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Chapter 54


Treachery On Another Front
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The moonlight dimmed, then brightened again.

"Oh, Kep!" A wave of shock and confusion boiled up from the warriors around Kaphri. Connecting hands broke grips as they scattered.

Before she could react, everything changed.

She was on her back in darkness, her clothes soaking wet, the air around her heavy with cold damp. A shrill scream of rage replaced the sound of Geffitzi dismay. Something large and powerfully heavy struck the ground near her head, sending a cold spray of mud and leaves against the side of her face. 

Hredroth! She was under attack! But, from what? Where was she?

A savage sense of loss and fear wrenched her gut. Something had happened. The Geffitzi warriors... 

There was a distant flicker of light above her, a sense of movement—she rolled sideways instinctively, barely avoiding a blow that sliced the air above her head. In that same instant, everything shifted again.

The silence was a thunderclap to her senses. She was standing. The air felt clean and cool. She— 

All the muscles in her body went rigid as the long-absent geas crashed in to the spaces the Wyxa had held empty in the Palenquemas.

"I said get down!" A hand caught her arm. She felt the impact of her body hitting a rough stone surface, but there was no pain. There was no room for pain inside the torment of the geas.

Danger! Her mind screamed, fighting back. Something had gone wrong! A heartbeat ago, normally calm, calculating Geffitzi warriors had panicked—were still panicked. 

But a Geffitz warrior had pulled her down beside him. A Geffitz warrior still had some control even if she did not. She rolled onto her side, burrowing against the hard body beside her—drew her knees up tight and curled into a ball. 

Such pain!

"We can't sit here." Tobin's mental hiss sliced through her agony. "We have to find cover." 

"Damn it, Kitahn, where? There's nothing but open plaza in every direction."

"Kep, I don't believe this. Of all the... Uri! The gate's open. Grab her and get inside! Tobin, take the lead."

What was going on? The flood of shock, panic, and, from Frax, outrage, tore at her. She fought her way back to the surface of conscious thought, but what she received from the Geffitzi minds around her only added to her confusion and mounting terror. The danger was real. Imminent. She managed to force the geas away from her senses long enough to see that it was still nighttime around them before it wrapped her in its grip again.

Remotely, she felt Uri snatch her up. 

"Damn it, Priestess, uncurl!" A hard thumb found a pressure point. 

She gasped with fresh physical pain, her limbs loosening. Then he was running.

"The rest of you. Go! Go!"

In a mad scurry they plunged through an opening into the deeper darkness of an enclosed space.

"Get your feet under you." Uri thrust her against a stone wall and slammed into place beside her. Beyond the havoc the geas was wreaking on her perceptions, she could hear heavy breathing and knew the others had followed close behind them.

Her legs, half-bent, refused to support her. She felt a distant scrape of rough stone against her spine as her body slid slowly down the wall; it was nothing compared to the pain wracking her body. Hredroth! The agony! She tried to raise a hand to her forehead and realized that Uri had his fingers clasped tightly around her wrist. 

Too much was happening. It was pushing her into a sensory overload. Defensively, she began to retreat into a mental darkness.

"How could this happen?" Frax's sending was a furious snarl. She felt him mentally grappling about for her. "How could you know...? No! Uri, don't let her shut down. We need answers."

"This was all a trap! You treacherous bastards..."

"Shut up, Velacy."

"Come on, Willow." Uri's sending felt tight with concern and fear as his big hands chafed her wrists. "We need you."

They were under some sort of attack; she knew that. From a distance she could hear her companions and feel the panic and outrage in them, but the geas was gripping her with such an intensity that she had to struggle to concentrate outside it. It was a terrible, all-engulfing need that would devour her if she did not regain control of it.

Desperately, she began to fight back against it.

But—what could be more important than succumbing to its demand? The geas ate through her thoughts, seeking to eliminate anything that would conflict with its purpose. Nothing must delay her any longer. Nothing must stop her from answering that call. Not even...

"Gemma!" she gasped.

The image of her tiny companion disintegrating into a stream of golden dust was finally enough to break the grasp of the geas and force it back into perspective. She drew another ragged breath and caught Uri's hand to let him know that she was regaining control. His fingers closed about her wrist again.

The sudden easing of the geas left her even more disoriented. She groped out telepathically, trying to distinguish something of their surroundings. They were in a large, stone, square-walled space, enveloped in darkness. She located Frax, Velacy and Seuliac pressed close against the wall beyond Uri. Past them, Tobin lie, belly to the floor, peering out the tall, narrow opening through which they had plunged. The tension that hung over them was nearly physical.

"Where's Gemma?" She would have surged away from the wall but Uri held her in place. She didn't notice. Instead, she searched about the space frantically with her mind.

"What are you talking about?"

"I saw her. Where is she?" 

She didn't need the answering silence of five warriors to tell her the little dragon was not with them. 

She'd seen her precious companion appear inside the fog-ringed circle. She'd seen her distort into a stream of gold and flow through the air toward the Swampfather's hands and the crystal that he held. The crystal that now hung around her neck. 

The Ankar Mekt had locked her friend inside a talisman that could no longer serve the purpose for which they had created it and she had no idea how to free her. The realization, after her wild surge of hope, left her suddenly shattered. A tear slipped down her cheek. 

It ratcheted into a shaking torrent of loss in a few short breaths.

A slap stung her cheek. 

Stunned back into the present, she raised her free hand to her face.

"All right now?"

She gave Uri a brush of acknowledgement but his grip stayed tight about her other wrist as he broadened his sending.

"Frax. She's back with us."

