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      “What the hell was that?” Jonstone backed away from the creature, his heart pounding in his chest.

      Captain Boyd frantically waved his hand at the stunned soldier. “Get away from it!”

      The scream of swords flying from scabbards mingled with those of the dying.

      “We can’t,” the soldier panted. “We can’t kill them! We can’t even hurt them!” He swallowed and looked into the night sky. The moon lit the darkened city with its cold pale light. It would have been beautiful if not for the carnage filling the streets.

      “Secure your nerves, soldier!” the captain ordered.

      Jonstone could barely talk around his rapid, shallow breaths. He swallowed, as if that would slow his fluttering heartbeat. “It’s not even human. What is it?” The young soldier stood trembling amid the cacophony of battle cries and unearthly bellows, his sword wavering in his shaking hands. The night had been quiet. The city had slept peacefully as it always had. Then the screams had begun, followed by an unearthly laughter that sent chills down his spine. The hairs on the back of the young soldier’s neck rose.

      Jonstone felt something bump against his foot. “Captain?” He glanced down, and nearly cried out. Captain Boyd’s head lay at his feet, the man’s empty stare freezing his blood. With mounting terror Jonstone wrenched his eyes from the grisly object and turned around.

      A dismembered arm in each hand, the beast looked at him with a red malevolent gaze that spoke of hatred, amusement, and hunger. Its elongated wolf’s muzzle yawned open, providing Jonstone a glimpse at several rows of black and yellow teeth like that of a shark.

      His mouth fell open in a silent scream, his forgotten sword slipping from his grasp to clatter on the stone street. He’d been in training for over a year, now. He should have been prepared to fight. He wasn’t even prepared to run.

      Jonstone’s own fear held him in its powerful grasp, and the monster inhaled deeply, as if drinking in his terror. He stood before his death. He knew it. He’d thought he didn’t fear death, but he was wrong. Standing in front of him and slowly devouring what remained of his captain was a horror like nothing his most frightening nightmares could approach.

      It stood considered him for a moment, then turned away. Once it had rounded a corner, the young soldier closed his eyes in thanks to the Gods for his stroke of good fortune. He needed to steady his nerves, pick up his sword, and find any surviving comrades who still fought. Together they might be able to … what? Drive away whatever these things were? Like he’d already just failed to do.

      When Jonstone opened his eyes again, he had just enough time to see impossibly wide jaws block out the moonlight as they closed around his face.
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      The sound of clanking armor and shuffling boots roused Elizander Dain from his sleep. Something was amiss. The sound of a hesitant knock on the door, followed by the hushed but exasperated demands of his most loyal captain’s voice confirmed his suspicions.

      A louder, more assured knock sounded at the large double doors, followed by one of them quietly opening. A thin shaft of torchlight streamed across the floor.

      “This is madness! His majesty must not be disturbed from his sleep!” It was Milpheus who spoke. Of all Elizander’s attendants, Milpheus was the most steadfastly concerned with protocol regarding the King. Elizander smiled through the sound of the man’s somewhat annoying nasal voice. His intentions were always in the right place.

      “My thanks to you Milpheus,” Elizander said, having already donned all but his nightshirt, which he slipped on. I’m already awake. Please allow our good Captain Davros to enter.” Milpheus cast Davros a glare. He was little more than half a man, when standing next to the large captain, but if anyone was capable of staring down his nose at you, even when looking up, it was Milpheus. After offering a deep bow to Elizander, the balding hawk-nosed little man shuffled from the room and closed the doors.

      “I understand that not every rodent can be exterminated,” Captain Davros said in his deep baritone voice, “but the larger ones are much easier to deal with.”

      Elizander chuckled. “Surely you would not have me cast out one of my most trusted attendants, Davros?”

      “He is as unlikable as he is craven, my lord.” Ever formal, was Davros. They had been friends since they were scarcely able to walk, but still the captain would not address him in a familiar tone unless Elizander himself spoke otherwise.

      “Come, now. There is no one else present. Let us dispense with the formalities, shall we?” Elizander smiled at his gruff friend’s nod. “Be easy with Milpheus, old friend. He may be occasionally difficult, but he wishes only to do what is right.”

      Elizander gave Davros a slap on the back, then frowned. The man was tense. “Another one?”

      “Another one,” the captain replied. “Found this morning.”

      “Who was it?” Elizander asked, dropping into a chair by the balcony doors. He indicated for Davros to join him.

      “My men are canvassing the city in search of any household missing a middle-aged man.”

      Elizander took a deep breath. “Were they not able to identify him?”

      Davros shook his head. “There wasn’t enough left of him. The only reason we knew he was male was because of some of the clothes left with the remains.”

      “By Holy Jemanah!” Elizander swore. “What does this mean? Is there some animal about? What could possibly be finding its way past every guard post in the city?”

      “I know of no animal with such understanding of sentry posts, Zander.” Davros shook his head. “It makes no sense.”

      Elizander looked at his oldest friend. Even in the dim torchlight, the burnished silver chest plate, greaves, and vambraces of his armor positively shimmered. Davros was undoubtedly roused from his sleep with the report of another attack, and had dressed and investigated it himself before coming to report.

      “This has to stop.” Elizander rested his head in a hand, gazing out the glass doors of the balcony. He ran his other hand through his close cropped gray and black speckled hair. “The people grow nervous and avoid the streets at night, as well they should.”

      Davros grunted. “Taverns have felt a bite in business. There is also the occasional talk of fleeing to Mairland, though I’ve instructed my men to ‘discreetly’ discourage this. At least in public.”

      Elizander nodded. “Yes. We cannot have such talk traveling through the streets. Not openly, at least.”

      “Perhaps you should reconsider sending a select group to confirm our, ‘standing’, with our neighbors.”

      Elizander was shaking his head before Davros finished speaking. “I’ll not spy on our neighbors of Mairland until I am convinced that Lord Mairson plots against me.”

      “My lord …” Davros sighed. “Zander. It is common knowledge that Lord Mairson’s lands are large enough to be a kingdom. It is no secret that he would be more than happy to fashion himself a king and separate from Winsor Kingdom.”

      “Believe me, old friend,” Elizander said, smiling, “I hear the whispers. Lord Mairson would like nothing more than to do as you’ve said, and end the taxation he incurs from Winsor and form his own province within New Dainland.”

      Elizander looked out the doors to the sprawling city, and the lush green rolling hills and forests beyond. “This seems a rather barbaric way of bringing his ambitions to fruition. What could he have to gain by sending murderers in secret to attack my people?”

      “There is the talk of fleeing Winsor for Mairland,” Davros reminded.

      Elizander shook his head again. “No. Grisly as these murders have been, it would take something on a much larger scale to send refugees knocking on the gates of Mairland. No. I’m convinced there’s something else here, and we must uncover it.

      The captain’s perpetual frown deepened. “Speaking of the little snake, there’s more.”

      “More?” Elizander stifled the sinking feeling in his stomach.

      Davros nodded. “A messenger from Mairland arrived just as I was entering the palace gates. He brings word from Mairson himself and would deliver his message to you immediately. We offered him lodging for the night, but he would not leave without delivering his message.”

      Now it was Elizander’s turn to frown. “And you’ve kept him waiting all this time?”

      “My apologies if I’m out of line, my lord. But I thought not to reward his lack of etiquette with urgency.”

      Elizander sighed. It was indeed disrespectful to demand an audience at this hour. The circumstances must be dire for Lord Mairson to send word with such urgency. The sinking feeling draped over King Elizander’s shoulders like a pall. “Send for the courier.”
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      Kenyatta opened his eyes, though he lay on his back for a while longer. Endless waves of demons rolled over the lands in his mind’s eye, as he recalled the dream from which he’d just escaped. Kita and Seung had been there beside him, as well as the ninja, her samurai brother, and the farstrider.

      He wanted to close his eyes again but sat up instead, wary that the dream awaited him if he did. Not a dream at all, but what, then? Premonition? Kenyatta climbed out of bed and went to the closet. After donning his tunic and breeches, he resisted the urge to strap on his sword. He was supposed to be working the farmland, after all, not going off to battle. Still, that dream …

      Kenyatta stepped outside onto the porch of Mr. and Mrs. Kyung’s home and scanned the grounds looking for, what? A demon lurking near the barn? A shadow detaching itself to come for him? He looked over his shoulder at the sound of creaking floorboards to see Mr. Kyung step into the doorway.

      “You look like a man looking farther away than those fields,” he said. “Time for another visit?”

      “Yes, sir,” Kenyatta replied. “Seung will come tomorrow.”

      The older man gave him a playful slap on the arm. “Try not to daydream too hard about her and fall into a creek, eh?”

      Kenyatta chuckled. “Yeah man.”

      Mr. Kyung threw his head back and laughed, then hit him on the arm again. “Ya … MON! You learn my language pretty good. Maybe you teach me more of yours.”

      “That would be something,” Kenyatta replied, reverting back to the common tongue of the land. He wondered what it would sound like, Mr. Kyung speaking the common western tongue in the manner of his people.

      Thinking of his beloved and lost homeland of Jamaica darkened his thoughts, but he kept up his smile.

      Mr. Kyung’s smile faded as he regarded him. “You warrior types carry so much with you that any random thing sparks memories best forgotten.” This time he poked Kenyatta in the arm with a bony finger. “You be careful not to let the darkness of the past swallow you.”

      “I will try.” Kenyatta smiled and bowed his head, a few locks falling over his face.

      Mr. Kyung turned away. “You make sure you do, young man. Too much life you have left to live, carrying so much weight on your back. He waved a hand at the fields. You’ve done plenty of work around here to pay for your room and board, but don’t let me stop you from doing more.”

      Kenyatta laughed at that. “Yes sir.”

      He went around the side of the house toward the barn and grabbed an axe. Mr. Kyung insisted on tending the few animals they had, and since Kenyatta had cut the high grass and any odd errands the kind couple had needed done, he found himself looking for something to do. Winter was still a few months away, so now was the best time to start collecting firewood.

      Seung wouldn’t approve, of course, but Mr. and Mrs. Kyung had been generous in letting him stay in exchange for working around their property. Elves didn’t approve of cutting down trees, but if the Kyung’s wanted firewood, Kenyatta would cut firewood.

      Elves.

      He shook his head at the thought of it. In a world of Cerberus, other monsters out of legend, and even demons, elves had never crossed his mind. What other beings shared this world with humans? And did they share similar feelings toward his species?

      Kenyatta thought of what he’d learned of the elves from Seung. More elf than human yet raised among the latter, Seung herself had just begun her education on the other part of her ancestry. One thing she’d made clear; elves didn’t particularly care for humans, and even though she was more elf than human, her welcome among them had been tepid at best.

      Barely a hundred yards from the barn, Kenyatta felt a comforting presence so familiar and so close, it may as well be a part of himself. He stopped and didn’t even try to hold back the big grin across his face. “Watcha wan stalkin’ me from behind, sis?”

      “Not so hard wit me brother daydreamin’ ’bout his girliefriend,” Taliah answered.

