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  Map 1 - the eastern world
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  Map 2 - the western world




  





  1 ~ Fierce Loss ~






  Tytido looked up from his almost finished dinner and chuckled. 





  Dreibrand coughed a little then asked, “Why do you laugh?”




  “Nothing, Sir,” Tytido replied.




  “No, tell me,” Dreibrand insisted. “You looked at me and laughed.”




  Tytido considered a moment, then decided it was safe and said truthfully, “You smoke funny.”




  Dreibrand frowned and contemplated the pipe Tytido was sharing with him. The pleasantness of the smoke kept him from staying perturbed and he took another puff. Again Tytido smiled.




  “What do I do wrong?” Dreibrand asked with exasperation, glancing around the tavern to see if anyone else was amused.




  “I can’t explain, Sir,” Tytido said helplessly.




  “See if I take you out to dinner again,” Dreibrand grumbled indignantly and returned the pipe to the Hirqua. 




  Tytido examined the half-charred contents of his pipe. “Forgive me, Sir. I don’t mean to be rude.”




  Dreibrand gestured dismissively and relaxed back into his chair. He was not really upset. The food at the tavern had been excellent and he felt very warm, comfortable and happy. He had not had much of a chance to experience common Temu society and so far he enjoyed the atmosphere of Dengar Nor. 




  A good fire crackled in the great fireplace and Temu men sat around in small cliques drinking, smoking, eating, and playing games. One man tuned an instrument, preparing for the increased festivities of the later hours. On the wall by Dreibrand’s table hung the skin of a large speckled cat unlike any animal in the east, and he studied it with interest. 




   A pretty girl, probably the tavernkeeper’s daughter, came by with a pitcher of wine. Tytido had his cup refilled but Dreibrand required no more drink.




  Once she moved on, Tytido inquired quietly, “Do you think the Sabuto will be that much trouble to us?”




  Sighing, Dreibrand admitted, “Actually, I think they will. Although the Temu like to think they are cowards, I know they are not. The Sabuto have to see our rebellion against Jingten as their big chance to hurt the Temu. They will assemble as large a force as they can.”




  Tytido said, “I have never fought with a Sabuto, but they do not have the reputation of the Hirqua and Shan will bring us victory.”




  “Yes, he will,” Dreibrand agreed.




  The door of the tavern banged open and the draft of wind made the lanterns flicker. Redan and Misho entered in obviously high spirits. Misho’s face was scarred and still swollen and his hand was still bandaged. The healers had feared that Misho’s hand would be permanently crippled, and half of his face remained slack. Despite these problems, the young warrior seemed to have regained his vigor and he had become a close friend to Redan. 




  The Temu patrons quickly recognized the long loose hair of the Zenglawa and frowned. The hushed rustle of disapproving gossip circled the room like dry leaves.




  Redan ignored them and proceeded straight to the bar. He slung his bow comfortably on his shoulder and produced a small pouch of coins. After he and Misho obtained drinks, they turned to find a table. The Temu had strategically spread out, making no seats appear available. 




  Redan spotted his general and Tytido at a table and brightened. Part of Misho’s face also showed relief to see his commanders because he knew he did not keep popular company.




  “May we join you, Sir?” Redan asked.




  Dreibrand nodded and they settled in happily.




  “I see you have some money, Redan?” Dreibrand commented suspiciously. 




   Redan and Misho shared a conspiratorial look. Patting his new bow, Redan whispered, “It is not hard to get a Temu to bet against a Zenglawa these days.”




  Dreibrand wanted to show strong disapproval but only managed a paternal shake of his head. He had a sneaking suspicion that Redan had a pretty good hustle, and Dreibrand could not resist respecting that. 




  Dreibrand simply advised, “Do not win too much money from our Temu hosts.”




  Gulping down some wine, Redan nodded. He knew too well the wisdom of his general’s advice, but he had had a very gratifying day and wanted to celebrate his success.




  “We’ll all be hustling in the streets if we don’t get paid something,” Tytido mentioned. 




  “Yeah, I am working on that, Lieutenant,” Dreibrand responded, trying to hide his discomfort. “I think Shan has most of his finances worked out with the King. But for now the Yentay have shelter and food and you should not complain. And I am going to try and get everybody as much new gear as I can.”




  “Sir, I know you will get us as much as you can, but Lord Shan offered pay after we volunteered,” Tytido pressed.




  “We will all be wealthy when Jingten is taken,” Dreibrand reminded.




  “Truly, but I wouldn’t mind something to spend now in case I get killed, Sir,” Tytido said.




  Dreibrand laughed because there was no arguing with that point. “I will remind Lord Shan as soon as I can. He appreciates us and I am sure he will be generous. I could use some pay myself. I have the woman with a child on the way.”




  The Yentay chuckled at his impending financial burden and Tytido congratulated his general again. Dreibrand had just enough wine left to share a toast with them. 




  Pushing back his chair, he announced his intention of returning to the castle. 




  “Please stay, Sir. We should drink a couple more toasts to your good fortune,” Tytido invited.




  “No, not tonight, but thank you, Lieutenant. I should not get drunk and ask Shan for your pay,” Dreibrand joked.




  Tytido agreed with a grin and the three Yentay stood respectfully as their general left the table.




  “Do stay out of trouble,” Dreibrand ordered, giving Redan his particular attention.




  On his way out, Dreibrand looked back at his men. Redan had called for more wine and held his cup close while the girl filled it. He admired her with less then proper Temu manners and it did not look to Dreibrand like Redan had any plans of staying out of trouble that night. With a shrug, Dreibrand stepped out into the street. He knew no one deserved their fun like soldiers. Thinking warmly of Miranda, he anticipated his own pleasures. 




  The evening was young when he returned to the Taischek’s stronghold, and he went directly to his apartment. He decided he would talk to Shan in the morning about pay for the Yentay.




  Now that Dreibrand had digested the reports from his Nuram spies, he did not feel as troubled. He had anticipated such difficulties from the Sabuto, and he knew he could beat the Sabuto. Their tribal domain was large but no larger than some kingdoms the Atrophane had conquered, and all he really needed to do was crush their ability to invade the Temu instead of complete conquest. 




  As Dreibrand entered the wing to his apartment, a woman rushed down the hall and interrupted his thoughts. He did not recognize her, but by her dress, he could tell that she was one of Queen Vua’s ladies in waiting. At first he assumed the woman had been visiting Miranda, but she blocked his path, which said her purpose was with him. 




  His good mood dissolved as he sensed that something was wrong. 




  “General, I was instructed to meet you,” the woman announced in a business-like manner. “Miranda is ill. You cannot go in.”




  An automatic panic made his temper flare and he pushed the woman aside with respectful force. Stubbornly the woman countered his move, and although she could not stop him, she impeded his every step and barred the way when they reached the door.




  “What is wrong!?” he demanded, restraining himself from rudely throwing her aside.




  “She is ill. You can’t see her,” insisted the woman, who wedged herself securely into the doorframe. 




  “Move!” Dreibrand ordered. 




  “You can’t go in. Miranda can’t see you. Maybe later. It is the Queen’s order that you wait,” the woman said.




  “What is wrong!?” Dreibrand bellowed.




  “She will live,” the woman offered vaguely.




  The statement only made Dreibrand’s eyes bulge with borderline hysteria, and the woman realized the tall warrior would physically force himself inside unless she explained.




  She did not want to deliver the news, but she said, “General, it is a miscarriage. You must wait to see her.”




  Dreibrand stepped back stunned. He did not know much about such matters, but he understood that.




  “Find someplace to wait. I will let you in when she can see you,” the woman promised.




  The reality of the news had yet to sink in and Dreibrand moved toward the door. The desire to see Miranda was the only reaction he had. If she suffered, he wanted to help her. 




  The woman shook her head and whispered, “Not now.”




  For a moment Dreibrand stood there confused, understanding that he could not enter but unable to decide on another action. 




  “She has the best of care. Come back later,” the woman said.




  Without acknowledging her, he stormed away, allowing himself only a weak rage because he could not confront any of his emotions at that moment. He stalked to Shan’s apartment and pounded on the door with such vehemence the guards almost decided to stop him. 




  Shan, who had been meditating, took a long time to open the door, and Dreibrand’s fist beat on the wood all the while like a relentless migraine. When the door clicked open, Dreibrand pushed through and slammed it shut with the force of a judgmental gale. Dreibrand met Shan coming out of his favored meditation chamber. The disturbed rys held a single candle that sparkled off the white streaks in his hair.




  Straightening his fur trimmed robe, Shan said, “Dreibrand, what is the matter?”




  “Why did you not send for me? What is wrong with Miranda? I asked you to see her home,” Dreibrand blathered.




  “Miranda? What do you mean what is wrong with Miranda?” Shan asked, genuinely mystified.




  “Shan…” Dreibrand muttered weakly, suddenly losing the intensity of his demands.




  Shan guided him to a chair and lit a few more candles. In the better light, Shan could see the grief and fear that he had felt radiating from his friend.




  “Was Miranda sick when I left today?” Dreibrand asked miserably.




  “She said she needed to lie down but it was normal. What has happened?” Shan said.




  “They will not let me see her. They sent me away.” Sinking into a chair and clutching his face, Dreibrand moaned, “She is losing our baby.”




  Shan gasped, “Are you sure?”




  “That is what I was told,” Dreibrand said without looking up. His dangling hair concealed his contorted expression. 




  A profound sadness seeped into Shan’s heart. Of any of them, Miranda deserved no more sorrow, yet it happened. 




  Abruptly Dreibrand grabbed Shan’s arm and pleaded, “Look in on her. You can see how she is.”




  “I will not spy on a sick woman’s bed,” Shan stated firmly.




