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PRELUDE


BRYNN DHARIELLE LOOKED BACK OVER her shoulder repeatedly as she slowly paced her pinto mount, Diredusk, along the descending mountain trail. Though she had only been on the road for a half hour beyond the edge of Andur’Blough Inninness, the enchanted elven valley, the ridges that marked the place were already lost from sight. The mountainous landscape was a natural maze that had been enhanced by the magic of Lady Dasslerond of the Touel’alfar to be unsolvable. Brynn had marked the trail well along her route, but she understood that she would have a hard time finding her way back—even if she were to turn about right then.

This was the first time Brynn had been out of that misty valley in a decade, and she truly felt as if she was leaving her home. The Touel’alfar, the diminutive, translucent-winged elves of Corona, had come to her when she was a child of ten, orphaned and alone on the rugged and unforgiving steppes of To-gai, far to the south. They had taken her in and given her food and shelter. And even more importantly to Brynn, they had given her life purpose. They had trained her and made her a ranger.

And now they were sending her home to find her destiny.

The young brown-skinned woman crinkled her face at that thought, as she continued to stare back along the trail behind her, to the place that she knew to be her real home, the place she would likely never see again. Tears misted in her almond-shaped brown eyes, the sparkling eyes of a child, still, though so much had they seen. Already she missed Aydrian, the fourteen-year-old who had shared some of her training. Many times, Brynn had found the boy to be exasperating, often infuriating. But the truth was, he was the only other human she had seen in these last ten years, and she loved him like a brother.

A brother she would likely never see again.

Brynn shook her head forcefully, her raven hair flying wildly, and pointedly turned back to the trail heading south. Certainly leaving the valley was a sacrifice for Brynn, a dismissal of the trappings and the companionship that had made the place her home. But there was a reason for her departure, she reminded herself, and if the pain of this loss was the greatest sacrifice she would be expected to make, then her road would be easier by far than anyone, herself included, had ever imagined possible.

Her future was not her own to decide. No, that road had been laid out before her a decade before, when the Behrenese Yatol priests and their armies had tightened their grip on To-gai, had abolished almost completely the last remnants of a culture that had existed for thousands of years. Brynn’s road had been set from the moment Tohen Bardoh, an orange-robed Yatol priest, had lifted his heavy falchion and lopped off her father’s head; from the moment Tohen and his lackeys had dragged off her mother, eventually killing her, as well.

Brynn’s jaw tightened. She hoped that Tohen Bardoh was still alive. That confrontation alone would be worth any sacrifice.

Of course, Brynn understood keenly that this journey, this duty, was about much more than personal gain. She had been trained for a specific reason, a destiny that was bigger than herself. She was to return to the cold and windy steppes of harsh To-gai, the land she loved so much, and find those flickers of what had once been. She, little Brynn Dharielle, just over five feet tall and barely weighing a hundred pounds, was to fan that flicker into a flame, then feed the flame with the passion that had burned within her since that fateful day a decade ago. She was to find the To-gai spirit, to remind her fierce and proud people of who they truly were, to unite the many divided tribes in the cause against a deserving enemy: the Yatol-led Behrenese, the Chezru.

If the plan went as Brynn and the elves hoped, then Brynn would be the harbinger of war and all the land south of the great Belt-and-Buckle Mountains would be profoundly changed.

That was the hope of Lady Dasslerond, who rarely involved herself in the affairs of humans, and that was the burning hope of Brynn Dharielle. Liberation, freedom, for the To-gai-ru would avenge her parents, would allow them to sleep more comfortably in their graves.

“We will move down to the east, along that open stone to the tree line,” came a melodic voice from the side and above. Brynn looked up to the top of a boulder lining the rocky trail to see a figure far more diminutive than she. Belli’mar Juraviel of the Touel’alfar, her mentor and companion, looked back at her with his golden eyes. His hair, too, was the color of sunlight, and his features, though angular, with the high cheekbones and pointy ears characteristic of all of the Touel’alfar, somehow exuded gentleness.

Brynn glanced back once again toward the land that had been her home.

“Keep your eyes ahead,” Juraviel remarked. “Andur’Blough Inninness is no more to you than a dream now.”

“A pleasant dream,” Brynn replied, and Juraviel grinned.

“They say that memories often leave out the more terrible scenes.”

Brynn looked at him hard for a moment, but when he started laughing, she understood his meaning well. Indeed, there had been many hard times for Brynn in Andur’Blough Inninness, under the tutelage of the often-stern elves, including Belli’mar Juraviel—though he was considered by his kin to be among the most kindhearted of the people. Particularly Brynn’s early years in the valley had been filled with seemingly impossible trials. The elves had pushed her to the very limits of her physical and emotional being, and often beyond those limits—not to break her, but to make her stronger.

And they had succeeded. Indeed they had! Brynn could fight with sword and bow, could ride as well as any of the people of To-gai, who were put on the back of the sturdy ponies before they could even walk. And more importantly, the Touel’alfar had given her the mental toughness she would need to hold true to her course and see it through. Yes, she wanted revenge on Tohen Bardoh—indeed she did!—but she understood that such personal desires could not supersede the greater reason for this journey. She would hold fast to the course and the cause.

Juraviel left that part of the discussion right there, and so did Brynn, following the elf’s gaze to the sloping stone facing he had indicated. Brynn frowned, not thrilled with the angle.

“Diredusk will have trouble navigating that,” she stated. She looked back to her pinto pony, who stood calmly munching grass and seemed not to mind the saddlebags he carried, full of foodstuffs and bedrolls for the pair.

Juraviel nodded. “We will get him through. And once we cross under the canopy of the trees, the ground will be softer under his hooves and the trail will slope more gently.”

Brynn looked down to those trees, rows of evergreens neatly defined by elevation, and frowned again. The ground down there didn’t look very level to her.

“We will be out of the mountains soon enough,” Juraviel said, seeing her thoughts clearly reflected on her pretty face.

“Sooner if we had gone straight to the east, then turned south,” the irascible Brynn had to say, for she and Juraviel had spent the better part of the previous week arguing about this very topic. Considering what Brynn had been told about this mountain range, which ran more north–south than east–west, they certainly could have gotten to flatter ground more quickly by heading to the east.

“Yes, and then poor Diredusk would be running swiftly until he dropped from exhaustion, or until the goblin hordes caught up to us. Or until he mired down in the mud,” Juraviel said, again with a chuckle. That had been his argument from the beginning, for the lands immediately east of the mountains were far from hospitable, with goblins and swamps and great areas of muddy clay.

“A Touel’alfar and a ranger, afraid of goblins,” came Brynn’s huffing reply.

“A Touel’alfar wise enough to know that danger is best defeated by avoiding it altogether,” Juraviel corrected. “And a ranger too proud and too stubborn to recognize that her body, though hardened by our training, is not impervious to a goblin spear! You have heard of Mather, uncle of Elbryan, great-uncle of Aydrian. ’Twere goblins that struck him down.”

Juraviel started to turn away, and so Brynn took the opportunity to stick her tongue out at him. He looked back immediately, catching her in the act, and just sighed and shook his head, hardly surprised. For surely Belli’mar Juraviel was used to such playful behavior from this one, named by many of the Touel’alfar as the most irreverent—and irresistible—of any of the humans they had ever taken in for training. Brynn saw the world differently from most humans, and had done so even before falling under the demanding influences of the Touel’alfar. Despite the darkness that had found her at a young age, she remained the one with the brightest and most sincere smile, the one willing to solve any problem thrown her way through cunning and wit as much as through disciplined training.

That was the charm of Brynn Dharielle, and also, to Juraviel’s thinking, it was the strength that would carry her through this, her ultimate trial, where sadness and guilt loomed large in places unexpected.

If anything could.






PART ONE TO THE EDGE OF DARKNESS


I CANNOT BEGIN TO EXPLAIN the tremendous shift that has come to Caer’alfar since the demon Bestesbulzibar left its stain, its growing rot, upon our fair valley. For centuries, we of the People have lived in relative seclusion, peaceful and content. Only the rangers knew of us, truly, and a select few of Honce-the-Bear’s ruling families. Our concern with the ways of the wider world ended with the potential impact any happenings might have upon us. Thus the rangers, while protectors of the human settlements on the outskirts of human civilization, were also our link to that world, our eyes in the field.

That was enough.

Bestesbulzibar has apparently changed all of that. During the time of the DemonWar, I was assaulted by that demon, while transporting some poor human refugees away from the goblin and powrie hordes. I would have perished in that battle—perhaps I should have!—except that Lady Dasslerond arrived and took up my battle. She, too, would have perished, but she used her magical emerald to take us back to the place of her greatest power, back to Andur’Blough Inninness, just outside of Caer’alfar. There, Dasslerond drove the demon away, but not before Bestesbulzibar had left its indelible stain upon our fair land, a mark enduring, and growing.

I believe that if Dasslerond had understood the cost, she never would have brought us all back to the valley, that she and I would have died on the field that day.

For then we would be gone, but Andur’Blough Inninness would live on.

That rotting stain has done more than change the complexion of our fair valley, it has changed the perspective of Lady Dasslerond. The Touel’alfar have existed by remaining on the outskirts, passive observers in a world too frenzied for our tastes. We do not involve ourselves in the affairs of humans—how many times have I been chided by Lady Dasslerond and my peers for my friendship with Elbryan and Jilseponie?

Now, though, Lady Dasslerond has assumed a more active role outside of Andur’Blough Inninness. She sends Brynn south to free To-gai from the Behrenese, mostly because the nomads of To-gai will prove much more accommodating and friendly toward our people should the demon stain force us out of our home. In that event, we would go south, through the Belt-and-Buckle and across To-gai, to another of our ancient homelands, Caer’Towellan, where perhaps our brethren still reside.

Still, despite the potential gains should that event occur, I am surprised that Dasslerond has sent Brynn Dharielle to begin a war, human against human. If we were forced to journey southward, we could do so, I am certain, whether the To-gai-ru or the Yatol Chezru Chieftain ruled the steppes. But Lady Dasslerond insisted upon this, as much so as on anything I have ever witnessed. She is truly fearful of the demon stain.

And so she undertakes her second unusual stance, and this one frightens me even more than the journey she has determined for Brynn. She took Jilseponie’s child, unbeknownst to the mother. She took the child of Elbryan and Jilseponie, right from its mother’s womb! True, her action saved the lives of both Jilseponie and Aydrian that dark night on the field outside of Palmaris, for had not Dasslerond intervened to drive away the demon-possessed Markwart, both humans would surely have perished.

Still, to raise the child as her, as our, own…

And the manner of that upbringing scares me even more—perhaps as much as the reason for the upbringing. Lady Dasslerond has plans for Brynn, but they pale compared to her goals for young Aydrian. He will be the one to deliver Andur’Blough Inninness from the demon stain, at the sacrifice of his own blood and his own life. He will become the epitome of what it is to be a ranger, and then, when that is achieved, he will become Dasslerond’s sacrifice to the earth, that the demon stain be lifted.

She has foreseen this, my Lady has told me, in no uncertain terms. She knows the potential of her plan. All that she must do is bring Aydrian to the required level of power and understanding.

But there’s the rub, I fear. For Aydrian Wyndon, raised without the gentle touch of his mother or the love of his father, raised in near seclusion with harsh treatment and high standards from the moment he was old enough to understand them, will not be complete as a man, let alone as a ranger. There was a side to Elbryan, the Nightbird, beyond his abilities with the sword and his understanding of nature. The greatest gift of Nightbird, the greatest strength of the man Elbryan, was compassion, was a willingness to sacrifice everything for the greater good. Nightbird’s gift to the world was his death, when he threw his wounded form fully into Jilseponie’s final battle with the demon-possessed Markwart, knowing full well that he could not survive that conflict, that, in aiding Jilseponie, he would be giving his very life.

He did that. He didn’t hesitate, because Nightbird was possessed of so much more than we of the Touel’alfar ever gave to him—because Elbryan the Nightbird was a man of true character and true community.

Will the child raised alone and unloved be as much?

This is my fear.

