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  Cruce accepted that faith was always a leaky boat launched on troubled waters, and he had already cast off from the dock. 




  





  1. Children of Onja






  Khage dumped another load of field stones from the basket. When he adjusted the basket’s stabilizing strap that went across his forehead, he wiped the sweat away and ran his fingers through his black hair. The morning was getting hot and hauling rocks had lost its miniscule appeal. Still puffing a little, he hesitated to get back to work. 




  “You’re too young to be tired already,” said his father as he took a stone off the pile and added it to the fence they were building. 




  Sheepishly, Khage stood up. He knew that his father relied on his strength. Ayling was older than most fathers. His thin gray hair swirled around a bald spot, and his crooked back had never served him very well. But Khage was his great blessing. His only son had a straight and strong body that was maturing splendidly. 




  “Sorry, Father,” Khage said and turned to leave, but Ayling stopped him. 




  “You’ve collected enough stones for today,” Ayling said with a pleasant laugh. His dark eyes surrounded by bags and wrinkles flashed happily at his son. “Here, set some stones with me and learn something. I know how to build a wall. We do this right and it’ll be here long after we’re gone.”




  Gladly Khage set aside his basket and started helping his father hunt through the rock piles for stones that would fit together well. Building the wall was a pleasant challenge as they quietly assisted each other with fitting the stones. The endless puzzle was engaging, and Khage appreciated the time with his father.




  His father was parceling out this new patch of ground where he had been clearing back the forest so he could start a new field. Now that Khage was approaching manhood, his strength would allow his family to grow something for market and perhaps peek its nose above abject poverty. The sloping stony patch halfway up a hill would not yield much in the beginning, but at least it was available to people who had nothing. 




  With his bent body, Ayling had always struggled and had earned a wife late in life. Khage was his first child, and the healthy strong boy had been seen as a good omen. But then five subsequent daughters had dashed Ayling’s hopes of doing more than grasp at subsistence. The daughters of a poor man would fetch little in brideprice and then they would be gone, depriving Ayling of their household labor.




  Khage knew that his family was depending on him as his parents advanced in years. He planned to work hard to make this new field fruitful. Some market income would seem a fortune after a lifetime of giving up their entire surplus to their landmaster. 




  Khage and Ayling continued their work and the wall took shape. The wall was a good use for the stones jutting from the uneven land. A couple more mornings of collecting stones, and Khage would be ready to sow a summer crop of beans. His mother had found extra work spinning over the winter to earn the precious seeds. It was late in the spring to be sowing, but Khage and his family had needed to plant their landmaster’s fields first.   




  When the father and son took a break, Khage looked down the hill toward the cultivated fields of Lord Opersan. With the arrival of warm weather, the shoots were green and thick in the orderly fields. The ravages that the Temulanka Domain had suffered recently in the south from the invasion of the Sabar’Uto had thankfully not reached the northern province of Ghoteen. The tribes were at peace again but the brief and unexpected war had brought sweeping changes. Warriors and priests had come from Dengar Nor and taken over the local temples. The golden idols of Jayshem, Zatooluh, and Opeti had been melted down in the streets in bonfires. The peasantry had watched in amazement as their holy images had sagged and then flowed in streaming gold rivulets. They had been taught that the holy idols were indestructible, but really they were just gold and silver that could be cast into new things. The people talked about the changes constantly.




  After the father and son had shared a long and familiar silence, Khage asked, “Father, do you believe that the Sabar’Uto brought a new Goddess?”




  “The Sabar’Uto bring nothing but trouble,” Ayling grumbled with the usual Temulanka dislike for his tribe’s natural rival. 




  Khage frowned. His small provincial life gave him little perspective. “But Jayshem is God or Zatooluh for the warriors, and Opeti for women” he said.




  “I suppose they still are, but if Lord Opersan says that this Onja is Goddess, above even Jayshem, then so be it,” Ayling offered.




  “But if I do not believe in Jayshem, my life will have no blessings and my soul will wither, and the spirits of our ancestors will fade,” Khage argued.




  Ayling was quiet for a long time, and his weathered face was as troubled as his son’s. He believed what his son said. He had taught him, but a man did not need to be wealthy to be wise. The spirits of their ancestors would persist as long as their descendants drew breath. 




  After heaving a sigh, Ayling advised, “Best not be stubborn about such things, my son. This Onja that the men of the new King spoke of is said to work miracles and have a fury that cracked the temples of Jayshem. I think it’s best to believe in our Gods or Goddesses as they show themselves to us.”




  Unhappy that his father had not confirmed the traditional teachings, Khage folded his arms and pouted a little. Because Khage was not a boy prone to arguing with his father, he dropped the subject and stood up to resume their wall building. He stretched his sore arms and back and could almost feel the growth in his muscles. He was hungry too, but there was little to eat this time of year.




  “I see Pipi,” Khage said and pointed down the hill. 




  His second oldest sister was scrambling across the pastures. Her black braids flapped from each side of her head, bouncing alongside her cute face that was too young to be covered. 




  “That girl’s supposed to be fetching water,” Ayling grumbled. 




  Pipi stumbled on rough ground but bounded back to her feet. Khage suddenly noticed her urgency that his father’s weak eyes had missed.




  “Something’s wrong,” Khage said and rushed down the hill. 




  With his legs that were long for his age, Khage bounded down the slope, swiftly dodging around sapling trees despite his lanky adolescent awkwardness. He intercepted his sister and scooped her into his arms. Grass stains smudged her threadbare beige dress. 




  “Mama’s scared! Mama’s scared,” Pipi gasped. Sweat sparkled on her brown forehead and strands of black hair stuck to it.




  “Why?” Khage demanded as a fateful dread clenched inside him. 




  “Men have come with a strange woman. She has a white face and hair on fire,” Pipi explained in a rush.




  The strange answer confused Khage and he asked his sister what was happening. 




  “Men have come. I ran to get you and Papa. Mama tried to stop me, but I had to! Papa!” she implored reaching past Khage’s shoulders. 




  Ayling had made it down at his slower pace. He took his daughter’s hands and tried to console her. “I’m here, little blossom. I’m here. We’ll go home and check on your Mama,” Ayling soothed tenderly. 




  Pipi buried her face against her brother’s neck and whimpered. Khage repeated to his father the strange report his sister had given. 




  Concern clouded Ayling’s face, but all he said was for Khage to fetch his basket so that they could go home. Ayling waited with Pipi while Khage ran back up the hill. 




  “Is the fire hair woman the new Goddess?” Pipi asked.




  The question startled Ayling. Why would the new Goddess care to visit his village? “I don’t know, little blossom,” he said.




  Khage loped down the hill with his basket and the trio headed home. After crossing the outlying fields of Opersan’s holdings, they approached their small village Poto Nor. 




  Khage saw that many mounted warriors were swarming among the huts and a large group of riders was clustered about the gates of Opersan’s stronghold. No fighting appeared to be happening. Khage told his father what he saw.




  Concerned about his wife and daughters within the village, Ayling ducked behind a fence laden with grapevines that were greenly curling with fresh and eager shoots.




  “Wait here while I find out what’s going on,” he whispered.




  Pipi’s eyes nearly popped out as she sensed the nervousness in her father. 




  “Let me go instead,” Khage proposed. He might be able to help his family more than his father could. 




  Masking his distress, Ayling held up a hand to calm his son. “We don’t know that anything bad is happening. Your Mama startles easy as a rabbit. I can take care of her.”




  Khage almost argued, but he must obey his father. He should obey his father. 




  “Stay with Pipi,” Ayling commanded, hoping to tether his son with that obligation. 




  The brother and sister peeked through the vines and watched their father hurry up the road. When two mounted men intercepted Ayling at the edge of the village, the older man held up his hands. Khage held his breath as he discerned that the mounted men were not Temulanka. Khage could not guess what tribe they might be from, but they were clearly dangerous men. Why were not the warriors of Lord Opersan trying to defend the village?




  A rider leveled a spear at Ayling, and Khage nearly jumped out of hiding and was only held back by his clinging sister. After a heartbeat of helpless agony, the dark warrior gestured toward the village with his spear, and Ayling scrambled obediently inside.




  Khage finally took a breath, and Pipi melted against him. She was trembling. 




  “Who are those men?” Khage asked.




  “Mama called ’em outlaws,” Pipi answered.




  Khage wished she had mentioned that information before their father had gone into the village.




  “I have to help Father,” Khage decided and pushed his sister away, but she clung to him with surging desperation and begged him not to leave her alone.




  “Wait here. I won’t be long,” Khage argued.




  “Papa said to stay with me!” she shrieked, forgetting to be quiet. 




  Khage snapped his mouth shut and stopped arguing. He drew Pipi close again and soothed her. He knew how to deal with hysterical little sisters.




  After calming her with more assurances, he said, “You don’t want anything bad to happen to Papa, do you?” 




  Pipi shook her head vigorously. 




  “And you know that Papa needs my help all the time?” he pressed.




  She hesitated to answer, knowing that he was about to make her change her mind. 




  Khage added, “You can hide better without me. Let me go help them. They need me.”




  Pipi refused to follow his logic. She gripped her brother and reminded him of their father’s order. 




  Khage frowned with frustration before deciding that upsetting Pipi was worth rushing into the village. He would not leave his family at the mercy of outlaws. Pipi was far safer right now than the rest of them. 




  He stood up quickly and brushed the girl off. She scrambled after him and grabbed at his legs, but he easily broke free. She chased him, squealing with fear and betrayal, but catching him was impossible. Khage gained speed quickly and was soon at the end of the vineyard and turning onto the road. He dashed toward the village, hoping to burst past the outlaws. The two warriors who had confronted his father, moved to block his way. Khage knew every clod of dirt and twisted root in the vicinity and plotted his detour, hoping to outfox the outlaws, but then he heard hooves pounding behind him. He glanced over his shoulder as he ran and saw two more outlaws chasing him. And behind them, a larger group of riders approached on the road. A group of people on foot were with the riders as well. Khage faced forward and veered to the left and ran even faster. 




  Despite his respectable sprint, a rider overtook Khage. A spear jabbed alongside his head. He ducked and turned to run the other way. The horse skidded by him, but the second rider intercepted him with a net. Tangled and panicking, he blundered to the ground. Both riders jumped off their horses and rushed to subdue him. He was knocked on the jaw with a spear shaft, and they bound his hands. When he was hauled to his feet, he stumbled along meekly for a few steps, but fear soon rekindled his survival instincts. He fought his captors, but they were hard strong men who handled him with ruthless confidence. He was tied to a line with other bound prisoners and a noose was looped around his neck. When anyone in the line moved, it tightened everyone’s nooses. The miserable roping was enough to keep them compliant. 




  Khage blearily examined his mates in captivity and recognized them. They were all boys from the village who must have been rounded up while working in the fields. A few bloody cuts and swelling bumps attested to their various struggles, but no one appeared to be seriously injured.




  “Khage! Khage!”




  Pipi was racing toward him. She screamed for the outlaws to leave Khage alone and charged among their milling horses with the utmost of foolish bravery.




  Khage yelled at her to stay away, but she rushed up to him and grabbed his hands as if to pull him away to safety. Her loyal desires were futile though, and the outlaws only laughed. One of them grabbed the girl like she was a sack feathers and tossed her into the weedy ditch. 




  Khage lurched at the man in a fury, heedless of his bonds, but the mad reaction pulled the other boys to their knees. Their gurgling wails pleaded for Khage to stop, but the noose around his own neck had already halted him. An outlaw kicked Khage in the chest and sent him reeling on top of the other boys. 