  Dreibrand realized how inappropriate his request was and dropped it. He said, “I knew something was not right with her. But she always said she was fine, so I thought she knew her business. She was happy…”




  Shan poured him a glass of wine, and Dreibrand gratefully accepted it. 




  “Do you know if she will be all right?” Shan asked.




  Taking a breath after a gulp of wine, Dreibrand answered, “I was told she will live.”




  “Good,” Shan said with considerable relief.




  “Shan, can you help her? You know, maybe stop—stop what is happening,” Dreibrand asked cautiously, still reluctant to accept the situation.




  Shan looked at his friend with sympathy and his heart ached with distress for Miranda. “Dreibrand, I have healing powers, but some things cannot be changed. My knowledge of a human pregnancy is limited…but I will try,” he said finally because he had to when he looked at Dreibrand’s desperate expression. Shan suspected it might be too late for the baby, but Miranda might need his help. 




  “Then, come on,” Dreibrand cried.




  When they rushed back to Dreibrand’s apartment, Shan told the woman at the door that he wanted to offer his assistance to the Queen’s medicine woman. The lady in waiting slipped inside and soon returned with the answer that Shan could enter. Dreibrand had to wait helplessly in the hall, pacing and burning with distress. 




  Late into the night, the lady in waiting emerged from the apartment and softly announced, “You may see her, General.”




  Dreibrand dashed inside, relieved to finally be allowed where he had been forbidden. The thick rug of the front room absorbed the stomp of his boots. Queen Vua came out of the bedchamber and shut the door behind her. She held up a hand to halt his rush. Dark circles under her eyes shadowed her plump face and a few strands of gray hair hung from her normally perfect coif. 




  “Slow down, General,” the Queen commanded.




  “Tell me what happened,” he begged.




  Vua’s soft face showed her sympathy as she explained, “Miranda will recover, but she is weak. There—there will be no baby. I am sorry.”




  “Why?” he whispered.




  “Not every baby is born,” Vua replied helplessly. “Dreibrand Veta, you know the injuries Miranda has suffered recently, and she has already had a baby this year. Her body was not ready.” She stepped aside. “Now go to her.”




  “Thank you for helping her, Queen Vua,” Dreibrand managed to say as he passed her.




  He did not know what to expect when he opened the door. He feared some horrible scene, but the bedchamber had been set in order and showed no sign of their personal tragedy beyond Miranda’s pale face reposing on a pillow. Shan and the medicine woman stood at the bedside and a single lamp burned on a table by the bed. 




  Overwhelmed to finally see Miranda, Dreibrand dropped onto one knee at her side, not wishing to disturb the bed at all. So much had changed in less than a day. She had been up and active last he saw her, and now she lay hurt in bed again.




  He gently scooped up her hand and felt its coldness. It was not as cold as when he had saved her from the glacier, and Dreibrand drew some hope.




  Miranda opened her eyes, and their green beauty was tainted by bloodshot whites. With his other hand, he petted her hair back from her face.




  “Dreibrand, I am so sorry,” she whispered.




  “No. Do not apologize. Will you be all right?” he said.




  Miranda wet her dry lips. “Yes.”




  Turning to Shan, Dreibrand said, “You could not stop it?”




  Shan shook his head and the medicine woman put a tentative hand on Dreibrand’s shoulder. She said, “Lord Shan, eased her pain in a way I cannot do, and he used his magic power to give her strength. Miranda will heal quicker now.”




  “Why couldn’t you stop it?” Dreibrand demanded never taking his gaze from Shan. The rys stoically absorbed the irrational anger, knowing it was grief that made his friend so cross.




  The medicine woman usually bore this type of verbal assault from the loved ones of patients, and she spoke in his defense. “Do not be angry with him. We both know how powerful Lord Shan is, but as he says, he is not a god. This early in a pregnancy, if the body decides it will not carry the child, there is nothing anyone can do.”




  Dreibrand shut his eyes and clutched Miranda’s hand. He was ashamed that he had yelled at Shan, especially when he should be grateful that Miranda would recover. “Leave us,” he ordered because his emotions were in turmoil.




  The medicine woman gestured to the door with her eyes and Shan followed her out. 




  “I am sorry,” Miranda whispered again. 




  Dreibrand groaned. It made him feel worse when she apologized. He was the one who should apologize. Vua’s words rang in his head, “She has already had a baby this year. Her body was not ready.” 




  I did this to her. I hurt her.




  “Miranda, were you hiding a sickness from me? Did you know this would happen?” He hated to ask her such a question but he had to know if she was keeping health problems from him. 




  “No. It happened suddenly. I had been feeling tired, but that can be normal. I thought I was fine,” she answered.




  “Did this happen because of Onja hurting you?” he asked, feeling a painful hate for the cruel rys Queen. 




  “Maybe. These things happen. I lost a baby once before,” Miranda said.




  Dreibrand’s eyes widened with shock and concern. “When?”




  “Long ago. It was a couple years after Elendra was born. My master beat me so hard I lost the baby,” Miranda recalled.




  “How could he do that?” Dreibrand choked, appalled that anyone could treat her that way. It was bad enough that Onja had tortured her.




  Miranda turned her weary eyes away. Barlow had believed that the child was not his and had become enraged, which was doubly cruel considering the things he made her do. But she would not tell Dreibrand about that. Remembering the worse physical pain of that episode helped Miranda accept her current loss. 




  “He just beat me sometimes,” she answered.




  “I would never hurt you like that,” Dreibrand stated.




  Miranda squeezed his hand despite her fatigue. “I know. And Dreibrand, I will get over this. I will be fine.”




  Kissing her fingers, Dreibrand said, “You take as long as you need to get better.”




  Miranda finally showed her grief, and a poignant tear fell from each eye, lying on each cheek like drops of thawed frost. 




  “Dreibrand, I so wanted this baby,” she said. “It would have been my first baby that I chose to make as a free woman. The pain of birthing your child would have been a joy to me because I wanted our baby so much.”




  Her misty eyes turned to the dark windows and she continued, “I miss my other children, but this baby gave me hope for happiness. My emptiness was filled. Now there is just the emptiness again. Onja took my children, and hurt me so much I lost your child. Now my sadness is complete.”




  Another pair of tears rolled down her cheeks and a small sob escaped her lips. Her sorrow tied knots in Dreibrand’s stomach and he held her hand to his heart.




  “There will be a child between us someday, and we will get your other children back,” he soothed, hoping his words would help her. 




  Miranda cried in silence and Dreibrand saw as never before the depth of her grief in her stricken face. He held her until she fell asleep, exhausted by blood loss.




  Standing, Dreibrand clenched his fists and felt unfamiliar emotions surge through his body. He had hated Onja before for hurting Miranda, but now the assault was even more personal. Onja’s destructive actions had cost him a child. It was only the thought of a child he would never see, but it had been his child nonetheless. The loss was fierce inside him, baiting instincts that had been dormant.




  In this suddenly acquired paternal outrage, he blamed Onja. Miranda had been a strong woman, almost tireless beneath the burden of her children. Surely she would have never lost their baby if Onja had not almost killed her. But even as his anger latched onto his enemy, his guilt returned. He attacked himself with the thought that he should have known better than to touch Miranda after she had been so badly hurt. Although he placed some blame on himself, he could not deny that Onja was the greatest cause of their sorrows and he longed for revenge. 




  Eventually the sight of Miranda’s sleeping face eased the pressure of his anger. He would go crazy if he allowed his wrath to consume him. For now, Dreibrand commanded himself to relax and watch over Miranda. Violent rage and guilt served no purpose by her sick bed, and Onja was far away. 




  Although he doubted Miranda could hear him, Dreibrand vowed, “Soon, Miranda, soon. Once I was the conqueror. Now, I will be the punisher. Onja and all who stand with her will be defeated.”




  Miranda tossed her head and Dreibrand thought that she might wake, but she did not. Collapsing into a chair, Dreibrand kept a vigil. A sunny but cold dawn broke across the Rysamand. Staring at the daunting peaks, he noticed that the snowcaps had expanded down the stony blue slopes. The snows had started and Jingten receded into its perfect isolation. 




  Dreibrand fell asleep dreaming of the snow blanketing the mysterious heights. He saw the Tomb of Dacian reflecting across the beautiful alpine lake and pointing at Jingten.




  After a couple days Miranda improved. The color crept back into her face, but she was under orders to stay in bed for at least a week. For her sake, Dreibrand salvaged his good humor and tried to lift her spirits. He was somewhat successful, and Miranda felt renewed mostly by the effort he made. 




  However, when Dreibrand was not at Miranda’s side, he made no attempt to heal himself. Even as her week in bed neared its end and she seemed to be recovering, he remained grim and taciturn, usually skulking in lonely sections of the castle. The only person who received any conversation from him was the weaponsmith down in the armory. These terse talks concerned the crafting of his new sword, and Dreibrand did not deviate from his business by even a word. 




  Shan knew that his friend suffered but he did not know how to help. Dreibrand had not volunteered his thoughts and Shan had to admit that he would not know what to say if he did. He had had many human friends in his already long life but some of their experiences differed from his great knowledge. As much as he cared, Shan understood that sometimes a rys could not console a human. Therefore, he privately mentioned his concerns to Taischek.




  King Taischek located Dreibrand outside on a lonely parapet of the castle. A Temu flag snapped in the wind and dreary clouds flew beyond the rippling yellow and purple fabric. Although he heard footsteps, Dreibrand did not look up. He rested his elbows on the stonework, staring down listlessly at the browning fields. The ground had begun to freeze and the green blades of summer had faded and the dormant forest looked as gray as an elder’s hair. 




  Clearing his throat purposefully, Taischek put his hands on his hips and selected a frown to wear. Dreibrand glanced up with decided disinterest, then straightened with surprise.




  “King Taischek! Forgive me. I never expected you,” Dreibrand apologized with actual energy in his voice. 




