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  Prologue




  Life stirred in a forgotten bunker. Locked in hibernation seemingly without end, it had taken refuge in cold stone to escape a freeze beyond the scope of mere winter. After the thaws of five springs unblighted by Onja’s magic, cells began the sluggish return to life.




  The dark rock of the Tabren Mountains soaked up the warmth of the sun, and the elder slopes recalled their children who had once played at civilization on the knees of the world. At first, only a few grains of granite came loose from the mountainside. It was a minor loss to the mountain, yet it was different than erosion.




  Then, with the sun at its zenith, smoke curled from where the grains had fallen. The rock began to glow red like the iron in the forge until a circular patch burned away. In the small hollow appeared two rows of teeth. Air hissed into the mouth as the life took its first greedy gasp after long centuries of deprivation.




  For days nothing happened except the occasional rasping of air across the dry teeth. The spring advanced and the sun stayed longer with each passing until the snows dripped all day and a tiny stream channeled into the mouth. Then rain came and filled the imprisoned vessel to overflowing.




  On the next morning, the rock had swollen and an organic form bulged forth from the secluded mountainside. As the day continued, heat radiated from the bulging shape until its outer shell evaporated in a thick steam. What was revealed had the same steel gray color as the remote mountain.




  The body was perfect with broad shoulders and sculpted pectorals above a well-defined abdomen. A bald head with a slack face stared vacantly from the high lonely place. This statue carved from the mountain was male and he reclined against the Tabren like a young God from the beginning of the world.




  When night came and the constellations wheeled across the sky, his eyes began to sparkle. The lights in the heavens, after crossing space for eons, on this night discovered a purpose and re-ignited the soul in that forsaken body. Gradually, his eyes gathered the white light until their glow illuminated his naked body. He lifted his hands and looked at them.




  The fingers, with their sensitive tips, told him that he possessed a physical body. He could feel the blood pulsing inside the flesh, but then, as he continued to stare at his hands, he began to scream. The scream lashed out at the night and filled the chasm that separated him from the next mountain. After the wretched sound reached a peak of volume, the wailing faded and he was left with pain in his throat.




  Pain?




  It was a thought and it made him realize he had a mind. But more thoughts were not forthcoming. He experienced only the animal desires of an animal existence. Hunger, pain, fear. Perhaps without hunger, there would be no pain. And perhaps without pain, there would be no fear. And when that was gone, maybe there could be other things. Like memory. Like language.




  But until then, there was only flesh that needed to be fed.




  





  1. Voices in a Dream




  The heavy rumble of moving rock and soil shook the mountainside. A group of riders on the road held their startled horses steady and looked fearfully up the slope. Ahead of them, dust blasted around the bend in the road, but the perilous slide missed the riders and spared them a hard painful death.




  As the rattling of rocks and pebbles diminished, Dreibrand Veta cautiously urged his horse forward to inspect the damage. He contemplated the unstable boulders and mounds of soil blocking the ancient road. For over two thousand years, the road had been untraveled and clear, and when Dreibrand considered that he had depended on the route for only five years, its sudden disrepair annoyed him.




  He looked at the twenty men behind him. They were already turning their horses around in anticipation of a lot of backtracking. Dreibrand told them to find a stable spot where they could take a break.




  Tytido moved up beside Dreibrand and viewed the obliterated road. “We can go back and find the lower trail that Chilo scouted last year. We can still reach Elendra before nightfall,” Tytido said, trying to be positive even as his dark eyes watched the slope above them.




  Dreibrand calculated the distance of the detour to the summer settlement named after his wife’s late daughter and nodded in support of Tytido’s estimation.




  Noting his friend’s disappointment, Tytido said, “We could have been under the slide instead of inconvenienced by it.”




  Dreibrand agreed. They were very lucky that the shifting effects of the spring thaw had collapsed the slope before they reached it, even if the timing had been close.




  “May our luck continue on the lower trail,” Dreibrand said as he eyed the dense deciduous forest where they now had to venture.




  A thick and intimidating forest filled the circular valley that bulged into the Tabren Mountains from the prairie. The valley had once been the heartland of ancient Nufal, and next to the lake at its center, rose the towering ruins of a city. Dreibrand and the settlers had not penetrated the forest yet and explored the city.




  Until five years ago, Nufal in its entirety had been perilous to human travel. Dreibrand had known of the vacant land as only the Wilderness, and no one, human or rys, had lived there for over two thousand years. The original civilization had been eradicated by the immensely powerful rys monarchs, Onja and Dacian, who had lived in the neighboring Rysamand Mountains. Possessing magical powers superior to their enemies, Onja and Dacian had destroyed the Nufalese army with a mighty spell that seized the souls of the warriors and transformed them into enslaved wraiths. Bound to the will of the rys monarchs, the wraiths had been forced to kill every living being in Nufal, leaving the cities littered with corpses.




  Onja had then disposed of Dacian and made herself the sole ruler of the rys and the human tribes that lived west of the Rysamand. Her reign endured for twenty-two centuries until another powerful rys, Shan, had defeated her after a bitter costly war. Dreibrand had served Shan as a general of human warriors, and his loyal service to the new rys King had earned him title to the Wilderness.




  Dreibrand planned to build a new civilization in Nufal and be the ruler of the kingdom that he created. He knew it would take the rest of his life to transform the long-abandoned wilds into towns and farmlands. He and the other settlers had only begun the process. They still relied on the remnants of civilization left by the first unfortunate Nufalese, such as the road carved into the mountainsides that they called the High Road.




  A ring of ruined cities was connected by the High Road that encircled the valley just above the forest canopy. Despite the sad history evident in the broken streets, the settlers had already reoccupied two of the old sites. Because the High Road created easy access, the settlers had explored the cities above the forest before attempting to reach the ruins at the overgrown center of the valley.




  Only last year had Chilo, with companions of course, discovered an old trail through the forest between Elendra and the southeastern loop of the High Road. It was a short trail that only dipped into the forest, but Dreibrand considered it a good beginning. He knew in time that they would overcome the dangers of the forest and make many paths across the valley.




  And now they would prove his belief and use Chilo’s trail. They were a large enough group to cope with a fenthakrabi attack if it should occur.




  While everybody took a break, Dreibrand asked Chilo to guide them on the forest trail. Chilo, a middle-aged man from the Nuram Tribe that dwelled west of the Rysamand, had joined them three years ago, and he was pleased to take the lead.




  “Can we reach Elendra before sunset?” Dreibrand asked.




  “Oh yes, Lord Dreibrand,” Chilo answered. He tended to address his leader with careful formality although Dreibrand did not insist upon it. People close to him openly used only his first name, and the other settlers generally called him Sir. Dreibrand saw no need to require more when he lived the same as any of them.




  Eager to see Chilo’s trail, Dreibrand called an end to the rest and they started backtracking. Chilo did not have trouble finding what he said was the beginning of his trail. If, in ancient times, a marker had been placed at the junction, there was no sign of one now, but Dreibrand trusted Chilo. The Nuram man was at ease in the empty land and had a talent for finding paths. The year before, while hiking into the mountains east of Elendra, Chilo had seen a city perched on a cliff above a chasm. Because of its hidden location, everyone had taken to calling the place the Secret City. Dreibrand planned to visit the remote ruin for the first time in a few days.




  As Dreibrand rode down into the valley, the ruins rising from the forest were directly in front of him, teasing him with mystery. When Dreibrand had first occupied Nufal five years earlier, he had been surprised by the amount of ruins in the valley. He had not seen evidence of such extensive building in the Jingten Valley, where the rys lived in the Rysamand Mountains. He had wondered if Nufal was the older civilization. When he had asked King Shan about this, the rys had said that he did not know, but then, somewhat reluctantly, he had agreed with the theory.




  The group followed Chilo under the canopy of climax growth and Dreibrand lost sight of the ruins. The bright budding foliage on the old trees softened the cranky aura that seemed to radiate from the valley. Like many of the other settlers, Dreibrand attributed a dark mood to their land, but he was not afraid. He loved Nufal and some day new settlements would replace the haunted ruins and revive the land. Much like himself, Dreibrand knew that the land only needed a new way to live so that it could forget its hard history. He had faith that he and his descendants would heal Nufal of the memory of genocide.




  Already this place was the home of his children. Deltane, his son, had been born during Dreibrand’s first year in Nufal. The winter that year had been the hardest, and Deltane had arrived during the last blizzard of the long season. Dreibrand had feared terribly for his wife Miranda, but she had been fine, especially with help from Jolen, the rys physician who Shan had assigned to their household. Dreibrand remembered Tytido trying to ease his nerves at the time. Tytido was from a western tribe called the Hirqua. He had told Dreibrand that the Hirqua believed it was a good sign to have a son born during a storm. It meant the child would be strong.




  Deltane was a healthy boy, but in the glow of his new fatherhood, Dreibrand had credited that to his parentage and not the storm. Now, just four months ago, his second child had come. A girl, Victoria, and he hoped that the new daughter might make up for the one that Miranda had lost during the war. In Dreibrand’s homeland of Atrophane, it was considered lucky for his second child to be a girl. He had not mentioned that to anyone though. He had been reminded of that cultural convention enough while growing up as the unwanted second son.




  Although enthusiastic about the potential of his new home, Dreibrand never discounted the dangers of the Wilderness. It was a fact that fenthakrabi lived in the valley, and the vicious beasts had killed three men since settlement had begun. Dreibrand and the other men stayed quiet and watchful as they rode deeper into the woodland. If a fenthakrabi attacked, they would have little warning. The warm sunlight filtering through the leaves offered them little reassurance. By all accounts the bold animal was the most active during the day.




  Chilo halted the group. “Lord Dreibrand, I wanted to show you the old bridge,” he explained and pointed at a row of tumbled stone blocks that were overgrown with moss and shoved around by tree roots.




  It did not look like much now, but Dreibrand could discern that a structure had once spanned the area.




  “As you see, the stream has changed course since then. Probably after the bridge broke down and blocked it,” Chilo said.




  The stream could be heard gurgling a small distance away in its new location.




  Chilo’s trail disintegrated as they broke through the foliage on the banks of the stream. With the water’s change of course over the centuries, the original portion of the trail that had connected with the bridge had disappeared, but Chilo assured everyone that it reappeared a little farther east.




  From the break in the forest created by the stream, Dreibrand could see Elendra on the eastern slope above the valley. The summer settlement still looked like a forlorn ruin from this distance, but he could see the sharp edges of the few terraced fields that they had remade by the city.




  With his goal in sight, he called for a break to water the horses.




  While the horses drank, Chilo, Tytido, and four other men dismounted and splashed upstream to look for a better fording place. Dreibrand stretched his legs with the other men and waited for them to come back and report. When he squatted to fill his canteen, he stared at his reflection in the water. His blue eyes looked back at him and strands of his long blond hair clung to his short beard. He brushed the hair away from his face and thought that he would shave soon.




  Dreibrand looked up because Tytido was hurrying toward him. Dreibrand disapproved of people moving about alone in the forest, or even at its edge, and he frowned.




  “Where are the others?” Dreibrand demanded irritably, hoping that he did not have to be worried.




  With a jerk of his head, Tytido indicated that they were still upstream but he put a finger to his lips, and all of the men took notice. Dreibrand widened his eyes with his unspoken question, but Tytido shook his head once to reply that it was not a fenthakrabi. He silently mouthed the word “bear.”




  “How close?” Dreibrand whispered.




  “Just upstream. I came to get you because I thought you might like to see her,” Tytido whispered back.




  Dreibrand nodded appreciatively and they started upstream, hugging the foliage along the bank. Chilo and the other men were crouching behind a boulder at the water’s edge, and they joined them. The stream at this location was a perfect place to cross except that a large brown bear prowled the opposite bank and probed the rushing water for fish. Two small cubs, fresh from the winter den where they had been born, toddled behind her, slapping at the water and at each other. The mother bear was a magnificent beast, ferocious in her femininity and the very spirit of maternal strength.