"How could you bring us here? How could you know?" The commander's questions were a blaze of anger and suspicion in her head. 

"I..." Now that she had regained a grip on her immediate reality, it was obvious from the reactions around her that they were not at Windmer Hold. Using the crystal to teleport them out of the Wyxan swamp had been a risk. She'd thought she knew what to do, but it was not a part of her Power. It had been the only way she'd seen to stop the Ankar Mekt from sending the Geffitzi warriors to their death in the Black Temple. 

But, if they were not at Windmer, where were they? "I pictured Windmer—"

"This is not Windmer!"

In the tense silence that followed, she searched her memory, frantically replaying what she remembered. The jump had been a new thing, but she'd known how to do it. There'd been no doubt. The image had been clear, the others' minds attuned to hers. Everything had been right. Everything had been... 

"Something else, outside our image. It tried to take control."

The warriors' curses went unheard as she took up the crystal in her free hand. In the darkness the clear droplet with the tiny fleck of gold at its center felt firm and comforting beneath her fingers. Twice it had saved her. She could not believe it had betrayed her now. Especially if Gemma—

Her hand shook so hard she had to let the crystal go. 

"So something or someone overrode the image in your mind," Uri said quietly.

"Why?" Seuliac demanded. "What purpose would bringing us here serve?" 

Where were they? The warriors obviously knew. Their reactions were full of shock and the fearful expectation of danger, even though the feel of the structure was distinctly Geffitzi. Before she could form the question, she felt the swift edge of Frax's anger and concern inside her head again.

"Who would want to send us here?"

"I don't know," she replied slowly. "There was just..." It had been too swift for her to get a clear impression, but she knew what it had not been: it was not anything of Araxis or the evil force in the Black Temple. That eliminated two very dangerous sources.

The image of the Swampfather crept into her mind. He had been there, calm despite the drastic disruption to the Wyxa's plans her retaking of the crystal had caused, as if he had anticipated it all along. He had even wished them godspeed.

There was a quick sense of Frax's measured evaluation within her outer mind.

"Klandar Bayne." He shifted his attention. "Uri? Could that Wyxan have done this?"

"It's possible. After so many years of Kitahni trespass they are sure to know this place from your peoples' mind-images." Uri's fingers relaxed from around her wrist at last. "But why?"

"How do we know this isn't some plan you worked up with those creatures, Kitahn?" Velacy snapped. "You were the one they talked to. Maybe this is your plot..."

"To bring us here?" Tobin cut in angrily. "Are you out of your mind? Do you know what—?"

"Not now, Tobin!" Frax cut him off. He turned his attentin back to Kaphri. "Is there anyone in this place with us?" 

She responded instinctively to his question, reaching out and up. And up. Hredroth, they were on the ground floor of a large tower! If they were not at Windmer, they were somewhere very similar.

"No," she said.

"Keep in mind, Priestess, these might be Geffitzi warriors."

Geffitzi warriors, here? Was that what was causing this reaction of fear in them? Where were they, that thoughts of their own people would strike such a panic? But his warning was a sobering reminder of how she had missed their presence on her first encounter with Geffitzi in Omurda.

She was quite familiar with that subtle mental essence now, however. She searched out again, concentrating heavily. "Nothing."

An almost tangible tension seemed to flow out of the others. 

"By the Goddess!" Frax sagged against the wall with a shaky sigh of relief. "Finding myself suddenly at the land gate of Rhynog couldn't be any worse than these last few moments."

Uri gave a fervent snort of agreement beside her.

"You can have no idea." Seuliac's voice, heavy with irony, came softly out of the darkness.

There was a startled silence, then Tobin gave a sudden, hysteria-edged hoot of laughter. Uri chuckled softly beside her as low sounds of amusement rippled from the others.

Their reaction deepened Kaphri's confusion. She understood Frax's reference to Rhynog, the Aedec's main holdhall, but not their sudden relaxation of what, only moments before, had been intense fear. And shrill screams and damp forest scent were still fresh in her memory. What had that been? There had been no reaction from her companions to that. Why?

All those questions faded to insignificance in comparison to the memory of that flicker of gold she had seen in the Palenquemas. It had been Gemma, rushing in to help her. She was sure of it. 

Then she was suddenly gone.

Kaphri reached out beyond the walls of the tower, sensing for any trace of her tiny golden companion.

Nothing.

This whole situation was wrong. This was not Windmer Hold. The Geffitzi weren't telling her anything and they weren't making any sense. "But Gemma." she broke in. "Did you see—."

"Control your imagination and focus on what's happening now," Frax ordered her shortly. 

Perhaps she had no experience in carrying herself or others across the face of a world in the blink of an eye, but she knew one thing for sure: whatever had happened during that last few seconds in the Palenquemas and the first few moments here had not been part of her imagination! Maybe she hadn't controlled their escape from the Palenquemas as well as she should have, but she knew—she knew—some other will had intruded into hers. She had felt it at the last moment, taking control, pushing her and the warriors' image aside. Was it whatever had attacked her moments after her arrival here, pulling her into its wet, dark realm? 

Everything had happened so fast. She hadn't seen anything in the darkness.

Other things had pulled her in before... She shivered. Whatever had threatened her this time had been a physical presence with a solidity that could have killed. And those shrills of fury...

It was not a threat now, however. The Geffitz commander was right: she should focus on their immediate situation. There would be time for other concerns later.

Her companions were stirring about in the darkness. Uri and Seuliac had moved out into the center of the dark space and Frax was issuing orders.