  Taischek scolded, “We are at war and you do not even look to see who approaches you.”




  Dreibrand lacked the will to even muster an excuse.




  The King continued, “Dreibrand Veta, you sulk around depressing everybody. Stop acting like your woman died.”




  “Yes, King Taischek, perhaps I overreact,” Dreibrand muttered.




  Taischek leaned on the stonework now. His eyes squinted protectively against the sharp wind and their sable sparkle looked across his domain.




  Taking a fatherly tone, Taischek said, “It is all right to be upset, but you must snap out of this sulking. It will only make you feel worse.”




  Shyly, Dreibrand studied the Temu King, realizing the monarch had come to him as a friend, and Dreibrand craved the attention and guidance of the more mature man. Taischek seemed to be waiting for him to say something, and Dreibrand tried to pull some words out of the jumble of thoughts and feelings that constricted his chest. It was not everyday the King climbed a bunch of stairs to talk to anybody, so he had better talk.




  “I had only just gotten used to the idea of being a father, and now…that is not going to happen,” Dreibrand confessed.




  Taischek nodded sympathetically. “It would make it harder with your first child,” he conceded. “And part of you will always remember this, but these things happen and you need to move on. At least start to move on.”




  Dreibrand said that he would but inside he had little confidence that he could take the advice.




  Taischek continued, “You are not alone, Dreibrand. Trust me, these things happen. I have nine wives. I know how you feel.”




  “You honor me with your concern, King Taischek,” Dreibrand thanked him politely.




  “You are a good man, and I need you strong and clear headed, not forever mourning a child that was not meant to be,” Taischek said.




  “I will try, King Taischek. I am sure you know best in this situation,” Dreibrand said.




  “This experience has been hard on you, but there are worse griefs. There is the grief of seeing your child born and grown and then die later. I pray you never have to know that bitterness.” Taischek’s words were heavy from his memories. 




  Knowing that even a King had to endure such losses helped Dreibrand confront his confusing sorrows.




  “In time you will heal,” Taischek predicted. “Do not think that this sadness will rule you forever.”




   “But that is how it feels,” Dreibrand insisted. “And King Taischek, it is like I will only feel better if I can have my revenge. Onja did this to her. Onja almost killed Miranda this summer and it has made her fragile.”




  Thinking of Miranda and how much Dreibrand obviously cared for the woman, Taischek could imagine the wretched hatred these people had for the rys Queen. As King of the Temu, he had known the sting of her tyranny, but he had luckily avoided the personal attention of her cruelties. There were stories of her evil deeds, both old and new, and Miranda was one of the few to survive the ire of the Queen of Jingten. Taischek hoped this fortunate accident would inspire Onja’s undoing.




  “The plans for your revenge are already underway,” Taischek observed. “Now when you go to war, you will have one more reason to succeed.”




  “Yes, but I am ready to fight Onja now and I cannot get to her,” Dreibrand said. “At first I did not mind waiting, but now I cannot stand it.”




  Pointing to the whitening mountains, Taischek said, “The winter comes early to the land this year and the snows rule the Rysamand as surely as Onja does. Wait we must. But we should not let this time frustrate us. We must cultivate fond memories with the ones we love in these calm months before the snows melt into blood.”




  Taischek’s voice became kind and he advised, “Have hope not despair. Miranda gets better every day, I am told, and you have all winter to make a new baby, eh?”




  Dreibrand appreciated Taischek’s confidence. The attention and advice of the King had eased the strain of his sorrow, and he felt a little less depressed. 




  “Thank you, King Taischek. Your words have been helpful,” Dreibrand said.




  A broad smile creased the King’s round face and he declared, “Any king can command you to cheer up, but I believe in setting an example.”




  Dreibrand anticipated the announcement of one of Taischek’s banquets in honor of drinking. He was not sure if he felt up to the carousing, but he decided perhaps he should try. 




  Instead, Taischek proposed, “I have already started arrangements for a hunting trip. A change of scenery will be good for you. When you get back, Miranda will be well, and your mind will be clear. And, well, you can take things from there.”




  “Hunting?” Dreibrand repeated with interest.




  “You like hunting,” Taischek surmised. “Good. I have a lovely lodge out in my private forest. This is the time of year to hunt stag. It will be great fun!”




  





  2 ~ The Proving Ground ~




  An honor guard of twenty Temu warriors, a band of musicians, and a gaggle of servants assembled in the castle courtyard. General Xander and Prince Kalek flanked the King, who wore a marvelously shaggy bearskin cloak clasped by a huge gold chain and a hat to match. 





  For the occasion, Dreibrand donned his black wolfskin, even if it looked primitive and uncrafted. The fur reminded him of his struggles in the Wilderness where he had learned the true spirit of the hunt. Dreibrand had experienced the exhilaration of the kill when he needed food and he hoped the potency of that experience would not lessen the pleasure of the sport. He had always enjoyed the formal hunt of the upper classes. For the hunt, he had obtained a good bow and he hoped his shot would not be too rusty. 




  When Tytido arrived, Redan was with him. Dreibrand had invited Tytido but he had not expected Redan. The men saluted Dreibrand and he asked Redan why he was there.




  “Lord Shan has summoned me,” Redan replied.




  Being unaware of Shan’s plans perturbed Dreibrand, who noticed that Redan had a healing cut over an eyebrow. 




  “I see you have not stayed out of trouble,” Dreibrand remarked.




  Redan laughed without remorse and joked, “I met a girl’s father.”




  The humor tempted a smile out of Dreibrand, making him forgive Redan’s chronic impertinence, at least temporarily.




  Xander gave the order for everyone to fall in line as a cloaked figure rode out of the stables. Recognizing Shan’s voluminous black cloak, Dreibrand urged his bay stallion to intercept the rys. Gloves and a cowl hid the rys’s blue skin, and Shan even rode a plain horse.




  “Good morning, Dreibrand,” Shan called brightly. Frosty breath emerged from the hood.




  “You intend to come,” Dreibrand stated with shock.




  “Yes.”




  “Shan, it is dangerous,” Dreibrand whispered.




  “I know,” Shan agreed. “But Dengar Nor has grown tiresome. I, too, need fresh air and fresh thinking.”




  Before Dreibrand protested again, Shan continued, “I have been discreet. I only informed Taischek an hour ago and quietly sent for Redan.”




  They took their place in the column of riders and Shan beckoned Redan. “Ride with me and serve as my bodyguard,” the rys said.




  “Yes Lord,” Redan accepted soberly.




  King Taischek turned in his saddle and winked at Shan before signaling for departure.




  “Everyone knows it is you,” Dreibrand criticized.




  “I am hardly helpless!” Shan countered.




  Wanting to have a good time, Dreibrand relented. Perhaps he fretted too much about an outing in secure territory of an incredibly powerful being.  




  From a window high in the castle, Miranda observed the formation and departure of the hunting party. Accompanied by her servant, she had left her bed to watch Dreibrand leave. The walk down the wing from her apartment had not been difficult and she felt her vitality coming back. Shan’s magic had hastened the return of her health. 




  With a little envy she watched the men leave for their woodsport. Dengar Nor grew tiresome for her as well, and she longed again for the freedom of the open land. If her pregnancy had continued she would have been content to stay in Dengar Nor, but without that to consider, she wanted to return her energies to Shan’s cause. 




  Miranda did not resent Dreibrand leaving her for the hunting holiday. He had been so kind and helpful to her and he deserved to indulge himself. Miranda recognized that their loss had been hard on him too, and she hoped this diversion would help him to get over it. 




  But one thing about the hunting party did displease her. Leaning against the cold glass where her nose faintly fogged the pane, she scrutinized the last minute appearance of the cloaked figure. She knew it was Shan and frowned at his intention to leave the castle. 




  The King and his entourage passed through the archway and onto the castle road. With them gone, Miranda rubbed a finger through the moisture she had breathed onto the glass. The window was such a fine marvel. There were no glass windows in Wa Gira. 




  ~




  The royal hunting grounds were one day’s ride from the city, and Taischek and his entourage arrived just before sunset. A fluff of recently fallen brown leaves carpeted the woodland path to the hunting lodge, and the crunch and rustle of leaves beneath hooves blended with the clink and jingle of accouterments. A few startled deer scattered from the path once they sensed the intrusion of their royal landlord. King Taischek hollered a greeting to the fleeing animals, announcing his hunting season boldly, and then laughed with almost childlike delight at his silliness. 




  The hunting lodge was a large building that could house all the men comfortably. Built of great timbers carved with leaves, vines, and deer, the lodge was an old building but it aged well due to its excellent construction. Adjacent to the lodge a small lake sparkled like a bowl of cranberries in the setting sun and even the brown cattails and gray bare trees looked beautiful in the ruddy light. 




  The King and his friends walked along the lakeshore to enjoy the pristine charms of the pre-winter dusk while the horses were stabled and servants entered the lodge to start fires and scare away the dust bunnies. By the lake, Shan pulled back his hood and looked about freely. 




  “I do like this place, Taischek. How long has it been since I came here with you?” Shan wondered.




  “It has been ten years since you came on the fall hunt with me, and you have only yourself to blame for that. I never understood your bizarre habit of letting yourself get snowed in Jingten,” Taischek said.




  “That long?” Shan murmured. “I suppose the time was longer for you.”




  “Not so long,” Taischek sighed. Turning to Dreibrand, the King asked, “How do you like my hunting grounds? Does it compare to the ones in your eastern empire?”




  “This is a fine and rich corner of Nature. As fine as any King would need,” Dreibrand answered with admiration. 




  Dreibrand liked this place that already soothed the hardness in his heart. He watched a few ducks quack indignantly at their presence as they paddled through the calm water, and for a moment, he forgot his troubles. 




  A rock plunked into the water beside the ducks, sending them flying in an annoyed clamor. 




