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    Amar drew his sword and pointed it at the Nufalese who had thrown the spear. “You know what you want to do,” he said, encouragingly. 

  




  1. The Edge of a Grave 




  Today Nufal was on its knees, but its heart was in the heavens. The Grand Lumin raised his arms toward the pinnacle of the Altular. The crowd behind him sang their praise for the Great Divinity. 




  The hot summer sun shimmered on the 1,460 temple steps. Its blessed warmth radiated the productive power of the growing season. The day was perfect for the Quadreni ceremony. Every four years the Grand Lumin realigned the world with the cosmos by adding an extra day to the summer. But this Quadreni would be like no other. 




  The Grand Lumin floated up the steps. The singing voices that filled the Plaza of the Waters rose with excitement. The Grand Lumin soaked up the energy of the masses that packed the plaza and overflowed into the streets. 




  His floating body accelerated. His magic swelled. The borders between his body and soul became porous and allowed him to tap into the creative mysteries of his existence and thereby understand all life better. 




  When he reached the top, he settled onto the altar and faced the west. A strong wind whistled around the bubble of power that contained him. His pair of spinning crystal orbs circled his body like worlds around a sun. 




  The masses continued to sing and musicians poured their souls into their instruments on this holiest of days. The worshipping fervor of the populace pleased the Grand Lumin immensely. Despite the scheming of the Drathatarlane Sect, the Nufalese largely still placed their faith in him. 




  The seeing mind of the Grand Lumin perceived the crowds in their soul-forms. Their lifeforces sparkled like the sun reflecting on the lake. The springs feeding the Plaza of the Waters gushed with the inner power of Ektren and connected the deep mysteries of the gargantuan world-soul with the brilliant light of this perfect day. 




  The Altular acted as a conduit to the forces of the living cosmos. Tabre enchantments imbued every block of the temple with the wisdom and energy of the ages. The temple focused the colossal swirling powers of creation into the Grand Lumin’s mind. Renewal flooded through his old body, like rainwater reaching depleted roots. He pulled in the energy greedily because the task ahead required his greatest effort. His awareness expanded across his great realm. In Kahtep, Daykash Zeo ascended his temple to perform a sister Quadreni ceremony, and the Grand Lumin consumed the energy of that worshipping crowd that Zeo was focusing for him. In Alicharat and U’telmeran, lesser priests began ceremonies for their local worshippers, as was also happening on smaller scales in villages and frontier settlements. 




  The Grand Lumin basked in the collective glory of his subjects. Their pride in their civilization uplifted him. The Kwellstan Sect was the greatest institution of brilliance ever conceived. His spirit spun inside this musical celebration. No Quadreni ceremony ever before had injected him with such bountiful power. Never had the citizens of Nufal prayed with such fervor. The euphoria of this ultimate experience briefly consumed him, but then the joy receded as his mind collided with reality. 




  Great need drove the prayers of the Nufalese. Fear inspired their enormous hope. Enemies beset the realm, and the Grand Lumin needed help.




  He awaited the spirit projection of the Eschalam. And in Kahtep, Alloi stood alongside Daykash Zeo. This time the Quadreni ceremony was not about fine tuning Nufal’s place in the cosmos. The Grand Lumin knew that pretty much took care of itself. Instead, the focused energy of the realm would be directed at Jingten, and soon the wretched rys would be disciplined by their makers. 




  Nine priests encircled the Grand Lumin. He missed some familiar faces. He added vengeance for his fallen tabre to the final judgment building in his heart.




  The light around him brightened until the green forest and rocky peaks were obscured. The presence of the Eschalam arrived. Although the Grand Lumin would never admit it, he was awed in that moment by his rival. The Eschalam had inherited visions of the beginning time when the blessing of the Great Divinity was newly bestowed. This original knowledge unblemished by ambition and corruption enveloped the Grand Lumin. 




  He fought off the sensation of awe. Let the Eschalam cherish the purity of beginnings, the Kwellstan Sect embraced the future. In that place was endless power. Only in the future could the connection to the Great Divinity be regained and ultimate power enjoyed. 




  “I welcome you to Kwellstan,” the Grand Lumin said. 




  “Gladly I come to fight for Nufal,” the Eschalam replied. 




  The Sect leaders spent no more time on pleasantries. A grueling task was at hand. They reached toward Kahtep where they joined with Alloi. Zeo continued to focus the worshippers at the Kahtep ceremony to support the great trio as they cast their minds toward Jingten. 




  The Grand Lumin resented that he had to attack Jingten with two Drathatarlane tabre, but he could not afford prideful distractions. Destroying Dacian and Onja was the goal, and he would mortgage the prestige of the Kwellstan Sect to do it. Once the rys were subdued forever, then the Drathatarlane could be put back in their place. 




  They ascended the steep mountains that lorded over the world. The power inherent in this place made their souls quiver. This landscape had enticed the Kwellstan Sect but tricked them in the end. Why had the Great Divinity deceived the most faithful and delivered warped children? 




  To test us, the Grand Lumin supposed. 




  The minds of the three tabre beheld the Jingten Valley. The fair town and the great tower sprouted from the gorgeous landscape with false serenity. The care taken in the construction of the colony hid the corruption beneath. Anger swelled within the Grand Lumin as he looked upon the stark failure of grandiose experiments. He should have had the courage to destroy this place sooner, but persistent hope for success had made him foolishly patient. 




  The Grand Lumin felt also the flaring judgment of the Eschalam and Alloi. They resented the existence of Jingten but refused to acknowledge their jealousy. Although the rys were a failure, the Kwellstan Sect had learned a great deal in this place and would try again to craft tabre that could push aside the veils of creation and behold the Great Divinity. 




  Drawing upon their many worshippers, the three tabre hurled their desperate wrath at the rys. Explosions of blinding white fire encased the tower and thunderous cracks of energy bounced off the encircling mountains. Waves tossed on the lake and trees fell in the forest. The Grand Lumin aimed at the tower’s foundations but the binding enchantments that held the tower together no longer responded to Kwellstan Sect magic. Every molecule of the tower was tied now to Dacian’s spells and impervious to tabre attempts at unmaking the structure. 




  The attacks recoiled from the shielding magic of the rys and radiated throughout the valley. Three avalanches were triggered all at once upon high alpine slopes soft in the summer sun. Collapsing fields of snow and tumbling boulders of ice were merely pesky events to the great mountains. 




  Fighting back frustration, the tabre attacked again. Nebakarz priests of both Sects cast their power toward their leaders. The natural forces tapped throughout their blessed realm gave their powers willingly to their magical stewards, but it was as if old age slapped youth from the edge of a grave. The vitality that underpinned Jingten went deep and was still growing. 




  The tabre marshaled all their skill and beat upon the shielding magic of the rys. The valley shuddered but not a block cracked and every lifeforce remained out of reach. 




  Enraged anew by Dacian’s defiance, the Grand Lumin yanked on the lines of energy webbing into his lifeforce from all over Nufal. Priests collapsed at the temples but tenaciously remained in trance and added their power to the collective effort. A white conflagration of battle magic briefly encased Jingten and then condensed into a rippling river of energy that was funneled into the tower. For a delighted instant the Grand Lumin thought he had finally breached the shielding, but then the protective sphere around the town expanded. Alloi sensed first what had actually happened. 




  Aghast, she told her partners, “Our power is reflecting back at us!”




  “No!” the Grand Lumin despaired. He had just poured the very marrow of his realm’s bones into his enemies.




  And now Dacian and Onja counterattacked. Sitting upon their golden thrones, the rys monarchs were motionless within auras of rippling blue energy. Relishing their supremacy upon their native ground, they attacked the lifeforces of the tabre hovering their valley. 




  Knowing that this attack spell could not be endured, the tabre huddled their minds together for mutual protection. Blackness engulfed them as their minds were cast out of the Rysamand Mountains. 




  Alloi’s lifeforce wheeled crazily. The magic of her brother lovingly retrieved her. In Kahtep, her fiery eyes went dark and she slumped into Tempet’s arms. 




  The Grand Lumin for once knew true blindness. His rage allowed him no fear as he saw the portal to the next world. The light that had no color brightened his void with the promise of sweet release from all concerns, but the Grand Lumin snarled at the simplicity of weak death. He would save Nufal! Pride would bring Dacian and Onja into the lowlands one day and then Nufal would consume them! He was certain of these things.




  Guided by his loyal priests, the Grand Lumin reconnected with his body. He fell back on the altar, bleeding from his white sightless eyes, but he drew a deep breath that filled him with spiteful life. 




  Only the Eschalam returned to his physical body without help. Sacred Drathatarlane was a beacon to all the living souls of its children, and his lifeforce shot into the Pen’dalem. His body was slumped next to the seeing floor. Veku held him. Mer and Tria ended their trances and went to their fainted leader. They patted his hands and rubbed his chest until his eyes opened halfway. His potent magic shone through his sagging eyelids like lanterns in the night.  




  Finally the Eschalam softly commanded the Ubratta to check on Alloi. Tria obliged and grabbed her orb again. The seeing floor brightened as her mind crossed Nufal.  




  Mer cringed with worry. The Eschalam must have suffered a terrible blow if he had retreated to his body and not known the status of Alloi. 




  The Eschalam gently moved away the supporting hands. He pondered the power of the rys that he had experienced twice now. He knew that he would not waste his strength on another assault in enemy territory again. The rys simply could not be beaten in their homeland. He even privately admitted his envy for their power. Was he that powerful here in his sacred sanctuary? Maybe.




  Although he would not project his power beyond Nufal again, he remained committed to its defense. The love he had just felt from all the worshipping inhabitants had excited him. The Eschalam looked forward to the time when they all worshipped him. 




  “Alloi is all right,” Tria announced as her eyes dimmed and her crystal floated to the center of the seeing floor. 




  The Eschalam wondered away from the group. Soft light radiated on to him through the crystalline dome, and the familiar walls of the Pen’dalem soothed his exhausted spirit. Without looking at the Ubratta, he quietly recounted the events of the battle. 




  A heavy silence descended as the powerful tabre considered that their great efforts still had not brought victory. 




  Eventually the Eschalam halted their grim contemplation. “We have exhausted the hope of crushing the rys from afar. This war will be won on the ground. The rys will attack Nufal again. Their liberty means nothing to them without vengeance. We must move on to new strategies. Mer, let us begin the work with the captives,” the Eschalam declared. 




  “Let not our spells descend into darkness,” Veku protested. 




  “Yes,” Tria agreed. “We decided against what Mer proposed.”




  “It was never decided,” the Eschalam said, and Tria and Veku shifted uncomfortably. In retrospect, they recalled that the Eschalam’s words had been vague.




  Mer said, “The Eschalam had hoped it would not come to this, but it has.”




  “And how will these grisly conjurings help?” Veku complained. “They’ll just be beasts. You’ll never make them magic.”




  The Eschalam narrowed his eyes at Veku. 




  Mer took up the argument. “We need more support in battle. There are only so many tabre and rys but there are many humans on both sides. With thought conception we can create servants that are strong and unthinkingly loyal. They will tear into the humans and strike them hard with fear. I say it will help. Dayneshah might be alive if we had not been completely without physical defenders.” A tremor shuddered through him after speaking of Dayneshah. 




  Veku recoiled from Mer’s corrupted grief. 




  Tria implored the Eschalam to reconsider. “Master, it is baytolo,” she said.




  “It is baytolo to do it on tabre,” the Eschalam clarified. 