"...stow the packs against the wall behind the right gate. Seuliac, you still have a canna disk? You hold the gate. Tobin, you, Uri and Velacy secure the tower and post a watch up top. All of you: watch out for Balandra. She can't sense their mental presence. And remember, even if they aren't here right now, they could be at any moment.

"Priestess..." his attention focused on her in the darkness. "I need you with me. We're checking out the serpentine and the upper gates. There are a lot of dark, enclosed places along the way. If you sense anything, you tell me immediately."

She gave a mental nod.

"What if she's wrong? What if we run into some of our own?" Tobin demanded.

Kaphri understood Frax's hesitation when he paused: the likelihood of encountering another Geffitz in this place seemed slim based on the accuracy of her sensing, but if they did, it would be a dangerous situation.

"Try not to take the first action, and if you have to do anything, wound or render unconscious," he answered at last. "Rifkin once told me that there was a pass-phrase, 'see you in hell'. If they answer 'even the devil has some standards', say 'the devil recognizes his own'. That might identify you to any of Kitahn. Beyond that I can only say be careful."

She could sense Tobin's dissatisfaction with his brother's response, but he did not persist.

Frax mentally sought out for her. "Let's go."

The other warriors had already moved off, Tobin, Uri and Velacy gone into the blackness while Seuliac took up a position near the gate through which they'd entered. 

Although she didn't sense any physical threat around them, the warriors' continued caution kept her on edge. She stayed close on Frax's heels as she followed him deeper into the darkness of the tower.

They passed through a wide, arched opening into another large, enclosed space, then ducked beneath a half-lowered metal portcullis. A wide, walled way shimmered in moonlight and black shadow beyond. Across the cobbled pavement, she could see yet another, smaller tower with its gate open onto more blackness. 

Frax paused in the shadows. "Check it out, Priestess. Don't miss the sidewalls that parallel the road: they have passages inside them that run from this tower to the next one."

She knew from Windmer that the long slots in the walls boxing the road were not solely for light and air.

"Please, where are we?" she finally asked.

Frax seemed surprised by her question. "Caer Cadarn." He looked down at her in the dim light. "And in a potentially deadly situation. My people don't have a reputation for hospitality to strangers at the best of times. If any of Cadarn still survive here, Priestess, I don't want to come upon them unaware. For your own sake, especially, don't make a mistake."

With that warning, he was gone, slipping across to the opposite side of the gate in order to view the roadway from another angle.

Caer Cadarn! For a moment, Kaphri was too stunned to move. They had transported to the stronghold of the Kitahn family. Small wonder her companions had been so shocked to discover their destination. But how was that possible? She definitely had not done this! Why, in Hredroth's name, would Klandar Bayne—or anyone else—want to send them here?

A hard, impatient mental nudge brought her back to her task. Frax was waiting for her scan.

His warning fresh in her mind, she searched out with renewed care. There was no sense of life in the shadows before them or the walls beyond. 

Moving into the open was a true test of faith in her sensing abilities. If she had made a mistake, she might feel the sting of a missile in her back at any moment. Her heart drummed in her ears as they slipped into the darkness of the second tower and she searched upward. Its structure was similar to the first, with two outer and one inner gate, but it was shorter than the first tower, with only three levels above them. No living presence answered her touch.

As she stepped forward her foot struck something in the darkness. It rattled loudly, echoing off bare walls.

They froze.

"Stay still," Frax commanded. 

There was the familiar blue glow of canna nut and they stared down at the pile of metal, rags and bones that had lain in the darkness of the guard tower, undisturbed, for over twenty-two years. The red and green of Cadarn were still visible, the red muddied to the look of dried blood in the blue light. A sword lay beyond the finger bones of the outflung arm, the weapon obviously dropped when the guard had fallen in death.

Kaphri took a quick, instinctive step backward, Frax's anger at the dead in Windmer all too vivid in her memory. How much stronger might his response be as he viewed Araxis' handiwork within his own home? 

He stared at the tattered remains for a long moment before he bent to brush at the dust on the decaying cloth of the tabard. "Fallen on duty," he murmured. 

She eased the breath out of her lungs in relief as he straightened and stared into the darkness ahead. "Is the hold truly empty, then? No one of Cadarn would leave a fallen comrade like this unless they could not bury him. Or unless they wished others to believe that was so." He exhaled through his nostrils. "No. Not yet. We proceed with full caution for now."

As he started to slip the disc back into his beltpouch his gaze fell on her bare feet in the dim glow. He swore softly. "Kep, Priestess. I didn't know your feet were bare. Can you walk?"

"I'll manage. But it may not be a bone that I step on next time." She pointed a toe at the fallen man's weapon.

"Stay behind me for now. We'll remedy the boots as we can, later."

Beyond the second tower came a thing Frax called the serpentine, a long stretch of roadway that ran upward, then cut sharply right and down to run back, paralleling the first section for a short stretch before turning another sharp corner and running upward again to another tower. Along the whole way, the walls stood silent, deadly vigil on both sides, past the next tower, again with triple gates, and beyond the next stretch of open roadway, right up to the massive structure Frax called the Grand Gate. Along the way they found the remains of more guards, clad in the red and green of Cadarn, all lying where they had fallen from the deadly effects of Araxis' plague. It left her cold and silent, and fearful of another explosion of rage from her companion.

Frax, however, had hardened his reaction to what they were seeing. He pushed forward purposefully and cautiously, and, Kaphri could sense, with a growing perplexity.

All of gates they encountered stood open, a fact that plainly baffled him. As near as she could understand, it was his feeling that no Kitahn would have ever allowed such a thing—to leave the great hold so vulnerable. Yet, every gate yawned wide, even the immense bronze doors of the main gate at the top of the long labyrinth. Frax stood in inside that yawning way, frowning, then motioned her forward and they passed through that massive portal.