      Kenyatta turned to see his older sister standing with a hand on her hip with a knowing smirk on her face. He laughed and dropped his axe, hurrying over to sweep her up in a crushing hug.

      “Urgh, get off wit yer stinkin’ man-smell!”

      Kenyatta made to rub his chin on her and she beat at him till he dropped her. Taliah glared at him through her laughter, and for a time, both just enjoyed the moment.

      “You probably guess why I came to find you,” Taliah said.

      Kenyatta sobered up at the seriousness in her voice. He looked into her eyes and heaved a great sigh. “Yeah man. Last night—”

      “You had a dream, and Kita and the others who battled alongside you were there,” Taliah finished for him.

      All Kenyatta could do was nod.

      Taliah returned the gesture. “We don’t have a lot of time, Ken. I’ve already been to see Kita. We’re going back to meet him in his home in Cebu, but first we need to collect ya girliefriend.” She beaconed him to come stand next to her.

      “Wouldn’t it have been quicker to just bring him here?” Kenyatta moved to stand behind her, and Taliah closed her eyes.

      “Two humans will cause enough uproar. Best not push our luck.”

      Kenyatta watched from the corner of his eye as his sister’s form took on a golden glow that engulfed the world in a flash of light.
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      Seung opened her eyes and realized, to her confusion, that she had actually slept. Since the day she had fully taken the reverie for the first time, Seung had come to think of actual human sleep as something of a comatose experience. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d fallen into human sleep, yet somehow she’d fallen out of the reverie into it.

      She stared at the far wall of her room seeing as though a mural of her recent past had been painted on it. Years of covering her “deformed” ears only to later discover her heritage. Her adventures outside her childhood home of Kyu. The tidal wave, the lava leech, the dragon named Khairon.

      Kenyatta.

      No doubt the islander had finished his morning rituals and was now helping tend the fields. Perhaps she could visit him a day early and surprise him.

      Thinking about Kenyatta drew Seung’s wandering mind back to the dream that wasn’t a dream. She’d need to talk to DaunyaSai about that—

      “Kiluriel!”

      Seung blinked at the urgency of Immendiel Mai’lienar’s voice. Even though she’d grown accustomed to the whisper, it still startled her on occasion to hear words enter her ears and into her mind in such a way.

      “What is it?” Seung whispered back.

      “Come now. I’m above your home. Let no one see you. Hurry!”

      Without another word, Seung poked her head out the door. Seeing no one about, she made her way around to the back of her home and jumped, hopping from branch to branch. Never had she imagined she could be capable of such a thing, but it seemed as though her time here in Yathienel had awoken a new language that her body spoke naturally. It was as though it had always been this way. Yathienel was intoxicating!

      In short order she found the elven tracker perched on a branch high above. “This must be serious for you to be this high up. What’s wrong?”

      “Come,” was the only response. Seung had no time to speak, for it took all her concentration to keep up with the swift elf as she darted silently from branch to branch with a skill not many in The Wood could equal. In short order they were squatting high in the trees, looking down at two figures staring in the direction of The Wood. Seung’s heart skipped a beat when recognized one of them. Kenyatta? And the woman with him could be no one but his sister! Why were they here? How were they here? Seung stifled her alarm and tried to remain passive. “All this hurry for two humans?”

      Immendiel shook her head impatiently. “There’s no time for this, girl. Do not pretend that man is not the one who holds your heart.”

      He may have held her heart, but right now it was pounding in her chest. “This is a problem, no doubt.”

      “That is the easy of it,” Immendiel replied. “The bigger issue is why he and that woman are right there, looking directly at our home as though they know it’s here.”

      Seung felt her legs weaken under the other elf’s suspicious gaze. Not this. Not now. “You have my word that I have not told him where our home lies. I have not spoken to him of the location of Yathienel!”

      “And yet, there they stand.”

      “I know not how or why they’re here, but he has told me about his sister. From his words, my guess is that she is a Daunya Master.”

      “And that would explain their presence?” Immendiel replied.

      “It’s the only explanation I can think of.” Seung fought to slow her rapidly beating heart. “I would never betray Yathienel or The Lady Seiyun. You are my family. Why would I betray you?”

      “Why indeed,” came the cryptic response.

      Seung started to speak several times and stopped. “There is only one way to find out. We can’t let them stand down there indefinitely.”

      Immendiel arched an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      Seung frowned at the tracker. “They obviously know what is beyond these bordering woods. The enchantment to befuddle and deter humans seems to have no effect on them. To my eyes, the woman somehow knows, and Kenyatta has told her that they should not enter.”

      At the mention of the islander’s name, Immendiel looked back to the two figures below with narrowed eyes. “Bresha nosimde mala isala, quyo.” The elf shook her head and dropped from the branch.

      Seung’s cheeks colored. Despite having never heard the phrase before, she understood it. ‘Stupidity is born in the love of the young.’ She took a deep breath and followed.
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      General Zhang Da stood over what remained of the corpse. A grisly sight, and one of several that were becoming more frequent. Who or what could have done this to a person? Dismemberment was one thing, but this was something wholly gruesome.

      He absently tightened his grip on his spear. The long-shafted weapon ended with a crescent moon-shaped blade on one end, and a straight, sharp end on the other. A deadly heirloom, passed down from his legendary ancestor till finally finding its way into his powerful grasp.

      A soldier came beside him and bowed low. “General Zhang Da, no one in the vicinity has seen anything. None have heard a sound.”

      Zhang Da grunted. Each murder had been the same. Gruesome and savage, and without a single witness. His first thought had been assassins, but he’d quickly dismissed that idea. One sent assassins to murder prominent figures, leaders. And they tended to be quick and efficient. This person, and every one prior, had been regular citizens whose deaths—while tragic—would not have a large scale consequence.

      And the brutality.

      He clutched his spear even tighter. “Hmph.”

      The soldier waited silently for instructions. It was times like this when Zhang Da would like more than anything to flee the lives of men and make his own life in the hills, away from the blood and war.

      After the End of Technology, China had transitioned into a feudal land once more. The once singular ruling government had shattered, and the shards had landed across the countries and grown into what was now Ba Guo, the Eight Kingdoms.

      In comparison to the ancient histories, the conflicts had not lasted nearly as long, for the people had wanted, demanded, peace. Before the lands could further descend into the chaos that seemed inevitable, Zhuge Ming, descendant of Zhuge Liang, emerged. Like his revered ancestor, Zhuge Ming had been an unparalleled strategist and had advised Liu Deng, the emperor of the land once again known as Shu Han. Under his guidance, Liu Deng had brought relative peace back to the land of Ba Guo. But now this.

      Zhang Da narrowed his eyes at the grisly scene. Never in our history has anything like this happened. What times come for us? “Send a messenger to Emperor Liu Xiang,” he ordered. “I would speak with him at his pleasure, but convey the urgency of the matter.”

      “Sir!” the soldier gave a precise bow and departed. Zhang Da inclined his head in return. Unlike his legendary—and often brutal—ancestor, Zhang Da treated his soldiers with kindness. He was firm. Some would even call him hard, but he was fair, and he was respectful of his soldiers.

      Zhang Da sighed. The Three Brothers and the legendary strategist. Zhang Da was versed in history, especially the history prior to the Age of Technology. Who would have thought that the hermit Zhuge Liang had actually fathered a child and secured a line that would extend centuries later? And here they all were: Zhang Da, descendant of Zhang Fei. Liu Xiang, descendant of Liu Bei. Guan Xi, descendant of Guan Gong, and Zhuge Xiaoyin, descendant of Zhuge Liang. The descendants of the Three Sworn Brothers and the Strategist, separated by fewer than a hundred miles in any direction. Surely the fates had foreseen troubles to come, for what other reason would the four of them have been born in the same time and proximity? The general thought it more than coincidence that all of them happened to be more versed and practiced in the combat and strategy than any previous generation, save their legendary ancestors.

      Zhang Da’s own father had been a calligraphy instructor. Not surprising, as his family line had all been possessed of some above average skill at the art. But Zhang Da had immediately taken to the spear. Liu Xiang had taken to the straight swords, Guan Xi was the fiercest warrior in her province, and Zhuge Xiaoyin was a master strategist coveted by all of the kingdoms of Ba Guo.

      Immersed in his thoughts, Zhang Da found himself standing before the steps of Shu Han palace. He didn’t have to wait long, for it was common knowledge that General Zhang Da and Emperor Liu Xiang were as close as brothers. They would follow the proper protocol, of course, but any word from Da would be met in a timely manner by Xiang. More fodder for whispers about the times to come.

      Zhang Da grunted under his breath. Not since the time of the Three Kingdoms, had the families of Zhang, Liu, and Guan, been so close, and superstitious though the general populace might be, most knew the history as well.

      A messenger came scurrying down to find the general waiting at the base of the steps. He offered a trembling low bow. “My apologies for your wait, General. I was just given the order to present you—”

      “Be at ease,” Zhang interrupted. He indicated for the man to escort him. Once inside, the messenger saw him to one of Emperor Xiang’s personal attendants, who led him to Xiang’s private patio. After his lavish introduction—much to Zhang’s exasperation—he stepped out onto the large patio to join his childhood friend. Liu Xiang stood on the patio with his hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the gardens beyond.

      “Xiao Fu,” the emperor said in his soft voice. “Please bring tea for myself and my honored guest.”

      “It will be brought directly, your majesty.” The attendant bowed low and departed.

      Zhang Da waited till the door was closed. “Do you ever tire of the grand titles and reverence?”

      “The man or woman who comes to enjoy power should immediately divorce themselves from it, lest their soul be consumed by it.” Liu Xiang turned to face the general. His features were somewhat delicate, but with a hint of a hard edge. His hands, as calloused as Zhang’s, were thick from a form of strike training known as Heavy Hands. Nearly as tall as Zhang Da himself, the emperor towered over most men, his solid yet slim frame contrasting with Da’s more heavily muscled body.

      “I doubt your urgency involves a philosophical discussion about the nature of power and the people who wield it,” Xiang continued.

      Zhang Da started to speak, then stopped at the sound of three gentle knocks on the patio door. A servant entered and arranged a tray of tea, serving two small cups and departing without a sound. The door closed once again, Zhang leveled his gaze on Xiang.

      Liu Xiang read the general’s face and sighed. “There has been another one.”

      “Worse than the last,” Zhang confirmed. “The attacks are growing more frequent, as you know from my reports. Something is brewing and we must extinguish the fire beneath it before the entire kingdom is engulfed.”

      “Of course, my friend. But how? I’ve increased the city guard three times. No matter how many patrols are posted, the attacks still happen. I’ve ordered all to remain in their homes after dark, and still someone ventures out. The once safe streets of my beloved city are now a fearsome place after sunset.”

      Zhang Da’s features darkened. “Perhaps the accident involving that farm was not so easily forgiven as we thought?”

      Liu Xiang frowned at the reminder. “I’d like to think that accidental fire wouldn’t have led to this.”

      “Emperor Qian is slow to forgive and even slower to forget,” Zhang replied.

      “That fire had been an accident and the drunken soldiers involved were punished accordingly,” Liu Xiang said.