  “Alloi will be angry,” Tria warned. 




  The Eschalam paused when he considered her good-hearted reaction. “Alloi has concerns enough. She and Tempet will accept all support we send, no matter its nature. This is not a debate. Veku, Tria, your help is not needed if it will ease your conscience. Apply yourselves to the war in ways that suit you. Mer, let us go to the pens.”




  Veku and Tria ceased their protests. Necessity demanded sacrifice. The ultimate survival of Drathatarlane could be at stake. 




  The Eschalam departed with Mer. The Sect leader seemed already to be recovered from his ordeal against the rys, and Mer was inspired. He knew how grueling it was to battle the rys in their birthland, and he was heartened to see that the Eschalam had not been diminished by it. Truly the time of Drathatarlane’s long-awaited rise to power had arrived. Mer would not flinch from the work that lay ahead. Dayneshah had not saved him as she stood upon the threshold of death so that he could fail. 




  Mer and the Eschalam walked through the narrow, stone paved streets of the city. Tabre bowed to them and opened their hands in loving salute. The Eschalam cast upon them glowing warmth that refreshed their spirits. 




  He did not often walk the streets, and communal curiosity was aroused by his outing. Many tabre noted his rare departure when he entered the levitation shaft near the bridge. Mer followed the Eschalam down into the canyon where a stream flowed swiftly among smooth boulders. 




  They walked a trail along its banks where gardeners had designed elaborate flower beds. Blooms of different shapes and colors were vibrant in the alpine summer and formed powerful designs that held the key to fertility spells. 




  They continued along the canyon until they reached the Smet River. It was young and unruly this close to its mountain headwaters. The Eschalam absorbed the refreshing blast of vitality from the heart of his mountains. 




  A short distance upriver from the tributary, caves looked over the chaotic waters. A narrow ledge led to the largest cave, and the two tabre entered.




  Inside, the roaring sound of the river was amplified and moisture sprayed over the threshold and dripped from the ceiling. Glow crystals marked a passage plunging deep under the mountain. The floor and walls were smooth, carved by magic long ago. The unpleasant odor of confined animals wafted up. Snarls and howls jabbered farther down the passage as the approaching tabre were sensed. 




  Mer came here sporadically to bring food to the captives, and they likely anticipated their feeding. Mer did this himself instead of burdening another tabre with the unpleasant task. The fewer souls marred by this ugly work the better. 




  The passage opened into a large gallery filled with pits with narrow stone walkways among them. Glow crystals set in the ceiling cast weak light over the pits with unceasing illumination that robbed the captives of the knowledge of night and day. 




  The Eschalam looked down into the main pit. Three dozen filthy men with shaggy hair and brutish faces peered up with awe and fear. Crude leather tunics and breechclouts covered their thick limbed bodies that still possessed strength despite their prolonged confinement. 




  Mer remembered bringing them here. He had subdued them with his mind and enthralled them. With ceaseless mental effort he had dragged them in a plodding line through secret mountain trails from the northern prairie. Mer had found these miserable remnants of the savage population far north of where the tabre had massacred most of their kind. These nasty pathetic creatures were from the fringes of savage society, shoved to the periphery by even their vicious kin. They were the lowest of the low. They were human, but hardly the best stock. Contact with their minds had sickened Mer. They were cloddish and simple. They artlessly bludgeoned their way through short lives of hunting, mating, and quarreling. 




  In their pit were the fresh bones of one of their fellows who had died. All the meat was gnawed away. Fresh water trickled into the pit from a crack in a wall and another fissure in the floor funneled away most of their urine and excrement. 




  The men slobbered on their knees and beseeched the tabre with their guttural words that neither the Eschalam nor Mer had any inclination of learning. In the next pit over, the higher pitched cries of the women squealed plaintively. Mer had not fed them for days because he had been preparing for the Quadreni ceremony. 




  The Eschalam went down the walkway to inspect the females. Mer followed him and looked down upon their shaggy dirty heads and half naked squalor. A few children were among them but no infants. They had not survived the privations of crossing the mountains to Drathatarlane. Their hungry mothers had cast them from cliffs. It was their way to dispose of children when times were tough. They somehow managed to reproduce enough in Mer’s opinion, and he had not regretted the loss. 




  He looked now into the hungry eyes of the juveniles and wondered if perhaps they should be given mercy. They could be cleaned up and perhaps fostered in families in U’telmeran. They were human after all and perhaps could be redeemed with the right upbringing. Bur Mer worried that they would not be worth the bother. They had been born into the dregs of savage society and perhaps their lineage could lead to nothing better. Such questions were not to be answered by the experiments planned. 




  “Let us see the dread dogs,” the Eschalam said and continued along the walkway. 




  The men and women in the pits howled and slapped the sheer stone walls as the tabre moved off. 




  From the next pits snarled packs of dread dogs, each beast held in a separate pit. Collecting these specimens had been vexing for Mer. The cantankerous and independent attitudes of dread dogs had been difficult to enthrall with his magic over long distances. The slightest lapse in his concentration had caused the beasts to slip back to their remote mountain lairs. Some had been beckoned by the whining yips of starving pups, but Mer had eventually lured enough of them to their doom.




  The dread dogs with their coarse spotted hides, monstrous jaws, and beady eyes whined and growled at their captors. The Eschalam waved a hand and quieted them with his potent magic.




  “Instilling obedience in this breed will be difficult,” Mer warned.




  “I’ll use the inherent obedience in the humans. They are easy to cow,” the Eschalam said. Then he smiled, which was a rare expression for him. The opportunity for uninhibited experimentation was rousing him in a pleasurable way. “The dread dogs are perfect. With them I’ll make formidable battle beasts that will tear Dacian and Onja’s minions like squirrels.”  




  





  2. Enjoy the Holiday




  “My son has returned from war a different man. He doesn’t take life for granted anymore, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing.” Journal of Zehn Chenomet, year 2045 Kwellstan calendar. 




  Cruce wiped the sweat from his brow and started again. He swung his sword and lunged and squatted and spun and blocked imaginary blows and swung again. His bare feet moved lightly on the patchy lawn that he had worn down with his daily practicing. He ducked and jumped back and then rushed forward hacking and slashing high and low.




  Since coming home that winter he had developed many practice routines. Tirelessly he worked to master complicated moves and then execute them faster. Some of his techniques came from his battle experience and others he created with the help of sparring partners. 




  He started another series of attacks and pushed himself to do it fast. His final moves were sloppy and he grunted unhappily. Frustrated, he stuck his sword in the turf and walked to a rack of spears. 




  Zehn sat in the shade with a drink on a little table by his wheelchair. “I can almost see your opponent when you do that,” he commented. 




  Cruce glanced at his father. “I can see who I’m fighting,” he said. He always pictured the same face when he trained without a partner. The dark man with the scar on his cheek. The killer of Bellastan Carver. The one who had taken the ruby armor. The beast who would have hurt Ajel. 




  Cruce grabbed a spear and turned toward the targets. Zehn admired his son as he gathered speed for his cast. He wore only shorts and his hard body rippled with muscles, and his sweaty skin was shiny in the sun. Everything that Zehn had once been bounded across the worn grass and threw the spear. It sank into the center of the target. 




  “You’ve improved,” Zehn praised.




  Breathing hard, Cruce put his hands on his hips. The spear in the target satisfied him. “That’s why I practice,” he said with a grin and headed back to the rack. 




  Cruce had come home lean and hard from his battles, and months of training and good food had bulged his muscles further. Cruce’s relentless discipline impressed Zehn. Daily swims in the lake. Hours of sparring, sometimes into the night. Then Cruce attended to correspondence that came every week from Kahtep that concerned his new responsibilities as Militia Master. Cruce also advised the other Kwellstan estate families on how to outfit and train their recruits. He attended the Adarium. He toured their estates. He even studied inventory reports with Dayd. The scars that Zehn saw on his son’s solid and graceful body explained Cruce’s fervent pursuit of all duties. The long one on his right shoulder told of a sharp blade that had come too close to killing. The puncture mark on the lower left chest recalled the dirty arrow that had sickened him. And jagged white lines on the hands and arms informed Zehn of how many times his dear son had grappled with death. 




  Cruce threw another spear and it pierced the second target in the bull’s-eye. Zehn sighed. Great Divinity, may he never miss, he thought. 




  After throwing a third spear, Cruce grabbed his water jug, flopped to the ground at Zehn’s feet, and drank. 




  Zehn lifted his cup and curled his nose. Nothing managed to mask the bitterness of his newest pain remedy. He gagged down a big gulp and gladly set it aside. 




  “Uh, how can anything cost so much and taste so bad?” Zehn joked bravely.




  “A trader told me once that if such things were priced low, then you wouldn’t value them,” Cruce said, trying to be conversational even if watching his father suffer troubled him. 




  Zehn chuckled but then coughed to clear his throat. He said, “You need to get cleaned up before our women get home. They’ll want you for the Quadreni festivities.”




  Cruce stared across the lawn at the spears in the targets. “I suppose I can’t practice anymore by myself,” he grumbled. All his sparring partners were excused for the holiday, and Radello had gone with Dayd to the Plaza of the Waters for the ceremony.




  “So it was just work that kept you here with me?” Zehn said. He was used to staying home alone on Quadreni. 




  Cruce stood up and stretched. “You know I have no business going to a Kwellstan Sect ceremony,” he said and tilted his head to both sides to loosen muscles. 




  Zehn scowled and picked up his medicine cup. He knew why his son skipped the ceremony, and it worried him. Zehn accepted Cruce’s military reasons for switching allegiance to Tempet and Alloi, but he feared reprisal from the Kwellstan Sect. 




  “Going to the ceremony would have been a conciliatory thing to do. The Grand Lumin is not going to let you disrespect him forever,” Zehn said.




  “Alloi won’t let him retaliate against us,” Cruce said.




  Zehn noted how his son went starry-eyed when he mentioned the tabre female. “Don’t trust those Drathatarlane so much,” Zehn scolded.




  Although Cruce regretted inflicting such worries on his father, he was not going to crawl back into the Kwellstan Sect fold. He brushed dirt from his legs and then leaned over his father. “If the Adarium dares to open contracts for bidding because of our falling out with the Kwellstan Sect, I promise you I’ll convince anyone who even considers submitting a bid that it’s a very bad idea.”




  Zehn turned away slightly, disturbed by the chilling resolve on his son’s face. Cruce retrieved his spears, and Zehn sipped his medicine. This new side to his son was a stranger to him. A hard and vicious man lurked in Cruce now. His soul had a shadow that could threaten and perhaps kill. Zehn hoped that Cruce would never kill one of their own. Perhaps Zehn could avoid such a tragedy with his politicking. Maybe when the inevitable Kwellstan Sect punishments came, he should just let the contracts go. The Chenomets still had their estates and Cruce had spoken of starting new ones on the frontier. Zehn had meant to do that before injuries burdened him with unwanted challenges. 




  “Cruce, come here,” he said.




  Cruce put the spears on the rack and walked over. He had noticed the paternal tone and expected a scolding. He should not have spoken so bluntly. It only caused his father more worry. If threats to Chenomet power arose, Cruce intended to deal with them without involving his father. 




  “Yes, Father,” he said. 




  “It’s been nice having you home so much,” Zehn said. He finished his medicine and gestured to be taken into the house. 




  Relieved to be spared a lecture, Cruce pushed the wheelchair. “I suppose you want to know when I’ll be leaving,” he said.