—BELLI’MAR JURAVIEL






CHAPTER 1 FIRST BLOOD


THEY WERE OUT OF THE mountains now, and the going was smooth and easy. Diredusk most of all seemed to revel in the softer and flatter ground, the powerful pinto pony striding long and eagerly under Brynn’s expert handling. True to his noble To-gai heritage, the pony could trot for many miles before needing a break, and even then, he was quickly ready to be back on the trail, straining against Brynn’s hold to travel faster and faster.

For Brynn, riding along quiet forest trails on a late-spring or early-summer day was about as wonderful as things could get, and would have been perfect—except that with every passing mile the young ranger’s eyes turned back less and looked forward ever more eagerly. She couldn’t enjoy the ride as much when the destination was all-important.

Belli’mar Juraviel rode with the woman at times, Diredusk hardly feeling the extra weight of the diminutive creature. The elf typically sat in front of Brynn, turned to face the woman and lying back along the pony’s powerful neck. He didn’t speak to Brynn much along the trails, though, for he could see that the woman was falling deeper and deeper into thought about the destination awaiting them. That’s what Juraviel wanted from the young woman; that’s what the Touel’alfar demanded of the ranger. The goal was all-important, because Lady Dasslerond had said it was, and nothing else should clutter Brynn Dharielle’s mind—not the fragrance of the summer forest awakening fully, not the sounds of the songbirds, not even the sparkle of the morning sun on the dewy grasses and leaves.

And so they rode quietly, and sometimes Juraviel leaped from Diredusk’s back and fluttered up to the branches of the trees, moving to higher vantage points to scout the road ahead.

Their evenings, too, were for the most part quiet, sitting about a fire, enjoying their evening meal. In this setting, with little stimulation about them, Brynn would sometimes tell Juraviel stories of her homeland, of her parents and their small nomadic tribe, Kayleen Kek. On one such night, with Andur’Blough Inninness a hundred miles behind them, the woman became especially nostalgic.

“We always went to the higher ground in the summer,” she told her companion. “Up the sides of the great mountains in the range you call the Belt-and-Buckle, but that we called Uleshon Twak, the Dragon Spines. We’d camp so high sometimes that it was hard simply to draw in sufficient air. You’d always feel as if you couldn’t catch your breath. Every step seemed to take minutes to execute, and a tent in sight might take you an hour to walk to. I remember that at times blood would run from my nose, for no reason. My mother would fret over me, but my father would just say that the high-sickness could do that and it was nothing to bother about.”

Juraviel watched her as she continued her tale, her head tilted back so that her eyes were staring up at the night canopy. It wasn’t starry that night, with thickening clouds drifting in from the west. The full moon, Sheila, shone behind those clouds, sometimes seeming a pale full light, other times disappearing completely behind a dark and thick blanket.

Brynn wasn’t seeing it, any of it, Juraviel knew. She was looking across the years as much as across the distance. She was seeing the crisp night sky from a camp of deerskin tents nestled among great boulders on the high slopes of the Belt-and-Buckle. She was hearing her mother’s laugh, perhaps, and her father’s stern but loving commands. She was hearing the nickers of the nearby To-gai ponies, so loyal that they didn’t need to be tethered, as they protested the sparse grasses at the great elevation.

That was good, Juraviel knew. Let her recall the feeling of the old days, of her life before Andur’Blough Inninness. Let her remember clearly how much she had lost, how much To-gai had lost, so that her calls to her people to reclaim their heritage would be even more full of passion and conviction.

“Do they still go to the high passes?” Juraviel prompted.

Brynn’s expression changed as she lowered her gaze to regard the elf, as if one of the clouds from the sky had dropped down to cross over her fair features. “I know not,” she admitted somberly. “When I was taken by your people, the Chezru were trying to establish permanent villages.”

“The To-gai-ru must walk the land with the creatures,” said Juraviel. “That is their way.”

“More than our way. It is our spirit, our path to…” She paused—unsure, it seemed.

“Your path to what?” the elf asked. “To heaven?”

Brynn looked at him curiously, and then nodded. “To our heaven,” she explained. “There on the high plateaus. There in the autumn valleys, full of the golden flowers that bloom to herald the cold winds. There by the summer streams, swollen with melt. There, following the deer.”

“The Chezru do not see the value of such a life,” Juraviel noted. “They are not a wandering people.”

“Because their deserts are not suited to such a lifestyle,” said Brynn. “They have their many oases, and their great cities, but to wander through the seasons would not show them much beauty beyond those defined enclaves. Behren is not like To-gai, not a land of differing beauties in differing seasons. Thus they do not understand us and thus they try to change us.”

“Perhaps they believe that in giving villages to the To-gai-ru, they will be showing the To-gai-ru the path to a better life.”

“No,” Brynn was answering before the elf even finished the statement, and Juraviel knew that he would elicit strong disagreement here—indeed, that was his goal. “They want us in villages, even cities, that they might better control us. In villages, they can watch the clans, but out on the plains, we would be free to practice the old ways and to speak ill of our conquerors.”

“But the gains,” the elf said dramatically. “The stability of existence.”

“The trap of possession!” Brynn was quick to argue. “Cities are prisons and nothing more. When they run correctly, they trap you, they make you dependent on the comforts they provide. But they take from you—oh, they take so much!”

“What do they take?” There was an unintended urgency to Juraviel’s tone. He could tell that he was getting to Brynn, driving her on, which was precisely his duty.

“They take away the summer plateaus, the mountain wind, and the smell.… oh, the scents of the high fields in the summer! They take away the swollen rivers, full of leaping fish. They take away the rides, the ponies charging across the open steppe. Oh, you should hear that sound, Belli’mar! The thunder of the To-gai-ru charge!”

She was breathing hard as she finished, her brown eyes sparkling with energy, as if she were witnessing that charge—as if she was leading that charge. She finally came out of her trance a bit and looked to the elf.

“I will witness it,” came Belli’mar Juraviel’s soft and assuring answer. “I will.”



THEIR ROAD REMAINED FAIRLY STRAIGHT south over the next few days, and Brynn was under the impression that they had but a single goal here: to get to To-gai and begin the process of liberation.

That’s what Juraviel and the others had told her, but the elf knew that he and Brynn had other things to attend to before beginning the long process of placing Brynn at the front of a revolution. Brynn Dharielle had been trained in the rigorous manner that had produced rangers from Andur’Blough Inninness for centuries, but, as fine as that training might be, Juraviel knew that it had its limitations. Even the most difficult trials—for Brynn, one had involved shooting targets from the saddle and at a gallop—were without the greatest of consequences, and hence, without the true understanding of the disaster that could be failure. For failing a test in Andur’Blough Inninness could mean humiliation and weeks of intense corrective training, but failing a test out here would likely mean death. Brynn had to learn that, had truly to appreciate all that she had to lose.

And so, on that morning when Belli’mar Juraviel took note of some curious tracks crossing the soft ground in front of them—tracks so subtle that Brynn didn’t even notice them from horseback—he allowed the woman to move obliviously past the spot, then studied the trail more closely. Juraviel knew the tracks, had seen them many, many times during the days of the DemonWar, when he had traveled beside Nightbird and Jilseponie battling Bestesbulzibar’s minions. The tracks were like those of a human, a young human, perhaps. But those made by shod feet revealed a poorly crafted boot, and those made by bare feet showed a telltale flatness in the arch and a wide expanse at the toes narrowing almost to a point at the heels.

Goblins. Moving east and in no apparent hurry.

Juraviel looked up and studied the area, even going so far as to sniff the breeze, but then he smiled at himself and shook his head. The tracks were probably a day old, he knew. These goblins were likely long gone.

But he knew the direction.

To Brynn’s surprise, Juraviel announced that they had to turn to the east for a bit. She didn’t argue, of course, for he was her guide, and so with a shrug, she brought Diredusk in line behind the moving elf. When that day ended, the pair had put twenty miles behind them, but in truth, they were no closer to the steppes of To-gai than they had been the previous day, something that Brynn surely took note of.

“Are we to travel around the world, then?” she asked sarcastically after they had eaten their dinner of vegetable stew. “Perhaps that way, we can sneak up on the Chezru from behind.”

“The straight line is always the shortest distance, ’tis true,” the elf replied. “But it is not always the swiftest.”

“What does that mean? What have you seen up ahead?” Brynn got up and looked to the south. “Monsters?”

“There is no barrier looming to the south, but this road is better, I believe.”

Brynn stared hard at the cryptic elf for some time, but Juraviel went back to his eating and didn’t return the look. He wanted to keep the mystery, wanted to have Brynn off-balance and wondering. He didn’t want her to know what was coming, and likely coming the very next day.

Later on, when Brynn was asleep, Juraviel hopped, flew, and climbed up the tallest tree he could find and peered through the dark night to the east.

There was the campfire, as he had expected. It was a long way off, to be sure.

But the goblins, he believed, weren’t in any hurry.



BRYNN STARED THROUGH THE TANGLE of trees, sorting out the distinct and confusing lines until she was fully focused on the ugly little creatures beyond. They were diminutive—not as much so as the Touel’alfar, but smaller than Brynn. Their skin color ranged from gray to sickly yellow to putrid green, and hair grew in splotches about their heads, backs, and shoulders. Elongated teeth, misshapen noses, and sloping foreheads only added to the generally wretched mix. Brynn wasn’t close enough to smell the creatures, but she could well imagine that such an experience wouldn’t be pleasant.

She turned and looked up to Juraviel, who was sitting comfortably on a branch. “Goblins?” she asked, for though she had heard of the creatures during her stay with the elves, she had never actually seen one.

“The vermin are thick about these stretches,” Juraviel answered, “outside the borders of the human kingdoms.”

Brynn thought things over carefully, particularly their unexpected change in course of the previous day. “You knew they were here,” she reasoned. “You brought me here to see them. But why?”

Juraviel spent a long moment looking through the trees to the goblin group. Several of them were visible, and he suspected that more were about, probably out destroying something, a tree or an animal, just for the fun of it. “You do not know that I brought you here to see them,” he said.

Brynn chuckled at him. “But why?” she asked again.

Juraviel shrugged. “Perhaps it is merely a fortunate coincidence.”

“Fortunate?”

“It is good that you should view these creatures,” the elf explained. “A new experience to broaden your understanding of a world much larger than you can imagine.”

Brynn’s expression showed that she could accept that, but Juraviel added, “Or perhaps I feel it is my—our—duty to better the world wherever we may.”

Brynn looked at him curiously.

“They are goblins, after all.”

The woman’s expression didn’t change. “Goblins who seem not to be bothering anybody or anything.”

“Perhaps that is because there is no one or nothing about for them to bother at this moment,” Juraviel replied.

“Am I understanding your intent correctly?” the young ranger asked, turning back to survey the distant, undeniably peaceful scene of the small goblin camp. “Do you want us to attack this group?”

“Straight out? No,” Juraviel answered. “Of course not—there are too many goblins about for that to be wise. No, we must be more stealthy and cunning in our methods.”

When Brynn looked back to him, she wore an expression that combined curiosity, confusion, and outrage. “We could go around them and leave them in peace.”

“And fear forever after for the mischief they would cause.”

Brynn was shaking her head before Juraviel ever finished, but the elf pressed on dramatically. “For the families who would soon enough grieve for loved ones slain by the evil creatures. For the forests destroyed and desecrated, the animals senselessly slaughtered—not for food or clothing, but just for entertainment.”

“And if we murder this band, then we are no better than the goblins, by any measure,” Brynn declared, and she tilted her head back, her expression proud and idealistic. “Is it not our compassion that elevates us? Is it not our willingness to find peace and not battle, that makes us better than creatures such as this?”

“Would you be so generous if those were Yatol priests about that distant encampment?” the elf slyly asked.

“That is different.”

“Indeed,” came the obviously sarcastic reply.

“The Yatol priests chose their course—one that invites revenge from To-gai,” Brynn reasoned. “The goblins did not choose their heritage.”

“Thus you reason that every single Yatol priest took part in the atrocities perpetrated upon your people? Or are they all guilty for the sins of the few?”

“Every Yatol priest, every Chezru, follows a creed that leads to such conquest,” Brynn argued. “Thus every Yatol priest is an accomplice to the atrocities committed by those following their common creed!”

“The goblins have visited more grief upon the world than ever did the Yatol priests.”

“Being a part of that group, goblins, is not a conscious choice, but merely a consequence of parentage. Surely you of the Touel’alfar, who are so wise, can see the difference.”