      “They destroyed acres of land and burned down a farmer’s barn.” Zhang shrugged. “Qian was incensed.”

      Liu Xian’s brow creased into a deep frown. “If Qian still holds this against me, there is more to this situation. I had the farmer’s crops replanted, his home rebuilt, all of his losses replaced. What more could I have done?”

      “Nothing, in my mind,” Zhang answered. “But we both know the temperament of Qian.”

      Xian let out a heavy sigh. “Indeed. But I still struggle to believe even Qian would result to acts this extreme.”

      Zhang grunted. “Perhaps we will not openly suspect him, but we shouldn’t rule him out, either.”

      Xiang nodded. “I struggle to find logic in these attacks, my friend. Rash and temperamental though he may be, I do not believe Qian Hua would respond in such a cowardly way. This reeks of provocation.”

      “You sound like the lady Zhuge Xiaoyin,” Da replied, only half teasing.

      Liu Xiang grinned. “I would gladly accept that compliment, were there even a shred of truth to it. We must solve this gruesome riddle before it spreads to the lands of shorter tempers and swift actors. The world needs no more warlords, my friend.”

      Zhang crossed his arms and looked out beyond the balcony, wading back into the discomfort of his memory. “And bringing our discussion back to the current dilemma?”

      “Try to find some semblance of a pattern,” Xiang replied. “Anything.” He held up a hand, forestalling the coming argument. “I know you have done this already, but we must exhaust every avenue.”

      Zhang watched him turn away, then stop, as he seemed to come to a decision.

      “I’m of a mind that time is closing in on us, Da. You spoke of the Strategist, and indeed she has come to mind frequently since more of these murders have happened. I’ve a feeling more is at play here than we understand. It’s time to enlist her counsel. Send messengers to the lord of the land of Guan that I would speak with Guan Xi. And send messengers to seek out Xiaoyin in the mountains.”

      Zhang Da raised his eyebrows at that. “You would openly call us all together?” Zhang Da didn’t know whether to be excited or alarmed. “Should we not meet in secret, my lord? From all over the eight kingdoms people call us the Three Sworn and the Strategist. The whispers will only grow louder that a trying age is upon us.”

      “They will, yes. And perhaps the time has arrived that we can no longer deny what we are.” Xiang went back to the balcony rail and rested his hands on the smooth worked stone.

      “Whether the people know of our meeting or not, they will suspect, and they will wait. It may well be true that the renewed relations between our families are a sign. What that sign is, we don’t yet know, but I would not sit and wait, speculating alone while some enemy sews chaos. Call to Guan Xi and Zhuge Xiaoyin, and let the people take comfort, not fear, that there will indeed be a council of The Three Sworn and The Strategist.”
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      Although he’d long mastered the art of ignoring the sound of Milpheus’s scuttling steps beside him, Elizander Dain found that the sliding and scraping penetrated his troubled thoughts. He glanced sidelong at his attendant, who shuffled his burden of rolled up parchments just enough to adjust the spectacles at the tip of his nose.

      Dain glanced at the scrolls and was reminded of his education about the Age of Technology when people used flat materials called paper, created from trees. They were apparently more easily stacked and much lighter, but also more fragile. How he wished they had the use of such materials now. How much easier would it have been to manage?

      He turned his attention back to the impending meeting with the minister of the Church of Jemanah, and he repressed a snarl. Just the thought of meeting with the opportunistic Brother Dinman dampened Elizander’s day. Where something monumental occurred, good or ill, Brother Dinman would be there to proclaim that it was the will of the Jemanahian Gods. The True Gods. Elizander had to step carefully with that one, for he carried in his sleeves the peoples’ fears of angering the Gods. No king could stand beside the anger of a God.

      Dain was not a man of the cloth, and he didn’t pretend to know the will of the Gods, but he did know manipulation when he saw it. The church held power to rival the state, and if it came to blows, the people, his blessed, beloved people would suffer for it. Sure, some would see things for what they were, but homes and families would be divided, and beliefs held against one another. It had happened throughout human history, and Elizander Dain would not see it happen again in his lands.

      “My lord? Do you not agree?”

      Elizander blinked at the sound of Milpheus’s nasal voice. “Hm?”

      “The courier, my lord,” the attendant said, glancing at him. “Should she be given leave to depart for Mairland?”

      “Mmph. If we must,” Elizander agreed.

      “You’ve detained the courier as your personal guest for as long as possible before arousing suspicion, my lord,” Milpheus said. “I understand your reluctance to let her leave before you understand everything, but if too much time elapses, the situation could become … strained.”

      “I know, Milpheus. I …” he snapped his fingers. “You are indeed right, of course.”

      Milpheus eyed him. “Of course.”

      “How terrible my manners have been,” Elizander declared. “I will meet with her at once. Send word to Brother Dinman that, to my regret, I will be late in meeting with him. Some urgent matters have arisen that I must attend to directly.”

      Milpheus’s conspiratorial smirk flashed so quickly it might have never been. “Of course, my lord. You are only one man, and matters of state must be attended to. I’m sure our good Brother Dinman would understand. After all, his very church sits on the land of New Dainland, does it not?”

      Elizander spared the man a brief smirk of his own. That nasal voice might be a bit annoying, but Milpheus was a capable and loyal attendant who handled matters with efficiency and effectiveness. “I’m sure if our good monk does not understand, you will find a creative way to remind him.”

      “Of course, my lord.” The attendant hurried down a side corridor to a—no doubt—impatiently waiting Brother Dinman. Now accompanied only by his personal guard, Elizander Dain swept through the corridors to the upper levels of the guest quarters. Along the way, he stopped to address a boy trying to look as though he was not loitering near the maid quarters. “You, young man,” he called to the boy. “The boy snapped to attention so rigidly Elizander thought his spine might crack. “Easy, son. Don’t go so hard on your back or you will end learning the way of a walking cane instead of a sword.” The boy relaxed, but only a bit, fear dancing in his eyes. Elizander could practically see his guards’ amusement behind him.

      “How may I be of service, my lord?” the boy said, dropping to one knee.

      “I’m afraid I must interrupt your wait for whatever love interest lurks behind that door,” he said, ignoring the boy’s flushing cheeks, “and send you to Captain Davros. Have him meet me in the guest quarters, he will know which one.”

      “It is my honor, my lord!” The boy stood at attention, right fist over his heart, then hurried away.

      Dain continued on, taking the steps two at a time until he found the quarters of the Mairland courier. He gave a polite knock and waited.

      “Yes?” came the hesitant response. “Come in.”

      With a boyish smile, Elizander instructed his personal guard to remain outside the door, and entered. Upon seeing the King of Winsor in her room, the courier immediately dropped to one knee, staring at the floor in front of her foot. “My most humble apologies, my lord!” she said. “I’d thought it was a servant, or messenger. Surely the King need not knock in his own kingdom!”

      Elizander closed the door behind him. “I find every man and woman, whether farmer, courier, or king, to be deserving of their own privacy. You’ve traveled quite a distance to my home and are my guest. I fear I have held you here far too long and thought to personally come and see you on your way with well wishes.”

      “My lord! You do me a great honor! Far more than I deserve, as a simple courier.”

      “And without a simple courier, how would good Lord Mairson’s message have reached me? And how would my message reach him? May I?” Dain indicated a chair, and the courier, nearly horrified at the king having to ask to sit, hurriedly agreed. “And please, rise. Surely that right knee of yours must be getting stiff.” Elizander indicated the chair across from him. “Sit with me a moment.”

      “If it pleases my lord.”

      “It does,” Dain replied. Even standing, she barely stood eye level with Elizander. Short and slight of build; the perfect size for a courier. Her young round face looked to have passed no more than fifteen to seventeen summers. He sat for a time, studying the bright blue eyes that would not meet his. A knock came at the door, and shortly after, Davros entered.

      “I don’t believe you have had the pleasure of meeting my good Captain Davros Naishere,” Elizander said.

      She stood and bowed to Davros. “It is an honor, Captain.”

      Davros responded with a polite nod, then arched an eyebrow at Elizander.

      “Please, take your seat,” Elizander said to the young lady.

      She sat stiffly in her chair, hands gripping either side.

      “You’re going to break your fingers if you grip that chair any tighter, girl,” Davros said.

      The courier made a great effort to appear more relaxed. “Have I made some transgression, my lord?”

      Elizander figured he’d better get to this quickly before the girl’s nerves got the better of her. “Not at all Miss … I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of your name?”

      “Deana, my lord. Deana Willes, daughter to Morland and Milly Willes.”

      “And a fine daughter Morland and Milly Willes have raised,” Elizander replied. “Send them my regards.” The girl beamed, and Davros arched his eyebrow even higher. “I wanted to speak with you personally about the events in Mairland. I understand your home has been suffering grisly attacks that have gone unsolved. The murderer or murderers have not been captured.”

      “Yes, my lord,” the girl replied. “Many are afraid to leave their homes at night, and some even fear that their homes are not even safe. Some say that people are being lured out and then killed. No one has seen a thing, and people are afraid.” Elizander nodded through the familiar story. “Murders are not uncommon in any city, my lord, but the nature of these killings suggest something very disturbing, and my Lord Mairson thought to send word and warning.”

      And a set of eyes and ears, no doubt, Elizander thought. “I see. And Lord Mairson sent you with news of these happenings and to inquire about the welfare of Winsor?”

      “It is not my place to know my Lord Mairson’s reasons for dispatching me here, but that would be my guess, my lord.”

      Davros looked pointedly at Elizander, who nodded.

      “Tell me, young lady,” the big man said. Elizander repressed a grin at hearing his friend’s baritone voice attempt to soothe. “Have there been many attacks? The report you delivered lacked some detail, and we would share information that can benefit us all. If the city guard is activated, that may drive the murderer from one place to another.”

      “From Mairland to New Dainland,” Deana said, catching on. “No, my lord. The city guard has been increased, but not fully activated. My Lord Mairson wishes to make the murderer wary, but not chase him away. He believes that a more present guard may force the killer or killers to hesitate and eventually make a mistake.”

      Elizander didn’t know if this girl was relaying information Mairson himself had planted, or if she was willingly speaking of the happenings in her homeland. Either way, Mairson thought Dain a fool, or the man himself had lost his senses.

      He reached into a pocket and produced a letter bearing the seal of House Dain. “This is my reply, Deana Willes. If Mairland comes to need our aid, Winsor will stand with him.”

      “My lord is most generous.”

      Dain stood, the girl rising with him. “We must all be united in this most serious situation. These kinds of attacks have no precedence. Entire civilizations have crumbled under the weight of a fire that grew from just a kindling.

      “Take care on your travels, Deana, daughter of Morland and Milly Willes. I’ll not have you meeting some ill fate traveling from my kingdom to your home.” He made for the door. “I will see that you are well provisioned. Your horse has been well cared for and awaits your return.”

      That brought a smile to the girl’s face. Couriers seemed to love their horses more than people. He supposed it was understandable, given the job both human and animal shared.

      “My lord is kind.” Deana hesitated. “My … my lord…” she stammered, just as Davros was reaching for the door.