  “Time for a bear hunt,” Chilo suggested.




  Dreibrand ducked behind the boulder and agreed. He had no overwhelming desire to kill the bear and condemn her offspring as well, but safety demanded action. She was too close to the summer settlement where people would be working in the new fields until the autumn. Also, bear meat was good and he and his men could feast on it.




  The men put their heads together and furtively began to plan an attack. As if overhearing their conspiracy, the bear reared onto her hind feet and roared across the water. Gasps replaced the whispers of the seven men, and they peeked over the boulder, much like boys interrupted from mischief by the shout of a mother.




  At her full height, the bear was impressive and her twins cowered in the shadows of her great haunches. Another heavy scream of challenge erupted from the great animal’s throat, but the bear targeted her rage upstream of the hiding humans. With two leaps, she plunged to the middle of the stream and then stood again to flail the air with clacking front claws.




  A fenthakrabi jumped from a thicket of young willows and met her in the water. The bipedal beast with a shaggy mane and long-snouted face looked thin next to the bear, but it did not act intimidated by the weight difference. The shriek of the monster buried the pleasant burbling of the snowmelt, and it snarled and swiped at the bear. They met like rival creatures out of a myth that must always fight when their paths cross.




  Without consultation the men reached a unanimous decision and fled. One man lagged because of his terror and Dreibrand grabbed him as he retreated. Dreibrand heard deep growls swell into the howls of a bestial brawl. The horrendous noise peaked and then ended with a squeal. Dreibrand looked back and saw the bear score a mighty blow across the fenthakrabi’s neck, tearing a chunk of golden mane away.




  The men dashed down the stream as quick as the current. One man slipped on the wet rocks and flew face first into the water, but he pushed himself along as if he had become an otter for an instant, and then regained his feet.




  The other men downstream were already on their horses and rushing to help after hearing the wild animals roar.




  “Just cross! Cross now!” Dreibrand shouted, waving them back.




  His men circled in confusion while he mounted his black horse. Dreibrand gave his order again and led them into the center of the stream. The water was deep but not particularly treacherous, and they rushed across, suffering only the consequence of wet pants.




  Dreibrand called for Chilo. “Find that trail again. Now!”




  “Yes, Lord,” Chilo cried and charged into the woodland.




  Instinct, luck, and sheer will combined and Chilo speedily located the path that he had discovered the year before. The group of modern Nufalese followed him quickly away from the stream. They were ascending the steep trail out of the valley before they began to feel secure again.




  “Perhaps we should not hunt this mother bear,” Dreibrand suggested to Tytido. “The fenthakrabi was losing to her.”




  “I say give her a chance to be a good neighbor. She saw the beast first and may have saved some of us,” Tytido said. He still showed how shaken he was. He had taken a chance and walked alone briefly, and with hindsight, he regretted his confidence.




  “We must sing loud enough tonight to scare all the wild animals away,” Dreibrand announced and several men shouted their approval.




  They returned to the High Road just north of Elendra and by sunset entered the ruins from the opposite direction that they had intended. A wall of tightly fitted stones had once surrounded the old city, but it was now tumbled down in several places. Although people had come here for the last three summers, most of the repairs and new structures had been done inside the ruins. Other work had been done on the slopes outside the city where new terraces were being shaped into the land.




  Last year, before the settlers had returned to the permanent settlement at Vetanium, winter wheat had been planted and it was coming up nicely now. A decent crop appeared likely even though the random curves of the mountainside seemed surprised by the rectangles of soft green plants.




  Miranda had also planted flowers in the new fields on the other side of Elendra. The plants made good fodder for the horses, but she had also meant for the bright blooms to greet Dreibrand in the spring. Her plan had not worked because of the detour, but he climbed to the top of the south wall as soon as he entered the settlement and looked down on the colorful field beside the dim line of the old road.




  He smiled, thinking fondly of his wife. He was proud of Miranda for struggling through her grief over Elendra’s death and taking her place beside him as a leader of their people. Together, they were committed to building a great legacy to give to their children.




  Even with such ambitious plans between them, these years had easily been the best of their lives. Miranda treasured her freedom and Dreibrand could see that she appreciated the love and kindness that had entered her life. And, after so much war and killing, Dreibrand enjoyed the peace the last five years had given him.




  Sometimes he marveled at the changes in his life. Once he had led armies and proved his courage and strength at the front lines. For a time he had craved such glory, and then for a time, the activity had been necessary. Now he had concerns like making fields for his people to till, breeding livestock, finding trails, building shelters, and raising a family. This was an infinitely more satisfying life, but in his heart, Dreibrand knew that harsher trials than city planning waited in his future.




  The setting sun bathed the mountain overlooking the settlement with orange and golden light. Across the valley, the two mountains that flanked the opening where the valley met the prairie cast their broad shadows over the forest. At midsummer, the sun could be seen from Elendra setting exactly between the mountains.




  Although the beautiful vista inspired Dreibrand, his thoughts turned to worry. As five years had gone by in Nufal, he imagined what was happening in Atrophane. Despite the distance, he estimated that the appetites of the Atrophane Empire would be craving to make a main course of the Wilderness. Over the past two summers, Atrophaney envoys had gone to the city of Jingten to open relations with the rys. Dreibrand and his people had avoided them while observing their passing.




  Although by birth Dreibrand Veta was an Atrophane noble, he had chosen to live in exile. He expected that Atrophaney encroachment on the Wilderness would eventually lead to conflict, and the thought of confrontation with his estranged countrymen troubled him deeply.




  But tonight was not for plotting his international affairs. He and his companions focused on the more primal task of reasserting humanity to the Wilderness. The men were already piling the firewood left from last year in front of the old city walls for a bonfire. Their informal revels were developing into rituals, and Dreibrand had no doubt that they would make quite a spectacle tonight.




  The dancing and singing had emerged out of a larger need than wanting entertainment, although it was that too. The settlers had needed a way to believe that they had some protection from the old spirits of Nufal, who had died in the ancient holocaust. Every settler had helped to give a decent burial to the bits and pieces that they often found where long ago a life had been claimed by the wraiths, or the Deamedron, as they had been known.




  Tonight, when their voices filled the valley up to the stars and the bonfire blazed inside the ring of dancers, they would announce to the land that people had come back to live in Nufal. Hopefully, the noise and energy of the ritual would convince the old spirits to move on and inform the wild animals that humans had come to take territory.




  Dreibrand walked along the top of the old wall until he reached a gap in the western side. The broken stones had been piled into crude steps and he descended to the ground. A broad ledge in front of Elendra overlooked the valley, and it was here where the men were building the bonfire. Tytido was planting a few torches in the ground near the edge so they could be lit later and mark the precipice.




  Dreibrand acknowledged the greetings from a few men who were constructing the bonfire while he walked toward Tytido. His friend was working hard thrusting the torches into the damp rocky soil. Sweat glistened on his brown skin and the fringe of his short black hair stuck to his neck.




  “Not taking any chances I see,” Dreibrand said.




  Tytido smiled sheepishly. Last year, during the dance of arrival, he had actually gone over the edge when the dance had reached a frenzy. Luckily the men nearest him had noticed his disappearance. Intoxicated by physical exertion and alcohol, the men had cried out that Tytido had vanished. As their alarm ground the dance to a halt and the drumming ceased, Tytido’s cries for help were heard below.




  Fortunately, Tytido had not fallen down the entire cliff into the forest but had landed on another ledge. He had broken his arm though, and some men had to climb down to retrieve him, which had taken until daybreak. The injury had been a nasty compound fracture and men had gone immediately to Vetanium to get Jolen.




  When the rys physician arrived four days later, he had used his healing magic to speed the recovery of the flesh and inspect the setting of the bone. Jolen had said the arm would be fine but the disapproval on the rys’s face had been clear. Dreibrand was convinced that the rys physician mindread his patients during examinations, but at least Jolen had spared Tytido a lecture about drinking and stupid accidents.




  Tytido placed his last torch and then announced that everyone should be careful to stay away from the edge. Everybody laughed.




  Kashil, a runaway Bosta slave who had joined the settlers the year before, joked, “But, Tytido, I bring extra ropes just for you!”




  This brought another laugh from those who had an ear for Kashil’s thick accent. Because most of the settlers were from the west, the western common speech was generally used, and Kashil struggled for fluency with it. However, he enjoyed being able to speak his native language with Dreibrand and Miranda and the few other people who had come from the east.




  “Nobody is going over the edge—that’s an order,” Dreibrand added.




  After everyone ate and stabled the horses inside the walls, they began their dance of arrival. Three men had made new drums for this year, so they could make more noise than ever before. It started out much like a regular party. They drank strong liquor imported from the west and a few pipes were passed around. Every man in turn toasted the spirits of Old Nufal and asked for the privilege of bringing civilization back to the land. By the time this was done, the bonfire had grown huge and the drummers were starting the rhythm that would guide them through the night.




  Eventually the dancing began and they pranced in a circle, singing and howling. If a man had thought up a song, he would teach it to the others and they would sing it over and over until someone started another song. It did not matter what anyone wanted to sing as long as it was done loudly.




  The drummers became lost in their own world and their thumping took over the bodies of the dancers. With increasing joy and abandon, the men danced harder and faster, until they tossed aside their shirts and their sweat glistened in the glare of the roaring fire.




  Dreibrand loved it when it was like this. Surging with energy from the physical exertion, he was free from thought and worry. He was alive and the land was alive around him and all of them were alive together. Lost in the ecstasy of dance and song, they all had one voice and they were all in one place. Whether they had been born in the west and called the life-giving world Gyhwen or they were easterners who named the world Ektren ceased to matter. The ritual bound them and made their various homelands and mother tongues seem less important. It made them Nufalese.




  The dance of arrival continued until dawn, like it always did, and then the men began to collapse with exhaustion. The drummers, their hands red and tired, stopped and the morning was quiet for a few perfect moments before the birds dared to twitter.




  Dreibrand was on his knees, panting and dripping sweat. He looked across the valley at the mountains, the forest, and the lake.




  It is mine. It is my dream come true and I will never give it up, he thought.




  His stamina was spent and he sprawled onto the trampled grass.




  Nufal. He considered it a beautiful name and it whispered through his mind as he fell asleep.




  He did not guess that the wild songs of his men had prevented them from hearing the shrieks erupting from the mountains.




  





  2. Blessings of the War God




  We commend the noble class for its allegiance to us that binds society in lawful peace. By granting us the power to chastise those nobles who stray from our laws, you have avoided civil war and thereby created our Empire that flourishes and expands. — Zemthute II, Darmar of Atrophane, excerpt from speech given to the Derataem, year 785 Atrophane calendar.




  Although Sandin Promentro knew that he lived a life worthy of the Gods, he took today to show the divine powers his gratitude. The primary temple to Golan, the God of war, was in Cros, the capital of the Atrophane Empire. Golan’s house clashed with the other temples on the Holy Avenue. Gleaming white marble steps, facades of columns, and wide open doors served no purpose for Golan. Anything less than the circular stone fortress that Sandin approached would offend the master of war.




  The chariot wheels beneath Sandin erupted into a clatter when they hit the bridge. The driver, who enjoyed the rare times when the archaic vehicle was used in a ceremony, turned to Sandin and grinned as they crossed the temple’s moat. Sandin maintained his aloof Lord General’s demeanor and did not return the smile although he felt exceptionally pleasant. The blue pendants toted by his honor guard waved sublimely in the sunny spring morning, and the fruit trees bloomed heavily on the Holy Avenue.




  At the entrance to the temple fortress stood a dozen black-robed priests in front of the grim lattice of the portcullis. The foremost priest had a long white beard that stood out against his robe like strong waves crashing on black rock. Placing one hand on the hilt of his sword, he raised his other hand as if to bar the way. The chariot halted and Sandin’s mounted honor guard waited behind him.