Belli’mar Juraviel smiled widely at the compassionate young ranger’s reasoning, though he knew, from his perspective garnered through centuries of existence, that she was simply wrong. “Goblins are not akin to the other thinking and reasoning races,” he explained. “Perhaps their heritage is not their choice, but their actions are universally predictable and deplorable. Never have I seen, never have I heard of a single goblin who goes against the creed that is their culture and heritage. Not once in the annals of history has a goblin been known to step forward and deny the atrocities of its wretched kin. No, my innocent young charge, I’ll not suffer a goblin to live, and neither will you.”

Brynn winced at the direct edict, one that obviously did not sit well on her slender shoulders.

“I brought you here because there before us is a stain upon the land, a blight and a danger, and there before us is our duty, clear and obvious.”

Brynn glanced back as she heard the commanding, undebatable tone.

“We will search the forest about the encampment first,” Juraviel went on. “Thinning the herd as much as possible before going to an open battle.”

“Striking with stealth and from behind?” Brynn asked with clear sarcasm.

But her accusation, for that is what was obviously intended, was lost on Juraviel, who replied simply and with ultimate coldness, “Whatever works.”



LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, Brynn found herself crawling through the brush south of the goblin camp, for she and Juraviel had worked themselves around the location. The ranger moved with all the stealth the Touel’alfar had taught her, easing each part of her—elbow, knee, foot, and hand—down slowly, gradually shifting her weight and feeling keenly the turf below, taking care to crunch no old leaves and snap no dried twigs.

A dozen feet before her, a pair of goblins labored noisily, one of them breaking little limbs from the trees and tossing them back to its ugly companion, who was hard at work with a small stick and bow, trying to start a fire. Brynn and Juraviel had overheard a pair of the creatures a short way back, and Juraviel understood enough of the guttural language to relay to Brynn that the goblins were planning to set great fires to flush out easy kills.

Brynn paused as she considered that conversation, for she had argued against Juraviel’s clear implication that the goblin plans proved his point about the creatures’ temperament. Humans hunted, after all—the To-gai were particularly adept at it. Perhaps this was only a difference in method. Lying there, Brynn understood how weak her argument had been. The amount of kindling that was being piled and the sheer joy on the face of the goblin who intended to set the blaze told her that this was about much more than a simple hunt for food.

Still…

Juraviel had given Brynn his sword for this unpleasant business, though in her hands it was no more than a large and slender dagger. That would work better than her staff or bow for now, though, for this had to be done quickly and quietly. Especially quietly.

She continued forward another couple of feet, then a bit more. She could hear the creatures clearly, could smell them. With mud streaked about her face, and leaves and twigs strapped to her clothing, Brynn understood logically that she was somewhat camouflaged, but still she could hardly believe that the goblins hadn’t taken note of her yet!

The one bent over trying to start the fire yelped suddenly and started to stand. Its companion, closer to Brynn, looked to regard it, smiling stupidly, apparently thinking that the fire was starting to catch.

But there were only wisps of smoke, then the goblin, halfway upright, yelped again, and then again, and its companion’s expression shifted to curiosity.

And then Brynn was behind it, her hand coming around to clamp over its mouth, her dagger, Juraviel’s silverel sword, driving deep into the creature’s back, just to the side of the backbone, sinking deep to reach for the goblin’s heart. Brynn felt that keenly—so very keenly! She felt the flesh tearing, the varying pressures as the dagger slid through, and then felt an almost electrical shock, as if she had touched the very essence of the creature’s life force, the point of the weapon acting as a channel to let that life force flow freely from the goblin’s body.

The other goblin yelped again and fell over. Then it yelped—or tried to—yet again, and clutched at its throat.

The goblin in her arms went limp and she eased it to the ground, thinking that she should go and finish the other. It was a forced thought, though, for all that Brynn wanted to do at that horrible moment was fall to her knees and scream out in protest. She growled those feelings away and steadied herself for the necessary task at hand, pulling free the bloodied sword and considering her next kill. Belli’mar Juraviel was at the other goblin before her, though, standing over the creature, his small bow drawn back fully.

He put another arrow into the squirming goblin, then another. And then a third, and the creature seemed as if it would not die!

The next arrow drove through the side of its head. It gave a sudden, vicious spasm, and the light went out of the goblin’s eyes.

It was all Brynn could manage to keep tears flowing from her eyes, to keep from crying out in horror and revulsion, and pain.

So much pain.

Was this why she had trained as a ranger? Or was “ranger” even the proper word? Was it, perhaps, merely a cover for the true intention of her training, the true title she should drape across her shoulders: assassin?

“Come, and quickly,” Juraviel said to her, drawing her back from her inner conflict. Hardly thinking, she followed the elf along the circuitous route, until they happened upon another goblin, out collecting kindling.

It was dead before it even knew they were there.

The perimeter was secured then, and so the pair focused their attention on the encampment itself, where a band of more than a half dozen of the creatures milled about and sat around the smoldering embers of the previous night’s fire. They had a large, rusty pot sitting atop it, and every once in a while, one went over to it and ladled out some foul-looking stew.

“We could wait to see if others wander out alone,” Juraviel said to her. “Take them down one or two at a time.”

Brynn winced visibly at the thought, wanting all of this to be over as quickly as possible.

“The time for stealth is ended,” she said determinedly, and started to rise, intending to charge straight into the band.

Juraviel caught her by the arm and held her fast. “What is a To-gai-ru warrior’s greatest weapon?” he asked. “Even beyond courage and the bow?”

Brynn nodded and handed him his small sword, then turned about, understanding.

A few minutes later, the goblins in the encampment stood and looked curiously to the north, to the crashing and thumping echoing out of the forest.

Brynn Dharielle, astride Diredusk, came through the last line of brush with bow drawn. She took the goblin farthest to the right first, dropping it with hardly a squeak, then got her second arrow away, knocking a goblin away from the cooking pot, a bowlful of stew flying over it as it toppled backward.

A quick and fluid movement had the bow unstrung, and Brynn tucked it under her right arm like a lance as she guided Diredusk to a course right past a third, stunned creature. The goblin’s face exploded in a shower of blood, the sturdy darkfern bow smashing through. Brynn cut Diredusk hard to the left, the pony trampling the next goblin in line, then running down yet another as it tried to flee. Now Brynn swung the staff like a club, whistling it past another goblin’s face, a near miss that had the creature diving back to the ground.

By then, though, her momentum had played out. She reached the far end of the encampment, leaving three goblins standing, no longer surprised, and collecting their weapons. Where was Juraviel? Why hadn’t she heard the high-pitched twang of his small bow or the yelps of stuck goblins?

Brynn tugged hard on the reins, bringing her pony to a skidding stop and quick turn. She flanked around to the left, going to a half seat and bending low over Diredusk’s neck as the horse easily leaped a pair of logs set out as benches.

Brynn yanked him hard to the left as he landed, lining up a second run at the center of the camp. The three goblins, though, had wisely retreated to the fringes of the forest, using brush and trees for cover, and the only target she found was the goblin she had narrowly missed on her first pass, the creature stumbling as it tried to rise. Her aim was better this time, the swinging bow smacking it across the back of the head as she thundered past, launching the creature facefirst. It crashed against the cooking pot, knocking it over, then it tumbled down right onto the hot embers. How that goblin howled and thrashed! Its scraggly hair ignited, its skin burned and curled!

With movements so fast and so fluid that they defied the goblins’ comprehension, Brynn bent and strung her bow as she lifted her leg over the horse’s back, then set an arrow as she dropped from Diredusk into a charge.

She pegged the closest goblin right between the eyes, dropped into a roll to avoid a thrown spear from a second, set an arrow as she rolled, and came up firing.

Then there was one.

A flick of Brynn’s wrist had the bow unstrung as she charged.

The goblin, obviously unsure, obviously terrified, started to run. Then it changed its mind and turned, crude spear presented before it. It thrust out as Brynn came in, but the skilled ranger slapped the awkward attack aside and started forward for what looked like a quick victory.

Started forward, but stopped abruptly as the brush to the side parted and a second goblin burst through, charging at the ranger with a small and rusty dagger.

Brynn turned sidelong and started to bring her bow-staff to bear, but the first goblin came back in hard. The ranger adeptly changed the momentum of her weapon, grabbing it up high with her left hand, reversing the grip, then thrusting the staff right back to the side in an underhand movement, guiding it with her right hand, holding on with her left. The charging spear-wielder had its weapon back, trying to gain momentum for its thrust at that moment, and so there was nothing in place to block Brynn’s stab before the staff connected with the goblin’s face.

Brynn let her weapon drop then, confident that the goblin was out of the fight for a while at least. She wove her hands furiously before her to set a defense against the goblin with the knife. Her balanced and precise movements slowed the goblin just a bit, as it tried to find some hole in the sudden defense, and that was all Brynn needed. She sent her left hand out wide to the left and lifted her right hand up above her head, giving an apparent opening.

And the goblin dove into that hole, thinking to sink its knife into her chest.

Up snapped Brynn’s right foot, smacking the goblin’s lead arm out wide. She caught the back of the goblin’s wrist in her left hand and yanked it down, twisting to lock the creature’s elbow, its palm and Brynn’s facing upward. The ranger turned right inside the hold, then bringing her left arm over and around, then down under the caught arm, turned her back right before the goblin’s torso as she went. Brynn ignored the expected punch from the goblin’s free hand, keeping her momentum, locking her forearm under that trapped elbow, and yanking up, while throwing her weight farther out over that trapped hand and tugging down hard.

The goblin yelped in pain, though it still managed to throw a second punch into Brynn’s back.

It couldn’t maintain its hold on the dagger, though, as Brynn’s fingers worked the hand of the pained arm to force it free. As it fell, Brynn pulled straight out with her left hand, keeping the goblin off-balance, and released the arm from her right arm’s hold, stepping forward and snapping out her right hand to catch the dagger before it ever hit the ground. She flipped it over in a sudden reversal and, even as the goblin slugged her again, thrust out straight and hard behind her, planting the dagger deep into the goblin’s chest.

The goblin punched her yet again, but there was no strength in the blow. Brynn pumped her arm once and again, tearing up the goblin’s chest and guts, then turned hard and shoved the dying creature to the ground.

The goblin she had smacked in the face was up by then, but not charging. The creature had seen enough of this fighter, apparently, and started to run off into the forest.

Hardly even thinking of the movement, Brynn launched the dagger, hitting it in the back of the leg. The goblin howled and went down hard, then kicked and thrashed, trying to tug the dagger out, but in too much pain even to grasp it.

Now Brynn was thinking again, and watching every terrible movement. As much in horror as in pragmatism, she picked up her staff, rushed over, and smashed the goblin in the head.

It just yelled and thrashed even more.

Brynn hit it again and again, just wanting this nightmare to be over, just wanting the wretched thing to lie still.

A long while later, after what seemed like many, many minutes to Brynn, the goblin finally stopped its thrashing and its whining.

Brynn slumped to her knees. There were still goblins about, some hurt, others perhaps not so, but she couldn’t think of that right at that moment, couldn’t think of anything except for the dead creatures about her, the goblins she had killed, and brutally so. She fought against the tears and against the urge to throw up, trying hard to steady her breathing and her sensibilities. She reminded herself that danger was all about her, told herself that a goblin might be creeping up even then, ready to drive a spear into her back.

Brynn glanced over her shoulder at the unsettling thought, but all was quiet behind her. Even in the encampment, nothing seemed to be stirring, though she knew she had not killed all of the creatures back there in her initial charge. She noted Diredusk off to the side, standing calmly, tugging at some low brush, then lifting his head with a great haul of small branches and leaves in his munching mouth.

Brynn took up her bow and strung it, then pulled the dagger out of the dead goblin’s leg and set it into her belt. Fitting an arrow, she crept along a circuitous route, gradually working her way back in sight of the camp.

None of the goblins was moving. Belli’mar Juraviel walked about them, kicking at them, and when any showed signs of life, the elf bent down and slashed open its throat.

Brynn hated him at that moment. Profoundly. Why had he done this to her? Why had he taken her off the straight trail to the south and toward To-gai, only to slaughter these creatures?

