of blackened ashes at the pond-side. 

The avatar was gone. It had taken barely a shrug. Wren's ranting in his voice filled his mind. Neutered Mazerak's nola. Just felt like it. So I did. The frightening ease with which he'd finished the creature made Bannor numb. 

So many rules. He couldn't breathe. Each breath, every heartbeat threatened to throw some vital balance out of sync. 

Bannor sank to his knees. Even though the garmtur's power flashed and sizzled through his body, he felt weak. A throbbing pounded in his temples worse than ever. 

Wren crawled out of the water coughing. "About Gaea-damned time," she wheezed, rubbing her neck. 

He felt frozen and isolated. No-one should have the burden of this incredible power. It felt as if he'd stopped breathing. How could he go on living, knowing this horrible immensity lurked inside of him? 

The savant's eyes were on him. "What's the matter, Bannor? You did it." 

Bannor held his arms up so that he could see Wren framed between them. He let out his breath slow and careful. "Wren, I can see myself." 

 


 

 

 

There was once a time when I looked in a mirror and thought myself so ugly that I despaired. My vanity became so focused that I spent more than a dozen cycles shaping and refining the appearance of my physical form until even my eyes were pleased with the perfection I had wrought. It was then I realized that despite the fact that my semblance pleased my eyes, I still hated what I was... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 33 

Macrocosmic Introspection

 

 

Bannor knelt in the grass a few paces from the pond. He didn't know how much time passed, or even if time continued to move. He sensed Wren and Sarai staring at him. For the moment, they didn't matter. His body felt like a bow-string, his muscles achingly taut. It seemed as if the forces of the universe had wrapped him in a cocoon. 

Bannor's heart labored and his stomach churned. With a single tug on a tracery he had destroyed Hethanon the avatar. In the instant of the evil creature's destruction Bannor had felt subtle balances shift, vital lines of cosmic symmetry attenuating; ready to snap. The house of cards had vibrated but held. 

One instant away from total annihilation. His mind whirled back over the dozens of times he'd thoughtlessly just wished for something. 

A fist twisted in his gut. He wanted to be ill. 

When Wren told him about his nola, he'd unconsciously clung to the idea that power was freedom. The ability to do greater and grander things. He saw his foolishness now with a frightening clarity. No greater millstone could have been put around any man's neck. Best that he rip out his own nola to save the lives of countless others. 

Rules, so many rules. 

To do that would be like trying to light a room with darkness. To remove the nola, he needed to use it. As the power dissipated, its ability to neutralize itself would fade. Possibilities flickered through his consciousness. Energy dividing repeatedly, growing smaller and smaller but never actually becoming zero. 

What did infinity divided infinitely equal? 

Wren's voice shattered his concentration. "It's a paradox, Bannor. It has no answer." 

He blinked and stared at Wren. The air around her glowed and shifted, patterns in the wind, the life forces of trees, animals, and insects. Everywhere he looked--traceries. Wren looked wet and bedraggled. A bright spider web of lines connected her to the sky and ground. She still glowed with that strange white light. Her intense blue eyes drilled through him. 

Bannor clenched his fists and looked away. He glanced at Sarai who stared at him with bright lavender eyes. His mate smiled. In his new sight, she was more beautiful than ever. Delicate filigrees of dazzling silver connected her to the stone. It permeated her body, looking how he would imagine strains of music would appear if they were visible. He wanted to touch Sarai but couldn't without disturbing a balance. What if it was the wrong one? 

His hands shook. "You almost killed us all, Wren. The chance you took..." 

Wren snorted and rolled her eyes. "Oh, now he wakes up." She shook her head. "I've been having panic attacks for a tenday trying to get you to understand!" She reached for his wrist. "Now, maybe we--" 

"Don't touch me," he snapped. "I understand--okay?" 

She froze, hand hovering over his arm. "What's wrong?" 

"Wrong? Don't you know? You talked me into opening this damned window of yours--" He stopped himself. As his emotions rose, he saw lines growing hot, parities shifting. He closed his eyes and swallowed. "It's open, Wren, all the damned way. Blasted lines are everywhere. I can't even--" He forced his voice to a whisper. "I can't even move. Everything feels ready to fly apart." 

Wren's eyes widened. She spread her fingers and made a staying gesture. "Whoa, Bannor, ease down." 

He gritted his teeth. Even talking put a perceivable stress on the environment. "That's what I'm trying to do. I got rid of Hethanon. Now, I'm trying to keep us from joining him in the hereafter." 

Sarai looked at Bannor. "Mine." She reached out. 

"Don't touch him." Wren stepped over and grabbed Sarai's hand. "Wait." 

Sarai frowned, but obeyed. 

Wren spoke slowly. "Listen carefully, Bannor." 

He simply stared; nothing else to do. 

"You've gone too deep into your control tracery. You have to pull back." 