  Still fearless, Pipi was up again and launched herself at her brother. A man raised his spear with awful intent as the girl pulled at her brother’s limbs. 




  Grasping his noose, Khage winced at the pain in his windpipe but still yelled at his sister to flee.




  Then Ayling arrived. As undaunted as his daughter, he barged through the mounted outlaws and flung his crooked body over the girl. With a hand clamped over her mouth, he begged for her to be spared.




  The rider lowered his spear and said, “We’ve got what we need. Go and be glad you’re alive.”




  Ayling got up with Pipi locked in his sinewy arms. While sputtering praise for the outlaw’s mercy, Ayling looked at his son. Their eyes met for a long moment in which each understood the cruel calculations of the moment. Ayling could do nothing to free his son and to protest could cost him his life. He could not fling aside his life so uselessly and leave his wife and daughters bereft of even his meager support. And Khage must not react and risk the spiteful killing of his father and sister. 




  As the souls of the father and son connected silently, they experienced a painful understanding that a life altering separation was at hand. Both felt keenly the bitterness of failure as greater forces harvested their puny lives. 




  A spear prodded Ayling. He moved away with his struggling daughter. His anguish was palpable although he made not a sound. He could offer no words of comfort to his son, and the punishing knowledge that he could do nothing to help Khage made his legs weak and his spirit sputter. 




  But voice was given to Ayling’s total collapse of happiness by the cacophony of protest pouring from the village. Two lines of riders were escorting another group of bound boys out of the village with their wailing mothers and yelling fathers in the wake. Spears and swords menaced back the onrush of desperate parents, and a few men were beaten back. They fell aside in spouts of blood and broken teeth. One man threw a rock. It clanged against the armor of an outlaw, who promptly charged his horse at the offender and cut him down with a vengeful sword blow. 




  The villagers’ brief attack faded into groaning despair as the crying boys were marched farther from their humble homes. 




  Khage and his fellow prisoners were hauled to their feet by their handlers and lined up with the group of boys from the village. The boys shivered and whimpered. The strong scent of fear was in their sweat. Tears sparkled on their dark cheeks, and terror flashed from their eyes as each adolescent truly recognized his mortality for the first time. 




  The boys looked at each other. A few older ones, in spite of their shock, extended comforting words to the younger boys. The prisoners heard the approach of many riders, and Khage looked over his shoulder. From the gates of Lord Opersan’s stronghold issued another two dozen darkly clad outlaws bristling with weapons. Villagers scattered from their path. Khage wondered why none of Opersan’s warriors were present. No one seemed to have even attempted to defend Poto Nor, and a wounding bitterness mauled Khage’s sense of justice. He and his family had given all their labor and loyalty their whole lives to their lord, who now left them at the mercy of outlaws. With his sharp eyes, Khage spotted local warriors watching but doing nothing from the walls of Opersan’s stronghold. 




  A choking sob ached in Khage’s throat as he realized the brutal realities of his unvalued existence. He was quickly losing the will to fight outright sobbing, but then a startling vision knocked his mind loose from all the horrors. He ceased to feel the noose on his neck or worry about his life. 




  A woman whose hair looked like fire galloped ahead of the approaching riders. One of her strong shapely arms wound with copper bands and golden bracelets held up a white banner depicting in blue a female between two lightning bolts. The woman stopped in front of the captive boys. Her bay colored horse that matched the red shine of her hair reared, but she stayed in the saddle with ease, as if she were an animal far wilder than her domesticated steed. Khage’s eyes grew dry as he stared unblinking at her marvelous body. She wore a vest of bronze links studded with aquamarines. Only a short skirt trimmed with gray fur covered her hips and left exposed her legs that bulged with smooth superb muscles. Tattoos were bold upon her pale thighs, and Khage imagined how her whole body must be made of that creamy flesh. 




  Power was written across her face. Khage had rarely seen the uncovered face of a grown woman, except his mother, and never had he seen such raw confidence. This woman terrified him but also caused him an unfamiliar exhilaration. It heated his face and burned through his body down to his loins.




  No woman can be like this. She must be the new Goddess, he reasoned.




  The woman steadied her spirited mount that still pawed the ground and swished its long silky black tail. She looked over the bound boys, piercing each one with her startling blue eyes. The sobbing and whimpering abated a little as her extraordinary presence distracted the boys from their terror. 




  The outlaws held back the crowd of villagers. Many people exclaimed at the sight of the red-haired woman, whose shocking lack of a tepa, foreign traits, and audacious attitude cracked the foundations of their reality. 




  When the woman spoke, her voice was strong and accustomed to addressing crowds. On top of the trauma already inflicted, the boys were astounded to see a woman address a crowd. Khage had never thought it was possible. Women spoke in soft tones and mostly to each other. Loud outbursts were only excusable in extreme events, like the death of a family member. 




  “I am Loxane,” she said. “High Priestess of Onja. Behold the banner of your Goddess.” She held the white and blue flag forward.




  Khage had trouble understanding her words. Her accent was strange, and he was used to his village’s dialect.




  “You serve Onja now. Great will be your glory,” Loxane said. 




  She turned from the bewildered boys. Her hair and cape flowed back from her shoulders and she urged her bay into a run. Four outlaws sped off with her while the others started to herd their captives down the road. The protests of the villagers resumed, but they knew they could not fight without the support of their local warriors. 




  Khage looked back many times as he stumbled away. The noose dragged painfully at his neck. He never glimpsed his family in the crowd that straggled miserably after the departing captives. He hoped that his father and sister had escaped unhurt. A terrible piercing sadness speared him in the chest as he worried about how his father would fare without him. His despair over the difficulties his family would face in his absence distracted Khage from his fear of the unknown fate to which he was being dragged. 




  The outlaws set a hard pace on the southern road toward Dengar Nor. Whenever a lad stumbled, he choked everyone in his line. Screaming and gagging, the boys would help each other up and continue fearfully under the dispassionate gazes of their guards. By the time they reached the next village, the boys’ necks were scraped and bleeding. 




  They were marched into the village and the outlaws dispersed to round up more boys while two men with spears stood guard over those collected from Poto Nor. No local warriors offered resistance. Loxane, the High Priestess of Onja, had arrived ahead of them and with the aid of her fearsome outlaw companions convinced the local landmaster to offer up the boys of his village. 




  Chaos spread quickly as astonished families watched their fine sons be dragged to the village center and bound as captives. Resistance was put down with competent ruthlessness. 




  With sharp empathy Khage watched the fresh catch of boys struggle, plead, cry, and finally submit to the heavily armed and pitiless outlaws. Loxane paraded through the village and then addressed the new batch of captives. Hearing her again, Khage managed this time to glean her meaning. 




  He was to serve Onja, the new Goddess.




  Khage could not guess how he was to serve the Goddess. What could these hard people who could push around the landmasters want with village boys? Dreadful ideas assaulted his imagination as he recalled scary stories about legendary kingdoms where children were sacrificed to gods. 




  Increasingly terrified but totally helpless, Khage could do nothing except obey the insistent tug of the noose. Once the village was stripped of able adolescent males, the cruel parade continued. By the end of the afternoon, they had claimed the boys of three more villages. The madness became a blur for Khage as screaming, bitter tears, bleeding, and the trembling bodies of boys overwhelmed his senses. 




  The only balm for Khage’s trauma was exhaustion. Drained by fear and exertion, he numbly plodded along with the other captives. The shattering of his life had been so thorough that he was left without even the hope of rescue. He knew that his father could not come for him and that the people of Poto Nor would not come. Some force beyond his knowledge was causing the landmasters to stand by while the boys were taken. Without the landmasters and their warriors there was no conceivable way for Khage to be returned to his home. 




  Thoughts of escape naturally formed. He worked at the noose with his bound hands, but it was impossible to loosen it while walking. Perhaps if they stopped somewhere to rest, he could work himself free and run home. Glancing at the outlaws riding alongside the column of captives, Khage realized that he would have to escape during the night. If any of these outlaws saw him running, they would surely cut him down. 




  Clouds rolled in and prematurely blotted out the gold and red sunset. In the gathering gloom, Khage looked around. They were on a quiet stretch of country road with a towering forest pressing close from the east. He guessed that it was the Nolesh Forest that he had heard about all his life. It separated Ghoteen from the southern heartland of the Temulanka Domain and was renowned for being a wicked haunted tangle. The towns and farmlands of the Temulanka approached it on three sides, but the Nolesh Forest persisted as a great reminder of the primordial essence of Gyhwen. Not every place upon her face was a place for man to live. 




  Although Khage had heard frightening tales of the Nolesh since he had been old enough to sit in his father’s lap, he had never traveled to its edge. He was now the farthest from home that he had ever gone. 




  When the outlaws turned off the road and headed toward the notorious forest, Khage was not the only boy who balked. All the boys were afraid of the ancient forest as the night swooped down like an owl on a mouse. 




  After the ordeal of abduction, the boys were also terrified that they were about to be brutally murdered in this lonely place. Loxane’s words about serving the new Goddess offered no comfort, but the sight of her riding confidently beneath the drooping boughs at the forest’s edge was oddly alluring. Hearing her captives shouting, she paused and looked back. She beckoned them with her banner and then disappeared beneath the gnarled leafy fingers of oak that hung unmoving in the suddenly still air. The outlaws prodded the boys with spears and yanked on the ropes. Thus compelled, the boys left the road and thereby broke their thin connection to the society that had birthed them. 




  Fresh fear drove away Khage’s fatigue. He cringed beneath the looming trees. Superstition was not wholly to blame. His dread of this elderly enclave of trees seemed more natural than ignorant. A vast and elemental collection of living things alien to his humanity swelled from the Nolesh. Its overwhelming mystery warned Khage to stay away. 




  Tramping along with his miserable comrades, he reached the forest. The scent of its decaying forest litter drifted out, and in the absence of even a tiny breeze the leaves hung eerily silent. Khage’s mouth went dry as the shady dark fell over him. Ahead, the vague hulks of countless trees textured the darkness, and he saw the limp white and blue banner carried by Loxane. 




  If that woman can enter this place, I can bear it, Khage told himself, groping for courage. 




  The footsteps of the people and horses made hardly any sound as the forest absorbed the intrusion. Khage wondered how the outlaws knew where they were going. The outlaw men did not seem disturbed to be in the Nolesh. Beneath the old growth, the undergrowth was sparse and moving about was not difficult, except for the hard tangle of roots beneath the fluff of rotting leaves. Boys frequently tripped and choked their fellow captives. Despite the hazards, the outlaws pressed the boys to go faster. The darkness deepened to full night, and the boys held on to each other as they were herded farther into the forest. 




  A light appeared ahead, and its warmth was a welcome beacon. Even if the boys had been cut loose at that moment, they would have gladly flocked toward the precious light. The light moved toward them as well, blinking on and off as the trees intermittently blocked the sight of it. Soon Khage saw that it was not a single light but a dozen blazing torches carried by men on foot. Orange firelight spilled across thick mossy tree trunks and flickered on the dark men.




  The torch bearers intercepted Loxane. A few words were exchanged, and then the torch bearers distributed torches among the riders and lit them. The increasing light revealed the beleaguered and wide-eyed huddles of captive boys. Rings of fire now separated the boys from the watchful darkness of the forest. More tree trunks were partially revealed in the warm light, casting them as spectral stumps with deeply shadowed craggy bark. 




  The torch bearers led Loxane and the outlaws to a secret trail. Khage noted the worn path beneath his feet and realized that these outlaws used this place regularly. 




  The captives were marched late into the night. The trail went up and down ravines, and Khage struggled onward and endured ceaseless choking yanks from his noose when someone fell.