  “Who dares to storm the gate of Golan’s temple?” demanded the priest.




  Sandin stayed in his chariot, and with a haughtiness meant to impress his patron God, he began to list the details of his identity.




  “It is Sandin of Clan Promentro who dares. Welcome me with the honor I deserve for I am Lord General and Hordemaster of the Atrophane Empire, Lord of Balustra, Gedam, Hemsdar, Athelna and Hekpont, winner of seven campaigns, and newly appointed Darhet of the Western Frontier.”




  Satisfied by the immense response, the priest announced, “Golan welcomes Atrophane’s highest warrior!”




  All the priests and the honor guard cheered, and Sandin accepted their adulation with a regal wave. The chariot driver held back the quartet of horses that shifted with excitement. With parade precision, the priests turned toward the temple and the portcullis began to groan upward.




  When the chariot followed the priests inside the temple, the pace seemed impossibly slow to Sandin after roaring through the center of Cros in a grand display. The ceremony ahead would be much more tedious than idling behind some plodding priests, but he anticipated the reception afterward.




  The interior of the temple was not nearly as austere as the high granite walls indicated. Statues, tapestries, and fine paintings filled the temple to the point of clutter. Works of Atrophaney masters were present as well as art taken from conquered lands and given as ceremonial booty to Golan by generations of military men. But Sandin had a much finer prize to offer his guardian religion than the bauble of some foreign genius.




  Attendant priests draped a black silk cape over Sandin’s shoulders and led him into the sanctum, where high small windows rationed the sunlight. Flaming braziers spilled their orange glare onto Sandin’s armor and he pulled the cape tighter around his chest. The black fabric symbolized the raven’s wing and was meant to remind all warriors that war was more than the glory of shining armor. Victory was achieved by the leave of the carrion crow.




  The grim statue of the anthropomorphic God of war sat across from Sandin behind the altar. Carved of black basalt, the indifferent face of the harsh God gazed beyond the ceremony taking place at his feet. Driven by desire that could never be fully satisfied, Golan surveyed Ektren with roving eyes that did not blink, not even when confronted by the worst mayhem.




  Standing before the altar, the high priest wore a shining black robe and a headdress emblazoned with flames in gold leaf. Sandin approached the elderly lord of the temple, who was bent with great age and a great contradiction to the young men sent to serve Golan’s cravings.




  After all the other priests kneeled, Sandin dropped to his knees before the high priest. Despite having a body withered by age and not wounds, the high priest had a strong voice that filled the sanctum.




  “Great Golan, brother of civilization, look upon a warrior who comes to honor you. He is the best among the men of your chosen country, but even in his success, he knows that he is just your agent. He knows that your greatness gave him the courage to defeat his enemies.”




  The priests responded together. “Golan, giver of victory, hear our praise.”




  “And continue to bless Clan Promentro’s finest son with the banner of victory,” the high priest added.




  “May my body and mind never waver and thereby prove worthy of Golan’s rewards in this world and in death,” Sandin said.




  “Hear the pledge of the warrior and be pleased, great Golan, for there is no higher warrior in all the world,” the high priest declared.




  “Golan, giver of eternal paradise, accept our warrior,” the priests intoned.




  A gong was struck and the note quivered in the air like a battle cry. When it faded, the high priest continued. “Lord General, rise and present your gift to Golan, the most generous and wanton of Gods.”




  Sandin obeyed and drew forth a scroll from the pouch on his belt. Although tied with a golden ribbon, it appeared an insignificant thing next to the treasures that littered the temple. Mere words on parchment seemed unbefitting the extreme appetites of war. But with the document, Sandin delivered up great wealth—an immense prize for both God and temple.




  The high priest opened the scroll and after scanning the contents, which he of course already had knowledge of, announced, “Lord General Sandin has given the region of Belesti and the Pandovelari city-state of Koreltia to his patron God. From this moment forth those properties are now in the stewardship of the temple. In the name of Golan, I praise the Lord General for his mighty gift. We shall keep his name in our hearts and on our lips. Atrophane will not forget him or ignore his titles while he is away doing the work of our God.”




  “I thank you for your praise, high one,” Sandin said.




  “And with our praise comes honor,” the high priest responded. “Like the Lord Generals before you, Sandin of Clan Promentro, we shall bestow on you the Rod of Golan, the greatest honor outside the priesthood.”




  An attending priest brought forth a long black box and another priest opened it. The high priest picked up the heavy golden rod and presented it to the kneeling warrior. Sandin kissed the huge blood red ruby ring on the gnarled hand of the high priest and accepted the venerable token that would serve little purpose outside the ceremony. Any meaning that Sandin derived from the symbolic gift resulted from the fact that Lord Kwan’s hands had once received the rod.




  The high priest faced the altar and led the group through prayers to the staring statue. Time slowed and Sandin’s knees began to ache, but he tried to pray diligently. Although he was not disposed to putting his faith in an abstract divinity, he tried to believe that a greater power added to his own power. In two days Sandin would depart for the west, and in the five years since leaving Jingten, he had not forgotten the real power living in the Rysamand Mountains.




  At last the ceremony ended and the congregation came to its feet. Sandin glanced at the shadowy statue of his patron God. Smoke from the braziers curled around the smooth head with black stone lips. Sandin imagined that he had Golan’s blessing as he left the sanctum.




  They went to the temple’s grand banquet hall that had been filling with guests during the ceremony. When Sandin entered, he raised the Rod of Golan and the hall erupted with cheers. It was a wonderful moment for him, especially now that the better part of the day had begun. An excess of blue Clan Promentro banners hung from the ceiling, and their golden eagles within sunbursts flew over the elite of Atrophane. The lavish clothes of the guests were dazzling after the gloom of the Golan’s lair.




  Finally Sandin chose to subdue their applause and the high priest declared that the reception should begin. Musicians started playing and servants dispensed drinks and set the tables for the feast. Sandin’s wife, the Lady Haley Triesto, approached him and he offered her his arm.




  She expertly snapped her fan shut and quietly commented, “I thought your knee bruising would never end. I have been waiting in here for an hour.”




  “I am touched that you gave up so much of your schedule for me,” Sandin said.




  Haley reached over, stroked the golden rod, and gave him a quick lewd look. “Oh, I wouldn’t miss this,” she said.




  “For the sake of the stars, woman, at least fake some respect while you are in this temple,” Sandin scolded. “And stop hogging my attention. Can’t you see my lieutenants want to congratulate me.”




  Haley rolled her blue eyes with light-hearted contempt. Her fan burst open and she placed it in front of her mouth as if a barrier were needed to could keep her words inside.




  Sandin’s officers were at the fore of the group of lords and ladies waiting to congratulate him. Sandin looked at the lieutenants in their shining chestplates of armor and blue uniforms. He remembered twenty years ago when he had been among them and watched Lord Kwan enter the banquet hall.




  Sandin’s best friend Carfu was in the group. Although Carfu still possessed his military rank of lieutenant, he had been made the Governor of Phemnalang the year before. He would soon assume his full-time duties in that civilian post. Along with the other officers, Carfu saluted with a beaming smile on his face.




  Sandin held up the rod and said, “Here it is, gentlemen. Take a good look. I shall be too busy to carry it around after today.”




  “My Lord, what a life for you. Last week the Darmar pronounces you Darhet of the West and today you get the Rod of Golan,” Carfu said happily.




  “I hope I do not hear jealousy in your voice, Lieutenant,” Sandin joked. “If you had graduated a year ahead of me inside of a year after, our places might be switched.”




  Carfu looked down, a little embarrassed. He had not meant to imply dissatisfaction with his current rank, which Sandin had generously arranged.




  “My Lord, I am not jealous and nor would I disagree with the judgment of our mentor and commander who named you his successor. It is a shame that Lord Kwan did not come. I have missed him these past few years,” Carfu said.




  Haley interjected playfully, “I heard he could not be bothered to leave his country estate because he has roses to prune.”




  Sandin managed to conceal most of his displeasure but Haley felt his arm tense reproachfully beneath her hand.




  “I have no need to intrude upon Lord Kwan’s retirement,” Sandin said. “He made the Empire what it is today and he deserves to live his autumn years as it pleases him. Here, let me toast my predecessor.”




  Sandin beckoned the nearest server with a tray of drinks. The servants were temple virgins and Sandin admired the teenage girl in her gossamer shift as he took a glass from her tray. Her nipples poked pleasingly through her flimsy garb and she dipped her head respectfully to the Lord General before distributing wine to his officers.




  Glasses were raised and Kwan’s name was praised.




  Then Carfu and the other officers each toasted Sandin, but every time Sandin drank, he thought about Lord Kwan. He thought about what had happened in the Wilderness and especially in Jingten, and he vowed to prevail where Kwan had faltered.




  Haley squeezed his arm. “We should have a dance after we eat,” she suggested.




  “Yes, I must enjoy the fineries of civilization while I can,” Sandin agreed.




  With his wife, Sandin proceeded through the crowd toward his honored seat at the central table. On the way, he graciously acknowledged the unending congratulations from lords and lord deratas and their splendid wives. When Sandin had first returned home from the historic journey into the unknown world, the attention and respect from his people had been welcome, but now he was anxious to return to the Wilderness and leave their awe behind. Their curiosity had grown tiresome after five years and the same barrage of excited questions was hitting him again.




  “Lord General, are the western creatures really magic?”




  “Lord General, what does a rys look like?”




  “Lord General, will you make a treaty with these magic creatures?”




  “Lord General, is the King of Jingten as great as I have heard?”




  Sandin looked directly at the person who asked that question and said, “Greater than you can know.”




  The people who heard his answer paused thoughtfully as if trying to imagine something they could not.




  Finally, he reached his table and settled down with his close associates, who were more accustomed to his fame. He held the chair for Haley, and, as she sat down, he noted the silver that now mingled with her golden curls. He wondered if any of the gold would be left when he returned to Atrophane. Even at mid-life, Haley was a beautiful woman and Sandin was proud of her. She maintained their political connections superbly and she raised their son well. Haley really embodied his Atrophaney existence, but he could never fully join her. Nothing heated his blood like empire building, like claiming foreign lands and soaking up the power of leading an army and knowing that he was the ultimate law. He imagined it as being Darmar without most of the hassle.




  Servers came by with more wine and the first course of food.




  Watching the girls go by, Haley commented, “I suspect that these temple virgins may not be as chaste as their title implies.”




  Carfu, who sat on the other side of Sandin, joked, “Why Lady Triesto, I believe that is covered by the don’t ask, don’t tell policy.”




  Sandin shared in their laughter but then scolded his wife for starting rumors.




  “I never started a thing with a temple virgin,” Haley insisted and got another laugh.




  Enjoying himself now, Sandin lifted his glass and toasted his wife. “To Lady Triesto. I shall miss her bright conversation while I am away.”




  The other officers dutifully toasted their Lord General’s lady, who graciously dipped her head.




  “I shall name the second fort I build in the Wilderness after you,” Sandin proposed.




  The sentiment truly touched Haley but she shielded herself from her soft feelings with a flippant comment. “Then I shall have a statue of me commissioned so you can set it up by the gate.”




  Sandin chuckled. “You are much ahead of yourself, wife. It will be some time before works of art grace the Wilderness. I do not even expect my first fort to be completed when I arrive this summer.”




  Haley sighed and started picking at her food. She said, “Lord General, must you really go? As you said, there is nothing there.”




  “Which is precisely why I must go. Already I have stayed in Atrophane too long. The Empire must exert its presence in the region before others do,” Sandin explained. He wondered at his wife’s sudden pouting over his impending departure. Whenever he had left on campaigns before, she had always seemed eager for him to go. He suspected Haley was attempting to manipulate him for something, but he knew how to redirect her protests. “Lady Triesto, it sounds like you are going to miss me.” He glanced at Carfu and then announced, “I shall just have to take you with me. It is a bit unprecedented but I can arrange it.”