Even though he felt like screaming, he kept his voice low. "Wren, climbing a tree is easy. It's coming down that's hard." He swallowed. "Can't blasted see where you're going." Bannor held his breath. "Tallest damned tree I've ever shinnied up. Don't think we want to find out what'll happen if I fall off." 

"No we don't," she replied, then shivered. "Calm. Close your eyes and think of your tracery again." 

"That's how I got into this mess!" 

"Bannor," she gritted, eyes narrowed. "This is not a good time to argue with me." 

"Tracery," he muttered. He imaged the pulsing symbol for his self in his mind. The key to the lock of his nola. If only he'd never found it. "Got it." 

"We're going to shrink it, Bannor. Imagine it getting farther and farther away." She swallowed. "Gently, not too fast. Compress it. Push it down. Feel the power subsiding, dwindling in the distance." 

He pushed against the nola in his mind. The power resisted like a creature that didn't want to be caged. 

"It won't go, damn it. It's not working!" 

Wren wiped a now sweaty brow. "Bannor, be easy. Go slow, one step at a time." She took a breath. When she spoke again her voice was level and firm. "I won't come in your head and fix it this time. You have to do this for yourself. Listen carefully." 

He nodded. Even that small movement seemed too much. 

"Bannor, I want you shut out everything except what I'm telling you, all right? Focus on what I tell you. Imagine your tracery again. Nod when you have it." 

Bannor concentrated on slowing his heart. Blocking out the dizziness, he closed his eyes and imagined blackness, listening only to the soothing lilt of Wren's voice. He formed the pattern in his mind and nodded his readiness. 

"Good." Bannor sensed Wren marshalling her composure. More than anybody, she knew what would happen if he lost control of the garmtur. "Relax as much as possible. Focus your attention inward. The battle is entirely inside you. Your nola is incredibly alive. It's a mean little brat and it likes to play tricks. You must be stronger than it is. I want you to imagine a pair of strong hands and a box. When I tell you, you're going use those hands to shove the pattern into the box. Nod when you're ready to continue." 

Bannor put the images in his mind. Hands sheathed in mail. Blocky fingers able to crush and tear if need be. He refused to be controlled by Wren, Sarai, and especially by his own power. 

He indicated readiness. 

"Good, take a deep breath, like you were preparing to lift a big weight." 

The cool air burned in his chest. His insides tingled. He poised himself. 

"Ready." 

"Keep the picture focused. I'm with you. Stay strong. I've seen it happen to other savants. It's only a matter of getting closure." She paused. "I'm going to count backward from three. Each step, push harder. On zero, I want that nola in a box and locked down. Hear me?" 

He nodded. Bannor envisioned the armored hands wrapped around the tracery of his nola. This would be the hardest struggle of his life. 

"Three," Wren said. 

Bannor clamped down, imagining gauntlets squeezing hard on his slippery nola. It writhed under his grasp, trying to wriggle between his mental fingers. 

An ache stabbed in his temple. 

He ignored it and pushed harder. 

Bannor gritted his teeth. The pain grew worse as the nola resisted his efforts to compress it. He took quick breaths and heaved harder. The tracery shrank. So slow, could he keep up the pressure long enough? 

"Two." 

Half way there now. A throbbing pounded in his temples. His heart labored. He clenched his fists. The nola twisted in his mental grip as if trying to brace against the last little bit of squeeze. 

"Almost there, Bannor," Wren said. "I can feel it. Keep going, don't give up." 

His mind burned like his chest did on marathon run. The pain made it harder to concentrate. He felt himself slipping. The nola shoved back feeling as if it would expand to twice its previous size if he let go. Have to do it. If I let loose now, no telling what will happen. 

He formed a fist and gripped it with the other hand. His arms shook. It was like a game of mercy. Two men struggling with their fingers laced, trying to bend the other's wrists back and make them give in. 

"One." 

Bannor spoke through gritted teeth. "It's not going, Wren!" 

Wren gripped his face, her eyes burning into his. "What's the matter, Sproutboy, can't tie your own boots without me?" 

His brother's nickname on her lips was like a slap in the face. Wren had looked in his memories! She lied about not touching his private thoughts! Damn her. Damn Hecate for putting him in this situation. 

Angry heat seared through Bannor. He shoved with all his strength. Imagining his fingers wrapped around Hethanon's throat; squeezing the non-life from the creature that had caused them so much fear and pain. 

The garmtur shuddered under his burst of anger. It began giving ground. Already the short burst of strength waned. He put his remaining strength into an all or nothing effort. Either it worked or his garmtur would break free and do whatever havoc it might. 

Massing all of his emotions and letting them explode into a single concerted attack, Bannor slammed all of his will against the stubborn nola. The assault drove it back. 

It reeled at the edge of Bannor's mental cage, clinging like a man holding on in a gale. It tried to claw out again but Bannor gave one last shout of effort. 