  After climbing a long ascent that left his thighs burning, the land plateaued. The trees were mighty of girth and unimaginably old. The glimpses of cracked and gnarled bark in the torchlight told of countless seasons of pitiless weather. 




  On this higher land, a cool breeze penetrated the forest, and Khage welcomed the relief it brought. He was sweating hard, and his thirst was quickly becoming a torment. His nostrils greedily took in the moist forest air that spoke of soaking rains and hidden springs. 




  Khage slapped into the back of the boy ahead of him before realizing that their march had ended. The riders were dispersing among the trees, and Khage could see a few campfires close by. The noose lines that held the captives were being tied to trees and guards posted. The boys crumbled to the ground. A few whimpered for water. As the torches receded with most of the outlaws, the darkness pressed close. The breeze rustled with snickering doom in the treetops.




  Although the boys bound alongside Khage all knew each other, very few mustered any conversation. The tragedy of the situation oppressed their spirits, but eventually Khage roused himself to action. He began to work on the noose. He asked his mates to shift closer so that the ropes would loosen. Other boys started to work on their nooses as well, but with their bound hands the task was awkward and the knots had been tightly done. 




  Khage eventually loosened his rope enough so he could force it over his head. His bleeding neck stung, but the removal of the noose injected him with excitement. He quickly started to help the boy next to him. 




  “How will we get away?” whispered the boy. 




  “The way we came,” Khage said.




  “But the forest,” the boy said fearfully. 




  “If we can cross it with outlaws, then we will be safer without them,” Khage said. He pulled off his comrade’s noose and stood up. Exhilarated to be free, Khage turned to check on the guards that were presumably still present.




  A blunt blow struck Khage in the back of the head and he was toppled. He sprawled across two other boys as blinding pain claimed his senses. More guards moved in and started beating the boys indiscriminately until they were a mewling submissive huddle. 




  Khage got up again, meaning to run into the forest. Three more blows put him back on the ground and his consciousness slipped away. 




  The morning sun filtered by a dense canopy roused him back to his unpleasant state. His head and ribs hurt badly, and the lack of food and water left him weak. The noose had been returned with a tighter knot and the fibers of the rope were stuck in the drying blood on his neck. 




  Into his wretchedness came a vision of beauty. Loxane approached. Her red hair fell around her foreign face that spoke of lands and peoples unimagined by Khage. Her blue eyes were fixed on him, and he floated into the hypnotizing sky of her womanly heaven. A rough hand lifted his head. An outlaw with a scar across his lips blocked his view of the dreamy High Priestess and shoved a dripping gourd against his mouth. Khage slurped the water greedily until he had to take a breath. The outlaw moved on to water the next boy, and Khage sought the eyes of Loxane again. She smiled with a strange happiness and then walked down the line of captives. Her cape swished with each step and briefly let Khage glimpse her race horse perfect legs.




  She entranced all the captives as they were granted the mercy of water. No one rebelled, and they hunkered meekly in their bindings. 




  Fear and hunger had created a burning pit in Khage’s stomach. The repeated blows he had suffered left him with a soaking pain that dulled his thoughts. 




  After all the boys were given a drink, they were prodded by spears into a tight group. With the grace of a senshal, Loxane danced onto a fallen tree that was leaning against another great old tree. A shaft of sunlight penetrated the forest canopy and fell upon her. Khage was pleased to have a good view of her again. The sight of her was all that remained of hope. He noticed for the first time a sickle at her belt. The freshly sharpened blade gleamed with a sharpness no longer meant for the reaping of grain.




  “Children of Onja!” she shouted and lifted her arms. “Awaken!” 




  An outlaw handed up to her the white and blue banner. She twirled its pole and the fabric circled her body. Then she spun and danced up and down the tree. All the boys watched her with their mouths hanging open. Her female body, complete with its curves and shameless power, shocked the boys who had certainly dreamed of women but had never known them. 




  When she concluded her brief dance, she threw the banner. Its sharpened pole pierced the ground in front of the gathered captives, and the blue female and lightning bolts on the fabric rippled as it came to rest hanging from the pole. 




  The outlaws guarding the boys parted and a man strode into the circle to stand beside the banner. He was a young man but great experiences had erased all the wonder of youth from his spirit. A scar on his smooth cheek told how boldly he could face danger, and the swagger in his step explained that he was accustomed to victory. Beautiful armor, finer than anything Khage had ever seen, encased this outlaw’s torso in a grand treasure. Two beautiful swords armed this potent man. One was at his waist and another across his back. Bracers covered his forearms where daggers were sheathed. The morning was warm, and the outlaw’s upper arms were bare. Sweat glistened on the hard masses of muscle, suggesting the man had just been exerting himself. 




  He appraised the captives with calculating eyes. The attention of this outlaw lord lingered on the boy who was taller than the rest. He looked Khage up and down as if shopping for horses. 




  “The High Priestess has told you that you are to serve Onja, our Goddess. Forget your simple lives scratching at the soil for greedy lords for you have a great purpose now,” the lord announced. 




  The boys simply gaped at him attentively.




  The outlaw lord continued, “You will fight for your Goddess. You will punish those who deny her. You will know glory, and, in time, you will know freedom. Until then, obey the masters you are given this day. Fight well and you may be blessed to see our Goddess Onja who watches over you. I will return to you in a season. Those who have served well will then have their chance to become Kezanada!”




  The term was foreign to Khage, but a few boys from a larger village gasped, suddenly understanding who the outlaws around them were. The outlaw lord turned his back on the captives. He reached up to Loxane on the fallen tree, and she jumped down into his arms. Khage watched them walk away. The man held her close beneath her cape. 




  A sudden desire to be like that man seized Khage, and he realized that he would serve his Goddess.      




  





  2. Entwined Powers




  The Tatatook circled the Jingten Tower and then veered over the lake. Its great dark wings used currents of air that spilled out of the mountains and circulated the valley. Dacian watched the creature from the tower roof. Its excited circling heralded Onja’s return. Dacian tracked her with his mind as she approached through the forest with her dozen rys fighters. 




  He was unbearably anxious to see her again. Their separation had been difficult, but her apparent triumphs in the west excited him. The strain of waiting shredded his natural calm. His chest was tight. His fidgeting fingers longed to touch his beloved. 




  Spring was still new in the alpine valley, and a strong cold wind buffeted Dacian. Snow lingered in the shadier areas, but the ice had broken up on the lake, and its liberated waves reflected the warm sun. 




  Eyeing the Tatatook, Dacian considered summoning the creature so that he could fly out to meet Onja, but he dismissed the idea. Although he accepted the Tatatook’s help when necessary, he harbored a natural aversion to the thing formed of Halor’s body. 




  For the thousandth time he resisted his desire to cast his mind toward Onja and speak with her. He wanted his words of welcome to be spoken in person with their hands touching. A fresh wave of aching desire cascaded through his flesh. 




  “Onja,” he whispered, savoring her name upon his lips. 




  Accepting that the trial of waiting would make their rejoining more joyous, Dacian stayed on the roof, motionless except for the wind rippling his hair. 




  Eventually her mind interrupted his excruciating vigil. Her thoughts reached out to him, but he playfully evaded her with his cloaking magic. Her amused spirit chuckled at the edge of his senses as she perceived his game.   




  All rys sensed her coming now, and they flocked to welcome her. Boats were launched, flying festive banners, and rys ran on the road to the tower. At last Onja emerged from the pines on the far shore of Lake Nin. She and her twelve rys fighters broke into a gallop on the gravel banks of the chilly waters and headed toward the tower. The gathered rys cheered and Onja hailed them. The Tatatook swooped low over its returning mistress and screeched in welcome. It landed at the edge of the crowd. 




  From the heights of the tower, Dacian observed her glorious appearance. He shared in the collective joy of the rys to see her return. He jumped from the tower. The thrill of gravity’s grip yanked him hard, and the air whizzed by his face. He pointed his hands and dove gracefully toward the ground. He smiled as he heard his rys gasp with alarm. Then he cast a levitation spell to slow his descent. He rolled in the air, buoyed by his magic, and landed on his feet not far from Onja. 




  The cheering crowd and the grand landscape receded into a dreamy haze as Dacian focused on Onja. She got off her horse and strode toward him. Her pleasure spells caressed him, and he looked into her black eyes that sparkled with magic blue light. Her superb face smiled reservedly. She was conscious of the crowd and the need to comport herself with dignity among her subjects, but Dacian could tell that she was immensely glad to see him.




  “Welcome back to Jingten, my Queen,” Dacian proclaimed and dipped his head. 




  “Queen Onja! Queen Onja!” roared the crowd, and she saluted them. 




  “I bear news of many victories,” she announced. “The humans of the west shall serve the rys!”




  Great elation seized the rys populace. Already they had learned to better esteem their race, but their sense of greatness doubled now that humans were under their control. Just as the tabre had their minions, the rys now had theirs. 




  Onja rotated to acknowledge the cheering praise that engulfed her, and then she faced Dacian again. He saw that she had cast aside all things except for him. Her hands reached out and he took them. Pulling her close, he half closed his eyes as her presence washed over him. He could smell her unique scent, and the power of her lifeforce penetrated to the gates of his soul. 




  “Cure me of my loneliness, my King,” she said.




  Dacian restrained himself from kissing her. Still holding her hands, he turned toward the tower. The masses parted for them. The rys King and Queen entered their tower and when the doors shut the blue sparkle of a sealing spell shot around the edges of the door. The tower had emptied of rys upon Onja’s arrival, and they did not resent being shut out for a while. The rys were happy to see their monarchs reunited in love. 




  Dacian and Onja rushed to the levitation shaft and embraced as they connected with its lifting power. Kissing and caressing, they spun as they levitated to their private level. Dacian used his magic to push open the doors to their chambers and he ushered her inside with uninhibited urgency. The months of patiently repressing his mad desire for her were over, and he gave himself over completely to his hunger to pleasure her and be pleasured. With her body in his hands, his spells raced up her back and down her stomach, circling her thighs, and then tracing the secret places farther in. Onja shuddered and moaned. She had come to know the abandon of physical pleasure with her royal mate, but never had his love been so lusty. Thrown onto the bed where Dacian had lain alone through the cold mountain winter, she laughed and pulled him into her arms. 




  “What have I done to you?” she exclaimed as her body surrendered to his probing pleasure spells. 




  He laughed. “Do not leave me so long again,” he said.




  They spoke no more during their lovemaking. Sweet escape from their concerns enveloped them, and the gate opened upon the bountiful garden of their entwined powers. They joined without any doubt that they belonged together, and when their lust slackened, they relaxed in a happy peace. 




  Onja snuggled against Dacian, and they languidly kissed each other as their minds joined. They had much to tell each other after so long apart, and she shared with Dacian the epic glories of her conquests in the west. Through her he felt what it was like to be worshipped. The experience was uplifting, and Dacian marveled at her brilliance for conceiving of this method for elevating her power. The faith that she extracted from people enhanced her ability to use her magic. The humans’ awe, fear, loyalty, and willingness to serve created an enchanted brew of stampeding emotions that propelled her confidence and allowed her to achieve more with her magic. Dacian was deeply impressed by the progress she had made with the western humans in so short a time. She had advanced the religious system of the tabre. In Nufal, the tabre purported to connect the humans to the Great Divinity, but in Gyhwen, Onja was the divinity. 




  When Dacian grasped what she was doing, he withdrew his lips. Looking at her beautiful face, he asked, “Do you not fear the jealous wrath of the Great Divinity?”




  “Should I?” she asked back with the flippant surety of a Goddess.