Dawn was just beginning to rosy the sky as they paused to look at the fortress that was Caer Cadarn.
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Chapter 55


The Keep


[image: ]




A gray stone plain stretched before them and away on both sides to the caer's towering outer walls. Inlaid into the surface, a broad road of blood-red paving stones cut a straight line across to an immense fortress at the plateau's center. The rising sun cast the building into shadow, making it a featureless, ominous hulk in the stark, cold space. The outer walls of the caer continued beyond it, off into the distance.

"Hredroth!" she breathed.

Apparently, the awe in her reaction satisfied Frax. "This is Cadarn, the most ancient of the four original Geffitzi caers. Only it and Rhynog survive today. This area is the original structure," his arm swept the bare expanse before them. "Long ago, the massive earthquake that completely destroyed two of the other caers severely damaged the outer walls of Cadarn. They say that seven sections, each more than the length of ten men, sheared off the plateau. The inner hold," he gestured toward the hulking dark shadow, "was reduced to rubble. But the stone of the plateau did not crack. Scholars insist that's amazing, considering the forces that struck it. It took many years to rebuild the outer walls and raise the new fortress.

"This place has a strong defense. The plateau is perfectly squared and sheer-sided below the walls, thanks to the work of my forefathers' hapless subjects. Even if the enemy successfully stormed the outer wall—Kep forbid!—there is no protection or shelter for the attackers within our lady's gray embrace. They would find themselves at the mercy of the defenders in the caer fortress, without any cover to mount an assault on that second set of walls." He pointed toward the fortress again. The rising sun limned its top edges in rose light. "Don't let the outer starkness fool you. Out here, it's bare. Bleak. It's a place for warriors to work and train. But inside there it's different. The buildings and furnishings are exquisite, and a deep layer of soil supports plants and trees in gardens renowned for their beauty." She caught a fleeting image of green lawns and quiet shade, but it was as quickly gone when he shrugged. "The main holdhall lies within those walls. It's another veritable fortress in itself."

"Surely no one could succeed in getting that far," she protested.

"We would hope not." He gave her a grim smile. "We've had many generations to perfect our defenses, Priestess."

Yet, all those years and all those defenses had not been enough to keep Araxis out. She had to look away for fear Frax might read her thoughts in her eyes.

His attention, however, had shifted. "The gate to the inner fortress appears closed." He started forward again, out of the shelter of the gatehouse.

He stopped. "Oh, Kep!"

Kaphri's heart froze at the sound of horror and outrage in his exclamation.

He was moving again, around the left corner of the tower, staring back to where it met the defense wall.

She felt his mindshields flick up.Slowly, dreading what she would see, she followed.

Her knees nearly gave way in shock.

So many bodies! Piled twice her companion's height, the mound lay bleaching in the elements. Many more bones were scattered about that corner of the yard; the remains of Geffitzi, fallen as they went about the horrific task of removing the dead of Cadarn.

Frax leaned his head against the tower's stone. "There is no one here," he whispered hollowly. "No one of Cadarn would leave our dead this way if they could bury or burn their remains. Cadarn is empty."

Empty, except for her and the warriors—unwilling visitors to an unexpected and unexplained destination.

All this carnage and, possibly, a great deal more to come if they didn't exert their efforts in the right direction—if they lost their way in this twisting mess of steadily growing manipulation.

There was nothing to say.

Frax straightened. He turned his back on the horrifying mound of death, his eyes bleak as they met hers. "Time is passing and the risk of pursuit increases with every second we delay. Let's get back to the others."

They had no time for ceremonies or burials. Someday. But not this day. Other things must happen first.

The way back was tense and silent. Kaphri hurried along, struggling to keep up with Frax's long stride. She scanned the way back even though he did not order it, but there was little need: death had held Caer Cadarn in its grasp for over twenty years.

They picked up Seuliac at the base of the first tower and made the climb to the watch room in silence. The others met them in the growing light on the top floor. One look at their faces told Kaphri the results of those searches were the same as theirs. Still, Tobin started forward at the sight of Frax, his expression a mixture of guarded eagerness and concern.

Frax shook his head.

She caught a sensation of mental exchange between the brothers, then Tobin turned away. Kaphri saw his fists clench and unclench at his sides as he withdrew a few steps to stare out the watch windows. His young face was hard in the dawn light.

Uri stood to one side, regarding his friend closely. "You didn't really expect to find anything, did you?"

"No," Frax answered wearily. "But we had to check. Riftkin and the Circles would expect it. It wasn't easy, but the task is done. Now let's move on to more immediate things." His attitude became abruptly crisper. He motioned the other closer but left Tobin at the window. "Tell us, Priestess; how did we get here?"

She was suddenly facing a wall of somber-faced warriors. Uri studied her calmly, while the gleam of intense interest in Seuliac's eyes disturbed her the way it always did when she caught him watching her. Velacy's expression was openly hostile. And she knew Frax was trying to read and analyze every aspect of her response.

"I told you, I don't know." She left her mind open, unresisting to any who wanted to examine the truth in her sending. "I've never seen this place before. I focused on the image of Windmer—the image of the hold gates. The same one as all of you! But when I drew on the crystal to move us, something pressed another destination—this destination—over ours."

"You said she had control of that damned thing," Velacy snapped. "She doesn't. Take it away from her."

"No." Frax glanced over at Tobin's back. "Tobin, how far would you say the Moonplain of the Ankar Mekt is from Cadarn?"