The garmtur vanished within. 

He clamped the lid down tight and fell to his knees. 

The world turned shades of brown and gray. He became aware of Wren stroking his brow. She spoke, but he didn't hear the words, only the thunder of his heart in his ears. 

It took a while to catch his breath. Sarai clutched his arm, looking frightened. He guessed even in her fuzzy state of mind she had sensed the tremendous danger they'd been in. 

"Odin," he gasped. "It--it almost--didn't work." 

"It's like breaking a horse," Wren told him. "It's hardest the first time." 

"First time?" He groaned. "Wren, I don't want there to be a second time!" He shuddered thinking of the disaster he'd averted. 

"What, Bannor, you expect us to walk off this planet?" 

His voice had a raw edge. "I can't do it. You know I can't." 

Wren sighed. "Later, Bannor, calm down." She patted his back and glanced to the pile of dust that was Hethanon's remains. "By Gaea I can't tell you how glad I am to see that evil murdering bastard permanently dead. He killed my--" She shuddered and let out a breath. "Best friend. I embarrassed him but never managed to put him down."

He stared at her, she had meant to say something very different. Bannor closed his eyes. He felt so weary. He could feel Sarai's cheek pressed against his arm. "Wren, what do we do now?" 

"Getting clean and warm might be a start." 

"I don't mean--" 

"Bannor, let's not try to solve all our problems at once." He opened his eyes and watched as Wren stood, put her hands behind her back, and started pacing. "We have a lot to deal with here. There's finding a way home, there's Irodee and Laramis who no doubt are frantically searching for us, your nola being more out of control than I ever imagined, Sarai isn't herself anymore and--" she stopped and fixed him with glare and gestured to herself with a glowing hand. "Let's not forget the little halo you gave me back on the beach. Now, I can get a job being someone's night lamp." She made an angry gesture toward the sky. Wren turned her back and looked at the little pond. "Those are only the problems I can think of this instant. Give me time, I'll come up with more. So, we'll take them slow in the most convenient order. Okay?" 

Bannor nodded at put an arm around Sarai. His mate stared at Wren as if the glowing savant scared her. 

"Wren?" 

"Yeah?" 

"Can we get out of this? I mean get to someplace safe and have a normal life again?" 

The savant snorted. "That's the trick Bannor, isn't it? Life can be real finicky that way." She sighed, her shoulders heaving. "Who's to say what's normal anymore?" 

 


 

 

 

Despair is an emotion that many immortals will not admit to experiencing. Of course, few of us will admit to having tried to commit suicide either. Imagine having the power to do almost anything, but two of those things are dying and getting the attention of creatures that gave you life... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 34

Adjusting Perspective 

 

 

Bannor sat in the doorway his arms wrapped around his knees, staring toward the pond. The morning sun shone gold reflections on the ripples left by stub-beaks bobbing in the shallows. Sarai's powers had erected their cone-shaped structure in a matter of moments. Inside was a place for a fire pit and a hole in the ceiling to vent the smoke. 

They'd spent the night hungry because neither he nor Wren felt lively enough to go hunting without the benefit of a bow. Sarai appeared to need neither sleep nor food. While she still seemed to understand their instructions, she refused to travel more than a few dozen paces from him. 

In a way, Bannor was glad. What if she ran off? Sarai had become animal-like in her simplicity. It frightened him. What if she stayed this way forever? 

His head still throbbed from his efforts of the afternoon before. Total exhaustion had made him sleep through the late afternoon until daybreak. Apparently, whatever ordeal Wren faced, drained her equally. She still lay on the mud-house floor near the fire, head in the cradle of her arms. 

The white glow still surrounded her. 

What had he done to her? 

A movement made him look over. Sarai knelt by some flowers growing by the tree-break and sniffed the blooms. Her silvery hair fluttered in the morning breeze. She was so in tune with the land that he needed to search to find her even when she stood out in the open. She was like forest spirit now. 

In his summers as a woodsman, he'd only caught a glimpse of a wood nymph once. That visionary creature was no more captivating than his enchanted gray-elven mate. He rarely stopped to consider his luck that such a woman felt for him. It made him ache inside to think of their recent arguing. The last moments of his time with the Sarai he loved had been spent in fear, chased by Hethanon. Now, she was like a child. 

Sarai walked to him and knelt. She smiled and sniffed the bloom, then held it out to him. "Pretty. Ours." 

Despite the sense of melancholy spreading through him, Bannor smiled and took the flower. He examined the damp triple layer of triangular petals that began black at the center 'eye', faded to blue, then yellow and ended in red tips. 

At home, they called flowers like these 'spear-blossoms' for the petal's resemblance to a ceremonial spearhead dipped in blood. The flower and the name were symbolic for good and bad things. Things that didn't matter here in this distant place. He found it odd that this far off world shared so much in common with home. 