      With his back to her, Elizander stopped and smiled. He turned, planting a polite but curious look on his face. “Yes?”

      “Please, my lord,” she glanced from one man to the other. “I would speak more, but I fear I shouldn’t.”

      “I assure you, Deana Willes, what you speak here will only be between you, myself, and my most trusted captain, here. What have you?”

      “Thank you, my lord.” She sat down heavily in her chair, Elizander and Davros reclaiming their own. “There have been many attacks. The city guard has not been fully mobilized, but they are near enough to it. The attacks on the citizens have been vicious but senseless. My Lord Mairson becomes anxious, and looks to the neighboring lands with a suspicious eye.” Elizander raised his eyebrows in feigned surprise.

      “Has there been any evidence that would suggest any of these neighboring lands to have orchestrated such strange and random killings?”

      “None that any of the common people know of, my lord.” The girl responded. She wrung her hands and looked at her feet. “Many people do not know what our lord does, or what he suspects. Mostly, they wait and hope he will find the killers, or find a way to stop them.”

      “But since you, being a courier, are closer to the information in House Mairson, you fear his actions are rash?”

      “I’m a simple courier, my lord,” Deana replied nervously.

      Elizander reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. “You needn’t worry about speaking in confidence with us,” Deana. “You have acted wisely.”

      “Thank you, my lord. I would never, ever question my lord Mairson’s judgement or his wisdom. It’s just that I have family in Windsor, and sometimes my lord Mairson can act … quickly, about things. I fear there is something more going on. The murders are all happening to common folk. I, I think …” She hesitated, still looking at her feet.

      “What is it, Deana,” Davros said. “You may speak candidly.”

      “You would think me a foolish common girl for what I will say, but I must.” She clasped her hands in her lap. “I … saw something.”

      Elizander sat a little straighter in his chair. “You saw, something? What something did you see, Deana. This is very important, and why did you not tell Lord Mairson?”

      “He would have surely been angered by my wasting his time with this, but my Lord Dain seems so willing to listen and help. No offense to my Lord Mairson.”

      “Of course,” Dain replied, nodding politely. “What did you see?” Next to him, Davros had leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, staring intently at the girl. She shrank a bit from that gaze, but continued.

      “I … I saw something squatting over a dead person. It was…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “It was the worst kind of horror I’ve ever seen. It was eating someone! And it was big, at least eight feet tall. It had spikes on its back and arms as long as a man’s body.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t see a large animal after it had attacked a person, girl?” Davros asked.

      The girl shook her head emphatically. “I cannot say I have seen every animal in the world, my lord Captain, but whatever that thing was, it stood on two legs and ate with clawed hands. The sounds …” she gulped, the blood draining from her face. “The tearing and chewing sounds! I couldn’t sleep for days, and when I did, the nightmares!” She hugged her knees up to her chest, tears streaming down her cheeks. “My mother and father always taught me to be levelheaded, to see things for what they are and not give in to superstitions and gossip.”

      She looked up into Elizander’s eyes, and her gaze was steady and focused. “My lord, what I saw looked like it came from hell itself. I swear to you now, with Holy Jemanah and all of the Gods as my witnesses, that what I saw was no beast, no monster that roams the wild lands. This thing did not belong here. It smelled wrong. It felt wrong, like the air, the space around it was perverted by its presence.” Her gaze dropped to the floor in embarrassment. “My lord must think I’m a foolish, superstitious farm girl.”

      Elizander didn’t realize he’d been staring. He glanced at Davros. The captain was composed, but he had known the man long enough to see that he, too, had been caught off guard by the strange account. “I must admit, Deana, that this tale of yours is difficult to accept. But I also will not discredit it out of hand. The murders have been disturbingly gruesome. Perhaps it is some species of monster that we have not previously encountered.” He stood, the others rising with him once again.

      “As I have said,” he told the nervous courier, “this conversation stays within these walls, you have my word. “Rest as long as you need, Deana. Your needs will be met, and when you are ready to return home, your horse will be saddled and ready.”

      “My lord is most kind. Thank you.”

      Elizander smiled, Davros nodded, and they left.

      “What in the name of the Gods do you make of that?” Davros whispered as they descended the spiraling steps.

      “I wish I knew, old friend,” Elizander replied.

      “Surely you don’t believe such a wild tale of a hell beast silently terrorizing the streets?”

      “It sounds absurd,” Elizander replied. They walked in silence for a time, the personal guard following at a discrete distance. “Tell me this, Davros. Did you see any lie in her eyes? Any hint that she may have been speaking anything but the truth?”

      “In her eyes I saw the truth as she knew it,” Davros replied. “That, and the terror the memory produced. Whatever she saw, she truly thought it was some sort of spawn of the hells.”

      Elizander nodded.

      Davos shrugged. “Sometimes, when a person sees something frightening, their mind embellishes the event and contaminates the memory. “Could be that she saw a large and unfamiliar animal of some kind, and later her mind conjured images of some demonic creature.”

      “Yes, but there is one thing that I do find interesting.”

      “Which is?”

      Elizander frowned. “She said that the thing felt wrong. Like the space around it was tainted. What do you make of that?”

      The captain shrugged again. “To that, I am at a loss.”

      “A series of savage, gruesome murders happen here and in Mairland. No killer has been found despite the best efforts of you and your command, and that of Mairland. No witnesses to any of the murders until finally, a courier confesses to seeing what she thinks was a demon, devouring its latest kill. We have no leads, no evidence at all but the extraordinary account from this girl, who is smart enough not to have gone to Lord Mairson with such a tale.”

      Davros snorted. “That fact alone gives her at least a shred of credibility with me. She would have been lucky not to have been publicly disciplined for wasting his time.”

      Elizander nodded. “There is an explanation for this, old friend. We simply must find it.”

      “And unfortunately,” Davros replied, “what is simple is rarely easy.”

      Again, Elizander Dain nodded.
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      “There is nowhere you can hide from me, Iel.” Brit smirked at the scrying mirror, though his thoughts lay much farther away. The Ilanyan had moved Takashaniel to another remote location, in the lands of Nomar this time.

      He smirked. Time fast approached when he would loose the demonic horde he had gathered and tear down Takashaniel. Once that was done, he would be free to draw upon the endless well of creatures of the abyss to bring under his command.

      For now, he was forced to summon the vile things piecemeal, a few at a time and with great effort. And he could only send them so far. Since he was the anchor to which they were tethered to this world, if a fiend ventured too far away they would be forced to return to him, or the connection would fail and the demon would be sent back to the abyss.

      He wondered where Zreal had gone. Four years ago he had sent Zreal along with the zitarian, Zshegaza, to battle those five humans fighting for the Tower of Balance. Zshegaza was a cunning one, and Brit suspected she had somehow manipulated Zreal into one of her schemes. It hardly mattered. He would deal with them eventually.

      For now, though, Takashaniel.

      And Kabriza. That thing had been a pain in Brit’s side since first he had summoned it. Unfortunately, it was part of the deal. Grala, lord of the quentranzi, agreed to provide an unending supply of fiends to Brit on the condition that his general, Kabriza, oversee things. It was nonsense, of course. Demons didn’t oversee anything. The existed to wreak havoc and devastation. Brit knew it, Kabriza knew it, and Grala certainly knew it. And they knew he was aware of their intentions. Only a fool would assume loyalty from a demon.

      A sense of wrongness slowly permeated the area, like a wave of perversion floating through the air and darkening the space where he stood. “What is it, Kabriza?” Brit said, not bothering to turn and face the newly arrived demon general.

      “My lord has a sizable force of quentranzi to command. My lord is the axis upon which we unholy ones exist in this realm. My lord surely must be ready for the attack upon the hated Takashaniel. My lord surely grows impatient to strike a mighty blow and extinguish the beacon of light that the weaklings of this world look to for hope. My lord—”

      “Enough, Kabriza,” Brit drawled. He could practically see the demon’s disgusting grin. If Brit let the baiting and mocking get to him and he lost his hold for even a moment, Kabriza would rend him into an indistinguishable bloody mess. Not that it would be so easy, but still, Brit had no desire to test himself against this fiend, second only to Grala himself. “Have you come here only to tell me of that which I am already aware?”

      The quentranzi general moved beside him, a bold act. It was nearly four feet taller than Brit’s eight. “What is this day’s entertainment, my lord?” the demon rumbled.

      Brit didn’t bother to acknowledge its proximity. “Not your concern. Have you succeeded in bringing your forces into some semblance of organization?”

      “Surely there is no need for such verbal abuse, my great lord,” the demon replied. “I seek only to provide companionship and witty conversation in addition to my services as—” the demon gasped and dropped to its knees. After a few heartbeats, it looked up into Brit’s eyes and let out a low growl.

      “You’re pushing your luck, demon,” Brit said, still staring at the scrying mirror. “I did not summon you here to offer taunts and disrespect. You will obey me or I will send you back to your master in the most painful manner my imagination can conjure. Is there any part of your filthy twisted mind that is unclear about this?”

      “Quite clear,” Kabriza hissed.

      Brit held the demon bent to his will a bit longer, then released it.

      Kabriza rose and for a time, both stood silently staring at the scrying mirror and the image of the collecting abysmal hoards. Finally, the demon general turned and stalked from the room. “Your horde of quentranzi await your command,” Kabriza said before exiting. “You’ll find them more capable than the last. This time, Takashaniel will fall and you may summon a force the size of your choosing. Grala is pleased.”

      “I’m sure he is,” Brit replied. When he said no more, Kabriza growled again and departed. Brit stood watching the mirror. Kabriza would comply for a time, the pain of Brit’s will twisting its insides would keep it in line for a while. He needed only keep the powerful fiend in check long enough to destroy Takashaniel, that he may feed on enough of the earth’s resources to exert his will over every demon in his service without effort.

      Brit’s features tightened at that last thought. He didn’t have perfect control of the demon general, hence Kabriza’s secret summoning of those twin demons to this world without his aid. That was troubling, but not much of a concern. He also knew that Kabriza sought to bring Grala to this world, and Brit could not let that happen. If there was one beast, one fiend in all the abyss Brit did not want to deal with, it was that one. He knew not how powerful Grala was, but he had an idea. He didn’t like the prospects of such an encounter.

      Brit continued to look into the mirror. Two figures stood at the base of an impressively tall tower that shimmered in the sunlight. A smile crept across his dark face. It was all so futile. They were all dead. They just didn’t know it yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I should not have brought the tower here,” Iel said, and not for the first time. He clasped his hands together as he gazed out at the rolling green tree-dotted grasslands without seeing any of it.

      “What other place would you have gone?” Mira asked. “No matter your choice, the drek will find us, and the demons will come.”

      Iel responded with barely audible sigh. She was right, of course. Whether desert or forest or open planes, the drek would have found them, and the land would be sickened once the whole of Brit’s demonic force descended. It was just a matter of time.

      “Try not to worry yourself too much,” Mira said. “The outcome will be as it was four years ago, but this time we will find him.”

      Iel looked at the young woman; a child, to his eyes, yet she had grown so much since the defense of Takashaniel, those years ago.