It took the young ranger a few moments to realize how tightly she was gripping her bowstring about the set arrow, or the fact that she had inadvertently begun to pull back, just a bit, on the bow. She eased it to rest, then grabbed it up in one hand, clenching the bow at midshaft and wrapping one finger about the arrow to hold it steady. Then she determinedly, angrily, strode back into the encampment.

Juraviel looked up at her. “A bit sloppy,” he said. “Your first charge through was beautifully executed, efficient and to the point. But you spent far too long with the pair in the brush. Three of these were not dead, and two could have soon enough gathered their wits and strength enough to come in at you. What would you have done if I had not been here to clean up?”

His voice trailed away at the end, his expression showing Brynn that she was correctly conveying her outrage with her steely look.

“Is there a problem?” the elf asked, his condescending tone alone telling Brynn that he knew well enough what was bothering her.

“Was there a purpose?”

“Need I give you another lecture about the wretchedness of goblins? How many examples should I provide you to settle your guilt, young ranger? Should I tell you about the forests they have burned to the ground, about the human settlements they have raided, slaughtering even the children, and eating more than a few? Should I recount for you again the great DemonWar and point out the hundreds of instances of misery the goblins perpetrated upon the land and upon the humans in that dark time?”

“Raided human settlements,” Brynn echoed, looking about sarcastically.

“Yes, and took pleasure in every kill.”

“As did you!” Brynn knew that she was moving over the line even as the words left her mouth.

“Not so,” Juraviel answered quietly and calmly, seeming to take no offense. “I—we—did as we had to do. With expediency and efficiency. Without true malice, and with actions spawned from pragmatism. Did I enjoy the killing? Not really. But I take heart in knowing that our actions here just made the entire world a bit brighter and a bit safer.”

“And seasoned your ranger a bit more.” There was no mistaking the heavy sarcasm and anger in her tone.

“And that, yes,” the elf answered, unperturbed.

Brynn quivered on the verge of an explosion. “And do rangers often gain their first battle experience against goblins?” she asked. “Is that where they draw first blood, where they first can enjoy the sweet smell of death?”

“Goblins or rabid animals, likely,” the elf was quick to respond, and still he seemed completely unshaken. “Though it could be argued that they are much one and the same.”

His tone as much as his words only brought even more tension into poor Brynn, and she wanted to scream out in protest at that moment more than she ever had since the murder of her parents.

“As worthy an enemy as can be found, if not so worthy as an opponent,” Juraviel went on.

Brynn turned away and squeezed her eyes shut tightly, then opened them and stared off into the forest. She felt Juraviel’s gentle hand upon the small of her back.

“How steep are the mountains you must climb if you cannot scale this tiny hillock?”

“I did not leave Andur’Blough Inninness to become a murderess,” Brynn answered through her gritted teeth.

“You left Andur’Blough Inninness to begin a war,” Juraviel reminded, with even more intensity. “Do you think that your revolution will be bloodless?”

“That is different.”

“Because the Chezru are deserving?”

Brynn, her eyes narrowed, turned to face him directly, and said with an air of confidence, “Yes.”

“And only the deserving Chezru will die?”

“Many of my people will die, but they will do so willingly, if their sacrifice helps to free To-gai!”

“And many innocents will die,” the elf pointed out. “Children too young to understand what is happening. The infirm. Women on both sides will be raped and slaughtered.”

Brynn worked hard to hold firm her gaze, but she did wince.

“War is not fought along clear lines, Brynn. The Yatols at war will call upon the fierce Chezhou-Lei warriors, and they, by reputation, will not suffer any of the enemy race to live. And will your own people be more generous? How many of the To-gai-ru have suffered horrible tragedies under the press of the Yatols? When you press into Behren, as surely you must if you are to force the people of the sand kingdom truly to allow you your freedom, you will overtake Behrenese villages, full of people who know nothing of To-gai and the plight of the To-gai-ru. But will not some of your own warriors take revenge on those innocents for the wrongs of the Yatol occupation?”

Brynn didn’t relent in her stoic gaze. She could not, at that moment of dark epiphany. But she heard well Belli’mar Juraviel’s every word, and knew in her heart, if her head would not yet admit it, that he was correct.






CHAPTER 2 THE BLOOD OF CENTURIES


YAKIM DOUAN, CHEZRU CHIEFTAIN OF all Behren, opened his eyes on this, the 308,797th day of his life.

The sun looked the same, peeking into his bedroom window. The springtime air, laced with the scents of flowers and spices and pungent camels, felt the same as it always had.

Yakim Douan smiled at that thought, for he liked it this way, too much ever to let it go. He groaned a bit as he rolled off his bed—a hammock, as was customary in the city of Jacintha, where the aggressive and deadly brown-ringed scorpions often crawled into the padded bedding of mattresses or straw. Slowly the old man straightened, cursing the sharp pain in both his knees and the way his back always seemed to lock up after a long night’s sleep.

His room was beautifully adorned, with all the trappings one would expect for the most powerful and the richest man south of the Belt-and-Buckle—and arguably north of it, as well. Wondrous tapestries lined the walls, their rich colors capturing the morning light, their intricate designs drawing in Yakim Douan’s gaze and holding it there. How long had he been studying those same images? Depictions of war and of the human form, of beauty and of tragedy? And still, they seemed as fresh and inspiring to him as they had when first he had gazed upon them.

Thick woven rugs felt good on his bare feet. He stretched and widened his toes, taking it in fully, then made his creaking way across the large room to the decorated washbasin, all of shining white-and-pink marble, with a golden-framed mirror hanging above it. The Chezru Chieftain splashed cold water onto his old and wrinkled face and stared hard into the mirror, lamenting the way age had ravaged him. He saw his gray eyes and hated them most of all, and wished he had known their color before he had chosen this corporeal coil as his own.

Blue eyes next time, he hoped. But, of course, some things were quite beyond his control.

His current set of orbs was quite telling to him. Never did they seem white about the pupils anymore, just a dull yellowish hue. His body was sixty-two years old, and he had hated every minute of the last decade. Oh, of course he could have any luxuries he wanted. He kept a harem of beautiful young women at his beck and call, and should he desire a plaything, he could bring in any other woman he chose, even if she was already married. He was the Chezru Chieftain, the God-Voice of Behren. With a word he could have a person burned at the stake, or order one of his subjects to take his own life, and the idiot would unquestioningly comply.

All the world was Yakim Douan’s to take, and so he did, over and over again.

A soft, polite knock on his door turned the old Chezru from the mirror. “Enter,” he said, knowing full well that it was Merwan Ma, his personal attendant.

“Your pardon, Great One,” Merwan Ma said, peeking his head around the door. He was a handsome young man in his early twenties, with short, black, tightly curled hair, and large black eyes that seemed all the darker because they were set in pools of white, pure white, with no veins and no yellow discoloration at all. The eyes of a child, Yakim thought, every time he looked upon them. Merwan Ma’s face was boyish as well, with hardly a shadow of hair, and his nose and lips were somewhat thin, which only made his eyes seem all the larger. “Shall I have your breakfast brought to you up here, or do you prefer a litter to take you to the Room of Morning Sun?”

Yakim Douan suppressed his chuckle. He heard these same words every morning—every single morning! Without fail, without the slightest deviation. Exactly as he had ordered them spoken fifty-two years and seven personal attendants ago.

“God-Voice?” Merwan Ma asked.

A telling question, Yakim Douan realized, for the younger man had spoken out of turn, without prompting and without permission. The Chezru Chieftain glared at the attendant, and Merwan Ma shrank back, nearly disappearing behind the door.

Yes, Yakim could still keep the overly curious young man in line, and with just a look. That, and the fact that he honestly liked Merwan Ma, was the only reason Yakim kept this one around. While one would normally expect intelligence to be a prized attribute for a personal attendant, Yakim Douan usually went out of his way to avoid that particular strength. The Chezru Chieftain was safer by far if those closest to him were somewhat dim-witted. Unfortunately for Yakim, though, by the time he had realized Merwan Ma’s brightness, he was already enamored of the young man, who had been only sixteen when he had begun to serve. Even after he had come to understand Merwan Ma’s intellect and curiosity, Yakim had kept him on, and now, with the day of his death approaching, he was glad that he had. Merwan Ma was bright and inquisitive, but he was also fiercely loyal and pious, dedicated enough to Yatol to rise into the priesthood. When Merwan Ma called Yakim “God-Voice,” he honestly believed the title to be literal.

“Come in,” the Chezru Chieftain bade the attendant.

Merwan Ma came around the door, standing straight. He was tall, well over six feet, and lean, as were most of the people of Behren, where it was hot all the time and extra pounds and layers of fat did not sit well. He’d seem even taller if he ascended to the priesthood, Yakim realized, for then he’d grow his hair up high, as was the custom for Yatols.

Yakim nearly chuckled again as he considered the fact that his attendant was not a Yatol priest. For centuries, the Chezru Chieftain had been attended only by Yatol priests; for centuries, none but Yatol priests were even allowed to speak to the God-Voice. But Yakim Douan had changed that nearly four hundred years before, after one almost disastrous transformation when several of his attending Yatols had decided to make a try for the principal Chezru title themselves, claiming that the new God-Voice could not be found, despite the fact that they had a two-year-old in hand who could fully recite the Codex of the Prophet.

Luck alone had allowed Yakim Douan to continue his reign in that instance, and so when he had risen to Consciousness at the tender age of ten, one of his first edicts was to change the strata at Chom Deiru, the Chezru Palace, putting those whose power was closest to the Chezru Chieftain out of the loop, removing personal ambition from the formula in times of Transcendence.

“The Room of the Morning Sun is prepared for breakfast?” Yakim asked.

“Yes, God-Voice.” Merwan Ma was careful to avert his eyes as he spoke. “But you have risen late this day and I fear that the room is already heated beyond comfort.”

“Yes… well, then have my food delivered here.”

“Yes, God-Voice.” Merwan Ma bowed quickly and turned to leave, but Yakim called out after him.

“Have a second meal delivered, as well. You will dine with me this morning, I think. We have things that we should discuss.”

“Yes, God-Voice.”

Merwan Ma hustled out, and Yakim Douan nodded knowingly at the tremor in his last answer. Merwan Ma had always enjoyed sitting with Yakim—the two had become friends of a sort, a mentor-student relationship—but Merwan Ma knew now the reason for the invitation. Yakim wanted to speak with him about Transcendence again, about the Chezru Chieftain’s impending death and the duties that Merwan Ma must carry out perfectly during the time that would follow, the Beheading, it was called, a period when the Yatol Church would be without an official leader, when the Yatol priests would rule by consensus and were bound to make only little changes in standing policy.

Yakim Douan was glad that his talks about the time of Transcendence so unsettled Merwan Ma. That revealed the young attendant’s love for his Chezru master, and that love, Yakim believed, would help to carry them both through the vulnerable few years they must face between Yakim’s death and his subsequent ascension.

Merwan Ma returned a short while later, along with several younger attendants, all bearing trays of fruits and seasoned cakes, plates and fabulous utensils, and pitchers filled with many different types of juice. They quickly set the table at the northern window in the circular chamber, the one affording a spectacular view of the Belt-and-Buckle Mountains, towering black stone and white snowy peaks. The Belt-and-Buckle was the most imposing range in the known world, with few passes, and even those full of danger, rockslides and avalanches, great bears and cats and other monsters more dangerous by far. The view of the range from Yakim Douan’s palace displayed that awesome power in all its glory. That view, with the sun splayed on the eastern slopes and shining on the white caps, and with the dark shadows looming behind every jag, was considered quite spiritual by most who looked upon it. For the Yatols in particular, it held a reminder that there was a greater power than any they might witness in the domain of humankind. It was a spiritual and humbling view—humbling even to immortal Yakim Douan.

When the pair sat down, the attendants hustled all about, pouring juice and serving the food, but Yakim Douan waved them away and ordered them out of the room. A couple of them hesitated, staring at the Chezru Chieftain with confusion, even disbelief, for they customarily served throughout the meal.

“We are capable of pouring our own drinks,” Yakim Douan assured them. “And of cutting our own fruit. Now be gone.” He ended by waving his hands at them, and they skittered away.

He looked back to Merwan Ma, smiling, and noted that the young man seemed to want to say something.

“You will speak openly at this meal,” he instructed, and Merwan Ma shifted uncomfortably.