The younger Geffitz drew a deep breath before he turned around. "Flying?" He scowled. "At their swiftest, the Balandra can probably fly it in five days. At worst, six. Why?"

"Because they're coming after us."

"Only if they know where we are." Tobin looked out the window, then back at the rest of them. His expression was irritated. "We're hundreds of miles to the south and east now. How would they know that?"

"They found us in that damned swamp!"

"Yes, Velacy, they did." Frax nodded. "And the Evil One probably has a force headed this way, too. There aren't many viable destinations for us on the western side of the Yerebetan Ridge—just the Palenquemas, the Sighing Road in the Llowlech, and Cadarn."

"So, the night he tried to snatch her away...." Velacy interrupted with a glare at Kaphri.

"He knew we headed this direction and started after us," Seuliac finished for him. "But he couldn't anticipate that the Wyxa would pull us into the Palenquemas. Yet, somehow, he found that out, too. Why else would they go so far out of their way to engage their old enemies, except to capture her?"

"But how did they know she was there? They couldn't search the rest of the south that fast."

"Let's hope not," Seuliac murmured.

Kaphri understood and agreed: the numbers and speed the task would require were intimidating.

"The crystal," Uri said.

The others looked at him.

"The crystal." The conviction in his sending rose. "It's the only way."

Kaphri moved to grasp the talisman.

He shook his head. "Leave it on. It protects you while you wear it. I've been thinking... And I've had plenty of time to think while some of you recuperated from your injuries. I believe the crystal acts to shield your location.

"While you wore it, you complained of a headache, caused, I think, by the Evil One's frustrated efforts to work his will on you." Kaphri felt a twinge of guilt at the memory of how she had tried to downplay those headaches with him. "It was only after you took it off at Windmer that things really began working on you. You started having the dream that you couldn't remember."

"Yes, the dream of being pulled back to the barrier. You all felt it when he finally succeeded in pulling me there." The others had been reluctant participants at the edge of Araxis' action when he snatched her back to the barrier. Something held them frozen and helpless, thwarting their attempts to defend their world—to kill her—while her evil uncle had used up the last Ly Kai survivors to force her to open a way for his forces to invade the south.

Something had protected her from the warriors' gut reaction that night. Had it been Gemma or the crystal serving the role?

Uri continued. "When he located you that night, perhaps he realized you were moving toward the Palenquemas and the Balandras' ancient enemy. Araxis might not have encountered the Wyxa previously, but the winged ones have. They knew what a disaster it would mean for them if the Wyxa captured you." He frowned. "What I don't understand is how they found us in the swamp so accurately. The Wyxa exert potent protections over their land. I would expect them to block your presence, whether you wore the crystal or not."

Kaphri swallowed hard, recalling the terrible emptiness when she reached out for the stars in the swamp. "That's true: they suppressed the geas and all power from the stars. But I was wearing the crystal in the swamp. I tried to use it against them when they captured me,. I had to do something! Frax was injured, and they refused to listen. They attacked me."

Comprehension lit Uri's face. "You used it! That would explain things."

Frax considered her. "The Wyxa told you the amulet's role in the Black Temple. They told you what it is?"

"They said it was blocking the re-entry of the thing Uri called Bithzielp and his forces into this world."

"The Balandra might be sensitive to the presence of that thing after its long use against them," Uri observed.

"So they felt me use it on the Wyxa, and Araxis sent them after me." As power went, that made perfect sense to her.

"There's no need to blame yourself," Uri said. "If, as the Wyxa believe, this is all predestined, you can't prevent any of this from happening, anyway."

"Predestined?" Kaphri gave a mental frown. "What—?"

"The Wyxa think one of their own, the Winisp, foresaw the return of the Balandra to our world," Frax said shortly. "That's not where we want to go right now."

The quick, reassuring smile Uri flashed her did not hide the fact that he shielded.

"Seven days. It took the Wyxa seven days to capture the Priestess and me. Seven days..." Frax looked to Uri.

"We were held five additional days while you recovered from your wounds," Uri added. "Then three more, to bring us up to last night. So, fifteen days."

"It would take roughly six days, in a straight line, for the Balandra to fly from the place they came through the barrier to where the Wyxa pulled us into the Palenquemas," Tobin stated flatly.

"Six." Frax was rapidly calculating. "The Priestess used the crystal on day seven. They would have been around the edge of the Palenquemas, searching. At least some of them must have started down toward the Llowlech. Did they recall that force when she revealed her presence in the Palenquemas? Why divide your strength when you have a sure fix on your prey—especially if you anticipate a powerful opposition? Let's say three days to gather and re-group forces?"

Seuliac nodded. "Entering that swamp took preparation. A force that size could never cross it without catching the attention of the Wyxa unless they moved very fast. They would make one long, hard drive." His quiet observation made her shiver with the memory of the screeching horde descending upon them. "They would need to rest and hunt in preparation for such a prolonged flight, and, even if they carefully sat down in small groups to rest once they began, their first wave would not be in top battle form when they attacked the Wyxa. I would send a second wave as a backup. Of course, there would be no reason for the second wave to continue inward once they discovered we were no longer there. They'd turn back."

Velacy frowned, puzzled. "Why? They wanted to fight the Wyxa."

"They didn't fly all the way into the swamp to fight the Wyxa, Velacy," Uri said. "The Evil One wanted her before the Wyxa did something to her. The Balandra will come here as fast as they can fly."

"How can they know? We could be anywhere!"

"She used the crystal to bring us here," Seuliac said grimly.

"Meaning, we just moved halfway across the continent in what may have been a long blaze of glory." Frax finished the thought.