  “I figured you couldn’t stay much longer. They’ll forget you’re Militia Master in Kahtep,” Zehn said.




  Cruce pushed him up a ramp and through gauzy curtains into Zehn’s dressing chamber. Without needing to be told, Cruce knew that his father would want to stretch out on his couch for an afternoon nap now that he had taken his pain medicine. Cruce lifted him from the wheelchair and gently laid him on the couch. Zehn had once been as tall as Cruce was now, but his withered and bent body had lost its stature. He felt disturbingly light in Cruce’s arms. He arranged his father’s legs and plumped a pillow behind his head. Going down to a knee beside his father, he said, “I need to go back soon. I won’t disappoint you, Father.”




  “I’m not worried about that,” Zehn said. Dreaminess crept across his features as his medicine asserted itself.




  “I don’t know how to tell Ribeka,” Cruce admitted. 




  “She’s a brave girl, Cruce. Last year was hard on her, but she had us and her family to keep her spirits up. She’s proud of you. I know you want to stay longer. We all would have liked to see a grandchild on the way by now,” Zehn said.




  Cruce’s secret pain stabbed at him. His parents of course wanted a grandchild, especially now that both their children were married. Cruce longed to show Zehn the little boy who looked like him, but he could not. 




  Misinterpreting the expression on Cruce’s face, Zehn said, “Don’t fret. Sometimes it takes a while before a child comes. Great Divinity knows you’ve been working at it. I’ve been thinking of adding another wing to the house so I can have some peace.”




  Although appreciative of the humor, Cruce nearly blushed. Rising, he said, “Ribeka would just die if she knew you were saying such things about her.” He poured water for his father and set it on the table next to him. Cruce added that he had been delaying his departure because he needed to take Radello with him and he regretted disturbing his sister’s happiness. 




  “That’s a first,” Zehn chuckled. His children were growing up and no longer dedicated to annoying each other. 




  Cruce got some water for himself, still thirsty from his exercise. He went to a window. Through the trees, he could see Lake Kwellstan. 




  “I needed to be home. I needed rest,” he said, soothed by the blue waters.




  “Rest?” Zehn scoffed. “You’ve done nothing but work.”




  “Just being in Kwellstan is restful,” Cruce explained. “In Kahtep I can see the Rysamand Mountains. Whenever you look up it’s like the rys are watching you. And I can see the land where so many men died.” He stopped. His water was shaking in the glass. He slammed shut the gate on his memories. They would not be admitted into Kwellstan. This was his place of peace. 




  He set down the glass and checked on his father again. “Rest and then come with Mother to the banquet tonight. You’ll have fun,” he suggested.




  “I will,” Zehn said and shut his eyes.




  Cruce left the room quietly. He passed through his father’s water chamber and grabbed a towel, intending to take a swim to clean his body and exercise a little more. In the main hall of the family’s wing, he paused by Zehn’s portrait. It had been painted when Cruce was a small boy. Zehn was straight and tall in the image. Lake Kwellstan was in the background, and his handsome face radiated striking confidence. A pang of childish longing for his father to be fit again afflicted Cruce. Every boy wanted his father to be strong forever, but his father had been crushed by ill fortune. Although whole of body, Cruce worried that his luck was crippled. Terrible threats to his family and society were gathering. The peace that had prevailed since last fall did not deceive him. The longer the invasion took to arrive, the worse it would be. 




  Trying to distract himself, he supposed that he should sit for a portrait soon. He decided to ask Ribeka to find a suitable artist. 




  Voices on the front walk took his attention. Everyone was coming home, and he hurried down the hall to greet them. Tradition was to leave front doors open on Quadreni, and his mother came through first.




  Viv wore a yellow dress, a popular Quadreni color, and warm amber beads clung to her neck. A lacy white shawl covered her shoulders and her face glowed from being out in the sun. Behind her trooped in Dayd with Radello on her arm, Ribeka, and the household servants. Cruce suddenly regretted not going when he saw Ribeka without him, falsely widowed just like his mother at the public event. 




  Viv, who had not approved of any of his new dealings with the Drathatarlane Sect, immediately looked impatient with her son. “You’re not even dressed,” she complained. 




  Holding the towel around his neck with both hands, Cruce tried to joke, “There’s no law that says a man has to wear pants in his own house.”




  “Actually there might be,” Dayd chimed in. 




  Viv continued to look grumpy. Cruce knew it was about his refusal to go to the ceremony. “I’ll be dressed before guests arrive, Mother. How was the ceremony?”




  A couple of the servants heading toward their wing glanced at him nervously, and he realized that everyone seemed a little subdued. Quadreni, especially after the formal ceremony with the Grand Lumin, was especially festive because it was summer and only occurred every four years. 




  Viv rubbed her head and did not answer. Ribeka sidled up to Cruce. He put an arm around her but noticed concern in her hazel eyes. 




  “It wasn’t quite right,” she said. 




  “I want wine,” Radello grumped, and the family followed him to the parlor. A servant delivered a jar of wine and poured for everyone.




  Cruce waited with his glass, wondering if anyone was going to propose a Quadreni toast. Eventually Viv sighed and performed her matriarchal duty. “Happy Quadreni,” she said and tossed back her wine like she was Zehn. 




  “The Grand Lumin took forever today,” Dayd complained. She flopped into a chair and propped her feet up on a stool. 




  “It started out wonderful,” Ribeka offered. 




  Cruce pulled her onto his lap and kissed her cheek. “What happened?” he urged.




  “I don’t really know that anything happened,” Ribeka said.




  Dayd swirled her wine and considered what she had seen. She explained how passionate the crowd had been. The prayer songs had been especially lovely and strong.




  “The best I ever heard,” Viv remarked.




  “They were,” Dayd agreed. “But then the Grand Lumin stayed at the altar much longer than usual. People got restless. Then some people said they saw him collapse. I was too close to the Altular to see the top. The rumor came from farther back in the crowd.




  “Then for a long time nothing happened but eventually the Grand Lumin came down. Two priests floated with him, very close. I swear they were assisting him.”




  “They were,” Radello said. He had stayed standing at the table with the wine and poured himself another glass. 




  Dayd continued, “The Grand Lumin’s sermon was very short, abbreviated really. Then he hustled into the Altular. Mostly it was anticlimactic. Everyone expected more, but I suppose we don’t have to let it spoil the holiday.”




  “Yes, let’s still enjoy the holiday,” Viv said. “I’ll admit that with all our recent troubles it’s hard to see our Grand Lumin growing old. I think the people needed a grander ceremony than the dragging and unsatisfying one they got today, but we must still show our confidence to the people.” Viv shook her head with regret. She had been looking forward to Quadreni and instead had seen evidence that her son was right to doubt the Grand Lumin.  




  “Cruce,” Ribeka said. “Do you think it’s only that the Grand Lumin is old?”




  He privately considered that it might not have been a normal Quadreni ceremony. He recalled how the tabre and rys had traded attacks across long distances and wondered if the Grand Lumin had been attempting to strike at the rys. 




  Ribeka could tell that something was on his mind. “Do you know something?” she pressed.




  “No,” he insisted but then confessed his speculation that the tabre may have been coordinating some massive spell against the rys. “But the tabre would never tell us of such things. They have to be secretive because rys can spy on our minds.”




  “Enough of this talk,” Viv declared and stood up. “I’m going to make sure our banquet is coming together properly.” She excused herself. 




  “That’s the best part of Quadreni anyway,” Cruce called after her. He was glad again that he had skipped the ceremony. 




  Viv glanced back at him, but the disapproval was no longer so bright in her eyes. In retrospect, she wished she had spent the afternoon with her ailing husband. There was little sense in trying to keep up appearances when her son’s faith was in unrepentant shambles.




  Dayd and Radello decided to take a nap, and Cruce cuddled and groped Ribeka playfully as soon as they were alone.




  “You’re smelly,” Ribeka complained. 




  “I know,” Cruce said. “Come swim with me.”




  “Oh, I don’t want to ruin my hair before the banquet,” she said.




  “You’ll look lovely no matter what. Come to the lake. It’s hot today,” he urged.




  She reconsidered. Cruce so rarely invited her to do anything. His weapons and his militiamen were his constant companions. Sometimes Ribeka got to go to dinner parties with him, but he talked ceaselessly of Kahtep defense projects with the other estate lords. 




  This summer was not like those in the past when he had wiled away days with her playing games and acting like he enjoyed chatting with her relatives. He only consistently made time for her in those moments before he slept or after he woke when he pleasured her with loving passion. But he was asking her to go swimming now. She must not waste this moment. She knew he would leave again soon. Her dread of it was almost unbearable. 




  The waters of Lake Kwellstan were utterly refreshing in the late afternoon heat. The swim was exactly what Ribeka needed after enduring the sweltering tedium of the prolonged ceremony. 




  Sand had been hauled in over the years to soften the lakeshore of the Chenomet grounds, and Ribeka and Cruce lounged on their towels with the warm sun drying their skin. Ribeka fluffed her hair dry with her fingers, not caring about the loss of her hairdo because Cruce was paying attention to her. They indulged in long kisses. 




  Ribeka ran a hand across his hard chest. His manly strength reassured her. Surely he would defeat their enemies. No man could be trying harder than he was. 




  Cruce moved a hand up her thigh and nibbled at her breast through her thin shirt. “Not here. People can see us from the lake,” she worried.




  He glanced at the water. Boats were too far away to intrude on his privacy, but he playfully obeyed her. “I have no intention of making love right now. I want you to be impatient with want of me through the whole party tonight,” he teased.




  “Oh, so you want to play a game? We’ll see how long you last if I tease you,” Ribeka said.




  “I’d be glad to find out,” he said. He kissed her and then helped her up. “Let’s go. I did tell Mother I would get dressed today.”




  Back at the house, Ribeka summoned her maid and retreated to her dressing chamber. Cruce combed his hair and got dressed in a tailored red shirt and long loose gray pants. He decided it was too hot for a formal jacket. He selected a nice belt with silver medallions and tucked his cow horn dagger into it. He paused by the racks that held his new armor and sword from Tempet and Alloi. He ran his hand over the cool metal of the chestplate. Memories of old battles echoed in his head as he imagined future perils. Then he touched the precious pair of warding crystals within the handle of his sword. The marvelous protections granted him by Alloi bolstered his courage, but he also thought of the other pair of crystals Alloi had made. He hoped Ajel was wearing hers and keeping the other one on Brayten as she had promised.




  Light chatter between Ribeka and her maid in the next room made him turn away guiltily. His thoughts belonged with his wife, who rightly deserved them. 




  He stretched out on his bed and dozed. When Ribeka woke him, he heard the voices of arriving guests in the foyer. 




  “Your hair looks nice,” he said, and Ribeka smiled down on him. She was beautiful. Her hair flowed loosely from beneath a headband of crystal beads, and she wore a pale yellow dress.




  “I’m trying a new style. Maybe I will start a trend,” Ribeka said and fluffed the loose ends of her light brown hair. 




  “Of course you will. You’re Lady Chenomet,” he said. He got up and slipped on some sandals. So many little blisses were granted him at home in the summer, like not wearing heavy clothes and war gear.




  The banquet proceeded pleasantly. Despite speculation about the oddness of the Grand Lumin’s ceremony, most people kept to happy subjects like growing crops, fishing, boating, music, art, and general gossip. Political talk was considered in poor taste on Quadreni, and Cruce pointedly avoided such subjects, much to Ribeka’s relief. 