Yakim went quiet then, but didn’t begin eating. He just sat there staring at his attendant, his expression prompting the young man to speak out.

“You wish to discuss your death again, God-Voice. I am not fond of this topic.”

“Everyone must die, my young friend,” said Yakim, and he smiled inwardly at the irony of the statement.

“But you are still a young man,” Merwan Ma blurted, and he lowered his eyes immediately upon saying the words, as if he believed that, despite Yakim’s claim, he had overstepped the bounds of propriety.

“In my bones, I feel the weight, the wrath, of every year and every morning,” Yakim replied with a warm smile, and he put his hand on Merwan Ma’s forearm, comforting the younger man.

“But God-Voice, you seem as if you are surrendering to age without a fight.”

“Do you believe in the Revelation of Yatol?” the Chezru Chieftain said suddenly, sternly, reminding the student of who he was, of his—of their—supposed purpose in life. The Revelation of Yatol was the binding force of the Yatol religion, a promise of eternal life on the Cloud of Chez, a place of Paradise. All of the rituals and practices, all of the codes of behavior that governed the Yatol religion were based upon that promise.

“Of course, God-Voice!” Merwan Ma retorted, blurting the response with surprise and horror.

“I am not accusing you, my son,” said the Chezru Chieftain. “I am merely reminding you. If we are to believe in the Revelation of Yatol, then we should accept the onset of death with open arms, confident that we have lived a life worthy of the Cloud of Chez. Am I to be sad, then, to think that Paradise is soon to be my home?”

“But we do not ask for death, God-Voice—”

“I know, however, when death begins to ask for me,” Yakim Douan interrupted. “This is part of my station, to understand when death approaches so that those around me—so that you, Merwan Ma—can begin their preparations for the search for the new God-Voice. Do you understand?”

Merwan Ma lowered his eyes. “I am afraid, God-Voice,” he said.

“You will not fail.”

“But how will I know?” asked the young attendant, looking up suddenly at the Chezru Chieftain. “How can I be sure that I will select the correct replacement? It is a terrible burden, God-Voice. I fear that I am not worthy to bear it.”

“You are,” Yakim Douan said, laughing. “The child will be obvious to you, I assure you. When I was selected, I was reciting the entire Fourth Book of Prophecy.”

“But could not a mother so teach her young child, if she wished him to ascend?”

“I had not yet seen my second birthday!” said a laughing Yakim. “And I could answer any question put to me by the Yatol Council. Do you doubt that they chose correctly?”

Merwan Ma blanched.

“It is not an accusation, my young friend,” said Yakim. “It is merely a reassurance to you that you will know. Your predecessor voiced similar concerns… so I have heard,” the Chezru Chieftain quickly added, for how could he have firsthand knowledge of what Merwan Ma’s predecessor might or might not have said?

“Even so, God-Voice,” the obviously nervous Merwan Ma continued. “Once the child is found—”

“Then your duties are clear and with many recorded precedents,” Yakim Douan interrupted. “And those duties are minimal, do not doubt. You will watch over the child and see that he is well cared for through the early years of his life. Not so difficult a job, I would say.”

“But what of his training? Who will tutor the new God-Voice in the ways of Yatol?”

Yakim Douan was laughing before Merwan ever finished. “He will tutor you, if you so desire! Do you not understand? The child will be born with full consciousness, and full understanding of all that is Yatol.

“Do you doubt?” the Chezru Chieftain asked into Merwan Ma’s scrunched-up face. “Of course you do!” Yakim added to alleviate the tension before it could ever really begin. “Because you have not witnessed the miracle of Transcendence. I have, firsthand! I remember those early days well, and I needed no tutoring. I needed nothing, just the climb to Consciousness, and by that time, I understood everything about our beloved Chezru, both good and bad, better than any of those around me. Fear not, my young friend. Your time of indenture in the house of the Chezru Chieftain is to end in scarcely more than a decade, it would seem.”

If those words were of any comfort at all to Merwan Ma, he didn’t show it; in fact, his expression revealed just the opposite.

“You know this to be true,” Yakim prompted.

“As with your anticipated death, it is not a subject I am comfortable discussing, God-Voice.”

“Ah,” Yakim answered with a great laugh, and again he patted the young attendant’s arm. “You are to serve me, and then to see the next God-Voice to Consciousness, and then you are freed of all responsibility to the Chezru. That is the way it has always been, and the way it must continue to be.”

“All that I love—”

“That does not preclude you from joining Chezru more formally,” Yakim went on. “In truth, I would be sorely disappointed if you do not pursue your calling to piety. You will make a fine Yatol, my friend, and as such, will prove a valuable asset to the next Chezru Chieftain. Why, I have already penned a long letter to my successor and to the Yatol Council expressing my beliefs in your potential.”

That seemed to calm Merwan Ma considerably, and he blushed with embarrassment and lowered his eyes.

Just the effect Yakim Douan had hoped for. He truly liked the young man, and would indeed miss him when he came to Consciousness in the next incarnation. But on this point of ritual, Yakim had to hold fast. He couldn’t take the chance of keeping one as bright as Merwan Ma around for too long.

Familiarity might bring danger.



MERWAN MA MADE HIS WAY through the great columned hallways of the airy palace. The whole of the place was made of stone, mostly marble, pink and white and the subtle pale yellow of Cosinnida marble from the south. The many columns, ridged and decorated, were of the type that came from the northwest, from the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle near the borderland of Behren and To-gai. This stone was the brightest white of all, but streaked with red veins throughout, so much so that it appeared to Merwan Ma as if red vines grew all along the columns. He could almost envision large grapes hanging from the vine, ready to be plucked and savored.

Merwan Ma’s sandals were leather, and not hard-soled, but his footfalls echoed along the vast chambers of the palace, where every ceiling was delicately arched to catch the sound and roll it about. The young attendant often lost himself on walks such as this, wandering the great ways past the inspiring tapestries and the amazing mosaics tiled on the great floors. On such jaunts, he felt alone in the vast universe, and yet at one with it, as well.

He needed that now, that comfort that he was part of something larger than himself, larger than human flesh. His master had done it again, another conversation about the God-Voice’s impending death. How could the Chezru Chieftain be so calm about that? How could he speak in such commonsensical terms about the end of his life?

Merwan Ma gave a great exhale, thoroughly jealous of his master, of any man who could be so at ease with mortality. Merwan Ma was a dedicated and pious Shepherd, a rank above the common Chezru folk but a rank below the Yatols. He prayed every day, and followed every ritual and precept of the religion. He believed in an afterlife, in a reward for his good behavior. Truly he did. And yet, how pale his convictions seemed next to the supreme calm held by Yakim Douan!

Perhaps he would come to such a place of tranquillity as he aged, Merwan Ma hoped. Perhaps he would find a day when he could so easily accept the inevitability of his own death, when he could be so confident that one journey was ending only so that another journey could begin.

“No,” he said aloud, and he fell to his knees briefly and pressed his palms against his eyes, prostrating himself on the floor, an expression of submission, obedience, and repentance for his last thought. He could never find a place as content as that of the God-Voice! He could never come to understand the mysteries of life and death as the Chezru Chieftain, and he alone, obviously understood! Not in this life, at least. Perhaps enlightenment awaited him on the other side of that darkest of doors.

With another deep breath, Merwan Ma pulled himself up from the floor and resumed his journey. He was late, he knew, and the others were likely already gathered about the sacred chalice, the Chezru Goblet, in the Room of Forever. Mado Wadon, the overseeing Yatol, had probably already prepared the sacrificial knife, filling its hollowed hilt with the oils of preservation. But certainly, without Merwan Ma there, the others had not begun the bleeding.



YAKIM DOUAN CONTINUED TO ENJOY his meal at the northern window, staring out at the towering majestic peaks. He knew what was going on in the Room of Forever, and he knew well the ultimate danger to him and to his secrets whenever the seven gathered for the ritual. But the centuries had taken the edge from the Chezru Chieftain concerning this anxiety. He had watched the bleeding closely all those early years, centuries before when he had instituted the ritual.

No, not instituted it, but merely altered it to cover his secret. Since the beginning of Yatol, the selected group had kept the sacred Chezru Goblet filled with their blood, standing in a circle about it and taking turns slicing their wrists until the deep and wide chalice was full to the appointed line. That ritual of blood-brotherhood and the resultant pool of blood had proven to be a wonderful binding force for Yakim Douan, for embedded in the base of that sacred chalice was a single gemstone, a powerful hematite. When Yakim added his own blood to the pool, every week immediately following the bleeding ritual, he somehow created a bond to that embedded hematite that he had learned to exploit from a great distance, from the other side of the palace, even. That was important to Yakim, not because he often utilized the hematite, but because he understood that if a sudden tragedy should befall him—the dagger of a rival, perhaps—he would be able to establish enough of a connection to the hematite to free his spirit from his dying corporeal form.

The only real danger to Yakim, then, came during the process of changing the blood pool, for though all of the attending bleeders would be blindfolded and instructed, strictly so, never to glance into the chalice, one look with the blood level low might be enough to arouse great suspicions. For the Yatols were not fond of gemstones, magical or not, and to see one embedded in their most-prized religious symbol, the Chezru Goblet itself, would strike a sour note in the heart of any true Yatol. Gemstones were the province of the hated Abellicans to the north, the source of Abellican magical powers, and for centuries, since before Yakim Douan’s first ascension even, the Yatol priests had denounced the enchanted stones as instruments for channeling demon magic.

Seeing a gemstone—and a hematite, a soul stone, at that!—embedded in the base of that deep chalice would bring about questions that Yakim Douan did not want to answer.

But the Chezru Chieftain held all confidence that it would not come to that. In all the nearly eight hundred years he had been secretly using the magical hematite, the blood level in the chalice had only dropped to a revealing level once, when a young Yatol priest had inadvertently tripped and spilled the contents.

That unfortunate Yatol, so flustered, so horrified by what he had done, hadn’t even paused long enough to consider the ramifications of what he had seen. He had only stammered apology after apology when Yakim Douan had come upon him, to find him kneeling on the bloody floor and crying, his head in his hands. He had begged forgiveness from the God-Voice, even as Yakim’s knife had reached for his unprotected, undefended throat.

That one had died confused.

Yakim Douan shuddered at the memory of that awful day. He had never wanted to kill the man, but so much had been at stake. How could he jeopardize his own theoretical immortality, centuries of life, against the few decades the poor fool might have remaining?

To Yakim all these years later, it had been pragmatism, and not hatred and not any evil lust for power, that had guided his dagger hand that fateful day.

Yakim Douan couldn’t even remember the clumsy Yatol’s name. Nor could anyone else.



MERWAN MA STOOD PERFECTLY STILL, chanting softly the intonation of sacrifice, his voice blending beautifully with the others standing in a circle about the small table that held the Chezru Goblet. The young attendant held his left hand out across his chest and to the right side, ready to take the knife, while his right arm was out before him, his forearm resting on a padded shelf, his wrist dangling above the sacred vessel.

He was blindfolded, as were the others. In fact, Merwan Ma, as principal attendant to the Chezru Chieftain, had been the only one to enter this holy room with his eyes open, guiding the others to their respective positions. Then, with a prayer, Merwan Ma had taken his place and reached below the table and turned the lever. He had watched the red fluid level slowly dropping as he had applied his own blindfold.

That lever and release under the table was counterweighted, designed to slow the flow and then close altogether as the blood in the bowl drained. This group would not replace all of the liquid, but only about three-quarters. A bell sounded as the lever closed, the signal for the sacrifice to begin. And so it had, with the chanting. The man immediately to Merwan Ma’s left took up the treated knife, reached forward, and cut his right wrist, then counted out the appropriate time, in cadence with the verse of the common chant, as his lifeblood dribbled down into the chalice. When the verse ended, the man passed the blade to the man on his left and the process was repeated.

And so on, until the knife came full circle, back to Merwan Ma. The attendant, his right wrist crisscrossed with lines and lines of scarring, finished his duty stoically and efficiently, then reverently placed the blade back on the table.

As the song finished, Merwan Ma lifted the blindfold off of his head and looked down at their work. Some blood had spattered outside of the great goblet, as usual, and the level wasn’t as high as it should have been, though it was well within the marks of tolerance inside the chalice. Had it not been, then the sacrifice would have been declared void and one of the men gathered about the table would have been killed and replaced, with only the attending Yatol and Merwan Ma exempt from that fate.