Kaphri sighed. "I made a very serious mistake in using it."

"Do you think you had a choice?" Uri asked.

"No."

"Well, then." He shrugged.

"So, what would you say? Our time is shortened to four days?" Frax glanced over at Tobin.

"No," Seuliac spoke up. "Even these Balandra have physical limits. After this last big push into the Palenquemas and back out again—not to mention the battle with the Wyxa—they must rest. If any of them survived. I think we may safely allow ourselves seven days. If Tobin Kitahn's distances are correct."

Tobin gave him a dark glare.

Frax considered the warlord's words, then nodded. "I'm willing to agree with a seven-day headstart on them, but they'll be on our trail fast. It's too much to hope the Wyxa destroyed them. They might still have a scouting party around here, too."

"I want to see the caer." Tobin stepped away from the window.

"Of course," Frax nodded. His brother was a mere babe in their mother's arms when he left Caer Cadarn. "But don't enter the hold. Anyone else who wants can go with you."

"Anyone?" Tobin looked chagrined at the idea of the Aedecs joining him.

"There's safety in numbers." Frax had no fear of Seuliac unearthing any secrets that night endanger Cadarn. But, even deserted, the place would leave an impression of Cadarnian strength for the Rhynogians to carry with them. "I do warn you; it's the same as Windmer—strewn with the remains of the dead. Watch for anything out of the ordinary. Just because we haven't found anything wrong doesn't mean this place is safe. And lock down what you can of the labyrinth on your way back out. I want to check a few things here in the tower. The Priestess needs shoes. And clothes."

Kaphri drew a sharp breath. "But—"

"You come out of those Wyxan things." He glared down her protest. "You're on lookout. You know what to watch for as well as any of us. If you see anything, tell me. We'll meet back here in an hour. Let's move!"

***
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FRAX FROWNED AS HE followed the other warriors down the tower stairs. So, the Winisp, after two thousand years, had triumphed, at least in some small measure, and he and his company had moved on. To what? What did someone or something intend by sending them here?

He should be happy they'd escaped almost certain death at the machinations of the Ankar Mekt. They had left the swampdwellers behind, but it couldn't be that easy to slip their influence. The creatures felt too strongly about the crystal and the threat to their world to simply let them go.

Unless—his heart quickened—there was another force at work. This was Cadarn. There were things here...

Kep. Their situation hadn't gotten any better with their coming here if that was the case. Tobin knew it—that's why he'd protested earlier—and Uri. Of the other two, Seuliac, at least, would suspect.

There was no question about which direction they must go now. He had some tough decisions to make, and not everyone would be pleased with them.

He drew a deep breath, taking in a sense if the stone of the walls that surrounded him.

This was Cadarn!

The sheer impact of the thought almost overwhelmed him. This was the home of his ancestors, torn away from him, that he'd so often imagined reclaiming. And now he was here.

He closed his eyes and drew another deep breath, forcing his muscles to relax as he absorbed the essence of the structure around him. So ancient the stone. Did Tobin feel it...the pride, the power, the struggles of the countless generations that had gone before? It was all here. In the stone. The spirit of Cadarn.

Kep, he wanted it back! He wanted his people here again. Home again. The pain of desire twisted inside him, tightening until he clenched his teeth to keep from roaring out in frustration and despair. To be here and to know the clans in the north were fighting the invading Balandra for their lives! It was a terrible, bitter thing to fear there might not be anyone left to return here if—no, not if, but when—when they triumphed.

Resolve hardened inside him, wrapping a cold shell around the other feelings—the doubt, frustration, and fear that raged inside him—sealing them away. The girl had gotten them this far. Whatever was happening, whatever the hand that pushed at their back, they were in the south again, something he would not have believed possible a few weeks ago. They had a chance to regain everything.

If they were smart enough, brave enough, and capable of seeing and seizing the opportunity, they had a chance.

The Priestess had done it. They could, too.

Nothing, he vowed, would stop them.
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Chapter 56


Stealthy Attack


[image: ]




Kaphri was aware of Frax's approach long before his hand touched the door. She did not turn away from the window when he entered the guard chamber: her attention was riveted on the dark line of forest that lay beyond the grassy plain below her.

Something lurked out there. She could sense its cold, calculating regard. The feel of it was ancient, almost like... She frowned. What? Was it good? Evil? She could not tell. But it was a presence of some reckoning; it knew they were in the tower, and it was watching.

Waiting.

Was it her imagination, or had there been movement at the edge of the forbidding darkness? She leaned forward, keeping close to the wall to shield herself from those unseen eyes.

"What's wrong?" Frax asked, instantly wary.

She tore her attention away from the timberline to look at him. "What is that place? The wood. What is in there?" Her questions were low and swift with intensity. "Is that what concerned Tobin earlier?"

"Yes and no.Here, take this." He thrust the bundle he carried into her hands as he moved up beside her to gaze out the window. "That, Priestess, is the Grimmenwood."

"What?"

"The Grimmenwood. The first line of defense for Caer Cadarn. A force from an earlier age of this world dwells there. You see the road?" He pointed out a ribbon of stone that ran across the plain to lose itself in the dark tangle. "That's the only breach in the woods for hundreds of miles. By an ancient agreement with the Lords of Kitahn, that force guards Cadarn."

She drew a quick breath. Yes. Old. Like the Wyxa. "And what is that ancient force?"

"A demon, if the enemies of Cadarn are to be believed." He straightened away from the window with a shrug, but something darkened in his eyes as he continued to study the shadowed boundary.