  Dacian grinned. “No, my love. Not while I am here. I would protect you from even the anger of the mightiest creator. Truly, you are the Goddess.”




  Her face softened. His acceptance of her bold strategy touched her profoundly. Many called her Goddess, but to hear him give it voice made it true. “Will you be the God at my side?” she invited.




  Dacian put an arm behind his head on the pillow and looked up thoughtfully. At length he said, “The humans will not worship me like they do you. This I know.”




  “Why?” she wondered, but not argumentatively. 




  “Because I worship you as well,” he said. 




  Onja kissed him and commented approvingly on his romantic flair. She draped a leg over his hip, and he admired its curving length. When his thoughts returned to places beyond his total love for her, he remembered his creations that he wished to show off. His triumphs were quieter than hers, but they would serve them well when their hated enemies inevitably intruded upon their bliss. 




  “I have made new weapons,” he said.




  They dressed and went to his workshop. Onja admired the racks of swords. She plucked one from the wall and hacked at the air. 




  “I should practice,” she commented.




  “I have been,” he said. 




  After studying the wardings on the sword, Onja commented that they would be especially annoying to the tabre who were so very accustomed to having the upper hand.




  “I’m hoping for more than annoying,” he said with sinister intent.




  Onja spun the sword in her hand. Warring in the west had been gratifying, but she knew that it had been a paltry conflict made pathetic by her supremacy to the humans. She reflected on how seriously she must take the conflict with Nufal. 




  Returning the sword to its rack, she said, “You’re right. The tabre must be more than annoyed.”




  “I have something more interesting to show you,” Dacian said and seemed to be relishing a secret. He walked over to a table and uncovered the shiny shield that he had made for Exaton. 




  Onja approached almost cautiously as Dacian slipped the shield onto his arm. Its mirror-like surface reflected Onja’s image back at her. The unknown character of its enchantment made her wary. 




  “What does it do?” she asked.




  Dacian held it toward her and told her to touch it and find out.




  She complied and gasped with fear. A ravenous enchantment within the shield sucked the magic from her flesh like well cooked meat falling off the bone. She felt exposed like driftwood washed up on a barren shore. Her eyes widened with astonishment, and she retracted her hand and staggered back. 




  Furious, she demanded, “What did you DO?!”




  Dacian laughed. The jolt of great power from Onja was unimaginably pleasing. 




  Onja steadied herself on the edge of the table. Her legs felt weak, and the brief dimming of her inner magic fire had startled her terribly. Nastiness devoured her happiness as she realized how she had been violated. She had never expected that such a vulnerability existed within her, and the lesson truly scared her. 




  Exuberant with power, Dacian grinned and gestured happily with the shield. “Are you impressed?” he asked.




  “Stay away from me!” she shouted and retreated toward the door.




  Finally realizing his insensitive attitude, Dacian suspected he should have warned her. 




  “Onja, I’m sorry,” he offered and took off the shield. 




  Her temperamental character was in full force, and she stalked away from him. Dacian caught her at the door. She shook at his hand when he grabbed her wrist, but he did not let go. She could feel his enhanced strength. 




  “I’m sorry. I did not think it would anger you. I made this for Exaton so I could share my power with him,” Dacian explained, expecting her to embrace his rationality.




  “How could you do that to ME?!” she shrieked. “Let me go!” Onja struggled more insistently, but Dacian was physically stronger and he pulled her against his chest.




  “Onja. Stop. Don’t be angry,” he said, wanting to sooth her. As the glow of her stolen power faded, dismay arrived. His thoughtless trick had besmirched the utter joy of their recent lovemaking. 




  Onja stopped resisting, but she showed no sign of forgiving him. “Let me go,” she hissed. Reluctantly he opened his arms. Without another word, she left the room. She looked back at Dacian once, and the jagged daggers from her eyes cut his heart.




  Dacian wanted to run after her, but he was a disciplined being and knew that she needed a chance for her emotions to settle. Reluctantly he admitted to himself that he had wanted to feel what it was like to use the shield. He had been selfish, and he berated himself for angering her. After months apart, he could scarcely believe that he had ruined her homecoming with a juvenile lapse in judgment. 




  Dacian returned to his bedchamber and straightened the bed linens. As he did this he watched Onja remotely. She descended the tower and unsealed the doors. She went forth and addressed the rys, who had started an impromptu party outside the tower. She spoke to them of the coming doom of Nufal and how the rys would guide the western humans into a golden age of civilization with the rys at the pinnacle. Their world would replace Nufal that deserved only ruin.




  Her vengeful vision of the future roused Dacian despite his distress about angering her. He could admire so much about Onja. She worked so tirelessly to advance their agenda and free their race from oppression. Recalling their brief connection through the shield, he understood more completely the brilliance of her power. Unhappily he considered that a desire to truly know her in a way outside her control had motivated him to ambush her with his shield. He was ashamed and had to find a way to earn her forgiveness. Their love added to their power, and they would need every bit of it to defeat Nufal.




  ******




  Onja remained aloof as more days passed. She slept apart from Dacian and avoided conversation. The Tatatook kept her company and often took her for rides. The rys had lapsed into a holiday mood since her homecoming, but Dacian decided it had gone on long enough. He summoned his fighters to the practice fields and gave his shield to Exaton. 




  As the rys performed their martial exercises and Exaton practiced with the shield, Dacian knew that Onja watched from the tower. He hoped that her anger would dissipate once she saw how he allowed Exaton to use the shield on him. 




  The long day of weapons practice failed to cure Onja’s resentment, and Dacian returned to his workshop late in the afternoon to put away his shield. Standing in the spot where he had offended his beloved, he resolved to go to her even without an invitation. 




  She was in the observatory meditating. Dacian emerged from the levitation shaft and approached her. Clouds passed over the tower, dimming the skylights, and her eyes that glowed with blue light looked brighter in the sudden shadow. 




  He waited for her to end her trance and greet him. He itched with impatience but she remained serenely motionless. 




  Needing to do something, Dacian sauntered to the newly repaired wall that guarded the inner edge of the observatory floor. He looked down the length of the tower and saw rys walking across the main hall far below. How splendid it still was to see the tower free of tabre. 




  When Dacian checked again on Onja, she was looking at him. 




  “Onja,” he said in greeting and let his affection color his voice. 




  “What do you want?” she asked brusquely. 




  Her dazzling talent for cruelty pained him, but he reminded himself to be kingly and spoke with frankness. “How can we hope to defend ourselves from Nufal if you persist in your anger?”




  “You are the one who wronged me,” she said.




  “And I have apologized. And I do so again. It was a thoughtless error. I am sorry for it,” Dacian said with sincere humility. 




  She looked away from him. When she spoke again, she lacked the icy strength of her anger and sounded sad. “I trusted you.”




  Dacian’s regret doubled as he sensed how much his mistake had violated her. “I did not hurt you. I could not,” he offered.




  Her demeanor softened slightly. She knew that he had not meant her harm, but he had known that he would steal her power, if only for an instant. 




  “How would you feel if I had done that to you?” she demanded.




  “I let Exaton do it to me all the time,” Dacian said.




  Onja huffed. “Do you think having Exaton use the shield compares at all to when you use it?”




  He conceded that the effect must have been far more intense when he had done it. His brief possession of her power had been a wondrous experience, but he had to make Onja forgive him. He rushed toward her and caught her in his arms. The feel of her body next to his massaged his spirit with a warm rush of relief. 




  “Stop this fighting. Onja, I am sorry. Can you not trust that I would never hurt you? I scared you, but I did not hurt you. Please forgive me,” he said.




  She let him hold her. She understood that she had to stop creating a rift between them, but she did not have a forgiving nature.




  “I had never trusted until I let myself trust you. It’s hard to forgive. My power is my life. I would share both with you, but you must never take without asking,” she said. 




  “I won’t do anything like that again,” Dacian promised. “I’ll even teach you how I made the shield. Is that not trust?”




  Happy surprise brightened her face and she finally looked him in the eyes again. “You would teach me?”




  Dacian nodded, knowing that he was winning her back.




  “Teach me now,” she said.




  “Yes, my love,” he said. 




  They went to his workshop where they examined the shield together and Dacian described his process for creating the enchantment. She listened carefully and asked many questions. After hearing his brilliant secrets, Onja knew that she was capable of creating a similar shield. She had simply never thought of such a thing before. 




  “You are a genius, Dacian,” she praised.




  Her compliment tickled him. “Let us never be cross with each other again,” he proposed, eager to make their reconciliation permanent. 




  She expressed regret for her temper as if it were an untamed thing with which she shared a cage. She kissed him softly, and tiny pleasure spells sparked on their lips. “We must set an example of harmony for the rys, and I will save my temper for our enemies,” she promised.




  Onja crossed the workshop and stood at a tall window. The clouds that had rolled into the valley were now splashed with wildflower colors as the setting sun tossed golden streamers over the mountain tops. Her tall figure was silhouetted against the fluffy clouds that glowed like giant jewels.




  “My human warriors have entered our valley,” she announced.




  Dacian had known that she meant to bring human warriors from the west, but the reality of it startled him. He looked into the beautiful sky and saw the gap in the darkening peaks where the pass to the western lowlands lay. He suddenly envied her travels. She had gone forth into an unknown place and had begun to gather whole nations of underlings to serve the rys. 




  Dacian sent his mind to view the men entering the realm of the rys. He saw one thousand warriors on horses along with servants tending donkeys packed with supplies. He had never looked upon the men of the west before and they did not resemble the eastern men. Even their horses were different in shape and gate. Fierce men made up the army that approached. Some were young, but many were more mature and hardened by many conflicts. Their comfort with their weapons was obvious, and remorse rarely troubled them. Greed for glory drove them, but Onja was in their hearts.




  The mark of Onja was especially strong upon one man. Dacian noticed the warding crystal worn by the man. Retracting his mind from the distant warriors, Dacian said, “You have given one of them an enchantment?”




  Onja glanced at him. “You do not approve?”




  “Are humans worthy of such gifts?” he asked.




  “Some are,” Onja said emphatically, and then she turned an imploring face toward him and added, “Oh, Dacian, make some of your fine weapons for me to give to the best among them. They need wardings. Once you see how well they can serve, you will not regret the favor.”




  He could not argue against any favor she requested. She had invested time and effort in raising this army, and giving the men wardings to help protect them from tabre spells made sense.




  After a moment’s reflection, Dacian told her that he must first meet the humans so that he could craft the weapons for humans instead of rys. 




  A day and a half later the humans arrived in Jingten. They were the first humans from the west ever to visit the city of the rys, and the King and Queen greeted them in the main square. This great honor surprised the rys who rarely gave humans any consideration, and the arriving men were duly awed by the reception as well. 




  Dacian watched the leader of the men approach. Dacian judged the man to be young but defined by a rocky hardness of heart. Only the glowing embers of normal empathy and compassion remained in this dark skinned man with a pale scar on his cheek. The signature of Onja’s magic was writ upon his flesh. Her influence went deeper than the simple charm around his neck.




  The man dismounted and walked across the open square toward Onja and Dacian. The gathered rys were silent, and the warriors still on their horses observed the rys with nervous curiosity. Knowing that they were in an alien realm made the warriors realize a rare moment of vulnerability. They had entered new lands where the bold strength of men was not the unit of measure.




  Dacian observed how the approaching man latched onto Onja with adoring eyes. Recognizing the utter devotion, love even, Dacian experienced jealousy. This man loved his Queen. His loyalty would endure any test, and Dacian contemplated how Onja had conjured brutal strength in this man and a sense of purpose.