  Prince Kalek brought his arm back from the toss and announced, “I’m going inside.”




  Taischek’s heir spun around and waved Redan out of his way. “You don’t belong here,” Kalek snarled his opinion and stomped off to the lodge. 




  The Zenglawa’s lip twitched but he restrained himself from commenting. So far on this royal outing, Redan had not formed an appealing opinion of Kalek, but he was smart enough to leave him alone. Redan looked over and saw a sympathetic expression on Dreibrand’s face. 




  Taischek pointedly ignored the whole incident and said, “The lodge should be nicely warmed up by now.”




  Warm lamplight beckoned from the lodge windows and smoke rose from the chimneys as they came up the gravel trail from the lake. Shan stopped once, halting Redan and Dreibrand behind him. The rys looked across the lake speculatively and then continued without comment. 




  That evening the hunters entertained themselves with wine and music under the indifferent gaze of mounted bears and heavily racked bucks, but they did not stay up late. Everyone would have to rise before dawn to pursue the stag that gathered to rut in the woods, and there could be no proper late night parties until venison roasted on the great hearth. This rule, of course, could be waved if everyone’s luck was terrible and no kill happened on the first day.




  The morning revealed a magical world where every blade of grass and reed wore fuzzy jackets of frost like crystal shrouds. Taischek with his son and Xander gathered with Dreibrand, Tytido, Shan and Redan to examine tracks. A multitude of deer tracks had punched through the half frozen mud by the lake, where the deer had sipped water in the privacy of night before dispersing onto woodland trails. Mixed with the deer tracks, some cat paw prints of disturbing breadth also presented themselves. 




  “We have competition,” Taischek noted. 




  “It looks like Old Wontu,” Xander decided after bending low to compare the print to his hand.




  “What is Old Wontu?” Dreibrand inquired, trying not to sound bothered.




  Glad to tell the story, Xander chuckled. “The grandfather of all speckled senshal in the Temu Domain. He is rarely seen, but he exists still. A person occasionally comes up missing and then maybe half a skull will be found later.”




  “Maybe you’ll get him yet,” Taischek encouraged.




  Xander leaned on his spear and hoisted himself straight. “No Sire, I am no longer so ambitious. I have decided I do not want to see Old Wontu.”




  Kalek interrupted the predator lore of his elders and said, “Father, this Zenglawa is not seriously coming along?”




  The question did not upset Taischek, who found no appeal in Redan’s presence. By his own decree he had sundered all friendship between the Temu and the Zenglawa, and his son only honored his decision. However, the trust between Taischek and Shan was so established that the King would indulge the rys because Shan chose his companions with care. 




  “Shan will not be criticized in his choice of company,” Taischek stated.




  The Prince could not argue with that, but he would not hide his dislike for the Zenglawa. 




  “Redan does not agree with his tribe. He is not your enemy, Kalek,” Shan explained.




  Kalek showed little interest in Shan’s assurances. “Stay near your friends, Zenglawa,” he warned.




  Shan easily sensed the anger approaching the surface in Redan and discreetly whispered, “Do not pay attention to him.”




  Relaxed by the rys’s attention, Redan reminded himself of the greatness of his lord and tried to mentally dismiss the Temu heir as insignificant. 




  Depressed by the negative mood Kalek seemed determined to impress on the outing, Dreibrand tried to counter it by suggesting, “Which way should we start? I want venison for dinner.”




  By Taischek’s choice, they headed northwest, where the woodland often gave way to meadows. Hopefully in a meadow they would find the stags striving for mates. When they were in the clear areas, a ring of surrounding hills could be seen beyond the treetops.




  Dreibrand, who had become used to hunting in solitude, worried that the group of men would create too much noise and shy away the quarry. However, Shan was an extraordinary asset to the party because his rys perceptions allowed him to know the location of deer and the direction in which they moved. He would alert them when they closed on their prey and then they could spread out to encircle the herd. 




  Without any notable wildlife nearby, they had little need for stealth at the moment and could engage in conversation without loss. Dreibrand had never considered the uses of rys magic in hunting and Shan speculated that hunting could have been the original purpose for the powers of his kind. He imagined how rys had lived wild in the dim ages of prehistory. Even when game grew scarce, the rys could have found the animals, and the harsh high environment of the Rysamand would not have been as forbidding to his race as it had been to the ancient humans. Mountain winters were not as difficult for rys, who were not harmed by freezing temperatures and were even capable of hibernation. Therefore, the mountains had become the natural domain of rys. 




  Shan ended his rambling when they neared an enclave of deer. The hunters quietly devised a strategy and crept around the half dozen deer, approaching from downwind and using the brush on the edge of the meadow as cover. 




   A ten-pointed stag lorded over his gathered does and exercised his hard-won mating rights. No other bucks currently challenged him that day and he patrolled the meadow proudly, swinging his rack. The stag had reached a level of superiority in his species, but his glory would not complete the season. 




  Dreibrand drew back on his powerful hunting bow, admiring the graceful strength of the beast as he aimed. If the opportunity presented itself, Taischek had offered him the first shot of the day and Dreibrand took it. A sinister whisper of air came off the arrow as it flew into the stag’s shoulder. The animal jumped as he felt the first bite of his doom and blood stained the red-gray fur. It was not a cleanly fatal shot, which disappointed Dreibrand somewhat, but he still had the satisfaction of a hit. 




  As the hunters closed for the kill, the does scattered in the instant distress of their kind and abandoned their master to his fate. Kalek loosed an arrow next and struck the stag in the throat. The wound to the throat devastated the stag but the animal was strong in body and spirit, and he sprang away, determined to at least make the predators run for their dinner. But after a few leaps, the blood flooded the windpipe and a sanguine spittle sprayed from his lips. Taischek and Xander and Tytido rushed after the stag with their spears. 




  With an athletic swing, Taischek hurled his spear and gashed the stag’s side. Tytido and Xander headed off the doomed creature and together plunged their spears into the stag’s broad chest. 




  It was a pleasurable group kill and the stag toppled, defeated by weapons and numbers. He had not the wit to contemplate his abrupt change of luck, and the last glimmer of spirit in his eyes possessed no malice or sadness. 




  Shan, who had located the deer by sensing its very being, also felt the stag’s death. Using his perception to stalk the animal brought Shan no guilt because he considered his senses no different than wolves catching a scent on the wind. 




  Redan accompanied the rys into the meadow as the other hunters gathered around the prize. The master archer had hung back with his lord and not taken a shot at the stag. Because Shan had asked him to serve as his bodyguard, Redan thought it would be irresponsible for him to engage in the sport. 




  “Oh, it’s wonderful,” beamed Taischek, who grabbed the polished antlers.  




  “We should let the younger men carry it back,” Xander suggested with a chuckle.




  Dreibrand volunteered himself and Tytido for the task. The Prince made no offer to help while Dreibrand and Tytido cut a sapling for carrying the deer. Once they hoisted the stag and with a grunt adjusted the weight on their shoulders, Kalek came up beside Dreibrand.




  “My shot was better than yours,” Kalek bragged.




  Dreibrand looked down at the Prince and whispered meaningfully, “I was not angry with the deer.”




  “You are my father’s guest. Watch what you say,” Kalek warned as he trotted alongside Dreibrand.




  Before Dreibrand’s temper could really be prodded, Kalek caught his foot on an arching root and plummeted face-first onto the forest floor. The delightful scene made Dreibrand laugh so hard he had to stop and put down his load. A few snickers escaped Tytido, who struggled valiantly to discreetly appreciate the humor. 




  A frightful string of Temu curses and the burst of laughter made everyone stop and turn around. Kalek scrambled to his feet and smacked away the clinging dead leaves.




  “Watch where you go,” Dreibrand advised.




  Venom simmered in Kalek’s eyes, but his pride was so momentarily maimed that he could only silently stride to the front of the line.




  Dreibrand drained his mirth out with a sigh and hefted the deer again. That had been the best laugh he had had in a long time and it made him feel wonderful.




  The next day, Shan strategically suggested that they split their group, sensing that Dreibrand and Kalek should not spend the day together. Taischek, Xander, and Kalek were content to spend the day together and enjoy their familial closeness, and they agreed. 




  That day the hunters had a later start after a boisterous evening and a heavy sleep on bellies full of venison. The temperature did not warm up from the morning freeze and the clouds thickened until the sky looked like slate. By midday, tiny snowflakes swirled on the occasional gust of wind through the clacking branches. It was not a snowstorm, but it heralded winter all the same. 




  As they hiked, Dreibrand said to Shan, “Thank you for getting me away from Prince Kalek.”




  “I thought it seemed a good idea. Kalek seems to have his heart set on quarrelling with you,” Shan noted.




  Dreibrand muttered, “I do not know why. I hope he does not harm my relationship with King Taischek.”




  “He will not. Taischek has enough favors for both you and his son,” Shan assured.




  “I do not seek to compete with the Prince. I do not threaten him,” Dreibrand insisted with frustration.




  With a shrug, Shan speculated, “I think he picks on you to impress people. Kalek has big responsibilities in his future and he looks in the wrong places for the strength he will need.”




  “You would think the example of his father would be enough,” Dreibrand grumbled.




  “It will be—in time. Kalek is still young,” Shan hoped.




  Dreibrand walked on in silence, trying to persuade the reasonable and strategic side of his nature to prevail. He understood that if he lost his temper with the antagonistic Prince, Taischek would ultimately side with his son no matter what. Dreibrand did not want to lose his honored position in Taischek’s household over a meddlesome young heir. Although Kalek had irked him since their first meeting, Dreibrand advised himself to build a better relationship with the Temu heir. Often one of nobility and power could be placated by the illusion of respect because they craved it to affirm their identity. Dreibrand knew the place and the role he should take, but the act of courting favor would not come so easily this time.