  Haley actually gasped although she knew he had to be teasing.




  Sandin continued, “I am sure you could learn to cook for the soldiers. It would be good for morale to have you serve them.”




  “Stop!” Haley ordered. “You cannot make me go anywhere. If you must waste your life in the west, then so be it. I shall laugh at you from the comforts of Atrophane.”




  “And I will be comforted knowing you are comfortable,” Sandin said.




  Haley made a sour face but dropped the subject. She focused on the fine meal and the entertainment and left her husband to his soldierly conversations.




  The temple virgins were dancing for the guests now and their toned bodies swayed precisely with the music.




  “Lord General, have you prepared a speech for after the dinner?” Carfu inquired.




  Sandin smiled to the dancer in front of him with the half of his mouth farthest from his wife. Casually he replied, “I shall just say what I think of when the time comes. These people think anything I say is some kind of revelation anyway.”




  “Because you have seen great wonders, my Lord, and they can only experience them through your words. I have never been farther than Droxy and have not truly seen the Wilderness, so when you talk about Jingten, I too am enthralled,” Carfu admitted.




  “Careful what you say, Carfu. I just might send you to Jingten someday,” Sandin warned pleasantly.




  Carfu grinned a little awkwardly to his commander and friend. He hoped that his rough days in the field were over and he was keener for tales of adventure than firsthand experience. “My Lord, I am at your service, of course, but I think being Governor of Phemnalang is enough of a challenge for me.”




  “And you are suited to that task. I swear, I would execute half of those corrupt Phemnalang bureaucrats within a week,” Sandin said.




  Carfu nodded with agreement. “Yes, the whole place is frustrating. But at least the bureaucrats have a price. They can be reasoned with. It is their religions that drive me crazy. They have probably added three more religious holidays since I left last year. I tell you, my Lord, it is impossible to get any work out of them.”




  “And I am glad to leave Phemnalang in your capable hands. It is the Wilderness for me. Open beautiful country and no civilization to distract the slaves from their work,” Sandin said.




  “I suppose the western wilds do have romantic appeal, my Lord,” Carfu conceded. “Remember the night before we took Droxy when Veta went berserk because he could not go on the expedition? I wonder whatever happened to him?”




  The Lord General’s gray eyes narrowed, crushing his good mood. Carfu sensed that he had upset his lord and apologized, “My Lord, forgive me. I thought we could share a laugh over the memory. You used to make much sport of Veta.”




  Swirling his wine in its fine crystal glass, Sandin said, “Yes, I did. Lord Kwan should have never commissioned someone censured by the imperium and I never kept that opinion secret.”




  “Well, my Lord, Veta proved your judgment correct that night. Remember how he challenged you to a duel and cited the Galmonlay tradition?” Carfu recalled.




  Sandin chuckled lightly, savoring the memory of how he had made Veta lose his temper.




  “It was strange how he disappeared that night. You know, my Lord, I heard a rumor once that he was still alive,” Carfu said.




  Trying to sound casual, Sandin responded, “Soldiers brought back many tales from the west. Perhaps you should compare notes with Lady Triesto. Gossip comes easily to her ears.”




  Haley wiped her mouth with a napkin while trying to judge her husband’s mood. She knew he did not like this subject and she decided to be evasive. “I believe you told me that he was reported missing in action,” she said.




  “Perhaps Lord Kwan made him disappear,” Carfu theorized suggestively. “The Hordemaster was terribly angry with him.”




  “Yes, you could say that Lord Kwan made him disappear,” Sandin growled. He loathed how Kwan had been lenient with Veta for deserting, and Sandin hated even more that he had to be complicit in the lie for the sake of Kwan’s honor. Sandin knew that Veta was somewhere in the Wilderness, doing the Gods knew what. Churning with resentment that his old rival was alive, Sandin hoped that once he reached the Wilderness he could ferret out his renegade countryman. This time Sandin would have total authority and he intended to punish Veta if he got the chance. Out past the fringes of civilization, if Veta met the fate he deserved, then few would know what actually happened and Kwan’s honor would not be blemished.




  When the guests had finished the exquisite meal, Sandin gave a speech about making the Wilderness safe for settlement and creating a great legacy for the Empire. Along with enthusiastic applause, the Lord General received many flattering toasts afterward.




  The music began again and the guests assembled for a dance. Sandin indulged his wife with several dances, holding her hand while they precisely stepped to the music in the formal routine of the ruling class. Surrounded by dancers in silk and jewels moving together with the complex music, Sandin soaked up the moment. This was Atrophane, the greatest society in the world. Wealthy, beautiful, immersed in the arts, and sophisticated at statecraft, the Atrophane deserved the Wilderness and he would give it to them.




  That evening he rode home with Haley in a closed coach, enjoying the privacy after the intensely public day. A cool coastal breeze was coming up the Phol River delta from the Gulf of Beldet and Sandin leaned toward the window for the fresh air. The lights of Cros spread out before him as the coach lumbered up the hill to Clan Promentro’s capital city palace. A quarter moon glinted on the dark band that marked the Phol, where waited the boat that Sandin would soon take to Phemnalang.




  Haley reached over and pulled his light brown hair free of its ponytail. She ran her fingers through it, noticing that his sideburns had begun to gray.




  “As always my wife is kindest to me when I am leaving,” Sandin commented.




  Haley withdrew her hand. “And as always my husband suffers no hardship in leaving me,” she complained.




  Sandin faced her. He really had not expected her to fuss over his leaving like the woman of a common man. “You knew what you were doing when you married a military man. You wanted to avoid the extended bother of a husband always at home,” he reminded.




  She squirmed a little and said, “I am not dissatisfied with my decisions, but—but must you go for so long? You said you might be as many as five years away.”




  “Maybe more,” Sandin added with no gentleness.




  Frowning, Haley continued, “You have never planned to be gone so long at once.”




  “You are only bothered because I have been home for so long this time,” Sandin said.




  Haley sighed. “But Sandin, your son will become a man while you are away.”




  “I am not a family man,” Sandin snapped.




  Haley argued, “Then think of yourself and—”




  He cut her off. “I think of the Empire!”




  “Please!” she cried indignantly.




  “I have explained to you how important this is,” Sandin said. “The Empire must not be left to age into dotage. It must thrive and claim the Wilderness while it may. I have told you that kingdoms lie beyond the Rysamand. If the Atrophane do not take the west, how long do you think it will take other peoples to expand into the new land? Then they would be in a position to ally with Jingten and threaten the Empire. You can’t know how powerful the rys are.”




  “Yes, you are fond of telling people that they cannot understand the wonders of the west, but I can see how powerful the rys are by the toll that experience took on the former Lord General,” Haley declared. “Kwan came back a broken man.”




  “Do not say that!” Sandin yelled. “I will not hear you condemn that man for retiring again.”




  “He was broken. I could see it in his eyes,” Haley insisted boldly.




  Deciding not to rebuke her again and certainly start a fight, Sandin grumbled, “It was not easy for any of us.”




  “I know,” Haley agreed softly, thankful that her husband curtailed his anger. “And I do not want worse things to happen to you than already have. Think, Sandin, all the weight will be on your shoulders this time and you could pay the prices that Kwan had to.”




  “Onja is gone. Things will not be as terrible as they were,” Sandin said rigidly, remembering the terror of the Deamedron when the vicious wraiths had assailed his men.




  Haley proposed, “Husband, go to Phemnalang and assign a subordinate to oversee the building of your Wilderness fort. Then come back to Atrophane and enjoy an easy life.”




  Sandin snorted, contemptuous of her suggestion that he idle away his middle years as a bored aristocrat. Being home the past few years had been pleasant, even renewing, but the business of the Lord General was in the west. How could she expect him to stay home when a whole new world waited for him out there?




  “Haley, wife, you have my respect, but I am shocked that you think you can change my mind in this,” he said.




  Finally, with a hint of misery, Haley admitted her feelings. “Sandin, I am worried. I have a bad feeling about this. Do not go.”




  “You have a bad feeling!” he scoffed. “And how did you feel the first time I disappeared into the Wilderness? Did you have a bad feeling then? By the Gods, you should have.”




  “I was dreadfully worried when there was no report of you for so long,” Haley defended.




  “But I came home,” Sandin countered.




  “I have a bad feeling,” Haley insisted.




  “Fear cannot keep a warrior at home,” Sandin said. Seeing that she was not comforted, he tried to share his enthusiasm with her, telling her to imagine the cities that would evolve from the forts that he would establish. His name and hers would mark the region for generations to come.




  Haley conceded that it was an appealing idea, but she would not let go of her premonition.




  “Enough of this!” Sandin commanded. “I am the Lord General and I must attend to my duties. Now, let us forget this argument and spend our last day together with some pleasure.”




  The coach slowed when it reached his palace and the driver hollered for the gate to be opened. Haley heeded her husband, knowing that she could not convince him to forego his trip into the Wilderness. She was a little embarrassed about bothering him with her vague feelings. Although she wished for her husband to find success and glory, she believed that the Wilderness had more trials with which to test him.




  





  3. The Secret City




  Primal hunger sparked the instincts of the being newly born of the mountains, and the naked male hunted a mountain sheep. He did not need to think when he saw the fleecy animals grazing on the new grass. The very flesh of the animal beckoned him. He chased the ram up a steep slope, and with the beating of the animal’s heart thudding in his ears, he blasted the chest of the ram apart in an effortless burst of magic.




  Destroyed from the inside by a predator that it could not elude, the ram crashed into the mountain and skidded down the slope in a small landslide of gravel. The being pounced on it. In the first frenzy of the kill, he ripped into the warm flesh, feeding on the bloody meat and organs. The food broke an interminable fast and every cell in his body quivered with need for nourishment.




  The herd watched him consume its master from a distance before moving on.




  Despite the gruesome blood smearing the being’s face and hands, the food brought order to his mind, and each gulp of meat that slid down his throat reduced the bestial darkness that ruled his impulses.




  Three days later, the being remained in the same spot, feeding on the carcass and dozing. After so long locked in the stone of the Tabren, the being was surprised that he wanted to sleep, but after each rest, he felt calmer and more mentally complete. When his hunger finally subsided after many feedings, he attempted to grasp the meaning of his existence. He still had no knowledge of his identity but the surroundings did not feel alien.




  Vultures circled above him, waiting for the dark predator, whose skin matched the mountains, to move away form the torn carcass. Finally, one of the malignant bald birds flew lower, urging the voracious predator to move on and let them cleanse the bones.




  When the vulture swooped over the being, a sudden surge of emotions assailed him. He gasped, unable to comprehend his feelings that caused him pain far worse than his hunger. The carrion eaters filled him with an acute desolation.




  In a shift beyond his control, the tumult of his emotions coalesced into an aching depression. He longed to know what he was and why he was. If he was no more than a lonely predator, he almost wanted the ugly birds to rip him apart.




  One of the vultures landed, and as it folded its wings, it squawked at him irritably. He sat up to face the animal but made no threatening gestures. The other birds began to land and press closer. Their patience had worn thinner than their necks and they would now test the resolve of the strange new denizen of the mountains.




  The being retreated. He was no longer hungry and the loathsome soiled birds revolted him. The vultures erupted into a sick chatter as they converged on the carcass.




  Reeling with intense emotions that tortured his mind, he staggered down the slope. Below him the mountain gave way to a broad canyon where flowed a swift river. He stumbled toward the edge of the canyon. Without hunger to motivate him, he did not know what to do next and he did not know how to alleviate his rampaging emotions.




  Before reaching the canyon cliff, he flung himself to the ground, unable to go any farther. He knew now what he was contemplating but he longed to understand why he had the urge to destroy himself. What was the reason for the unbearable grief inside him? Why had he awoken to this suffering?