  Then the man’s dark brown eyes shifted to Dacian. This was the first moment in which this devoted human beheld the mate of his beloved, and a natural surge of male dislike flared. But this man was no fool, and Dacian perceived how quickly the human quelled his feelings. He knew a powerful rys when he saw one and he was too practical a man to dwell on his wish to have Onja to himself. 




  The man kneeled and touched his head to the stone pavers and stretched out his hands. He paid homage to the rys monarchs and was proud to bow to their authority and serve them. His warriors dismounted and kneeled as well. Their ranks wound down the avenue and many were still in the forest outside the city, but they all paused to kneel as they entered the city of their Goddess.




  “Rise Amar and come forth,” Onja said.




  Amar lifted his head and came smoothly to his feet. Dacian noted the strength and agility of the man, whose body was lean and hard. The man came forward confidently but respectfully. Dacian felt how the man took joy from the power around him. He was a part of that power, but the ambitions within the man were not what Dacian expected. It was well known that humans were plagued by pettiness, but Dacian saw in Amar only a vast desire to defeat the enemies of Onja. The man wanted the glory, but he wanted mostly to do it for Onja. The act of serving her was sufficient reward.




  Certainly Amar prospered in his work. His armor, clothing, weapons, and accouterments were all of the finest construction and artistry. Dacian supposed that he would soon add to the treasures that outfitted this human’s body.




  “Amar,” Dacian said. “Give to me your swords.”




  Amar obeyed without looking to Onja for permission because he knew that would have been rude to the King of Jingten. He drew the sword from his back sheath first. This was his lord’s sword that Onja had enhanced with an enchantment. 




  Receiving the sword, Dacian glanced it over. He recognized Onja’s spell upon the blade, but he mainly pondered the handle. This was where Amar held his dealer of death and pain, and Dacian studied the essence of the killer before him. 




  Dacian handed back the sword and took the second sword. This was a beautiful weapon recently taken from the armory of the Temulanka King. Elaborate characters in a language Dacian did not know were etched into the blade. It was strange to look upon writing unknown to him. The metal work was superb. Someone had devoted his short human life to mastering the working of iron. Despite the crude metal, a wonderful weapon had been artfully made. 




  Dacian returned the sword to Amar and said, “At Onja’s request, I shall make you a new sword. Pick twenty of your best men, and I will make them new weapons as well to take against the tabre.”




  Amar dipped his head and this time he could not prevent himself from glancing gratefully toward his Goddess. “May I slay many enemies with your gift, Great King of the rys,” he said. 




  “That is my wish,” Dacian said. 




  Onja dismissed Amar but her lips twitched with a reassuring smile amid the formality. He bowed away from the rys King and Queen. Onja then commanded that the many foods and raw materials brought as gifts with Amar’s pack train were to be passed out to the rys population. 




  The warriors set up a camp near the lake between the town and the tower and the horses were divided into herds and taken to pasture in alpine meadows. For the higher ranking men, a building once used by Nufalese traders was furnished for their comfort. As the men settled in, Dacian and Onja cruised across the lake. Two rys pulled the oars that plunged and pulled through the cold blue waters.




  “What do you think of him?” Onja finally asked.




  Dacian considered his answer. He had never really needed to judge men before. “I think that he would fight the Grand Lumin himself if you asked him.”




  “Oh, he’ll fight tabre, but I think we’ll have to handle the Grand Lumin ourselves,” Onja said.  




  





  3. Fortress of Normalcy




  My son has proved himself brave in the face of danger. For this I am proud, but I am most gladdened simply because he is coming home. ~ Journal of Zehn Chenomet, year 2044 Kwellstan calendar




  Cruce could see Ribeka. She stood on a stage in Dedenep Square next to his sister. A wreath of pink flowers crowned her brown hair and she was waving to him over the cheering crowd. The sight of her even at a distance quickened Cruce’s heartbeat and tightened his body with anticipation. Fair and sweet, Ribeka struck him as utterly perfect. Often he knew common attraction when a pretty girl caught his eye, but in Ribeka he saw intimacy, security, and trust. Her unassailable worthiness enticed him as much as her maidenly beauty that teased him with hot kisses spiced with coy promises. 




  Almost all of human Kwellstan had turned out to welcome home the militia. Musicians were playing on the stage alongside Ribeka, Dayd, and Adarium Councilors. The square was packed with people who yelled and tossed flowers at the militiamen. Grins beamed from the militiamen who were uplifted by the grand official welcome. The vast public outpouring of appreciation and adoration was a fine gift to the men who had fought hard on the frontier. Riding through the exuberant crowd, the militiamen were at least temporarily relieved of the burdens of their battles. They had not expected such a formal reception, but it was very appreciated.




  Gehr, Cruce, and Vrostan rode at the fore of their valiant if diminished force, and they halted in front of the gathered dignitaries. Cruce wished that his father had come, but he knew that Zehn would never expose his infirmity so publicly. But Dayd stood confidently with the Councilors, and her blonde loveliness glowed like a nugget of gold on a muddy bank. 




  As the militiamen arrived, young women rushed out with garlands of flowers and cups of clear water. Cruce accepted a silver cup trimmed in gold. He smiled in thanks to the girl who provided it and raised it to his lips. As he drank the blessed waters of Kwellstan he met Ribeka’s eyes. She was standing just above him on the stage. To taste the pure water of his home while looking upon a splendid daughter of Kwellstan reminded him of what was good and decent in life. The cool taste of his native waters delighted his senses and cooled his body on the sunny day. 




  Cheering erupted and the formalities disintegrated into a mingling mob of reunions. The musicians expressed the happiness around them by plucking strings, ringing bells, and fingering flutes. Family and friends pushed through the crowd to greet their returning sons and brothers. Cruce nudged his horse close to the stage and Dayd embraced him as he climbed onto it. She kissed his cheek and clung to him. 




  “Cruce! Cruce! Oh, thank the Great Divinity you’re home!” she cried above the music and crushed the garland of flowers around his neck with her hug.




  Cruce hugged her back. Like he had been on his homecoming the year before, he was overwhelmed and had little to say. Turning from his sister, he looked at Ribeka. She bounced on her feet with impatience. Her betrothal belt gleamed across her hips. The woven gold and bold red ruby captured the sun and recast its light in brilliant rays. 




  Cruce moved toward Ribeka. She started to say something, but he scooped her into his arms and kissed her so swiftly that her words of greeting that she had practiced for days were smothered by his unrestrained affection. Decorum only restrained her for a moment until she accepted his greeting with open mouthed enthusiasm. 




  When they had to take a breath, they finally parted. Expanding rosy blossoms blushed on her cheeks and she laughed. Cruce pulled her onto his hip as he reluctantly turned to greet the other men. 




  Elder Manderlini came forward with a clomp of his cane. A ribald smile crinkled his lined face and he squinted at the young couple. 




  “I see that you have been away from the comforts of Kwellstan too long, Commander Chenomet,” he quipped with an amused glance at the flushed young woman on Cruce’s arm. 




  “I was overcome by the sight of her,” Cruce said and glanced at her a little apologetically. His kiss had been rash but he supposed it caused no real harm. 




  Ribeka was smiling. Cruce was back, and her life had become instantly exhilarating again. 




  “I hope you like the reception,” she said. “Dayd helped me put it together.”




  Surprised, Cruce said, “This was your idea?”




  She nodded, and Cruce could see in her glistening eyes how very much she had feared for him. Her genuine concern tugged his heart toward her. She cared for him. She cared so much she had arranged for the leaders and citizens of Kwellstan to receive home the militia. 




  Elder Manderlini placed both hands on his cane and leaned on it a little harder. “So, Commander Chenomet, will your sister let you have a turn at Council?” he asked.




  Cruce raised his eyebrows and regarded his sister as she moved up beside him. He wondered just how entrenched she had become in the Adarium. 




  “I’m sure she could use a break,” he said and scrutinized her for a reaction. 




  Dayd tapped the fancy dress armor on his chest and said, “Don’t mess up what I’ve accomplished,” she scolded.




  “You mean I’ll have to fix your problems,” Cruce shot back.




  Dayd scowled with sisterly contempt and Elder Manderlini chuckled. “It’s been good to have the Chenomets back at Council,” he offered and then shuffled away to greet the other commanders.  




  Gehr clambered onto the stage and paid his respects to the Adarium members, who praised him for his victories as the senior commander. He greeted Dayd last and playfully thanked her for making the whole Adarium turn out to greet him.




  “It was for all militiamen,” she said and gestured to the crowd where the returning fighters were still mingling with friends and family.




  Farther down the stage, Vrostan Hebensten was being embraced by his father. Spotting their rival, Dayd leaned into her brother’s ear and said, “I’ve seen no hint that Hebensten appreciates what you did for Vrostan.”




  Cruce had mentioned in a letter that he had saved Vrostan’s life but had not given the gory details. “What does a Hebensten know of gratitude?” he muttered, but he was in no mood for politics or gossip. Ribeka was far more interesting. He pulled her close again and kissed her forehead gently and then sniffed the flower garland around her head. She embodied Kwellstan more than ever before. He fought so that this fair daughter of civilization could live a splendid life filled with beautiful things.




  “I’ve arranged a banquet at my home for us, Cruce,” she said. “And your friends,” she quickly added and smiled to Gehr.




  Her thoughtfulness pleased Cruce, and he wondered how much more of her perfection she would reveal to him this day. “Let’s go,” he said. 




  He jumped off the stage and mounted his horse. Then he eased the animal close to the stage again and coaxed Ribeka into the saddle with him. She giggled with embarrassment to be carried off in front of everybody, but she liked it. 




  “Meet us at the Larkas,” he called to Gehr as he rode away. He found Rayden in the crowd. The Fanlyre family was tearfully gathered around its son who had been gone for two years. He was introducing Mazi to them. Cruce told them to go to the banquet at the Larka home. 




  Moving on, Cruce navigated the groups of rejoicing families and rowdy friends. Ribeka hugged him from behind and put her cheek against his back. 




  “Are you hauling me off as some war trophy?” she asked playfully. 




  “Yes,” he said. 




  While heading toward her home, the familiar buildings and massive hardwood trees held Cruce’s attention as he reacquainted himself with their details. Everything seemed the same but he strangely felt foreign. 




  He dropped Ribeka off at her house and said that he would return after freshening up at his house. Around the Larka home servants rushed in and out setting up tables and decorating them with flowers. Musicians were trooping in a side gate, and on the lakeshore a half dozen pleasure rafts were decked with colorful lanterns. 




  Cruce continued to his home and prepared himself to see his father. As much as he longed for the company of his father, the sight of him was always painful. 




  The servants and Cruce’s mother received him in the front yard. Although Kwellstan had looked the same, Cruce unexpectedly noticed that his mother had changed. The relentless pull of time had uprooted her youth. The lines on her forehead were deeper, and the softness along her jaw line had sagged. If Cruce had been with her every day, he may not have noticed, but the cumulative effect of many moonturns apart made him see the startling evidence of her aging. He wanted to deny it, but he could not dodge the obvious truth.




  Leaving the sunny yard, he entered his home. Zehn awaited him in the foyer that was as polished, bright, and inviting as ever. Viv was clinging to Cruce, but she reluctantly released him and stood aside. She wiped tears from her cheeks as she watched her husband’s worn face light up. She was reminded of that perfect moment when he had first been handed his healthy boy, pink and glistening from the birthing bed.  




  Zehn looked frail. His face was haggard. Cruce knew that pain troubled his father’s sleep and the gradual toll never ceased to be collected from his flesh. 




  Despite the obvious strain of his existence, true gladness powered his voice. “Cruce!” he cried without reservation. Happiness that his son had survived had replaced aloof disapproval for the militia.