      “I have connected with the earth again. The wild earth magic will come to our aid once more. When the time comes, the Rizanti will appear. I’m unsure where the centaurs stand, as I have not been able to reach them, and the brunts have also been impossible to contact. My hope is that they are all still alive.”

      “They are alive, Master Guardian,” Mira answered with confidence. “Grimhammer is a strong and capable leader, and Grit and the brunts would not easily fall. I believe we are all separated, but they, as we, endure.”

      Iel smiled at her. “And so the student becomes the teacher.”

      Mira’s cheeks colored and she looked away. I’ve learned what you’ve taught me.”

      “You make me proud. And the Daunyans have blessed you with incredible abilities. When the time comes, you will be a very capable guardian.”

      “I still have much to learn,” Mira said.

      “Not as much as you believe, Mira. You will be ready.” Iel closed his eyes for a moment. “Our friend Siti approaches.”

      As if his words were her introduction, the air in front of them started to shimmer and swirl as individual sparks of energy appeared and coalesced into a female humanoid form.

      The transparent blue female stood before them, long hair-like tendrils waving from her delicate head. Her white pupils looked from Iel to Mira and back. The Ilanyan smiled at the palpable kindness radiating from her.

      “Guardian Iel, Apprentice Mira, my friends.” The magical being’s voice radiated a gentle echo like that of a sighing breeze traveling from the depths of glacier. “It has been long since we’ve spoken.”

      Iel bowed. “Indeed, Siti, my friend. I only wish we could be here under more desirable circumstances.”

      “It shall be as it is,” Siti replied. “The Rizanti wait, as do I. You know that our time will be limited?”

      “Of course, my dear friend,” Iel said. “The taint must be held back, and you will meet that challenge even after you have so graciously aided us here.”

      “It is the will of the Daunyans,” Siti replied as she faded from sight.

      “A horde of the most powerful demons of the abyss, led by the second most powerful of their kind, summoned by a life sapping drek.” Mira shook her head. “Daunyans help us.”

      Iel once again gazed out into the fields, his thought speeding far beyond them. “They will.”
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      Kenyatta didn’t know what to make of Seung’s uncharacteristically conservative body language. It seemed like a year since they’d last seen each other. He’d wanted to wrap her in a crushing hug the moment she’d come out of the woods. But she’d held out a hand to stop him. It felt like he’d run into a wall of ice.

      “How have you come to be here?” Seung asked, and Kenyatta thought he heard a flicker of desperation in her harsh tone. “This place is not for humans.”

      Since he knew little about why they were here, Kenyatta looked to his sister for help.

      “We don’t have time to explain,” the woman said. “We must speak with the leader of your people. I assure you neither I nor my brother would have sought out your home if it weren’t a grave situation.”

      Seung’s look of alarm sent a fresh wave of guilt washing over Kenyatta. “They will not trust me.” She looked into Kenyatta’s eyes, and he could almost feel her willing him to understand the delicate situation she was in. Her beautiful light brown eyes melted his heart, but the turmoil they now reflected broke it.

      “Can you send word?” Taliah asked. “What we have to say affects you all as much as it affects us.”

      A woman’s voice shot from the trees like bolt of lightning and silenced everyone. The elf spoke too quickly for Kenyatta to understand it all, but the intent rang clear enough.

      Seung closed her eyes in resignation, as another elven woman emerged from the brush. After a stream of rather harsh—yet still beautifully musical—words, Seung finally translated. “It is because you are important to me that you have not been sent back down the road, befuddled and babbling like infants. You are to leave now.”

      “I understand your mistrust of us, but I ask anyway that you trust me, elfinestraya,” Taliah said. “There are a small number of humans that have held your secret despite the majority of our species’ obliviousness. We have kept the promise from ages come and gone. We have remained at the front of the conflict, and we have remained true to the others of The Four.” Taliah indicated for Seung to translate.

      Kenyatta had never seen Seung this anxious, and that alone drove home for him just how important to her it was that the elves accept her among them. He tried to imagine what that must be like; to find out most of his heritage was something he’d never thought existed, yet was this far older and more powerful species.

      Watching her now, he couldn’t help wondering that if she was forced to choose human life over elven, where would that leave the two of them? He’d never ask such a thing from her, but the thought of losing Seung after finding her again after two years was a painful thought. She must have seen it in his face, for she leaned ever so subtly toward him. She was restraining herself, he could tell. The elf next to Seung cast her an exasperated look and said something in response. Before she’d finished talking, Seung sprang into his arms, crushing him in a hug. Her body trembled against him, and he could have held her like that forever. The sight of his sister and the elf rolling their eyes shortened the moment.

      “What did she say to you?” Kenyatta asked once they’d separated.

      “To stop trying to act like an adult and just get it over with.”

      Kenyatta looked confused. “Adult?”

      “I’ve told you, my love. By their years I am little more than a juvenile.”

      “You talk less about your people than you believe,” Kenyatta replied.

      Taliah’s dry tone slipped between them like a dusty blanket. “If I may interrupt? We need to move this along.”

      Seung let go of Kenyatta’s hands and faced the woman. “I will speak with Immendiel. No human has ever stepped inside The Wood. I’m not even accepted by everyone.”

      “I understand,” Taliah said, “but please assure your companion that the Lady of The Wood will be very interested in what I have to say.” Seung relayed the message to the elf named Immendiel, who shook her head through every word. After a few moments of debate, Seung turned back to them. She says we can relay whatever message you have brought, but you cannot enter. We’re taking a risk just by meeting with you here.”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Taliah sighed. “Very well. Tell her that a Chosen of the Daunyans and one of the Children of the Gene seeks an audience.”

      Seung translated and that got a reaction from the steadfast elf. She looked from one to the other, as though having an inner argument with herself. After a moment, she said something hurriedly to Seung and disappeared into the trees. Moments later, the elf returned, signaling for them to follow. Seung and the elf passed through the brush silently, as Kenyatta and Taliah loudly crunched and swished through the infinite branches and bushes. A few yards ahead, Immendiel spoke and Seung chuckled.

      “What did she say?” Kenyatta asked.

      “She says the two of you are like an avalanche crashing down a mountain. Every living thing for miles can hear you.”

      “Really funny, man,” Kenyatta replied.

      Taliah raised an eyebrow. “Can you tell your friend that the four who are shadowing us need not bother? We are no threat.” Seung’s mouth fell open, then she recovered and translated. Immendiel turned an equally astonished look on Taliah, followed by a nod of respect.

      Kenyatta kept his head straight as he glanced about. “How did you know they were there? I haven’t heard or seen a thing.”

      “I can sense them, Ken,” Taliah said. “The Gene of the Daunyans lives within you, but it is a different matter to be a Chosen of the Daunyans. The time is fast coming for you to learn everything, but not yet. Let’s first handle this business with Seiyun, then be on our way to Takashaniel.”

      Kenyatta wasn’t sure if he liked the sound of that. For a time, he walked beside his sister, admiring Seung’s beautiful elven trousers. Yes, they were nicely made. Surely it was a compliment to recognize and admire good craftsmanship—”

      “Wipe your chin, Brother,” Taliah said in a disgusted tone. “Or you’ll wet your shirt.”

      Kenyatta pointed innocently. “Have you ever seen clothes made with materials like that? What do they make them with, I wonder?”

      Taliah rolled her eyes. “I’m sure your girliefriend’s voice could better enlighten you than her backside.”

      “No, no, I wasn’t—”

      “Quit diggin’ yer hole deeper, man,” Taliah interrupted.

      Kenyatta threw up his hands. “Fine, forget it,” he whispered. Seung glanced over her shoulder and smiled at him. She couldn’t have heard them, they’d been whispering, and she was too far ahead. As if in answer, a few strands of her raven hair fell away from a pointed ear as she looked down to hop over a fallen tree. Guess those ears aren’t just for show, then, he thought, glancing at the tree just behind her after she’d stepped over it. He had not looked at her backside again.

      An exasperated ‘men’ from beside him suggested his sister saw otherwise. Didn’t she have anything better to do than watch what he was doing? “Looks like I’ll be an aunt sooner than I thought,” Taliah muttered.

      Kenyatta responded with a nervous chuckle. “She can hear you, you know.”

      “Yes? What about it?” Taliah stared at him. Kenyatta looked at her, then just shook his head and continued on.

      After a moment, he muttered just loud enough for her to hear, “I bet I’ll be an uncle before you’re an aunt.” He smiled in satisfaction when Taliah’s lips pressed into a line and she looked away. “Mind your own business, Ken.”

      “You two finished sparring?” Seung called from ahead. She and Immendiel had stopped.

      “We are at the edge of The Wood, Yathienel,” the elven tracker announced, which Seung translated. “You must be blindfolded, now.”

      “Oh,” Kenyatta said.

      “I trust you, love,” Seung said, “but we cannot expect the people of The Wood to share that trust.”

      “I agree,” Taliah said, to all of their surprise. “You cannot shroud your home from the eyes of the Daunyans, but if this would appease your people, let us continue on.”

      Immendiel said something to Seung who translated, “Do not expect to ever be trusted. The depth of the scars run many centuries deep, and the elves have long memories.” Seung looked sad at the admission. “Your reception may be hostile.”

      “We understand,” Taliah said, as Immendiel blindfolded her. Seung gently draped a cloth over Kenyatta’s eyes and began to tie it. Several times her delicate fingers brushed his neck. He wanted to kiss those fingers.

      “Uksh!” the elven tracker said, then spoke to Seung in tones that suggested disgust. Seung just giggled and whispered in his ear, “Immendiel says we are like children.”

      “Maybe she needs you to find her a man to boss,” Kenyatta whispered over his shoulder. Her hands went rigid for an instant, then she continued, finishing the knot.

      “Be careful with your words, love. To say that the Yathieneli are mistrustful of humans is a drastic understatement. Do not to provoke them.”

      “Understood,” Kenyatta said. Seung stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. Kenyatta heard another disgusted sound from Immendiel and they started off again.

      “Our hidden escorts have decided to close ranks?” Taliah said, after a few moments.

      “Yes,” Seung replied, again surprised. “They don’t know what to expect when we arrive in The Wood.”

      “All will be fine, Seung,” Taliah said. “The news we bring will overshadow any perceived offense. Besides, I would not harm the reputation of my brother’s cute little girliefriend.”

      Kenyatta could hear the smirk in Taliah’s voice.

      “We’re almost there,” Seung said. She sounded composed to the point of being stiff. Soon they heard the sounds of many melodious voices whispering nervously around them. Some sounded confused, but more than a few were hostile. After they had walked for some time, Kenyatta and Taliah’s blindfolds were finally removed.

      When his eyes finally refocused, Kenyatta’s lips parted as he took in the splendor of his surroundings. They stood in a great open space, surrounded by unfamiliar trees larger than any he had ever set his eyes upon. Bright blue and green moss coated many, while some had smooth bark and some with a furry look. The smaller plants and shrubs, as well as the moss, glowed an inner light.

      Homes were built from shed bark, the wood of fallen trees, or inside the trees themselves. Forest animals milled about the city with the rest of the residents. Seung had described the majesty of Yathienel a few times, but Kenyatta’s imagination hadn’t done the place justice. These people, these elves, didn’t live in the forest, they were part of it.