  The Hebenstens made an appearance. Cruce welcomed Vrostan and his father sincerely. Although Cruce and Vrostan had taken a rough path to reach true comradeship, they both valued the destination. The elder Hebensten displayed more reserve, and his stiff manners matched Zehn’s coolness. When Vrostan invited Cruce to his family’s banquet, the irritation of Vrostan’s father was obvious. Vrostan had taken up the habit of irritating his father as much as possible, and Cruce happily accepted the invitation. He and Ribeka departed with Vrostan and joined the dancing at his home. The young couple enjoyed the holiday late into the night. They party hopped to three more homes, including Ribeka’s parents. The streets were full of revelers young and old, and Cruce soaked up the abundant perfection of Kwellstan life. The music coming from all quarters was absorbed by the primordial forest beyond the city and treetops swayed in the cool night breeze off the lake. 




  The Chenomet home was sleeping when Cruce and Ribeka returned. Despite the late hour the front door was still open. With the holiday concluding, Cruce shut it behind them and led his wife to their chamber. 




  Ribeka abandoned all playful pretense of resisting him and pulled him on top of her as she fell onto their bed. Cruce made hot hard love to his wife. She clung to his neck with helpless yielding and once Cruce was sure that she was satisfied, he renewed his efforts until she cried out loudly many times, hoping that she would wake his father. When Cruce finished, he was almost asleep as soon as his head rested on the pillow. 




   “Cruce, I have something for you,” Ribeka said.




  “Yeah?” he said, not opening his eyes. 




  She rummaged something from her nightstand. After she prodded him awake, he sat up and rubbed his eyes. Ribeka presented a small cloth package. “I had something made for you,” she said, obviously eager to give it to him. 




  Pleasantly curious, he unwrapped the cloth and found a golden medallion on a gold chain. On one side was the Chenomet crescent and on other side of the small disc was the Larka rose. 




  “It’s lovely. Thank you,” he said, still turning it over and admiring it by the candle light. 




  “Look, it’s special,” Ribeka said. She took it from him and her thumb triggered a tiny latch and the medallion opened. On one half was a tiny portrait of Ribeka and on the other side was his image. 




  Cruce took it back and held the locket closer to the candle. He was very impressed with the quality of the little pictures. Their miniature nature was fascinating. He thanked her again for the fine gift. As he kissed her, he mentioned that she should hire a painter to do their full-size portraits. Ribeka put the locket around his neck. She petted it on his chest and looked at him with teary eyes.




  “Oh, Cruce, I want you to know that I’m always with you. I always think about you,” she said.




  “I know. I always think about you too,” he said and hugged her. With her emotions surfacing, he might as well confront her fears. “I’m still here, Ribeka. I’ll stay until after we host the Adarium at summer’s end.”




  “That’s not very far away at all,” she whimpered and fell across his scarred shoulder. 




  Instantly Cruce regretted mentioning an actual date for departure. He should have left her in happy ignorance for a while longer. 




  Ribeka said, “But why go so soon? You said that if there was no invasion this summer then the snows in the mountains would keep them back until at least next spring. Just stay here, please.”




  “I’m the Militia Master now. I have duties, and Gehr needs a break. I’ve been home too long as it is,” Cruce explained. 




  “But if no one is attacking why do you have to go?” Ribeka argued.




  “I must personally make sure Nufal can defend itself. Don’t you see, Ribeka, I’m trying to keep you safe. I don’t want anything to ever get past Kahtep,” he said.




  Some of his despair registered with her, and she tried to subdue her hurt and anger. She was proud of him, but she hated to share him with his many duties. She just wanted him all the time, like it had been this night. 




  A little ashamed, Ribeka wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so petulant. What you do is important. Everybody is so scared even if we try to hide it. I just don’t know how I can watch you leave me again,” she admitted.




  “I don’t want to leave you either,” he said. “But the people look to us to lead them, and now to protect them, and I will do both.”




  She buried her face in his chest. He petted her soft hair and tried to envision a peaceful future in which they could be happy together. Eventually, she pulled away from him and blew out the candle. She rolled over and nestled into the bedding, obviously angry. 




  “I’ll wear this always,” he said. 




  “I made it to bring you luck,” Ribeka whispered. Cruce caressed her bare shoulder and arm until she fell asleep. He laid back and stared at the glow of the crystals on his sword across the room until he fell asleep too. 




  





  3. Gorgarenk and Rapatuk




  Dacian stood between two slabs of stone in what had been Halor’s study. The large blocks disrupted the flowing design of the spiraling bricks in the floor and filled the room with unpleasant energy. The contorted faces of female tabre bulged out from the stone blocks, and their lifeforces still burned inside the lithic prisons.  




  “These containers are still sound,” Dacian judged. “I don’t think the attack was even an attempt to free them.”




  Onja draped herself on the green leather chair overlooking the reception area. She hung her legs comfortably over an armrest and reclined thoughtfully. Her sensual pose consumed utterly the memory of the rigid administrator that had once occupied the seat. 




  “I still thought we should check on them,” Onja said. She was in a good mood after deflecting the combined attack of the Grand Lumin, the Eschalam, and Alloi. The independence of Jingten had been irrevocably proven. 




  Dacian regarded the stone-encased prisoners with distaste. He had not entirely agreed with Onja about bringing them inside the tower, but she had insisted it was the only way to secure them beyond any doubt. When the Tatatook had first carried the unfortunate tabre away from the battle, its warding crystal had protected it from the attacks of the wounded tabre. Then the Tatatook had dropped them off on a rugged pinnacle jutting above a glacier and slashed and pecked them almost to death. Forced to use their magic just to stay alive, the tabre had been trapped by the extreme landscape until Onja sent the Tatatook to retrieve them. Then she had slapped them in stone and forced them into hibernation.




  “Why don’t you just kill these things?” Dacian complained.




  “I have plans for them,” Onja said.




  “What plans?” Dacian asked suspiciously. 




  She swung her feet to the floor. “I need you to help me,” she said.




  “Do what?” He could tell by the guilty look on her face that he was not going to approve. 




  “Make more servants like the Tatatook. It has taken a while but I have finally found two birds willing to transform and serve us,” she said.




  Dacian considered the idea. The Tatatook was very useful, but the fact that it was created from Halor’s flesh made it loathsome to him. But these two tabre prisoners meant nothing to him, and he wondered at his reluctance. 




  He strolled around one of the stone blocks and studied it thoughtfully. “Why do you need my help?”




  Onja approached him. “You think such a spell would dirty your hands?” she surmised. 




  “I don’t know,” he said. 




  Onja took one of his hands, and their lifeforces flowed tenderly through the connection. “You remember how the Grand Lumin treated you. You wonder what he might have done to you. This makes you have sympathy for them,” she said and gestured to the prisoners. 




  “Perhaps,” Dacian admitted. He accepted killing in battle, even executing prisoners, but to distort and reshape the flesh of unwilling prisoners prodded awake his morality. 




  “They are tabre who would have torn us from our thrones and killed our kind in the streets,” Onja said. 




  “Then just kill them,” Dacian said. 




  “But that would be a waste. It is difficult to take tabre alive. This is a great treasure. We can make two more flying servants with the life spans of tabre. Then you can have your own, plus an extra. They will make us more powerful in battle. Help me make them,” she said.




  Her arguments were sufficiently convincing, but to perform such high magic Dacian knew that his heart needed to be in it. “You said Halor was willing to help, but these prisoners will fight the conversion,” he pointed out. 




  “That is why I need your help,” Onja said. 




  Outright cruelty outside the passion of battle was difficult for Dacian. With proper provocation, he could justify anything, but in the calm peace between battles, his gentler nature asserted itself. 




  “I fear my misgivings might undermine the spell of thought conception,” he confessed. “Do it without me. You have a strength in such things that I lack.”




  Onja glowed from the compliment, but she hardly wanted to see Dacian revert to his kinder habits. Three seasons without battle had let the grip of his great hatred loosen. She had hoped that today’s attack would have angered him more. 




  “It’s not true that I possess more strength. When I made the Tatatook I was incapacitated for weeks. I barely reached Kwellstan in time to save you. But if you add your power to the spell, then neither of us will be so terribly exhausted. Together we are stronger. Don’t leave me to do this work and have me useless if the tabre send their spells at Jingten again,” Onja said.




  Dacian disliked the thought of her exhausting herself and then possibly needing her help to defend Jingten. He was also becoming attracted to the idea of having his own flying creature. To pity the fate of his tabre victim in the making of such a thing was silly. It was not so different than slaughtering an animal for food. 




  “I will think about it,” he said and walked out. 




  Onja did not stop him. His troubled heart was easy to feel. Their contact today with the tabre had yanked him from the pleasantness of his kingly existence. The great responsibility of defending the rys pressed on his thoughts. Onja knew that Dacian wanted their ultimate victory, but harsh deeds were not easy for him. She remembered that once he had dreamed of fraternity with the tabre. 




  He knows what tabre deserve, Onja assured herself. She playfully tapped the nose of one of her stone prisoners. She looked forward to the new creations that Dacian would help her make sooner or later. 




  ******




  Dacian left the tower and took a small skiff from the dock. He gently redirected the energy in the waves to guide him gradually toward Jingten. He wanted the time on the open water to think. Lake Nin reflected fluffy clouds, and summer foul honked and quacked along the shores. The power radiating up from the startling depths of the lake renewed him. He did not feel so alone when Rystavalla flowed into him with an energy undistracted by responsibility. Rystavalla existed and therein lay its utter greatness.




  Dacian missed Exaton. Onja’s companionship brought him joy and passion, but she could not replace the trusting confidence of the older rys. Dacian regretted forcing Exaton into battle with the shield. He had thought that it would make his captain strong enough to prevail against all tabre, but he had only gotten his friend killed. The tragedy proved to Dacian that he must develop ways to better exploit his powers and save more rys from violent death. 




  Not that the rys blamed him for any who had died in battle. They were all heroes to their race, but even amid the love of the populace Dacian felt adrift. He craved the validation that only his parents could give. Their disapproval of his goals had disappointed him most of his life, but their cold absence for over a year infected him with a nagging heartsickness. He had thought that the love of all other rys would make him happy in his kingship, but his parents’ condemnation robbed him of true contentment. Perhaps by now they could acknowledge that the liberation of the rys was a good thing.




  A crowd of rys had gathered at the dock by the time Dacian reached town. Happy hands tied up his skiff, and he stepped onto the dock among many bowed heads. 




  “Great King Dacian, we are grateful for your protection,” a male rys declared, and many voices added their thanks. 




  “The tabre attack has been repelled. Your Queen and I taught them well of their weakness. Do not fear,” Dacian said. 




  He stalked down the dock and the fawning rys parted for him. Their adoration and faith caressed his senses. He considered commanding them to follow him to his parents’ house. Let Glaxon and Illyr see that their rejection of him was like a rejection of all rys. 




  Dacian dismissed the idea. Even a king could have a private matter. He would show his parents his respect and give them a chance to love him as they should. 




  While crossing the town, he dispersed the crowd. The rys dutifully went back to their business. Dacian was alone again when he walked down the street to his ryslinghood home, but he could sense the many minds watching him from behind walls. At his house, Glaxon stepped out the front door and shut it behind him. He held up a hand and glared at his son. 




  “Trouble us not with your pleas for forgiveness,” Glaxon said. “Illyr and I have no son.”