  Looking at the dried blood on hands, he remembered tearing at the flesh of the sheep. It seemed that he should be so much more than a slavering beast.




  The howling din of his thoughts quieted, and his keen ears heard voices that gathered the pieces of his shattered mind. He gazed up from the pit of his wretchedness and his senses leaped beyond his eyes. Approaching along the edge of the canyon, he saw things with bodies the same shape as his and they were on top of four-legged animals. The riders made noises with their mouths and seemed to be communicating with each other.




  He scrambled behind a boulder so they would not see him. His heart pounded with excitement that mercifully distracted the despair that wracked his soul.




  Voices! He remembered that once his mouth had made such sounds.




  His lips moved between each shaking breath, but he did not know what to say. Crouching lower, he watched the riders come closer. Their lifeforces made him ache for companionship but he dared not reveal himself. With no knowledge of his own identity, he was too insecure to attempt to communicate with them.




  Suddenly, fear joined his chaotic feelings. The lifeforces of two of the riders were indistinct images that shifted continually in his mind, and he could not focus on them. He had not guessed that his perception could be blocked. After sorting through the sensations, he realized that energy barriers confused his mental powers. An eerie familiarity crept over him, and he felt threatened.




  They rode by his hiding spot, and he discreetly followed them, still savoring their words and struggling to understand them.




  “No, no, no. Your accent is terrible, Tytido. You are slurring the sounds. I can’t understand you,” Dreibrand criticized.




  “Why put such strange sounds together? Your language is stupid,” Tytido complained. They had been practicing Atrophaney since breakfast while riding the trail to the Secret City, and he was not alone in his frustration as Dreibrand introduced new lessons and linguistic nuances. The other four men chuckled timidly in support of Tytido’s bold complaint.




  “Perhaps that is enough for now,” Dreibrand conceded. “But I only teach you the language of my people for your benefit. The Empire has designs on the Wilderness and we must be able to understand our rivals.”




  Kashil, who related to Dreibrand’s concerns about imperial encroachment better than the others, asked, “But, Sir, what will we talk to them about? I don’t remember the Atrophane having much to say when they came to conquer my homeland.”




  The apt question disturbed Dreibrand. He owed Kashil an apology for the past as much as an explanation of future plans. Dreibrand had still been an officer in the Atrophane military when the Empire had conquered the Bosta Territory, where Kashil was from. Although Dreibrand had been directly responsible for the eradication of Bosta independence, Kashil had not placed the blame for an entire country’s aggression on one man. Instead, the runaway slave had been pleased to find refuge from his oppression in the Wilderness. And if the leader of the Nufalese settlers happened to be Atrophaney, then he considered it simply one of those strange quirks that made the world so interesting.




  “We shall have to think of something to say,” Dreibrand said ominously, without looking at any of them. “Because we certainly have no army to make them go away.”




  No one responded to the depressing fact. Although the core of the community that followed Dreibrand consisted of warriors who had served him in the war against Onja, they were hardly enough to defend the great expanse of land that Dreibrand wished to turn into a kingdom. Although the population of his primary settlement, Vetanium, rose steadily every year, it had only reached two hundred fifty. Most of the settlers were men in the prime of life, and roughly seventy of the settlers were women or children. Dreibrand privately struggled to develop his strategy for maintaining their security in Nufal.




  His desire for a place to retreat to had prompted him to restore the innermost ruin on the High Road instead of a place closer to Vetanium. If the worst happened, Elendra made a place to fall back on that was difficult to reach and easier to defend.




  And now Dreibrand was visiting the Secret City in order to learn better the forgotten trails that went even deeper into the Tabren Mountains. Fascinated by reports of the isolated ruin, he had brought the best climbing gear he could buy in Jingten, and tomorrow they would attempt to cross the chasm and scale the cliff to the Secret City.




  As they rode along the canyon rim, Dreibrand’s companions continued to think about the war-like easterners who their leader said would someday challenge them for control of Nufal. Despite the risk and seemingly poor odds, the bold-hearted men craved to defend their claim to the land. As the first to occupy a new land, they would have the chance to establish themselves as lords and landowners. They and their descendants would be the ruling class of a new civilization, and Dreibrand’s descendants would be what he called the “executive” family of the country. They all considered it a strange word but they understood what their leader meant.




  None of them begrudged Dreibrand his position and they were comfortable in their loyalty. Dreibrand was smart, bold, generous, the victor of countless combats, and most importantly, beloved of King Shan.




  They followed Dreibrand along the rim of the canyon and camped at sunset. They could smell the moisture of the river and hear its dim roar as it rushed below them. The Secret City was still a couple hours away, but it would not serve their purpose to reach it in the dark.




  After eating, they lounged around the fire and shared a pleasant pipe. Their faces were perfectly warm in the glow of the fire but the chill of a mountain night tickled their backs. The conversation often lulled because they would spontaneously pause to admire the brilliant stars, which were in such glittering abundance, that it was like looking at a thousand heavens.




  Neighing horses disturbed one such reverie. The men instantly became alert and Dreibrand went to his feet. He listened as the horses’ agitation subsided.




  “I don’t like it,” Chilo said, getting up as well.




  Dreibrand put a finger to his lips so no one else would speak and then he signaled to Chilo that they would check on the horses together. The mounts were tethered just outside the small circle of firelight and none of the horses had broken free. The two men petted the animals while listening to the darkness, but they heard nothing.




  Dreibrand eyed the night warily as he returned to the fire. He knew there was a fine line between being overly nervous in the wild night and not surviving. Even so, he reasoned that a small animal had startled the horses and nothing more.




  When he stretched out in his bedroll, he unbuckled his swordbelt and positioned his excellent blade alongside his body. The weapon had been a gift to him from Shan during the war. Heavy enchantments enhanced the sword that had been made specifically for Dreibrand. A crystal orb known as a warding crystal was mounted on the end of the pommel, and faint blue light always swirled inside its core.




  As sleep dragged Dreibrand’s eyes closed, he thought that the light inside the crystal seemed a little brighter than usual.




  In the morning, they looked for tracks but the canyon rim was rocky and the hard trail showed no sign that anything had come near them in the night.




  Before continuing, Dreibrand, Tytido, and Chilo inspected their ropes and climbing gear. Shan, who had more experience climbing than any human, had advised them to go over their equipment before reaching their climbing site. It would help them to be patient and attend to detail without being distracted by their goal. Of course, they would check everything again when they reached the chasm. This would be the most difficult rappel and climb that any of them had attempted and no one wanted to get hurt because of carelessness.




  While the climbers repacked their gear, the other three men stood at the edge of the canyon and looked down at the raging river. The snowmelt was rushing faster with every day and the river churned and foamed.




  “We should name this river today,” decided Ven, a Hirqua cousin of Tytido who had joined the settlers four years ago.




  “I say call it Bosta River,” Kashil said.




  Ven and another man from the west, Bian of the Nuram Tribe, wrinkled their noses at the idea.




  “That’s silly. It flows in the opposite direction of your homeland,” Bian pointed out.




  “But this is the eastern side of the world,” Kashil defended.




  “We could call it the Tabren River,” Ven proposed.




  “Oh, that’s creative,” Bian moaned.




  “What your idea, Bian?” Kashil demanded.




  “I’ll name it after your ass because I’m going to throw you in,” Bian retorted.




  Chilo intervened. “Enough of this, or I’ll name it after your mother, Bian, because she was always so good to me.”




  Bian looked aghast but the other men laughed.




  “Time to go,” Dreibrand announced as he mounted his black colt named Astar.




  After a short ride, they reached the chasm that guarded the Secret City. The river canyon curved abruptly to the east where the chasm intersected it with a small whitewater tributary. They turned south and rode along the narrow western lip of the chasm.




  Everyone was quiet as they entered the curving chasm between the mountains. The roar of the river remained loud within the chasm that amplified its elemental voice. The men did not hear each other’s quiet gasps of wonder when they saw the Secret City. The dilapidated walls of the stone city glowed with bright green moss and lichen. Beautiful even in ruin, the stubborn foundations still remembered their palaces, and the trees that grew out of the collapsed roofs mimicked thoughtful landscaping. This place hidden in the dark mountains embodied every mystery of the ancient civilization of Nufal. The men tried to picture the place thousands of years ago when the walls had been clean and whole, and rys and perhaps humans had come and gone on now unknown business.




  The trail abruptly ended, taken over by the steep slope of the mountain. Spreading veins of silvery ore adorned the rock and sparkled in the morning sun.




  Where the trail stopped, the stonework remains of a bridge teetered on the edge of the cliff and a corresponding ruin clung to the opposite side of the chasm. The cliff that the men overlooked was sheer in all places, except beside the remnant of the bridge, where the stone face had cracked and crumbled all the way down to the bottom. By Dreibrand’s feet, he noticed a curving lip of old stonework right at the top of the crumbled area. He ran his hand along the half-circle of cut stones.




  While bent down, Dreibrand checked his warding crystal in the shade of his body. It was a little brighter, which indicated that an enchanted item must be nearby. Most likely warding crystals were in the ruins of the Secret City, but they would have to be powerful to affect his sword from across the chasm.




  Dreibrand glanced at Tytido, who also wore an enchanted sword. His sword had been made in ancient times and six oblong crystals were inlaid on the hilt and handle. Because of the bright morning sun, Dreibrand could not tell if the twinkling crystals were any brighter. He decided not to ask Tytido about it yet. They had their climb to focus on, and speculation about relics in the ancient city would be distracting.




  Tytido looked down at the water bashing its way through rounded boulders. “Crossing that stream might be the hardest part,” he commented. Worrying about the stream helped take his mind off the climb. He had been practicing his mountaineering skills since moving to Nufal, but this would be his biggest test yet.




  “There’s an easy to place to cross upstream a little,” Chilo explained, pointing to a group of boulders that held their heads above the water. The Nuram scout was confident. He had been climbing for thirty years and he was excited to have the gear that Dreibrand introduced into the equation.




  The other men were dismounting and setting up a little camp. Three of them would stay behind while Dreibrand, Chilo, and Tytido attempted the climb.




  Turning to Ven, Dreibrand said, “I want you in your harness before we go. If we need you, we’ll need you quickly.”




  “Yes Sir,” Ven said. Although he was the least experienced climber, he was competent to go down to them if there was an accident and they needed help.




  “Chilo, check him out before we go,” Dreibrand added and the Nuram nodded. He would make sure his young pupil was rigged properly and unlikely to hurt himself.




  Dreibrand took off his riding boots and started putting on the superbly supple suede shoes that were rys-made and designed for climbing. Next, he buckled on his harness that fit around his waist and legs. With an array of carabiners jingling from his hips, he draped a coil of rope across his torso.




  Tytido took off his multi-colored cloak that signified his clan and carefully folded the garment. After putting on his gear, he strapped on his old war helmet. Dreibrand and Chilo put their helmets on as well, and Dreibrand thought they all looked vaguely ridiculous.




  “Good thinking, Tytido, to suggest we wear our helmets,” Dreibrand commented.




  Tytido was about to thank him for the compliment, but Chilo piped up and said, “Well, Tytido is our expert on falling down cliffs.”




  Tytido frowned. The joke was getting old.




  Dreibrand smiled sympathetically to his friend. “We are all remembered for our mistakes,” he said quietly.




  The three climbers began driving their pitons into the rock and then attaching the ropes to the metal rings. They tossed their ropes over the edge at the same time, and the sturdy cords dropped into the chasm like a dream of snakes and ribbons.




  They drank water from their canteens before beginning and then pulled on the gloves that they would wear for the rappel. Turning their backs to the Secret City, they secured their ropes to their harnesses and backed over the cliff. The rappel went well. The gear worked superbly and each man knew what he was doing.