  “I will try and better things between Kalek and myself,” Dreibrand decided. “I know how important our alliances are right now, and I will not jeopardize our plans with petty strifes.”




  Shan nodded with approval, pleased that his general had come to the proper conclusion. Shan said, “Now relax, Dreibrand. You are here for you leisure after all, and I have removed Kalek for the day as a personal gift to you. Go hunt. Ahead the bucks gather on their proving ground.”




  “Then let us stop our chatter,” Dreibrand said gladly.




  Shan instructed, “Go ahead with Tytido and have your sport. I will stay here. I require a private talk with Redan.”




  Nervously, Redan glanced at his rys lord.




  Shan continued, “Have Tytido sound his horn when you make a kill and we will catch up.”




  Dreibrand hesitated to leave Shan so far behind, but he was also excited to hunt, as was Tytido. Although curious about the business Shan had with Redan, Dreibrand could not deny the privacy the rys sought. Reminding himself that this trip was his well-deserved and overdue holiday, he departed and settled his mind into the task of stalking.




  With an arrow waiting on the bow, Dreibrand proceeded quietly beside Tytido, who held his spear in a confident grasp. The men ceased any conversation and drifted through the woodland, giving their senses over to the flow of life around them. Treading softly, they begrudged even a minor crackle from the carpet of leaves.




  Hiking in the cold weather had finally consumed the feasting of the night before, and Dreibrand felt his appetite stir. This feeling was just a dim shadow of the instinctual urge to hunt that he had experienced when truly needing food in the Wilderness, but it would help him tap into that primal sharpness he had come to relish.




  To his right, Dreibrand thought he heard something move and turned with the precision of a fox that has finally heard the mouse betray itself in the grass. His blue eyes pierced the gray and brown collage of winter-bare woodland, but the clusters of saplings, ranks of older trees, and the curtain-like tangles of wizened vines revealed nothing.




  Tytido had stopped too, perhaps hearing the same thing and Dreibrand looked to him for confirmation, but Tytido shook his head. He did not see anything either.




  Just as Dreibrand gestured for them to investigate, a crash sounded in the forest. Then another crash occurred and they located the direction of the noise. Their attention shifted forward and the men smiled to each other. The bang of antlers shook the crisp air as two stags battled with the strength of the season’s lust, and the hunters recognized the sound with satisfaction. Soon they would behold the spectacle of the beasts’ ancient duel and probably fell a glorious buck. 




  Checking the breeze, they adjusted their course and prowled away. They carefully found a quiet path through the underbrush until they saw the meadow. Crouching low in the thicket shadows, the men paused to admire the stags. They were mighty lords of the herd and fine examples of their kind. Great tiered racks locked together, and each bony finger of antler strove with another. Their delicate hooves dug into the soil as each stag pushed with all of his strength against the other. The muscles in their chests and necks rippled and strained, and the eyes of each animal stared from bowed heads with a stubbornness that did not heed their exertion.




  The purely masculine struggle of the stags fascinated Dreibrand, and he decided to let the animals finish their fight before he took a shot. The deer briefly tore the tangle of their antlers apart only to come back together at a fresh angle of assault. Dreibrand pondered which one he wanted to shoot. Should he try to slay the victor and claim the glory of taking the strongest, or should he take the loser and leave the glory to the strongest?




  One of the combatants finally began to falter and stagger backward. Excited, Tytido brushed Dreibrand’s arm to encourage his general to make a shot. Dreibrand steadied his stance and took aim at the weaker stag. When the decision time came, he knew that after such a struggle the victor deserved to sire fawns for the spring.




  ~




  Shan stared into the forest for several minutes, following Dreibrand and Tytido with his mind. Then he thoughtfully considered the surrounding land. Some distance away was Taischek’s party, and Shan could now speak to Redan without interference.




  Redan waited patiently, wondering if Shan had some profound news for him or perhaps a special task.  




  Finally, Shan said, “In the spring, this land will see battles the likes of which have not occurred for centuries. I wish that I did not cause such a thing, but my magic cannot undo my actions. War is at hand.”




  “I know, Lord. I am not afraid and I have pledged to serve you. Do you still doubt my loyalty?” Redan asked.




  Facing his archer now, Shan sincerely answered, “No. I know your heart is true to me. My worry is that the Zenglawa will be in this war…and they will not be on our side.”




  Redan’s eyes sank to the ground as he reluctantly realized the implications of Shan’s statement. 




  “Have you considered that you may face your own tribesmen on the battlefield? That you may have to kill Zenglawa?” Shan pressed.




  “Do you want me to kill them?” Redan whispered.




  “No. I do not really want anyone to kill anyone. But it will happen. If I am to depend on you, you must decide if you are capable of this before you place yourself in such a situation,” Shan said.




  “I will defend you even from the Zenglawa,” Redan declared with his usual haste.




  “You can think about it for a while,” Shan advised. “Even though you have estranged yourself from your people, tribal loyalties rarely go away.”




  Redan responded, “You go to kill your Queen, Lord Shan, and I know that is not the way of rys. If you would do that, then I will strike at even my own people if they oppose you. I believe that my tribe will be better off without Onja’s tyranny. King Atathol squeezes all of the tribute out of the poorest of my people. When Onja is gone, Atathol will not have this excuse and maybe those he oppresses will not be afraid to stand up to him. So you see, Lord Shan, in a way I fight for my tribe.”




  “I hope the day comes when the Zenglawa revere you, Redan, for you are the best among them,” Shan praised.




  A little overwhelmed by the compliment, Redan gazed with awe upon the fine blue features of the rys and the dreamy black eyes that had seen centuries come and go.




  “Do you think other men would be willing to fight against their own?” Shan asked.




  Redan cocked his head thoughtfully. “Lord, do you mean, do I think other Zenglawa will go against Atathol?”




  “No—I mean in general. How likely would it be for a man to fight his own people because he believed in my cause?” Shan clarified.




  “Well, Lord, it is hard to speak for others, but your cause is worthy. Those who have committed themselves to you can see how important it is to have a future without Onja. Some might think it is important enough to go against their own people. But it is reasonable to me because it is what I have done,” Redan answered. 




  Shan pondered the answer like he was trying to fit it onto another person, and Redan wondered who he could be thinking about. 




  “Lord, do you think the Hirqua and Nuram will turn against us? Are you worried the other Yentay will betray you?” Redan asked.




  “No, it is not that,” Shan replied quickly. “It is—” The rys cut himself off as if he was about to reveal a secret. Taking his eyes from Redan’s curious face, Shan searched the forest for his answers. He could not dispel his doubts by asking Redan cryptic questions. But his problem instantly left his mind when something else seized his attention.




  Redan saw Shan’s eyes widen with disbelief. The rys’s normally statue-calm face that only showed the occasional emotion twisted into a look of complete panic.




  Redan had not even had a chance to turn and see what distressed Shan when he heard the sharp snap of a crossbow and the familiar song of an arrow traveling the air. A wretched feeling like an icicle being slammed down his vertebrae hit Redan. Shan stepped aside in a feeble attempt at evasion and a terrible black quarrel sank into his pectoral. 




  An outraged shriek of pain and denial erupted from Shan’s lips. The shocking horror paralyzed Redan and time slowed down to reveal every detail. When the piercing cry faded, Shan stumbled back clutching his chest. The sound of another crossbow firing answered Shan’s scream, and Redan feared this bolt would slay his lord. 




  Shan moaned and a flash of light surrounded him. Redan cringed as if lightning struck next to him and he saw the second black quarrel break into pieces. When the magic energy receded, a blue stone monolith, vaguely in the shape of Shan’s body, stood where Shan had been and the quarrel had been repelled by the hard stone. The shaft of the first arrow stuck out from the stone body. Redan reached out seeking his lord in infantile confusion, touching the hot blue stone that steamed in the cold air. 




  Whether the arrow had turned Shan to stone or Shan had turned himself to stone, Redan could not deduce. He barely believed what he saw and certainly had no comprehension of it. 




  But he could comprehend the attackers. 




  His terror finally released him to action and he whirled with an arrow instantly drawn in his bow. Now he saw the enemies. Their clothing made them vague against the forest because they were wrapped head to foot in mottled cloth the hues of the land. Cloth hoods covered their helmets and came around to cover all but their eyes. Although Redan had never seen such dress, he guessed that the weird assassins were Kezanada.




  Three Kezanada were in Redan’s line of vision. They rushed his position and Redan knew he was in terrible peril. If Shan lived or not he did not know, but he would not leave. He would at least defend Shan’s body, such as it was, to the last. 




  An arrow leaped from Redan’s bow and plunged through the neck of one of the crossbow archers and killed him. Another arrow slipped into Redan’s bow with all the speed his terror and rage demanded. He spied a Kezanada stopping to aim his crossbow, but the master was faster. This Kezanada died too, falling against a tree and remaining half upright.




  The third Kezanada took cover behind a tree and started talking in his language. Redan assumed he was talking to more Kezanada hidden in the trees. With an arrow drawn all the way back, Redan stood in front of the standing stone that now was Shan. He now realized he was surrounded. 




  Tears ran down his cheeks as he felt his mortality and his failure. He had failed Shan and not even seen the attack coming. Shan had forgiven him and honored him with a position as bodyguard, and he had rewarded his lord with only failure. 




  





  3 ~ Dueling Mercenaries ~




  Dacian gave our agents weapons of rys construction so that his magic would be with them on the battlefield—Urlen, Kezanada Chronicler, year three of the Overlordship of Amar.





  The leafless forest trembled from the inhuman shriek. Dreibrand froze, unable to loosen his drawn bow as the sound filled him with instant dread. Even the stags forgot their fight and snorted at the sky. In his many battles Dreibrand had heard a thousand variations on the human scream but this was not the scream of a man. With awful certainty he knew it was Shan’s scream and the rys had been in pain.