"Do they speak true, these enemies of Cadarn?"

"Whatever it is, the Grimmen has protected Cadarn and its bloodline since the beginnings of our time. It's bound to us by an ancient pact. Legend says the first lord bargained with it, mixing life to secure this land for himself and his heirs."

Mixing life? Despite mindspeak, she still found times when the warriors' concepts were difficult or confusing to interpret. Mixing life. Mixing lifeblood? Life force? Breeding! A Geffitz Lord had bred with what lurked out there? She looked up at him, unable to disguise the shock in her eyes.

"It would have been countless generations ago, Priestess." As he met her eyes, the faintest hint of a bitter smile turned up one corner of his mouth. "Perhaps it's true; perhaps it's only a thing of legend."

Did these Geffitzi honestly believe such a thing? Kaphri recalled Velacy's hate-filled expression as he snarled "demon breed" at Tobin in the forest near Windmer.

The young Aedec warrior obviously did.

Frax believed it too. There was something unmistakable in the way he said it—an undeniable light of defiance in his gray eyes as he watched her.

And her reaction? To another ancient, powerful force that might try to manipulate her?

She turned away, suddenly unwilling to meet his gaze.

***
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ONCE AGAIN, IT FELL to him to snatch away a bit of her innocence—to widen the breach between them. But earlier, in the gate passage below, Tobin started to say something about it, and, with the Aedecs in their company, it was only a matter of time before the subject came up again, possibly in a much uglier tone. Better for him to tell her while he controlled the reveal.

"Demon or not, one thing is sure, Priestess," he said. "To enter the Grimmenwood without one of Kitahni blood for a companion is certain death."

He studied her, noting the tiny lines of tension around her eyes for the first time. She was beginning to think, to listen, and evaluate what he said about their situation. To question things with reason rather than reactive defiance. She was no longer the innocent or the prisoner to be ordered about. Klandar Bayne was right: to succeed, she had to discover the strength inside of her.

She wasn't entirely ready yet, however. He was the commander of this little group, and he intended to remain in control.

He followed her when she turned and walked to the huge table that dominated the center of the room.

The windows to the north, south, and west on the top floor of Cadarn's primary guard tower gave way to breathtaking views of the countryside around the caer, while the ones to the east overlooked the twisting serpentine as it climbed to the main gate high above it.

The caer's most renowned view, however, occupied that table.

The surface was a massive map, sculpted in miniature relief, of the countryside for miles around Cadarn. It was rendered with such intricate detail that its beauty was reputed to snatch a viewer's breath away. A master craftsman—many—had worked countless hours to create it.

Kaphri's finger traced the thin silver thread of road winding away from a tiny caer set upon a base of gray stone. She stopped short of touching the dark edge of the green forest that closed about the line. "Then this Grimmenwood encircles the caer?"

"Completely. Caer Cadarn and a portion of our lands are an island set inside its embrace." Extensive as it was, the map covered only a small detail of the lands held by his Clan.

"The Palenquemas is to our north." The gray of the swamp, marked with vague details, edged the outer corner of the map on her right. "And the Great Water is to our west." She found the seaside village situated down the tiny slope to the west of the caer in front of her. She had seen the roofs of buildings in the distance from the western windows of the tower. "And to the south...?"

"A mountain chain," Frax supplied quietly.

She studied those little ridges of stone before her for a long time. Tiny as the mountains were, the artists had still managed to imbue them with a sense of difficulty and steepness.

"And to the east?" she asked.

"The Grimmenwood. Clear to Pterfellen. Then more mountains."

"Is there a plateau on one of those mountains?" The map did not extend that far eastward.

"Yes." He spoke aloud, softly. He did not need to touch her mind to feel the tension building inside her. She was beginning to understand their situation—how treacherous the move to this place was. "The geas is drawing you there, isn't it?" he asked.

She gave a heavy sigh. "How long have you known?"

"Suspected. Since we first studied Tobin's maps of the south. Your interest kept returning to that area."

"What is the place?"

"Sacred Ground. Only a few holy men ever traveled there." A sudden shaft of ice slid down his spine. "Kep!That's where Araxis built his city!" Stupid! Stupid and thoughtless! How long before he sent the deadly plague down on the Geffitzi had the Evil One exercised free hand in this world?

A surge of bitter anger followed his shock. What difference did it make? What could his people have done, if the Goddess Kep didn't even step in to defend her own holy ground?

He mastered his emotions, forcing reason. No use lamenting the situation. He would better serve his people by recovering their lost lands.

"They never gave me the slightest hint where it lay, beyond forbidding the general direction of the south, but something tells me you're right." The Ly Kai had been so terrified of the south that they defaced the southern marker on the tower where they took refuge and forbade anyone to look in that direction.

"We worship our Goddess from afar," he said bitterly. "Her place is sacred, and we respect her solitude. By its nature, the area is very isolated."

"A place where he was able to act, undisturbed," she murmured.

And they were suddenly so much closer to it. Which left the question hanging unanswered: who had manipulated their jump so they arrived here instead of in Windmer?

But was it a bad thing that they had moved several hundred miles toward the geas destination in the blink of an eye? It had gotten them cleanly away from the swamp, away from Balandra and Wyxa on the verge of a battle, in what appeared the right direction.

Some might look upon it as a godsend. Frax did not. He asked no favors and expected none.Anonymous benefactors were unsolicited and, in this situation especially, unappreciated.

He realized Kaphri had turned and was watching him, studying his face for insight into his thoughts.