  When they reached the bottom, Chilo said cheerfully, “Well, that was the easy part.”




  They left the ropes dangling from the cliffs. Ven waved down to them. The sun was climbing over the bulky mountain to the east, and Dreibrand could see the envious look on Ven’s face. Depending on how the day went, Dreibrand decided to let the young man practice a rappel and climb if there was time.




  They hiked upstream looking for the safest place to cross the bouncing snowmelt. Most of the boulders and rocks were damp and slippery even at the place where Chilo proposed they cross. Dreibrand knew that it would be easier to cross at the end of summer when the water was lower, but he doubted he would have the time then.




  “I’ll go first,” Dreibrand decided.




  The men connected themselves with a rope and Dreibrand hopped onto the first rock. He wobbled just a little before finding his balance. The wet rock felt cold through his delicate shoes. He called for them to give him more rope and went for the next boulder. This one was higher and dryer and he landed precisely, but the next step would be a tricky jump. The water surged by with insistent force, deep and not stopping for anything. The shaggy strands of algae hanging from the rocks rippled furiously.




  Dreibrand calmed himself with the knowledge that, if he fell in the water, Tytido and Chilo would pull him out. Trying not to think about how cold that would be, Dreibrand leaped for the next boulder. His first foot landed well, but as his other foot came in, his first foot slipped out from under him. His forward momentum sprawled him over the rock and caused him to bash a knee when he landed. A fat bundle of Atrophaney curses dropped out of his mouth as he clutched his leg.




  Tytido called out to him with concern but Dreibrand answered that he was all right.




  “When are you going to teach me those words?” Tytido asked. “Whose son and what about your mother?”




  Despite his discomfort, Dreibrand had to laugh. He picked himself up and finished crossing the stream. Tytido came next at the center of the lifeline, and then Chilo came over. Hopping as nimbly as a mountain sheep, the Nuram did not even get his feet wet.




  They were too close to the cliff now to see the Secret City at the top, and the sheer rock looked down at them like an angry father. Dreibrand ran his hand tentatively over the rock, focusing on the flecks of blue and white in the predominantly dark gray flesh of the Tabren Mountains.




  No one was sure where to start. Dreibrand proposed that they just look around and he started walking toward the ruin of the bridge. He scanned the ground for artifacts, but saw only the typical talus at the bottom of a cliff. When he reached the area where the broken bridge hung overhead, he noticed a gap in the cliff that no one had seen from the other side. He approached it and found an alcove.




  Dreibrand had a twinge of apprehension when he stepped into the alcove and the mountain closeted him. Above him, a tunnel rose inside the cliff and a distant circle of day light hung over him like an eye. Dreibrand shivered briefly, wondering if he was actually feeling the power that he suspected the tunnel possessed. But his feet stayed on the ground, and for a human, the Secret City remained out of reach.




  “What is it?” Tytido asked. He and Chilo were waiting outside.




  “It’s a—” Dreibrand paused. If the shaft was what he thought it was, a rys would be able to harness the invisible energy focused at this point and levitate up to the Secret City and down again. But Dreibrand did not mention any of this to his friends. On the day Onja died, Dreibrand had encountered a levitation shaft inside the Tomb of Dacian, but he had given Shan his word that he would never discuss what he had seen or experienced inside the tomb.




  “It goes all the way to the top,” Dreibrand said, and the other two men poked their heads inside.




  Chilo exclaimed with surprise and Tytido wondered if it was a natural formation.




  “No, I don’t think so,” Dreibrand said.




  “Is there a ladder?” Chilo asked eagerly, stepping inside the alcove. He ran his hands up the sides of the tunnel but the rock was smooth, thoroughly polished long ago.




  Tytido plugged the entrance and ran his hands curiously up the smooth stone wall. “It would be harder to climb in here than outside,” he commented.




  Completely blocked inside the alcove, Dreibrand asked, “Are you going to let me out?”




  “What do you think it is?” Tytido asked again, not moving.




  “A sewer,” Dreibrand joked, and Tytido pulled his hand away with predictable revulsion.




  They exited the alcove and the sun was beginning to brighten the chasm as it glided higher. Dreibrand looked across the stream and reconsidered the broken cliff face with the curved stonework at the top. He guessed that a similar shaft had been on that side as well. He imagined rys using the levitation shafts to come and go from the Secret City, and he supposed that humble humans had used the bridge.




  “Do you really think it was a sewer?” Tytido asked, rubbing his hand on his pant leg.




  “No,” Dreibrand laughed.




  They hiked back up the chasm and found a place to begin the climb. A long crack up the rock face gave them a crevice to anchor their ropes.




  Tytido went first. An edge of rock jutted out right at the bottom and provided Tytido with his first step up. It would be the only bit of help from the mountain. Feeling along the crack, he found a modest handhold and pulled himself above his friends. Although still close to the ground, he would have to be careful until he placed his first anchor for the safety line.




  Right from the beginning, Tytido felt like he was going too slowly. He wanted to impress Dreibrand and Chilo, but once he gripped the unreceptive stone, he knew he would not be scuttling up the cliff like a spider. Every hold was meager and debatable, but Tytido knew when he could commit his weight, by either experience or faith.




  He tried to remember to climb with his feet as much as possible and use all of his body’s strengths. The crack narrowed and he could no longer wedge a foot into it and obtain a decent foot hold, which forced him to probe the rock wall with his toes and bargain for a purchase.




  Tytido began installing the gear that would allow him to affix his safety line. He also started building a permanent climbing line for the others to use. They had judged that the cliff could be climbed in three pitches, one for each man. This would allow each man his space to free climb the rock and conserve their strength in case repeated attempts were necessary.




  As Tytido neared the end of his pitch, he looked upward. The grand landscape of the Tabren had been reduced to one wall of rock and the sky above, making it appear as if he climbed toward nothingness. Deciding to go another body length farther, he sucked the blood off a bleeding finger and began another tiny quest for a hold.




  He suddenly heard the rattle of pebbles cavorting down the cliff. He resisted the urge to look straight up, which was wise, because a sprinkling of dirt and pebbles clattered on his old war helmet. After the brief shower passed, Tytido looked up again, but there was still nothing to see. If he had not known better, he would have guessed that someone from the top had kicked the gravel down at him.




  Tytido reached his goal and then climbed down the rope. His shaky muscles had a lot of climb left in them, but they were ready for a break.




  “Thanks for getting it started for us, Tytido,” Dreibrand said.




  Tytido nodded with appreciation and took a swig from his canteen.




  Dreibrand went next with Chilo behind him. Tytido followed them, hoping that they would have as much success on their pitches as he had. Dreibrand now wagered his skill against the smooth expanse of stone that guarded the Secret City. The cliff was like a guardian at a bridge who demanded the answers for riddles in exchange for passage, and each little hold was an answer to a riddle.




  Dreibrand was a little heavier and taller than the other two men, but he had the strength to haul his athletic frame up the mountain. He knew he was in the prime of his life. Just shy of thirty, he had shed the bluster of youth but was yet to be blunted by age.




  Like Tytido, he found the cliff to be a challenge. The rock provided holds grudgingly and Dreibrand imagined the cliff actively debating whether it would tolerate the indignity of being ascended.




  He reached up and convinced his fingers to bear his weight on a thin hold. It worked for a while, but his foot took too long finding its next spot, and his fingers began to slide off the tiny edge. Dreibrand saw his fingers forsaking him as his foot flopped against the cliff, begging to be accepted.




  Then he totally lost it, and he heard Chilo yelling, “There he goes! Brace yourself.”




  Even knowing that his safety line would catch him, Dreibrand still experienced a surge of fear as instincts cringed from the sensation of falling. His body slammed into the cliff and lurched uncomfortably inside the harness.




  Dreibrand regained his breath and told Chilo that he was unhurt and could continue. Trying to picture success, Dreibrand struggled up the rest of his pitch.




  The afternoon was half gone when he completed his climb. He had taken more time than he wanted but the cliff had demanded extra caution. Clipping himself to the climbing rope, he swung off to the side a little and let Chilo pass him and prepare for the final pitch. The Nuram was ready to go. As the most talented climber, they had decided he would attempt the highest part and it looked like his expertise would be necessary. The crack that had provided the majority of their holds tightened to a hairline just a little higher up. Pitons to affix the climbing rope and safety line would have to be pounded into the tight crack and Chilo would have to search the sheer wall for all his holds.




  Tytido moved up past Dreibrand, who would take a break at his current position. Just above Tytido, Chilo began his pitch tentatively, and after flirting with a few holds, he made his decisions and, in a spurt of effort, he climbed rapidly.




  Just when Dreibrand and Tytido were starting to feel jealous because Chilo made them look like clumsy oafs who had no business on a cliff, Chilo stalled. He had covered half his distance, pausing to drive the pitons into the crack and attach the ropes. For quite a while, he poked and prodded the cliff, testing holds but without satisfaction.




  Finally, Chilo demonstrated flexibility that defied his forty-three years and hitched a foot up almost as high as his armpit. He pushed himself up the cliff and grabbed the handhold that had been teasing him from above.




  At a slower pace, he crawled onward, stretching for the next hold, conning it into letting him climb. He had not stopped to place any safety gear for some time, because his holds were too precarious for him to do anything but cling to the unfriendly stone. The top was getting closer. Chilo imagined the smell of the green grass that was growing up there and how wonderful it would feel to run his tattered fingers over the soft vegetation. With this picture to encourage him, he sought the next hold.




  A lip of rock pouted from the cliff. Relieved to have a decent grip that would give him the stability to attach a new anchor for his safety line, he hauled himself up happily.




  But halfway into the pull, his hold gave out. It did not break off, but rather it disappeared. To Chilo, it felt like the edge receded into the smooth cliff, as if someone had pulled a chair out from under him as he sat down. Chilo’s hand smacked at the cliff uselessly, disbelieving that the hold was no longer there, but gravity took no pity on his antics, and he swooped backwards. Headfirst, he arced away from the cliff, drifting on his safety line that was attached too far down.




  Chilo returned to the cliff with a clang as his metal helmet chimed against the stone. The safety line jerked violently when it stopped his weight. He hit hard and bounced a couple times. Dangling like a wet scarecrow, Chilo did not move.




  





  4. Revisit the Apocalypse




  “Chilo! Chilo!” Tytido yelled, already starting to climb. 




  Dreibrand came up the rope swiftly behind him. 




  “How bad is he?” Dreibrand asked.




  Chilo moaned when Tytido reached him. “I…I don’t know,” Tytido said as he pulled Chilo closer for examination.




  Blood trickled from under the helmet and Chilo’s eyes were only half open. Tytido examined Chilo’s limbs and quickly discovered the exaggerated slouch of a dislocated shoulder. Chilo yelped with pain when Tytido touched it. He reported the problem to Dreibrand.




  “Well, fix it,” Dreibrand ordered irritably. He wanted to join his hurt man, but with only one line and rare holds, he was forced to wait below. 




  “What do you mean fix it?” Tytido asked with a squeamish pitch to his voice. 




  “Brace him against the cliff and use your weight to pop it back in,” Dreibrand directed. 




  Chilo was starting to become coherent and squirm feebly inside his rigging. 




  “Go on,” Dreibrand encouraged. “Do it now before he wakes all the way up.”




  After checking his safety line, Tytido swung out around Chilo and positioned the man between himself and the cliff. Tytido took a deep breath and then threw himself against Chilo’s side and forced the shoulder joint back together. Chilo came awake with an awful cry.




  “Sorry, sorry,” Tytido apologized. “I had to do it.”




  Dreibrand unbuttoned his jacket and from an inner pocket withdrew a small ceramic bottle. Inching up closer to Tytido, he held the vial out.




  “Give him some tah,” Dreibrand said.




  Tytido accepted the vial. He tapped Chilo’s face trying to get his comrade to focus on the little bottle. Tytido gingerly splashed a few drops of elixir into Chilo’s mouth. 