But the sacrifice was acceptable, the level of red fluid more than sufficient to hold the sacred goblet until the month had passed and the next sacrifice ensued.

Merwan Ma nodded at the handiwork—he’d have to come back in later and clean up the sacred vessel, of course, but other than that, the duty was done. With perfect precision wrought of months and months of practice, he took up the hand of the man on his left and led the group, joined as one line, out of the room.

In the anteroom, as soon as the door was closed, the others pulled off their blindfolds and tightened the bandages on their wrists, congratulating each other on a job well done.

The exception, as usual, was the one Yatol in attendance. The older man looked to his wrist first, securing the bandage, but then, as he did after every sacrifice, he glanced at Merwan Ma.

The attendant saw little fondness in that look. Many of the Yatols were not fond of him, allowing their own jealousies to overcome their dedication to their religion and their god. He was not a Yatol, after all, not a priest, and yet, when the Chezru Chieftain went to his reward, Merwan Ma would, in all practicality, become the most powerful man in all of the Chezru domain. He would be the initial selector of the new God-Voice, and would have full voice at the ensuing council of confirmation. He would then oversee the early years of the chosen child’s life, and while he would then have no voice in Yatol formal policy, it would be his voice most often heard in the next chosen God-Voice’s ear.

Some of the Yatols were not pleased at this arrangement. Merwan Ma had even overheard a pair of particularly obnoxious priests mumbling that in times long past, a Yatol, the highest ranking of the order below the Chezru Chieftain, had served as attendant, and not a mere Shepherd.

Merwan Ma took it all in stride. He had been selected, for whatever reason, and his duty was clear and straightforward. He could not allow petty human frailties and emotions to deter him from his duty. His calling was to God, through the words and edicts of the God-Voice, his beloved Chezru Chieftain. It was not his place to question, nor—he reminded himself then and there—was it his place to accept or internalize the expression the attending Yatol was now sending his way. That look reflected that man’s weakness, and it was not a weakness that Merwan Ma meant to share.

He ushered the group out of the anteroom, then went back into the sacred room, consecrated cloth in hand, and reverently wiped clean the sides of the Chezru Goblet, satisfied that the sacrifice of blood that day would secure the goblet and the health of the church for the next month.






CHAPTER 3 WALKING WITH PURPOSE


BRYNN AND JURAVIEL RODE IN virtual silence for many days after their fight with the goblin band. Despite Juraviel’s cutting words and sound reasoning, Brynn could not let go of her anger toward the elf for what he had done to her, for what he had forced from her. For he had made her kill, had taken her out of their way so that she could feel her blade sinking deep into the heart of an enemy, so that she could smell spilled blood and see the stains, so that she could witness death at her own hands, horrible in a way that she had never known. Brynn Dharielle had witnessed much death in her early years in To-gai, after the coming of the Behrenese. She had witnessed the murder of her parents—from afar, but close enough to hear the screams. Nothing could be more terrible than that!

But this last experience was troubling and horrible in a different way. This time she had been forced into the role of assassin, and the smell of blood and the screams had come to her of her own doing, and with a sizable amount of guilt attached.

Belli’mar Juraviel had done that to her, and his justifications rang hollow in Brynn’s ears as the pair made their way along the southern trails. For more than a week, they went about their duties with hardly a word exchanged. They each knew what was expected of them, in setting the camp and preparing the meals, and in keeping watch throughout the night. Every now and then, Juraviel would offer a friendly comment, but Brynn usually just deflected it with a grunt or a halfhearted chuckle.

Things began to warm again between them the second week. When Juraviel offered a sarcastic or teasing comment Brynn started to give him back one of her own, and by the end of the second week, the pair had even traded exchanges longer than single sentences.

“The Belt-and-Buckle,” Juraviel said to her near the end of the third week after the goblin fight, when Brynn walked Diredusk up beside him. They stood atop a ridge that had sloped up gradually from the forest, but dropped off dramatically before them. Below, the forest spread wide and thick, and, far to the south, they could see the jagged outline of distant mountains.

Far distant, and Juraviel was quick to dampen the brightened look that came over the woman. “Do not be deceived. The mountains of that range are more huge than anything you can imagine.”

“I came through them once,” Brynn reminded. “And I walked their southern slopes.”

“When you were a child, so many years ago that you hardly remember the truth of their scope.”

“I saw them every day when I was a child, and from much closer than this vantage point!”

“Indeed,” Juraviel replied. “Much, much closer. We can see them, and each day they will seem a little taller. But just a little, and by the time we actually reach them, they will tower so high above us that they will block out the sun itself. Our road is far from finished.”

Brynn looked down at the elf, who stood staring to the south. To her surprise, her irritation at Juraviel’s words could not take hold. No, Brynn appreciated Juraviel at that moment, more so perhaps than she had since their departure from Andur’Blough Inninness. Only then and there, standing with their goal somewhat in sight and yet still so far away, did Brynn truly understand the sacrifice that her mentor, her friend, was making for her. He was giving up months and months, years even, away from his home and kin, and for what? For no personal gain that Brynn could see, however much Lady Dasslerond preferred the To-gai-ru over the Behrenese. When Juraviel returned home to Andur’Blough Inninness, if he managed to stay alive throughout the war and return home, the daily routines, the daily joys and sorrows of his existence would not be dependent upon whether or not Brynn had prevailed in To-gai. What did it truly matter to Juraviel and the Touel’alfar whether the To-gai-ru or the Behrenese ruled the windy steppes of that far-distant land?

And yet, here he was, uncomplaining, traveling beside her, leading her to her destiny.

Brynn stooped a bit and draped her arm across Juraviel’s small shoulders. He turned a curious expression toward her, and she smiled in response and kissed him on the cheek, and then, when he returned her smile, she nodded, silently conveying her appreciation, silently explaining to him—and she knew that he understood—that she at last understood and appreciated that she could not possibly make this journey without him.

That was the truth that Brynn Dharielle realized, standing there on that warm afternoon, the southern breezes blowing through her dark, silken hair. And as she had grown on that day of her dark epiphany, when she had learned what it was to kill, so she believed that she had grown even more this day, the day of her second epiphany, the next stage of her maturation along the road to her destiny.

A good leader understood her enemies.

A better leader understood, and appreciated, her allies.



THE DAYS BLENDED TOGETHER, BUT with each dawn Brynn noted that the mountains did indeed seem taller, if only just a bit. She tried to put it out of her mind, for she was becoming as anxious as if those mountains were not just the landmark that would lead into her land, but marked the very steppes of To-gai itself.

One day on the road, with Brynn leaning forward eagerly, her body language speaking clearly to the fact that she believed her final goal was already in sight, and almost in hand, Belli’mar Juraviel threw a bit of cold water over her.

“It is good that we make the foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle before midsummer,” he said casually. “For then we have a chance, at least, of finding our way through the divide before the winter snows begin.”

Brynn’s expression as she turned to regard him was one of curiosity and confusion.

“For winter will come early up in those high passes,” Juraviel explained. “Oh, down here, amidst the trees and this far south, I doubt the snows ever pile very deep, or indeed, if it ever snows at all. But note that the caps of the mountains are still encased in snow, though summer nears its midpoint. I suspect that we will not have to climb very high, and not very late into the winter season, before we find the passes fully blocked.

“Of course, that is assuming that we even find a pass,” he finished grimly.

That last sentence had Brynn’s eyes widening tellingly. “You do not know the way through?” she asked, almost with a gasp. “But you were there—or your people were—barely a decade ago! When you rescued me from the Chezru! Surely the Touel’alfar have not forgotten the way already!”

“Lady Dasslerond was the one who rescued you,” Juraviel explained. “She has ways, with her gemstones, to travel great distances quickly. When she had you in tow, though you remember it not, she and her attendants lulled you to sleep, then used the power of the emerald stone to turn a hundred miles into a short walk.”

“Then why didn’t Dasslerond do the same thing now?” Brynn demanded. “We could have saved weeks of travel! And the mountains would be no barrier, while you sit there telling me that we might not even be able to get through them!”

“The road is preparation for the trials at its end.”

Brynn snorted, obviously not impressed with that argument. “And what do we do if we cannot find a way through the mountains? Do we sit in their shadows and share dreams that we know cannot come true? Do we turn back for Caer’alfar and beg Lady Dasslerond to do that which she should have done before?”

That last statement brought a glare of disapproval that reminded the young ranger that there were boundaries concerning the Touel’alfar she should not cross.

She pressed on anyway, but in more reserved tones, trying to justify her outrage. “My people are enslaved. Every day that we tarry is another day of misery for the To-gai-ru. The revolution could be taking place by now.”

Belli’mar Juraviel chuckled and shook his head, and Brynn, thinking that she was being mocked, narrowed her brown eyes.

“If Lady Dasslerond had summoned the power of the emerald and placed you within a To-gai-ru village enclave, do you believe that you would have stepped forward and simply taken control?” the elf asked. “By what declaration would you have been named as hero and leader?”

“By the same declaration I must use, I suppose, when at last we arrive in To-gai,” came the sarcastic response, and Brynn added under her breath, “If we ever arrive in To-gai.”

“If we find no way over the mountains, then we shall turn east along the foothills, all the way to the coast, to the city of Entel, where we will secure passage to Jacintha easily enough.”

Brynn knew the name of the second city, Jacintha, and understood the extent of the hike.

“Jacintha,” Juraviel said again. “The seat of Behrenese power. The home of the Chezru Chieftain who rules the Yatols.”

Predictably, Brynn’s expression became one of intense anger.

“You are worldly in many ways,” Juraviel said to her. “And yet, in many others, you know so little of the wide world. Perhaps that is our fault, but we are, by need, a reclusive people. So, instead of begrudging the delays in returning to To-gai, consider this journey, and the one far to the east that we might well have to make, as a continuation of your training, as preparation for the trials you will soon enough face.”

Brynn stared at Juraviel long and hard, but she had heard the words clearly, and could accept that explanation to some degree. She reminded herself that the Touel’alfar had rescued her from a life of certain slavery, an existence that would never have led to the possibilities spread wide before her. She reminded herself that the Touel’alfar had trained her in the arts she would need to make an attempt to lead her people. In light of all that history and training and friendship, Brynn suddenly felt very foolish indeed for so severely questioning Belli’mar Juraviel!

She looked down and gave a self-deprecating chuckle, then said, “Perhaps I have spent too much time in the company of Aydrian.”

She glanced back up as she finished and saw that her words had indeed brought a smile to the elf’s fair face.

“Aydrian will find his own way in the world, I doubt not,” Juraviel replied. “But his temperament would never have proven suitable to the task you have at hand. You are a warrior, but foremost you are a diplomat, a leader with words above the sword, an inspiration through courage and…” The elf paused, raising a finger into the air to signify the importance of his point. “An inspiration through wisdom. Without the second quality, you will lead your people into nothing but disaster. It will take more than force to pry To-gai from the grasp of Behren, my young friend. It will take unparalleled courage and cunning, and will take a leader so elevated that her people will die for her willingly, gratefully. Do you fully appreciate the gravity of that position?”

Brynn suddenly found it hard to draw breath.

“Do you truly understand that you will one day order your warriors into battle, knowing that many of them will die on the field?”

Breathing didn’t get any easier.

“Do you truly understand that you may have to turn your army aside, knowing full well that in doing so you will leave a To-gai-ru village unprotected, and that the Behrenese will likely take out their anger against your insurrection on that unprotected village? Perhaps your actions will lead to more children watching their parents die—or even more horrifying, will lead to some parents watching their children die. Are you ready to take that responsibility, Brynn Dharielle?”

She stood there, trembling, unblinking.

“Is the potential cost worth the gain?”

That last question grounded her again, tossed aside the images of potential horror and clarified the potential victory. Victory for To-gai meant only one thing, in truth, but to Brynn Dharielle, that one thing outweighed all the pain and all the deaths.

“Freedom,” she whispered, her teeth clenched tightly.

Belli’mar Juraviel stared at her for a few moments, then nodded his approval.

She was learning.