  Cruce dropped to his knees and took Zehn’s hands. Like any son, the presence of his father completed him, anchored him, let him know from where he came, and motivated him to do well in the world. The men exchanged a long wordless look. Cruce suspected that his father ached to ask him about being in battle. This was an experience Zehn had not known. Before his accident his life had been sport and pleasure with politics mixed in as necessary, but he had never crossed into the horror lands of murderous struggle. He was curious, perhaps jealous in a manly way, but he restrained himself from asking about it.




  Cruce wondered if they would ever talk of such things. He was not sure if he wanted to give voice to his experiences. Now that he was back in Kwellstan, it seemed better to distract himself with normal and pleasant things.  




  “It’s good to be home,” he whispered.




  Zehn squeezed his son’s hands. “Great Divinity be praised,” he said in a genuine moment of faith. “Come, the bath waters are hot for you. Wash off the road so you can go romance that dear Larka girl.”




  Cruce grinned. He could tell that his father was delighted by his son’s emerging relationship. 




  Viv interjected, “That betrothal belt you gave her has been the talk of the city since you left.”




  Cruce stood up and glanced sheepishly at his mother. He knew she had been miffed at him for giving such an important gift without allowing her to formally consult the Larka family about it beforehand. 




  He went with his parents into the family’s private wing. He studied the portraits of his ancestors as he pushed his father down the hall. The antiquity of his family’s prestige and power impressed him more than before. He had always been motivated to succeed, but now he pondered what a privilege it was to be born into such a legacy. Perhaps he realized this because it was such a privilege to be alive.




  He shook the mortal gloominess from his mind. He was home and life had never been better.




  ******




  Viv accompanied Cruce to the Larka banquet where Dayd also showed up with Radello. Ribeka’s mother seated Viv next to her and placed Cruce next to Ribeka. His friends Gehr and Rayden were at the table with him. Gehr was matched with Ribeka’s sister Chelma, whose famously abrasive attitude was outpaced by Gehr’s charm. Wide-eyed, Mazi watched the banquet unfold. The sumptuous estate class party with brilliantly prepared foods, fine wines, dazzling music, and brisk servants was far beyond her finest Kahtep experiences. She was comfortable around Cruce and Gehr but unused to seeing them in their true element. Rayden felt out of place as well, but as Cruce’s friend he was treated politely despite being trader class. And when it was time for dancing, Rayden and Mazi did not hesitate to partake of the festivities. 




  Cruce and Ribeka joined the dancing. Buoyed by the merry music, they held hands, twirled, stepped, spun, and swayed. Each time the dance allowed Cruce to pull her close, he held her more tightly than the last time.




  They celebrated their reunion among the dancers until lanterns were lit on the party boats and guests drifted to the docks. Cruce and his friends piled onto a boat well stocked with jars of wine and snacks. Gehr poled the boat away from the dock. The other party boats were floating out as well and the laughing of revelers sprinkled across the water. The lantern light reflected like the golden scales of a serpent on the rippling black waters. 




  After more drinking, people stripped down to their undergarments. The splashes of bodies jumping in the lake were followed by sharp cries. The lake was bracingly cold this early in the season, but the laughter continued among the boats as people swam and splashed. 




  “Come on, Ribeka!” Cruce coaxed from the water.




  He could see her on the edge of the boat. A filling moon was rising over the mountains and she was visible in her white shift.




  “It’s cold,” Ribeka complained.




  “Come on. Everyone else is in. You’ll get used to it,” he insisted. 




  More people encouraged her to jump. Chelma shouted that she must do it because she already had. Then she squealed for an unknown reason that was probably caused by Gehr. 




  Yielding to the group pressure, Ribeka jumped in. She plunged under the water and Cruce’s arms lifted her up. He hugged her while she pushed her wet hair out of her face. She gasped with shock.




  “I’ll keep you warm,” Cruce said, and his warm body pressing against her helped a little. They brushed each other with their kicking legs and locked their lips, uninhibited in the nocturnal privacy. Her hard nipples poked his chest. He slipped his head under the water and sucked one of her nipples.




  “Cruce!” she squealed and struggled.




  He surfaced, laughing at how he had startled her. After taking a breath, he ducked under and slurped her other breast. She cried out again. When Cruce came up he pulled her close and they spun in the water as they treaded it. 




  “I’m hungry for you,” he murmured into her ear. He pulled up her shift and slipped his hands around her buttocks and between her legs. In the faint and shifting light bouncing across the dark waters, Cruce watched her eyes widen then narrow sleepily as he probed and massaged. 




  She finally broke away from him and swam toward the raft. He chased her and caught her as she grabbed the edge of the party boat. He boosted her back onto platform and she helped him out of the water. They wrapped up in one of the blankets on the boat.




  Once they were warmed up a little, he poured them wine. They drank together from the same cup and kissed again. Cruce naturally slipped a hand under the blanket and cupped a breast. 




  “Stop. They others will see,” Ribeka said and squirmed away. Their friends were returning, driven out of the chilly waters. 




  “You won’t put me off much longer,” Cruce warned quietly.




  Everybody returned to the shore where a bonfire had been built. After warming up by the fire, couples started pairing off into the night. Even Chelma was coaxed away by Gehr, and Cruce wondered if his friend managed to have at everybody’s sister. 




  Ribeka was reluctant to leave the fire. She insisted she was still cold. Patiently Cruce sat beside her with an arm draped around her shoulders. He stared at the logs in the hot snapping fire and welcomed the feelings of peace and contentment, which he attributed to Ribeka. 




  She leaned against him. After so much time missing him, worrying about him, and aching for him, she remained shocked to have him suddenly close again. Her happiness was almost too startling to believe.




  “Let us go talk some place alone,” Cruce said.




  “Talk?” Ribeka snickered.




  “Yes. After so much time apart do you think I have not thought of things to talk about?” he asked defensively. 




  She giggled and reminded him that he never wanted to talk in the privacy of a balmy dark night. 




  “This time I do,” he said. He stood up and gave her his hand.




  She strolled away from the fire with him. The lights of her family home hovered close by, and the chatter of the older guests lounging on the patio was in the background. 




  Cruce was bare chested. His underdrawers had dried out from the swim but he had not dressed yet. After the hardships of winter exposure on the frontier, a slight chill upon his bare skin was nippingly pleasant. And the importance of what was on his mind was heating him up. 




  He had imagined this conversation many times. He doubted this was an appropriate moment, but he could not stand to wait any longer. Cruce stopped and faced Ribeka.




  “Will you marry me?” he asked.




  She batted her eyelashes with surprise. She accepted that they were destined to be joined but wondered at his suddenly plaintive inquiry. 




  “I know we are young for betrothal, but I won’t change my mind. Don’t worry,” she said.




  “I mean now. Marry me now,” he clarified. 




  Her mouth fell open and he wanted to smash his mouth against those full tender lips. “Now?” she repeated.




  “Be my wife before the solstice passes. I can’t wait,” Cruce said.




  “The solstice,” she whispered, knowing it was barely three weeks away. Then she chuckled nervously. His audacity always amused her. “Cruce, you’re too young. It’s not allowed,” she said.




  “It’s not traditional,” he clarified. “Don’t think about what other people will say. Will you marry me as soon as possible?”




  She put her hand to mouth and turned away. She was stunned. Another summer of flirting and romancing was what she had been looking forward to, but now Cruce wanted them to leap years ahead.




  Avoiding his intense eyes, she asked him why he was in such a hurry. 




  Cruce hesitated. His feelings were complex, and, unmanaged as they were, they were difficult to express. Ribeka took his silence to be evidence that his untimely proposal was just another ploy to unlock her virginity, and she accused him of it. 




  He was not offended because her conclusion was understandable, but it was not her sexual prudence that motivated him. Cruce sighed and tried to assemble an explanation. Now he was the one who looked into the night. He could smell the waters of Lake Kwellstan and hear its gentle lapping against the shore. The moon sparkled on the black water and highlighted the mountains. The thick living presence of the ancient forest insulated this crown of civilization from all troubles, but Cruce had ventured beyond this blessed place, and he had learned that life was not to be taken for granted. 




  “I’m lucky to be alive, Ribeka,” he confessed. 




  She grew very still, knowing that he was about to speak of the war. Ribeka was not sure if she wanted to hear about it. 




  “I could have died many times,” he said and thoughtfully rubbed his arm that had been broken. “I saw many people die.” Evil memories flooded his mind, and he shook his head, trying to hold them back. A warrior must not look back he told himself. He did not want to have nightmares like Vrostan although the Great Divinity knew that it was certainly natural for that young man to be tormented. 




  “Life is short,” he continued. “I don’t want to wait for us to be happy in our love. And I don’t want to wait for our children. I want to live, and I don’t want to do it on a traditional schedule.”




  He fell silent. He had spoken the truth of his heart as plainly as he could put it. He wanted the trappings of a normal life. With a loving wife and children that were his – truly his – he could believe that the horrors of what he had been through would fade and he would be protected by a perfect fortress of normalcy.




  “Cruce,” Ribeka whispered passionately and set a hand on his shoulder. He hung his head. She realized now the wounded state of his soul and naturally wanted to heal him. But she was frightened. If she agreed, then she would wed him, and bed him, and bear his children. She felt too young, but when his hands and lips were on her, she blossomed with womanly desires. Even at this frightening moment, she could feel it. 




  Then she wondered if she would lose Cruce if she said no. He obviously wanted a wife and family. Even in her naive state, she could grasp why he wanted these comforts after battling death. His militia service was not even over. Although the savages were reportedly wiped out, more still might be out there, and Cruce would have to fight them. With such grim motivations, he might turn to another woman if she refused him. Any eligible estate class woman in Kwellstan would gladly accept his proposal despite his age. But Cruce wanted her. He pleasured her on her terms and set at her feet all the prestige and wealth of his family and invited her to join him. 




  How could she deny him the happiness of family life? How could she deny herself the joy of having him forever? 




  “Yes, Cruce. On the solstice. I will marry you,” she said.




  His smile was happy and lascivious and made him look especially young. “I love you, Ribeka,” he said simply and then they kissed for a long time and murmured promises about keeping each other happy. 




  At length Cruce said they should go get their clothes on and tell their parents. Ribeka squirmed. The turmoil of acquiescing to his desire had drained her, but she supposed there was no sense in delaying the announcement.  




  ******




  The announcement of a whirlwind wedding caused an uproar throughout Kwellstan’s estate class, but it was a happy one. Cruce’s family approved of his marriage. They overlooked his youthfulness as did the Larka family. Cruce had distinguished himself as a militia commander, served impressively at the Adarium, and was therefore deemed mature enough to accept the responsibility of taking a wife. 




  The excitement of wedding planning occupied Cruce for five days before he had to switch to more sober business. His first day back at the Adarium loomed, and he met with Dayd and his father.




  The trio gathered in his parents’ private garden. Red, yellow, and white roses unfurled their finest late spring blossoms and nasturtiums draped the ground with pink, orange, and yellow flowers and pale green heart-shaped leaves. Water tinkled happily in a small fountain of stone fish, and lilies sent up their shoots from the little pond around the fountain. 




  Zehn was parked in the shade of a small purple-leaved maple tree, and Cruce and Dayd sat on each side of their father in broad chairs made of hardwood slats. Zehn had a jar of white wine in a basin of cool water. Cruce joined him in a cup but Dayd declined. She had a sheaf of parchment documents wrapped in red leather across her lap, and Cruce braced himself for her barrage of criticisms supported by records. 