Bannor sniffed the dewy redolence of the bloom. The heavy and faintly sweet scent reminded him of hard candy. 

"Thank you," he said, putting the bloom down by his side. He held his arms out to her. 

"Mine," Sarai said, wrapping her arms around his neck. She leaned her head against him. 

"Sarai." 

She met his gaze. 

"You understand me, right?" 

She nodded. 

"Why don't you talk to me more?" 

Sarai frowned and closed her eyes. She touched one temple with a finger. "Fuzzy. Words--hard." She must have read something in his expression because her eyes widened. A frightened look crossed her features. "Same." She put a hand over her heart. Her voice rose. "Same here." 

He must have not looked convinced. She leaned over and kissed him passionately. It was a little girl's kiss. A child playing at being an adult, desperately afraid of being found out and trying to make up the difference in fervor. 

He held Sarai tight. Her scent, the fragrance of the Sarai he remembered had changed. It smelled heavier, salty like the soil and stone she was a part of now. It didn't matter. That's what Sarai told him. Love makes the things we don't like trivial. He wouldn't give up on her. 

"Mine," he muttered in Sarai's ear. "Mine forever." 

 

[image: Image]

 

Bannor watched Wren stumble out of the mud house smoothing her hair and rubbing her eyes. She stared up at the morning sun now only a bell before noon. 

She looked at him where he sat next to Sarai playing a game of sticks and stones. 

"Why didn't you wake me?" Wren asked in a thick voice. 

He shrugged. "What's the point? A few bells one way or the other doesn't matter much now." 

"It doesn't?" Wren sighed and rolled her head around to get the cricks out. "Look Bannor, we aren't even close to beat, okay? You're not done until you're dead." She stared at him. "Sometimes not even then..." 

"Didn't die," Sarai said. "Slept. Stone keep you." 

Wren frowned. "Bannor, what did you do to her anyway?" 

"I didn't do anything to her," Bannor said in a tight voice. "Hethanon shot her with one of those blasted darts. Some kind of poison must have been on it. She hit her head and--" He glanced at Sarai. "She hasn't been herself." 

"Poison and a hit to the head." The savant rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Gaea only knows what Hethanon used." 

"You think poison could be doing this to her?" 

Wren shrugged. "She's a changeling elemental. Filled with stone magic. Some poisons don't break down for a long time. The stone magic could be sustaining her while the poison keeps eating at her." 

Bannor felt his stomach twist. "You know, Wren, you have an ugly imagination." 

Wren fixed him with unblinking eyes. Her cheek twitched. "It's an ugly universe with some really despicable people in it." The savant rubbed her stomach as if she were hungry. She glanced at the pond before returning her gaze to Bannor. 

Sarai shuddered. The twigs she held in her hands snapped and she appeared to be focusing herself. "Hethanon's poison--is--gone." 

"Oh my, she can talk right." 

Bannor held up a hand to stop Wren. "You know this for sure?" 

Sarai nodded. "Stone power make it gone." The creases in her brow showed how much effort it took for her to speak coherently rather than in fragments. 

Stone power. It made Bannor flash on something Hethanon said. So much magic, too little elf. "Wren, could it be there's too much power here? Could it be affecting Sarai?" 

Wren bit her lip and thought for a moment. "I suppose. She is an elemental avatar--perhaps the power is overwhelming her. I don't know. Her power going away then coming back is what has me puzzled. It shouldn't happen." 

"Regardless, do you think returning to Titaan would mend it?" 

"Possibly. Don't expect it to happen soon though. Unless you expect to become skilled with the Garmtur overnight." 

"I want to forget the Garmtur," he said clenching his fists and staring out into the forest. "I never want to use it again. It nearly killed us all." 

"It also saved us." 

"Yes?" He glared at Wren. "That was lucky! I didn't realize how fortunate we'd been until I was staring myself in the eye. Time and space shaking like a rickety building in a windstorm. What kind of idiot creator would make reality so fragile? It's insane! Nothing should be able to make everything come apart. Nobody can be trusted with that power--no one." 

Wren put a hand on his shoulder. "You're not the first," Wren said. "Mages have sought the ultimate pattern throughout the centuries. Bannor--you are the ultimate pattern. It can be controlled, made to operate on a level that's safe. We simply need to erect barriers to prevent you from accidentally touching those sensitive patterns." 

"To do that we have to risk destroying everything. We don't have the right!" 

"We don't? Bannor, have you ever wondered what will happen when you die?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"I mean, what will occur when you die." 

Sarai stood. "He not die." 

"I know Sarai. It's only a question." 

"A stupid question," Bannor said. "I die. I'm dead. What's to happen?" 

Wren shook her head. "Says the man who hasn't thought it through. As a person expires, their will fades. The time it takes to die is a long while by the standards of your nola." She gestured around them. "Look at what I did in a few instants. Tell me what happens in those moments when you have no will to control the Garmtur?" 