      Beside him, Taliah looked unsurprised. When he thought about it, not much ever seemed to surprise her, but he did see a clear look of appreciation.

      “Your home is beautiful,” Taliah said, and Kenyatta could only nod in agreement.

      Around them, several people muttered in the elven tongue, and he made out Seung’s elven name, Kiluriel, along with the often repeated n’thresha. He noticed Seung’s wounded expression and asked what the word meant. She didn’t respond, but Immendiel spoke in a harsh tone to the speakers, who looked embarrassed, and withdrew.

      They continued on their way, ignoring the gasps, stares, and glares that lingered on them. A melodic, booming masculine voice halted them. They turned to see a stern-looking male stalking toward them. He stopped before Seung and Immendiel, and Kenyatta noticed just how much bigger he was than any other elf he’d seen so far.

      The male spoke quickly in their native tongue, and the two women responded respectfully and calmly, no doubt explaining the situation. After a few moments, he turned to Kenyatta and Taliah. Kenyatta’s heart skipped a beat when he realized that he recognized the elf. It was the one Seung said was a Daunya Warrior.

      Tinnoviel Nai SaunyaLi stared at them each in turn, his piercing brown eyes taking their measure. “What is meaning of this?” he asked in his broken command of the common western tongue. “You should not come. Humans cannot come to Yathienel.”

      “It was unavoidable—” Kenyatta tried to explain, but the elf talked over him.

      “No excuse good enough! You bring danger to yourselves and all of us.” He waved a hand to encompass their surroundings. “To some of our forest friends, the smell of human frightens them away. You bring unrest—”

      “Daunya Warrior,” Taliah’s voice encompassed their immediate space, and the air around them crackled with energy. “It is by the will of the Daunyans that we have found your magnificent home. It was not we who found Yathienel, but the Daunyans who led us to it. Darkness stirs and even the peaceful Elfinestraya will be affected. We must speak with The Lady of Yathienel. Time is not on our side.”

      Tinnoviel seemed to comprehend most of what she said, but he looked to Seung anyway, who hurried to translate. A worried look flickered across his features but he signaled for them to follow. The Daunya Warrior gave a sharp whistle, and one of the elves that had been shadowing them—a young-looking male—trotted up beside him. Tinnoviel rattled off instructions, and the elf trotted away.

      “The Lady Seiyun would already know you are here,” Seung said, dropping back to walk with the two siblings, “but a message must still be sent. She would probably prefer to meet with you in private, but given the situation, and that no human feet have touched Yathieneli soil in thousands of years, she will likely see you in the grand hall with all who wish to bear witness.”

      “Do you think she’ll hear reason?” Kenyatta asked.

      “She is levelheaded and kind, but I cannot know for sure how she will receive you.”

      “She will listen,” Taliah said. “Too much is at stake for her to do otherwise.”

      “You seem so sure,” Seung said.

      “Because it is by the will of the Daunyans that we are here,” Taliah replied.

      They reached the largest tree either of them had ever seen. From the base of the tree, Kenyatta leaned back to look up, but the top of the tree stood far above the forest canopy. “This is So’orya,” Seung explained. “She is the oldest and largest tree in the world.”

      “Wow!” Kenyatta said.

      “Indeed,” Taliah breathed, and she looked just as amazed as Kenyatta. Just then, he wished Kita had been with them to see this. He almost laughed at the thought. Two humans seemed bad enough. Three would have caused an uproar.

      “You must first ask permission before proceeding,” Seung said, gazing up at the magnificent tree. It easily stood taller than any of the remaining sky-reaching buildings that remained from the Age of Technology.

      “How do we ask?” Kenyatta said.

      “You need only touch her,” Seung answered. “Place your palm flat against her trunk.”

      Kenyatta moved closer to the tree and placed his hand upon it. As soon as he made contact, he was drawn into an awareness that felt as encompassing as the world itself. The presence of the tree dwarfed him so many times over, it felt as if he was in the presence of a God.

      The tree entered his mind, searching him, reading him. It was almost more than he could bear, but when he thought he could withstand it no longer, a wash of purifying love cradled him. The warmth and kindness was so pure and potent that he could have lain wrapped in it for the rest of his days. Tears trickled down his cheeks and though he felt the presence releasing him, he wanted to keep the connection for just a little longer. The So’orya left him, and Kenyatta had to lean on the tree for a little longer to refill the emptiness he felt at her departure. Finally, and with great hesitance, he removed his hand and staggered away. He almost fell backwards, but Tinnoviel caught and steadied him.

      “So’orya welcomes you to Yathienel, warrior Keyatta,” He said, still struggling with Kenyatta’s name. She will bear you upon her limbs with love and acceptance.”

      “You seemed surprised,” Kenyatta said.

      The elf smirked, apparently the closest he would come to a laugh. “In all my years of life, I never expect to see human touch So’orya. The world changes.”

      “Does that mean humans can come in here and build a city?” Kenyatta asked. At the look of horror on Tinnoviel’s face, he held his hands up. “Whoa, whoa, just joking, man.” Kenyatta waved his hands before him in a placating gesture. “Just a joke.” After a moment, the elven warrior relaxed, turning back to the tree. Kenyatta squirmed when the elf cast him a sidelong glance.

      “Always gotcha mouth moving before ya mind stoppin’ ya,” Taliah muttered, stepping up to the tree. Beside her, Seung giggled.

      “Hey!” Kenyatta threw her a mock wounded look

      Instead of just one, Taliah placed both hands on the tree, her eyes closed and her head lowered as if in concentration. Kenyatta frowned, then looked to the others to see that he wasn’t the only one surprised. Seung and the others looked equally caught off guard. He heard gasps from behind and realized they had not eluded their unwelcoming entourage.

      Taliah’s body started to glow from the inside, and a silvery light settled over her. Some of the thinner vines that grew on the tree reached out and gently wrapped about her arms and shoulders in a loving embrace.

      Kenyatta, Seung, and all in attendance stood in captivated silence. The vines on the tree extended past her shoulder to drape across her back, and Taliah leaned toward the tree and keeping her hands flat to the trunk, and pressing her body against it.

      “What’s happening?” Kenyatta whispered. “Why are the vines wrapping around her like that?”

      “I … don’t know,” Seung whispered back. “I don’t think anyone does.”

      Finally, many moments later, the vines retracted and Taliah stepped away from the tree. She smiled up at it and turned to her brother. “Hers is as close to the love of the Daunyans as you can experience without being in Their presence. We are lucky to have met her, Ken.”

      Her voice a bit shaky, Immendiel declared it time to move on. Kenyatta tore his gaze from his still glowing sister and the now inanimate vines to stare in disbelief at the many white steps that spiraled around the trunk of the great tree. “Are they expecting us to get there tomorrow?” Kenyatta asked.

      “Normally we enjoy ascending the steps of So’orya,” Seung replied. “Today, we must take a quicker route.”

      They ascended the steps until they came to a patio several hundred feet above the ground overlooking the clearing below. Four elves approached and gently grabbed each of their arms. They wore loose fitting white and green robes that hung to their ankles. Looking neither upset, nor unhappy at having to touch the human guests, they each took hold of an object that hung from their necks, and without warning, the group rose into the air.

      Kenyatta gritted his teeth, trying not to acknowledge the feeling that his stomach was still on that patio many feet below. The forest foliage passed in a blur as they made their speedy ascent.

      When they finally cleared the tree line Kenyatta looked in awe at a landscape carpeted with giant green trees and rolling evergreen hills stretching into the distance. The sun cast a golden light upon the sprawling landscape as it made its western decent, and Kenyatta closed his eyes and basked in the warmth that washed over his face.

      And as quickly as they’d begun their ascension, so too came the abruptness of their halt. The four elves deposited their passengers in what looked like a grand living palace. Their robed escorts departed without a word, leaving Immendiel and Tinnoviel to guide them through the halls. As they hurried along, Kenyatta stole glances at the amazing artwork and tapestries that decorated the walls. Everything, even the artwork itself, seemed to be alive, and it wasn’t hanging from the walls, but had been worked into them.

      At a set of towering double doors Kenyatta guessed was their destination, two elves bearing long-shafted weapons made from the same materials as those Seung and Tinnoviel wielded, stood at attention on either side. At a nod from Tinnoviel, they bowed and opened the doors.

      Kenyatta had to remind himself not to let his mouth hang open at the splendor of it all. The grand hall was even more impressive than the hallways. The entire grand hall itself was a work of art that he wasn’t sure had been worked by a careful hand, or simply grew to be that way.

      Many elves lined both sides of the path in the middle of the grand hall. As the group passed between the throng of onlookers, the stares and glances they received were not altogether unexpected, but they were unnerving all the same. Upon a throne that seemed to grow straight from beneath the floor, sat one of the most beautiful and majestic women Kenyatta had ever seen. An aura of power emanated from her, but he also saw kindness there. As he studied her features, he saw a hint of Seung! Was she a relative? The questions would have to wait, however, for the Lady of The Wood studied them with hard eyes. Kenyatta hoped she was as kind a soul as Taliah had said, because sitting upon her living throne, the queen of the elfinestraya didn’t look happy.
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      “Reforge the blade.”

      Kenjiro’s words echoed in Akemi’s mind as she considered the challenges to come with Onisekairu and Onihakaisha. She looked over the barren, rock-strewn hills until her gaze fell over her brother. The samurai sat with his back against a towering oak, honing his blade with a whetstone.

      She sat with her back against a tree and closed her eyes. In all her years of hunting demons, Sekimaru had served her well. The sword had banished countless demons back to the abyss after being summoned by a foolish human with more arrogance than power.

      The Demon Bane and the Demon Destroyer, forged from her old companion. She thought back to that fateful day when Sekimaru had grown too hungry, too insistent on defeating their foe. Akemi narrowed her eyes at the memory of Glarus, a particularly nasty demon that had spat a poisonous cloud at her, only for Sekimaru to use the cloud as a path into the demon’s soul.

      Akemi remembered the helplessness she felt at only being able to hold on to the sword as it had devoured the demon and left nothing but a lifeless husk sprawled on the ground that eventually dissolved, not to return to the abyss, but into nothingness.

      Even now as she recalled the memory, Akemi still didn’t know how the sword had shoved her will aside and devoured the fiend; an act it had not been created to do and was not capable of containing the pure evil it had consumed. Thus corrupted Akemi had been forced to destroy the sword; or so she’d thought.

      “Reforge the blade.”

      Kenjiro’s sword was not possessed of sentience, thus he had no experience with such a weapon. Yet his suggestion had been a good one. The moment Akemi had committed herself to the act, it was as if the knowledge of how to do so had always been in her mind. Shatter the blade and release the corruption. But not all of it. Although the only way to truly destroy the corruption was to destroy the blade completely, the ninja demon hunter knew that if she was to hunt again, she would need a weapon possessed of some small part of the beings she fought. Now she held Onisekairu and Onihakaisha, the two created from the one.
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      “It’s long past time we leave, Brother.” Akemi looked at her brother, who was still busy with his sword.