  “What was that?” Tytido asked.




  “Shan,” Dreibrand moaned. He put away his arrow and scrambled into a full run. “Come, Tytido. Hurry!”




  Dreibrand crashed through the forest and did not even feel the frost-hardened branches scraping at his hands and head. In his desperation to take the most direct route, he charged through low branches and bushes and jumped over tangles of roots. Tytido followed with comparable speed, stirring the leaves before they settled from Dreibrand’s passing. 




  With his heart pounding and his lungs athletically drawing air, Dreibrand’s panicked mind begged repeatedly, no, no, no… He knew Shan should have stayed at Dengar Nor.




  When Dreibrand neared where he had left Shan, he did not have a chance to take in the scene before a camouflaged warrior sprang at him. The only way to halt his momentum enough to prevent impaling himself on the sword was to throw himself backward and slide under the lunging blade. Dreibrand skidded to a stop at the feet of a warrior dressed in strange tawny clothes spotted with greens, browns and black. He looked up at the masked face and realized the worst. 




  The Kezanada had come. 




  The descending blade distracted him from further study, and Dreibrand dodged aside just as the blade hacked the ground. Having rushed mindlessly into an enemy without so much as a weapon drawn, he would have been in a bad way if not for Tytido. The Hirqua threw his spear at the warrior.




  Incredibly the Kezanada brought his sword up and deflected the weapon, but this did give Dreibrand an opportunity to gain his feet and draw his sword, which immediately saved his life. Not yet able to retrieve his spear, Tytido pulled his blade and engaged the Kezanada. 




  The Kezanada drew another sword and parried both men with an impressive display of expertise. Tytido and Dreibrand circled to opposite sides of the warrior, trying to get inside his guard, but he handled the two-front attack with ease and even made them duck a few times.




  Shan’s scream echoed in Dreibrand’s ears and he still did not know what had happened to the rys. He had no time to waste on this Kezanada. With a cry of growing battle fever, Dreibrand flung his hunting bow at the Kezanada, who swatted it away. The keen blade snapped the bowstring with a twang. Dreibrand and Tytido made a beautifully coordinated and spontaneous attack, one striking high, the other low, but the Kezanada blocked them in a brilliant counter move. However, the Kezanada was briefly pinned in his defensive posture and his side was exposed. Dreibrand kicked a foot from underneath the warrior and as he fell, brought his sword down, opening a terrible gash in the man’s back. The Kezanada hit the ground bleeding from a mortal wound to his kidney, and Dreibrand’s next stroke nearly decapitated him.




  Crouching by the hacked corpse, Dreibrand and Tytido looked around warily for other Kezanada. Dreibrand automatically picked up the fallen Kezanada’s sword because he wanted another weapon. He had reached for it almost absently, but when he touched the sword, it seized his attention. On the hilt and pommel, gold tracery snaked around numerous inlaid crystals, and the weapon was a breathtaking masterpiece. The unmarred blade gleamed in mirror-like perfection, but Dreibrand could not linger to marvel at the treasure. 




  The men advanced cautiously and soon spied Redan. The Zenglawa had his bow drawn and stood before a strange blue stone. It reminded Dreibrand of the standing stones of the Quinsanomar. Remembering that Shan had told him that Onja had once locked him in stone, Dreibrand feared Onja had actually struck Shan down and all of their hopes were foiled. 




  ~




  Shan had been absorbed in his conversation with Redan when he saw three camouflaged Kezanada emerge from the brush. Much to his consternation, he stared at a raised crossbow. Shan had not imagined that the wardings possessed by the Kezanada would be so effective at close range and allow assassins to approach him. He had arrogantly soothed himself with his growing sense of power and assumed that when he drew out the Overlord and his agents, he could deal with them. But he had been wrong. Already the first arrow had left the crossbow. 




  Despite his shock and terror, Shan managed a quick counterspell as he had been training himself to do. He expected the heat spell to blast the arrow into ash, but it had no effect, and when the shaft pierced his flesh, his pain was salted with dismay.




  The confusion and desperation of that moment compared to nothing in his life. He knew he still possessed his magic power, but he could not use it on the Kezanada or their weapons and he had no time to untangle the wardings that guarded them. 




  Another arrow would surely come and he would die. If he could not block the weapons, then he would block himself. Knowing he had only a couple seconds left in which to react, Shan shunned his fear and threw his entire mind into surrounding himself in a stone monolith. The casting of a monolith was a familiar spell to him after spending five years escaping from one. This mastered knowledge allowed him to cover himself in rock just in time to stop the second quarrel. 




  Completely blind now and stifled because he had not engaged in any preparatory hibernation meditations, Shan could not even be thankful for his refuge. The first arrow remained deeply lodged in his chest and a hellish agony assailed his body. Locked in stone, Shan could not even squirm in his pain or cry out. Outside he did not know how many Kezanada attacked or how Redan fared. Briefly he felt bad about abandoning Redan, until his suffering doubled as the pain from his wound intensified. 




  A new and horrible realization flooded Shan’s mind. The arrowhead buried in his flesh was a rys-made crystal of a design and concept that Shan had never considered. A spell radiated from the crystal—a spell created by a rys for a rys—and it was nullifying his power. Even now the magic in the arrow poisoned his nervous system with destructive chaos. 




  The stone spell Shan had made for his protection was rapidly becoming his prison. In a short time the magic in the arrow would hinder his ability to undo the stone, and he would be trapped and…helpless. 




  Shan had one option and a dismal one at that. He would have to undo his stone protection while he still had the power to do so or die inside it. Unfortunately, when he abandoned his stone armor, he expected to be surrounded by Kezanada and swiftly cut down by their magic weapons. It was a terrible gamble, and he would have to play without hesitation. 




  The insidious crystal arrow already muddled his magic focus, and it took a determined effort to scatter the atoms of the rock back into the cosmos. With another flash of energy, the monolith was gone and Shan collapsed to the ground holding his chest. The blue fire faded from his drooping eyes, but the cool air felt good on his cheeks after the hot stone that had almost entombed him. The faintest breath was torture for Shan and horrible pain wracked his right lung. 




  Focusing on his surroundings, Shan saw that Redan was still there and Dreibrand and Tytido were running toward him, which was a great relief. The presence of his men gave him hope for survival, but it did not ease the sting of his helplessness. 




  Dreibrand fell to his knees at Shan’s side, horrified by the sight of the prone rys and the grievous wound. With a pitiful lack of strength, Shan tugged on the arrow, gritting his teeth and sweating from his pain. 




  Dreibrand gently eased Shan’s hands away from the quarrel. “You are making it worse,” he said.




  “How many are there?” Tytido asked Redan.




  Redan, who rejoiced at the arrival of his comrades and the return to flesh of Shan, kept his eyes darting among the Kezanada pinned behind trees. “I can see three right now. I killed two. There could be more circling to attack us from all sides,” he answered.




  Dreibrand listened to this response as well and ordered, “Tytido, blow your horn so Taischek will come.”




  Tytido put his hunting horn to his mouth and blasted many insistent notes. The Temu would know this did not announce a deerslaying but was a call for help. Dreibrand hoped more Kezanada were not assaulting Taischek’s position. 




  Shan’s hand flopped onto Dreibrand’s knee and clawed at his pants. Dreibrand looked back to his friend, dreading to see death throes. 




  With shuddering anguish, Shan coughed up blood. A line of purple lifefluid ran down his chin, and when he spoke, it smeared his lips. “Pull it out.”




  “No, Shan. It needs to be done properly. I will get you out of here,” Dreibrand promised.




  “Pull it out!” Shan pleaded.




  “It will bleed worse and do more damage,” Dreibrand argued. 




  “Dreibrand, it is killing me!” Shan gasped, putting his hands back on the shaft and pulling. “Help me,” he begged.




  Watching Shan suffer, Dreibrand could oppose his pleas no longer. Maybe the rys knew best about his own wounds. He planted a hand on Shan’s chest and grabbed the black quarrel with the other hand. Shan’s green suede jacket was already squishy with purple blood and Dreibrand hated the dampness under his palm. With hesitation he looked once more at Shan’s face for confirmation. He had never seen so much emotion on the rys’s face. Shivering with pain, Shan twitched a couple urgent nods. 




  Dreibrand performed the grizzly task. He tried to yank the arrow out as swiftly and cleanly as possible, but Shan still screamed as it tore through his flesh. A gruesome strip of blue skin clung to the crystal arrowhead that glistened wetly with purple bits of muscle and lung. 




  Shan drew a slightly less tortuous breath, but it made more blood spurt out the hole in his chest. Clamping a hand over his bleeding wound, Shan seized the arrow out of Dreibrand’s hand before he cast it away.




  “Thank you,” the rys whispered.




  “Here they come!” Tytido cried.




  Dreibrand scooped up his swords and sprang to his feet. He could see four Kezanada rushing their position and hoped there were not more. 




  Quickly he ordered, “Redan, stay with Shan and cover us. Tytido, we must kill them all.”




  Shan could see two of the Kezanada. He could see them with his eyes but they were otherwise completely cloaked from his higher perception. With the arrow removed he could feel his power returning, but he did not know how to breach the wardings on the Kezanada, and he was too hurt to use a weapon to defend himself.  




  Looking at the arrow he held, which gleamed with his blood, Shan wondered, Where did this come from?




  Dreibrand and Tytido stayed together to work as a team and charged the Kezanada. 




  Redan saw one warrior dash to one of the fallen archers, but he would not allow the warrior to retrieve a crossbow. The Kezanada’s attempt failed as an arrow took him in an eye, and his dead body flopped back to lie at an angle beside the dead archer. But now another Kezanada had gotten very close to Redan and thrown a knife, which sank deeply into Redan’s thigh. He cried out but kept his footing despite the pain and swiveled his torso and shot another arrow.