  Dacian went as far as the first step and looked hard into his father’s eyes. Regret braced by great stubbornness guarded Glaxon’s heart.




  “Then would you accept a visit from your King if you have no son?” Dacian said.




  “Does my King order me?” Glaxon asked. 




  Dacian could not bear the scolding scrutiny of his father and he looked away like a shameful rysling. The humility warned him to shake off the leash of this familial weakness. 




  “Father, I truly wish I could have liberated the rys without the violence that offended you and Mother,” he said.




  “I know, but I always told you none of your wishful nonsense would ever work,” Glaxon said.




  Dacian flared, “Was there ever a thing that you approved of in me?”




  “I loved and approved of you every day that you lived with us,” Glaxon said. “And I always asked you to return. You spurned us, Dacian, and now we do not wish you to bother us. It is too painful.”




  Flabbergasted to his soul, Dacian gaped until he could muster words. “Can you not forgive me? Does not the liberation of the rys gladden you?” he asked.




  “The liberation of the rys? How many have died? How many rushed to their deaths at your call?” Glaxon demanded. 




  “They love their freedom and do not regret the sacrifices,” Dacian said. 




  “Still their deaths are on your hands and the hands of that deviant female who has caused all this sorrow,” Glaxon declared.




  Dacian’s love for Onja snarled protectively and he said, “How dare you blame Onja? If not for her greatness I would be dead or worse and the rys still in bondage. Where is your anger for the tabre oppressors? How can you say things aren’t better now?”




  Glaxon narrowed his eyes as he recalled his long years of hating the tabre, but he had learned to transcend that bitterness. “Illyr and I are peace loving. We cannot condone killing and will not, not even for the love of our lost son. To use power for violence will only lead to more violence. Someday you will be as bad as our tabre masters that you so revile.”




  “No!” Dacian cried. “You always tried to keep me back from greatness. You never wanted me to succeed at anything. You never believed I could lead the rys to a better society. Why?”




  Glaxon’s posture softened and he bowed his head. With a soft voice he confessed, “We knew that you were very powerful and that someday the tabre would want to destroy you unless we could keep you content at home. In that we failed.”




  “Of course you failed,” Dacian sneered. “I would never suffer to live such a meek life.”




  “It would not have been suffering. You would be here with Illyr and me. We would work in the forest and be happy, and the rys who have died would be alive,” Glaxon said.




  “I would not have been happy,” Dacian scoffed.




  “You never tried. You always wanted what the tabre kept from us. You coveted their prestige and status,” Glaxon said.




  “And why not? You are wrong to say all rys should stay cowed just to be safe. I will cease to be so ashamed of your judgment. The tabre judged me too and they were wrong as well,” Dacian said.




  “So, will you kill me too? And Illyr?” Glaxon challenged, bold from his unflappable moral high ground. 




  Dacian shook his head. He could not imagine how he had been born from such weakness. “I love all rys and will defend all rys,” he declared and turned away. The shocking rejection of his parents left him hollow, and he walked across the town without even seeing it. His anger rattled inside the vast emptiness of his heart. Glaxon and Illyr could have their simple peace, even if they would not thank him for providing it. 




  Onja was his family now. She did not flinch from the demands of justice. She did not quibble about lives lost when the liberty and safety of all rys were at stake. She did not blithely accept the supremacy of tabre simply for the convenience of a quiet life. 




  When Dacian reached the tower he sat upon his golden throne and glowered at the marble floor. Servants passed quietly at the edges of the room. During his funerary brooding he finally buried his parents. If their spineless pacifism was the only alternative to defending his kind, then he would continue to use his power. He cast his lingering sadness on the cadaver of their love like a fistful of dirt. 




  Glow crystals throughout the tower brightened as night fell. Eventually Onja came down the levitation shaft and approached his throne. She kneeled at his feet and looked up at him. Her beautiful eyes dripped sympathy. 




  “Is it because of me that your parents revile you?” she asked.




  Dacian cupped her cheek. “They condemn me for my actions. Do not blame yourself for the rejection I endure. If the price of your love is my parents’ love, then gladly I pay,” he said.




  She sighed at the sweet willingness of his sacrifice and kissed his palm. “I will go to them. I will fix things so you can be happy,” she proposed.




  “No!” he cried. “We are sundered. There is no fixing it. Let us speak of it no more.”




  “As you wish,” Onja said. 




  “My heart is now free of weakness,” Dacian announced. “Show me the stock that you have acquired for the thought conception spell.”




  Happiness lit Onja’s face. She led him outside. A full moon reflected on the lake and the tower was a black spear piercing the silver sky.




  “They are not birds of the night so I must guide them to us,” Onja explained.




  Power twinkled in her eyes as she cast her mind into the forest and summoned her volunteers. Dacian waited patiently. The lake tickled the gravel shore and the wind sighed through the pines. The lifeforce of Rystavalla soaked into his soul and refreshed him completely. The awesome strain of the combat that day was relieved. He let the power fill him with vitality. This was the power that the tabre had tapped into when trying to advance their species. But the power in this place made rys, not tabre. The power was his and he would become its master. 




  Time slipped by unnoticed as Dacian silently communed with the creative forces surging around him. He focused on a sharp lifeforce cutting through the air toward him. He held out an arm and the hawk landed on it. The raptor was heavy and its talons dug through his sleeve but he ignored the pain. Red, brown, and cream feathers blended beautifully across the hawk’s powerful body. Dacian stroked the neck feathers and peered into the superb eye that reflected the moon. 




  “I can hear him!” Dacian said. “He wants to serve me.”




  “Is he not a kingly bird?” Onja asked.




  “Oh, yes,” Dacian purred to the hawk. He began to imagine how the flesh and soul of this bird could be transformed by thought conception. 




  The hawk screeched and Dacian looked forward to the day when its raw ferocity cowed the forces of Nufal.




  A second bird descended quietly from the night sky. Its hulking bulk, open wings, and naked nasty head were as repulsive as the hawk was handsome. This vulture lord had wearied of its endless soaring as it patrolled for scraps of the dead. Ambition had somehow inspired the vulture to aspire to something beyond scavenging drudgery. Dacian saw immediately how the vulture with its old man’s head and ragged feathers would make a fearsome beast. Powerful and nasty to behold, the vulture would make the men of Nufal quail with revulsion as they beheld a creature most content among the dead.  




  “The Tatatook had to search for a long time to find two willing subjects,” Onja said. 




  “They will be perfect,” Dacian said, truly excited by the possibilities. “Let us begin.”




  “It is very tiring,” Onja warned. 




  Undeterred, Dacian said they would do the vulture first. He wanted to practice the thought conception spell once before making his hawk servant. 




  The hawk stayed on Dacian’s arm as they went into the tower. The vulture strutted and hopped behind Onja. The birds flew up the center of the tower and Dacian and Onja came up the levitation shaft. Once outside Halor’s old study, the rys summoned the birds. They found perches on the furniture and patiently watched with gleaming eyes as the rys conferred between the stone slabs. For the rest of the night, Dacian and Onja communicated through a trance connection. Onja showed him how she had created the Tatatook. Dacian asked many questions and then they discussed how to refine the spell. They decided that Onja would direct the making of the first creature with Dacian’s support and then she would support him as he made the second creature. 




  At Onja’s bidding the stone around one tabre glowed blue, then deepened to purple and finally flared to orange. Hot swirling vapor rose as the solid stone dissolved layer by layer into pure energy. Slowly a female tabre was revealed. Chunks of stone dropped off her shriveled body. She slumped to the floor and looked utterly dead until she heaved a rasping breath. Coughing and shaking, she clawed at the floor, blind as a kitten. 




  Dacian seized her by the hair. Most of it came out in his hand, so he grabbed her around the neck and lifted her up. Onja yanked the scraps of clothing from the tabre. Half healed wounds covered her naked body.




  “I need to heal the body first,” Onja decided and her healing spells started flashing across the tabre’s dark flesh.




  The energy flowing into the tabre’s body revived her. Despite her pitiful state, her cry was piercingly loud and echoed up and down the tower. 




  Still shrieking, the tabre’s magic flared. White light burst from the dark pits of her eyes and she struggled. Dacian held her firmly and his magic drilled into her. A ball of blue fire consumed her head. She grimaced within the swirling translucent glow that restrained her magic. Dacian shredded the prisoner’s thoughts and seized her soul. The pulsing nearly infinite power of the tabre’s eternal essence blasted through his awareness. He shuddered from unexpected ecstasy as he inflicted such intimate control upon another being. This is what the Grand Lumin had tried to do to him but failed. 




  Onja began the thought conception spell. With Dacian already in control of the tabre’s soul, the spell was much easier to do than the first time. Onja’s mind consumed the cells of the tabre’s body and she began to create a new vision of how the cells should be assembled.




  The female still moaned and wailed. Magical blue fire expanded and flared until it crackled against the walls and ceiling. Bolts of energy erupted from the maelstrom. The watchful birds squawked and flapped. Shimmering heat radiated from the laboring rys. Dacian’s grip tightened on the weakening female and Onja’s wondrous vision filled his mind too. 




  She put her hand on the tabre’s heaving chest. Her sparkling white-nailed blue hand was bright against the charcoal flesh of her enemy. Driven by magic, Onja’s hand sank into the flesh between the tabre’s breasts. She slowly exposed and pulled out the heart, still beating and connected to the body. Onja summoned the vulture. It sprang forward eagerly. The vile bird was tall and it stretched up to bite the beating heart. As the vulture ripped into the tough moist throbbing heart muscle, Onja cast her spell of making. 




  Dacian’s legs almost buckled when Onja drew upon his inner power. As if a glacier were calving inside him, he felt the abundance of his magical strength drop away into Onja’s spell. The tabre in his hands began to change shape. The body became mushy and then started to bulge. A final shriek shook the tower and then all was silent. 




  Dacian tenaciously endured the prolonged spell. He knew the process was draining Onja as well, and he wondered how she had ever done this by herself the first time. His respect for her doubled. 




  The consciousness and soul of the vulture were totally yielding. As the bird was combined with the tabre, Dacian glimpsed how the vulture had looked upon the Tatatook with envy. The vulture was being granted his greatest wish. 




  The cruel force of Onja’s mind cut away the memories and thoughts of the tabre and discarded them to oblivion and kept only the lifeforce that would sustain the new creature for centuries. 




  The vulture disintegrated into the distorted and bulging blob of tabre flesh, and then Onja and Dacian bent their wills to the final effort. Assembling the new creature required careful and sustained effort. Onja’s concentration never faltered. Dacian learned as she pieced the creature together. The vulture’s form reappeared but was much larger than the original. The arms of the tabre with its hands emerged but now had sharp talons just like the feet. A crinkled half naked face and thick curving beak extended from a thick body of dingy feathers. Great wings with white and black feathers unfurled. 




  Onja collapsed away from the monstrosity. The vulture beast flopped onto the floor, totally unconscious. Dacian thudded against the floor face first and yielded to blackness. 




  When he opened his eyes, he saw the hawk eating from a plate of raw meat that presumably a servant had brought for it. Slowly he pushed himself into a sitting position. Onja was awake and propped up against the remaining stone slab. Their creature still reposed on the floor, but its wings were folded comfortably and its face was tucked against its chest. Grotesquely ugly, the huge creature would probably just be able to squeeze out the door. An unpleasant reek permeated the room as if every carcass the original vulture had ever glutted itself upon was a permanent part of its being. 