      “I know,” Kenjiro responded. “But can you control it? You have only hunted with Onihakaisha once.”

      “There’s no choice.” Akemi said. “The blade resists when I pull back. There is a hunger there that must be tempered before it can be relied upon. That day will come, but there isn’t time for me to tame it now.”

      “Then hope such a reckoning doesn’t come at an inopportune time,” Kenjiro said.

      Akemi huffed under her breath. “Of course it will be the wrong time. Would you truly expect otherwise?”

      The samurai chuckled at that bit of truth. Such moments never arrived bearing convenience. “I feel the Gene. I feel the call of Takashaniel, though it seems to come from a different direction than before.”

      Akemi thought about that. Nothing was certain when dealing with fiends, and if the guardian felt the need to move the entire tower, something major had either happened or would, soon.

      “I suspect others feel it too.”

      That got Akemi’s attention. She turned a questioning look on her brother, then followed his gaze. Not so far away, a figure emerged further up the trail. As he drew closer, Akemi recognized the stature, the body language, the relaxed yet dangerous gait. And, of course, the beautiful face bearing the occasional flippant smirk.

      “After four years.” She barely noticed her brother’s arched eyebrow, for the approaching man interested her almost as much as the hilt of that most amazing sword.
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      Whether it be his determined gait or the dark expression coloring his features, servants were quick to scurry out of the stalking General Zhang Da’s path. How? How, could there have been yet another killing? And this time it happened not far from the palace. That would have been enough to cause his own outrage, but practically on the heels of the first messenger came a second, bearing a sealed letter from Qian Hua, emperor of Qian, a most temperamental and often irrational man. Zhang Da knew not the contents of the letter, but he could have guessed.

      Moments later, the general found himself in Liu Xiang’s private quarters. “It seems as though we are seeing quite a bit of each other these days, my friend,” the emperor said. “Have you word from …” he trailed off at the sight of the general’s face. “What is it?”

      Zhang Da handed the sealed letter to Xiang. After turning the letter in his hands and seeing the seal, he sucked through his teeth and looked up at the general, who nodded. Slowly, deliberately, Liu Xiang broke the seal of House Qian, and began to read:

      

      Emperor Liu Xiang. This letter comes to you on the heels of conflict. I have had murders within my own gates that have gone unsolved, and are, quite frankly, disturbing in nature. Despite my exhaustive efforts, I have been unable to discover the nature of these attacks or their source. Being that we have not been in contact for some time, I felt compelled to correspond with you about these events. Perhaps you have some insight that I do not? I would speak with you personally on this matter as soon as is possible. I am preparing my departure to your lands in short order, that we might discuss these happenings in a more effective way. Your response will be both appreciated and also met on the road, as I intend to depart shortly after this letter has been sent. Given the time it will take for my arrival in your bountiful lands, I am confident in your being prepared. I regret the abruptness of this message and my not being able to inform you sooner, but there are times when swift action yields the greatest results. I hope this letter finds you well, and I look forward to meeting with you within the next few weeks.

      

      Lord Qian Hua
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      Liu Xiang’s frown deepened with every word. Once finished, he handed the letter back. Zhang Da’s lips moved as he read the letter, his own visage darkening as he reached the end. Finally, he looked up at Xiang, disbelief in his eyes.

      “This must be jest,” he said read the letter again. “Even Qian would not be so bold. This letter is barely laced with respect! His regard for your welfare was an afterthought! I would not have expected such disrespect, even from him!”

      Liu Xiang stroked his beard. “He suspects me of silently eroding his authority.”

      “By sending assassins to kill simple residents?” Zhang Da ground his teeth with every word. “People who have no power or influence?”

      “By causing chaos,” Liu Xiang replied, in his ever patient voice. “Slowly and deliberately building chaos. The populous becomes concerned that he cannot ensure their safety, and will then turn to another who can protect them.”

      “Absurd.” Zhang Da’s body shook with barely contained anger. “Illogical. When was the last time there has been war? When have we ever threatened him in any way?”

      Eyes closed, Liu Xiang held up a tired hand through the rant. “Of course it is nonsense, my friend, but we are talking about Hua. Ever has he been a man of action, more than thought.”

      “Warlord.” Da spat. “Always do they look for an excuse.”

      “And always have they been adept at finding or creating one,” Xiang added.

      Zhang Da tugged at his thick, long beard. “Do you believe he’s behind all this? His restlessness is no secret.”

      Xiang shook his head. “Simple though this tactic is, and surely within the range of intellect for Hua, I doubt he is behind this. I believe someone knows his mind well and is prodding him from the shadows.”

      “But if someone knows him well,” Zhang Da said, “they may know you just as well. If so, why do the same here? You would not so easily swallow such bait.”

      “Why, indeed?” Xiang replied, pacing. “But then, why not? Perhaps I would not so easily be baited, but if Qian Hua’s actions were as harsh and unreasonable as we know he is capable of, I might rise to the challenge. Or perhaps it simply doesn’t matter and the hidden antagonist simply enjoys sowing chaos.”

      Zhang frowned at that. “The risk doesn’t sound equal to the reward.”

      “But consider that these assassins have been able to elude our best efforts to catch them,” Liu Xiang suggested. “They’ve lured citizens out of their homes despite the imposed curfews. Their confidence is rooted in their ability to commit these horrible killing while at the same time avoiding detection. The end result is conflict between myself and Hua.”

      “Conflict,” Zhang Da echoed. “All of this brings Qian Hua knocking on your door.

      Liu Xiang sighed. “And so it does. And so we have none to give him.”

      “You know as well as I that he won’t believe that,” Da replied.

      Xiang nodded. In times like these he envied the common folk. They needed only work, pay their taxes, and abide by the law. People were free to farm if they had the land, or live in the cities. Xiang kept a tight hold on law in his lands, and through his harshness with crime, the people enjoyed safe and simple lives. He envied their ignorance of the political machinations and posturing that went on in the lives of the rich and powerful that so many of them envied. He chuckled at the irony.

      “What is it?” Zhang asked.

      Liu looked up. “Nothing, nothing. Send for a scribe. I must attend to the most unpleasant duty of responding to Emperor Qian, who by now is no doubt pushing his entourage at a tiresome pace to reach me while I’ve had little time to prepare.” Xiang stood a little taller as he turned to Zhang Da. “Gather your most trusted men. I will have Xiao Fu gather the head servants and messengers. I want every person who is in charge of workers, every one that we can trust, to be given instructions to prepare for this visit, and to be ready for conflict as well. We must do the former outwardly and in good spirit. The latter, we must do quickly and quietly. I’ll not be caught unprepared should our temperamental guest decide on some foolish course of action. Have small bands of our elite soldiers stationed far enough outside the city that, should things go awry, we can send pockets of troops to them to seal off any escape or reinforcements. I didn’t want this, but Qian is too volatile to trust.”

      “Of course, my lord,” General Zhang agreed. “That is why Shu Han has lived in peace for so long.”

      “And it is my hope that peace will continue,” Liu Xiang said. “Do you have any word from Guan, or the others?”

      The general shook his head. “Not yet. It has only been a week, so they may not have had time yet to respond.”

      “Let us hope that at the very least, Zhuge Xiaoyin will arrive before our guests. Her council would be most welcome.”

      “Yes, it would,” Zhang agreed.

      “Go, my friend,” Liu Xiang said. “We must prepare, and quickly.

      No sooner had the general departed, than yet another messenger was announced. With a sigh, Xiang nodded. The messenger walked in briskly and dropped to one knee, then handed the sealed letter to the attendant. “My Lord Liu Xiang,” the messenger said. “I come from Zhao with news from my Lady Zhao Xiaoyu.”
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      Brother Dinman, Minister of the Church of Holy Jemanah sat tapping his slippered foot on the tiled floor. One did not keep a monk of the church waiting in such a manner. Dinman swiped a boney finger down his hawkish nose. The problem with the flock was that they did not respect the church as they should. People feared more the wrath of the self-imposed leaders of the land instead of the wrath of Holy Jemanah Himself. Even the self-styled kings of the lands would one day stand before the judgement of Jemanah.

      Brother Dinman adjusted the spectacles sitting on the middle of his long nose and surveyed the waiting room. Such luxuries were decadent and unnecessary. The palace coffers would be better utilized in adding another wing to the church and extending the grounds around it. He would also need to speak with Dain about the use of some of his troops to accompany more groups of brothers to venture farther into the world to help spread the word of Jemanah. The heathens and their many gods must be brought to heel, and quickly. Decadence, lack of dedication, hedonistic lifestyles, and worshiping false imaginary gods were all rampant practices in the city and beyond. This was why Jemanah saw fit to remove technology from the lives of men, so long ago.

      He wiped a thin, wrinkled hand over his downturned mouth and looked out the window at the garden beyond. It was a waste! Such resources should be used to strengthen the church, not to plant fragile and non-functional flowers and plants that served little purpose than to show for guests. The flock must be prepared for their judgment when they leave this world and face their true lord. All this business with land and palaces and flowers was nonsense; a distraction that led down a path away from salvation and toward damnation. If he led the church, Brother Dinman would have put a stop to such foolishness long ago.

      His prim, wrinkled mouth turned down further at the thought of Bishop Marquis. Brother Dinman had shown nothing but dedication and held steadfast to the doctrines of Jemanah to the letter! Never bending. Never swaying. How the majority of the church could have seen the soft and unfocused Marquis as the better candidate instead of Dinman was as ridiculous as it was a disappointment. Oh, Dinman did have supporters, but they were far outnumbered by the other weaklings within the church that wished to have someone coddle them with ‘feel good’ well wishes and such talk that—as long as they tried to be a good person—everything was fine. Well, if that was the type of bishop the monks of the Church of Jemanah desired, they certainly would not have found it in Dinman.

      The monk tapped his foot faster on the floor and cast an irritated look out the window. No wonder the people were astray. They were a reflection of their king, who apparently couldn’t attend a meeting on time.
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      “Is there any word from Lord Mairson?” Elizander asked.

      “My Lord,” Milpheus breathed. “There has been no word,” He broke into a brief trot to keep pace with Elizander and Davros’s rapid stride. The attendant caught up and muttered so that only the two men could hear, “if you would rather, I can find a war to wage instead of this meeting with Dinman.”

      Dain covered his grin with a fist and coughed into it. “Would that we did just that, I fear the man would just stand in the middle of the carnage, tapping that long foot of his.”

      Brazen as ever, Davros chuckled aloud as Milpheus scurried ahead and waited as the two guards at Dain’s private rooms saluted and opened the doors. Milpheus moved inside and announced Elizander’s arrival.

      “Honored Brother Dinman of the Church of Holy Jemanah, I present King Elizander Dain of Winsor Kingdom!”

      Elizander strode into the room and inclined his head to the monk. Ever resistant to change, Brother Dinman wore his traditional dingy brown robes and sandals. Did he ever wash them? The monk sat tapping a bony foot with his arms crossed, studying them all. His spectacles sat perched midway down his buzzard-like nose, his ever down-turned mouth compressed so tightly his chin looked like a wrinkled map below it. Elizander had long ago concluded that this was a permanent expression fixed to the monk’s face.