  The arrow cut the Kezanada down. Dying, he crashed to the ground only one sword length from Redan. 




  Shan crawled away from the distasteful dead Kezanada, whose soul he had not felt.  Propping himself on a tree, Shan said, “Good job, Redan.”




  Blood now poured down Redan’s leg in frightful amounts, and he pulled the knife out of his leg. He moaned when he did it, as much from the pain as the realization that it bled much too much. Dizziness followed this thought and with shaking hands, Redan removed the belt that closed his wool vest and cinched it around his thigh. He knew the crude tourniquet would not be enough. 




  “Lord Shan, I don’t think I will be helpful much longer,” he admitted.




  The rys blood on Dreibrand’s hands was clammy and sticky as he gripped his swords. The horror of Shan’s terrible wound sent Dreibrand into a frenzy. He felt no fear and his battle rage swelled inside him like a tsunami. The first Kezanada he met, although brave and skilled, could not cope with his onslaught. He violently struck aside the warrior’s weapon with his short sword and with his newly acquired blade hacked the man several times. Blood sprayed onto his arms and spattered nearby trees. 




  Snarling with satisfaction, he searched for his next victim. He saw Tytido pursue a Kezanada who retreated. Eager for the death of another enemy, Dreibrand dashed after his lieutenant, determined to claim victory and get Shan to safety. 




  Anger and adrenaline-driven lust for the fight had started to blur Dreibrand’s mind, but he was experienced enough to recognize a ploy even through his emotion. Catching up to Tytido, he grabbed his sleeve and ordered him to stop. 




  “He is leading us away. We must get back to Shan,” he warned. 




  Turning, they trotted back to Shan and soon saw another Kezanada advancing on the vulnerable rys. Painfully, Redan drew his bow, but his arms trembled from his disappearing vitality and his shot missed. Reeling into a tree, Redan slid to the ground, his leg streaming blood. He cursed in frustration. He missed a shot maybe once in a year, and he had to miss that one. His vision began to narrow until he viewed the Kezanada through a tunnel. He recognized the wide shoulders and the thick frame. When he heard a deep rumble of laughter from the masked warrior, he knew it was the Overlord who stalked toward Shan. 




  The Overlord gloated in the rys language, “I have you now, fool.”




  The Overlord held his scimitar and a shining enchanted sword with crystals sparkling on the hilt. Just steps away from Shan, who possessed such power he made Onja desperate, the Overlord knew the rys was powerless against him because he carried the marvelous relic from Jingten’s antiquity. Even losing several of his finest warriors could not hinder the joy of this moment of domination. 




  Despite his injury, Shan would not yield to the killing blow like a paralyzed rabbit. Growling out his pain, Shan struggled to his feet. He could not hope to flee in his condition but he would face the Overlord bravely.




  “Onja’s footboy to the end,” Shan sneered.




  The Overlord gnashed his teeth behind his mask as the insult grated his ego, but Shan’s parting jibe fueled his anger and would add to the pleasure of killing. Holding the magic sword that Onja had so conveniently given him, the Overlord promised himself he would never let it go. He would bring Shan’s head to Onja and then strike her down too, making the Kezanada the supreme force in all the world. 




  “The end of all rys starts now!” the Overlord bellowed triumphantly, bringing back his sword for a decapitating blow.




  Shan clung to his dignity and faced his executioner’s blow. His mind was surprisingly clear and free of regrets. He knew the next world waited, as it always did. 




  A tremendous clang obliterated the peace of Shan’s mind as two metal blades reinforced with the timeless spells of war collided. Running with all of his speed, Dreibrand had jumped the remaining distance and deflected the Overlord’s sword with his rys weapon. 




  With his other hand, Dreibrand struck with his short sword, but the scimitar blocked it. The Overlord had been so intent on finally killing the rys that all else had faded from his mind, and he had not noticed Dreibrand’s arrival until his sword was intercepted. Swords whirled and crashed together like conflicting avalanches, and Dreibrand actually drove the Overlord back. They fought until the hilts of all of their swords were locked together. For a second they pushed in stalemate, but the Overlord’s obvious superiority in strength prevailed and he hurled Dreibrand away.




  Dreibrand recognized the bulk of the Overlord and reluctantly accepted the magnitude of his opponent. He remembered vividly the flawless mastery of the Overlord’s use of weapons, and Dreibrand honestly worried about his survival. He did not have sho darts this time and he did not even have his armor. Nonetheless he must fight.




  To the death, he thought in his native language. Drawing upon his Atrophaney heritage, he reminded himself that he too knew the ways of overlords.




  The Overlord paused and puffed to get his wind up for a real confrontation. Although knowing he would triumph, the Overlord respected the quality of his adversary.




  Dreibrand yelled, “Get Shan out of here!”




  “But Sir!” Tytido protested, unwilling to leave his general to the grim duel.




  “Do as I say,” Dreibrand barked. “Shan must be saved!”




  The Overlord charged like a bull and their weapons rang together in the terrible song of death. Parrying each stroke, Dreibrand gave ground, leading the Overlord away from Shan. 




  Tytido watched the fighters and whispered a Hirqua salute to Dreibrand. Accepting the urgency of his orders, Tytido went to Shan, who now swayed on his feet, and put a supporting arm around the rys. 




  For a moment the rys leaned against Tytido and spat a glob of blood. It hit the drab forest floor and looked like a sick violet.




  “Lord Shan, we must go,” Tytido urged.




  Under his own power, Shan stepped toward Redan and said, “I will assist Redan. You must keep your arms free to defend us.”




  “I will help you both,” Tytido said although he was not sure how he could assist two badly wounded people if the other Kezanada showed up. While watching for attack, he extended an arm to Redan.




  Redan waved off the helping hand and told them to go.




  “Come along, Redan,” Shan insisted.




  “Lord, I am bleeding to death,” Redan said plainly.




  Shan looked at the Zenglawa and had to accept the archer’s diagnosis. Redan’s perfect carmel skin had become pale and scary. Clutching his chest, Shan kneeled by Redan and placed a hand over the stab wound. Blue fire snapped in his eyes as he magically looked inside the damaged leg. The simple wound had cut an artery but luckily had not severed it completely. Trying to clot the wound, Shan sent a heat spell through the cut, cauterizing the flesh and cooking the outpouring of blood to block the flow. Under such stressful and hurried circumstances, Shan could not attempt to knit the tear in the artery, but he hoped to stop the bleeding enough to save Redan’s life.




  The pain of having the wound burned shut made Redan scream and faint in weakness.




  “We shall stay with him,” Shan decided.




  Remembering Dreibrand’s orders and agreeing with them, Tytido said, “Lord Shan, we have to leave. If General Veta can’t stop the Overlord, he will come after you. We have to reach safety.”




  Shan understood. Dreibrand and the Overlord battled a short distance away, but he could do nothing to help or hinder the combatants because magic weapons warded them both.




  Redan moaned as he came out of his faint. A Temu horn finally answered and Tytido sounded his horn again to guide them.




  “I will send help. Redan, I am sorry,” Shan said as he moved away with Tytido.




  Redan’s eyes fluttered and he murmured, “Go.”




  Once Dreibrand saw Shan move away, he stopped giving ground to the Overlord. Now they would battle in earnest and Dreibrand launched his counterattack. Using his short sword mostly as a shield, he swung high and low with the marvelous rys blade. The shining sword handled lightly but landed with a hefty blow. The bear-like strength of the Overlord threw off each thrust with ease, and Dreibrand could only hope to wear down the larger older man.




  The Overlord did not wear the typical Kezanada visor this time, and Dreibrand could see the dark eyes above the fabric mask. This was less intimidating to Dreibrand than the last time they fought because he could now watch the focus of his opponent’s eyes.




  Dreibrand heard the distant response of a Temu horn.




  “Your friends will not get here in time,” laughed the Overlord as he slashed with both blades. 




  Blocking one blade and dodging the other, Dreibrand worried that the statement would prove quite correct.




  Their swords came together in a jarring metallic clang. Dreibrand feinted, then angled his blade higher for the throat, but as usual, the Overlord managed to block. The desperate move had opened Dreibrand up and he realized his mistake with horror. The scimitar came at his head, but instead of hacking, the Overlord punched him with the hilt.




  Bleeding from the nose and cut lips, Dreibrand staggered back, holding up his weapons in a completely defensive posture. Blearily he shook off the stunning blow and kept his eyes on his enemy. 




  The Overlord did not wade in while Dreibrand was unstable. Resting, he breathed loudly behind his cloth mask and said, “I have learned your name since we met on the highlands, Dreibrand Veta.”




  Dreibrand licked the blood off his teeth, ready to continue fighting.




  “You know I can kill you,” the Overlord stated.




  “Then come and try,” Dreibrand taunted and started to circle.




  His nerve made the Overlord laugh. “You are worthy. Very worthy. Do not waste yourself. Join me. I always reward the best.”




  “You expect me to trust you?” Dreibrand scoffed. 




  “My offer is genuine,” insisted the Overlord. “I know what you are, and you know what you are. You are a mercenary, Dreibrand Veta. A mercenary of your skill and intelligence should be a Kezanada. You will find it very rewarding.”




  Dreibrand shouted, “I have chosen my side, and you are my enemy!”




  He plunged in with swirling blades, making the Overlord use his master swordmanship. Their lethal metal hissed and sang.




  Still fighting, the Overlord continued, “I offer you high rank. Today I lost some of my best. I need you.”




  “Be quiet,” Dreibrand said, still pressing his attack.




  Angrily the Overlord knocked Dreibrand’s swords aside and made him jump back for his life. The nasty scimitar cut the front of his jacket.




  “And what has Shan offered you?” the Overlord demanded.