  Someday this foul creature born of his hate would gorge upon the dead flesh of his enemies. All the good things he had strived for but were rejected by the tabre had come to this. He recognized the depravity of what he had just done. The helpless horror of the tabre still reverberated to the depths of his spirit, but Dacian felt something new. He felt a thrill for what he had done. His power was truly ripening, and all who condemned him would know only woe. 




  He looked at the hawk. Its noble perfection inspired him. He would cast his thought conception spell as soon as he recovered his strength. 




  “Onja, are you well?” he asked.




  She nodded tiredly. “Thank you for helping me.”




  “What shall we call this?” Dacian wondered and gestured to the vulture beast. “I dub it the Gorgarenk,” she said.




  “The sooner we get it outside the better,” Dacian said, waving his hand in front of his nose. 




  “It will sleep for a long time,” Onja said.




  Dacian wrinkled his nose unhappily. “Come,” he said and the hawk flapped up to his arm. “Then let us leave it to rest.”




  He helped Onja to her feet and they retired to their private chambers. The hawk screeched impatiently at Dacian, but he told it that its turn would come, and it would be terrible in its loveliness. 




  “We shall call you the Rapatuk,” he decided. 




  





  4. Death Touch 




  Make friends easily. Discard enemies swiftly. ~ Podubwa folk saying




  Amar led his party to the place on the Sabar’Uto Temulanka border where Onja had altered the land. Waterfalls streamed into the long cleft in the bedrock where the Goddess had split and then lifted it. Gradually the dispersed waters found again their old channel and hurried away from the pond and its marshy edges. Dead trees killed by the new flooding rose from the waters, and the road that had once led to the ford was lost in the new wetland. In the seasons since Onja’s massive spell, vegetation had smoothed the raw edges of upheaval. Toppled trees rotted and new ones sprouted. 




  Through an interpreter, Amar explained to the newest member of his entourage how the Goddess had lifted the land and spread out the swollen creek so that her army could advance. 




  Demdin squinted skeptically as he surveyed the landscape. The story seemed too much to believe, but the landscape possessed a strange character. Demdin could not deny that something extraordinary had happened here.




  “I see why you fight so hard for a goddess this powerful,” Demdin commented. 




  Once Amar heard the interpretation from the Sabar’Uto man who traveled with Demdin, Amar said, “And you will help me fight even better.”




  Demdin nodded in arrogant agreement. He knew how to teach a man to fight. He was a master fighter in his distant tribe, and he had recognized a worthy pupil upon seeing Amar. 




  The new fording place was farther downstream, and Amar’s war party splashed across the creek, gentle in late summer, and headed into the Temulanka Domain. 




  Riding at Amar’s side was Khage who had listened closely to Amar’s explanation of what Onja had done at the ford. His thoughts wandered through his own memories of Onja and her great works of battle magic. He daydreamed about the Goddess. Her power blessed him with strength, and it was his duty to fight for her, but then he recalled that it was his immediate duty to pay attention. He was privileged to attend the Overlord, and he should help his master watch for danger. Khage had heard last night’s report from a spy who said that the Chupabat had hired assassins to act against Amar. With all the social upheaval surrounding the new religion, the rysmavda had been recruiting heavily to spread and teach the worship of Onja. Kezanada agents had infiltrated the rysmavda, which allowed them to monitor the warrior priests. 




  Khage smiled as he remembered how he and his Kezanada brothers had laughed at the notion of an assassin succeeding against Amar. All the best assassins were Kezanada, so the Chupabat could have only hired second rate thugs. 




  Although Khage did not really believe an assassin could hurt Amar, he hoped to capture one and reinforce his Overlord’s favor. He watched the sides of the road closely and peered into the trees. He listened for the warning calls of disturbed birds and tried to think of ways that an assassin might strike. 




  The Kezanada war party slipped into the forest to prepare a camp out of sight of the road. Khage gathered wood and started a fire for Amar. He attended to the small needs of the Overlord when they traveled now. Once he set water to heating, he took out the battered scroll Urlen had made for him. All 87 letters of the Temulanka alphabet were on it along with many basic words. While the daylight lasted, Khage practiced writing with a stick in the dirt. He had already mastered this assignment, so he only half focused on his practice while observing Amar. 




  The Overlord and Demdin were stripping to their waists. Amar noted the hard lean body of the aging teacher. His skin was darker than most men Amar had ever seen. He supposed that Demdin’s people were all like that. Demdin was of the Podubwa Tribe that lived beyond dense forests south of the Sabar’Uto Domain. Contact between the tribes had been sporadic, but rysmavda had gone in the spring to spread Onja’s religion to the remote Podubwa. The tribe had heard the rumors of what had been happening, and its people had received the rysmavda with polite interest. Some Podubwa had traveled to the Sabar’Uto Domain to learn more of the Goddess Onja, and Amar had encountered Demdin while visiting the Sabar’Uto Domain to discuss war planning with its war chiefs. 




  Demdin had been doing public demonstrations of his fighting techniques, and Amar had been impressed. Once Demdin understood Amar’s position and infamy, he accepted Amar’s invitation to travel with him and be his teacher. 




  The lines on Demdin’s face tallied his years. A fringe of short white hair that he often shaved surrounded his bald head. At his age, he should have been in physical decline, but his lean supple body looked like it could hit like a boulder and jump like a deer. 




  Now that Amar had stripped away his armor, shirt, and weapons, he eyed his new teacher with deep concentration. Demdin had said they would get to training with weapons eventually, but the best fighters were always prepared to face anything with their bare hands. In his first wrestling match with Demdin the day before, Amar had immediately felt the supreme talent of this foreign fighting master. Demdin moved with startling speed. He dodged and struck and deflected with efficient subtlety. He knew where on the body to cause the most pain. 




  Amar threw a punch and Demdin leaned out of its path, knocked away Amar’s fist with one hand and struck at Amar’s neck with the other hand. Amar blocked that blow and then plunged in hard against his opponent with a knee to his midsection. Demdin melted away from the knee that only grazed his abdomen and then he grabbed Amar’s leg and flipped him back hard. 




  Amar quickly sprang to his feet and circled his wily opponent. Demdin patiently refused to attack, so Amar was obliged to. He rushed the fighting master and they exchanged punches. While blocking one punch, Amar spun toward the arm he was deflecting and grabbed it. Keeping the momentum of his spin, Amar yanked Demdin off his feet and meant to throw him over his shoulder, but Demdin’s arm snaked around Amar’s neck before he could make the throw. Demdin wound his legs around Amar’s torso and squeezed. Straining hard, Amar staggered beneath the burden. The python-like strength of Demdin’s arm around his neck was dismaying. Willing to cause his teacher pain at this point, Amar flopped backward. He drove an elbow into Demdin’s ribs as they hit the ground. 




  The Podubwa master grunted and Amar broke the strangle hold. He slammed an elbow down again and jumped up and bounded back a few steps to allow Demdin to get up. Thrilled with his success, Amar expected that Demdin would come at him with something truly crafty this time. 




  “Lord Amar, duck!” Khage shouted.




  Amar had been utterly focused on his practice bout with Demdin, but he reacted to Khage’s frantic voice without question. Amar dove to the ground. A hissing arrow breezed across his bare back, leaving a faint cut. Amar rolled toward his weapons. He grabbed his armor and held it up like a shield just in time to block another arrow that flew spinning away from the enchanted ruby armor. 




  Toting his battle axe, Khage bounded across the area where Amar had been sparring with Demdin. A figure darted behind a tree, whirled out the other side and threw a slender knife. This landed in the dirt between Amar and Demdin. The shoddy shot revealed the inexperience of the attacker. 




  Amar yelled to his other men to scour the area for more attackers. Holding his sword now, Amar held up his armor to protect himself and dashed toward a tree. Khage barged into the brush chasing the assassin, and the clang of connecting weapons announced their duel. Amar peeked around his tree and scanned the woodland. The sun was low in the sky and piercingly bright. Long angled shadows dissected the scene into erratic images. He saw the second assassin as his arrow left a bow. Amar ducked behind the tree and the arrow skidded through the bark next to his cheek and then sank into another tree. 




  Demdin spotted the second assassin. He grabbed a broken tree branch, tested its weight in his hand, and then hurled it. The branch spun through the air and crashed into the assassin’s head and knocked him down. Demdin bounded toward his fallen target with more Kezanada at his heels to assist in the capture. 




  Amar slid his armor on without tightening the straps and headed toward Khage. Three more Kezanada had joined Khage and they were stripping and beating a prisoner. 




  Amar stalked up to the assassin and grabbed him by the neck while Khage and another man held his arms. Amar slammed the attacker’s head against a tree three times. His head lolled and the Kezanada tied him to the tree. 




  Demdin and some other warriors hauled the other prisoner up and they tied him to another tree. He had taken a bad wound and was bleeding heavily. 




  Amar waited to start the interrogation while his warriors scouted the area. No other attackers were located and there were no signs that any men other than the two captured had been prowling the area.




  Satisfied that the camp was secure again, Amar approached the assassin who was not badly wounded. The man had recovered somewhat from the blows to the head and he regarded his intended victim with resignation. 




  Amar slit one of the man’s nostrils with the tip of his sword. The assassin cried out in pain and rage. “The Chupabat sent you,” Amar stated.




  Bringing his cries under control, the assassin looked at Amar with regret. His stupid pride had made him think he could kill the dro-shalum. He was also disappointed that his target had been aware of the Chupabat’s desire to kill him. Serving the Chupabat had been stupid as well.  




  “I almost had you,” the assassin said, wringing a final drop of satisfaction from the remainder of his life. 




  “You’re a terrible shot. Is this the best the Chupabat can do?” Amar scoffed. His men shook their heads at the incompetence. Amar threatened the prisoner with a blade against his neck. 




  Shaking with fear, the prisoner spat out blood that was running into his mouth from his cut nose. “Overlord, send me back to the Chupabat with your message. I’ll tell them that it is impossible to get you. I’ll tell them to give up their revenge for Totemey,” the assassin proposed. 




  “Totemey’s death was the will of the Goddess,” Amar said. “The Chupabat will hardly need you to deliver the message of your failure.”




  The other prisoner groaned and slumped farther down the tree. Blood was spilling from his torso. 




  Amar took his sword away from the throat of the first assassin and patted it against his palm. “How shall I kill you to express my disgust?” Amar wondered. 




  Demdin started speaking and his interpreter hustled up to convey the words. Demdin asked that he be allowed to practice a technique called poko mel or death touch. 




  “Death touch?” Amar said, very curious.




  “As you wish, Fighting Master,” he said graciously and stepped aside. 




  Demdin bowed to Amar and said, “Thank you for the opportunity. I do not often get to practice this.”




  After the interpreter explained, Amar agreed that willing subjects to practice upon would naturally be scarce.




  Demdin shook out his hands and loosened up his arms. He set his feet well apart to brace his body and then pressed his palms together and took a deep breath. The prisoner started yelling obscenities at his captors and howling about how his comrades would hunt them all down. Demdin continued to breathe deeply. Then he lashed out with the heel of his hand and struck the assassin in the chest. His second hand immediately struck where the first had just hit. His high-pitched screams accompanied each blow. 




  The assassin jerked several times. His eyes widened and then he started gasping and moaning. Demdin stood close and watched him carefully. Sweat broke out across the man’s face and he went pale. He squirmed in his bonds and his breath became more labored. After a short amount of time, his attempts to breathe were reduced to a rattle and then nothing. His chin flopped against his chest and drool spilled onto his shirt. 