That was another thing he felt a sudden urge to question. She could read his mind, so why didn't she? Because he threatened her with harm in Omurda if she violated his mental sanctity? He realized now that was a stupid bit of ego. Her skill far surpassed any Geffitz telepath.

Why did she refrain? Was it because a particular rigid code of mental ethics bound her?

Based on what he knew of her now? Yes. As poorly thought out and insane as her actions sometimes seemed, she really did try to do the right thing.

In Geffitzi eyes, she was a disaster waiting to happen.

What would it do to her if he told her Klandar Bayne said everything rested on her choices—her ability to see the need and respond? It would tear her to pieces trying to do the right thing. It would immobilize her with fear of making a wrong choice.

He couldn't tell her. Uri knew. But he wouldn't tell the others. They would constantly be second-guessing her every move and arguing whether her choices were the right ones. That was just Geffitzi nature.

What about him? Would he fall into that trap of knowing and doubting?

Only if he believed what Klandar Bayne had told him.

The Swampfather wanted them to believe all this was preordained—that the Winisp had predicted their quest—even though the ancients of the Ankar Mekt, his own people, refused to believe him. They thought only the Wyxa could resolve a situation of such world-shattering magnitude. That some insight made them wiser and better able to manage things than the rest of Kep's Children.

Frax had tried to be reasonable. He had offered an alliance between the Geffitzi and Wyxa. They dismissed it as insignificant, then coldly implemented their plan to send his troop into the heart of the Black Temple with an empty talisman to seal a gate that would continue to leak enemies into their world.

If the Priestess had not reclaimed and used the crystal, they would be dead, their quest ended. So, no. They, not the Wyxa, were in charge of their destinies.

He pulled his thoughts back to the present. Frowned. "If the Wyxa had not pulled us into the Palenquemas, I planned for us to cut eastward through the Llowlech, along the Sighing Road, and across the plains below Shada."

She turned her attention back to the map. "But now we must go through this demon-wood of yours."

His mouth tightened at her phrasing. "Yes." They must enter the woods and move eastward as soon as possible.

And here she stood, the thought ran through his mind, with that cursed mass of flaming hair. And this time, he did not believe he could bully her into cutting it.

He stared at it with sudden, deepening fascination. Her hair was like down. Tiny filaments feathered from the shafts, making them stand upright in a thick, rich fluff. Now he understood why the braid tucked at his belt had never come undone: those filaments wove about each other and held fast.

Her hair must be very soft; his heartbeat quickened with a sudden urge to reach out and touch the wide strip of fire, to lace his fingers in it.

It would be so easy to turn her to him, tilting her small face upward. To part those lips...

The heat of his reaction shook him with its intensity.

Was he insane? Outrage at the betrayal of his thoughts lashed through him. It was madness to think such foolish, dangerous things.

He drew a breath and concentrated on the details of the tower chamber around them until his physical reaction came under control and he could turn his attention back to the girl before him.

When he looked down, however, he found he was still reluctant to pull away from the warm seduction of his earlier thoughts. It had been months since he'd been with a female. Given this brief respite from immediate danger, it was no surprise that with close proximity, even to one of his people's greatest enemies, he might feel a little stir of reaction. Kep knew, they'd been through enough lately! It did not mean he would act on it.

Allowing himself to linger for a moment longer, he savored her proximity, the top of her head just level with his chin, the tumble of her hair tickling his nose.

She was a good height for a female. A comfortable height. His eyes ran over the smooth, bare flesh above her ear, tracing down the side of her head with slow languor. He noticed for the first time how the hair turned into a narrow strip of soft red down that followed the line of her backbone past where the white collar of Wyxan cloth lay against the warm golden tones of her flesh.

"There must be another way east!" The desperation in Kaphri's protest jerked him back to the present.

His irritation flashed as his mind resisted the shift back to their immediate discussion. What was the matter with him?

"Could you go north for a day's travel?" he asked. If she could, he might be able to salvage something of his original plan and avoid the Grimmenwood. It would be more dangerous. Entering the wood was risky, but the place offered them a dense, unbroken cover the other route did not.

He knew what her reply must be.

"No." The geas would not allow it.

"Then our way leads through the Grimmenwood, Priestess."

"The mountains..."

"...are almost impassable. That direction would slow us down too much."

"The wood..." She spun away from the table and he had to catch her shoulders to prevent a collision.

The sensation of her warm, curving flesh beneath his hands sent such a pleasant shock wave of heat through Frax that it left him floundering for clear thought.

Alarms sounded in his head. This was all wrong! He had reasoned this out moments ago: this was a reaction he would never allow himself under these circumstances, and definitely not with her!

His mind struggled to break clear of an increasingly heavy blanket of lust that seemed to settle over him. Even as he fought it, another disturbing realization was breaking through his awareness: something was wrong with the girl, too.

Kaphri's muscles were rigid with tension under his grip, but it wasn't lust running through her. It was terror.

Not of him. She appeared oblivious to the passion he was battling as she stared up at him with the eyes of a small, cornered animal. Of what, then? What did she fear?

Frax was struggling to focus on anything beyond the sensation of her flesh beneath his hands, yet he could not will himself to let her go. Whatever was at work here affected them both but in drastically different ways.

"I can't go in there!" She made a helpless, distracted gesture with one hand. "That place ... whatever dwells there... We've only just had one narrow escape. To simply walk into another situation is madness!"

So—she feared the Grimmenwood. He could cope with that.

"Priestess, listen to me." He gave her shoulders a shake that nearly undid him. He wanted to finish the motion, to pull her tight against him. Instead, he forced his focus onto the fear radiating from her. "Is what you sense from the woods worse—more evil—than what pursues us?"
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