  “Careful,” Dreibrand warned. The tah elixir imported from Jingten was an antidote for sho poison, but if sho was not in a person’s system, tah had to be used with great care. Too much tah could be fatal, but a proper dose alleviated shock and pain.




  Stashing the vial in his jacket, Tytido eased Chilo’s helmet half way off. Beneath the dent on the helmet, the temple was cut. The blow had probably caused a concussion. 




  The tah was acting quickly, increasing the heart rate and blood flow to the muscles and blocking pain. Propelled by the stimulant, Chilo become lucid.




  “It’s not my fault,” he whispered.




  Simply pleased to hear the man talking coherently, Tytido joked, “So I suppose you are going to blame me for falling.”




  “No,” Chilo said, almost apologetically. Then his pain distracted him and he complained about his shoulder. 




  Overhearing this, Dreibrand called, “Try to move that arm. See if it’s working.”




  Chilo complied but his range of motion was small. The swelling and stiffening were setting in rapidly and he would need a long time to heal. 




  “We have to get him down,” Dreibrand stated the obvious. “I will drive some more pitons and anchor a rappel line.” He was already fiddling at his cluttered belt for more equipment. 




  While Dreibrand pricked the mountain with more bits of steel, Tytido started to make a sling for Chilo’s arm. The hurt man had stopped moaning and was suffering quietly. Despite a many-layered headache, he was replaying the fall in his mind, trying to find his mistake. Chilo wanted to admonish himself for using an inadequate hold, but he was convinced that the hold had been great—until it disappeared. 




  Although the others were focused entirely on him, Chilo stared upward at his unattained goal as Tytido lowered him to Dreibrand. Chilo had so wanted to walk through the Secret City today, and he had been so close, but the Secret City did not want him. Contemplating the edge of the cliff, which now seemed innocently unaware of any mishap, Chilo clenched and unclenched his hand. He knew what he had felt and he would not deny his senses even if he had knocked his brain into the back of his head. The hold had disappeared beneath his grip as if the cliff had suckered him. 




  With his good arm, Chilo held a line as Dreibrand assisted him down the cliff in a gentle rappel. When they reached the bottom, Chilo was able to stand and he walked with them to the stream. Dreibrand soaked a rag in the cold water and applied it to Chilo’s swelling head. 




  Tytido yelled to Ven to come down and help them. 




  “Thank you, Lord Dreibrand,” Chilo ventured, a little embarrassed to have his leader tending him. 




  “We all need help sometimes. This could have just as easily happened to me today,” Dreibrand said. 




  Although grateful for Dreibrand’s compassion, Chilo was angry inside. He should not have fallen. He noticed his lord’s blue eyes straying wistfully toward the mossy emerald walls of the Secret City. Dreibrand most likely wanted to attempt the climb again. It irked Chilo to realize that he would not be climbing for quite a while. Once the tah wore off, his shoulder would certainly start lecturing him about the aging process. 




  Although Chilo acknowledged his jealousy toward the other men who could still climb, he felt compelled to warn them against another try. 




  “Lord Dreibrand, leave it alone, at least for now. I think magic is working against us,” he said.




  “How so?” Dreibrand inquired. He placed his full attention on Chilo.




  Chilo explained his belief that he should not have fallen, that the hold went flat beneath his hand in an unnatural way. 




  “It could have broken off,” Dreibrand suggested.




  “But, my Lord, it did not!” Chilo insisted, but speaking firmly made his head hurt more, and he winced. He realized how skeptical the others would probably be about his explanation. Chilo imagined the younger men accusing him of scrounging for an excuse.  




  “You might be right, Chilo,” Dreibrand said speculatively. 




  Chilo brightened to hear Dreibrand express respect for his judgment. “You think so, my Lord?” he said.




  Dreibrand did not reply, but he added Chilo’s comment to his own insight. If that is a levitation shaft, then all kinds of enchantments could be protecting this area. Maybe the cliff does resist us, Dreibrand thought. He suspected the Secret City really had a secret.




  He saw that Ven was already rappelling into the chasm. Dreibrand scanned the mountains looming over him and he suddenly had an uneasy feeling. He held a hand over his warding crystal, trying to shade it from the sun and determine if the blue light had increased. Chilo saw him do it, but because Dreibrand did not say anything, Chilo did not inquire. 




  “Let us get you out of here,” Dreibrand said.




  With additional help from Ven, they assisted Chilo cross the stream. Chilo did not want to submit to the indignity of having the younger men hoist him up the cliff in a harness. He was adamant and claimed that with another swig of tah he could climb up himself. 




  “Another swig of tah so soon might give you a seizure and any climbing will only aggravate your injuries. Stop complaining. It is getting late,” Dreibrand said. 




  Chilo would not argue after his lord had been so direct, but as he was lifted out of the chasm, he imagined how the others would repay his teasing, especially Tytido. 




  But the younger men did not pounce. They liked the elder Nuram enough not to kick him when he was down, and they expressed their concern over Chilo’s injuries. 




  “It could have been worse,” Dreibrand said. Although Chilo was banged up, it was good that no bones had been broken. 




  “So the climb is as tough as it looks, Sir?” Ven asked.




  “More than tough,” Dreibrand said. 




  “Can I climb with you tomorrow?” Ven asked eagerly.




  Dreibrand paused. Normally, he would aggressively meet the challenge offered by the cliff and keep climbing until he reached the top. But as Dreibrand had emerged from the chasm, he had reached a decision. He accepted that instincts had prompted his choice more than reason, but he would not go against his gut impression. Before they climbed again, he would hire a rys to come back with him and assess the area for enchantments. 




  “I think we will give this up for now. Maybe come back later. The climb is clearly too dangerous,” Dreibrand said.




  Dreibrand’s abrupt change of mind disappointed Ven. Two days ago his leader had been totally interested in the Secret City and said that they would spend a few days tackling the cliff if need be. 




  Tytido gently expressed his cousin’s dismay. “Dreibrand, we only tried once. We will surely get up there tomorrow.”




  Dreibrand considered again what Chilo had said and knew that Chilo would not speak of magic lightly. 




  “I do not want to see any more injuries,” Dreibrand said with a note of finality and started unbuckling his climbing harness. 




  The decision was clearly unpopular but no one else argued with him. They moped about packing up their gear, but Dreibrand knew that they would get over it. He began to saddle Astar. After cinching the saddle tight, Dreibrand scratched the colt on the neck and undid a tangle in his long black mane. Then he noticed that the colt’s ears were cocked as if monitoring something. 




  Kashil interrupted Dreibrand’s interpretation of the colt’s posture. “Sir, Bian found something while you climbing. It slipped our minds when Chilo got hurt, but I’m sure you will want to look at it,” Kashil said. 




  “What is it?” Dreibrand asked.




  “A skeleton.”




  “Really?” Dreibrand responded with interest. Although bones were a common discovery, there was always the chance of finding an interesting artifact near the remains. 




  Kashil led him to a heap of gravel that erosion was piling up along the trail. The other men followed and Ven and Bian informed everyone of the discovery. 




  It was not obvious at first, but when Kashil pointed at the round smooth object jutting out of the talus, they all saw the skull. A recent heavy rain had exposed it.




  With his hands and the point of his hunting knife, Dreibrand brushed the gravel away from the skull and pried it loose. He turned it over in his hands and found himself thinking about the brain that had once pulsed with personality inside the dried out vessel. 




  “It’s human,” Dreibrand said and the others murmured with agreement. They had enough experience cleaning bones out of the ruins to know the differences between rys and human skulls. 




  Dreibrand handed the skull to Kashil who passed it around to the others. Dreibrand pushed more gravel away from other bones. 




  “Start collecting some stones so we can build him a cairn,” Dreibrand instructed. 




  It had become the norm to properly set to rest any remains that were found, especially when masses of remains had to be removed from ruins that the new inhabitants chose to occupy. By consensus, the settlers had decided that it was the right thing to do. It showed respect to the ancient Nufalese and hopefully helped their spirits to rest. 




  As the men collected stones, Dreibrand uncovered something curious near the skeleton. Gently his fingers dug out a circular piece of glass bound by a corroded ring of metal, perhaps bronze. He lifted it up and looked through the glass. It was just a little larger than his eye, but it was so horribly scratched, he could discern nothing through it. With his thumb, Dreibrand wiped the glass partially clean. Beneath his thumb he could feel the curving surface of the glass. 




  Intrigued, he quickly searched the area and found another metal-bound glass identical to the first one. After sifting through the gravel again, Dreibrand located a heavily corroded metal ring without any glass. 




  He was puzzling over the three objects when Tytido lugged over an armful of stones and asked Dreibrand want he had found. 




  Dreibrand handed the ring and glass pieces to Tytido, who after examining them, asked, “Do you think it was part of an enchanted thing?”




  “It does not look like any kind of warding crystal. I think it is just glass,” Dreibrand said.




  Tytido checked them out. “Just some cheap jewelry,” he guessed.




  By now enough stones had been collected to build a cairn, and the other men examined Dreibrand’s find. No one had any idea what the items might be, but they agreed that they were unlike anything that had been found before. 




  Dreibrand tucked the items into the small pocket inside his jacket. He believed that they were more than mere baubles. When he went to Jingten, he intended to consult Shan about the strange pieces of glass. 




  Before they started building the cairn, Tytido tried to coax Dreibrand into climbing the next day. 




  “Dreibrand, I really think we should try the climb again. You haven’t given it a chance. And we have gear half way up the cliff,” he said.




  Dreibrand understood that the men were not accustomed to him making strange decisions. They wanted him to reconsider or at least give them an explanation. He could see that the men wanted to make better use of their trip, except for Chilo who appeared slightly worried that the subject had come up again. 




  “I know this seems like a waste of time to only try for one day, but I really think I need to come back here with a rys. Perhaps when I am in Jingten, I can hire someone to come back here,” Dreibrand explained. 




  “What do we need a rys for, Sir?” Ven asked.




  Although Dreibrand was thinking mostly of the possible levitation shaft, he would not mention it. Openly seeking Chilo’s support, Dreibrand answered, “We need a rys to assess the area for enchantments. Chilo believes his fall was not due to human error alone—or perhaps not at all.”




  Everyone turned to Chilo now, and the Nuram nodded solemnly. With some uncharacteristic humility toward his younger associates, Chilo said, “I know what you’re thinking: the old man wants to blame his fall on rys ghosts. But, I had a great hold and it melted beneath my hands.” With his good arm, he pointed at the cliff and added, “Something is just not right about that wall of rock.”




  Tytido was about to argue with him, to say that he had not noticed anything unusual, but then he thought about the spray of gravel on his head. Like a bank of clouds moving swiftly in front of the sun, his opinion changed abruptly, and he did not say anything. 




  “Maybe I am being overly cautious, but we all have plenty of other things to do. I made this trip half for sport anyway,” Dreibrand concluded. 




  With the matter closed, the men began setting the stones over the man who had died without ceremony. Dreibrand replaced the skull where he had found it, fitting it back on top of the lower jaw that was still embedded in the ground. 




  When the cairn was complete, they stood in a semi-circle around the pile of stones. Dreibrand asked the spirit of the ancient Nufalese man to rest in peace and forgive him for pilfering the artifacts. Then Dreibrand expressed their wish for the man to find a new home in the next world. 




  It was a brief ceremony but each of them felt a moment of sadness for this stranger who had seen the terrible destruction of his homeland. Most likely, the Deamedron had throttled the life out of him. 




   They mounted their horses, and after one last look, they turned their backs to the Secret City. The shadows were deepening quickly in the narrow chasm and the ruins faded in the dusk. 




  





  ~




  





  From a craggy place above the old trail, black eyes had observed the men all day. So much about the riders had seemed familiar to him although he had come to realize that they were not exactly like him, that they were a different sort of creature. 