  Demdin pressed his ear against the man’s chest. Once he was satisfied by the silence, he stepped back and announced with a flourish that the assassin was dead.




  Several Kezanada took turns confirming the death, and they all nodded to Amar. 




  “That was death touches,” Amar said and held up two fingers. 




  Not really needing the interpretation, Demdin laughed. “I am working on getting it down to one,” he explained with good humor. 




  The other prisoner had bled death during the poko mel demonstration. Both dead assassins were taken down from the trees, and Amar ordered that their bodies be chopped up. As the Kezanada war party progressed across the Temulanka Domain, parts of the bodies were scattered along the road. When they reached a town where a new rysmavda temple was being built, Amar tossed the heads into the construction area. Although he expected that the Chupabat would get the message, he doubted that they would forsake their vengeance after only one try. Amar would be glad to return to the relative security of his emerging stronghold of Do Jempur. 




  ******  




  The Kelsur camp had been growing every day. The clan-based enclaves of tents radiated out from the sprawling construction site of the Kezanada fortress. Amar looked out on the gathering nomadic masses from the foundations of his fortress. The once wild land was torn up all around the work site. Trees were cleared and rutted paths crisscrossed the piles of rocks, timbers, and dirt. Digging gangs were trenching a new path for the stream that went over the cliff. The waters would be diverted and engineered into a water source for the fortress. 




  Even from a distance, Amar noted the disapproving expressions of the Kelsurs standing at the newly carved edge of the forest. Civilization was not admired by Kelsurs. They had joined Amar’s campaign so they could hurt their civilized neighbors and now colossal construction crashed on the very threshold of their domain.




  Amar expected that they would adjust to the presence of the Kezanada fortress in due time. Untold trackless wilds spread north and west. The great expanse of Kelsur territory could afford to grant one little patch for the Kezanada. They would do it to honor their awesome new Goddess Onja just as the civilized tribes also honored her with troops. 




  “Mothersluts! How many of these people are going to come here?” Pender Ruke complained. He shaded his eyes and looked across the Kelsur camp.




  Amar liked the thick-necked architect. Urlen had done well in hiring the man, whose natural air of authority and competence coordinated five thousand workers to create his vision. 




  “They say there is a Kelsur for every tree in the forest,” Amar quoted. 




  Pender Ruke grumbled something unintelligible and pulled out a cloth to mop sweat from his head. He was dusty and not in a good temper, but he prided himself on inspecting every block of the foundation as it was laid. 




  “I’m serious, Lord Amar. These people are a problem. They’ve already raided my food stores for the workers,” Pender Ruke said. His underlings knew well his blunt and bossy manners, but he spoke with a respectful tone to Amar. 




  Amar shrugged. “Kelsurs steal,” he said. “Send for more supplies. These Kelsurs will move on after the Thievesmeet.”




  Pender Ruke was dreading the Thievesmeet he had been hearing so much about. He doubted he could get any proper work done once it began. He expected that he would just have to give the workers at least a three-day holiday. 




  Amar admired the progress inside the foundations. The below ground areas of the fortress were being dug and three tunnels were already cut into the caves below. The stones for five massive cisterns were being laid as well. 




  “This is progressing very nicely. Thank you,” Amar said.




  The gratitude brightened Pender Ruke. His career had been spent with priests and royalty who were notoriously unwilling to express satisfaction. 




  “You’re welcome, Lord Amar. Your bountiful treasure never leaves me lacking for workers or supplies. And being able to quarry on site makes all the difference with the schedule,” Pender Ruke said. He then pointed beyond the star-shaped foundation of the fortress and explained how the stone had been excellent where they were cutting the road into the cliffs. A narrow corridor was planned that would allow traffic to come up from the lakeshore to a fortified entrance. The fortress would overlook the final leg of the corridor. Any future enemies that might attack by the main route would be in a confined space with the defenders looking down on them. 




  “And when will I be able to move in?” Amar asked.




  Pender Ruke frowned at this common question that had dogged him his entire career. “Three years, maybe two, but I have fifteen years’ worth of work planned. All the fine artisan work and flooring and doors. But a section can be ready for you and your inner circle while we still work.” 




  “Good,” Amar said although he had yet to actually imagine living in this fortress. He dreamed instead of Nufal and the battles for his Goddess that awaited his bravery and strength. 




  “You may go,” Amar said. 




  Pender Ruke bowed. He had found Amar, the dreaded dro-shalum, to be surprisingly easy to work with. Of course Pender Ruke had worked hard through many lamp flickering nights to draft great plans. He intended this fortress to be his masterwork. The requests of the Kezanada had been challenging but inspiring, and happily the Kezanada Overlord was not a madman incapable of recognizing good work. 




  Although Pender Ruke appreciated Amar’s cordial attitude as a client, the architect still sensed the danger that lurked in the highest warrior of the Goddess. Backing away, Pender Ruke watched Amar pick up the helmet he had set on the edge of the foundation. The crest of dark glossy hair was said to be from tabre killed by Amar’s own mortal hand. Pender Ruke was acquainted with the many great deeds attributed to kings. If not outright lies, most were twisted exaggerations, but Pender Ruke believed that Amar had truly slain magic creatures. Fearless confidence radiated from the strong young man. His muscular body had been honed to perfection. Pender Ruke saw a man consumed by destiny. 




  With the meeting over, he returned to the smaller world where he was master. 




  Amar slid his helmet on and looked down. Khage was running up the dirt ramp along the foundation. The thick arms of the tall youth were shiny with perspiration and pumped at his sides as he took long strides up the incline. Since Khage had returned in late spring after attending to his family needs, Amar had sometimes taken the young warrior on his morning runs. Khage always kept up. He was a hard young man, and Amar expected great things from him someday.




  Only a little out of breath, Khage bounded onto the wall and kneeled before his Overlord. 




  “Lord Amar, I have found Loxane. She would be pleased to receive your visit,” Khage reported. 




  “Didn’t you tell her to come to me?” Amar scolded. 




  Khage looked up and nodded earnestly. “I told her, and she’ll come later she said, but right now she is busy among her people, but she said you can come visit,” Khage explained.




  A slight frown hinted at Amar’s annoyance. Loxane was undeniably a woman who took liberties with his authority, and he delayed his anger. She had not been often among her people since becoming his ally. She was their Shamaness and perhaps her great status among the Kelsurs required her to give them some attention.




  “What did you think of your first look inside a true Kelsur camp?” Amar asked. With a flick of his fingers he let Khage know that he could stand.




  Rising, Khage said that it was interesting. He had found it hard not to stare at everyone’s tattoos. Some women dressed like men, which was strange, and the men all looked strong and fierce. 




  “The weak do not survive among the hunters,” Amar said. “Come, attend me as I do the High Priestess the honor of visiting her.”




  Amar and Khage walked across the construction site and entered the woodland where the Kelsurs were camping. Kin groupings loosely organized the arrangement of camps. Amar recognized some of the antler poles that designated families. At the same large granite outcropping as last time, the lobed antlers of the Moose people were raised. Amar wondered if the old chief Burbin still lived. One that old could pass at any time. 




  Khage led Amar farther into the woods. Kelsurs shyly watched the Kezanada Overlord pass. They whispered to each other, and Amar enjoyed how his reputation spread awe among the people. 




  They hiked into a grove of tall pines with a sunny glen at its center. Cooking fires and animal skin tents were arrayed around the edges of the glen. A circle of drummers gently tapped their drums in a low rhythm filled with subtle variations. 




  Khage stopped at a cooking fire where a fat old man sat scraping the fur off a hide. He was ugly for a Kelsur, who as a people tended to be quite attractive. Between scrapes of the hide he lifted a small wooden bowl with a stem to his lips and puffed up a little fire within it and inhaled the smoke. Amar stared with open curiosity. He had never observed such a strange habit before.




  Gesturing with the pipe, the old man said something in the Kelsur tongue. His toothless mouth made the words especially impossible to understand, but Khage figured he was telling him where Loxane had gone. 




  Looking where the old man pointed, Khage saw three men in the center of the sunny glen. Two of them were Loxane’s current attendants. Khage and Amar set out toward them. 




  The high grass and weeds of late summer had hidden Loxane from their view until they arrived. She was stretched out on her side naked while a tattoo artist worked on her right hip. Most of the prime skin of her body was already tattooed, but she was working in another one. 




  The artist only glanced up when the Kezanada arrived and then returned intently to his work. With a small brush he dabbed ink into the little cuts he made with a needle sharp hammer. The smears of ink and blood obscured the image, so Amar asked her what it was.




  “Goddess Onja,” Loxane answered.




  Amar sat down and looked again at the tattoo and now saw the female face. 




  “You get tattoo,” Loxane suggested. “Henet my artist, best artist. He tattoo you nice.”




  Amar was tempted initially just because Loxane had offered to share her artist. If this was the man who had done Loxane’s other tattoos, then he was indeed talented. But Amar looked at his hands and wrists. Although Onja’s magic had made the scars faint, he could still see in his mind the tattoos that had once marked him as lord-born. He was beyond that now. 




  “I don’t need a tattoo to show that I am Overlord,” he said. 




  Loxane seemed not to be offended by the refusal. She looked at Khage who was unsuccessfully trying not to stare at her. Loxane fondled one of her breasts and kissed her lips toward him. Then she laughed when Khage’s face darkened and he still did not look away. 




  “You need get that one a woman to keep,” Loxane suggested.




  “He has no difficulty finding girls,” Amar said. He looked over his shoulder and with a glance informed Khage that he should go for a walk. 




  “How Sabar’Uto Domain?” Loxane asked.




  “Good enough. The people are adjusting to Onja’s religion. King Ulet is not causing problems. The rysmavda have raised tribute to send to Jingten. Everyone asks me when will we go to war. I tell them next spring,” Amar said.




  “You know?” Loxane said. Her eyes lit up eagerly. She wanted to go back to the land of the sun and fight for her Goddess. 




  Although Amar had not received a direct message from Onja, he had figured out that she was letting the tribal kingdoms recuperate from her conquest. Much had been done throughout all the domains to prepare warriors to serve at Onja’s call.




  While the tattoo artist resumed his work, Amar told Loxane about the assassination attempt. Her wincing eyes flashed with an anger that erased her pain. 




  “Ah, Chupabat!” she cried and waved a hand. 




  Henet scolded her to hold still, and she clenched a fist. “I cut those scum. I know they call me slut. I know,” she complained. “They think they be like you Amar but never. Never.”




  Amar appreciated her spite and her admiration. “No, they will never be like the Kezanada, but they have their uses. They hunt and punish infidels. This terror deepens faith in Onja among the people. It’s less work for me and lets me focus on raising an army for when Onja summons us,” he said. 




  Amar waved the tattoo artist back and slid a hand between Loxane’s thighs. He rubbed her enticingly with his thumb and brushed his lips across her face. “Come to me tonight,” he said.




  “I wait for Thievesmeet,” Loxane said and teased him with a lascivious smile. 




  “No, tonight,” he whispered and kissed along her cheekbone to her ear. Nuzzling her, he continued, “I have brought a fighting master from a distant land. You can train with us tonight.”




  Her interest in the fighting master added to her arousal. “Only Kelsur teach woman to fight,” Loxane said.




  “He’ll teach you if I ask it,” Amar said.