Bannor's mouth went dry. "My death throes?" 

"Muscles twitch for a while after someone expires, Bannor. Your nola is like a muscle. What happens when the Garmtur starts twitching, hmmm?" 

Bannor put his face in his hands. All of his avenues of escape were being cut off. He couldn't even die safely. When it came to painting a bleak picture, Wren was unparalleled. "Do you have any other happy wisdom to share?" 

"No, that's enough I think." 

"Thank Odin," Bannor breathed. He put an arm around Sarai and she snuggled close. He closed his eyes and concentrated on trying not to think about it. 

"Let's find something to eat. I'm hungry." 

"Oh fine, be hungry after you ruin my appetite." 

"Come on, Bannor, this isn't anything to worry about--at least not right away. We all have our burden to bare." She smiled. "Mine was you." 

He sighed. Had the preceding bells of his life not been so filled with pain and fear, he would have laughed. "All right, but if we're going hunting, I lead." 

"Why?" 

"Another of your burdens is that glow. I'd rather the game not know we were coming." 

Hunting with sticks sharpened with Wren's sword turned out to be impractical. Bannor still hadn't recovered all his strength from the ordeal with Hethanon. The partially healed burns on his chest remained tender and made movement difficult. The cliff climb had also taken its toll on hands, feet and muscles. 

In desperate hunger, Wren ran down a lop-ear in a dazzling display of foot speed. The winding zigzag chase around the trees with the cursing savant in pursuit was a memory Bannor would keep for many summers to come. 

After all the effort and only one lop-ear to show, Bannor decided to make some simple snares using cord made from braided lengths of thread pulled from their clothing. After setting a few, Bannor started foraging for the rest of their meal. A search turned up some tart tasting berries that dulled the ache in their bellies. 

A stream proved to be the best provider where the sharpened sticks and some patience caught them a half dozen notch-fin. 

Only an orange sliver of the sun remained when they finally returned to their camp by the pond. 

The glow around Wren looked even more pronounced in the long shadows. She stopped by the water and held up her arm. She stared at her hand, opening and closing the fingers, studying it as if it belonged to someone else. 

Bannor and Sarai stopped by her. He put down the stringer of fish. 

"Why are you glowing?" he asked. 

Wren glanced at him and knelt by the pond. "Don't know. Maybe it's a piece of the light I was going toward when you jerked me back. I held on tight." She shook her head. "Funny. Over the seasons I've fought hard to survive. When I saw that light, I fought equally hard to stay dead." She put her hands in her lap. "I remember the light slipping from my grip and peeling under my nails. Horrible--like the most precious thing in my existence was being torn away." 

Bannor squirmed. The passion in Wren's voice made him uneasy. He felt Sarai shifting nervously too. That infinite blueness in Wren's eyes made him feel vulnerable. 

Wren took a breath. "I woke up on that alien beach alone. Everything was different. I saw, heard and smelled things better than I ever had. I was clean and revitalized--totally new." She pulled up the side of her tunic and drew a long line across her side with her fingernail. "I've been renewed before, but not like this." She paused. "I don't know what this glow is, but I know what it isn't." 

"What's that?" 

"A godsend." 

Bannor's jaw tightened. "What do you mean by that?" 

"What I mean is, glow aside, this condition has nothing to do with the afterlife. It has to do with you and whatever in Hades you did to me." 

"All I did was wish you to be alive." 

"Yes?" 

"Yes. What--you think I shouldn't have tried? Without you, we were stuck here for sure. Hades, even with you here, we're still trapped." 

The muscles in Wren's jaw twitched. "You don't know the half of what's been done to me. I remember everything I've ever seen, done, said, experienced... back to when I was an infant. At first you might think that's a real boon, but when it's every little detail it's like a nightmare. My mind and body are doing all these strange things. You might have wished for something Bannor, but you must have wished for a lot more than alive." She took him by the shoulders. Her hands were hot the way Sarai's were. "What in Hades did you wish for?" 

"I don't remember. There was a lot going on at the moment. I had an avatar trying to kill me." 

"Try." 

The look in her eyes made him shiver. He went over the words in his head. "Wren, I told you I can't recall." 

"Bannor, don't lie to me. You're a savant of reality. Your specialty is seeing and remembering patterns. You have a terrific memory, damn it--tell!" 

He sighed and spoke the words. "I wish your mind and body undamaged, perfect and alive." 

Wren stared at him with blazing eyes. The corner of her mouth quirked. She let out a single harsh laugh. "Terrific, Bannor, great--just PERFECT." 

 


 

 

 

Perfection, some of our kind are convinced they have already achieved it. Others of us waste time in pursuit of it. I would never feign to be so silly as to think of myself as being without defects. As to seeking to be perfect--why in all the heavens would I aspire as to be so colorless? The only enjoyment living creatures have comes from their flaws... 