  As he studied the men and listened to their words, he discovered that he could sometimes sense the thoughts behind the words. He began to associate meanings with the sounds. All day he whispered words, learning how to shape the sounds with his mouth. 




  He craved language. Each word activated his mind and brought him closer to the consciousness of a higher animal. But his joy for communication collapsed when a word was spoken that slapped him. 




  “Rys,” the tall man with lighter hair said. 




  Rys! The little word assaulted the being as if vicious fighting dogs had dragged him into their blood-spattered pit. He vividly perceived the image associated with the offensive word in the man’s mind. Although brief, the view of a rys with blue skin scalded the being’s awareness like a mad delusion that cannot be escaped. Now, he saw one who was as he was, but instead of being pleased to know that others like him existed, he grated his teeth with severe dislike. 




  Still reeling with distress, the being watched the men cover the bones that they had been examining. When they conducted their brief memorial, the harsh feelings of the being ebbed momentarily. He suddenly believed that they were showing a tremendous kindness to one who had suffered. 




  I suffer. The thought startled the being. His self-awareness was emerging but the reasons for his misery were still out of reach. There was only pain without understanding. 




  Now, the men were leaving and riding just below his hiding place. Their sweaty odor wafted up to the unseen nostrils and the smell tantalized his memory. Yes, he had once known of these things and he remembered that they were humans. Even with recognition, his feelings toward them were mixed. It seemed that perhaps they might be friendly, that he could go talk to them, but their casual reference to rys angered him deeply. 




  He had disliked their attempt to reach the city as well. His mindless awakening had occurred near the ruins, and his heart urged him to protect the place. 




  Their leader had been wise to withdraw. 




  As the men disappeared down the trail, the being processed the other things he had noticed about them. The men covered their bodies with various constructions of fabric and leather, which made him aware of his nakedness. 




  But clothing was not the foremost of the being’s new desires. He had seen the swords, daggers, and bows that adorned the men, and he coveted them. His longing was so intense that it almost drove him to go take a weapon from one of them, but two of the swords were imbued with powers, and the being remained cautious. 




  He gave into his next urge and went to investigate the newly assembled cairn. The bones beneath beckoned and he began to remove the rocks. With his curiosity mounting rapidly, he flung the rocks aside.




  Although touched earlier by the simple funeral, he had no consideration now for the desecration. Abruptly, the skull was exposed and he pulled back his hands with a startled jerk. Then, he braced himself mentally, as if preparing to plunge his hands into boiling water, and picked up the skull. 




  The craterous eye sockets stared at him and the brow ridges arched with such intense familiarity that it triggered a myriad revelations all at once for the being. Memories returned like a lightning strike. Total agony filled every crevice of his soul, blasting away the emptiness with overwhelming knowledge. His suffering was far worse now that he understood its cause. 




  To his vision, the dingy skull became covered in flesh again. Tanned skin with a lined forehead revealed the man’s face. His expression was resigned to his grim fate. The being recognized the man and remembered how and why he had died at this spot. 




  The knowledge was unbearable and the being clutched the skull to his chest as he convulsed in horror. It was all coming back: the Great War, the rys, Dacian, Onja, the most tragic of defeats when the Nufalese Army had been transformed into the abomination of the Deamedron. Then came the worst part. Nufal had not survived. It had been utterly crushed. Onja’s power had swelled and her sweeping spells had broken through most Nufalese wardings, leaving them exposed to the Deamedron. 




  Here, on this trail, the last stand had been made, without any hope of victory or escape. Time had been purchased for his benefit so that he could conceal himself in the mountainside. He remembered arguing with his comrades because he wanted to continue the fight. But they had prevailed in the argument because already so many of their best had fallen. He should not discard his immense talent in a fight he could not win. As the last of their kind possessing sufficient powers, he should use his magic to conceal his hibernating lifeforce. They reasoned that someday Onja and Dacian would weaken, and then he could rise to avenge them all. 




  He remembered now that his kind were known as tabre. His name was Tempet. In his last memories he saw the extinction of his kind and the death of the man whose skull he held. When Tempet had faded into the oblivious depths of a radical hibernation, the man across the chasm had watched Tempet sink into the rock of the Tabren Mountains. Then the man had signaled to the tabre struggling at the canyon entrance to hold the Deamedron at bay until Tempet was properly concealed. Believing that the time capsule of their vengeance was complete, the tabre defenders had committed suicide instead of letting the Deamedron take them. A killing spell from one tabre had mercifully been directed at the loyal human to spare him a painful death. 




  Then Tempet knew only darkness. There had been no consciousness during his hibernation because that had been the only way to elude Onja’s mind that roved the land century after century.




  Collapsing onto the disturbed cairn, Tempet began to scream. He hurled the skull into the chasm in an attempt to separate himself from the knowledge of the holocaust. His scream peaked in a soul-damning shriek for revenge. All that was left was to revisit upon the loathsome rys the apocalypse that they had brought to Nufal. A malice beyond insanity radiated from Tempet and rode the sound waves of his cries. Stones and pebbles rattled down the mountains, and the screams echoed in the chasm like the judgment of the Gods. 




  Tempet would have launched onto the path of revenge right then if one more memory had not called him back from the demands of his murderous lust. He was not the only one who had entered hibernation. His beloved twin sister, Alloi, had entered hibernation at his side.




  Alloi, sweet Alloi, I must find you!




  





  ~




  





  Although Dreibrand had allowed little debate about his decision to abandon the climb, he regretted leaving as well. His muscles ached and his scraped fingers were tender, but it had been good to climb. The riskiness of clinging to the cliff had been exhilarating.




  Dreibrand knew that he was drawn to the thrill of pitting his body against a physical challenge. He recalled how Miranda had scolded him for climbing. She had said that without a war, he seemed determined to find other ways to risk his life. Dreibrand imagined that she would be pleased with his prudence and restraint today. 




  A scream yanked him from his wandering thoughts. The narrow chasm that they had just left reverberated with terrible hellish shrieks. The sound was worse than the cries of a mortally wounded man on the battlefield. 




  Stones started bouncing down the slope and the mountain threatened the riders with a rockslide. 




  “We shouldn’t have touched the bones!” Bian shouted in fear.




  “It must be a fenthakrabi,” Ven declared.




  “By the Gods, it’s more than that!” Dreibrand countered, but then checked his panic and took control. “Keep going! Quickly!” he ordered and moved aside on the trail so that his men could pass. Dreibrand drew his sword in case some unknown monster came around the bend. 




  His horse neighed with fear and fought at the bit. “Steady, Astar, steady,” Dreibrand said to soothe the juvenile steed as he mastered the colt with a firm grip on the reins. 




  The warding crystal on Dreibrand’s sword flared with cold blue light. Tytido noticed the sudden flash and looked at his own sword. The crystals on his rys-made sword were inflamed as well. Alarmed, Tytido stopped beside Dreibrand.




  “Our swords,” Tytido whispered fearfully. 




  Before Dreibrand could comment, a sharp pain bit his right hand.




  The screaming ended and the echoes finished. The last of the stones tumbled down the slopes and a little dust drifted out of the chasm and over the trail. 




  “Dreibrand, what’s wrong?” Tytido asked.




  Dreibrand sheathed his sword and yanked off his glove. His palm was cut, and the seeping blood transfixed him as he remembered when blood had flowed last from that spot. He had used that hand to anoint his sword with blood when Shan had presented it to him. Shan had cut his hand on the blade as well and their blood had flowed together before Shan’s magic sealed the wound. But now Dreibrand’s hand was split open and hurting like it had never hurt before. 




  “How did that happen?” Tytido asked with shock.




  Clenching his fist against the spilling blood, Dreibrand said, “Chilo is right. There is magic back there.”




  “But that screaming?” Tytido said. 




  Dreibrand’s brow became drawn as if a thousand terrible memories crowded his mind. He said, “We must leave. We’ll ride all night. I am going to Jingten as soon as possible.” 




  





  5. The Name of Gratitude




  A river can bribe the sea with water.




  — Phemnalese proverb




  The scent of Phemnalang was in the air. From offshore, Sandin sniffed the distinctive odor that testified to the mass of humanity deposited at the delta of the Ramrai River. The voyage across the Gulf of Beldet had been smooth, but Sandin was ready to have land beneath his boots. 




  Seeing Phemnalang again excited him. The old urban center waded at sea level where the land and sea met in a slow sloppy kiss, and Sandin recalled his visits to the city like dirty thoughts. The decadence of the people had an undeniable appeal, and the place was exotic, sometimes even audacious, and it always made Atrophane seem a little boring. 




  From the finer districts of the city rose polished domes and palaces of bright white stone quarried upriver far from the muddy fertile flats. Serpentine silk banners waved in the sea breeze and draped the colorful hulks of temples that dotted the city and catered to every taste in worship. Dingy clusters of mud brick buildings sprawled over most of the other areas. 




  Phemnalang had suffered a long siege before falling to the Atrophane, but its resistance had not left it resentful of its current masters. Despots had ruled here for centuries and the people were nearly indifferent to who occupied the seats of power. 




  Although titillated by the voluptuous culture of the delta, Sandin was just as often irked by the free-minded inhabitants who by natural disposition acted impervious to order and law.




  Sandin did not plan to stay long in Phemnalang. He would sail soon up the Ramrai River toward the Wilderness and his destiny.




  Carfu stood beside Sandin on the bridge of the ship. He heaved a sigh and braced himself on the railing of the deck. “Back to work,” he observed tiredly. 




  “Are you complaining about the position I have given you, Governor?” Sandin rumbled reproachfully but in a teasing tone that his friend recognized as not serious. 




  “Not at all, my Lord,” Carfu responded and smiled toward the gaping port that ships large and small filled like shark’s teeth. “Phemnalang…she is a disrespectful lazy servant, but she is mine,” he declared. 




  “She is yours,” the Darhet affirmed. “Phemnalang is a nice place to visit but I would not want to live there.”




  “My Lord is welcome to visit me any time,” Carfu said. “I expect when winter comes that the Wilderness will lose its appeal.”




  Sandin’s gray eyes focused beyond Phemnalang and he said, “The Wilderness will not lose its appeal until it is conquered.”




  Carfu noted the subtle venom behind the words of his Lord General, as if a secret vendetta continued in that distant place. 




  “You shall accomplish your task easily, my Lord,” Carfu said cheerfully. “No peoples wait to defend the land, and, as you have told me, the terrible things are gone from the Wilderness.”




  But there are terrible memories, Sandin thought and allowed himself to indulge in a moment of personal spite for the rys and their lovely city of Jingten. All of them had been his jailers as much as Onja had been the warden.




  “There is more there than empty land,” Sandin muttered, still thinking of Jingten and his unrealistic dream of revenge. Even with the imperial authority to raise a Horde, Sandin knew he did not have the resources to attack Jingten and punish the rys who thought that they were so superior. 




  Sandin cleared his throat and breathed deeply of sea air. He had to stop lingering on his resentment toward the rys. He would be dealing with them again very soon, and doing so diplomatically. A military engagement with the powerful King Shan would be foolish. As had been the case for Lord Kwan, Sandin had no advantage against the rys. 




  You only have a chance if a rys likes you, Sandin thought although he did not like the idea.




  No, there would be no war. Atrophane would occupy the Wilderness one fort and one settlement at time through attrition. 




  “My Lord, put your gloominess aside. Phemnalang awaits you. Look. Deputy Governor Artesh has prepared quite a reception for you,” Carfu said.




  The boat was deep in the harbor now and the captain started issuing orders although his crew knew what to do. With people crowding the dock, the captain did not want to miss one of his rare opportunities to show off his authority. The crowd stretched back beyond the sheds and into the markets. Sandin could hear the music now. 




  “Deputy Governor Artesh had better prepare a reception fit for the Darhet of the West,” Sandin said.
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