  After some family small talk, she opened their meeting. “Let’s get you ready for Council tomorrow, Cruce. I’m looking forward to my summer free of that headache,” she said.




  “Oh, you can’t stand that I’m back,” Cruce teased.




  A knowing smile spread across her lips.




  Zehn said, “Dayd, you’ve done a wonderful job, and I’m half tempted to make you the full time proxy.”




  “Father!” Cruce cried.




  Zehn raised a hand to calm him and chuckled. “Cruce, don’t be so sensitive. I like having both of you to rely upon. It makes us stronger to have two proxies, and it makes it harder for our colleagues to read us or manipulate us. But, my children never forget that you must never allow yourselves to be divided by our enemies.”




  Dayd and Cruce looked into each other’s eyes as they pondered the admonishment of their patriarch. Although sibling rivalry was unavoidable, they both saw love and devotion for each other. 




  “I support my sister,” Cruce said.




  “I support my brother,” Dayd said, and their father was well pleased by their affirmation that he had raised them to make.




  Cruce realized suddenly that he had missed his sister. He spent most of his time focusing on his friends and Ribeka, and he had not considered Dayd for a long time. She was a younger version of their mother, but with the stature and boldness that had once been their father’s. 




  Dayd smiled smugly as if she realized that her brother appreciated her. She flipped open her sheaf. The documents were neatly organized in the order in which she wanted to address them. Cruce’s hands felt very empty. 




  She announced, “I have a preliminary order here from the Kwellstan Sect for nearly double the amount of metal ores from our mines,” she said.




  “Double?” Cruce asked, shocked.




  Zehn, who had already been warned by his daughter about the alarming demands, tossed his sunken eyes at his son like a brick. 




  Cruce reached for the parchment, and Dayd handed it to him. He scanned the requisition. She had not been exaggerating. The tabre conflict with Jingten had to be behind the excessive resource requests, and dread weighed heavily upon Cruce.  




  “There will be no copper, tin, or iron left for us. And I don’t even know if we can meet this silver order, and these rarer metals are always hit or miss,” he complained.




  “If we want to defend our Nebakarz mining contract we’ll have to subcontract with at least one other family,” Zehn said with blunt resignation.




  Cruce growled. It was a bad blow. Their Nebakarz ore contract was a great source of prestige and wealth and he hated to bring in another family to meet Chenomet obligations.




  Dayd said, “I think we can strike a deal with the Promentros. I did a preliminary negotiation with Vont just before you got home. His mines are small but he thinks he can help us make a complete or nearly complete delivery to the temple.”




  Looking back at the requisition, Cruce noted disgustedly that the Nebakarz wanted delivery a whole moonturn earlier than usual. 




  Zehn said, “We have to make this deal with Vont Promentro. You’ve got to get a commitment from him.”




  “What is he going to want?” Cruce asked, looking straight at Dayd.




  “He has not said,” she answered.




  Cruce shook his head. “Is he still cozy with Bunzee and Hebensten?”




  She shrugged. “He deals with everyone.”




  “This is too risky,” Cruce protested.




  “I never thought I’d hear you say that about anything,” Zehn observed, amazed by his son’s sudden caution.




  Cruce explained, “Promentro could say he’ll help us and then find some way to come up short. Then we’d be short on our temple delivery. The Nebakarz would be displeased and then we might not be able to keep the Adarium from voting to open up the supply contracts. We could have to forfeit our mines!”  




  Zehn admired his son’s ability to imagine deviousness in others, but he thought that Cruce overplayed the threat. “No estate class man would go back on his word to us like that.”




  Unappeased, Cruce snapped a finger against the parchment and complained, “This is totally unreasonable. And on such short notice. What can they be thinking?”




  “Do not question the Nebakarz so boldly,” Zehn scolded. “They are thinking that we’ll subcontract with a supplier to the human market and meet their demands.”




  Cruce looked from his father to his sister. They plainly saw the same solution to the problem, but the thought of their Nebakarz metals contract depending on an ally of dubious loyalty made his intuition purr with warning. 




  “We have to renegotiate with the Nebakarz,” Cruce decided. “This is unreasonable.”




  Zehn was shocked and so was Dayd. “We get them what they ask for. It’s that simple,” Zehn said.




  “I don’t want to cut the Promentros in on this,” Cruce persisted.




  Zehn shared in his son’s distress, but, just as his wheelchair replaced his useless legs, practical solutions were not always pleasing.




  “Son,” he said. “Just because we are the leading family does not mean we can do everything alone. We need help on this.”




  “I have a bad feeling about Promentro,” Cruce said.




  “But he can deliver what we need. You must court his favor. Dayd has done what she can, but Vont wants a man to deal with. Some of that time you lavish on Bradelvo would be better spent elsewhere unless you’re trying to take over the wool market,” Zehn said.




  Cruce sprang out of his chair and stalked beyond the fountain. He did not like his father’s habit of putting down Gehr. After grappling with his temper for a moment, he returned to his chair. With a defiant set to his jaw, he said, “I’ll go to the Altular and see if I can renegotiate this. At least get us more time.”




  Dayd’s eyes widened with alarm, and Zehn frowned. “That would ruin us quicker than anything, my son,” he warned. “You don’t keep a Nebakarz contract by complaining about it, and the Kwellstan Sect is not going to agree to any reductions or accept any excuses. This so-called alliance that is forming with Drathatarlane has them especially sensitive. The last thing they will tolerate is coming up short on resources. The Kwellstan Sect will not want to look weak.”




  Cruce looked at the painful figures again and handed the parchment back to Dayd. He could not argue with the points his father had just made. The rivalry between the Sects was a larger force than Chenomet negotiating power. 




  “I’ll make a deal with Promentro,” he grumbled reluctantly. “But if he deceives us, I’ll kill him.”




  “Cruce!” Dayd cried with consternation. “You mustn’t talk like that.”




  Zehn was startled as well and he noted the cold killer gleam that flashed in his son’s eyes. Great Divinity, what happened to my boy out there? he wondered. Zehn believed that he must not consider the statement merely an angry but meaningless outburst. With great seriousness, he said, “Cruce, you will never disgrace our family with such a crime.”




  Cruce slouched into his chair with regret and discarded the temptation of violence. He had learned that it was the source of true power, but that truth did not make it right. 




  “I spoke hastily,” he muttered and avoided eye contact.




  To let the uncomfortable moment pass, Dayd flipped through the rest of her sheaf. She was looking at the accounting of all the resources Cruce had sent to Upella. 




  “Cruce, just how long is this rebuilding nonsense going to go on?” she asked.




  “I’ve sent most of what they need. You can spare me your lecture about ruining the family,” he said. He had not thought much about Upella since coming home, but now he recalled Ajel and Brayten. With wistful clarity he saw them in his mind and the distance between him and them became a painful yawning abyss. He longed for a chance to check on them, but then he imagined Duvek rebuilding their house, and bitter dissatisfaction further spoiled his mood. He could supply the means of support for his secret son but he could never reveal the truth. His usual resentment mixed with desire for Ajel surfaced, and he had to willfully shelve the feelings. He needed to focus on Ribeka. He had a chance for happiness with her.  




  “I can’t say that I approve of this rash investment in an independent settlement,” Zehn complained and reached for his wine. 




  Cruce defended his idea by saying that they would be paid back plus a profit and he suspected that helping an independent settlement to maintain itself would annoy the frontier estate holders close to Upella, namely Bunzee and Hebensten. Cruce added, “If this works, maybe we can profit from supporting other independents. It could act as a check on frontier expansion among our rivals.”




  Lowering his wine cup, Zehn sniped, “And it could undermine the entire estate system! Have you considered that more people making a living independently will make those living on estates discontented? And don’t forget, you’re rebuilding this frontier place with resources derived from estate labor. This is nonsense, as Dayd said.”




  Cruce had not considered the broad social possibilities that could arise from his generosity. The thought of discontent throughout his own estates admittedly bothered him. 




  Softening her tone because she believed that good intentions had led her younger brother astray, Dayd said, “We went along with your orders on this because we could see that you were trying to do a good thing. We understood that they lost their homes, but let’s not have any more of this. The reaper class needs the management of the estate class. Everybody knows this.”




  Glumly he nodded. He did not regret the aid he had lavished on Upella, but the realization that it could have more political consequences than he anticipated added to his moodiness. “Are we done?” he said impatiently. Hitting the lake with Rayden and Gehr and a good jar of wine beckoned him as a pleasant alternative.




  “No,” Dayd said bluntly. 




  Cruce glanced at his father, noting that he was letting Dayd do most of the talking. Zehn was pouring a fresh cup of wine, seemingly content to only comment as necessary. 




  Dayd continued, “You mentioned in your last letter that you wanted me to arrange for compensation to our estate residents who lost sons in the war. What is that about?”




  Cruce looked at her with chilly contempt. Her flippant attitude toward his idea made him hate her for an instant until he summoned forgiveness because she did not understand the sacrifice of the militiamen. With a brittle tone, Cruce explained that the deaths of the young men meant a great loss to those households and he wanted to extend a one-time gift as a condolence and a display of gratitude.




  “It’s a loss to us as well. You double our loss by dishing out your grief gifts to our own estate residents,” Dayd complained.




  “Dayd,” Cruce said her name like he was punching her. “It’s the right thing to do. Those families can keep double their share of grain from this year’s harvest.”




  His loosely corralled passion kept her from snapping back at him. She instead looked to their father for help. Zehn was sympathetic to his daughter’s view, but he could imagine his son’s motives. 




  Zehn’s thoughtful silence prompted Cruce to defend his idea. “Father, it’s only a one time allowance. It’s a pittance.” He stopped before he gushed out words he did not want to speak. Some of those militiamen he had seen die. Heard their screams. Seen their hot blood spill and be soaked up by a cold world. He had led them…




  Zehn wet his lips as he went over his resources in his own mind without the benefit of Dayd’s careful accounting. Finally he said, “This compensation is just, and it will help Cruce with future recruiting. I will allow it.”




  “Thank you, Father,” Cruce said, relieved. 




  But Dayd swiftly complained that it stretched their resources thin.




  “We’re fat, my daughter. We can do it,” Zehn said, and Dayd frowned, clearly disgruntled but willing to relent. 




  She satisfied herself with a final jab at her brother. “I suppose expense will be no concern with your wedding,” she said.




  “I’ll leave something for you to spend on yours,” Cruce said graciously. 




  Zehn appreciated the lighter subject and chuckled. Turning to his daughter, he said, “When are you and Radello ever going to get married?”




  “You’re certainly not too young, Sister,” Cruce joked.




  Binding up her documents, Dayd said, “Radello and I are perfectly happy to enjoy a long engagement.” She stood and tucked her red leather sheaf under her bare shapely arm. “Try not to think of more ways to spend the family fortune, Cruce. You don’t want your new wife to be disappointed with her situation,” she admonished and then asked her father’s permission to leave.




  Zehn snickered at her comment and waved for her to go. Once she departed the garden, Cruce stretched out his legs and rubbed his head to make the stress of the meeting go away.




  “She’s taking over,” he complained.




  “Dayd does a good job,” Zehn said.




  Cruce gestured broadly with one hand while reaching for the wine jar with the other. “She doesn’t have any idea what goes on more than an acorn’s toss away from Kwellstan,” he said derisively.




  “And you don’t pay enough attention to what goes on in it,” Zehn said and held his cup out for a refill.




  Undeterred by the criticism, Cruce said that checking the advances of the Hebensten and Bunzee families on the frontier was too important to discount. So much open land could make other families very rich and powerful. 