--From the Dedriad, 'musings of an immortal'. 

 

 




Chapter 35 

Ramifications

 

 

Interlude. 

Journal Entry 34: Spring (?), 1109 New Ivaneth Calendar. 

Mother, Father, Azir, Nonna--it is both in surprise and dismay that I write this journal entry. Events have gotten further out of hand than I ever could have anticipated. Mother, it seems your second born has been magically transformed into your most perfect child. That is only one event of many that has occurred recently. I've been to edges of insanity and death, and I have stared into Hethanon's eyes and watched him die. 

With these happenings come problems that I must deal with alone. Mazerak waylaid us on our trip down river to Bravadura. He captured my astral form, caged Bannor and drugged Irodee and Laramis. He somehow took control of Bannor's mate, Sarai, too. Fortunately, Mazerak did not know how powerful Bannor's astral abilities were. Bannor slipped free and took control of my body. In the ensuing confusion, Bannor made it possible for me to take control of his body. 

I'm not even sure how but I was able to get the powers of the garmtur. By everything we know I shouldn't have been able to do that. He shouldn't have been able to use my abilities either, but I clearly saw him using the Kel'Varan. A savant's powers stem from the tao-- or so I thought. Should I survive we need to look more closely at the role the host body plays in regards to the tao.  

All that aside, my experience with the garmtur was beyond even my wildest imagining. I curse Gaea for not telling me stuff like this. It's not like other nolas, it's so much more 'alive'. I struck at our enemies with it and watched them shrivel like parchment in a bonfire. 

I also felt its fury at being controlled. It is difficult to manage and utterly dangerous. I've come to realize there is no safe way to fetter Bannor. His death might mean the end of all things as we know it. Such a comforting thought for a man to realize he actually is the center of the universe. 

I am frightened. I don't have Irodee, and I totally regret not bringing Ziedra. I am sooo, going to pay for that choice. We're trapped on this alien world because I tried to control the garmtur. My mind is crammed with memories because Bannor wished me perfect while trying to revive me from poison (see further entries for details on the misadventures we've had here). As of this writing, I'm still not fully cognizant of all the side effects of this revival. If I am truly perfect, it doesn't feel like it. At best, it's an odd interpretation. Perhaps the perfect me? I have speculated on this matter for bells and it only gives me headaches. I am not the same woman that left the castle a scoreday ago. I don't know who or what I am anymore. 

Euriel, my mother, give me strength and wisdom. I will wait a while, hoping Nonna Idun will find us. It was her idea and her mission. Please don't scold her overmuch, her instincts were correct and the necessity for action everything she feared. Providing time doesn't move differently here, you should be back from the jousts in Asgard now. If you cannot locate me through the magical beacon in this book then it will be up to me to get Bannor out of here. The only way to do that is to train him in the rudiments of his power and use it to take us to Irodee. It is a horrible risk, Bannor should be in the care of an elder like Loric, someone who can keep the garmtur subdued. I have little choice though. Wish me Hodi's luck. I will need it. 

End of Interlude 

 

The smells of roasted fish and lop-ear still lingered in the smoky air. Leaning against the wall, his arm around Sarai, Bannor watched Wren writing in her metal bound book. The firelight shone red-gold reflections on the savant's skin. The soft white glow coming from her formed an aura that danced in cadence with the flickering of the fire. 

"What do you write in that book anyway?" Bannor asked. 

Wren looked up from the metal bound pages put the quill down and blew on the ink to dry it. Her voice was low and reserved. "It's an account of what I've done. It helps me to organize my thoughts." 

"A lot about me in it I bet." 

Wren nodded. 

"Me too," Sarai added. She narrowed her eyes. "Bad things about Bannor and me." 

The savant stiffened. She stared at Sarai. "You've read this?" 

Sarai's eyes glinted and she glanced at Bannor then back to Wren. "Your lips move when you write. I watch." 

Instead of getting angry like Bannor expected, Wren let out a sigh and rolled her head against the wall. "Gaea, I thought I broke myself of that habit." She trained a level gaze on Sarai. "For a princess who spends most of her time accusing me of being a thief, she certainly knows a lot of guilder tricks herself." 

Bannor raised an eyebrow and glanced at Sarai. His mate looked smug. 

"Guilders aren't only ones who know sneaking." 

The way Sarai said 'sneaking' made Bannor's neck prickle. "You've been watching Wren all along." 

Sarai nodded. 

Bad things written in the book, that would explain Sarai's sudden dislike of Wren. She was talking too. Maybe more of his mate lay behind that childlike facade than he originally thought. Perhaps there were two Sarai's competing for ascendancy. A battle much like the one he fought while in Wren's body. In Sarai's case, it would be a fight with the elementalism that now lived her body. The poison and the hit to the head had weakened Sarai and given this more primal personality a foothold. It would also explain some of the changes she went through early on when she received the power. The snappishness and mood swings. She'd probably been fighting this all along. She simply didn't tell him before because she wanted to keep the power. 