  Loxane kissed him and then pushed him away. “Maybe I visit,” she said. “Now go. You make hard for Henet do art.”




  Her saucy dismissal goaded Amar, but he stood up and satisfied himself with a final visual raking of her superb body. “I look forward to seeing the finished tattoo,” he said. 




  





  5. Sing of Salvation




  Demeda accepted garlands of grain from the servants in the Hekanau caravan. It had joined with the Kezanada caravan of tribute offerings bound for Jingten. Demeda smiled to each man who brought her a wreath of braided grain stalks and gave him blessings from the Goddess. Common people tended to honor her most. She suspected that she was more approachable and less threatening than the rysmavda. She also believed that the higher born likely considered her a traitorous harlot. They would not condone her uppity existence by seeking her audience. 




  The ostracism of the higher classes did not hurt her. Living as the privileged associate of the Overlord Amar in Do Jempur satisfied her immensely. And she had stood before the Goddess and the rys King in their great tower. Those who looked down on her knew nothing of true power. 




  She slid a small wreath onto her arm. The bearded seeds prickled against her skin. Her arms were full and starting to itch and thankfully only one more young man was bearing a gift. 




  He approached with a bowed head but peeked up at her shyly with his big eyes. His crooked teeth stuck out from his unattractive face. He extended his offering with sweet humility. 




  Demeda took from his shaking hand a little wooden carving of a woman. Despite the small size, the detail was amazing and she recognized herself. “You are very talented,” she said.




  The young man shifted his feet and stuttered incoherently until he finally managed to say that he had carved it for her the night before. 




  “I will treasure it. May Onja guard all your footsteps,” Demeda said. She stuck the wooden figurine into her sash.




  “Bless you, Handmaiden,” the young man whispered and then scurried away, late for his chores as the caravans set up camp for the night. 




  Venvi came alongside Demeda. “I think we have enough grain to make dinner,” she said.




  “I need to get these off,” Demeda said and ducked into her tent that Venvi had just finished pitching. Her serving girl helped her remove the wreaths and brush the chaff from her clothes. 




  Demeda pulled a fur blanket around her shoulders. The air was growing chillier the higher they traveled into the mountains. The going was slow with the tribute wagons. A proper road had yet to be built into the pass, but a crude rutted route now marked the way. 




  Venvi started hulling the grain into a bowl. Demeda reclined onto her sleeping furs and stroked the crystal orb hanging around her neck. She looked forward to seeing the Goddess again. And while she was in Jingten the other tribes making their tribute deliveries would see her, and her fame as the Handmaiden would grow. Uncomfortably she wondered if she would cross paths with the Sabar’Uto delegation. Her people likely remained unforgiving of her bold transgressions. Deciding not to dwell on the concern, she accepted that she enjoyed her fame and notoriety equally and reminded herself to do her best to strengthen faith in the Goddess. 




  Although excited about her journey, Demeda had disliked leaving Amar alone with Loxane in Do Jempur after the Thievesmeet. Her jealousy was inescapable, but she also wondered if she would have been more bothered to see Loxane sent to Jingten in her place. Life was never perfect. She looked into her crystal orb and was soothed by the blue light deep inside it. At least when she returned from Jingten, Amar would surely want to spend time with her. Perhaps Onja might even give her a personal message to give him. 




  Demeda rolled over and complained of her saddle soreness. Venvi dutifully started to massage her back and legs. Demeda nuzzled the soft fur against her face and savored the relieving pressure of Venvi’s hands moving across her body. She dozed off until Venvi started talking to someone at the tent flap. 




  “I’ll let her know,” Venvi said and ducked back inside. “The Hekanau rysmavda want you to sing at their service tonight,” she reported.




  Demeda groaned tiredly. She just wanted to eat and go to sleep. The air at the higher elevation was giving her a slight headache too.




  “All right,” she said. 




  After eating she walked to a nearby stream to wash. Venvi lighted the way with a lantern. A blue strip streaked with indigo clouds marked the western horizon. With summer ending, night was crisp on the high forested slopes. 




  Gij and two other bodyguards hung back from the stream as Demeda bent over the water and dipped in a cloth. She appreciated the watchful presence of her men. She washed her face and arms. The cold water jolted her awake and she took a deep breath of the evergreen air and felt spectacularly alive. 




  Lifted by a second wind, she told Venvi she was ready. The Hekanau camp was a short distance downstream from the Kezanada camp. She supposed they had feared to be too close to the Kezanada. The service proved to be pleasant. The people were excited to be at the threshold of the magic valley of their rys Goddess. Demeda’s songs were met with applause, even by the higher born men who had not bothered to honor her before. She spotted the crooked-toothed servant at the back of the group. His admiring eyes were like many she had seen before, but she still cherished them. She loved her new world where she could be seen and appreciated. She touched the statuette in her sash, and he smiled shyly. Demeda’s voice soared for her final song. When that servant boy thought of his Goddess, he would think of the Handmaiden too, and Demeda glowed with pleasure. Perhaps he would carve more statuettes of her. 




  When her performance was done, she kneeled contentedly with the other people as the three priests prayed for Onja’s blessings to rain upon her faithful. 




  Demeda was in a happy mood as she walked back to the Kezanada camp. The swaying lantern in Venvi’s hand lit the rocky, pine needle strewn ground. 




  “I swear your voice gets better every time,” Gij complimented.




  Demeda laughed. “Being a flatterer suits you,” she teased.




  “If my old lord had been better at it, maybe he’d still be alive,” Gij said.




  “I heard something!” whispered one of the bodyguards.




  Gij tensed and pressed close to Demeda. Thinking that it was probably one of the Kezanada sentries, he whistled the signal but did not get the reply. His hand gripped Demeda’s arm as he drew a weapon. 




  Fear swept away Demeda’s happiness and she restrained herself from speaking. Another bodyguard yelled. Gij tugged Demeda away from Venvi and the lantern. Another cry cut the night. Demeda meant to run, but Gij slammed into her, and she realized that he was fighting with someone. Hands grabbed Demeda. She screamed, but then a hand clamped over her mouth. She was shoved against a tree. A strong figure cloaked by the night loomed over her and heat pierced her body. A tiny confused cry passed her lips. Gij’s roar filled her ears and her attacker was clubbed away. The tussle of fighting surrounded her. Venvi dropped the lantern and dashed to Demeda’s side. The lantern on the forest floor left a circle of light with vague forms clustered in combat at its edges.




  “Are you all right?” Venvi gasped.




  Demeda felt strange. Venvi’s hands were on her shoulders but she could barely feel them. 




  “No,” Demeda whispered. 




  “We have to run,” Venvi said and pulled Demeda away from the tree. Demeda’s legs were mush and she flopped down. She landed on her back and saw the tops of the pine trees surrounded by stars. Although she had spent many nights in the woods since becoming an outlaw, she had never appreciated the outdoor beauty as much as now.




  The beatific moment passed and yelling battered her ears. People surrounded her. Someone retrieved the lantern and she recognized some Kezanada. Fighting and yelling continued in the distance. Strong arms lifted Demeda and she heard Gij’s voice blathering apologies. She was just glad that he was alive. 




  Another man grabbed her legs, and she was rushed away. Low tree boughs brushed her body until she emerged into a clearing and was laid in front of her tent. Venvi reappeared at her side, frantic with concern. She pulled away Demeda’s clothes. Her clothes were wet. Demeda wondered why they were wet. Venvi was pressing on her side just below her left breast. Weakly Demeda tried to push her away. The pressure hurt. Then Demeda coughed. Pain shot through her with alarmingly clarity and she cried out. She tasted blood and hysterical panic set in. She was stabbed.




  Venvi held her down with bloody hands and babbled ridiculous assurances. Demeda coughed more and the pain was terrible. Feeling very weak, she flopped back and willed herself not to cough. 




  Kym loomed over her suddenly. Concern cracked across his broad face and then he left. Demeda heard him yelling. He was passionately angry. She focused on his voice because she was desperate not to think about what had happened to her body. 




  “Bring the prisoners by the water!” she heard Kym shout, but she was not sure what it meant. 




  Venvi pushed against her wound hard with a wad of towels. Feebly Demeda tried to make her stop. Someone lifted Demeda’s head and put a cup to her lips. The sweet drink had a foul aftertaste, but she was too weak to resist it. 




  Soon a floating release eased her pain and her awareness drifted. Sleep beckoned but she feared it, knowing that she would never wake up. She clutched the orb at her neck and lamented that her time as Handmaiden had been so fleeting. 




  ******




  Kym ran his hand across his face, determined to assemble his wits. He had not expected such a disaster to befall his tribute mission to Jingten, and that had been his first mistake. 




  His men had taken five prisoners and killed three of the attackers. He had them stripped, dunked in the cold water, bound, and lined up along the stream. Nearby some men were getting a big fire going. The dread in the shivering prisoners’ eyes increased as the flames grew higher into the night.




  Kym had only needed to glance at the sword wound in Demeda’s chest. She was going to die. He knew it. Perhaps her serving girl could stretch out how long it took Demeda to bleed to death, but that was all. 




  Amar was going to be terribly angry. Kym knew that too. Perhaps Amar would forgive him. Demeda was just a woman, yet she was a rare one. Kym also considered broader implications beyond any personal feeling the Overlord might have toward the girl. Having the Handmaiden die so brutally would be a setback for the new religion. It would show weakness and encourage the lingering secret cells of unbelievers. That was one good reason to strike at the Handmaiden, and she was a far easier target than Amar. 




  Kym studied his prisoners. They had to be men dedicated to some cause honorable in their minds. They had not had any viable escape plan. Killing Demeda had been the priority, and they had been willing to sacrifice themselves. They had certainly tried to fight to the death, but the crew that served Kym closely was experienced at both killing and the taking of prisoners. They had known to take as many of the assassins alive as they could. 




  Kym contemplated his next moves carefully. If he must report his terrible failure to Amar, then he must have answers about who had killed Demeda and why. The grimly resigned expressions of the dripping prisoners suggested that they were expecting to face torture now. Torture would surely produce many interesting stories, but in the agonizing final moments of these men, there would be no telling what was actually true. Kym knew that letting rank-and-file brutes torture one’s enemies was often good for morale, but when one needed to get at the deep underlying truth of things, more clever approaches were needed. 




  After looking through the clothing and gear of the prisoners, Kym easily noted the Sabar’Uto style. That they were of Demeda’s tribe could not be a coincidence. 




  He went to the fire and sat on a boulder. He told his men to bring him the prisoners one by one. Assuming a disinterested attitude, he asked basic questions. What is your name? Where are you from? Why did you attack the Handmaiden? Kym’s lackadaisical style was off-putting to each man brought before him. The longer it took the Kezanada to apply pain, then the more the prisoners began to dread what might be done to them. Despite Kym’s nice approach, he got no good answers and many curses. From this initial contact, he had gleaned that one of the prisoners was of high birth. His hand tattoos were obvious and the few words he had uttered carried a more refined accent than his coarser colleagues. 




  Kym pulled a flask out and took a swig of the strong liquor. It was a good spicy blend from the Tacolucus Tribe. They knew how to make a liquor. With his temper soothed, he ordered that the prisoners be cycled back to him for another round of questioning. 




  As the pair of Kezanada shoved the first prisoner to his knees, their faces were attentive for Kym’s signal to hurt the half naked man. Kym shook his head. 




  “Are you ready to die?” Kym asked. 




  Grimly the prisoner nodded although he looked distrustful of the offer. 
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