LOZAN DUK WATCHED THE CURIOUS couple sitting at the campfire that warm summer night in the rolling foothills of the Belt-and-Buckle, a mountain range that Lozan Duk’s people considered the very end of the world. Lozan Duk was not too concerned with the female, for though her skin was darker and her eyes a bit unusual in shape, she did not seem so much different from the other bumbling humans who every so often wandered into these lands.

But the other one, with his angular features and diminutive form…

At first Lozan Duk and his companion, Cazzira, had thought the second creature a human child, but closer inspection had nullified that viewpoint. He was no child, and indeed spoke in the tones of a leader. And more than that, this one had a set of features that neither of the onlookers could have expected: a pair of nearly translucent wings.

A branch to the side shuddered slightly as Lozan Duk’s companion returned, leaping through the boughs as nimbly as any squirrel might. “Debankan,” she said with a nod, confirming their suspicions that the wings were akin to those of a debankan, a butterfly.

The two hesitated, staring at each other, at a loss. Their histories told of only one race of creatures who sported such ornaments, the Tylwyn Tou, the elves of the day.

But those creatures, the Tylwyn Tou, had receded into the oldest memories of the Tylwyn Doc. To many of the younger people, they had become no more than legends.

Was this, then, a legend come to life? For the diminutive creature down by the campfire surely resembled the Tylwyn Doc, with his deceivingly delicate stature and his angular features, except that his hair was light, where the Tylwyn Doc had hair almost universally black. And his skin, though creamy, seemed somewhat colored by the sun, where the skin of all the Tylwyn Doc, creatures who rarely if ever ventured out from under the nearly solid canopy of their forest home of Tymwyvenne, was milky white.

“Tylwyn Tou?” Cazzira asked, echoing Lozan Duk’s thoughts exactly.

“And what does that mean?” Lozan asked with a shrug.

Normally, the procedure for dealing with intruders was fairly straightforward, and certainly of uniform intent. No reasoning being who wandered into the realm of the Tylwyn Doc, the Doc’alfar, would wander back out.

Intruders were given to the peat bog.

Lozan Duk looked back down at the duo, particularly at the curious creature who seemed in many ways a mirror image of himself, and wondered.






CHAPTER 4 DETAILS, DETAILS


THEIR BICKERING WAS BECOMING MORE than an annoyance to Yakim Douan.

“The pirates must be handled more delicately!” yelled Yatol Peridan, the highest-ranking priest of southeastern Behren, the land known as Cosinnida—and a man well known to be in league with many of the notorious coast runners. The argument that he was now making in Jacintha—that the crackdown Yatol De Hamman had imposed along his section of the coast, the area north of Peridan’s territory and just south of Jacintha, was unreasonable and dangerous for security—almost had the Chezru Chieftain laughing aloud. How transparent this one was! Yakim always got a good chuckle out of Peridan’s antics; he had only appointed the man as a Yatol because Peridan had done a fine job in getting valuable marble up to the palace in Jacintha for recent improvements.

“The pirates must be handled!” Yatol De Hamman countered angrily. “Leave it at that. You call for delicate handling because you fear for your own purse!”

Yatol Peridan’s eyes widened at the blunt accusation, but Yakim Douan was paying more attention to the other seven priests, who were sitting back and watching the rising conflict with obvious amusement. The only analogy the Chezru Chieftain could draw upon at that moment was that of a group of youngsters, encircling a pair that had squared off, calling for them to fight.

Yes, this was more than an annoyance. Yakim Douan wanted to begin the time of Transcendence, wanted a new and younger body. But how could he leave the Chezru flock so vulnerable when it was in such disarray, when even the Yatols, the supposed leaders of the Chezru, were bickering amongst themselves? The verbal sparring between Peridan and De Hamman continued to escalate dangerously, until finally the Chezru Chieftain slammed his fists down on the round whitewood table and rose so forcefully that his chair skidded out behind him.

“Do you use the pirates, Yatol Peridan?” he asked, the bluntness of his question drawing gasps from all in attendance. It was one thing for a pair of priests to spar and accuse, but something altogether different for the Chezru Chieftain, the God-Voice of Yatol, to ask a question with such implications.

“God-Voice, how can you ask me…” Yatol Peridan stammered clumsily.

“Exactly as I have asked you,” Yakim Douan replied with all calm and confidence. “Do you use the pirates, for your own gain or for the gain of the church?”

Peridan continued to squirm, obviously seeking an escape, but Yakim Douan fixed him with a withering glare—a look perfected over the centuries, a look that allowed no possibilities of dodge here.

“The pirates have tithed to my church, yes, God-Voice,” Peridan finally admitted, lowering his eyes. The other priests all looked to each other with concern. Peridan’s admission was not news to them, of course, for everyone there knew the truth of Yatol Peridan’s relationship with some of the most notorious thugs sailing the coastline. But to hear the admission openly, in front of the Chezru Chieftain, was no small thing!

Yatol De Hamman sat back and crossed his arms over his chest, seeming quite pleased with himself.

“And you have used this… tithing, for the betterment of your church and flock?” the Chezru Chieftain asked, and all eyes looked at him then with continued surprise.

“I have,” Yatol Peridan answered enthusiastically after the shock of the question had worn off. “And I have spoken with many of the pirates about their activities, God-Voice. I try to alter their behavior. I seek to channel their strengths into the betterment of all.”

“They are killers!” Yatol De Hamman cried out. “Killers all!”

He started to spout on, but Yakim Douan held up his hand, halting the man. “You speak truly, Yatol De Hamman,” the Chezru offered. “And I hold little sympathy for those pirates your warships have sent into the depths of the dark waters. But as they are killers, they are also an inevitability. The pirates have run their catamarans across the coral reefs and away from Behrenese warships for centuries. They have always been there and will always be there. Accept that truth, and you will come to understand that Yatol Peridan’s profiting from the pirate activities is beneficial to the Chezru.”

“Bless you, God-Voice,” Yatol Peridan started to say.

“But,” Yakim Douan said sternly, lifting his pointing, accusatory finger Peridan’s way, “do not confuse the issue. You complain that Yatol De Hamman is sinking pirate ships, and thus sinking your profits, but to do so shows a disregard for the needs of Yatol De Hamman. How is he to rule his flock effectively if they do not believe that he can be trusted to protect them? So come not to Jacintha with complaints that your fellow Yatols are upholding the laws, Yatol Peridan. Come not to Jacintha with complaints that your temple will not be layered in gold.”

Yatol Peridan again lowered his eyes. “Yes, God-Voice.”

“And for the rest of you, find some insight!” Yakim Douan went on. “There are unpleasant inevitabilities to society, much as we see with the pirates off our coastline. We try to diminish these unpleasantries, indeed, but we are not wrong to find gain from them. As for you, Yatol Grysh,” he said, referring to, and looking to, the Yatol of the northwesternmost reaches of Behren, who presided under the shadows of the great mountains and the plateau along the borderlands of To-gai, in the great Behrenese city of Dharyan. Grysh, a bald, heavyset man with sleepy eyes who noticeably lacked any chin, was, in effect, Yakim Douan’s principal sheriff over the conquered To-gai-ru. The Yatol who had done the conquering, Tohen Bardoh, had been so brutal in his tactics that Douan had been forced to pull him back from the steppes. There were other Yatol priests in To-gai, of course, but they were either quick-promoted and expendable, eager young men, lifted from the ranks of the Shepherds and sent to the wilderness of the steppes, or they were of To-gai-ru descent, traitors to their own people, who obviously, therefore, could not be trusted by the Chezru Chieftain. That left Grysh, a cunning and often callous man, the perfect liaison to handle the savages of To-gai.

“There are many, many bandits running just west of your domain, are there not?” Yakim Douan asked the large man.

Yatol Grysh blinked sleepily, smiled, and nodded.

“Do you not find a way to tap into their growing resources?” Yakim Douan asked slyly.

Yatol Grysh, who was easily the most confident and self-assured of all those gathered, excepting of course Yakim Douan himself, merely smiled and nodded again, his demeanor drawing a chuckle or two from the others seated about the table.

“Inevitabilities,” Yakim Douan said to them all. “We cannot achieve perfection of our world. This is the teaching of Yatol. Perfection is to be found in an existence beyond this mortal realm. We know of this, and so, while we cannot be publicly tolerant of such behaviors or risk losing our hold, I applaud a Yatol wise enough to turn unpleasantness into gain.”

He finished with a pleading look toward Yatol De Hamman.

“Yes, God-Voice,” the humbled priest said, and though he offered one disapproving, even angry, look toward Yatol Peridan, he lowered his eyes obediently, giving Yakim Douan at least the hope that this troublesome business had been settled.

And how Douan needed it settled! If the rivalry between De Hamman and Peridan continued to escalate, it would likely come to a head during the time when the Yatol Council, and not Yakim Douan—for he would be in a woman’s womb, or in the body of small child—would be holding power in all the church. De Hamman and Peridan would no doubt be strong voices in that council, as strong as any, and if they went to war with each other, the church Yakim Douan inherited at the age of ten would be in complete disarray.

If he even was able to inherit the church, for such infighting could destroy the customs that now allowed for such a transition.

A weary Yakim Douan walked away from the contentious meeting sometime later, feeling satisfied that he had put the beast back into its cage, at least for the time being. He would have to reinforce the lessons he had given to the two troublesome Yatols many times over, he knew. And if he could not find a compromise that seemed binding, he would have to hold on to his earthly coil—would have to suffer the aches in the morning, would have to suffer the uninterested looks the harem girls gave to him when they didn’t think he was looking—for a long time to come.

The tired Chezru Chieftain knew that his day was only going to get busier when he saw Merwan Ma rushing down the long hall toward him, the young man’s face bright with excitement.

“God-Voice,” Merwan Ma breathed, sliding to a stop before Yakim.

The Chezru managed to straighten his shoulders and eye the young man squarely.

“Master Mackaront of Entel has come to speak with you.”

Mackaront, the personal assistant of Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce, was an Abellican monk of great power and Yakim Douan’s principal liaison to the northern kingdom. The Chezru Chieftain did well to offer a slight smile and nod in response, did well to hide his trepidation upon hearing the name of the unexpected visitor. If Mackaront had come south with more bad news—that Abbot Olin had died, perhaps—it could put yet another tear in the carefully drawn plans for Transcendence.

“I will meet with him in the Study of Sunset,” Yakim explained to his assistant, and he walked past, turning down the next corridor.

He heard Merwan Ma’s eager footfalls, sandals clapping on mosaic floors, and hoped again that the news from the north would not bode ill.



MASTER FILLADORO MACKARONT WAS SURELY one of the ugliest men Yakim Douan had ever met. His face was cratered and blotchy, his nose bulbous and seeming almost to glow with painful rawness. His brown eyes drooped and his teeth were all broken and twisted. As if all that wasn’t enough, several huge warts adorned Mackaront’s head and neck, including one cracked black-and-brown blemish in the center of his high forehead.

“It is good to see you again, God-Voice of the Yatols,” Mackaront said with a bow. The man spoke perfect Mohdan, the predominant language of eastern Behren.

Yakim Douan motioned for him to sit in a chair to his left, with both seats facing the window, which afforded a wonderful view of sunset over the western-stretching Belt-and-Buckle. Yakim Douan had placed them this way purposely before Merwan Ma and Mackaront had caught up to him, partly because he enjoyed watching the glorious sunsets, but mostly so that he would not have to sit facing his ugly guest. He liked Mackaront quite a bit, actually, but he didn’t want to look at the man!

“Pray tell me that my friend Abbot Olin fares well.”

“Indeed, God-Voice,” Mackaront happily replied. “Abbot Olin remains strong and well, his eyes clear.”

“And his mind sharp.”

“Yes, God-Voice!”

Yakim Douan did turn then to regard the ugly master from St. Bondabruce, noting how the man’s lips could not sit straight on his face because of the jagged teeth beneath. He wondered, and not for the first time, if that physical ugliness had been the catalyst for Filladoro Mackaront to join the Abellican Church. The Abellicans, after all, frowned upon any relationships between brothers and women—mostly because the powers of the Abellican Church wanted to make certain that no widows or children were left behind to claim any inheritance over Abellican property or wealth!—so it seemed plausible that entering the Church offered Mackaront the excuse for the obvious truth that no woman would ever want to share his bed.

“Why do you call me that?” Yakim Douan asked the Abellican, quite off the cuff. Behind him, he heard the sharp intake of Merwan Ma’s breath.