"Some things are starting to make sense," he said. "What did you write that would make Sarai distrust you?" 

Wren's gaze tracked to his mate then back to him. The infinite blueness in her eyes clouded. "Business, Bannor. You know how bad it would be if Hecate got control of the garmtur." 

Bannor felt a cold wave rush through him. He nodded. 

"I knew how bad it might be when I set out after you. This journal is how I communicate with others that come after me. It's instructions to do what needs to be done." 

His jaw tightened. "Sarai wasn't exaggerating. You actually were ready to kill me rather than risk Hecate catching me. That's why Sarai was angry with you." 

Wren sighed. "Guilty." 

He didn't care if it was the reasonable or logical reaction. The fact that this woman could act as his friend and plot his death at the same time made hot anger race through him. When he spoke, it came out a growl. "What gives you the right?" 

The savant stared at him, apparently expecting his anger. "Nothing gives me the 'right', Bannor. Have a couple friends get killed, have whole families and cities threatened, then see how desperate you get. Look what Mazerak did to you and Sarai. If you were in my place what would you do? What if Hecate was going to get the garmtur as her newest weapon? It wouldn't be long before I'd be fighting Bannor the avatar--or something worse.  I emphasize worse because I suspect she has a very different plan this time. How much of a chance do you think I'd have? Would anybody have?" 

Bannor shuddered. She spoke the very argument he knew she would use. It still felt like betrayal. "You could have said something." 

"I did. Haven't you been listening? I've been stressing how imperative this has been to me." 

Bannor frowned. "Imperative to you?" 

Wren waved as if to dismiss Bannor's words. "We're being truthful now. So why confuse things with obfuscations." She drew a breath. "Yes, in the end it comes back to me--well *us*--myself, my family and our friends. We've all been on the receiving end of Hecate's mercy.  The Felspars who helped me fight Hecate still don't have a home to call their own after Hecate sent a hoard of demons after them.  So, yes, not adding to her arsenal is priority. When I get rid of Hecate then we can relax. She's different than the other pantheon lords. Even their own pact doesn't bind her. She's completely rogue and doubly insane."

He ground his teeth together. "Whatever, I don't like being used." 

"Used? You need to focus. What's happened to us compared to what I've been through in the past. This is a frelling vacation. You haven't been raped. You haven't had a loved one die in your arms. Your family hasn't been enslaved. Your life hasn't been destroyed--yet. Given what happened to me, you might *prefer* death over the alternative." Wren stood. "So don't try to look down on my actions. My motivations might be selfish, but at least I came.  Nobody saved me.  I had to save myself. Before things are over, Bannor, you're going to have to make tough decisions like I've had to make to stay alive. Deciding who lives and who dies. It's ugly. Nobody should need to make choices like that--but they do. I do. You do. I'd be more than happy to sit back and watch you lead." She ran a hand through her hair and looked at him sideways. "Think you can do better? Go right ahead." 

Bannor felt the emotion churning in him. If anything, when it came to words Wren was worse than Sarai. Sarai only turned the words around. Wren could take something that she did wrong and make it sound like it was his fault. 

Go right ahead. It was a mockery and she knew it. He needed her as badly as she needed him. It wasn't as if he could simply turn his back and hope to walk away from this alien place. Is that what inspired her truthfulness? Now that he couldn't tell her to go eat dragon feathers. 

He turned his gaze to Sarai. His mate stared back. There was a fierce set to her jaw. The bare hint of a smile turned up the corners of her mouth as if Wren's words had vindicated her convictions against the savant. 

Bannor clenched his fists and turned his attention back to Wren. "This is it for me, Wren. There won't be any more need to know evasions. If we're going to be in it, if I'm your weapon, and we both know I am. Then we are together, equal; no leading, no following. Just us against them." He gestured to the sky. "Yes?" 

Wren stared at him for a moment, blue eyes flashing. She appeared ready to respond with a scathing remark then appeared to change her mind. She narrowed her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was low and slow. "Fair enough. Partners in war, Bannor. Learning your power is another thing. I won't teach you unless you're my pupil in every sense of the word, otherwise we can just hope somebody finds us before Hecate's creatures do." 

Sarai pulled away from him and stood. She kept her gaze trained on Wren. "A pact changes nothing, my One. Color it any shade, it still comes out black." 

Wren stared at Sarai. The two women locked eyes, unblinking. Bannor's heart raced, he recognized the stiffness in Sarai's back, the way her chin was thrust forward. That was the Sarai he'd come to know over the last few days. The many faceted Arminwen that was both familiar and strange. With each word she was coming back. 

"What does it take to convince you?" Wren let out in exasperation. "It's for the best. You have to know that." 