  Reluctantly, Zehn nodded. He knew the potential in the lands beyond the Valley of Nufal. He had roamed the frontier lands when it was even less settled. He had had his accident when on a hunting trip in the wilds. Zehn reflected that this bad experience on the frontier had likely kept him from founding his own new estates. He had so many in the interior of Nufal and was so wealthy that it had never seemed necessary. But times were changing and complacency was not the path of wisdom.




  Zehn said, “Perhaps we could make a new estate out of this Upella of yours.”




  “I promised them I wouldn’t do that,” Cruce said offhandedly and took a drink.




  “You promised them?” Zehn cried incredulously.




  “They were worried I wanted to take them over, so I promised I wouldn’t,” Cruce explained. 




  Zehn grumbled into his cup about his son being overly charitable. He could hope that once his son produced an heir then he might develop some restraint. 




  





  4. Vows and Duty




  Marriage so hopeful




  Hearts ever boastful




  Promises full of meaning




  Youth always believing




  ~ Hasen 8th century Kwellstan poet




  Cruce relished his happy excitement before his bachelor party. He had no doubt that Gehr would throw a memorable one. Having finally hammered out a mining deal with Vont Promentro, Cruce anticipated a celebration without anything weighing on his mind.




  When he walked out his front gate, Gehr tackled him against the wall. Rayden rose from the bushes and thrust a dark bag over Cruce’s head and then grabbed his arms. Gehr grabbed his legs. The two men picked up Cruce, who was struggling like a cat, and rushed down the lane toward a waiting cart and horse. They dumped Cruce in the cart and Gehr plopped on top of him. The coarse wooden planks of the cart bed scraped Cruce’s stomach as he tried to wiggle out from under Gehr. Roaring with indignation, Cruce cursed at his friends, and they laughed. Cruce fumed with such fury that he sucked the bag into his mouth and gagged on it until Gehr mercifully yanked it away. 




  “Ingrate bastard!” Cruce shouted. “What are you doing?”




  “Illustrating a point,” Gehr said mysteriously. 




  Cruce heaved and flopped but could not dislodge Gehr. Chains rattled as Rayden wrapped them around Cruce’s legs. Yelling and clanking in his chains, Cruce jabbed Gehr hard in the thigh with his elbow. Gehr grunted and flicked one of Cruce’s earlobes with his finger, which was quite stinging.




  “Bastard!” Cruce cried again. Although mad at his friends for the humiliating treatment, he was even angrier with himself for being captured so easily. After months of iron-nerved raiding and courageous battles, Cruce had not realized how completely he had flopped into the pillowy security of Kwellstan. Weeks of focusing on Ribeka and the romantic frivolity of the wedding had allowed Cruce a measure of recovery from his war traumas. 




  Cruce lurched and thrashed and finally rolled Gehr halfway off, but Rayden grabbed Cruce’s swinging fist and wound the chain around it.




  Cruce cursed and threw a punch at Rayden with his free hand, but Gehr grabbed the fist before it made contact. The two men secured Cruce’s second arm and shoved him into the back of the cart. 




   Gehr and Rayden were panting from the struggle but still laughing. Rayden ran around to lead the horse and Gehr stayed in the cart to keep Cruce from flopping out. 




  The cart rocked on the cobbled lane as it hurried away. Gehr grabbed a wineskin hung over the side of the cart. He squirted a generous stream of the red wine into his mouth and then aimed the spout toward Cruce.




  “Start drinking!” Gehr ordered happily, waiting for Cruce to open his mouth. 




  Cruce stubbornly clamped his mouth shut and glared with rage at his friend. In the golden sunlight of the early evening, Cruce’s blue eyes were almost purple from his anger. 




  Gehr indulged in another drink and commented, “I think you want to kill me.”




  Cruce worked at the chains around his wrists. The links were not terribly tight and he was making some progress toward slipping out. He snarled an especially rude insult at Gehr. 




  “Be a good sport and drink. I’m here to save you!” Gehr insisted and proffered the wine again.




  Grudgingly Cruce opened his mouth and drank a hefty amount of wine. It gushed soothingly into his stomach and eased his anger. Accepting that Gehr and Rayden had some game afoot, Cruce relaxed as they hustled him away. He recognized the passing trees and judged that they were heading to Gehr’s house. 




  When they rolled up in front of Gehr’s modest home at the edge of the lakeshore estate district, a crowd of young men swarmed around the cart. Radello led the charge and helped Gehr heave Cruce out of the cart and onto his feet. Familiar faces from the ranks of the young male estate class were in attendance as well as militiamen, including Vrostan. They raised a raucous clamor, banging together sticks, ringing bells, shouting, and whistling. 




  “We rescued him!” Gehr roared above the din and the men cheered.




  Radello grabbed Cruce’s chains and yanked him forward. The stocky frame of Dayd’s fiancé possessed alarming strength and Cruce reeled into the crowd where men starting pulling his chains and spinning him in all directions. 




  The wineskin was stuck in Cruce’s mouth a few more times. The mob kicked in the double doors and ushered Cruce into the front room that was lit by at least a hundred beeswax candles. Tables filled with food and large bowls of wine surrounded by ranks of cups confronted him. The guests enthusiastically claimed drinks as Rayden, Radello, and Gehr marched Cruce to the center of the room. Rayden freed Cruce’s limbs from the chains.




  Gehr jumped on a bench and addressed the crowd. He was easily tipsy after his speedy drinking, and his broad white-toothed grin was especially bright on his tanned and flushed face.




  “Cruce Chenomet, slayer of savages, let us save you from the women!” Gehr said. He lifted the chains and shook them. “These are nothing compared to the bonds a certain young enchantress will slap on you when you get married. Cruce! Think again. Be free with us. Great Divinity man, I heard you discussing floral arrangements with your soon-to-be mother in law and I almost puked. Come back to us. You’re safe with us and free.”




  The men yelled with joyful approval, and, as Gehr exulted the throng, Cruce took the opportunity to slug him and send him flying off the bench. Three guests caught Gehr and the cheering turned to roaring laughter. Cruce grasped now that he was caught up in a ritual meant to tease him and humiliate him, but ultimately celebrate his choice to marry. 




  He jumped up on the bench, which teetered precariously beneath his drunken feet. Flailing his arms, he rocked the bench back to stability and stood up straight. The other men cheered his achievement, and Cruce was smiling so hard his face hurt. A sloshing cup of wine was handed up to him.




  “Thank you for freeing me!” he declared graciously. “But I’ll not be kept from my wedding day. I drink to Ribeka!” He put the cup to his mouth and the crowd chanted for him to drink until it was gone. Cruce tossed the cup down with a flourish when he was done and he looked at the meadow of grinning faces through bleary eyes. 




  Gehr kicked the bench hard, which propelled Cruce into a comic flip. Rayden and Radello caught him.




  Radello stood Cruce back up and planted a meaty hand against Gehr’s approaching chest. “It’s much too early to start brawling,” he insisted.




  Gehr relented although he was having a good time knocking Cruce around. He rallied his guests to the food tables and told them to enjoy. Stalking across the room, Gehr pulled open the doors to his inner courtyard and led Cruce to the seat of honor at the banquet tables set up in the open air. Musicians played while the guests started eating. The merry mood made for loud conversations, and Gehr’s house thundered with the happy energy of shouting male voices. 




  Cruce sank into the big cushioned chair at the main table with his close friends around him. His head was sloshing with wine and he gladly accepted the plate of food Rayden brought him. He would need it because he did not expect his drinking to lessen as the evening progressed. 




  With a rib of boar in his hand, Gehr tumbled into a chair alongside Rayden. Gesturing with the barbequed pork, Gehr said, “We caught you as easily as a week-old kitten.”




  Rayden nodded and laughed. “You had no idea I was there.”




  Truly embarrassed, Cruce had little to say in his defense. Looking at Radello, he asked if he had known that they were going to ambush him.




  Radello nodded while biting into a crusty roll. 




  Cruce snorted with disgust and told his friends that he would get them back someday.




  Gehr said, “I’m thinking the next bachelor party will be for Rayden. You and Mazi seem headed in that direction.”




  Rayden blushed although he had no reason to be ashamed. 




  “I suppose you’d have to actually ask her first,” Gehr added.




  The subject obviously flustered Rayden who had not expected to become the subject of conversation. “I, well, I need to finish my militia service first,” he explained. “That’s fairest to her. I hate the thought of making her a widow.”




  Radello looked up from his food and frowned at the serious note. “Great Divinity, that’s grim,” he complained and plucked up his wine cup. “Let’s drink to Cruce.”




  The whole party quickly took up the toast. Radello stood up and wished Cruce much health and happiness in his marriage unless, of course, he decided to call off his insane plan and remain a free man. The rowdy crowd cheered the sentiment. After drinking, everyone banged their cups on the tables. As soon as the noise ebbed, Gehr stood up and proposed another toast. On behalf of the ladies of Nufal, he implored Cruce to change his mind about marriage. “Not all of them have had their chance at you,” Gehr added.




  “Two ugly ones are still waiting!” Rayden shouted drunkenly and laughter erupted.




  Cruce grinned with a little male pride but otherwise made no comment, except to drink.




  With the party now roaringly drunk, the musicians switched to dance tunes. As the guest of honor, Cruce was lifted onto Gehr’s shoulders and paraded around amid the singing and dancing. He was switched to Radello’s shoulders and then to Rayden’s. Singing, yelling, teasing, and joking throbbed through the crowd as Cruce swayed on the shoulders of his friends. A dancing man bumped into Rayden and made him lose his balance, which was not difficult considering his lack of sobriety. Cruce yelled and several men tried to catch the falling duo, but the bumbling band of drunks only managed to dump Cruce in the fountain at the center of the courtyard. The cool water splashed everyone close to it. Cruce grabbed the naked woman statue in the fountain and pulled himself up. Jokingly he grabbed its breasts, which delighted all who saw the juvenile gesture.




  Radello, red-faced and loud, shouted, “Hey, that’s Gehr’s mother.”




  Everybody laughed and Cruce performed some further lewd maneuvers upon the statue before Gehr pulled him out of the water. Dripping wet, Cruce staggered back into the midst of the revelers with Gehr and Rayden on his arms. They blundered into Vrostan, who was gracious enough to wish Cruce well. The party plodded on happily with more singing and dancing until Cruce flopped back into his seat of honor, out of breath. Gehr jumped up on a table and hollered for attention. “So far, we’ve been unable to persuade Cruce to call off his great folly. But we all know that the only thing that can cure a man of a woman is more women!”




  A wild outburst of unrestrained male appetite answered Gehr’s announcement. He clapped his hands and gestured across the courtyard to a servant. “Women!” he shouted. “Women!” The guests took up the call and a door near the musicians opened and a lovely stream of flowing red and black fabric, jingling silver, and bare skin poured into the courtyard. The music switched to a seductive tone and a dozen masked dancing girls spun and pranced. The men made room for them while howling with delight. Radello and Rayden grabbed the chair Cruce was sitting in and heaved it up between them. They carried Cruce in his seat around the table and placed him in the open. The dancers swarmed around him. Their female flesh blocked the other men from his view, and he instantly forgot them. Red or black masks were wound around the faces of the women and tucked beneath caps sparkling with silver beads and bells. Their scant clothing fluttered and floated over their breasts and hips. The feminine cloud engulfed Cruce. The dancers arched their backs and thrust their hips toward him as they took turns circling him and then they started to pop their breasts in and out of the loose clothing and entice him with an ever increasing display of their bodies. They had light hair and dark hair. Light eyes and dark eyes. White skin and tanned skin. Some were very slender and others were very curvy. Small perky breasts and full scrumptious ones bounced with the music. 
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