Mackaront looked at him curiously.

“In your religion, I am not such a God-Voice, am I?” the Chezru Chieftain asked. “We worship different gods, do we not? We assign different meanings to greatness, and yet you address me by the title normally reserved for my personal attendants and visiting Yatol priests. Are you prepared to convert to the true religion of Yatol, Abellican Master Mackaront?”

Mackaront’s droopy eyes widened considerably at that remark, and he started shaking his head, his crooked lips moving as if he were trying to find appropriate words with which to respond.

“Or are you merely being polite?” the Chezru Chieftain asked with a grin that allowed both poor Mackaront and Merwan Ma to sigh with relief.

“God-Voice,” Mackaront began tentatively, and he quickly corrected it to, “Chezru Douan, I am sent with all humility from my master, Abbot Olin of St. Bondabruce.”

Yakim Douan didn’t even hide his smile. He liked the way lackeys like Mackaront always reverted to the formalities of station when they were backed into a corner.

“I intend no offense to you,” Mackaront went on. “Never that. I offer you the respect afforded your position, using titles you have earned among your people.”

“Earned?” Yakim Douan said with a chuckle. “I was born to this position. There was nothing to ‘earn,’ because this was all decreed by Yatol, by God himself. Do you not understand?”

Master Mackaront’s expression could not have been more stupefied. He understood the reasoning, of course, for he was well versed in the customs of the Yatols. What had him stunned beyond words here, Yakim Douan knew, was the Chezru’s tone and insistence, this whole line of questioning—a conversation that Yakim Douan knew to be out of bounds.

“I am not qualified to debate the relative beliefs and strengths of our religions, Chezru Douan,” Master Mackaront said after a few uncomfortable moments.

Yakim Douan’s laughter had the man leaning back defensively in his seat.

“Nor should you wish to enter such a debate,” he said lightheartedly. “Nor do I ever desire such a course. Our worlds are very different, Master Mackaront. Abbot Olin and I have understood that for years, and that understanding has been the cornerstone of my friendship with your abbot for decades. We accept each other’s beliefs, with humility and respect, though I know that he, and you, are wrong.”

Mackaront frowned; Yakim Douan watched his every flinch and movement, taking a measure for every step along this tricky road. He wasn’t sure why he had decided to pursue this course this day. It was almost a replay of the conversation he had shared with young Abbot Olin soon after the man had ascended to the leadership of St. Bondabruce, a necessary understanding before the two men could pursue an honest friendship.

Yakim Douan came to recognize his own instincts then. When he had heard of Mackaront’s visit, he had at once assumed that Olin might have died. Thus, his instincts had sent him into this unexpected conversation, one that might lead him down a road of friendship with Master Mackaront, Abbot Olin’s possible successor. Better for Yakim Douan, for the end of this corporeal incarnation and for the early years of the next, if Master Mackaront of St. Bondabruce came to a higher understanding and appreciation of the Yatol religion.

“I know you are wrong because I am the God-Voice of Yatol,” the Chezru Chieftain explained. “As your Father Abbot Agronguerre knows that I… that we,” he added, sweeping his hand out toward Merwan Ma, “are wrong in our beliefs.” Yakim Douan gave a shrug, as if it didn’t really matter. “Your Abbot Olin understands this. What we, together, have come to know is that, though our beliefs are very different, our goals are not so much so. Pious Abellicans are closer to Yatol than the highwaymen of your lands, as pious Yatols should be far more welcomed into the gates of your heaven than the unlawful pirates running the Behrenese coastline.”

Yakim Douan glanced back at Merwan Ma as he spoke, noting how the man’s eyes widened! Of course they did, and if Yakim Douan had not trusted Merwan Ma implicitly to keep this conversation private, he never would have spoken in such a manner with the man present. For the formal and public declarations of the Yatol religion were quite clear concerning the Abellicans. Their gemstone use alone damned them! To the Yatols, the gemstones were the instruments of the demon dactyls, and by that reasoning, “pious” Abellicans should have been placed at the end of the line for those seeking to enter the Paradise promised by Yatol.

While Merwan Ma was obviously confused and stunned, Master Mackaront seemed to ease back into his seat, a bit more relaxed. Yes, Yakim Douan saw, and was glad: the seeds were being planted well.

“Enough of philosophy,” the Chezru Chieftain announced. “You did not come here for such a discussion as this, I am sure, and my time is pressing. What news from Abbot Olin?”

Master Mackaront spent a moment collecting himself, clearing his throat and snorting a few very unpleasant sounds. Yakim Douan tried to ignore the man, looking back out to the west and the long line of mountains.

“Abbot Olin bade me come to Jacintha to tell you that Father Abbot Agronguerre’s health has turned for the worse,” the man from Entel explained. “He is very old and very frail, and a College of Abbots is expected within a year or two.”

“And does Abbot Olin expect to ascend to your highest post at that College of Abbots?”

“He does. He has rivals, of course…”

“That is why our ascension is placed in the hands of God, and not mortal man,” Yakim Douan couldn’t resist interjecting.

Mackaront bristled and coughed, but worked past the remark. “There is one master at St.-Mere-Abelle who will strive hard against him. And another, perhaps, a younger man, but one who was fortunate enough to find himself beside the disciples of Brother Avelyn, whose miracle rescued the kingdom from the rosy plague. That man is not ready, of course, but the emotions are high and favorable toward deceased Brother Avelyn.”

“Ah yes, the wandering heretic who blew up a mountain and defeated the demon,” Yakim Douan said with just a hint of sarcasm. “Who raised his dead arm toward the heavens and invoked the miracle you speak of, bringing down the power of God to create a mystical cure for the plague that ravaged your land.” The Chezru Chieftain resisted the temptation to point out that this supposedly God-cured plague should logically be considered a God-sent plague. And if that was the case, then why hadn’t God visited this horror upon Behren and the heathen Yatols?

For mortal men, such questions could bring great distress, but for Yakim Douan, who had lived through the centuries and who planned on living forever more, such questions were the stuff of pure amusement.

Not now, the Chezru Chieftain silently told himself. Not here and with this man.

“How much of a threat does Abbot Olin perceive from this young follower of Brother Avelyn?” he asked.

Master Mackaront shrugged and seemed content with the change of subject. “Young Abbot Braumin should not pose too great a threat. He is not a dynamic man, of himself, and it is only his ties to Avelyn’s disciples—one martyred, the other held in the highest regard of all the land, Church and State alike—that even allows his name to be seriously mentioned. It is more the other rival, a powerful Master of St.-Mere-Abelle, and thus, sitting at Father Abbot Agronguerre’s right hand, who concerns Abbot Olin, and he will have to wage a strong campaign if he is to defeat the man.”

Wage a strong campaign, Yakim Douan echoed in his mind. The words were telling indeed, and explained much about Master Mackaront’s visit.

Abbot Olin had come begging.

“Abbot Olin is prepared to wage such a battle,” Mackaront went on with great enthusiasm. “He understands the great gain to both our peoples if he can ascend to the position of Father Abbot while Yakim Douan is hailed as Behren’s Chezru Chieftain. Perhaps then our respective flocks can mend old wounds in a way that kings and ambassadors have never envisioned! Perhaps the bonding, then, of Jacintha to Entel will strengthen the ties to a point where few would ever consider war between our peoples ever again!”

“Entel?” Yakim Douan asked skeptically. “Why, Master Mackaront, if your Abbot Olin ascends, will he not be forced by custom to move to the north, far from his beloved Entel, to the dark halls of St.-Mere-Abelle?”

“Perhaps,” Mackaront responded, his momentum a bit deflected. “Abbot Olin has spoken of moving the Abellican seat of power to Entel.”

“Old traditions die hard.”

“Or, even if he is forced to move to St.-Mere-Abelle, he will ensure that St. Bondabruce and St. Rontlemore of Entel are headed by men who understand the growing relationship between our peoples. Abbot Olin wishes me to assure you that his loyalties to you as his friend will not end—”

“Of course not,” interrupted Yakim Douan, who had heard more than enough. “And please, when you return to Entel, assure your master that I am no less loyal than he. Though I suspect you will not even have to speak the words when Abbot Olin views your cargo.” As he finished, he stood up and turned for the door, and an elated Master Mackaront was quick to take the cue.

As Mackaront bowed and turned to leave, Merwan Ma rushed ahead of him to open the door.

“Return to me at once,” Yakim Douan instructed his assistant, and then he turned to Mackaront. “I will instruct good Shepherd Ma on how properly to prepare your wagons.”

“You are most generous, God-Voice,” the overwhelmed Mackaront said with another clumsy bow.

Yakim Douan just smiled and showed him out of the room, nodding to Merwan Ma, a signal for the man to hurry. Then, comfortably alone, the Chezru Chieftain returned to his seat and his wonderful view, awaiting Merwan Ma’s return and taking this quiet moment to reflect on all of the events happening about him, all of those circumstances that would determine when he could at last shed his aching mortal coil.

“I do not understand, God-Voice,” came Merwan Ma’s voice behind him sometime later, startling Yakim from a pleasant nap. He jumped a bit and turned, and Merwan Ma blanched at the realization that he had just wakened the Chezru Chieftain.

“My pardon…” he stammered, and bowed repeatedly, heading for the door.

“I prefer that my attendants are not blabbering fools,” Yakim said to him, stopping him cold. “Do not act the part of one, Merwan Ma. It is not becoming.”

“Yes, God-Voice.”

“What did you say when you entered?”

“I said that I do not understand,” Merwan Ma repeated. “Master Mackaront left here in fine spirits.”

“As I intended.”

“Of course.”

“Then what is not to understand?”

“All of…” Merwan Ma started, but he stopped and just shook his head, seeming quite flabbergasted.

“You are surprised that I would help to finance Abbot Olin’s ascension?”

“That is the business of the Abellicans, and something whose effect should end at the mountain range, God-Voice. I do not understand why we would choose to get involved. I know that Abbot Olin is your friend—”

“My friend?” Yakim gave a heartfelt laugh. “No, he is not my friend. Or at least, I would not call him my friend—except, of course, to those who need to hear such assurance, such as Master Mackaront. Abbot Olin and I have an understanding.”

“And a mutual respect?”

“He respects me, as he should. We recognize the gains that may be made from our contact. He has things that benefit Behren, and I have things that benefit Honce-the-Bear. Such as my wealth, you see?”

“Yes, God-Voice,” Merwan Ma said unconvincingly.

Yakim Douan gave yet another laugh. “Surely you can recognize the benefit to us in having a man such as Abbot Olin seated in power over the Abellican Church. Entel is an important sister city to Jacintha, a way of trading for goods that are hard to secure south of the mountains. Most of the wood within Jacintha, including the great masts for our fleet, was brought here by Entel ships, as were many of the delicacies that we enjoy regularly at our table.”

“I do understand.” Again, Merwan Ma was not very convincing and seemed to be quite upset.

“But you know, as well, that it is not our place to help the Abellican heathens, and that is what troubles you,” the Chezru Chieftain reasoned. Merwan Ma didn’t respond verbally, but his expression showed Yakim Douan that his guess had been on the mark.

“In friendship and in trade will we infiltrate the kingdom to the north with the word of Yatol,” Yakim Douan explained. “We know that we are right. We know that our faith is strong and that the Abellicans err in their devotion to gemstones. And we are secure that they, too, will come to see the light that is Yatol. The more they see of us, the more our true faith will mock their pitiful religion in the eyes of the Abellican flock.”

Merwan Ma was standing straighter by that point and nodding eagerly, and Yakim Douan understood that he had settled this matter for good. Of course, he didn’t really believe much of what he was preaching. He knew that any who watched the transition from Chezru Chieftain to the next chosen child would be stunned, would likely fall on their knees at the sight of the “miracle.” But he knew, too, that the crafty Abellicans were pretty good at manufacturing miracles of their own, and given all the stir concerning the upraised hand of the dead Avelyn and the way that it “miraculously” cured the deadly plague, Yakim Douan knew that it would be a long, long time before many Abellicans even thought to change their spiritual course!

But still, he did want Olin to ascend, did want allies within the northern kingdom, men who would not put any pressure on Behren during the time of Transcendence, and men who, through trade and gifts, would make his life a little bit more pleasurable in the next incarnation.
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