Sarai's eyes were slits. "Heard what was best for me all my life. Always ended up better for everyone but me. This is no different. You'll sacrifice us and anyone else to get revenge on the gods. We want no part of your war. We have fights of our own." 

"You must see that you can't run away." 

"Yes?" Sarai glanced at Bannor. Her violet eyes were slits now. "You didn't hear me say 'no'. I know necessity when I see it." She paused. "I don't have to like it." She turned away and started out the door. 

Bannor felt dizzy. "Sarai!" 

When she stopped, he stumbled across the room and grabbed her in a hug. 

"My One?" 

"You're back!" 

She gave him a blank look. "Did I leave?" 

"In a way, you haven't been acting yourself." 

Sarai rubbed her forehead. She searched his face as if hoping to find the meaning of his words there. "Things have been--funny--" She closed her eyes. "Fuzzy, I mean." 

"You remember everything that's happened?" 

"Of course I--" she paused and swallowed. The light in her eyes dimmed. "The cliff and Hethanon--I crushed..." Her voice trailed off. "It's like I was there, but--" She bent her head back and squeezed her eyes shut. "Bannor, what's happening to me? I feel... fading again." 

His stomach knotted and he gripped her shoulders. "The stone power, it's stronger here. You have to fight it." 

Sarai clenched her fists. "There's nothing to fight. I feel it--pulling." She shuddered. 

Bannor wasn't aware Wren had moved. The savant simply appeared at his side. "Sarai, you're fighting yourself. The stone power is rooted in your own desire." 

Sarai drew a breath. A spasm went through her form. Bannor felt a pang of empathy in his chest. Her battle with the stone power would be much like his own with the nola and probably no less demanding. 

He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stiffen as a glow flickered around Sarai's limbs. The ground quaked and the structure overhead groaned. 

Wren glanced at the roof and a worried expression crossed her features. A stone elemental was at war with itself and they were inside something constructed by that same creature's power. 

Another shudder went through the rock around them. Wren took a breath and pointed outside. 

Bannor took Sarai's stiff body in his arms. He carried his struggling mate out into the dark clearing, dodging elbows and heels blindly flailed about as she battled with herself. The quaking underfoot grew worse. Sharp rocks thrust out of the ground like spikes. Trees quivered and sleeping birds took flight. The trembling crescendoed to a rumble. 

Wren's face had paled and the bluish light of her nola licked around her body. "Stay close, Bannor, this could get a lot worse--" 

To punctuate Wren's statement, the granite shelter imploded. The curving walls sheared into themselves, shuddering into dust as they collapsed. Even the moon appeared to shiver in the sky. 

Sarai's thrashing had become too violent for him to control. She dropped out of his arms and fell to her knees. The grass underfoot rippled like turbulence shimmering across the surface of water. 

She clawed the ground in front of her, ripping out hunks of sod and crumbling it in her fingers. Sarai groaned as though she were grappling with a giant. 

The blood roared in Bannor's temples. He swayed trying to stay upright. The terrain underfoot had become like the pitching deck of a ship caught in storm. "What do we do?!" 

The glow of her Wren's nola grew bright. The ground directly beneath Wren's feet stayed stable. The savant's gaze focused everywhere but on him. "If Sarai wants that power and her mind she has to fight for it." 

"She's tearing herself apart!" 

"What can I do, Bannor?" 

Frustration sparked through him. He felt so helpless. Sarai was fighting this alone and she shouldn't have to. Their world seemed to be falling apart around them. "Do something!" He yelled simply to be heard over the rumbling. 

Sarai let out a howl and the quaking became a roar. Trees toppled and pond water splashed in to the air. Boulders exploded out of the ground and fissures opened. 

A bolt of fear shot through him. Sarai wouldn't give up her battle. In losing, she might take them into oblivion with her. "Wren!" 

A strange light flickered in the savant's eyes as the landscape churned around her. She clenched her teeth and drew her sword. "One way to end this, Bannor." 

He glanced down at his writhing mate lost in the battle with the elemental spirit in her body. He stepped in front of Sarai. "What? No!" 

"You want to die and take the rest of the universe with you, Bannor? Move!" 

What was Wren thinking? "No!" 

"Damn you! There's no time to explain." 

He stood his ground. Killing Sarai was not the solution he was looking for. Wren would kill to accomplish her ends. She'd admitted it. 

Guilty. 

"Stay away!" he screamed over the chaos. 

Wren surged forward. 

He hated the thought of attacking the savant, but he wouldn't let anyone hurt Sarai, even Wren. Trying to steady himself on the bucking ground he punched at her face. 

The savant seemed to skip along the surface of the heaving turf. Bannor didn't even see how she avoided his punch or the follow up elbow. He only felt the explosive crack of her boot against his cheek and saw the grass rushing up in his face. 

For a moment, the night's blackness became absolute. The sounds of the tremor fading in and out. He regained his sight in time to see Wren making a swift stroke with her sword. 
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