      Beside Elizander, Davros’s nostrils flared. “You will rise before the King, monk. Show respect for the—”

      “Yes yes,” the monk said, waving an irritable hand but rising nonetheless. “I have not the time nor desire to posture with you, King Elizander.” At least he held to proper decorum, if barely. “I suppose I should thank Holy Jemanah Himself that the king has seen fit to meet with me.”

      Davros stiffened and Elizander settled his friend’s temper with a look. “I am here, Brother Dinman. What have you?” The monk stood there, incessantly tapping that bony foot. How Dain would have loved to stomp that foot into the tiles, but that would not do. He stared directly into the monk’s eyes and held his gaze until the tapping finally stopped.

      “King Elizander,” Dinman began in his usual sour tone. “The city has become unsafe. People are being murdered in the moonlit streets and confusion and despair rule the day. The flock has lost its way and Holy Jemanah no longer sees them.”

      Elizander arched an eyebrow at that. “A somewhat dramatized account, but continue.”

      The monk glared as he produced a scroll from his sleeve. He slid his spectacles further down his nose as he read.

      “You were informed two seasons ago that church attendance was down, and that consequences would be paid, should the flock lose its way. We have thievery and skirmishes, drunkards stumble from bars and fight with each other. Brothels house women of ill repute and are not only tolerated, but allowed to thrive! It is an outrage and blasphemy!”

      Davros narrowed his eyes. “Temper your tone, and your tongue, monk, lest you meet with Holy Jemanah sooner than either of you expect.” Dain cut a sharp look at the general, who bowed in apology. The threat worked, however, as Dinman did lower his bluster, if only a bit.

      “King Elizander Dain. This is your city, your kingdom, and yet you have allowed the flock to manage themselves! Bars and taverns, brothels and gambling houses! It is all blasphemy and flies in the face of the teachings of Holy Jemanah! Surely you must see it. Do the bodies of the nightly slain not trouble you?”

      Elizander kept his features placid in spite of the disrespectful question. “I would phrase my questions differently were I you, Brother Dinman. Yes, I am aware of the murders, and yes they trouble me. You may return to your church assured that my best efforts have been brought forth to solve this mystery.”

      “Mystery, my lord?” Dinman said. “Why, there is no mystery here. Have you not heard me? The flock is misguided. People have lost their way, and devils now rule the streets unchecked, slaughtering civilians.”

      Elizander could hear Davros grinding his teeth. “I am more aware of the situation than you believe, Brother, and I assure you that the killings are not as numerous as you believe. Still, as I have just said, my best efforts and resources have been brought forth to bring the situation to light and end it.”

      “The masses turning back to the light of Holy Jemanah is the only action necessary,” Dinman pressed. “Have you no desire to see your beloved kingdom saved?”

      Elizander suppressed a sigh. “I’ve not the time for sparring and rhetorical questions, Brother Dinman. As for your concerns, let me address them in kind. The bars and taverns are a social place for people to have food and a drink, should they choose. They are places of music and fun and an option to relieve stress. Always will there be those who indulge too far.

      “The brothels are also an option to relieve stress, and provide a place for an unmarried man or woman to know a warm touch or temporary companionship in a safe environment for both parties. Contrary to what you may believe, Brother Dinman, lust does not rule the day in a brothel; not always.”

      The monk looked thunderstruck. “I see,” he said in a very controlled tone. “Well then, perhaps for what you wish of your city, you have things well in hand.” He bowed precisely. “As always, the church will remain a shining beacon to those who would seek to cleanse their souls and find salvation in the midst of chaos and sin. Good day to you, King Elizander Dain. May the light of Holy Jemanah shine upon you in these dark times.” The monk carefully rolled his scroll and replaced it in its sleeve, then stalked out of the room.

      “That was interesting,” Davros said as soon as the doors closed behind the fuming monk. “From the way he told it, there are mass killings and drunk and lusting people falling over each other in devil-infested streets.” When Elizander didn’t respond, Davros looked over to see the other man staring at the floor in front of his feet, his expression thoughtful. “What is it?”

      “Perhaps nothing,” Dain said after a moment. “Milpheus.” The attendant scuttled closer. “What is the talk around the city?”

      “People grow concerned about the ever more frequent killings and what they might portend, my lord. Though the chaos that Brother Dinman”—his mouth wrinkled when he said the name—“describes is dramatized to say the least, there is a shadow of truth in that people are fearful.”

      “My thanks, Milpheus. Have a letter drafted for Bishop Marquis. I would have his ear directly on the matter.”

      “Of course, my lord.” The attendant withdrew.

      As soon as they heard the door shut behind them, Davros turned to Elizander. “Now, what is really on your mind?”

      “I know this will sound foolish, Davros, but did it not strike you as odd that this is the second time we have heard about some devil or demon loose on the streets?”

      Davros looked as though he didn’t know whether or not to laugh. “Surely you jest. A devil? Are we to consult the children’s fables and campfire stories to solve this riddle?”

      Elizander shook his head. “There is something here that we don’t understand, old friend. I no more believe there is a devil loose on the streets of our beautiful city than you do, but there is something out there.” The King of New Dainland paced back and forth, hands clasped behind his back. “We have murders of such brutality, the bodies of the victims are unrecognizable. And they’ve increased in frequency.” He looked up at the captain. “I believe you used the word, devoured?”

      The frowning Davros nodded.

      “And this happens in Mairland as well.” Elizander clasped his hands behind his back and started pacing again. It always helped to move a bit when trying to think things through. “The attacks appear to have been done by a large animal.” He stopped and looked at Davros. “The problem with this, is that an animal has no concept of avoiding the authorities. Some of these attacks have happened very near to where your men have been posted.” He patted his hand in the air when Davros flinched. “Peace, general. That was not a rebuke, simply an assessment. My point is, although the attacks appear to be animalistic in nature, there is a cunning involved that would not be present in an animal.”

      “Whatever the case,” Davros said, “he or it, is enjoying itself at our expense.” When Elizander turned a questioning look on him, Davros spread his hands. “As much as it grates on me to admit this, whoever it is, mocks us and enjoys our confusion. We’re being toyed with, Zander, and I fear that eventually the killer will grow bored and make themselves known, and we will not like it.”

      “Perhaps not,” Elizander said, “but it would simplify things. Better to move against an enemy you can see, than speculate on their identity while they strike at you.”

      “Possibly.” Davros took a long, deep sigh. “There’s no sense to the individual murders themselves, but the pattern of them, and the fact that they are occurring in a city governed by a man who would fashion himself your rival? That may be something.”

      And what of the church? Normally, I would pass that aged carrion crow Dinman out of hand, but my reports show him growing in popularity as of late. It’s as though the murders are herding people straight to him. Not the church specifically, mind, but him.”

      Elizander sighed. “Ever has that man fancied himself a bishop.”

      “What would our troubles look like if Dinman lived in Mairland instead of New Dainland?” Davros mused. “I find it troubling that people are turning more toward that stinking monk’s council with these murders happening.”

      “It’s not unexpected, my friend,” Dain said. “Bishop Marquis leads the people to spiritual awareness, but also demands that they think for themselves as individuals and seek answers while coming to the church for guidance. This is all well in times of peace and comfort. But in times of uncertainty and fear, people turn to that which will provide them answers, not guidance. They want to be told what to do. What exactly to do.”

      “’Tis easier to be led in a flock, than to think as an individual,” Davros said.

      Elizander nodded. “In matters of the spirit, people are most fearful. This talk of devils in the night, coupled with the nature of these murders have left the people afraid, not of law, but of damnation.”

      “And that,” Davros said, “makes Dinman a very dangerous man. He preaches fear—”

      “While providing explicit instructions for salvation,” Elizander finished. “No speculation, no hints. Just simple, unbending doctrine to follow.”

      “And what will happen, I wonder, when those who follow the church doctrine to the letter find themselves the next victim?”

      “It matters not,” Dain replied, walking back to the balcony with Davros in tow. In the distance beyond the beautiful gardens sprawling across the grounds, was a large group of citizens waving their hands and yelling. They were too far away to be understood, but what was clear enough was the skinny, almost fragile-looking figure that stood regally upon a raised dais. The two men glanced at each other. It was Brother Dinman, of course. And as with the previous day, his congregation was a bit larger than before.
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      Malimokuru sat in the shade of a desert palm, eyes closed, breathing slow and deep. Every day he meditated and cultivated the skills he already possessed, in addition to those he’d learned in the year spent living among the amahle. It had been an amazing year. Naiyala, princess of the amahle had beseeched her parents and the Seer to permit the nature reader to live among them, claiming that he had already begun to learn from the Daunya Apprentice, Amata Daunyana, and had shown great promise. After some talk, and Amata’s account of their travels together, the king and queen had withdrawn to consult with the Seer.

      “In their dawning years, humans bring discord and chaos,” the Seer had said. “It is not until their waning years do most find a measure of balance and acceptance. This abantu has entered the waning years, yet would become a student. Humility and wisdom lies within.” Malimokuru hadn’t been particularly appreciative of all that “waning years” talk. “This child will live far longer than is typical of his species. His presence among the amahle portends the start of the new age for abantu.”

      Malimokuru opened his eyes. His closest companion, Nyaka, lounged a few feet away, eyes closed but never fully asleep. The nature reader watched the resting animal. A year ago he and those foolish children and that disgusting guide had come across the little goar cat while traversing the deadly swamp, the Craig. Well, they had not actually come across the animal. After surviving an attack by its hungry mother, Malimokuru had spoken to the fallen animal’s spirit and agreed to find and care for the cub. To the objections of the others, he had found the little goar cat and taken her with them.

      Little. Malimokuru stared at the animal, now a bit larger than a full grown tiger. Malimokuru shook his head. Goar cats reached full size in little more than a year. Nyaka was a runt, among her species. Her mother had been her size once and a half over. What she lacked in size, however, was compensated with speed and dexterity. According to the amahle, the young goar cat was easily the fastest of her kind, and far more agile. Now fully grown, her pelt had changed from its former dim blue color to a smooth, shiny dark blue. Her long tail now sported the thick barbs of an adult, and the nails on her claws were now as long as a large man’s finger.

      As soon as Malimokuru stood, Nyaka’s ears twitched, her tongue flicked in and out, and she squinted her eyes open, rumbling deep in her chest. If unfamiliar with a goar cat, it could be mistaken for a threatening growl. Hardly, was that the case. She rose and stretched her back, digging her sharp claws into the earth.

      “Hello, my friend,” Malimokuru greeted. “Planning to join me?” He sent friendly thoughts to her, and received a contented response. Though the nature reader mostly communicated with his animal companion via his innate abilities, Nyaka seemed to understand some verbal communication as well. He received images of her hunting in the desert just as she shifted her color to match the light brown sands of the desert before bounding away. Malimokuru smiled in admiration at the amazing animal. As a cub, she could shift her color but not totally control it. Now fully grown, Nyaka could shift her hue at will, camouflaging with her surroundings in little more than a second.
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