  The Kezanada master interpreted in Dreibrand’s face that he had no sure answer. The Overlord saw doubt sprout in his opponent’s mind and knew he had tapped into the man’s mercenary nature. Like any warrior, especially one who commanded, the Overlord guessed that Dreibrand had a desire for a high lifestyle.




  “Shan will give Taischek everything. You know that don’t you?” the Overlord said.




  Dreibrand felt the insidious nature of the Overlord’s statements creep into his mind and draw power out of his swordstrokes. But he could not resist considering this new option and he found himself rethinking his plans. 




  I cannot trust him! Dreibrand admonished himself fiercely. The ease with which his loyalty was tempted shamed him.




  “Stop wasting time, Veta,” the Overlord commanded. “The time of the Kezanada is at hand. Onja has given me these magic weapons. I can still get Shan, and with his head get close to Onja. Then I will slay her too. The humans will be free and the power of Jingten will be mine!”




  Knowing that joining the Kezanada would mean Shan’s death banished all temptation from Dreibrand’s mind. Shan did not deserve betrayal and Dreibrand would not contribute to his friend’s demise.




  “I prefer to face Onja with Shan’s head on his shoulders!” Dreibrand hollered and his blows fell with renewed strength.




  The Overlord spoke no more. He regretted that the foreign warrior would not join him. The Kezanada would have benefited from the new blood, but now he had to die and die quickly while Shan was still in reach.




  Tytido helped Shan with one arm and held his sword high with the other. He hated to rush his rys lord, who was so terribly wounded, but Shan had to reach safety. If Shan died, then Tytido’s efforts would be for nothing and the Hirqua Tribe would surely receive the punishment of Onja. 




  Shan struggled on, sharing in Tytido’s desperation. Amethyst stains oozed between his blue fingers that covered his wound. His drooping eyes saw only his suede boots plodding gracelessly, and in his pain he could only dimly feel Tytido tugging his arm. 




  At last, men appeared ahead of them and Tytido rejoiced to see the red threads in their braided hair. Four Temu warriors jogged toward him, followed by Taischek, Kalek and Xander. 




  Totally aghast, Taischek ran up to Shan, who collapsed in the arms of the Temu King. 




  “I am hurt,” Shan gasped.




  “What has happened?” Xander demanded.




  Tytido reported, “The Kezanada ambushed us. Redan is hurt and General Veta fights the Overlord.”




  “The Overlord!” Taischek shouted. 




  “Go help him. Go help him now,” Shan ordered and blood gurgled in his throat. 




  Taischek agreed and waved Xander onward with a kingly sweep of his arm. Kalek followed with the other warriors. 




  “I didn’t imagine things were so bad when I heard your horn,” Taischek muttered in shock. 




  “My pride has caused this. Please let them live,” Shan moaned.




  While Tytido watched for more Kezanada, the King leaned Shan against a tree. Taischek opened Shan’s leather jacket and his hands trembled as he unlaced the blood soaked shirt. Looking upon the jagged bleeding hole in Shan’s smooth blue pectoral put Taischek as close to panic as he ever wanted to be. He and all his tribe would be ruined if Shan died.




  Shan raised the black, crystal tipped arrow that had wrought the damage.




  “The arrow is enchanted. They all had magic weapons that warded them. I was powerless,” Shan sobbed.




  From a pocket, Taischek pulled a cloth, which fluttered in his emotional grasp. The soft white fabric quickly sopped blood when he wadded it against the wound. 




  “You are not powerless,” the King said, almost as much to soothe himself as to soothe his friend. 




  Xander and Kalek hurried with the warriors through the woods and soon reached bodies of dead Kezanada. Xander’s jaw clenched with self-reproachment as he realized the camouflaged assassins had been lurking on the King’s own property. Kalek viewed the corpses with youthful surprise and his old sense of security diminished. 




  A warrior found Redan where he had been left.




  “Lord Shan?” the Zenglawa whispered.




  “He is with the King,” replied the warrior and Redan smiled weakly.




  When Xander examined the fallen archer, he told him he would have help soon. If you don’t die first, Xander thought, judging from the amount of blood that was spilled.




  The unmistakable crash of swords shook the woodland and the Temu rushed to help. Topping a rise, Xander looked down into a boggy clearing fringed by cedar and saw Dreibrand battling the Overlord. The intensity of their duel prevented them from noticing the arrival of the Temu. 




  When Xander moved to rush into the fight, Kalek grabbed his arm. 




  “Hold,” cried the Prince to halt the other warriors. 




  Xander whirled his eyes upon his Prince and registered the suggestive glint in Kalek’s eyes. Knowing the boy well, Xander gathered the reason for Kalek’s delay. Out of his juvenile jealousy, Kalek wanted to give the Overlord an extra chance to kill Dreibrand. This opportunity suddenly appealed to Xander, whose face now reflected Kalek’s idea. The Temu General thought of Miranda and how he coveted the foreign woman. The concept of her availability excited his deepest desires. 




  Resisting the assault of his fantasies, Xander jerked his arm away from Kalek. Xander would not abandon Dreibrand, who fought on the side of the Temu. Xander believed the foreign warrior would not abandon him if their positions were reversed. 




  “Save your hard heart for your enemies,” Xander advised boldly. Signaling for his warriors, Xander bounded down the slope.




  Quite oblivious to the nearby Temu, Dreibrand struggled, stumbling amid clumps of marshy grass. Breaking through a frozen puddle, he faltered in the hole and nearly fell over. In the fury of their battle, the men had tumbled into the swampy area, but at least the difficult ground hindered them equally.




  Dreibrand noted a miniscule slowing in the Overlord’s swordplay. Grasping for strategies, Dreibrand supposed the Overlord would be frustrated because he had not made a swift kill. There was only a limited amount of time left to get Shan and the Overlord had to be feeling the pressure. 




  Dreibrand decided he had to lull the Overlord into making a mistake, but it would take a drastic measure. Adapting a move that was only practical when wearing armor, Dreibrand devised an elaborate feint that left a big hole in his defenses.




  Glad to see the end in sight and assuming Dreibrand had made his fatal mistake, the Overlord struck. Dreibrand tried to minimize the damage. Twisting aside, he dodged the blade as much as he could, hoping to get his vitals out of the steel path. The sword edge plowed through his side, biting deep. The price was high, but Dreibrand now had his chance.




  Crying out with pain and victory, Dreibrand plunged his gleaming rys sword into the Overlord’s torso just below the sternum and angled into the heart. Disbelief widened the Overlord’s eyes as he realized his ultimate defeat. Dreibrand pushed back his heavy foe, who landed with a crisp splat in the frosty bog. 




  “Damn you. We could have killed all those rys,” the Overlord lamented, then died.




  Dreibrand stood over the vanquished Kezanada, gasping for air. The needy breaths tore at this side, but he could not yet look at his injury. He saw the last Kezanada erupt from the cedar but halt in shock at the sight of his crumpled master. 




  “He is dead. Bother us no more!” Dreibrand yelled crazily.




  The Kezanada stared at the warrior who had slain the Overlord, and Dreibrand shook his bloodied sword at the man. Accepting defeat, the Kezanada darted back into the forest as fleet as a deer and silent as a cat.




  Now through the clamor of his thudding heart and enraged senses Dreibrand heard the crunch and splash of boots in the marsh. He spun to face the newcomers, assuming they were more enemies, but when he focused on Xander, he accepted that the fight had ended. The passions of the battle began to ebb from his system, allowing more pain to flare in his side.




  Xander called, “Dreibrand, Dreibrand, you killed him!”




  Dreibrand stared at his victim, who reclined in the swampy grass. Blood emblazoned the front of the clothing crafted with such cunning, and the Overlord’s eyes were open and blank. Driven by a necessary curiosity, Dreibrand stooped and unmasked the Kezanada leader. A wide chubby face was revealed and some gold teeth. On the neck, there was the discoloration of an old scar where someone had apparently tried to cut the man’s throat. 




  Indeed the Overlord had been hard to kill.




  The Temu gathered to behold the mysterious spectacle of the Overlord’s unmasking. No one recognized the man but that did not diminish the moment. 




  “Get that other Kezanada,” Xander ordered, remembering his business.




  “No, let him go. I want them to know I killed their master,” Dreibrand said.




  “Very well,” Xander agreed. “You deserve the glory, Dreibrand—General.”




  The unprecedented kind words and recognition of his rank surprised Dreibrand, and he and Xander looked at each other with mutual respect.




  Starting to feel lightheaded, Dreibrand sheathed one sword and held his side with the free hand. The warm wetness of blood flowing inside his clothes and over his fingers further prevented him from looking.




  To illustrate he would not compromise his seniority, Xander said, “Young General, let me see your wound.”




  Dreibrand did not move his hand to let Xander look at his side. He wanted to pretend it was just another minor injury. But it felt different—it felt worse. He did not want Xander to see it and tell him it was a mortal wound. Tell him that his guts had been cut open and it would be a slow painful death. Hunching protectively over his injury, he wondered if he deserved such a fate. 




  “Where is Shan?” Dreibrand asked.




  “With Taischek. He should be safe now,” Xander answered.




  Dreibrand sighed with profound relief and reluctantly allowed Xander to examine the wound. Xander was a skilled wound tender, relied on by Taischek, and Dreibrand trusted in his help. Silently Xander judged the wound and Dreibrand worried more.




  Kalek watched without comment and Dreibrand hoped he showed no weakness to the quarrelsome heir.




  At length Xander straightened and placed Dreibrand’s arm over his shoulders. “Keep a tight hold on the wound and put as much of your weight as you can on me. Try to only use the leg on your good side. If you try to walk on your own, you will make it worse.”




  “Is it bad?” Dreibrand asked. The question sounded stupid.




  “Yes, it is. And I will miss dinner stitching you shut, but you should live,” Xander said.
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